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      Prologue


      Elio, Miya’s older brother, was sitting on a sofa in the reception parlor inside the Great Tower, together with a girl whose legs ended in hooves like a horse’s.


      The maiden was about as tall as Miya, and they were both around the same age, but her body was not quite as developed. She had a delicate frame, and her chest was just as dainty as her wrists. However, her facial features were strikingly lovely, and anyone could see from just one look that she would grow up to be a gorgeous woman one day. Her rich, velvet hair was tied up in two long pigtails kept in place near the top of her head by cute, girlish ribbons. The whole look was very befitting of Phinea, the girl who’d journeyed far to visit the Great Tower.


      Phinea was a daughter of noble birth in the Centaur Steppes, and she was the younger half sister of Santor, one of Light’s eight betrayers from the Concord of the Tribes. Phinea turned to Elio, her hands holding his arm anxiously.


      “Elio, are you going to leave me?” she asked, her eyes starting to well with tears. “I want you to stay here with me until everything is taken care of. Can you?”


      Elio sat in silence, unable to provide an immediate response. After some brooding, Elio looked Phinea in the eye, and with an air of determination, he gave her his answer.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Phinea the Centaur


      “Are you all out of your minds?” Phinea screeched. “Who in the heck would try to pick a fight with the Wicked Witch of the Tower of all people?”


      Phinea stood up and yelled at her half brother Santor, his father, and his grandfather, who all remained sitting in a circle in their palace in the Centaur Steppes. In truth, the structure was a sprawling, yurt-like tent covered in cloth, but for all practical purposes, it was a palace standing in the middle of the nation’s capital.


      “Do you have any idea what the witch has been doing?” Phinea nearly shrieked as the rest looked up at her. “Yes, she’s a human, but she’s brought down the Elven Queendom, the Dark Elf Islands, the Beastfolk Federation, and the Onifolk Archipelago! Did it ever cross your minds that she’d crush us like ants if we tried to oppose her? We already have our own problems with the Dungeon Keepers and the Nomads constantly at each other’s throats!”


      Phinea grabbed her head with both hands in frustration, nearly tousling her chestnut pigtails.


      To those wondering what the Dungeon Keepers and the Nomads were, it’s necessary to first describe the geography and the social structure of the Centaur Steppes. The country was located between the Dragonute Empire in the east and the Beastfolk Federation in the west. Mountains separated the centaurs from the dragonutes, while a river formed a natural border with the beastfolk.


      As the name suggested, the Centaur Steppes was covered in grassland with hardly any trees in sight. The population was 99.99% centaurs, and practically no member of any other race visited the nation for work or for sightseeing. Outsiders shied away because the Centaur Steppes was a very poor country. Although the terrain was flat and filled with grass, the lack of precipitation meant the land wasn’t suitable for farming.


      But the capital city of the Centaur Steppes, which was a mass of tent houses and similarly built establishments, was home to the country’s lone dungeon. Santor’s household was the one that controlled and maintained the dungeon, meaning the patriarch of the family led the so-called Dungeon Keepers faction and functioned as the de facto ruler—the chief patriarch—of the nation. Centaurs called the dungeon the Oasis of the Steppes, but the landmark did not measure up to dungeons located in other nations. The dungeon spawned weak, low-level monsters, and farming the creatures would not earn much money worth speaking of in any other context. But the Dungeon Keepers held a monopoly on hunting the monsters and exporting the useful material reaped from the dungeon to other countries. Through that trade, the Dungeon Keepers earned over ninety percent of the foreign currency coming into their nation, meaning the dungeon was the lifeline that guaranteed Santor’s family an easy life of relative wealth and comfort.


      The centaurs who didn’t benefit from the dungeon mostly survived by being subsistence herdsmen, with sheep being their main livestock. These Nomads either ate what they raised or bartered their animals for daily necessities.


      The vast disparity in wealth had given rise to tensions between the Dungeon Keepers and the Nomads. But despite the long-standing internal discord, the Centaur Steppes vowed to oppose the Wicked Witch of the Tower due to her ruining the summit recently convened in the Principality of the Nine.


      Phinea had just been briefed on everything that had happened at the summit during this dialogue with the Dungeon Keeper elders, but the resolution reached by her grandfather made her blanch with fear and launch into her tirade.


      “It’s not too late to call this off,” Phinea pleaded. “You can still apologize to the witch and announce that you support the coronation of the new human queen!”


      Phinea’s father, next in line to be the nation’s patriarch, rose to his hooves and towered over his younger child. “That’s enough outta you, Phinea!” he thundered. “You’re just a misbegotten child I had with that concubine! You have no right to speak that way to our patriarch!”


      “Excuse you?!” Phinea exclaimed, matching her father glare for glare. “You’re the one who got my mom pregnant with me in the first place! If anything, you don’t have any right to call me ‘misbegotten’ or any of that garbage!”


      “You ungrateful ninny!” yelled the dad. “Is that the kind of lip you give to your own father?!”


      “You’re the one who started it!” Phinea protested.


      The term “misbegotten child” was a mean-spirited misnomer because the “concubine” actually referred to the father’s second wife. Because of the generations-long friction between the Dungeon Keepers and the Nomads, the two factions sought to bridge the divide by arranging a marriage between the two sides’ leading clans. That meant Santor’s father was made to take in the daughter of the Nomad’s top patriarch as his second wife, and he later sired Phinea.


      Back in the palace, Santor finally intervened to soothe a potentially explosive situation. “Hold your horses, pops. You too, Phinea. Remember, we’re havin’ this sit-down so that our patriarch here can tell us what happened at the summit.”


      Santor’s self-assured admonishment managed to lower his father’s temperature—but not Phinea’s.


      “Why aren’t you talking him out of this, Santor?” Phinea yelled. “You’re the older brother! You go bow down to the witch and apologize to her!”


      “I ain’t hangin’ my head to a stupid human!” Santor sneered. “Besides, it’s that witch who decided to make trouble with the demonkin and dragonutes! It won’t be many moons before she gets slaughtered by those two races.”
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      Both Santor’s father and grandfather endorsed his sentiments by nodding repeatedly, which prompted Santor to loudly guffaw at his half sister’s argumentative defeat. “There’s too much about this world you’re naive about, Phinea,” Santor brayed.


      Phinea audibly seethed. “That’s it! I’m done with you rocks-for-brains!” She spun around in a huff to exit the tent palace. “I’m going to my mom!”


      The three men waited until Phinea passed through cloth flaps that served as the door before the father let out an exasperated sigh and returned to his seat on the floor. The patriarch faced Santor and started to chide his grandson.


      “Santor, don’t you think you’re being too soft on her?” said the patriarch. “Now that mere girl thinks she can nag and henpeck her own father like a disrespectful brat.”


      “He’s right, y’know. You spoil her too much,” said Santor’s father. “Now Phinea thinks she’s the boss of me, if you can believe it!” Both older men glared at Santor, but he simply laughed off the hostility.


      “You two are gettin’ worked up over nothing,” Santor said. “It’d be one thing if she were my brother and a full sibling—then we’d have a real problem over rightful successorship and crap. But Phinea’s just a snot-nosed kid born out of first wedlock, so she’s got no real say in anything. Her only real use is for us to one day marry her off to some bigwig so we can solidify our influence. If you’re a real man, you’d put up with her little tantrums till she’s out the door for good.”


      The two older centaurs were unable to respond, knowing that Santor was entirely correct, and if they did attempt a rebuttal, they would be thought of as less of a man than the youngest scion. Santor cleared his throat and brought the discussion back to the topic at hand.


      “Anyway, knowing what went down at the summit, that means we’re gonna oppose the Wicked Witch just like the Dragonute Empire and the Demonkin Nation, right?” asked Santor.


      “Mm-hmm,” the patriarch grunted, making the decision unanimous between the three men.


      ✰✰✰


      Five armed male centaurs and a similarly armed teenaged centaur girl in a ponytail waited nearby the tent palace. The girl yawned sleepily, her long forelocks swept to one side concealing her right eye. At 170 centimeters, the girl named Palu was reasonably tall for her age, and she was armed with a bow and arrows kept in a quiver hung from her waist. Like other centaurs, Palu was highly adept at archery, but what set her apart from most centaur maids was her chest, which was very much in proportion to her height. Palu’s bust was noticeably compressed beneath the breastplate she wore, and her slim waist only made her chest seem larger to the eyes. Her shapely figure was so distracting, the two sentries guarding the palace’s entrance couldn’t help stealing glances on and off. Those glimpses didn’t escape the notice of the males accompanying Palu, but they charitably kept it to themselves, figuring sardonically that any guy would do the same.


      When Phinea stormed out of the palace, Palu acknowledged her presence with a soft grunt, a noise she habitually made.


      “Hm, is the meeting all done, Phee?” asked Palu, using Phinea’s pet name.


      “No, I left in the middle of it because it was too stupid!” Phinea, who was much too steamed to stop for her entourage, continued to trod toward her destination. The six centaurs who served as Phinea’s bodyguards followed her to the outskirts of the capital city and into the vast grasslands, where there were no trees or any tall vegetation in sight. Without bothering to look back, Phinea broke into a gallop toward her maternal home, her guards in tow. Because they were centaurs, the group was able to travel at high speeds while still holding a conversation throughout. Of course, the conversation centered around what happened at the meeting with her father’s family.


      “Even before all this happened, me and Palu were afraid the Wicked Witch would show up at that summit,” Phinea told her entourage. “But I never would’ve thought we’d pick the worst possible choice on what to do about it! Does that patriarch want to see all of us centaurs destroyed?”


      Phinea grabbed her head in frustration while galloping, and the leader of the male centaurs, Aloh, tried to assuage her. “Well, maybe the patriarch put some thought into that decision.”


      “Hm? I don’t think so,” Palu chimed in. “If anything, he’s probably grown too old and senile to reach rational decisions anymore.”


      “Whoa,” Aloh said in reaction. “You’re a lot harsher than you look, but I guess I always say that.”


      “We’ve known each other since we were kids, so why act surprised now?” Phinea cast a hard look at Aloh. “But I’d be careful if I were you. Your dad’s the leader of the Nomads, but here you are practically defending the Dungeon Keepers’ patriarch.”


      Everyone in Phinea’s entourage had been handpicked by the Suew household, the largest and leading clan of the Nomads. Palu was chosen as a bodyguard since her family was kin to the Suew, and because they’d grown up together, the two girls were close friends.


      Aloh, meanwhile, was the second son of the Suew patriarch—Phinea’s uncle and her mother’s older brother—making him Phinea’s cousin. Aloh’s elder brother was next in line to succeed as the patriarch, so Aloh was given the next important job of heading the detail of male bodyguards assigned to safeguard Phinea.


      Palu and a few of the other bodyguards joined Phinea in shooting quizzical looks at the Suew princeling for his charitable remarks regarding the Dungeon Keepers’ patriarch.


      Aloh sighed. “Phee, I’m not defending anyone, okay? I was just saying it’s possible he put some thought into it. And look, I know you girls are too sheltered to realize this, but I’d be more afraid of making enemies with the dragonutes and the demonkin to bother with us if I were the witch. That’s part of the reason why I don’t necessarily think the chief patriarch made that bad of a call.”


      Upon hearing Aloh’s reasoning, the males in the security detail nodded in agreement, because they had experience traveling outside the country. Those opportunities came when the centaurs shipped materials from the dungeon to the port city in the Beastfolk Federation. At the port, the centaurs would sell the cargo to other boats that would take the goods across the world. Centaurs who handled the initial shipments to the beastfolk’s port city would often encounter demons and dragonutes. On top of that, any centaur who traveled outside the country would constantly hear about how powerful the Demonkin Nation and the Dragonute Empire were. So for the men in Aloh’s detail, who knew about the outside, those two countries were far more frightening than a human witch who had appeared out of nowhere.


      “So you’re fine with us trying to fight the witch and having every single one of us killed? Because I’m not!” Phinea fired back. “Besides, we’re talking about someone who brought the elves, the dark elves, the beastfolk, and the onifolk to their knees in a matter of months! Say what you will about the demonkin and the dragonutes, but it’s obvious we should side with the witch.”


      Aloh and the rest of the men went silent because Phinea was entirely correct: Neither the Demonkin Nation nor the Dragonute Empire had the might to conquer four nations in such a short span of time. If they had, that feat would’ve occurred a long time ago.


      “Hmm, in that case, why don’t you lead a coup, Phee?” said Palu. “You have the bloodline to justify it, and at the end of the day, you’re stronger than Santor, so the people will follow you.”


      “No way, and we already discussed that,” Phinea replied. “A coup would just cause a war between the Nomads and the Dungeon Keepers, and I don’t want any needless bloodshed.”


      Phinea was solemn only for a moment. “And besides, I don’t want to be a clan leader! I wouldn’t be in the mood for it! I’d rather live the simple, easygoing life married to a gorgeous dreamboat. And why would you even suggest that I’m stronger than Santor? I’m a sweet, delicate maiden, remember?”


      “I wouldn’t say it if it weren’t true,” Palu responded. “You would definitely have the advantage in a fistfight with him, since you’re about as strong as a high-level orc.”


      “Who’re you calling an orc?!” Phinea screeched. “In case you haven’t heard, I’m an actual princess!”


      Phinea was the type of girl who loved putting on makeup and jewelry and never once engaged in strength training or similar sorts of physical activities. Although Phinea and Palu were the same age, Palu was taller and more muscular since she served as Phinea’s bodyguard, yet Phinea was the stronger of the two and odds would indeed be in her favor in a hand-to-hand brawl with Santor.


      The centaurs were a race that placed the strong at the top of the hierarchy as a matter of course, while the weak had no chance of advancing. It was believed that this ethos was the product of being a species that hunted in groups.


      Phinea decided to shrug off the perceived insult from Palu and returned to the topic at hand. “Anyway, there won’t be any coups. But we also can’t sit on our thumbs while our nation is trying to pick a fight with the witch. Now that it’s come to this, we’ll have to go with our plan to meet with the witch and smooth things over.”


      “Go with what plan?” said Aloh. “Phee, I don’t remember discussing that with you. This is the first time I’m hearing about this.”


      Phinea and Palu both smirked haughtily. “Of course I didn’t tell you,” said Phinea. “Me and Palu kept the plan to ourselves to make sure nobody caught wind of it.”


      “Mm-hmm,” said Palu. “We were able to maintain high confidentiality since we limited our discussions to spaces where men aren’t allowed to enter.”


      Most people in the Centaur Steppes lived in tent houses, which afforded nothing in terms of privacy from eavesdroppers. But not only was Palu Phinea’s best friend and bodyguard, Palu also acted as Phinea’s caretaker of sorts. That meant the two girls could enter steam baths together, one of the few places off-limits even to the males in Phinea’s security detail. The times spent in the baths afforded the perfect opportunity to conduct strategy sessions in secret.


      “We figured that me talking with the witch would be the quickest way to straighten everything out if need be,” Phinea said to her entourage, no longer needing to hide her plan.


      “Phee is still royalty, even if her mother is her father’s second wife,” said Palu. “The Wicked Witch is not going to ignore her request for an audience. Our plan is to ask the witch for her support in taking over control of the country, just like she helped the princess of the Human Kingdom.”


      “Just so we’re clear, I don’t want the witch to make me any sort of queen,” Phinea admonished. “I just want the country to switch to a group leadership structure like the beastfolk have. The Nomads have been wanting that for years, and this way we can finally put an end to the Dungeon Keepers’ hold on power!”


      The male centaurs all raised their voices in enthusiastic hope and astonishment. All except for Aloh, who was sweating, and not from the exertion from the journey.


      “Wait a minute,” said Aloh. “I thought you told them back there that you’re going back to our compound, but are you really?”


      “Nope.” Phinea smirked like a kid who’d just pulled a prank. “That was just something I said to buy time for me to meet the witch.”


      Phinea would regularly visit the Suew compound, and those stays would last anywhere between a few days to more than a month. Since her father’s side assumed the trips were for Phinea to visit her mother, they allowed her free rein to go whenever she felt like it. But this time, Phinea and Palu planned to use that blind spot to their advantage and go on an unauthorized journey to meet the Wicked Witch of the Tower.


      “We’ll make camp tonight, then head for the northern border tomorrow,” Phinea said. “If the rumors are true, it’s gotten even harder to enter Tower City. So first we’ll have to go to the Human Kingdom, meet with the queen, and have her write a letter of introduction for us. Then we’ll go to the Great Tower.”


      “Hmph, a perfect plan if I say so myself,” said Palu.


      “Yeah!” both Phinea and Palu high-fived each other without breaking their strides in the gallop. This time, it was Aloh’s turn to grab his head in exasperation.


      “What’s wrong, Aloh?” Phinea said with genuine concern. “Does your head hurt?”


      “Should we take a break?” asked Palu.


      “It’s not a headache,” said Aloh. “My head’s just spinning from how insanely reckless you two are being.”


      Aloh frowned as he lectured the two girls. “From what I can tell, your ‘perfect plan’ sounds like a recipe for disaster. Look at you. You’d be two backwater rubes on their first trip outside the country trying to stumble their way to the Human Kingdom and the Great Tower. Anyone can see how it ends: You’ll either get swindled out of all your money by a bunch of con artists, or you’ll get kidnapped and sold into slavery.”


      “I’m not a rube! I was raised in the city, just so you know!” said Phinea, blind to the fact that the centaur capital wasn’t much of a metropolis to speak of. “So if you think people will rob or enslave us, then find something else to worry about!”


      “The two of us are used to camping outdoors,” said Palu. “We also know the exact route to reach the Human Kingdom and the Great Tower, and our centaur hooves can take us there easily.”


      “You two are just proving how clueless you really are.” Aloh covered his face like a parent who just found out that one of his kids had planned a day trip to another town without asking. After stewing for another several seconds, Aloh made up his mind. “Fine, I’ll tag along with you guys.”


      “What?” Phinea said in disbelief. “But I wanted you to go to the compound and tell my mom where I am.”


      “She’s right,” Palu followed up. “We don’t know when we’ll return, so we’ll need you to run interference against Santor and the elders until then.”


      “You think I’m just going to nod along and wish you a nice trip after hearing that madness?” Aloh exhaled. “What kind of bodyguard captain would I be if I did that? We can let the others tell the family and stall Santor’s people. I’m going with you.”


      Phinea huffed. “Jeez, you’re so overprotective.”


      “Yeah, it’s almost creepy,” Palu added.


      “You knuckleheads...” Aloh ground his teeth. “You’re only able to mouth off like this ’cause you don’t know anything about the real world!”


      Despite the mutual gripings, it was ultimately agreed upon that Aloh would accompany Phinea and Palu as an extra layer of protection on their fateful journey to secure a future for the centaur race.


      ✰✰✰


      Later that night, Phinea and her entourage made camp in the middle of the open grasslands, with pairs rotating to keep watch while the others slept. When it was Aloh’s turn to keep watch with another male centaur, dark clouds had concealed the moon, and Aloh used this pitch-black cover of night to lean in and whisper into his underling’s ear. Aloh’s face was a frigid mask of ruthlessness, one he would never think of exposing to Phinea or Palu.


      “As soon as you return to the compound, get in touch with our associates and tell Santor’s people about Phinea’s plans,” said Aloh. “I’ll leave markers along the way so you and your men can follow us. Once you catch up, grab the girls and bring them back.”


      “Understood, sir,” said the underling, setting in motion the conspiracy within the deep, aubergine gloom.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: First Time Abroad


      When Phinea and her friends set off on their journey, Light was in the midst of carrying out his long-awaited revenge against Diablo.


      “Santor’s sister left the Centaur Steppes?” Light lifted his eyes from the report he received from Aoyuki, who stood in front of his desk in the executive office in the Abyss. From what Light had gathered by skimming the text, Phinea, a girl of high noble birth, had set foot outside of her home country for the first time in her life, bringing only a few of her comrades with her.


      “Correct,” Aoyuki said in a cool, monotone voice. “Their destination has yet to be determined. However, she’s the half sister of Santor, a member of your former party, the Concord of the Tribes. Shall we capture her and use her for your retribution against him, master?”


      “Yeah, he does dote on his sister, even if they’re half siblings...” Light said noncommittally. He acted busy by reading the rest of Aoyuki’s report, all the while silently weighing his options.


      The Centaur Steppes are divided between two rival factions, and the biggest clans from those factions tried to make peace by marrying their children. That marriage between Santor’s dad and the second wife even produced a daughter, this Phinea, but the factional rivalry hasn’t cooled down because the Dungeon Keepers are still hogging all the nation’s wealth.


      Light scanned the next page. My operatives think it’s possible that Phinea chose to sneak out of her country to undo the status quo? The report contained multiple predictions of Phinea’s objectives based on intelligence estimates, and they all seemed plausible to Light.


      Aoyuki lowered her head until the brim of her cat-eared hood covered her eyes. “If you so desire, I’m prepared to immediately make contact with her, master.”


      “Doing that would make it easier to figure out how to get the sweetest revenge against Santor,” Light mused. “But right now, my hands are full dealing with the Demonkin Nation and Diablo. I don’t want to spread myself thin and exact a half-hearted payback against either Diablo or Santor. And if we leave her alone, she’ll probably be the one to make contact with us soon enough.”


      Light paused. “We’re also still not a hundred percent sure if she really left her country to bring down the Dungeon Keepers. For all we know, she might’ve stolen away just so she could go out and see the world.”


      “Mrrow!” Aoyuki said in agreement.

    

  

  
    [image: insert2]
  

  
    
      At first, Light thought about tracking Phinea’s movements in a nonpriority fashion, but he immediately dismissed the idea. It doesn’t feel right spying on a girl who might not be trying to get in touch with us in the first place, he reasoned.


      Soon after, Mei’s team and Mera returned with devastating news about Light’s brother, Els, and as soon as Light was briefed on their discoveries, all thoughts about Phinea vanished from his mind.


      ✰✰✰


      “Hm? How is this wall higher than all the trees?” Palu said, astonished at the sight.


      “I-Is it even possible to build this ginormous thing?” Phinea gasped.


      The two girls and Aloh had reached the first town in the Human Kingdom after spending a night camping in the Centaur Steppes and the following few days crossing the river and galloping through the neighboring country. The three centaurs stood in front of the defensive curtain wall surrounding the town.


      Aloh breathed out an irritated sigh as Palu and Phinea continued to gawk. “See? I was right to come along with you two.”


      The trio had left a country where none of the tent buildings were higher than the occasional tree that interrupted the grasslands. But here, they encountered a structure that nearly made the two girls strain their necks looking up. To everyone else, of course, it was just a simple brick wall that was high enough to keep out marauders.


      “Aloh, how could you not think this is a big deal?” Phinea protested. “It’s mind-blowing how they’re able to build this huge thing!”


      “I’ve done escort duty for people exporting wool and magic dungeon items to the Beastfolk Federation for years now,” said Aloh. “I’m used to seeing these walls, so they’re nothing special.”


      Guarding shippers was one of the few lines of work that afforded Nomads the chance to earn precious income in coins. Still, because the cash coming in was never enough, the Nomads usually bartered for goods at shops located in the center of the country. The disparity of wealth was so great that the formation of the two factions, the Dungeon Keepers and the Nomads, was the natural outcome.


      “I’m more surprised that this dinky town wall would make you two speechless,” said Aloh. “You should be thanking me for insisting on coming along.”


      “You’re mocking us, aren’t you?” said Phinea.


      Palu also glared at Aloh. “You must really think we’re rubes.”


      Aloh averted his gaze. “No I’m not. Look, it’s no use standing here all day. We need to get inside and get supplies for the trip.”


      Aloh went through the gate first while the two girls followed, both clearly doubting Aloh’s sincerity.


      ✰✰✰


      The first place the three stopped at was the town’s adventurers guild, where they exchanged magic gems from the centaur dungeon for cash. Afterward, they booked lodging at an inn, then went to the market district to purchase supplies for the long trip awaiting them tomorrow. As the three centaurs strolled through the town’s streets, Phinea and Palu looked around extra curiously.


      “I see this town has a whole bunch of shops,” Phinea said in wonder. “That huge wall took my breath away, but at least the inside sort of looks like the capital back home.”


      “Hmm, but there are clearly more stores here, and they have a wider selection of things,” said Palu.


      There were a multitude of tent stores and street stalls circling the dungeon at the Centaur Steppes capital, but to put it in another perspective, the number of shops and stalls in this simple Human Kingdom town matched the scale found in the largest city of the centaurs’ home country. That comparison alone demonstrated the low-income status of the Centaur Steppes.


      “Hey, quit rubbernecking, or we might get separated,” said Aloh.


      “I still don’t get why we need to buy any more supplies for our trip,” said Phinea.


      “Yeah,” Palu agreed. “I thought the two of us already packed everything we needed.”


      “Sure, the supplies you have now may be enough to get by back home,” Aloh explained. “But it’s a whole different story when you’re traveling outside the country.”


      He sighed and continued leading the two girls to their destination, which wasn’t a stall but a proper store that sold traveling supplies. Aloh strolled in without batting an eye, but because this was still only the third establishment Phinea and Palu encountered after the guild and the inn, the two girls hesitated for a moment before following Aloh inside. Once through the door, Aloh was already speaking with the owner of the store.


      “Pops, we need enough dried food for three people,” said Aloh. “Then we need cloaks, bags, and then...”


      The Centaur Steppes was mostly covered in grasslands, and because it hardly rained, the citizens were forced to ration whatever water they could get. Like other centaurs, Phinea and Palu knew all about traveling across the uninterrupted steppes, but the Human Kingdom contained forests, rivers, lakes, and other unfamiliar topography. This realm also received a lot more rainfall compared to the centaurs’ country, and the roads were not well maintained. Phinea and Palu might very well have prepared for a trip across the Centaur Steppes, but they were woefully uninformed about how to handle the itinerary once they crossed the border.


      While Aloh was busy ordering supplies from the shop owner, Phinea and Palu used the opportunity to take in the wares.


      “I can’t believe this store has enough things to fill entire walls,” said Phinea.


      “And there’s so much travel gear that even I don’t recognize,” said Palu. “And here I thought humans lived in a poor country because of all the oppression they go through.”


      “Honestly, now I think our country might be poorer,” Phinea whispered. “Wait, wouldn’t that mean we have the worst economy out of all nine nations?”


      That realization also hit Palu like a ton of bricks, and the two girls couldn’t find the words to express their shock at the discovery, which was entirely true. The Centaur Steppes was the most impoverished nation in the world, even compared to the Human Kingdom that had long been exploited and persecuted by the other races. The centaurs were so poor, they owned almost no human slaves. The only exception was the Hor clan—Santor’s household that led the Dungeon Keepers—who kept a handful of humans as slaves. The Hor had spent money they didn’t really have to purchase said slaves, and it was mostly for appearances’ sake since the rival nation, the Beastfolk Federation, had once kept a large population of enslaved humans. Because they’d purchased the slaves under those circumstances, Santor’s family couldn’t afford to treat the humans poorly, meaning they lived a relatively better life compared to bondage in another country.


      Of course, Phinea had witnessed human slaves before, but they were usually at the palace serving Santor and the elders. Beyond that, Phinea frequently spent her time at the Suew compound, so there were no real opportunities for her to interact with the human slaves.


      As Phinea and Palu struggled to come to terms with the true status of their nation, Aloh finished purchasing the supplies and addressed the girls. “What’s wrong? What’re you two moping about?”


      “Uh, we’re fine?” Phinea said robotically. “It’s just, we need a minute to deal with the harsh reality of it all.”


      Palu sniffed. “Now we definitely need to meet with the Wicked Witch to prevent our nation from going further into decline.”


      “Yeah...” Phinea perked up. “Yeah! If we can set up a collective leadership like they have in the Beastfolk Federation, then we can at least be as rich as that country for starters!”


      Phinea and Palu were energized by their newfound spirit, even if it was just a desperate exercise in self-reassurance. In any case, they’d found a whole new reason to get in contact with the tower witch and convince her to provide support for a regime change.


      The three centaurs gathered the supplies at the shop and headed back to their inn. The next morning, they left the town through the gate, all three wearing clothes more suited for travel and all three carrying lengthy rucksacks on their backs. Their eventual destination was the Human Kingdom’s royal capital.


      ✰✰✰


      For Phinea and Palu, their journey toward the Human Kingdom’s royal capital was relatively painless when you consider that they’d never traveled outside the country before.


      The first few days did have their ups and downs, however. The two were following Aloh on a highway, galloping awkwardly on a structure that hardly existed back home, when the skies opened up into a torrential rainstorm. The inclement weather forced the centaurs to cover themselves in heavy cloaks and scramble in search of shelter. They eventually found cover amid some trees, but because there was no space for a campfire, the travelers spent the night shivering in the type of damp, rainy cold they were unaccustomed to.


      The rain subsided by the morning, allowing the three to find someplace to start a fire and warm themselves up before resuming their journey. But because the roads had turned muddy from the rain, the centaur maidens nearly stumbled mid-gallop at times due to the muck.


      Initially, traveling through an unfamiliar environment was a disorienting experience for both Phinea and Palu, the two girls finding the ordeal physically as well as emotionally taxing. But eventually, the pair became acclimated to the terrain and found their normal stride, and they were on track to make it to the royal capital in just two weeks, more or less. Thanks to the rest stops the traveling party took in the towns along the route, neither Phinea nor Palu collapsed from exhaustion.


      The three centaurs eventually arrived at a city that was only a few days away from the capital, and they decided to use the opportunity to find lodging that afternoon and take a break. After booking an inn and putting away their luggage, Phinea and Palu ordered two buckets of hot bathwater for their shared room. After the innkeeper’s daughter brought the first bucket of water, Palu used a washcloth to scrub Phinea’s back.


      Phinea breathed out a pleasant sigh. “Finally, we’re close to reaching the capital,” she said. “At first I thought we’d be able to handle this trip ourselves, but thank goodness Aloh decided to come along. It would’ve been a disaster without him.”


      “Mm-hmm, you have a point,” said Palu, who had disrobed along with Phinea so her clothes wouldn’t get wet.


      “The market we saw in that first human town was basically the same size as in our country,” Phinea remarked. “But now that we’re in a real city, the marketplace here is so much bigger than what we’re used to. Honestly, our country is so poor, I’m even beginning to wonder if it exists on another planet.”


      “Me too,” said Palu. “It’s as if we’ve entered into another world.”


      “Aloh said the Dragonute Empire and the Demonkin Nation are much more powerful than this country,” Phinea added. “Now I can see why our chief patriarch is always swayed by those two nations.”


      “Uh-huh,” Palu said as she finished washing Phinea’s back. “But the Wicked Witch is clearly more powerful since she defeated the elves, the dark elves, the onis, and the beastfolk.”


      “Yeah, you’re right,” said Phinea, moving on to washing her armpits. “I wonder why my grandad refuses to understand that— Heek!”


      The room’s window shutters suddenly swung open, causing Phinea to shriek in mortified horror and cover her modest chest. The locks on the shutters were broken because the inn the centaurs were lodging at was not particularly well maintained. The party was traveling on a budget and couldn’t afford high-end establishments, so they often stayed at cheap inns. Unfortunately, such economizing sometimes led to unexpected mishaps, such as the broken shutters. Phinea hid her exposed chest with both hands and turned her back against the window.


      Palu took stock of the situation and reassured her companion. “It’s fine. We’re on the third floor, so I doubt anyone will be able to peep in on us up here.”


      “I don’t feel any better about it!” said Phinea. “Palu, try closing the shutters with a rope or something.”


      “Sure.” As ordered, Palu retrieved a piece of cord from her luggage and went to secure the shutter. Since Palu was still disrobed, she approached the window with one hand extended while using her other arm to barely cover her chest, which was incomparably larger than Phinea’s. Palu’s position at the window would have offered anyone looking up a full view of a beautiful, well-endowed girl who was topless, but thankfully, the window faced a vacant alleyway. In fact, it was Palu who turned out to be the lucky spectator instead of the other way around. What she saw audibly took her breath away, something that was unusual for a girl with an overly relaxed, almost sleepy attitude.


      Phinea swiveled her neck to look at her friend-slash-bodyguard quizzically. “Palu, what’s wrong?”


      Palu chose not to answer her charge immediately, instead closing the shutters and binding the panels in place. For a few more moments, she remained introspective as the flame from the lamp cast shadows across the room. Finally, Palu spoke to Phinea, her words carrying an edge of unflinching certainty.


      “When I looked out the window, I saw Aloh pass through an alley and meet four other centaurs,” she said. “All four of those people were Santor’s subordinates. I know since I’ve seen them before. Aloh joined them before they went out of sight.” Palu drew a breath. “Aloh has turned against us.”


      Phinea couldn’t believe her ears. “No! No! No! You were only seeing things! This is my own cousin you’re talking about! His father is the leader of the Nomads! He can’t be a traitor—he just can’t! That must’ve been some mistake!”


      “Phee, you must calm down.” Palu knelt to the floor to meet Phinea’s gaze at the same level. “We must assume the worst and start acting as if Aloh has betrayed us.”


      Palu spoke not as a friend and caretaker but as a ruthlessly professional bodyguard. All Phinea could do was stare at her friend wordlessly, so Palu continued to paint the situation they were in.


      “We should consider ourselves fortunate that Santor’s men are not out to kill you. If they were, Aloh could’ve done the deed at any time during the trip. I believe they’re attempting to take you back across the border by force. I’m not sure how they plan to carry it out, but it’s clear that Santor’s men were called here to do the job.”


      Phinea could only respond with another tongue-tied look, so Palu went on with her rundown.


      “If Aloh and his men were to capture you here and take you back home, they would make sure you will never leave the country again. You’ll never have another chance to meet with the Wicked Witch, so we can’t let them capture you. We must do whatever it takes for you to connect with Queen Lilith at the royal capital, and make it to the Great Tower.”


      “Palu...” Phinea finally got over her shock. “What are we supposed to do?” Because Palu’s resting facial expression was one that was sleepy, it was hard for others to get a read on her emotions most of the time. But Phinea had known Palu since they were children, and she knew with one glance that her friend had made up her mind and wouldn’t back down.


      “There’s one way we can sneak you out of this inn,” said Palu. “I need you to listen closely.”


      Phinea nodded once without speaking and waited as Palu laid out the audacious getaway plan. When it was done, she exploded in anger.


      “A-Are you insane?!” Phinea shouted. “There’s no way I’m going to do that! I don’t wanna!”


      “Yes, I get how you feel,” said Palu. “But there’s no other way, Phee. If they capture you and spoil our plans, then there’s nothing we can do if our country angers the Wicked Witch. If we’re lucky, she would just destroy the Dungeon Keepers. If not, the entire centaur race will be wiped off the face of the world.”


      Given the Wicked Witch’s notoriety, Palu was hardly exaggerating. The Beastfolk Massacre alone proved that she could easily slaughter everyone in the Centaur Steppes like insects if the race fell out of her favor. Phinea ground her teeth in helpless frustration, struggling but failing to mount a rebuttal. As much as she didn’t want to admit it, she knew logically that Palu’s escape plan was the only card they had to play. After several more seconds, a similarly determined look splashed over Phinea’s face.


      “Just promise me this,” Phinea began. “Don’t get yourself killed, and don’t ever give up. I promise to get in contact with the Wicked Witch and come back for you.”


      “Mm-hmm,” Palu responded. “You have my word.” The two girls hugged each other, and despite being the same age, a third party would assume that Palu was a mother embracing her child. However, that tender moment was interrupted by a rap on the door.


      “I brought the extra bucket of bathwater you wanted,” called the innkeeper’s daughter. The two centaur girls pulled apart and nodded to each other, thankful that the key component of their plan had arrived this soon. They opened the door and let the human girl in.


      “Should I leave it right here on the floor for you?” asked the maiden.


      “Do you have a minute?” Phinea replied.


      “Pardon?” asked the girl.


      Phinea used one hand to offer one of the gems she carried with her, while covering her modesty with her other arm. “We need your help with something.”


      “Yeah.” Palu closed in on the girl. “And furthermore, you have no right of refusal.”


      “Wh-What?” the human bleated.


      ✰✰✰


      Aloh hid in the shadows of an alleyway close to the inn, along with a group of centaurs from the Dungeon Keepers.


      “Did Lord Santor say anything about this?” Aloh asked one of the centaurs.


      “He sends his thanks, Mr. Aloh,” the centaur reported. “This stunt by Lady Phinea angered Lord Santor so much that he swore to marry her off to a bigshot the second we bring her back. That way she’ll settle down and not cause any more mischief. Both the chief patriarch and the vice patriarch approve.”


      “Could’ve called it.” Aloh shrugged. “If they killed her for what she did, they’d just spark a war with the Nomads. That option was never there to begin with.”


      Phinea was a blood relative to Aloh, his cousin on his father’s side, yet he felt no shred of remorse for selling her out to the Dungeon Keepers, who were supposed to be the rival faction.


      “Also, Lord Santor had nothing but praise for what you’re doing,” said the Dungeon Keeper centaur. “Thanks to the markers and messages you left for us, it was very easy for us to track you all.”


      Not only had Aloh left messages along the trail, he’d even left a marker at the inn where he and the girls were staying, in a location that would be obvious only to the trackers. Thanks to those clues, Aloh had been able to rendezvous in a timely manner with the pursuers.


      “Oh, Lord Santor’s happy with me, you say?” said Aloh. “Be sure to tell him how much my efforts helped once we get back!”


      “We certainly will,” said the tracker. “In return, we hope you won’t forget us in your future endeavors.”


      “That I won’t!” Aloh said with a broad smile. It was clear as day that he didn’t care what happened to Phinea one bit. What he did care about, however, was that he won the favor of Santor.


      A separate Dungeon Keeper centaur approached. “We have the inn surrounded,” he said. “We’re ready to proceed when you are.”


      “Good,” said Aloh. “I need you three to come with me.”


      The men making up Aloh’s raiding team were brawny specimens, each with a wealth of experience in combat. One was armed with bow and arrows, another wielded a hatchet, and the third held ropes. Phinea would be easy to subdue, they expected, but Palu was a highly skilled warrior despite her young age, so much so that she’d been entrusted with guarding Phinea. But Aloh believed that the crew he was leading would be enough to easily overpower both girls.


      The four centaurs slipped out of the alleyway and moved to the front of the inn. The plan was to approach the room they’d booked for Phinea and Palu, and have Aloh knock and announce himself so the girls would lower their guard and open the door. That was when the other three infiltrators would grab them.


      I’ll just tell them that Lord Santor’s men managed to sniff us out, thought Aloh. They’re just two brats who’re too naive about the world. They’ll buy that story easy.


      Aloh had already thought up an alibi because he felt no obligation to tell either Phinea or Palu that he’d betrayed the Nomads to join forces with the Dungeon Keepers.


      Aloh and his team had just entered the inn when they crossed paths with two girls, one of them being the only daughter of the innkeeper.


      “Mom, I’m going out with a friend, okay?” said the innkeeper’s daughter. However, the pair hurried through the front door without waiting for an answer from the mother. The friend in question had a similar build as the daughter, but had a scarf wrapped around her head and wore boots that seemed a size too large for her feet. The curious, scarf-wearing friend captured Aloh’s attention for a moment.


      “Mr. Aloh?” said one of the other centaurs.


      “Uh, it’s nothing,” he said. “Let’s move. Phinea’s in the last room on the third floor.”


      “Yessir,” said the other three. Aloh led his armed team through the inn, their hooves stampeding loudly on the hardwood floor. The guests eating in the first-floor dining area looked up from their tables and the counter wondering what the commotion was, but Aloh’s team ignored the stares. Both the innkeeper and his wife heard the noise too, and the innkeeper left the food he was preparing in the kitchen to address the intruders.


      “Hey! What’s the big idea?!” the innkeeper yelled.


      Aloh and his team sneered at the human innkeeper, knowing he couldn’t stop them, and stomped clamorously up the first flight of stairs.


      “Shut the hell up, inferior!” Aloh spat out.


      The infiltration team quickly made it to the third-floor room where Phinea and Palu were staying. Aloh knocked on the door and addressed the girls in a nonchalant manner.


      “Phee? Palu? You two done washing up?” said Aloh. “There’s something we need to talk about.” The three other centaurs were ready to pounce on the girls once the door cracked open, but even after several seconds, there was no verbal response. Instead, they heard the sound of a pair of hooves shuffling. Puzzled, Aloh knocked on the door again.


      “Phee? Palu? Are you still washing?” Aloh asked, but once again, no answer. Instead, the sounds inside the room became more hurried, followed by the unmistakable sound of window panels being open. Aloh finally caught on to what was going on: The two girls had somehow caught wind of his betrayal, and now they were trying to escape!


      “Break open the door and get in there!” he barked to the infiltration team. “Don’t let them get away!”


      “Yessir!” The centaur wielding the hatchet stepped forward and immediately got to work hacking through the wooden door.


      “Hey! What’re you guys doing to that room?!” the innkeeper cried out. He and his wife had chased after the centaurs and were currently witnessing the whole scene from the far end of the hallway.


      “Shut up and be quiet, inferior!” Aloh thundered.


      It only took the hatchet-wielding centaur three swings to break down the door, and the four men stormed into the room to find Palu about to leap from the third-floor window, carrying a cloaked figure in her arm. Because of the size difference, it seemed as if Palu was a mother holding her child. Furthermore, Aloh recognized the cloak as the one Phinea had been wearing throughout the duration of their journey.


      “You’re making a getaway with Phee?” Aloh cried out before addressing his men. “Shoot her in the legs!”


      “Got it!” The centaur with the bow nocked one of his arrows and shot at Palu, but she was a split second faster, leaping from the window and landing on the roof of a neighboring building. The four male centaurs ran to the window, but they were too late.


      Aloh fumed for a second, then shouted orders to the other centaurs on the ground, who were waiting in standby behind the inn.


      “Palu’s carrying Phee across the rooftops!” said Aloh. “After her, before she gets away!”


      The centaurs outside looked up frantically to track Palu’s hoofsteps above and ran after her. Aloh turned to the three men in the infiltration team.


      “We’re going after them too!” he said. “Make sure those two don’t leave the city limits! We’ll have a better chance capturing them in town, since they don’t know their way around here!”


      “Understood, sir,” said all three before everyone rushed to exit the inn. They once again passed the innkeeper, who still had a bone to pick with the intruders.


      “Hey, you!” said the innkeeper. “You need to pay for that door!”


      “Shut up, inferior piece of shit, before I kill you!” Aloh snapped before he stampeded down the stairs to give chase to Palu and Phinea.


      ✰✰✰


      A group of male centaurs scrambled across the Human Kingdom city in pursuit of their quarry—a teenage girl named Palu. She ran across several rooftops before deciding to jump down to an alleyway to flee on the ground. If she had remained on the roofs, her swift-footed pursuers would’ve easily caught up to her. Sneaking around the dark complex of alleys gave her a better chance of evasion, and to better impede her hunters, Palu knocked over boxes and stacks of crates as she passed to create obstacles. Unfortunately, she was still hopelessly outnumbered, and Palu eventually found herself tightly encircled by her adversaries. After thirty minutes of evasion, she was unwittingly steered toward an ambush where a centaur drew his bow and fired at her.


      “Urgh!” Palu grunted as she was hit.


      Luckily, the centaur hadn’t intended to kill her and had merely aimed for her leg. But Palu gritted her teeth, refusing to allow her arms to drop her precious cargo, and she hurriedly shuffled away, the blood from her wound leaving a trail of spatter. With Palu now unable to run very fast, her well-trained pursuers swiftly cornered her at a dead end.


      Palu clicked her tongue peevishly and focused on using the last of her strength to jump over a wall.


      “Shoot her legs!” Aloh shouted. “Don’t hit Phee!”


      Just as Palu was about to leap from a squatting position, more centaur archers shot arrows that struck deep in her calves, causing her to tumble hard to the ground. Palu couldn’t hold on to Phinea this time, and her friend lay splayed on the pavement with her cloak tossed wide open. However, a second look at Phinea caused Aloh and the other male centaurs to gasp in shock. Instead of the girl in pigtails they were expecting, the cloak was instead draped around the long travel bag that Palu had been lugging around for the trip.


      “That’s not Phee?” Aloh exclaimed. “Were you just the decoy while she escaped another way?”


      “Uh-huh, that’s basically it,” said Palu. “Good thing you all took the bait. I was doing my best not to laugh at you and your goons, because you were so desperate to catch me.”


      “You little brat!” Angry blood reddened the faces of Aloh and his gang after hearing Palu mock them. Despite several pairs of eyes staring daggers at her, she sat up and drew a knife from her hip, her lip still curled in a contemptuous sneer. Although the decoy plan had been revealed, she still intended to stall her adversaries, wounded legs and all, and give Phinea as much precious time as possible to escape.


      “To think a couple of clueless babes in the woods would trick us like this...” Aloh swallowed his pride and went into negotiation mode. “Tell us where Phee’s heading. I know you guys discussed a rendezvous point if you both managed to escape.”


      Palu completely ignored the question. “Aloh, why would you betray the Nomads, and your own cousin?”


      Aloh put up a hand to command Santor’s men to stand down, then he strolled casually to Palu.


      “Why must I blindly follow my dad, just because he’s the leader of some stupid clan? And no matter how much I do for that man, I’ll never be the next in line to succeed him, all because I’m not the firstborn son. Is there any rule written down saying I must forever swear loyalty to a poor, weak-ass faction? I’m free to join whatever side has the money and thinks highly of me. Only logical, isn’t it?”


      “Oh, I see...” Palu replied. “So you turned tail and joined Santor just for money and status.”


      “Lord Santor values me, so much so that he promised to make me his right-hand man once he becomes the chief patriarch!” Aloh pronounced. “That means I get to have it all—the money, the status, and the women! I’d be stupid to turn down that offer even if I was given the chance to lead our dirt-poor faction!”


      All the while, Santor’s men grinned, knowing that everything he said was true. Aloh stood in place and extended an olive branch to Palu.


      “So are you going to join us, or what?” he asked her. “If we work together, we’d be able to capture Phee in no time flat. You’ll be able to have anything you want, whether it be money, fineries, pretty clothes, or fine food.”


      Palu refused to answer, so Aloh continued. “In fact, we can even get married, and you’d be the wife of Santor’s top lieutenant. You know, I’ve always thought you’d be a nice woman to have.”


      The dark alley amplified the palpable lust that glowed in Aloh’s eyes, and Palu felt the gaze crawl over every inch of her body like a wet tongue. Not only was Palu tall for her age, the size of her breasts was exceptionally large, even among women older than her. Many a centaur male fancied her because of her curves, and that included Santor’s men behind Aloh, who too were leering at the injured, immobilized girl with lascivious abandon.


      Palu sniffed haughtily. “I only like strong guys. In fact, my perfect man would be Phee if she were male.” Palu connected with Phinea on a personal level since they had been together since childhood, and on top of that, Phinea was strong enough to beat Santor in a fistfight. Palu was a tough fighter in her own right, or she wouldn’t have been assigned to be Phinea’s bodyguard, but beneath her rugged exterior, she had the same longing as other maidens. That included fantasies of a strong man who would sweep in and rescue her from a gang of villains. Because Phinea possessed the hidden strength to lay waste to most opponents, she would’ve been Palu’s ideal partner if she were not a girl.


      “The only thing you people know how to do is to wag your tail to Santor like meek, sycophantic lapdogs,” Palu growled. “I would rather die a thousand times than live as a scummy coward not worth a pile of sheep shit. I’d be better off marrying a goblin.”


      “You stuck-up little snot!” Aloh hissed. “I try to be nice, and this is what I get?!” The other centaurs had also replaced their bawdy leers with rage-filled glares.


      Aloh turned to his men even as he continued to address Palu. “We’re done here. If you won’t spill, then we’ll just have to make you talk. We’ll try not to kill you, since we need you as bait to draw out Phee. But we’re still gonna put you through a whole lotta pain. At least till you’re ready to squeal.”


      Despite being bloodied by arrows and hopelessly outnumbered, Palu didn’t lose spirit and tossed off a defiant rejoinder.


      “Hmph, useless cowards,” she said. “You’ll be sure to pay for this.” To be honest, Palu knew she was in no position to do anything to her foes, but she was determined to resist to the bitter end anyway. The only thing on her mind was giving Phinea enough time to escape.


      ✰✰✰


      Looks like I slipped past those creeps, just like we planned, Phinea thought with a sigh of relief. She was hiding in the shadows, still wearing the clothes that once belonged to the innkeeper’s daughter, complete with a scarf that covered her head. At Palu’s direction, the two girls strong-armed the human girl into selling Phinea her clothes in exchange for a gem, and because Phinea and the girl shared the same basic physique, the clothes mostly fit. She completed the disguise with a scarf that hid her face and boots that covered her centaur hooves. The innkeeper’s daughter helped escort Phinea out the inn’s front door and past the contingent of centaurs on standby outside the establishment.


      Palu remained in the inn as a decoy, holding the long travel bag draped in Phinea’s cloak to fool Aloh’s infiltration team into thinking the two girls were together. Palu’s job was to run through the city as a diversion and buy Phinea plenty of time to make a solo escape. The two girls decided on a location to meet at once Palu successfully shook off her pursuers, but she was facing well-seasoned fighters skilled in group combat and elite enough to answer directly to Santor. In short, the idea of Palu losing her trackers would be easier said than done.


      Phinea had already sent the innkeeper’s daughter back home, since there was no need to rope the poor girl any deeper into the precarious situation. I need to get out of this city, reach the Human Kingdom palace, and have Queen Lilith help me meet with the Wicked Witch of the Tower! thought Phinea, knowing that was the only way to deliver Palu from trouble. There was also the very real possibility that the centaurs would anger the Wicked Witch and cause the sorceress to wipe out the entire race. Many lives were counting on Phinea’s survival, but she still faced a hardly insignificant problem.


      Palu might be stalling most of the goons sent to kidnap me, but not the ones standing watch at the gates... Phinea was currently lurking close to one of the exits from the walled city—one of the gates facing the opposite direction from the Human Kingdom’s royal capital, yet Aloh’s team was thorough enough to station a few lookouts at this particular exit too. They seriously don’t want me to escape, do they? thought Phinea.


      However, Phinea had already anticipated this setback and had an idea on how to slip by the lookouts. She skulked through the shadows until she found what she was looking for. That carriage should do! she thought.


      The horse-drawn carriage was stationary, with the merchant in the driver’s seat saying his final farewells to people, so nobody was paying attention. Phinea held her breath and climbed into the back of the covered wagon. The inside was packed with cargo, but because Phinea was petite, she had no trouble squeezing between some boxes and covering herself with another item. Her ears picked up on the driver finishing his goodbyes and moving on to talk with some adventurers hired to escort the merchant. Once that discussion was over, the carriage finally started moving, and nobody noticed that the vehicle had a stowaway.


      Yes! Phinea thought. Now I can get away from this city! As she lay back knowing she was finally free, she started recounting what her next moves should be. Once I’m out, I’ll have to travel to the palace, find Queen Lilith, and beg her to introduce me to the witch, and then...


      Aloh, a blood relative whom Phinea trusted like an older brother, had unexpectedly betrayed her and was now chasing Palu, who more likely than not would end up being captured. It wouldn’t make sense for the Dungeon Keepers to slay Palu since she held value as a hostage, but that would not stop their adversaries from hitting, kicking, and torturing Palu to get her to divulge which way Phinea went or whether she had already left the city.


      If she could, Phinea would rush back to save Palu from her abusers, but she fought back that urge, knowing she wasn’t powerful enough to take on Aloh and a whole contingent of centaur warriors. She would just end up getting captured along with her friend. For the first time since they’d started their trip, Phinea felt very much alone, now that she was separated from Palu, and Aloh had turned on her. Her thoughts became full of feelings of isolation, feebleness, sadness, despair, and other negative emotions, which made her tear up and start sobbing audibly.


      No, get it together! she admonished herself. If they hear me cry, they’ll find me and kick me out of the carriage! If that happens, Santor’s lookouts at the gate will spot me, and Palu’s sacrifice will go to waste. I must hold it in! I must!


      To keep the tidal wave of emotion from escaping through her lips, Phinea bit down on her arm hard enough to break the skin and draw blood. The pain mixed with the sanguineous taste of copper filling her mouth, but she kept her teeth buried in her flesh to keep the emotional floodgates from opening up and overwhelming her. Even as blood dribbled from the corner of her mouth, Phinea maintained the force of the bite, and for good measure, she squeezed her eyes shut, though that didn’t stop the tears from streaming out.


      Palu, please don’t die! Phinea pleaded silently. I swear I’ll come back with the Wicked Witch of the Tower! I promise I’ll rescue you, and everyone in our country! The princess of the centaurs, now a true fugitive of her own nation, once again hardened her resolve as she bounced lightly in the back of the covered wagon.

    

  

  
    
      Extra Story 1: Urushu


      At present, I was stuck in my dungeon office doing a bunch of paperwork. Usually I’d be up on the surface adventuring with my undercover party under my alias “Dark” while my lieutenant and head maid, Mei, took care of most of the official business in the Abyss. But because there were some matters that required my attention and final decision—since I was the dungeon master and all—I occasionally interrupted my questing to pore through any high-priority documents that had come in.


      “We’re getting more adventurers in the upper layers of the Abyss?” I said after scanning one particular memo.


      “Yes, Master Light,” said Mei, who was standing in front of my desk. “According to the report, it appears we are receiving adventurers at a somewhat greater number than when the chief of the Wolf Tribe originally sent search parties to find Garou.” As always, Mei had memorized every word in the memo.


      For reference, Garou the wolfman was the first of my sworn enemies from the Concord of the Tribes who I’d captured, and I did that by luring him to the same spot in the Abyss where he’d almost killed me. Garou had been the presumptive next chief of the Wolf Tribe, one of the five ruling tribes of his home nation, the Beastfolk Federation, and his succession had had the backing of Gamm, the chief of the Wolf Tribe back then. Garou’s disappearance had threatened to throw eggs on Gamm’s face, so he’d sent search teams to the Abyss to locate him in the aftermath.


      “As I recall, we had monsters kill half the people in those search parties and leave the other half to live to tell the tale as a warning to others,” I remarked to Mei. “The report from that incident said that everything was done exactly as I commanded, so I don’t think we messed up on that end.”


      The beastfolk we let escape were supposed to warn others not to come near the Abyss so nobody else would bother us. I’d have thought that operation would have made the Abyss even more notorious as the largest and deadliest dungeon in the world, and I couldn’t imagine that my allies had done a careless job in carrying out that mission. The people summoned through my Unlimited Gacha were some of the most loyal comrades anyone could ask for. Their levels might range from 10 to 9999, but everyone’s devotion to me was absolute—so much so that, at times, I wondered if they couldn’t dial it down a notch. But that was just proof that my allies couldn’t have possibly messed up the operation against Garou’s search parties.


      So what the heck is bringing adventurers back to the Abyss, I wondered. Mei, smartly sensing that I’d reached the end of my train of thought, jumped in with impeccable timing.


      “The supervisor of the upper levels wishes to provide an in-person briefing on this matter,” said Mei.


      “You mean Urushu?” I replied.


      “Of course,” said Mei. “He insists on taking this rare opportunity to meet with you personally instead of conversing through Telepathy. As you know, he has been too busy with his duties to make frequent trips to the bottom level.”


      “Now that you mention it, I haven’t been able to meet with any of the upper-level people for months, since I’ve been busy questing on the surface,” I said. “This would be as good a time as any to see him.”


      While Mei managed the bottom of the Abyss in my absence, Urushu was the one who ran the upper levels of the dungeon, together with a whole host of subordinates he was in charge of. Basically, Urushu and his team kept my dungeon functioning as, well, a dungeon—in a way that any normal adventurer would see it. Urushu was no-nonsense and did everything by the book, so there was no doubt that he went through Mei to properly schedule an appointment to see me. However, there appeared to be a hitch.


      “He told me he would arrive by this time, but he seems to be behind schedule,” said Mei.


      “That’s weird,” I said. “I don’t remember him ever being late.”


      “Brother!” The door to my office swung open to reveal Yume, my little sister. Nobody else in the Abyss would dare enter my executive office without knocking—not even Nazuna, though in her case, it was because Mei and the fairy maids working in the office would most definitely tell Ellie later about the faux pas, and she would give Nazuna an earful.


      Yume would be the only exception, because she was my only surviving family member. Even so, entering without knocking was pretty unusual for Yume. When I’d found her, she’d been working as an apprentice maid for Lilith, the princess-turned-queen of the Human Kingdom, so Yume was trained to have better manners than this. But here she was, bursting excitedly into my office, acting more like the ten-year-old girl she actually was. Her attending fairy maid for the day followed her frantically into the office, like a put-upon nanny trying to get control of a young, rambunctious princess.


      Yume bounced over and showed me what she had been cradling in her arms. “Look, brother, isn’t he cute? I found him just now! He’s the most adorable doggie I’ve seen in my life!”


      Yume was eager to show me an animal that looked like a dog with large, tapered ears, short legs, and a long torso that looked even longer with the way Yume was hugging him with his feet dangling. He was covered in light, tawny fur on top with a creamy white belly, and he had a short bob of a tail that would probably move from side to side, together with his rear end, with every step he took. The creature looked exactly like a dog, except for one major detail—a halo that floated above his head. The halo was certainly a cute addition, but it was only deceptively cute because what Yume was holding in her arms was the Level 5000, Thunderbolt Commander, Urushu.


      To sum up, Urushu looked like a cuddly angel dog, but he was actually a sorcerer capable of casting powerful lightning magic. Even Ellie would admit he was the best man(?) for the job when it came to lightning attacks. And as Urushu’s full name implied, he specialized in commanding legions of people and creatures, whether it be managing a vast organization, handing out orders on the fly, or mobilizing masses.


      But right now, my sister was squeezing Urushu to her chest and rubbing her cheek against him. If I had to guess, Urushu must have run into Yume on his way to give me his briefing, which would explain why he was late. Yes, I’d admit Urushu looked adorable enough to be kept as a pet, but there was one huge qualifier that all but destroyed that image.


      “Sorry, Urushu,” I said. “Looks like my sister’s gotten to you first.”


      “On the contrary, I would say this is the natural result of my not properly introducing myself to our lady Yume in a timely manner,” said Urushu. “In fact, it is I who should express my apologies, my lord.”


      Yume stared down at Urushu in shock. Not only did the dog angel speak, he sounded like an overly refined, middle-aged butler. His deeply mellow baritone voice was so enchanting that even I wanted to sound like him when I grew older. However, his voice was such a mismatch with his appearance that anyone listening to him would no longer be able to regard him as simply a cuddle-worthy pooch.


      “Lady Yume,” said Urushu. “Would you be so kind as to place me on the floor, perhaps?”


      “Uh, sure...” Yume, who had lost all her excitement from just moments ago, obediently did as Urushu asked while still puzzling over his voice.


      “You are very kind, milady,” said Urushu. “Forgive my belated introduction, but I am known as the Level 5000, Thunderbolt Commander, Urushu, and I am in charge of supervising the upper layers of the Abyss. It is my greatest honor and privilege to finally meet you in person, the dear sister of our great and absolute master, Lord Light. Because my duties encompass a vast jurisdiction in the layers above us, I regret to inform you we will not have many opportunities to interact in this fashion. I only pray that you will recognize this humble servant on the next occasion we meet, milady.”


      “Oh, um, I’m Yume,” my sister replied. “Sorry for holding you like that. I-I didn’t know.”


      “I’m not troubled at all, milady,” said Urushu. “I’m quite aware that my appearance resembles that of a lovable pet. In fact, it was my greatest honor being in the affectionate embrace of Lord Light’s dear sister. I am perfectly willing to let you hold and caress me to your heart’s content, but first, I must attend to my duties to Lord Light, so I’m afraid our opportunity to bond will have to wait for the moment. Once I have finished giving my report, we can arrange time for you to pet me once more, if you would like.”


      What could I say? Urushu was a gentleman par excellence who spoke formally almost to a fault, but he was earnest, highly sociable, ultra-courteous and had a heart of gold. For those reasons, Urushu was well respected even at the bottom of the Abyss, but the staggering contrast between the cuteness of his appearance and his whole personality left many an individual confused after meeting him for the first time. Yume was no exception, and she could only manage a vague response after listening to Urushu’s lengthy appeal.


      “Um, sure,” said Yume. “Good luck with work.”


      Urushu bowed his head deeply. “Your charitable words mean the world to me, milady.” He cast a sidelong glance at the fairy maid standing behind him, a signal for her to take Yume out of my office. He knew I wouldn’t want her to hear about all the gore we were about to discuss. Once she was out the door, Urushu used his stumpy legs to pitter-patter over to me and Mei like a dachshund. The way he trotted was so cute, it even made Mei soften her usual wooden expression, if only faintly.


      Urushu broke the silence. “My absolute master, Lord Light. I sincerely apologize for presenting myself in such an unbecoming fashion before you. You may punish me as you see fit, but render no censure upon Lady Yume, for she bears no fault in this.”


      “It’s fine, I’m not mad at anyone,” I said. “If anything, I’m sorry my sister put you through all that.”


      “You have my sincere gratitude for your gracious words,” said Urushu.


      As I mentioned before, Urushu’s overformality and silver fox voice worked wonders to clash against his cutesy appearance, and the effect was so complete that Mei went back to looking professional and stoic once Urushu started speaking.


      I cleared my throat. “Anyway, I’m ready to hear your report.”


      “Very good,” said Urushu. “If I may begin...”


      According to Urushu, word did get out far and wide, as planned, that half of the search parties sent to find Garou had been brutally massacred by my monsters. But instead of warning people away, the reports seemed to have had the opposite effect of drawing even more adventurers to the Abyss. They simply proceeded to ignore all the risks of crawling in my dungeon for the chance to discover the remains of Garou and the initial search parties in hopes of being handsomely rewarded for their efforts. I swear, there was no bottom to how greedy people could get, but at least I learned a valuable lesson from this unforeseen outcome.


      Urushu used his time in the office to brief me on other things, and when he wrapped up, he kept his promise to Yume and made his way to her bedroom for a petting and nuzzling session. Though, how my sister actually felt about that visit, I couldn’t tell you.

    

  

  
    
      Extra Story 2: Goh’s Whereabouts


      Miki, the Master formerly affiliated with the Demonkin Nation, remained on heavy lockdown in her cell located in the deepest reaches of the Abyss. To make doubly sure the Beemancer wouldn’t escape, the SSSR Curse Collar was placed around her neck to nerf her power level. The collar functioned so that the wearer could never remove the magical brace without the help of a third party.


      Standing sentry at Miki’s cell was the Level 5000, UR Close Combat Magic Golem, Dark Knight, the automaton warrior capable of performing its duties at all hours without rest. Also keeping watch with the golem were fairy maids who worked in rotating pairs. The fairy maids were armed with weapons, as well as the Telepathy, Flashbomb, and Sticky Web cards. If Miki ever attempted to break out of her cell, the fairy maids were instructed to blind the prisoner with Flashbomb, immobilize her with Sticky Web, and use the Telepathy card to call for backup.


      At first glance, it would make sense for safety reasons to arm the fairy maids with more powerful cards for engaging with the prisoner if necessary, but that idea was ultimately rejected on the off chance that Miki might forcibly seize those cards for her own benefit. Instead, the fairy maids were given cards that would alert others in the dungeon if there was a risk of fatality. As an extra layer of protection, there was a rule in place dictating that at least one 9999 summon remain in the bottom of the Abyss to deal with any emergencies and to keep everyone safe.


      ✰✰✰


      Right now, Suzu and I were having tea with Miki, who kept giggling with unbridled delight. But Miki wasn’t giggling like a teenage schoolgirl. Nope, the chuckling was deeper and more guttural, like what you’d get from a sweaty, middle-aged creep.


      Naturally, Miki was leering at Suzu, like a cobra looking hungrily at a defenseless frog. Suzu reflexively turned her ashen face away, leaving her talking musket, Lock, to speak for the both of them: “Ew, gross.”


      I’d had Miki temporarily released from her cell and brought to a room in the Abyss so she could have tea time with Suzu. This was in return for providing intel on the fake C, a Master who’d been resurrected and unleashed by the Demonkin Nation. I’d promised Miki that I would personally pay her back for the favor, and at first Miki denied that it was worth any big quid pro quo, but she settled on having me tell her more about Suzu, such as her hobbies and favorite foods. Miki was being modest, but she did provide us with valuable information that helped us capture and destroy the fake C, so it didn’t feel right to just come back with some little fact sheet on Suzu. So on top of that, I set up this small tea party as well. Normally, I’d have fairy maids attending to us, but out of an abundance of caution, Mei and Iceheat took over as the servants. If Miki tried anything funny, she’d have to face me plus my two overpowered maids.


      Of course, I wasn’t having this tea time only to thank Miki either. That said, Miki seemed to be enjoying herself, the blonde teenager smiling like a drunk sailor as she attempted to sweet-talk Suzu.


      “I never knew my little honeybee Suzu made dolls as a hobby,” Miki cooed. “That is so legit cute. I can’t imagine a more adorable hobby for a cute girl like you, sweet Suzu!”


      Suzu looked on in disgust, leaving Lock to fill the dead air. “It takes a special kind of talent to make my partner’s skin crawl just by calling her cute.”


      Lock wasn’t kidding; I could practically hear Suzu breaking out in goose bumps. And Miki wasn’t being all that revolting right then either, I thought. But this is what happens after putting Suzu through all that verbal harassment.


      Miki ignored Lock’s insult and sipped on her tea, still all smiles. “Miki gets to have teatime with her sweet, sweet Suzu, and all just for giving up some stupid info on those dumb demons. Wow, I must really be the luckiest girl in the world!”


      Miki winked at Suzu, which only sickened the other girl to tears, and Suzu pulled her chair away to create some extra distance. Yet Miki found that reaction so endearing that her sloppy smile spread even wider.


      I chuckled nervously at this exchange but knew I had to get down to business. Yes, this tea party was my way of saying thanks, but I’d also arranged this get-together as an opportunity to ask Miki another big question concerning our Demonkin Nation operation.


      I cleared my throat to get Miki’s attention. “I’m glad you like this tea date, but as you can see, Suzu is practically terrified of you. So please, don’t make this weird for her.”


      “Of course I won’t,” Miki said with another wink. “I love my baby girl Suzu far too much to ever try anything weird with her.”


      I wanted to yell “Who the hell are you trying to kid?!” and list all the times she’d sexually harassed Suzu to date. But that was a tangent I absolutely didn’t want to take, so I bit my tongue and stayed on topic.


      “As you know, I’m paying you back for the intel on the fake C,” I said. “But there’s also another thing I wanted to ask you about.”


      “Oh? What other thing?” Miki tilted her head in an admittedly adorable way. Truth be told, I didn’t want to divulge too much information about our operations to her, but in order for me to get any useful info, I needed to provide the context.


      “The thing is, we also tried to capture your former leader, Goh, but he got away,” I said.


      I filled Miki in on how Mera first encountered Goh when he and Doc led a company of demonkin raiders to an empty border village in the Human Kingdom. Mera had sent her spawn to fight him so it could get her blood on the Master, through which Mera could track him and we could send Nazuna to capture him. But just when Nazuna had Goh thoroughly defeated, three Masters from the rival Dragonute Empire faction arrived in the nick of time to rescue Goh. Although Nazuna was my strongest fighter, even she was tripped up by the surprise development, since the Masters concentrated on escaping rather than fighting her. We believed they took Goh to the Dragonute Empire, but I needed to ask Miki for her insights on what actually happened.


      After listening to my rundown, Miki took some time to think and answered honestly. “Yeah, I’m not expecting he went back to our Demonkin Nation base, so I would say he ran off to the Dragonute Empire faction.”


      “You think so too, huh?” I’d come to the same conclusion after poring over the available intelligence. Unfortunately, we weren’t able to track Goh after his fight with Nazuna, since he washed off all of Mera’s blood with the help of the Masters who saved him. But something still didn’t make sense.


      “I thought Goh would be the biggest enemy of the Masters from the Dragonute Empire, since he was the one who led your clique,” I said. “So why would those Masters risk their lives to rescue him?”


      “Yeah, we are rivals with the Dragonute Empire faction, but we didn’t hate each other that much if we’re being honest,” said Miki. “We just sorta messed with each other whenever we crossed paths? It wasn’t a ‘kill or be killed’ sorta deal. I mean, our points of view on C was the only thing really setting us apart.”


      Miki took a moment to gather her thoughts. “And Goh, yeah, he wasn’t that uncompromising about stuff, despite appearances. For all I know, he may have been secretly in contact with the Dragonute Empire side.”


      What Miki said clicked for me. So he himself is a Dragonute Empire Master? I thought. According to Miki, the Masters with the dragonutes were people who viewed C as the enemy. I’d already wrapped up my revenge against Diablo, meaning Drago was one of the last people left on my hit list. In that light, the connection between Drago and Goh in the Dragonute Empire would be a convenient one for me.


      “Thanks, Miki,” I said. “What you said really helped. I’ll be sure to express my gratitude later.”


      Miki giggled, and this time in an inoffensive way like a teenage girl. “I can’t wait to see how I’ll next get to spend time with my precious Suzu.”


      Realizing that she would once again have to be present to return the favor, Suzu winced with revulsion. But that reaction only lifted Miki’s spirits, since she viewed that kind of treatment as some sort of reward.

    

  

  
    
      Extra Story 3: The Sky Castle


      After pressing the button on my Gift, the Unlimited Gacha, a magic circle formed on the floor around me and produced a card.


      “Ugh...” I stood in my dungeon office looking at the card with mild disappointment. I had just spent hours holed up in here pulling gacha cards, which was something I hadn’t done in months, since I was able to generate loads of gacha cards using a hack.


      “An R Detection card?” I mumbled. “Why do I keep getting Rare cards? Is it because I’m sitting in this chair pressing the button?”


      I knew for a fact that sitting or standing didn’t affect the rarity of the cards I pulled from my Unlimited Gacha, but anyone would get superstitious if they ran into a string of bad luck.


      So why was I spending time pulling gacha cards, you ask? It was because Doc, one of the Masters affiliated with the Demonkin Nation, had mutated my brother Els into a monster. When I confronted Els in battle, I tried talking some sense into him, and he miraculously did regain his old self temporarily. But that brief recovery of his conscience also drove Els to kill himself right in front of me, just so he wouldn’t lose his mind again and hurt me.


      We had the ability to bring my brother back to life right now if we wanted, by using Ellie’s forbidden magic and some gacha cards, but we wouldn’t be able to restore Els back to his normal self. We managed to capture Doc alive and used every means at our disposal to get him to reveal how to make my brother normal again—including torture, Mei’s lie detection and Ellie’s mindreading. But all those efforts were a dead end too.


      But I still held on to hope. When I’d been deep in despair about Els’s fate, Mei reminded me that my Unlimited Gacha could produce a card that would restore my big brother. In the meantime, Ellie had cast an ultimate-class spell that stopped time around my brother, preventing his body from decomposing—for eternity if needed.


      Over these past several months, I’d been busy running around the surface world raising my profile as a famous adventurer, or down here in the Abyss taking care of necessary paperwork or checking in on how everything was going. But now I was doing my best each day to finish my work early so I’d have time to roll my Unlimited Gacha until I pulled the card I wanted.


      Like I mentioned earlier, I was able to automatically produce tons of cards because I’d created a small army of clones of myself using the UR Double Shadow cards. Those copies pulled cards from their Unlimited Gachas around the clock, so that the Abyss had plenty of supplies coming in even when I wasn’t around. The clones shared my exact same physique, personality, and habits, but they weren’t perfect copies. Although each of my clones had the Unlimited Gacha, their Gifts were less powerful than mine, meaning they had lower probabilities of pulling high rarity cards compared to me.


      “That’s why I’m stuck here pulling on my Unlimited Gacha,” I said to myself in the office. “But I’m just not getting any good cards.”


      I pressed the Unlimited Gacha button again, and a new card appeared. “Another R card?” I whined. This time I’d pulled an R Silent card, so I finally made up my mind to get out of my chair and walk to the front of my desk. Sitting down wasn’t getting me closer to the card I wanted, so I figured a change of pace wouldn’t hurt, superstition or not. The fairy maid assigned to my office stood in a corner looking at me curiously as I walked to the center of the room, but I didn’t care, since I had a feeling going to a different location might boost my luck.


      “Huh, these are some pretty good cards,” I remarked after pulling the Unlimited Gacha several more times. One of the cards was the SSR Unlimited Appetite Bracelet. It said a user would be able to eat all the food he or she wanted while wearing the bracelet, and that was literally it.


      Another card was the SSR One-Box House. It was supposed to summon a whole house complete with kitchen, toilet, and bathtub in an instant. The house could be reverted and stored away to summon another time, but it wasn’t very spacious either.


      The last card was the SSR Delivery Kitty. It instantly transferred cargo between two people who both held the Delivery Kitty, but it could only be used once a day, then the cats disappeared for the day.


      These were all double-super rare cards, but their usefulness didn’t make much sense. But at least I was getting somewhere with my pulls, so I kept pressing the Unlimited Gacha button with a positive attitude.


      “Huh? The rarity slipped again,” I said.


      One of the cards I pulled was the SR Superflash, an item that would shine a bright light for a long time. Another card was the SR Surprise Meat, which was a slab of meat used to lure foes. It smelled extra delicious but the taste was average at best. The last was the SR Sleep Curse, an ailment spell that put the target to sleep, but it was useless against a high-level foe.


      “Maybe this spot turned bad,” I grumbled as I moved to a new location. I knew the idea was absurd, but I couldn’t help being overly superstitious. I kept pressing the Ultimate Gacha button as I wandered around the office, until a huge magic circle appeared under me, shining with a brilliance that was nearly blinding. This only happened when a card of a very high rarity was about to be produced.


      “Here we go!” I said, but I was quickly let down once I read what was on the card. “Well, I guess it is still an Ultra Rare card,” I sighed.


      I’d pulled an UR Highborn Flame Fairy, which was a high-level magical attack that came in the form of fairies made of fire. A single card produced anywhere from five to ten Flame Fairies, and they disappeared after a set time. Sure, the card came in handy during combat, and normally I would’ve thought I’d hit the jackpot in pulling a card that powerful, but it simply wasn’t the type I was after right now, so I couldn’t help feeling let down.


      I sighed again. “I need to leave the office soon, so I’ll make this my last pull— Huh?”


      “Master Light!” said the fairy maid. She had every reason to be alarmed, because a magic circle that was much bigger than the last one had appeared under my feet. The maid was ready to lay down her life to save me if it came to it, but I held a hand up so she could stand down.


      “Don’t worry, It’s fine,” I said. “I’m not under attack or anything. This is what happens when I pull an SUR card.”


      This whole presentation reminded me of three years ago, when I was first teleported to the bottom of the Abyss and was about to be gobbled up by a Snake Hellhound. I’d repeatedly pressed the Unlimited Gacha out of desperation, until Mei showed up and killed the monster. Now the same magic circle that had once produced Mei had appeared in my office.


      “If this is a SUR card, it might have the power to bring my brother back,” I whispered.


      But unfortunately, it was not to be. It was indeed a Super Ultra Rare card, and it was capable of things so powerful that it blew my mind, but honestly, I wouldn’t know the best use of this card for me or my team. The card called itself the SUR Sky Castle, and it had the ability to fly all the way into outer space. The interior of the Sky Castle contained an environment where anyone could live inside it forever, traveling from planet to planet. However, the castle could only carry a limited number of people.


      “Well, it is an amazing card, I guess,” I said. Don’t get me wrong, the idea of living forever in a castle that traveled through space did capture my imagination, but right now, I was based in the bottom of the Abyss. I didn’t know how this card would fit into my operations.


      Too bad this SUR card can’t help with my big brother, I thought sadly. But I won’t give up on him. If the Ultimate Gacha was going to spit out an SUR card, I wished it was something more useful to me. But that was how my Gift worked—I was either lucky or not, and I didn’t get to choose what cards came out. It might take a while before I’d be able to rescue my brother, but I still had all the time in the world.


      “Anyway, you might as well take these cards to Annelia and Alth,” I told the fairy maid. I gave her all the cards I’d pulled during my session, including the Sky Castle, since it was her job to take my pulls to the Card Repository, which was managed by the sibling Cardkeepers Annelia and Alth. The maid bowed politely to me before following my instructions.

    

  

  
    
      Extra Story 4: Miya Takes the School of Magic’s Entrance Exam


      Miya gulped at the sight of the stately building that loomed before her. Although the young mage had been born and raised in an isolated human village, she was used to cities, such as the boom town in the Dwarf Kingdom that contained the dungeon she and her former party quested in. But this was no ordinary city—Miya had arrived at the Principality of the Nine, the world’s most prosperous urban enclave. The Duchy, as it was also called, was established with investments from all nine races. And right now, Miya stood at the front gates of the Duchy’s School of Magic, the world’s most advanced research institution for spellcraft. As Miya took in the intimidating majesty of the main building, she felt her saliva go dry in her mouth, and she swallowed back her dread.


      Every mage dreamed of being enrolled in the School of Magic, which meant your expertise and command of spellcasting ranked among the elites. Only those with superior abilities were accepted, and the cost of tuition was not something an average commoner could easily afford. Given those hurdles, almost all of the students at the academy came from families of noble standing.


      Miya used to attend a mage school in the Human Kingdom, and her stellar record there had earned her a recommendation to go to the School of Magic in the Duchy. However, the recommendation stopped short of a scholarship—it merely amounted to an endorsement for her to take their entrance exam, and Miya would need to pay for tuition out of pocket.


      Shortly afterward, Miya’s parents died from a plague, leaving her with no means of funding her enrollment. But as fate would have it, she’d recently received a letter from a man named Domas, a professor at the academy who specialized in research in attack magic.


      I happened to meet a human mage by the name of Dark while he was visiting the principality, and it turned out to be an extraordinarily valuable encounter, Domas’s missive read. Your name came up during our conversation, and he mentioned that you were a mage with skills that even surpassed his own. He also testified to your remarkably angelic personality and recommended that I extend an invitation to you to join our institution forthwith.


      After reading the letter, a mortified Miya buried her face in her hands.


      “You know my powers pale in comparison to yours, so why did you tell him I’m better than you?!” she exclaimed. But underneath her outward vexations, Miya was more than flattered that Dark had spoken so highly of her.


      In the letter, Domas invited Miya to take an all-expenses-paid trip to the Duchy to take the academy’s entrance exam, the professor even going so far as to identify her as “Saint Miya,” the legendary healer of all sorts of wounds. The part about being a sainted healer was another overestimation that Miya would rather do without, but the chance to take the entrance exam at no cost appealed to her. Although Miya knew she wasn’t nearly as powerful as Dark, she wanted to see how far her skills could take her at the top magic school in the world.


      Miya ultimately sent a reply to Domas agreeing to take the entrance exam. Soon after, she received another letter containing the exam date, the permission slip, and money to cover travel and lodging expenses. Miya told her plans to her brother, Elio, as well as to the apothecary who had hired her as an assistant. With the loose ends tied, Miya set out on a journey to the Principality of the Nine.


      Incidentally, the apothecary was in full support of Miya taking the entrance exam at the Duchy. That was because the granddaughter of the woman, who had been studying medicinal sciences at the School of Magic, was returning to the village with the intention of taking over the apothecary shop. So if Miya did get accepted, she should “study at the school to your heart’s content without having to worry about little ol’ me,” the apothecary said.


      Miya, now at the front of the magic school, took a deep breath and steeled herself.


      “Here goes!” she said. With Domas’s letter and permission slip in hand, she walked through the gate and introduced herself to the sentry.


      ✰✰✰


      “I believe now is a good time to test your abilities,” said Domas.


      “Y-Yes, sir!” Miya said nervously. “I-I thank you for this opportunity!”


      Domas the bearded demon stood 175 centimeters tall, with dust-colored skin and a tail that was pointed at the end. One other thing that stood out about him was the number of rings he wore—not just one or two but several adorning the fingers of each hand.


      When Domas came to meet Miya on the campus, he immediately brought her to the underground testing facility without giving her time to unwind from her trip. The testing grounds themselves were buried especially deep beneath the surface level, and the entire place had been reinforced with the most advanced spells and technology developed at the School of Magic, enough that most magical attacks would leave nary a mark on the walls. Maintaining an underground facility was necessary since testing magic up on the surface would draw complaints of noise from the well-off neighborhood near the academy. For any large-scale spells that couldn’t be contained inside the underground testing site, those experiments were conducted outside the Duchy.


      “Mr. Dark tells me you are a rare talent,” said Domas. “As both an exam proctor and as a spell researcher, I myself cannot wait to witness your prowess.”


      “Um, I’ll give it my best shot,” said Miya.


      Domas was in a hurry to see Miya’s powers for himself because he truly believed that Miya was a powerful human mage, a prospect that piqued his curiosity as a researcher. His craze, or rather his devotion to magical research, was so strong that he himself once dove into the Firewall cast by Dark to confirm that the flames were genuine.


      Miya meanwhile was a bit thrown off by the speed at which Domas was conducting the test, but she quickly refocused her thoughts onto spellcasting by holding her staff aloft with both hands. It was the same staff she’d used in her adventuring days, and she knew from that experience that she couldn’t afford to remain flustered for too long. In the event that her party suddenly encountered trouble, she needed to be able to mentally switch gears and do what needed to be done, or everyone would perish. Drawing on that experience, she swiftly transitioned into a battle-ready mode.


      “In that case, I’ll have you cast whatever spell you wish toward the targets over on that other side,” said Domas. “Mr. Dark told me you excelled at offensive spells, but you can also cast healing magic if you so desire.”


      “No, please, allow me to cast an attack spell,” said Miya.


      Because of her reputation as the patron saint of the so-called Towerism religion, people, including Domas, had come to believe that Miya was a specialist in healing magic, but the truth of the matter was that Miya was better at combat spells, so she politely declined his generous offer.


      “Here I go,” she said. “Magic Power, frozen might, manifest to blades of ice—Ice Sword!”


      Four Ice Swords burst into being and floated in midair before Miya. Two of them were normal Ice Swords, while one had a blade that was markedly wider than the others. The fourth Ice Sword looked normal at first glance, but Domas could tell something was off about it.


      “Ice Sword! Cut down my enemy!” Miya fired off the first Ice Sword and buried it into a target located dozens of meters away. She then hopped atop the one with the wide blade and glided it sideways. She launched the latter two Ice Swords simultaneously, then shouted a command.


      “Break!”


      The first of the Ice Swords hurtling through the air shattered into jagged pieces still large enough to inflict plenty of damage upon an adversary. Those frosty shards rained down and punctured the target as though a volley of arrowheads were tearing through a tree stump. At the same time, Miya directed the other Ice Sword in flight toward another target, striking it neatly.


      For the last and final Ice Sword Miya was riding, she took off high toward the ceiling, roaring out a war cry as if she were rallying the weapon. When she reached the apogee, she aimed the Ice Sword toward the last target and rocketed down, the force of gravity adding velocity to the descent. At the last moment before impact, Miya hopped off the frozen blade, allowing it to impale the target deep and true, aided by maximum momentum. The sheer destructive power of the strike could never have come from an ordinary Ice Sword.


      A flabbergasted Domas eyed the aftermath. The fundamental techniques, dexterity, and output of mana she just displayed all seem quite average for a mage, he thought. To be quite honest, in terms of raw power, there isn’t anything particularly noteworthy about her. But by thunder, where did she learn those tricks? She wielded the first Ice Sword normally to showcase the extent of her magic capabilities. The second Ice Sword she shattered in midair, and yet the pieces struck the target perfectly. I would guess that technique would be used to engage multiple adversaries. Breaking the Ice Sword may not kill them, but it could certainly wound them and slow them down.


      Domas raised an eyebrow. I knew that other Ice Sword seemed peculiar, but it turned out it was two Ice Swords sandwiched into a compound weapon. A thin, clear Ice Sword was placed closely adjacent to a regular one, so if an adversary attempts to intercept as normal, they would still be struck by the hidden blade. Neither of those techniques strike me as something she thought of in abstract. She must’ve hit upon those ideas from firsthand experience in battle.


      But what really astonished Domas was what Miya had done with her last Ice Sword. That innovation tickled him so thoroughly as a researcher that he was grinning up a storm despite himself.


      Who would ever think to hop onto an Ice Sword and fly through the air?! Domas thought to himself. Where the devil did she get that idea? And not only that, she used the high altitude to her advantage to inflict an unbelievable amount of destructive force with a mere combat-class spell! To think she would imagine that trick before I did!


      Although Miya’s mana pool was unremarkable since she was a human, her expansive creativity with the limited powers she possessed had bowled Domas over. However, Miya didn’t think up the idea of gliding on an Ice Sword all on her own. She had Kyto, a rogue member of the White Knights, to thank for that.


      Kyto had slaughtered half the members in Miya’s party and nearly killed Miya herself. She had tried to flee, but the elf easily caught up to her by surfing through the air on a clone of his Grandius sword, the national relic he’d stolen from his native Elven Queendom.


      That sight had stayed with Miya long after the tragic incident, leading her to connect Kyto’s air surfing with the possibility of using an Ice Sword for flight. After a massive amount of hard work and a whole bunch of trial and error—which had her toppling on her rear end repeatedly—she finally figured out how to ride one without falling off and how to use it to strike a target. However, she’d still yet to completely master flight on a level comparable to what Kyto was able to do with the Grandius.


      “Um, Mr. Domas?” Miya asked timidly. The professor had been standing stock-still, grinning so broadly that it unnerved her. She even found herself sweating, and not from the exertion of going through the test. Hearing her voice managed to bring Domas back to his senses.


      “Ah, forgive me,” he said. “Your approach to combat magic was so splendid that I was lost in thought. You’ve passed, Miss Miya. With flying colors, I might add. I insist that you enroll in our academy.”


      It was Miya’s turn to be shocked. “Th-Thank you so much, sir!”


      “However, I’m afraid we will not be able to offer you a full scholarship to the degree that we previously offered Mr. Dark,” Domas qualified. “I will personally see to it that our school subsidizes your tuition; however, you will need to earn money to pay for your living expenses. I do hope you will find that offer acceptable?”


      “Y-Yes! I accept, as long as I’m able to learn here!” Miya practically screamed, then went sober. “I-I can’t believe how fast this is happening...”


      “I know it sounds too good to be true, but I do indeed have the authority to make such decisions for our school,” said Domas. “In my opinion, it would be a bigger waste of resources if another minute is not spent refining a talent of your caliber.”


      Upon receiving such unmitigated praise, Miya’s cheeks went flush with joy. What Domas left unsaid was that Miya’s mana reserves and technical aptitude were barely average at best, and he could already tell from their short conversation that she wasn’t all that knowledgeable about spellcraft either. However, Miya’s ingenuity had outshone all those flaws, so he gladly passed her anyway. There wasn’t a hint of ambivalence or doubt when Domas stated his decision to offer her a place at the school.


      “Now that you are all but a fully enrolled matriculate here, Miss Miya, I will expect you to devote your time at this academy to honing your talents and laying the foundation for the future of magecraft.”


      “Yes, sir!” said Miya. “I’ll do my best!”


      “Very good,” said Domas. “From now on, you may refer to me as Professor Domas. If you have any questions, concerns, or if you run into any problems, you may come see me at my laboratory.”


      “Of course! Thank you very much, Professor Domas!” She was exhibiting a rarely seen level of excitement and exuberance. Even Domas was giddily scribbling something on a notepad, the instructor half distracted by his desire to experiment with Miya’s Ice Sword tricks as soon as possible.


      “We’ll have your school uniform, textbooks, and other effects delivered to you within a few days,” he told her. “You must be exhausted from your journey, so you may go rest in the girls’ dormitory. I myself cannot escort you there, since I’m a male, but I believe an older student will be waiting for you in your assigned room. You’re free to ask her about the particulars of student life at this academy.”


      “I’ll live with an older student?” asked Miya.


      “Our normal arrangement here is to have a senior student room with a junior student, with the former looking after the latter,” said Domas. “The senior is tasked with instructing their charge about all the unwritten rules and traditions of this academy, among other duties such as providing emotional support. It’s a well-reasoned system, wouldn’t you say? That way, we professors have less to worry about and can focus on our research.”


      The system did indeed sound lofty, in the sense that the students had the opportunity to lift each other up, but in practice, the older students essentially served as unpaid babysitters so the professors would have more time to themselves.


      Domas ripped off a sheet of paper containing the directions to the girls’ dorm and hurriedly pushed it into Miya’s hand before rushing to his lab. “If I use her techniques, I could maximize the force of the combat spells while minimizing mana cost!” he said to himself as he ran off.


      Domas’s disappearing act was so swift, he didn’t even give Miya time to thank him again. Miya never thought she’d be left alone so soon after passing the entrance exam, but she promptly shrugged off her bewilderment and made her way to the girls’ dorm, following the map scribbled on the piece of paper.


      “I think this is the place,” she said a short while later, standing in front of a dorm room door. She compared the room number repeatedly with what was written on the memo. “Yeah, this must be it.” My new life as a student at the School of Magic will officially begin once I walk through this door, Miya thought excitedly.


      She hadn’t expected to take the entrance exam so soon after visiting the school, nor to be left all alone immediately afterward, but a passing grade was a passing grade, and according to Professor Domas, she was as good as enrolled. Miya took a breath as she prepared to meet her new roommate who would look after her and make sure her new life as a student would go as smoothly as possible. When she felt ready, she knocked on the door.


      “Oh, do enter.” A pompous-sounding girl’s voice came from the other side.


      Huh? thought Miya. Is it me or does that voice sound familiar? In fact, the voice was very recognizable, and Miya would’ve placed it immediately if not for the simple fact that the girl in question would have no reason to be at this very location. Miya quickly dismissed that ridiculous notion and opened the door.


      “Hi!” said Miya. “Professor Domas said I passed the entrance exam, so—”


      “Saint Miya, I’ve been sorely expecting you. I can’t imagine what kept you for so long.”


      “Quornae?” Miya looked at her agog. “What are you doing here?”


      Miya’s quirky friend sat in a chair sipping tea with a dramaturgically elegant flair, her long blonde hair twisted in large, ostentatious coils. Quornae was a conventionally attractive girl, with a curvy waist and a bust that was larger than Miya’s, though what really distinguished her were her piercing, angular eyes. Quornae looked and acted like a stubborn, pushy girl, but she worshipped the ground that Miya walked on—and that was not an exaggeration. It was Quornae who’d single-handedly invented the Towerism religion, which deified the Wicked Witch of the Tower together with the fairy maids, and canonized Miya as the saint. Prior to knowing Miya, Quornae had been a self-declared “masterly mage” who attended the School of Magic. She even went by a grandiloquent moniker entirely of her own making—the Violet Fallen Angel.


      Quornae’s spiritual awakening had come about when a band of wolfmen kidnapped and imprisoned both her and Miya, an experience that had been especially traumatic for Quornae. It was only Miya’s compassion and succor that had kept Quornae from falling over the edge into despair, and she was able to remain hopeful until Dark and the Wicked Witch saved the prisoners.


      Afterward, Quornae declared that her true purpose in life was to spread the good news of Saint Miya and Towerism. She even quit the School of Magic and left her family’s estate for good so she could proselytize in service of the manufactured religion full-time. But despite Quornae’s very clear renouncement of her former life as a mage student, here she was in the dorm, sipping tea—a sight that understandably shocked Miya into a bewildered silence.


      Quornae smiled at her mute friend. “I received news that you were going to take the entrance exam at this school, so I took it upon myself to reenroll so I could personally devote myself to you, Saint Miya. I am truly blessed to have been chosen as your mentor.”


      “W-Wait, what?” Miya finally sputtered. “I could’ve very well failed the exam, so why go through all this beforehand?”
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      “Oh, you don’t have to be so modest,” Quornae replied. “You’re the blessed saint who braved the most harrowing cruelties inflicted upon humans and saved us all from death on the battlefield. There was no way you would fail a simple entrance exam. If anything, I was starting to wonder what took you so long to come here.”


      Quornae spoke with eyes that were unwavering and steeped in conviction. She’d never once entertained the idea of Miya failing the exam, according to that gaze. Quornae seamlessly switched to a sunny smile.


      “You don’t have to worry about anything, Saint Miya, for you have me as your most humble guide who will ensure you enjoy the most fulfilling life on this campus,” she said. “Incidentally, we will need to spread the testaments of Towerism at this school as well. Oh, there will be so much to do!”


      Quornae looked elated and content upon mentioning the dubious workload that awaited them. Miya could plainly see that she meant every word she said, and that neither of them would lead a quiet, peaceful life at this school. Picturing the long, cringe-filled days that lay ahead of her, Miya sank to her hands and knees on the spot, resigned to her cruel fate.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: Bargaining


      I was working in my office in the Abyss when Mei dropped in to give me an update.


      “Miya enrolled in the School of Magic?” I said.


      “Yes, Master Light,” Mei replied. “Her roommate is Miss Quornae, the person who has been spreading the word of Towerism in Tower City. She decided to reregister at the school once she heard Miss Miya would be taking the entrance exam.”


      “So she really quit being a missionary so she could go to school with Miya?” I summed up.


      “On the contrary, she intends to continue evangelizing about Towerism while at the School of Magic,” said Mei. “She is simply relocating her activities from Tower City to the Principality of the Nine.”


      “Uhh, is that a good idea?” I asked. “You know the Church of the Goddess is located over there, right?”


      I had every right to be worried, given my previous run-in with religious fanatics devoted to the Church of the Goddess. Members of the church worshipped the Goddess as the creator of this world, but if we were being honest, it was not a well-respected religion. For the most part, the eight nonhuman species viewed their racial identities as absolute, so religion was secondary to them. Humans were the only race that had a large number of worshippers because we were so powerless in the face of wholesale persecution that we had nothing but intangible faith to cling to.


      But even though the Church of the Goddess was a de facto human religion, it couldn’t be headquartered in the Human Kingdom, or any other sovereign nation for that matter, because there was a risk that the church would be used for political purposes. So that was why the Holy See of the church was located in neutral grounds at the Duchy.


      The most famous teaching of the church was the story of how the Goddess created the mainland and the nine races, along with how the Undergod tried to abduct her for himself. But now Quornae was going to start spreading her own religion in the Duchy. Wasn’t that just basically picking a fight with the Church of the Goddess on their own territory?


      My team and I have already destroyed the Forgotten, so I don’t think Miya and Quornae will be in any real danger, I thought, recalling the gang of religious fanatics my party and I had encountered before the nine-nations summit. Unfortunately, I’d learned the hard way that there was no such thing as being too careful, especially when it came to Miya. After a bit of thinking, I gave Mei her instructions.


      “We should have Aoyuki come see me here,” I said. “I’ll have her post covert monsters who’ll be bodyguards and lookouts for Miya and Quornae.”


      “Right away, Master Light.” Mei bowed to me in a picture-perfect way, then activated an SR Telepathy card to contact Aoyuki. The truth was, I’d already sent secret bodyguards to watch over Miya, but I figured an extra layer of security wouldn’t hurt.


      As I watched Mei do the Telepathy call, my mind wandered to another thing that was nagging at me. Miya probably got accepted into that school because I recommended her to Domas. This means Elio will be stuck in his village all by himself. Since I was the one who took Miya from him, I guess I should do something to make it up to him.


      Just imagining Elio all alone without his little sister tugged at my heartstrings as a fellow older brother. Maybe I should do right by him and make sure he won’t be alone, I thought. I could even introduce him to a fiancée so he can start life with a new family.


      I hit upon that idea on a whim, but I immediately saw a bunch of potential drawbacks. For one thing, I didn’t know what kind of girl he liked, and if he wasn’t ready to settle down, forcing a meeting with a future bride-to-be would probably backfire.


      Imagine me meeting Elio at his village for the first time ever, and the first thing out of my mouth is “Hi, I heard Miya left you because of me, so I’m going to set you up with some other girl you’re gonna marry!” He’d be beyond shocked, I’m sure of it.


      Heck, that would be my reaction if I were in Elio’s shoes. I’d be entirely weirded out, no matter how much I respected the matchmaker.


      I’d finished this train of thought by the time Mei was through calling Aoyuki. I didn’t know it yet, but it turned out I didn’t need to worry about Elio being lonely at all—albeit for a reason I never would’ve anticipated.


      ✰✰✰


      Phinea, who’d successfully escaped from her pursuers prowling around the Human Kingdom city by becoming a stowaway in a covered wagon, wasn’t discovered until noontide a day later.


      “Where’d this girl come from?” Yoerm, the traveling merchant, stared at a maiden he’d found sleeping in the back of his wagon after investigating his cargo.


      The night before, Yoerm’s traveling party had arrived at a village not far from the city, where he’d parked his carriage at his usual inn and booked a room to rest his head. He never noticed Phinea at the time, who’d fallen asleep in the carriage and was out like a light. Yoerm and his crew left the village early the next morning and, after traveling for some hours, decided to break for lunch. Yoerm was about to enter the back of the covered wagon to fetch some foodstuffs when one of the experienced adventurers escorting him noticed a faint but unmistakable odor of blood.


      The adventurer warned Yoerm and the others about potential trouble, and they entered the covered wagon with arms drawn. It didn’t take them long to discover a young centaur girl, fast asleep with a deep bite wound on one of her arms. The men roused Phinea, brought her out of the wagon, and applied first aid to her injury. After patching her up, Yoerm and the adventurers started questioning her. Phinea remained unflinching and countered the men by bargaining with them.


      “Allow me to apologize for hiding in your wagon without permission,” said Phinea. “I also wish to thank you for treating my injury. But I did what I had to do out of necessity.” She paused, then continued resolutely. “This was the only way I could get away from my pursuers.”


      “You’re being chased after?” Yoerm sighed. “I got roped into a real mess, didn’t I?”


      Phinea fished out the last remaining gemstones she had on her. “You can have these. Just take me to the Human Kingdom capital, please.”


      “Well, I am heading there as one of my stops,” said Yoerm. “But I have cargo that needs to go to other places first. So I’m sorry, but I can’t take you to the capital right away.”


      “Please, we can work something out!” Phinea cried. “I promise I’ll pay you back if you lose any money from going straight there. You’ll be made whole and then some after I take care of everything!”


      “This isn’t about money, kid,” said Yoerm. “Even if you did pay me back with interest, that’s too tall an order for me. If I deliberately cancel the stops I’m supposed to make, it’ll hurt my reputation. No amount of money will fix that anytime soon.”


      For merchants, trust among customers had more value than gold, since faith and credibility were nearly impossible to recover once lost. Another thing Yoerm kept to himself was that getting mixed up in a problem involving a centaur girl was very near the bottom of the list of things he wanted to deal with. But Phinea stood her ground, because she knew she needed to contact the Wicked Witch of the Tower as soon as possible or Palu would remain in danger.


      They probably haven’t killed her yet, since they need her to bait me out of hiding, Phinea thought. But there’s no telling how long that will last.


      With a defiant look in her eye, Phinea sweetened her offer. “Fine, I’ll also pay you extra for reputational damage. You have my word that you’ll receive a large sum of money once I’ve resolved my problem. I’ll even sign a contract if that’s what it’ll take for you to trust me. All you have to do is take me to the capital!”


      Yoerm was momentarily at a loss for words, overwhelmed by Phinea’s intensity. He could tell she was serious about her offer and that she would do everything in her power to keep her promise.


      Her clothes look average, but these gems she gave me are as real as they come, and pretty valuable to boot, he thought. Judging by her words and disposition, I can tell she’s from the upper crust of wherever she came from.


      Yoerm furrowed his brow. But should I really get tangled up in whatever pickle she’s got herself into? But if it all works out as she says, I could walk away with enough money to start my own shop in a real city. Still, is a centaur really going to keep a promise with a human like me? On the other hand...


      Yoerm, like many human merchants, dreamed about owning his own permanent shop one day. However, such a business enterprise required an enormous amount of investment, so much so that it normally took multiple generations of scrimping and saving to accumulate enough funds to open a store. But going by the amount of money the centaur girl claimed she could offer, Yoerm would be able to open a shop immediately if he wanted. He was an experienced merchant, but not the type of hardboiled businessman who’d promptly dismiss such a questionable offer. In fact, any human of normal reasoning would be similarly tempted.


      After gaming out his options, Yoerm finally gave his answer. “You got it, kid. I’ll take you to the capital.”


      “Really?” Phinea squealed. “Thank you so m—”


      “However!” Yoerm interjected. “I won’t take you there immediately. I still need to maintain my reputation as a merchant, so I refuse to skip out on my regular customers. So here’s my offer: I take you to people who I trust deeply to keep a secret and who I can convince to put you up in their home while I do my rounds. Once I’m done, I’ll come back for you and take you to the capital. Sound fair? I promise to be as quick as I can about it.”


      Guess this is the best I’m going to get, thought Phinea. She briefly thought about just going to the capital alone, by hook or by crook. But she had no travel supplies, and there was the risk that other men from the Dungeon Keepers would be waiting to ambush her along the itinerary. In other words, traveling alone would be tantamount to suicide.


      Little did Phinea know that she was exactly right. After Aloh and his men had finished scouring the city for Phinea, they’d concluded that she must have escaped and was most likely headed for the Human Kingdom capital. The contingent had split into two groups: one assigned to take Palu back to the Centaur Steppes, and the other sent to the human capital to hunt down Phinea. If Phinea had made the impetuous choice to travel solo, the centaur warriors would’ve easily tracked her down and seized her.


      The safest bet would be to disguise myself and let this merchant take me to his friends, she thought. She could hide her hooves by dressing like a human girl, and even pretend to be the merchant’s daughter to make doubly sure she wasn’t discovered in the meantime.


      It’s far from perfect, but it wouldn’t make any sense to complain about it and have him walk away, Phinea reasoned. Both she and Yoerm knew that the merchant would be taking on a whole lot of risk for pretty dubious returns. If Phinea tried to push back on his compromise, that would give Yoerm enough incentive to break off the negotiations and leave her empty-handed.


      “Thank you, sir,” said Phinea. “I accept your offer.”


      “Then I suppose we have a deal,” said Yoerm. They both shook hands and smiled while the escorts kept a professional eye on their surroundings.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: Life in a Human Village


      “So what I’m getting at is, I want you to look after Miss Nea for a little while till I get back,” said Yoerm.


      “Wait, hold on, Mr. Yoerm?” Elio replied.


      The first thing the merchant had done upon arriving in Elio’s village was make a house visit. Usually when he stopped in the village, he would set up in the town square and get right to selling his articles and wares. But this time, Yoerm hadn’t just arrived with saleable goods; he’d also brought along a pretty centaur girl, who was hiding her hooves beneath a long skirt. When Yoerm parked his covered wagon, he told the villagers that he needed to rest up first from the long trip. He then singled Elio out from the crowd and insisted that he invite him and the girl over for tea.


      Once the three were sat at the table in front of steaming teacups, Yoerm filled Elio in on what was really going on. In short, Nea was being chased after by other centaurs for certain undisclosed reasons, and she needed to travel to the Human Kingdom’s royal capital to take care of that particular issue. Yoerm had agreed to take Nea to the capital, but first he must make stops at several other towns. Because of Nea’s situation, taking her along would be too hazardous, so Yoerm thought Nea would be safest if she stayed with his trusted friends, Elio and Miya. What was not disclosed to either Elio or Yoerm was that “Nea” was Phinea’s alias.


      “Of course, I’m not asking you to do this for free,” Yoerm assured. “I’ll pay the full amount of the cost of housing her, so please, help us out here.”


      Phinea followed Yoerm’s lead with a winsome smile. “Can you please help me, erm, Mr. Elio?”


      Although Yoerm said he would pay for room and board, like any businessman, he was actually going to cover the costs with one of the gems Phinea gave him.


      Meanwhile, Elio was still flummoxed by the request. “I see you’re going through a lot, but this is such short notice. First of all, Miya’s not here anymore because she’s now living in a dorm in the Duchy. She got a scholarship to go to the School of Magic over there...”


      Elio stalled awkwardly mid-thought before pressing on. “If Miya were still here it’d be a different story, but I wouldn’t feel right living together with a girl who’s just as young as my sister.”


      “Whoa, Miya got into the School of Magic?” Yoerm exclaimed. “I knew she had that kinda talent as a mage, but yeah...” He faltered a moment before speaking. “I see your point. I chose you guys only ’cause I thought Miya would also be here to take care of Nea while I’m gone.”


      Phinea was in fact the exact same age as Miya, and Yoerm had anticipated that it would mostly be Miya who would look after Phinea, since it would be perfectly natural if two girls kept each other company. He hadn’t counted on Miya being absent because she was enrolled at the top mage academy in the world.


      Elio glanced back apologetically. “Look, I’m flattered you would come to me with your problem, but I’m afraid I’m going to have to refuse—”


      “No, wait!” Phinea interrupted. “I won’t have any problems living here, so please let me stay!”


      Yes, Phinea was well aware of the questionable situation of living alone with a boy close to her age, but that was outweighed by the very real risks she faced if she were rejected. That would force her to continue traveling with Yoerm in disguise, meaning they might run across the centaur warriors from the Dungeon Keepers waiting to kidnap her. Phinea would be much safer biding her time at this village, and she needed to be safe if she were to rescue Palu and ensure survival for her homeland. She couldn’t afford to be pushed away here—not now, with so much at stake.


      Phinea composed herself again and summoned the friendliest smile she could muster. “I have an elder brother, so I’m fully accustomed to living with an older boy. And if your sister is absent, then that means I can use her room and you won’t need to prepare new living quarters for me. Although it won’t be anything fancy, I’m also able to cook, and I’m willing to pay you back by making you meals.”


      Phinea suddenly dropped her head so low, she almost hit the table with her forehead. “So please, I’m begging you to let me stay here!”


      Being a kindhearted soul, Elio wavered on repeating his refusal, but he still had reservations regarding the idea of living with an unrelated girl. It was up to Yoerm to provide the final twist to Elio’s arm.


      “I suppose I could take her with me as I make my rounds to other villages,” said Yoerm. “But as you can see, she injured her arm, and so it’d be much better if she stayed here safe and secure than if she were forced to travel with a bunch of men to a bunch of unfamiliar places in a wagon. It’d be better for her physically and emotionally, and I know for a fact that I can trust you to take care of her, Elio.”


      Elio sat in thought, not answering at first. Phinea lifted her face and looked straight at him, like a stray kitten longing to be taken home. Elio finally relented to the double pressure.


      “Okay, I’ll do it. I’ll take her in,” Elio said. “But on one condition.”


      “Of course,” said Yoerm.


      “You need to tell me why she’s being chased after,” Elio said in a no-nonsense tone. “If she committed some kind of crime, I don’t want to be involved.”


      “It’s fine, I didn’t commit any crime,” Phinea said, answering for Yoerm. “What’s really going on is that I’m a victim of a power struggle taking place back home.”


      Phinea went on to tell Elio the same backstory she told Yoerm: that her country was divided into two belligerent factions, that she needed to get in contact with the Wicked Witch of the Tower to ensure her safety, and that she needed Queen Lilith of the Human Kingdom to intercede on her behalf and connect her with the witch. Since Phinea was of noble blood back home in the Centaur Steppes, Lilith would be sure to cooperate, she was certain.


      The entire time, Phinea referred to herself as “Nea,” and she didn’t mention the fact that she was officially the firstborn princess of her homeland. But the rest of what she said was more or less true, including the power struggle, the factional rivalry and the fact that she was of noble birth. If Phinea had made up a story entirely out of whole cloth, Yoerm would’ve caught on easily, so she made sure to limit herself to just a few white lies here or there so that she would sound more credible. Elio was convinced by Phinea’s story too, thanks to personal experience.


      “The Great Witch was the one who saved Miya from the beastfolk, so I’m sure she’ll help you out too if you ask her,” said Elio. “I think you’re making the right decision.”


      Not long ago, a group of Masters in the Dragonute Empire had instigated the Beastfolk Federation to go to war with the Wicked Witch of the Tower, armed with thousands of human military slaves. To amass this army of human shields, the beastfolk had engaged in an extensive number of kidnappings, which also targeted Miya and her friend Quornae. But the Wicked Witch—or rather Light—defeated the beastfolk and freed the captive humans. The outcome of that event convinced Elio that the tower witch would be merciful enough to save Phinea as well.


      Elio finally allowed a smile to cross his face. “If that’s the case, then I can’t possibly turn you away. You’re free to stay here until Mr. Yoerm comes back. Just like you said, my sister’s room is empty and free for you to use.”


      “Thank you so much, Mr. Elio!” said Phinea.


      “I’m also deeply obliged,” said Yoerm. “Thanks a lot for doing this.”


      With those words exchanged, Phinea started her new life with Elio.


      ✰✰✰


      Three days had passed since “Nea” moved in with Elio. Yoerm had returned to his wagon after leaving Elio’s home, sold his goods as usual, and left the village the next morning with his traveling party. As was agreed upon, Phinea was given Miya’s old bedroom to use for herself. Most of her clothes and other personal effects were bought from Yoerm using one of her gemstones. For items that Phinea didn’t have in her possession, she used whatever Miya had at the house, with Elio’s permission.


      At first, Elio had steeled himself for the monumental task of guiding Phinea through what he assumed would be a rough transition into village life. Mr. Yoerm said he won’t be gone for long, but since I’ve taken her in, I must do everything I can to act as mediator with the other villagers, and put out the fires if any trouble comes up, he thought.


      However, it turned out that readiness was entirely unwarranted. Everyone in the village immediately adored her, whether they were young or old, male or female. By the time the third day rolled around, the village was basically treating Phinea as one of their own that they could depend on.


      “Nea! Have some of these vegetables we harvested!” a housewife said one day as Phinea was walking down a street.


      “You mean it?” said Phinea. “Thank you so much!”


      “Miss Nea, can we play?” said a child.


      “Thanks so much for helping us remove those stumps from the forest clearing, Ms. Nea,” said another villager. “We’ll be sure to holler whenever we need your raw energy again.”


      If anything, she might be more at home here than I am, Elio thought as he watched the scene unfold from a distance. It wasn’t that Elio lacked charisma, not by any measure. He’d taken on the role as the leader of his party back when he was an adventurer, and even now he served as the combat instructor for the village militia. All the same, the social skills Phinea had demonstrated in such a short amount of time floored Elio.


      Phinea noticed him then and waved. “Hey, Elio! Why do you look so awestruck?”


      “Oh, yeah...” he said sheepishly. “It’s just, I’m shocked at how well you’re fitting in with everyone.”


      Phinea hummed triumphantly, even placing both hands on her hips and puffing out her slender chest. “Not to brag, but I do have a talent for making friends with just about anyone within three days. Well, save for a few people, I suppose.”


      “It’s so nice that you’re so friendly with everyone, Nea,” the housewife said, stroking Phinea’s hair.


      “Nea’s awesome!” said another kid, further attesting to Phinea’s people skills. The young men also looked at the centaur maid admiringly.


      Even I started calling her “Nea” without it feeling weird, thought Elio.


      Phinea, for her part, had almost immediately stopped calling him “Mr. Elio” and insisted they both refer to each other by their first names.


      “We’re going to be living together, so we shouldn’t be so formal with each other,” she’d said on the first day. “You should treat me like your little sister and just call me ‘Nea.’ I’ll call you ‘Elio’ like you’re my older brother.”


      Elio had initially been uncomfortable being on a first-name basis, but with the way she engaged with him so naturally, as if he were her real older brother, he fell into the dynamic more easily than he expected. Elio’s real sister, Miya, was as shy and demure as she looked—the polar opposite of Phinea. But despite that contrast, Elio quickly came to treat Phinea as a blood-related sibling, which was perhaps further credit to Phinea’s advanced social skills.


      Still reflecting on her progress over the last few days, Elio strolled over to Phinea and offered to carry the vegetables she’d received from the housewife. He walked her home, bushel in hand, conversing with her along the way.


      “This is a whole lot of veggies,” said Elio. “I’ll use these to make dinner tonight. Can you help peel?”


      “Sure thing,” said Phinea. “But I wish we had whole mutton I could roast. I could even cook a Flying Deer if there was one around.”


      It turned out the “simple meals” Phinea had offered to cook in exchange for lodging were just whole-roasted meats. Unfortunately, meat was hard to come by in this village—and even if that weren’t the case, Elio wouldn’t be able to eat entire whole-roasted animals for dinner every single night.


      “You may not believe it, but I’m really good at making roasts,” said Phinea. “My mom and everyone else says it’s because I know exactly how to put fire to the meat!”


      “Sorry, but around here, no normal family eats whole roasts for their suppers,” said Elio. “But I’m curious, is that what’s usually eaten back in your country?”


      “Yeah, at least it’s what we Nomads usually eat,” said Phinea. “We raise livestock, so we have to move often to give them fresh fields to graze. Nomads also tend to have really large families, so big roasts are good to feed everyone for dinner, plus sheep is pretty much the only food we have available.”


      “But sometimes,” Phinea continued, “my friends and I go hunting for Flying Deer in the grasslands. After killing them, we bring them back to our families as gifts. But first we gut the deer and eat the organs on the spot, since those spoil easily on the way back. The guts are especially tasty if you eat them raw, since they’re so fresh.”


      I thought she said she was of noble birth, thought Elio. Do nobles in her country usually go hunting and eat raw meat?


      Flying Deer were animals whose males and females both had antlers large enough to resemble wings. Whenever they ran, the animals looked like birds taking flight on the grasslands, which was how they came to be called “flying.” While Elio pondered how a girl supposedly from high society could live such a rough-and-tumble life as a hunter, Phinea looked at him curiously.


      “What’s wrong?” she asked. “You have this weird look all of a sudden.”


      “Yeah, no, it’s nothing.” Elio decided to switch topics. “So anyway, they say you helped pull out tree stumps? When did you do that?”


      “Just yesterday,” Phinea answered. “The farmers were having a tough time clearing new land, so I plucked out the stumps for them.” She used the squash she was holding to imitate the way she easily yanked up tree stumps with just her shoulder strength. Elio shifted the vegetables he was carrying in his arms and stole a glance at Phinea’s forearm.


      “You injured yourself not that long ago, right?” said Elio. “If you strain yourself that much, you might reopen the wound.”


      “I’m fine, trust me,” said Phinea. “It was only a scratch. I’m glad the medicine lady took a look at it, of course, but honestly, all you need to do is lick it and it’ll heal by itself. Really, you’re such a worrywart, Elio.”


      Wow, now that’s just way too rugged, thought Elio. Is she really from high society?


      Phinea, not noticing how Elio was doubting her, flashed a smile. “I like this village. Everyone is so nice, and the soil is great for raising big, healthy crops and livestock. And on top of that, you can drink all the water you want! That’s practically unimaginable in my country!”


      “You’re serious?”


      “I am,” said Phinea. “Water is really precious back home.”


      Not only did the Centaur Steppes have very little rainfall, but the country had practically no other source of fresh water. Furthermore, the soil was too barren for widespread farming. For those reasons, the Nomads survived by being herdsmen who lived off their livestock, and drank milk from those animals to stave off thirst. On the other hand, the Dungeon Keepers had access to wheat, vegetables, spices, and similar agricultural goods imported from other countries, since they could pay for them with the money made from the dungeon. That faction could also produce water using magic items.


      However, Phinea spent most of her time with the Nomads, so life in Elio’s village seemed much more prosperous than life with her mother’s faction. It was the same surreal observation she made when she first entered the Human Kingdom.


      “Your home sounds like a tough place to live,” said Elio.


      “It’s not so bad when you’re used to it,” Phinea replied. “There are plains as far as the eyes can see, and the breeze feels amazing when you run through the grasslands. You get to see a beautiful sunset every day. I love my homeland. There are so many wonderful things about it.”


      Phinea said those words with a beaming, genuine smile that warmed Elio’s heart. A moment later, the two arrived at the house, where they put down their respective loads. However, Elio promptly turned around to head out the door again.


      “I have to take care of something before dinner,” said Elio. “I’ll be back soon.”


      “Where are you headed? I’ll come too, since I have nothing else to do.”


      “Oh, um, well...” Elio was unsure of what to say, but Phinea took the hint.


      “Oh, right. You’re a guy, and men have a lot on their plate, as they say,” she said hurriedly. “It’s fine, I have a brother, remember? He likes to fool around with women, so I know it’s not my place to pry.”


      Elio practically yelped. “No! That’s not what this is about!” But despite his protestation, Phinea kept insisting that he didn’t need to act circumspect around her, since she wasn’t going to judge him. To clear up the misunderstanding, Elio decided to take Phinea along to his planned destination: the village cemetery.


      His first stop was his parents’ final resting places. There he trimmed the overgrowth, wiped dirt off the cross-like markers, and laid flowers in front of the graves. Next, he went to another pair of crosses a short distance away.


      “Elio, who are these graves for?” asked Phinea.


      “These are for my friends who were in the adventuring party Miya and I formed,” he said. “Unlike my parents, we weren’t able to recover their bodies, but at least we came back with locks of their hair.”


      Elio made sure not to sound somber when telling Phinea about Gimra and Wordy, yet this new information was still rather unsettling to her.


      It was pretty obvious that his parents are gone, given that he lives alone with his sister, she thought. But I didn’t know he lost his party members too...


      Phinea was well aware of the deadly risks that adventurers took on, since she lived part of her life near her country’s sole dungeon. However, she didn’t personally know of any who had lost their lives. In fact, she had never experienced the pain of anyone close to her dying.


      If the worst were to happen to Palu, I’d... Phinea couldn’t finish that thought. She was in danger of losing her best friend in the world, just as Elio had lost two of his. The idea that such a tragedy could really happen caused Phinea’s chest to tighten and constrict her breathing.


      Phinea could only assume that Palu was still alive since she held value as a hostage, but the truth of her survival still remained unknown all the same. Phinea felt the powerful urge to rescue her herself, but right now she didn’t know where they were keeping her, so rushing into such a foolhardy mission would squander this precious opportunity provided by Palu’s brave sacrifice.


      Phinea felt the flames of dread smoldering inside her, and she pressed both hands against her chest. Elio, who was washing Gimra’s and Wordy’s grave markers, finally noticed that Phinea was in distress.


      “Nea, what’s wrong?” he asked with alarm. “Does your chest hurt?”


      “Elio...” Phinea took time to compose herself and started again. “Elio, how were you able to deal with your party members getting killed? How did you get over that? I can’t— I could never get over something like that! I-I don’t even want to think about losing someone...”


      Phinea hung her head down, tears streaming out of her eyes.
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      Phinea knew in her soul that she would never recover if Palu were to perish after all they went through. Elio stood in thought for a moment, then turned toward the two graves, his expression doleful this time.


      “I’ve never gotten over losing Gimra and Wordy, not even to this day,” he said.


      “Huh?” Phinea looked up, puzzled at that unexpected reply. Elio returned to tidying up the graves, with his back turned to Phinea.


      “It was my fault they died,” he told her. “They were killed by an elf, a serial killer on the loose in a Dwarf Kingdom dungeon. I was the leader of my party. If I’d made better choices that night, Gimra and Wordy would still be here today. No, it was me who led my party deep into the dungeon in the first place, just so we could make more money. If I hadn’t done that...” Elio allowed a grief-filled silence to linger for a moment. “It was all I could think about after they died.”


      Phinea looked on as Elio finished cleaning the monuments.


      “But still, I think that’s fine too,” he finally said.


      He placed flowers in front of the graves. “I still think about Gimra and Wordy because I haven’t gotten over their deaths. As long as I never get over it, I’ll never forget about them. I’m able to work and keep striving because I’ve never let go of the pain, regret, and misery I felt that day. And not only that, I know that miracles do happen if you don’t give up.”


      Elio had been chosen to lead the village militia since he was an experienced adventurer who’d seen real combat. Every day, Elio would instruct the young males in how to do battle. Afterward, he would take time to train himself in the art of wielding the sword and shield, just so he could be a stronger fighter. However, Elio knew he would never become the type of warrior who could take down Kyto, the elven serial killer, no matter how much he trained.


      But back in the fateful dungeon, Elio and Miya had been able to survive Kyto’s carnage only because Elio kept fighting, despite his near-fatal wounds. That experience made him realize that there was always a chance of survival in any situation, no matter the odds he faced or how marginal the likelihoods were. If he did decide to give up, even that tiny sliver of possibility would go away. Elio had learned that lesson the hard way, with his lifeblood literally spilling onto the ground.


      Elio is so strong, Phinea thought.


      She wasn’t talking about his fighting abilities, since she was positive she’d beat Elio soundly in a contest of brawn versus brawn. No, she was referring to Elio’s strength in spirit, the type of strength she wished she had. She stood in awe as he knelt in prayer in front of the graves.


      “I wish you were my real brother, Elio...” Phinea mumbled absentmindedly. Her half brother, Santor, believed in his heart of hearts that violence was equal to strength. However, he gave no consideration to other people’s strengths, with the Wicked Witch of the Tower being the prime example. Santor simply didn’t see the witch as strong enough to change the world. Compared to Elio, Santor seemed utterly shallow in Phinea’s eyes. If Elio were her brother instead of Santor, she wouldn’t have to go through all this hardship, Phinea thought.


      Unbeknownst to her, Elio had heard what Phinea said loud and clear, but he decided to keep his thoughts to himself. She wishes I were her brother? he mused. If she’s being chased after because of a power struggle, does that mean it’s her brother who’s after her?


      When it came to power struggles within households, it was often the case that the elder brother would attempt to abduct his sister just for the sake of consolidating influence. For Elio, who’d told Miya to save herself from Kyto while he risked his life to distract the elf, he couldn’t wrap his head around the idea that a brother would harm his sister for any reason. But since that was such a messy topic for him to become involved in, in the end, Elio pretended he didn’t hear.


      When he finished praying, he stood up and brushed the dirt off his hands. He then took out his handkerchief and offered it to Phinea.


      “I’m all done here, so let’s head home. Once we’re back, we can cook dinner.”


      Phinea peered at the handkerchief. “Elio, now you’re being too thoughtful. Are you trying to make me fall for you?”


      “N-No way! That never crossed my mind! I’d never—”


      Phinea laughed out loud. “Relax, I was only kidding.” She took his handkerchief. “Jeez, you didn’t have to overreact.”


      Phinea continued to laugh at Elio’s extreme agitation, so much so that she had to wipe away new tears along with the old. As the pair strolled back home, they continued to converse as if they were two siblings who’d grown up together.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: State of Things


      Upon his return to the Centaur Steppes, Aloh delivered his report to Santor on the current situation at the chief patriarch’s tent palace. The two men sat on rugs alone in a room, with Santor having ordered everyone else out to maintain confidentiality.


      “Forgive me, Lord Santor,” said Aloh. “Phinea got away from us. But I sent half of the men to the Human Kingdom’s capital to keep watch in case she shows up there.”


      “Excellent work, Aloh,” said Santor. “It’s a shame that Phinea’s bodyguard was more cunning than we took her for; however, Phinea can’t have gotten far, and we already know where she plans to go, so we’ll sniff her out soon enough. A centaur girl wandering about in that realm will stick out like a sore thumb anyway.”


      “Lord Santor...” Aloh prostrated on all fours and bowed his head. “Thank you so much for your mercy!”


      Aloh was fully expecting a harsh reprimand for allowing Phinea to escape, but instead Santor expressed appreciation for Aloh’s efforts without any hint of sarcasm. This response made Aloh nearly choke up with emotion.


      Taking him to task isn’t going to bring Phinea back anyway, thought Santor. Better to let him off here so I can earn his trust. At the end of the day, Santor was the eldest son of the vice patriarch and would become the future chief patriarch. It was a given that he’d learned the soft skills of being a leader. An unavoidable mishap confessed to by an underling presented an opportunity to gain devotion and leverage over the soldier. Punishing a subordinate in that scenario hardly gained anything.


      In any event, Santor reasoned that Phinea would be easy to track down. She might have lucked her way out of the city, but by all accounts, she’d left with nothing but the clothes on her back. Palu had been caught using Phinea’s travel bag as a decoy, disguised under Phinea’s protective cloak. Aloh had also held on to the two girls’ money during their travels, ostensibly to safeguard the cash from thieves. That left Phinea and Palu with only a few gemstones between them, and nothing else they could exchange for money. There were no reports of a centaur girl changing gemstones for coins in the city, and there was no evidence Phinea had purchased any travel supplies.


      Given all that, there was no way Phinea could’ve gotten far on her own. The contingent of warriors they’d sent to the Human Kingdom would follow any leads regarding sightings of a centaur girl, and if she was indeed on her way to the royal capital, there were lookouts along the way ready to grab her. And if she decided to give up on her plans and return to the Centaur Steppes, Santor’s men were stationed along the way in that direction as well. As far as Santor was concerned, Phinea was as good as cornered. Those circumstances provided Santor the composure to go soft on Aloh.


      “Phinea may have escaped, but we still have her bodyguard—Palu, was it?” he said. “She said anything yet?”


      “No, not a word.” Aloh lifted his head and shook it. “Before we captured her, she resisted us to the best of her abilities, but we eventually incapacitated her with arrows. We broke her legs to make sure she wouldn’t escape from us again. We kept hitting and kicking her, and we even ripped off her fingernails to make her talk. But even after all that torture...”


      “Hmph, so she won’t spill the beans,” said Santor. “Gotta admire her loyalty. So did you kill her?”


      “No, we’re keeping her alive to use as a bargaining chip against Phee,” Aloh replied. “Right now she’s locked in a cell, and we’re making sure she’s barely kept alive.”


      The cell was located somewhere in the centaur capital. Luckily for Palu, she was still useful as a potential hostage, so Santor’s men had shown some restraint in torturing her. They didn’t inflict any ghastly, disfiguring injuries, or violate her dignity as a woman. There was the risk that Palu would take her own life if they took the abuse to those lengths.


      Santor leaned forward and patted Aloh on the shoulder. “Thanks for the update. It’s also thanks to you that we know about Phinea’s plans to commit treason against our fatherland. I’m glad to have you as my right-hand man! I’ll expect great things from you!”


      “It’s my privilege, Lord Santor,” said Aloh.


      “You must be exhausted from all that traveling and coordinating, I’ll bet,” said Santor. “We haven’t caught Phinea, so you won’t be able to go back to the Nomads for a spell. You’re free to stay here in the capital till we get word of her capture. Take it easy and have fun. I’ll pay for everything, of course.”


      “Lord Santor...I once again thank you for everything!”


      Santor decided to cover Aloh’s living and entertainment expenses because he knew Aloh’s loyalty could be purchased with money—the cheapest of all trade-offs. He was also invaluable as a spy positioned high in the top clan of the Nomads.


      While Aloh was sucking up to Santor, Palu lay on a dilapidated bed in her cell, covered in blood-encrusted cuts and bruises. Her jailors were giving her the bare minimum of food, water, and treatment to keep her alive, but beyond that, her clothes were ripped, her legs remained fractured, and one of her eyes was swollen shut from the blows she’d taken. Not only were her fingernails ripped off, but some of her fingers were broken too so that she couldn’t wield a weapon.


      Although she was in terrible pain throughout her body, Palu did not regret for a second what she’d done. She’d bought time for Phinea to escape, and with luck, Phinea would arrive back home with the Wicked Witch in tow.


      Mm-hmm... thought Palu. I know Phee’s strong enough to overcome even this kind of agony to find the witch. If she were a man, she would’ve been a much better fit than Santor to lead the centaurs. It’s truly a shame she was born female.
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      Despite her excruciating pain, Palu smiled faintly at the thought of Phinea being a male.


      “Phee...” Palu whispered. She throbbed with pain with every breath she took, her breathing labored and ragged, but Palu sincerely believed that her best friend would make a triumphant return to rescue her. That faith gave her the strength to bear the agony in the dark and dingy underground cell.


      ✰✰✰


      After training with Elio, the young men in the village militia gathered by a nearby well, splashing water on their shirtless bodies to wash off the sweat.


      “Ahh, so cool and refreshing!” said Elio.


      “It really is,” one of his trainees agreed.


      “Oww...” groaned another teenager. “The water feels good and all, but you should go a little easy on us, Elio.”


      “Yeah, honestly,” said a third youth.


      At the break of dawn each day, the villagers would go out to their farms to take care of the crops. After those chores were done, the young men of the village went to train under Elio, who taught them how to use their swords and shields. None of the trainees sought to become adventurers or soldiers, but they needed to build up the necessary skills to ward off attacks from monsters (mainly goblins) while minimizing fatalities and serious injuries. Because Elio had experience adventuring in a dungeon, he was the most qualified to train the village militia.


      That said, Elio was nowhere near an expert in sword fighting. All he knew were the very basics that Gold had taught him in the Dwarf Kingdom dungeon. Even so, Elio had returned to the village such a powerful fighter that he’d never lost once to the other young males in the village, even if facing multiple opponents. Someone with his combat skills was well respected, especially in communities where monsters ran rampant. Naturally, Elio and his prowess also drew the attention of the opposite sex.


      One of the militiamen turned to Elio while wiping his torso with a towel. “So I hear the apothecary’s granddaughter came back to the village right when Miya left. So, are you two seeing each other or what?”


      “No, we’re not a couple,” Elio said. “Why would you think that?”


      “Wait, you’re not?” said the militiaman. “But we see you go visit the apothecary pretty much every day, so people figured you and the granddaughter are getting married, and that maybe you’d take over the shop.”


      “Oh yeah, I heard talk of that too,” said another trainee. “But you know the family that lives three houses down from you, Elio? I hear their oldest daughter isn’t giving up on you and that she’s gonna make her move any day now.”


      “No way—you know he’s gonna hook up with Ms. Phinea,” said the third. “They already live together, so they might as well make it official.”


      “Are you yanking my chain?” one exclaimed. “Holy cow, Elio, you really know how to reel in the girls! Nice going, Captain!”


      As the young men were joshing around, Elio slumped his shoulders and wore a world-weary look.


      “Come on, guys, those are all just stupid rumors,” said Elio. “I only go visit the apothecary to help her with heavy lifting around the shop, since she’s been so good to my sister. No other girl has hit on me, and Nea’s only staying with me because there’s no inn around here. Yoerm’s even paying me to give her room and board.”


      The other villagers only knew Phinea as an acquaintance of Yoerm. When introducing her around town, Elio deliberately didn’t mention anything about her being on the run since there was no need to go into that level of detail.


      “But you’re so unbeatable, Captain Elio,” said a trainee. “All those girls may actually be into you if you asked them.”


      Elio was a tough fighter only in the context of taking on villagers with little to no experience in battling monsters. For his part, Elio’s history as an adventurer involved being a novice who started out by crawling through a single dungeon before quitting. But since he had technically made a living killing monsters for cash, however short that stint was, he was considered a professional in the eyes of the other villagers. Elio fully embraced the lessons taught by Gold in the dungeon and applied those pointers in his diligent training. Thanks to his efforts, his skills had improved considerably compared to the past, but Elio knew he couldn’t accept the praise.


      “I’m not strong at all,” he said, assuming an expression sterner than when he denied being in a relationship. “I can’t even compare to my mentor, Gold, and Dark is completely out of my league.”


      Elio spoke the honest, unvarnished truth. Try as he might to train to become a better fighter, he knew he would remain light-years away from matching up to Gold and Dark. Elio understood this even as he was completely unaware of their true, mind-blowing power levels: 5000 for Gold and 9999 for Dark. But from his short time interacting with them, Elio knew beyond a doubt that he’d never dream of defeating either of the two adventurers in his lifetime.


      At the same time, laying it out so plainly would doubtlessly be discouraging to the militia. Elio was all but unbeatable in the village, meaning the trainees would be hopelessly weaker still in comparison. Elio quickly adjusted his attitude and took a different tone.


      “So if you guys keep working hard, you’ll soon be as strong as me, trust me,” said Elio. “Then the girls around here will find you irresistible too.”


      “Yeah, he’s right! That’s our captain!”


      “I’ll follow you for life, Captain!”


      “If I get to be as powerful as you, then maybe I’ll have a chance with Miya...” said the last militiaman.


      “If you want to marry Miya, you better beat me in battle first,” Elio warned in a low voice. He was willing to rouse the spirits of his men, but that didn’t necessarily extend to them approaching his sister. But since Elio didn’t say the words too forcefully, the other young men laughed it off as a joke, knowing that Elio was always protective of Miya.


      “Elio!” a loud voice boomed from a distance. “It’s been a while! I’m finally back!”


      “Mr. Yoerm?” Elio turned his head and confirmed that the voice did indeed belong to the merchant traveling in his carriage, who had come back to pick up Phinea.


      After Yoerm parked his covered wagon, he arrived at Elio’s home, where Phinea was also waiting.


      “I didn’t expect you to be back this soon,” said Elio as the three sat at the table over tea.


      “I couldn’t very well keep Miss Nea waiting, so I was extra quick with my business,” said Yoerm. “I also picked up some good news during my rounds that I knew I had to tell you straightaway, Miss Nea.”


      “What good news?” asked Phinea.


      Yoerm drank some tea before starting. “They tell me that a powerful monster destroyed the Demonkin Nation capital, and that the king was killed in the devastation. The prince has gone missing too. But the Great Witch got rid of the monster and took temporary control of the leaderless country. Thanks to her, the Demonkin Nation is now completely stabilized. Can you imagine? That country was the most opposed to Queen Lilith’s coronation during the nine-nations summit, but now the demonkin have come around to supporting Queen Lilith as a favor to the Great Witch.”


      Yoerm took another sip. “So it looks like our kingdom’s soon going to have an official coronation ceremony to mark that turnaround. There’s going to be this huge festival, and word has it that the Great Witch is supposed to attend too, which means we don’t even have to ask the queen for an introduction letter to get into Tower City anymore. We can just go to the royal capital and do a meet and greet with the Great Witch there ourselves! Isn’t that great news, Miss Nea? You sure are one lucky gal— Erm, Miss Nea?”


      “Nea, you look pale as a ghost,” said Elio. “Are you not feeling good?”


      Phinea did indeed blanch upon hearing the “great news” Yoerm excitedly delivered, even reflexively placing a hand over her mouth as her stomach twisted nauseously, but the reaction wasn’t from any illness. Phinea managed to wave her other hand to reassure the other two.


      “Uh, I’m fine, really...” she said. “What you said sounded so good to be true that it made me a little dizzy.”


      The white lie managed to convince Elio and Yoerm, but the new info had put Phinea’s mind into overdrive.


      I thought Aloh said the Demonkin Nation was supposed to be a powerful country, but it was destroyed by some kind of a monster? Phinea thought. B-But the Wicked Witch defeated that monster anyway! And not only that, she took over the country and forced it to support Queen Lilith’s coronation? What the heck? Aloh, you liar! The demonkin were complete pushovers! And now my grandad is trying to pick a fight with the witch? Are you kidding me?!


      The chief patriarch, along with Santor and his father, refused to take the Wicked Witch of the Tower seriously because she was a human. That cavalier attitude stemmed from the centaurs living in an isolated country with scarcely any traffic across the borders. The lack of interchange kept the entire populace unaware that they lived in a country that was poorer than even the Human Kingdom. Throughout the generations, the leaders of the centaurs had falsely convinced themselves and the rest of the nation that they belonged to one of the mightiest races. So despite the Wicked Witch’s exploits, including conquering the Demonkin Nation, the chief patriarch still treated the witch with scorn, and Phinea was now more certain than ever that the leader was committing national suicide.


      I have to reach the Wicked Witch right away and apologize to her, or else she’s going to destroy my entire race! thought Phinea.


      The tower witch was not known to be a merciful actor. It was she who’d slaughtered thousands of beastfolk warriors on a battlefield, leaving no survivor to tell the tale. Why would anyone believe that the witch would spare the centaurs from her blood-soaked blade? Phinea began to tremble within her core as all color drained from her face. Even so, Yoerm took Phinea at her word that she was fine.


      “I also loaded up my wagon with goods to sell at the ceremony, knowing I was going to take you to the capital anyway,” he said. “However, the escorts I hired before already had to part ways with me. It’ll be too risky with just me and Miss Nea going to the capital alone, so are you willing to come with us as a bodyguard, Elio?”


      Should I really go to the ceremony as their escort? Elio asked inwardly.


      It wasn’t that Yoerm was on bad terms with the previous escorts; their contract had simply expired, and the original deal did not include a trip to the Human Kingdom’s capital. The escorts unfortunately had prior commitments elsewhere they had to attend to, so they were unable to extend the agreement.


      Yoerm didn’t know too many adventurers whom he was personally friendly with and could trust to keep a secret. He knew fewer in that cohort he could hire on short notice, so Elio rose as the prime candidate.


      Elio didn’t answer immediately, instead quietly weighing his options. Phinea tugged on his shirt and looked up at him like a child about to be abandoned by her parents.


      “Elio, it’ll be very sweet of you if you come with me. I’ll be able to relax during the trip...” She hesitated. “Can you? Please?”


      “Yeah, you got it.” Elio stroked her head with a smile to calm her nerves. “I’ll come along, and I’ll make sure you reach the capital safe and sound.”


      “Elio...”


      After coming this far with Phinea, treating her like his own sister, Elio didn’t have the heart to let her leave feeling anxious and alone. Of course, he wasn’t accompanying her entirely out of charity either.


      I could use the income from Mr. Yoerm, Elio thought. That way, I can send more money to Miya, since she’s working so hard to support herself in the Duchy. Elio did wish to protect Phinea on her way to the royal capital, but he was worried about Miya’s quality of life as well.


      In the occasional letters Elio had since received from Miya, he’d learned that the School of Magic’s scholarship covered her tuition but she had to pay for the living expenses herself. Her teacher, Domas, was helping her find work transcribing copies of books and performing odd jobs. To earn more money, Miya also reregistered as an adventurer, and the quests she performed around the Duchy doubled as training to perfect her skills in combat magic.


      Miya said she was leading a good life at the academy, though the fact that she was rooming with Quornae was an unexpected twist of fate. Living with her best friend provided peace of mind in a certain sense, though Miya also mentioned repeatedly how Quornae’s never-ending adoration of her as “Saint Miya” drove her half crazy. Any brother knowing how his thirteen-year-old sister was grinding away would be moved to grant his sibling a modicum of relief.


      “Mr. Yoerm, I look forward to working for you again,” said Elio.


      “Pleasure’s all mine!” said Yoerm. “I greatly appreciate this!”


      Elio and Yoerm both stood up and shook hands. Phinea gazed at the two males—Elio in particular—then felt a sharp tightness well up in her chest. It was a pain similar to what she’d felt at the village cemetery, when she imagined Palu being killed. But even though she felt a huge lump deep inside her, the sensation wasn’t disturbing at all.


      It was the first time she’d felt this way, as if her heart were pounding hard enough to sound alarm bells. She needed to press both hands against her chest, but neither Elio nor Yoerm noticed Phinea’s silent distress. They were too busy discussing plans for having Elio journey to the capital to attend the enthronement ceremony.
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      Chapter 6: To the Human Kingdom’s Capital


      On the way to the capital, a gang of six goblins charged their wagon. The foul, green-skinned beasts were no taller than children, and they chittered like a pack of shrill jackals. They were also slavering profusely at their jaws, a sign that they hadn’t eaten in a while.


      “I’ll take three of them!” Elio immediately started shouting out instructions. “You three take one apiece! But don’t try going for the kill, just stall them till I’m done!”


      “Y-Yes, Captain!” said three young men. Elio had recruited the lads he considered the most skilled in armed combat from the village militia to join him on the journey to provide assistance as escorts, and it wasn’t long before the youngsters saw action. This was their first time engaging in battle outside the village, so their voices all but squeaked in barely concealed panic.


      Elio and the three backup escorts charged at the goblins, the foes rushing in a scattered, disorganized pattern. Elio was the first to engage, and without breaking momentum, he slammed his shield into the first goblin that tried to strike him with a club. The goblin squawked as it tumbled to its back, and Elio’s sword blade swiftly found the creature’s throat, snuffing out its life.


      Need two more! thought Elio, knowing that his buddies were waiting for help.


      Elio hastily scanned for his next opponent, and fortunately for him, a pair of yipping goblins were already descending upon him. He beat one back with his sword, and used his shield to fend off a club hit from the other.


      “E-Elio! Help us out here!” cried one of the other escorts. “We’re not gonna make it!”


      The three fighters clashed with the remaining goblins, but the monsters had promptly gained the upper hand. This being their first battle, the youngsters were clearly under duress by the fierce assault put up by the goblins.


      Gotta slay these two and give my buddies a hand!


      Although his thoughts were impatient, Elio maintained his cool and used his size advantage to smoothly shield-bash one goblin to the ground. The other saw that as an opening to swing its knotted club, but Elio already anticipated the move. He swung his shield around to block the cudgel, then slashed the goblin dead with his sword. The previous goblin stood up and rushed headlong at him, a hopeless gambit for the creature. Elio made quick work of slaying it, and it altogether took less than three minutes to kill all three goblins.


      “Captain Elio!” one of his men yelled again. “We can’t hold on much longer!”


      “Please! Help us!” said another.


      Elio sighed as he watched his backups being completely overpowered by just three goblins. The young men seemed perfectly capable wielding their weapons during training, but apparently the drills had not been nearly enough to get them battle ready.


      “Maybe I was too easy on these guys,” Elio muttered to himself.


      ✰✰✰


      “Well I’ll be a monkey’s uncle,” said Yoerm as he drove the wagon. “Never thought I’d see the day where you’d slay six goblins all by yourself.”


      “I wouldn’t put it that way,” Elio replied sheepishly. “Sure, I killed the first three myself, but the other three were distracted. If anything, you could say those last ones were all two-on-one battles.”


      “You heard him, guys,” Phinea told the other escorts. “Those three goblins were easy to beat thanks to you three, so you have nothing to feel ashamed about.”


      “Ms. Nea...” The boys who were feeling down about their pitiful performance against the goblins brightened up at the centaur maid’s words of encouragement.


      The traveling party had resumed their journey, armed with two objectives: the first, to escort Phinea safely to the capital, and the other, to safeguard Yoerm and the goods he was taking to their destination. The covered wagon was packed to the brim with cargo, since Queen Lilith’s coronation ceremony presented an opportunity to attract extra business. In addition, it would be more natural to enter the capital as a merchant selling wares than as a courier of a single maid.


      As for the maiden in question, Phinea was disguised not just as a human girl but as a completely different person. She wore Miya’s old clothes, including a long skirt and boots that covered her hooves, and she’d also colored her hair to be the same shade of red as Elio’s using dye she’d gotten from Yoerm. A woman from the village had even applied makeup to her face to complete the new look. Now she sat at the rear of the wagon wearing a hooded robe, and any passersby that saw her would assume she was just a normal human girl having a friendly conversation with Elio’s crew marching behind. Incidentally, the three young men were only told that “Nea” needed to enter the capital incognito as a human.


      Elio, who was also walking alongside the wagon, caught Phinea cheering up his team and turned to admonish her. “You shouldn’t coddle them, Nea, or else they’ll never grow to be real fighters.”


      Elio had thought he’d chosen three of his best pupils to accompany him as a way to get practical experience, but in their battle with the goblin mob, they had become too fainthearted to fight at their full potential. Although he didn’t approve of Phinea lending too much moral support, Elio also blamed himself for the outcome.


      “You three always fought the hardest during mock battles, but this has really opened my eyes,” he said. “Maybe I’m not that good of an instructor.” Elio sighed and muttered to himself, “Gold or Dark would’ve been better coaches.”


      “Hey, don’t beat yourself up, Elio,” said one of the escorts.


      “That was our first battle with real swords and shields. We just got carried away and careless, that’s all.”


      “We swear next time we’ll slay monsters without your help, Captain Elio.”


      Despite their assurances, Elio’s face remained doubtful that the three fighters would perform better when the next opportunity presented itself. Sensing the mood taking a turn in the wrong direction, Yoerm piped up to boost morale.


      “Thanks to you boys, we’re now a stone’s throw away from the capital,” said Yoerm. “I don’t expect to run into any other huge trouble by the time we make it.”


      “We’re almost there?” Phinea turned in her seat to look past the horses’ ears and fixed her gaze on the horizon, where the capital city had appeared. If she could successfully negotiate with Queen Lilith and the Wicked Witch of the Tower, she would not only be able to save Palu but the rest of the centaurs as well. On the other hand, if the talks fell through, her race would face extinction. Phinea involuntarily shuddered at the thought, and she wrapped both arms around herself.


      “What’s wrong, Nea?” asked Elio. “Are you cold?”


      “No, I’m fine,” she said in a not-too-perky voice. “I’m just a little nervous now that we’ve almost made it to the capital.”


      “If you say so...” Elio decided not to press the issue, taking the cue from Phinea’s obviously manufactured smile. Even if we do bring Nea safely to the Great Witch, it doesn’t change the fact that her brother’s trying to kill her, thought Elio. Of course she’d still be shaken by that.


      Elio still remembered the words Phinea muttered in front of Gimra’s and Wordy’s graves, so he was aware of bigger issues at play. Even if the Wicked Witch guaranteed Phinea’s safety, she’d still have to face her very own brother who would come with a knife to her throat. The three escorts witnessing the conversation, however, came to an entirely different interpretation.


      “Are Captain Elio and Ms. Nea really...?”


      “Of course they are! They even live together!”


      “Way to go, Elio!”


      Because the trio didn’t bother to lower their voices, Elio picked up on their joshing clearly. He was about to turn around and admonish them again when he sensed a threat before anyone else did.


      “Nea! Hide in the back!” Elio said.


      “Uh, okay!” Phinea did what she was told without question and immediately concealed herself further inside the covered wagon. Soon enough, Yoerm and the three escorts noticed what had put Elio on edge: two centaur warriors galloping from behind.


      “Hey! Stop that wagon now!” barked one of the centaurs.


      “Otherwise we’ll shoot!” said the second.


      One of the centaurs was armed with an arrow already fitted to his bow, proving the seriousness of the threat. The centaur pair were Santor’s men tasked with carrying out the manhunt for Phinea. Even if Yoerm tried to run the wagon at full speed, the warriors galloped as fast as thoroughbreds, and since they were not burdened with any freight, they would’ve easily caught up. Knowing the odds against them, Yoerm wisely pulled on the reins and halted his team of horses. The two centaurs also slowed down as they approached the wagon. One kept the arrow steady on the bowstring while the other grabbed the hatchet from his belt.


      “We’re looking for a female centaur,” said the hatchet-wielding warrior. “So if you don’t mind, we’re taking a look inside your wagon.”


      Elio bravely stood his ground at the rear of the wagon. “I’m Elio, and I’m in charge of security. I’m afraid I must decline that request—”


      “This ain’t a request, inferior,” the centaur replied. “You just hoof it to the side with the rest of your miserable kind while we carry out our orders, y’hear me?” He turned to his partner. “If any of these boys moves so much as to twiddle their thumbs, start shooting.”


      “Way ahead of ya,” said the bowman. “Me and my arrows won’t miss any dumb inferior, even if I got both eyes shut.”


      The hatchet centaur roughly shoved Elio over to where the other escorts were standing under the unflinching eyes of the bowman.


      “So, um, would you mind not tossing and ransacking the goods at least?” Yoerm said nervously. “I do plan to sell them at the capital, for the festival and all...”


      “We ain’t here to rob or break any of this crap, so shut your trap!” yelled the hatchet-holding warrior as he leaped into the covered wagon. It didn’t take him long before he spotted Phinea. “Hey! They’re hiding a filly back here!”


      “They are?” said the archer. “So we hit the jackpot?”


      “She’s my sister,” Elio called out. “She’s in the wagon because her feet hurt!”


      The two centaurs glanced at each other before the hatchet-wielding warrior gave a direct order to Phinea. “If you really are a human, then take off that hood!”


      Phinea silently complied, showing the warrior her amber red hair, a mole that was actually a stick-on, and the heavy makeup disguising her features. Thanks to that makeover, it made it difficult for the centaur warrior to immediately identify her.


      “Hey! Is it her or what?” said the archer, keeping his eyes on Elio and his team.


      “Hold on...” The other centaur fished out a piece of paper containing Phinea’s likeness and compared the drawing three times with the girl in front of him. The process took at least half a minute, during which Phinea, Elio, and Yoerm sweated since they were well aware of the situation.


      “Nope, this ain’t her,” the centaur said. “She’s got red hair, plus a mole you can plainly see.”


      The archer clicked his tongue. “Great, another dud?” It was obvious the two centaurs had searched multiple wagons before this one.


      “We will need to see your feet,” said the centaur facing Phinea. “That way, we can be sure you’re human.”


      Just when Phinea, Elio, and Yoerm thought they were in the clear, they now faced an inescapable crisis. None in the traveling party were capable of casting high-level illusion magic to disguise Phinea’s hooves, and no prop existed anywhere in the known world that could make a centaur’s foot look credibly like a human’s. This was precisely the reason the centaur warriors were taking this step to rule out suspects.


      “I can’t let you see my sister naked in any way!” Elio said, trying to think fast. “She’s still young and unmarried, a-and you’re not her husband or her family, so she’ll—”


      “Quit yammering over one stinking-ass foot!” said the centaur in the wagon. “Just keep talking, then I’ll strip her completely naked and throw her out here for you and everyone else to see!”


      Elio was about to jump inside the wagon to intervene, but the archer thundered, “Hey! Don’t move, inferior prick! I told you I can shoot you down with my eyes closed!”


      “E-Elio...” The escorts looked nervous.


      The archer sneered with contempt as he trained his arrow on Elio. He was a highly skilled bowman with a high accuracy rate in shooting down game. In actuality, Elio could’ve easily taken his chances and leaped into the wagon anyway, using his sword or shield to deflect the arrow; however, he worried that the deflected arrow might accidentally maim or kill one of his escorts, so he was forced to remain motionless.


      “You look like the best fighter outta all you roaches, so you better stand still like you mean it, you hear?” said the centaur in the wagon before turning to Phinea. “All she’s gotta do is show me one mingy foot, and you can all go free. I’m not into skinny, flat-chested rug rats like her anyhow, so seeing her foot won’t do dog shit for me. Hell, she can take off all her clothes right here, right now, and she still won’t turn me on.”


      The archer guffawed. “Got that right! If she’s gonna be a piece of ass, she should at least grow up to be a chick like Palu—”


      At that moment, the archer’s partner went flying out of the wagon. And it wasn’t a figure of speech meaning he accidentally stumbled out—the armed warrior literally went airborne from the back of the wagon, his back parallel to the terrain. He soared for a fair distance before hitting the ground, subsequently rolling on the surface not twice but three times before coming to a full stop, completely knocked out. The archer, stunned into abject silence, stared at his just-ejected partner.


      “Do you know where Palu is?” Phinea jumped out of the wagon, her feet fully exposed as centaur hooves. Back home, it was a poorly kept secret that Phinea could very well be a stronger brawler than Santor, so kicking one of his weaker underlings out of the wagon came effortlessly to her. Phinea continued stomping toward the archer, anger creased into her brows.


      “I’m not going to ask you again,” she said. “What happened to Palu? Tell me everything you know about her!”


      “What, you know Palu?” said the archer. “Then that means you’re really—”


      Elio unsheathed his sword and roared, seizing the momentary distraction to slice the archer’s bowstring in two. The archer, a highly seasoned warrior, immediately went for the hatchet at his hip, but Elio was quicker to the punch, driving his shield into the centaur using the full weight of his body. Shaken by the furious onslaught, the archer yelped and toppled to the ground while Elio remained standing. Elio didn’t waste a single second before unleashing a heavy kick squarely to the centaur’s jaw. Even though Elio had a lower power level than his opponent, he was still able to render the centaur unconscious by aiming for the unguarded soft spot. The whole fight lasted no more than a few seconds.


      “Elio! Don’t get in the way!” Phinea dashed to where Elio was standing over his foe. “I wanted to ask him something first!”


      “Mr. Yoerm, bring rope!” Ellio commanded. “You three, completely disarm that guy Nea kicked! I’ll take care of this one. Once we strip them of their gear, be sure to tie them up really tight!”


      “Y-Yes, Captain!” said the escorts, who scampered off to do their job. Meanwhile, Phinea didn’t take kindly to being ignored.


      “Elio! Listen to me!” she snapped.


      “Calm down, Nea,” said Elio. “We were able to take out these guys, thanks to you, but I’d bet my whole farm they’re not alone. Their buddies will come looking for them once they notice they’ve gone missing. We don’t have time to waste interrogating them.”


      Phinea ground her teeth. “Fine, then we’ll take them with us so we can grill them at the capital!”


      “Yeah, no sentry is going to let us in the capital if we show up with two centaurs tied up in the back,” Elio explained. “We won’t pass inspection and they’ll put us in chains.”


      Phinea gnashed her teeth harder at Elio’s unimpeachable logic. The whole time, he continued stripping the armor and equipment from the warrior he’d knocked out.


      “Look, let’s not lose sight of what you’re here for,” said Elio. “You need to find the Great Witch so she can keep you safe. But if you really have to question these guys, you can certainly make that choice too... This is just a hunch, but this ‘Palu’ you mentioned must be someone dear to you that these guys caught, right?”


      Phinea didn’t say anything, which Elio took to mean that he’d guessed right. “In that case, we can ask the Great Witch to help you when we find her. She’s guaranteed to save your friend. I know because she saved my sister when she was kidnapped by the beastfolk. The Great Witch cares deeply about us, so I’m sure she’ll help you.”


      Phinea hesitated for another second. “All right, we’ll do it your way. And sorry. For yelling at you.”


      “Don’t worry about it.” Elio looked up at Phinea with a sunny smile. “Remember, it’s you who got us out of this jam by knocking out that first centaur.”


      Phinea wiped away the tears that welled in her eyes and dutifully gave up on interrogating the centaur warriors for info on Palu. At that moment, the three escorts finished tying up their captive and brought the bound body over to Elio and Palu.


      “We’re done with this guy, Elio, so now what?”


      “You can help me out here,” he replied. “We’ll toss them into the woods so they’ll be harder to find.”


      “Captain Elio, what’s going on?” one escort asked.


      “Ms. Nea, are you in some kind of trouble with these guys?” The escorts were plainly curious about the background behind the whole sequence of events, but Elio knew they were running on borrowed time.


      “We’ll explain everything later,” said Elio. “Right now we need to tie up and get rid of these two.”


      “Can you guys please lend a hand?” Phinea pleaded. “We really need to move fast!”


      Although they still had questions that remained unanswered, the escorts did as they were told, and with multiple hands pitching in, Elio’s team was able to dump the captives in the nearby woods within an expeditious time frame. They also tossed the centaurs’ weapons and gear elsewhere deep in the forest for good measure.


      “Let’s get out of here!” Elio bellowed. “Mr. Yoerm, take this wagon to the capital, full speed!”


      “You got it!” Yoerm picked up the reins and goaded the horses to drive as fast as they could go. Elio and his team joined Phinea in the back of the wagon to save them from running alongside the vehicle. Normally, the extra weight would exhaust the team of horses quicker, but as Yoerm said earlier, the Human Kingdom capital was just a short distance away. The only hitch was that a traveling party racing down the highway would invite all sorts of suspicion, but Elio was willing to take his chances on that front, since they needed to get inside the gates before the other centaur scouts found their missing comrades and arranged an ambush.


      ✰✰✰


      In the end, Phinea managed to finally arrive at the capital without any pursuers catching up to them. However, once inside the city walls, the traveling party ran into a problem.


      “Just our luck,” said Elio, peeking through a crack in the cloth flaps that concealed the rear of the covered wagon. “This place is crawling with more centaurs than I counted on.”


      While it was true that the royal capital was attracting a large influx of visitors from afar wishing to attend Lilith’s coronation ceremony, having this many centaurs roaming the streets of a Human Kingdom city was simply bizarre in any situation. And these centaurs didn’t look like they were sightseers here to enjoy the festive scenery. Instead, they were grouped in pairs and were clearly on the lookout for someone.


      “Were they tipped off already that I’m here?” Phinea asked anxiously.


      “I don’t think so,” said Elio. “If they were, they would’ve been all over us by now, since they’d have a description of our wagon.”


      The other three escorts, watching the conversation unfold while sitting haphazardly in whichever space they could squeeze into, started whispering among themselves.


      “Man, to think she got caught up in a power struggle?”


      “Guess those things do happen.”


      “Those high-society types scare me.”


      During their mad dash to the city gates, Phinea had hurriedly filled the escorts in on the same backstory she’d told Elio and Yoerm. But rather than blame her for dragging them into a sticky situation under false pretenses, they showed sympathy for the centaur maid’s plight. Phinea and Elio continued on with their conversation, half ignoring the other three.


      “Do you think we can reach the palace while hiding in the wagon?” asked Phinea.


      “No offense to Mr. Yoerm, but I’m afraid they won’t allow any old merchant to enter the palace grounds,” said Elio. “Maybe I can go as a messenger—no, they wouldn’t listen to a commoner from a farming village either.”


      “Maybe I can just go to the castle looking like this?” Phinea said as she motioned toward her disguise.


      “I’d imagine the centaurs have lookouts posted at the palace too, but...” Elio thought for a moment. “It’ll be incredibly risky, but it looks like that’s our only hand to play.”


      Attempting to reach the Human Kingdom palace alone ran a good chance of Phinea getting stopped by a centaur, or even detained, but Elio couldn’t think of any other approach to getting into the stronghold. However, in that exact instant, Elio’s face lit up with inspiration.


      “Elio?” asked Phinea.


      “Maybe we can ask one of these fairy maids,” said Elio. “They work for the Great Witch, and if we tell them our story, I think they can help.”


      As it happened, a multitude of fairy maids were bustling about the city, either flying above while held aloft by near-invisible wings or moving around on foot, busy with their various tasks. Their presence in the royal capital all but confirmed the rumor that the Wicked Witch of the Tower would attend Queen Lilith’s coronation ceremony. It went without saying that the fairy maids would have clearance to enter the Human Kingdom palace, so if Phinea gave one of the maids her message for Queen Lilith, then all she’d have to do was stay at the inn and wait for a reply.


      “Elio, you’re brilliant!” Phinea exclaimed.


      “Glad you think so,” said Elio. “In that case, let’s go with that idea.”


      Phinea tugged on Elio’s shirt nervously. “Are you going to stay with me as my bodyguard?”


      “Of course I will,” he returned with a smile that erased all her anxiety. “We came this far, so I’ll see it through to the very end.”


      Elio wormed his way through to the front of the wagon to tell Yoerm of the change in plans, and to relay some new instructions. “So I’ll need you to park the wagon near an alleyway, if you can.”


      “You got it,” said Yoerm. “The rest of us will wait at the inn we talked about. Hope you bring back good news.”


      “Thank you so much for everything, Mr. Yoerm. And you guys too,” said Phinea.


      “Ms. Nea...” said the three escorts.


      “No need to thank me, kid. Just holding up my end of the bargain,” said Yoerm. “And I’ll be expecting you to hold up yours, once you succeed in your mission.”


      “Nope, I will never forget,” she said. As Phinea reiterated her promise to pay Yoerm a handsome sum for his services, Elio rechecked his weapons and gear. As soon as Yoerm parked the wagon near an alleyway, Elio led Phinea by her hand out of the vehicle and brought her inside the alley, where they took cover in the shadows. Yoerm then drove his wagon away again in a nondescript manner, officially parting ways with the pair.


      Elio silently swept the scene to make sure nobody had eyes on them, while behind him the centaur maid ensured that her hood covered much of her features. Elio checked again for onlookers until he was satisfied there were none.


      “All right, let’s move. And whatever you do, don’t let go of my hand, or else I might lose you in the crowd.”


      “I won’t, Elio,” said Phinea, squeezing his palm.


      The two strolled down the avenue, looking as natural as a boy-and-girl pair could be. They headed for the plaza where a group of fairy maids were performing surveys for the coronation ceremony. On the surface, the fairy maids were performing checks to make sure that everything was safe for the Wicked Witch of the Tower to make her appearance. However, that was just a cover story and their activity had a completely separate agenda in mind. But in any event, it looked as if the fairy maids were approachable, so when Elio and Phinea reached the plaza, he took a quick look around and raised his voice.


      “Excuse me,” he said. “May I have a moment of your time?”


      “Yeah, like, I’m sorry?” said a fairy maid who looked like a trendy, high school kogal. “So we don’t really talk to pickup artists? Because, like, we’re too busy and junk?”


      “Y-You heard her,” said another fairy maid who looked like a cute geek. “D-Do you guys ever t-take a hint?”


      Both of the stunningly beautiful fairy maids looked annoyed, indicating they’d already been on the receiving end of unwanted attention from a string of womanizers while on the job. Despite the open hostility, Elio stood his ground and maintained a disarming smile.


      “My apologies, I wasn’t trying to flirt with you,” he said. “It’s just that my friend here needs to speak with you.”


      Elio gestured toward Phinea, who bowed. He then stood back, allowing Phinea to step closer. The two fairy maids glanced at each other and shrugged with mild acceptance.


      “Like, as long as you keep it short? Since we are really busy and all?” said the fairy maid who looked like a kogal.


      “Thank you, I really appreciate it,” said Phinea. “The thing is, I...”


      The two fairy maids grew more and more alarmed the longer Phinea shared her story. Elio, meanwhile, didn’t pay attention to a word she said, too focused on scanning the surroundings lest they be noticed and charged at by suspicious centaur warriors. Phinea ended up saying her whole piece in under a minute, and the fairy maid with the dorky but adorably disheveled hair was the first to reply.


      “S-Sorry, but w-we need to take this to s-someone higher up, so please w-wait for a moment.”


      “Thank you for doing this for me,” said Phinea.


      The geeky fairy maid took out a card, turned her back to Phinea, and began speaking to apparently no one in particular while looking up in a certain direction. Phinea could only assume that this was how the fairy maids communicated with their superiors. The kogal fairy maid beckoned another fairy maid over and asked if she could take over for her, who agreed just as the geeky fairy maid finished speaking to her boss.


      “Th-They said they’d very much like to s-speak with you,” she stuttered.


      Phinea was almost too thrilled. “Yes! Please take me to them!”


      Elio did hear that part of the conversation. Guess I’m not needed anymore, he thought, since Phinea was going to be safeguarded by the fairy maids. In his mind, he started rehearsing his parting words, which were going to be generic: “This is goodbye for now, please take care of yourself,” and so on and so forth.


      “So that means we’re good to go, yeah?” said the fairy maid who looked like a kogal. “In that case, SRR Teleportation—release?”


      From Phinea’s and Elio’s perspective, the city plaza transformed instantly into a large room that was completely white. The two stared agog at the sofas, tables, flower vases, portraits and other interior decorating. The whole scenery suggested they were in a reception parlor—and a highly luxurious one at that.
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      Elio was so stunned, he nearly collapsed onto his rear. Did they really use a teleportation item on us? I know Miya told me all about what the Great Witch was able to do, but I almost didn’t believe her until now!


      Translocation items were so rare, they were only owned by royalty or top-ranking adventurers, and they were only used to get out of life-and-death emergencies. So precious were those items that they would never appear at auctions, and if they did, the amount of money needed to purchase one would be enough for a commoner to live stress-free for decades on end. In other words, it was unheard of for anyone to use a teleportation item for nonurgent purposes. As a former adventurer, Elio was well aware of the incalculable value of a translocation item, so he was extra shocked that it had been used on him of all people.


      Phinea was also surprised, although in a more sanguine manner. “Wow, and we were outside just a second ago. I could definitely use that item whenever I don’t feel like running back home.”


      Elio turned to Phinea, stunned that she was too unworldly to know how priceless a translocation item was. The two fairy maids, who’d also teleported to the room, bowed to the pair.


      “You can sit and relax here while we prepare,” said the kogal fairy maid, who didn’t speak with a questioning lilt this time.


      “W-We’ll make fresh tea for you,” said the geeky maid.


      “Thank you,” said Phinea. “Come on, Elio, let’s take a seat.”


      Elio first regarded the pristine sofa beside him, then his clothes that hadn’t been washed in days. “A-Actually, I’d rather stand.”


      “You’ll just make trouble for the fairy maids, so sit,” said Phinea, patting the spot beside her.


      “Uh, sure.” Elio obediently did as Phinea commanded and sat together with her. Unlike Elio, Phinea was technically royalty, so she was well aware that it would make a servant look bad if they kept a guest standing in place.


      A few seconds later, someone knocked on the door. The kogal maid opened it to reveal two more fairy maids: one with prim and proper glasses and another who was so staggeringly cute, her looks seemed to overshadow her very individuality. The two new maids pushed in carts containing tea and confections, which were promptly placed on the low table in front of Phinea and Elio.


      “Thank you so much,” Phinea said politely.


      A still-nervous Elio attempted to follow her lead. “Th-Th-Thanks! A lot!”


      Phinea took a sip from her tea and a bite from a pastry. “They’re so yummy! I don’t think I’ve ever had tea and sweets that were so tasty! You should try them, Elio.”


      “I’m not hungry or thirsty, h-honest,” said Elio. He was too afraid that the expensive-looking teacup would slip from his jittery fingers and shatter on the floor.


      Phinea drew close to his ear. “If you don’t eat and drink, they’ll think you’re rude,” she whispered.


      Elio bravely picked up his teacup and took a sip. “Uh, yeah, tastes great.”


      “Yup, it really does!” Phinea said with a flowery smile.


      “We apologize for interrupting your private conversation.” The bespectacled maid, who was now standing by the door, spoke in a mellifluous voice that rang throughout the parlor. “But we must inform you that the Great Witch, our overlord of this Great Tower, has arrived.”


      “What? The Great Tower?!” Elio said.


      Phinea admonished him. “Elio, come on, you have to stand up!”


      Up till that point, Elio’d had no clue that they had been transported all the way from the Human Kingdom’s royal capital to the Great Tower, located in the middle of the untamed forest bordering the Elven Queendom. It would normally take weeks upon weeks of travel to make it to the queendom, yet the fairy maids had used a magic item that warped them across such an impossibly long distance. Elio, the former adventurer, had never heard of a translocation item that had that range. If such an object existed, surely it would be safeguarded in a national treasury somewhere.


      Phinea, still unaware of the enormity of the magic power she had been witness to, thought she was “super lucky” that she was able to meet the Wicked Witch of the Tower in person. So to make sure they both made a good impression, she urged Elio to stand to attention with her. After seeing that the two guests were properly on their feet, the glasses-wearing maid opened the door to present Ellie wearing the Faceveil Hood—her guise as the Wicked Witch.


      “Salutations, and welcome to my tower,” Ellie said in a friendly voice. “I’m sure you must’ve come a long way to see me.”


      That teleportation item sure as heck didn’t make it seem like we traveled far! thought Elio.


      “We apologize for asking for this abrupt meeting,” said Phinea. “I deeply appreciate you making time for us.”


      The Wicked Witch followed the fairy maids to the couch across from Phinea and Elio. Once she took her seat, she wordlessly signaled her guests to sit as well. Phinea had to pull on Elio’s sleeve to get her nervous companion to sit back down on the sofa. After the fairy maids replaced their refreshments with fresh tea, the Wicked Witch broke the ice.


      “I’ve been told you need to speak with me about a problem,” said the witch. “Would you educate me on the specifics?”


      “I am Phinea, granddaughter by blood to the chief patriarch of the Centaur Steppes,” Phinea declared.


      “What?” Elio exclaimed inadvertently. His voice was so loud, it drew the attention of Phinea and all the fairy maids in the guest parlor—such was his surprise at hearing Phinea’s true name and position for the first time. Elio suddenly noticed their eyes on him and apologized profusely.


      “E-Excuse me!” he said. “I only knew her as Nea, and that she’s from the upper crust of society, but I never knew she was an actual princess! I swear, I had absolutely no idea!”


      Elio was aware that he was being terribly rude to the tower witch by interrupting, but the SUR witch and the fairy maids knew perfectly well who he was: the teenage adventurer who’d befriended Light on the surface world. Given that history, they were perfectly willing to extend him some grace. Because Elio was not in the know about that connection, however, he fully expected to be executed on the spot.


      Phinea bowed quickly to the Wicked Witch and turned to Elio. “I’m sorry for keeping my real name and who I really am from you. Back then, I didn’t know who to trust, so I felt I had to keep it a secret. But things are different now. I trust you more than anyone. Now I want you to know everything about me, together with the Great Witch.”


      “It’s fine, I forgive you,” said Elio. “I’ll sit and listen. And I’m sorry too, for getting in the way of the conversation.”


      “Thank you, Elio!” said Phinea. “So it all happened when my granddad came back from the summit in the principality. Then he told us...”


      Phinea recounted why she felt she needed to get in contact with the Wicked Witch, and how she dreaded the extinction of her own race.


      Am I allowed to listen in on this? thought Elio. This goes way beyond simple political infighting.


      According to Phinea, she wanted the Centaur Steppes to be in alignment with the Wicked Witch, even though the chief patriarch was against the idea. Phinea wanted to replace the current leadership that was monopolized by the Dungeon Keeper faction with a shared leadership structure similar to that of the Beastfolk Federation.


      Moreover, Phinea sought help for Palu, a friend who’d helped her escape her pursuers by acting as a decoy. In return, Phinea pledged to have the Centaur Steppes fully recognize the monarchy of Queen Lilith and swear loyalty to the Wicked Witch. Whatever the witch desired from the Centaur Steppes, the country would most definitely grant it to her, Phinea vowed. And it would not matter if Phinea’s grandfather, father, and half brother, Santor, were removed by force.


      Elio started feeling faint witnessing an epoch-making conversation that was going to upend an entire country. He was just a simple villager, and the words being exchanged were far more terrifying than risking one’s life on a battlefield.


      The Wicked Witch took a sip from her teacup. “I see precisely what you wish to accomplish. However, I fear I won’t be able to reach an immediate decision on my part, given the coronation ceremony I need to attend. Can I ask for your patience until I’m in a better position to act?”


      “Of course, take all the time you need!” said Phinea. “Thank you so much for this opportunity to speak!”


      “Then you may reside in the Great Tower until I’ve reached my conclusion,” said the Wicked Witch. “My fairy maids will lead you to your rooms. They will be located at—”


      “Uh, actually, no!” said Elio. “I have a bunch of—I mean I’m in charge of a team of escorts, and I have to go back to the capital city and reunite with them. You don’t have to give me a room here!”


      “Is that a fact?” said the Wicked Witch. “Then you ladies may lead Miss Phinea to her room and escort the gentleman to his destination via teleportation.”


      “Certainly, Great Witch,” said the fairy maids.


      Despite Elio delivering a full-throated refusal of the generous hospitality, the Wicked Witch didn’t show a hint of displeasure and readily ordered a magical teleportation to the human capital. Elio’s stomach started aching at the thought that they would waste another national-treasury-class item on him, but he had no choice but to accept. It would be next to impossible for him to travel hundreds of miles to the Human Kingdom on his own.


      As Elio was feeling guilty, Phinea reached over and held his arm anxiously. “Elio, are you going to leave me? I want you to stay here with me until everything is taken care of. Can you?”


      At this, Elio couldn’t help having second thoughts. If Phinea remained at the Great Tower, that would guarantee safety from all the centaur warriors trying to capture her. However, she desperately needed someone she could trust to keep her company in this massive tower full of complete strangers. Tears started welling up in Phinea’s eyes from the thought of being left alone and vulnerable.


      Nea... thought Elio. Her real name may be Phinea, but she’s like a sister to me now. I really want to be here for her, but...


      It wasn’t in Elio’s heart to refuse Phinea outright, but he lacked the courage to readily accept, since that would mean he would be fully involved in a major conflict involving the entire centaur race. While he struggled with his options, Ellie and the fairy maids waited intently for him to answer, as if they were onlookers of a lovers’ spat. They were professional enough not to look too intrigued, though Elio was very much cognizant of their inquisitive gazes.


      After some brooding, Elio finally gave his response. “C-Can you give me some time to think about it?”


      Elio chose to put his answer on hold.

    

  

  
    
      Extra Story 5: The Fairy Maids’ Names


      A wide variety of crops, flowers, and other vegetation populated the experimental farm at the bottom of the Abyss. Light had called for the farm to be cultivated as a way to develop self-sufficiency in the off chance that his Unlimited Gacha was unable to provide supplies at any point.


      On this day, a quartet of fairy maids were in the flower section of the experimental farm. The fairy maid who was so cute that her looks overshadowed whatever personality she had was busy clipping extra buds from the stems so the desired blooms would grow extra large.


      “So I’ve been wondering,” said Supercute. “You know how we have four fairy maids who were the first to be summoned by Miss Mei, right?”


      The fairy maid with prim and proper glasses was raking leaves and loose weeds with another fairy maid who looked like a kogal. “I believe they were summoned when the Abyss was still underdeveloped,” said Glasses. “The first four maids were likely needed because Miss Mei was unable to serve Master Light, Miss Nazuna, and the other initial summons all at the same time.”


      “Which means Miss Mei taught those four the maid’s code way longer ago than us, yeah?” said Kogal. “Wouldn’t that make them, like, the Four Divas of all us fairy maids?”


      “I-I couldn’t care less who the Four Divas are.” The final fairy maid, who looked like an adorable geek, held a wheelbarrow. “All I know is that if I were one of the ones wh-who got summoned first, I would’ve been able to serve M-Master Light a whole lot longer.”


      Supercute brought the conversation back to her trajectory. “So yesterday, I saw Miss Iceheat handing down an order to one of the first four, but the way she did it was pretty awkward. Are the big four really that untouchable, no matter their power level?”


      “I would assume so,” said Glasses. “Yes, Miss Iceheat is Level 7777 and every fairy maid is Level 500, but that does not change the fact that they’ve served Master Light longer than Miss Iceheat. The thought of ordering around someone more experienced than me would give me indigestion.”


      “Yeah, that’d be my mindspace too?” said Kogal. “I mean, I wouldn’t want to be put in that position, like, ever?”


      “D-D-Ditto for me,” said Geeky.


      With all four fairy maids agreeing on that point, Supercute asked the real question that was on her mind. “So why would they make Miss Iceheat the deputy head maid? Oh, it’s not because I don’t like the work she’s doing! I’m just curious, that’s all! Curious!”


      She punctuated her denial by waving a hand back and forth, a freshly pruned flower bud still pinched between her fingers.


      “That is because it would make absolutely no sense to place a Level 500 fairy maid in charge of a Level 7777 summon, no matter her seniority,” said Glasses.


      “And Miss Iceheat is, y’know, a highly capable leader anyway?” said Kogal. “And it wouldn’t look good to demote her?”


      “I-I think Miss Iceheat is doing a g-great job,” said Geeky. “But sh-she does have the w-worst luck.”


      “Yeah...” the other three replied in agreement. The fairy maids were so absorbed in their conversation that they were slow to notice another figure moving through the thicket of tall flowers.


      Supercute, who was the first to spot movement, assumed it was a fellow fairy maid on pruning duty. “We already finished that section, so you don’t need to waste your time there.”


      “Sorry, I don’t mean to get in the way of your work.”


      She gaped, thunderstruck, when she saw who was really prowling inside the garden.


      “M-Master Ligh—”


      “Shh!” Light put a finger to his lips. The other fairy maids saw who their special visitor was, and they gulped in awe.


      Light chuckled disarmingly. “Sorry. The thing is, I’m playing hide-and-seek with Yume and Nazuna, and I thought the flowers would make a good hiding place. I don’t mean to get in the way of your jobs, but can you let me hide here for a little bit?”


      “Uh, of course, Master Light!” said Supercute.


      “In fact, you are welcome to hide here for eternity!” said Glasses.


      “So, like, we’ll help you in every way we can?” said Kogal.


      “W-We’ll protect you from Miss Yume and Miss Nazuna, e-even if it costs us our lives!” said Geeky.


      “You don’t have to sacrifice any lives, and you should keep your voices down,” Light said with a pleading smile. “Nazuna is ‘it’ right now, and if we’re not careful, she’ll—”


      Before he could finish, Light sensed Nazuna approaching, so he held his breath and took cover behind the flowers again. At that exact moment, Nazuna came around a corner, saw the four fairy maids, and scampered up to them.


      “Hey, didja see master and little sister anywhere around here?” asked Nazuna. “We’re playing hide-and-seek right now, and I’m supposed to find them.”


      The four fairy maids dutifully maintained confidentiality.


      “Oh, I’m not sure...”


      “I do not remember seeing those two together.”


      “’Cause, we were working and stuff?”


      “I-I declare my right to remain silent!”


      The fairy maids didn’t lie in the strictest sense of the term, because it was true they hadn’t seen Light and Yume in the collective meaning. Nonetheless, Nazuna eyed the quartet with suspicion.


      “It sounds like you all are fibbin’,” said the Vampire Knight. “Are ya really sure you don’t know where those two are?”


      “I’m afraid we don’t,” said Supercute, again referring to both Light and Yume. “We honestly have no idea.”


      “We can assure you that we have not told you any provable falsehoods, Miss Nazuna,” said Glasses, well aware that they weren’t divulging the full truth either.


      “Oh, hey, are you craving something to eat, Miss Nazuna?” said Kogal, seeking to use food as a distraction. “I have some mega-tasty snacks if you want?”


      “U-Uh, I think I actually might’ve seen someone go that way. M-Maybe. P-Possibly,” said Geeky, who opted for deniable ambiguity.


      All four fairy maids did their best to shield Light from his seeker, Nazuna, all while trying to toe the line between being merely evasive and telling patent, outright lies.
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      As for Nazuna, she took the snacks Kogal offered and stuffed her mouth with them.


      “Thanks a lot for these treats!” she said between munches. “And ya say you saw master and little sister go that way? I’m goin’ after ’em!” Nazuna dashed off in the appointed direction, leaving the fairy maids to bask in the success of their mini mission.


      Light slipped out from behind the flowers and approached the fairy maids. “Thank you, Premay, Dewy, Meah, Hifumi. I didn’t get caught, thanks to you guys.”


      The words coming out of Light’s mouth hit the four fairy maids like a ton of bricks, and it went beyond simply hearing their beloved dungeon master showing his appreciation.


      “M-Master Light? Y-You know my name?” said Supercute, whose real name was Premay.


      “Y-You remembered our names, despite us being lowly fairy maids?” asked Dewy, the prim and proper fairy maid with glasses.


      Light’s face bore an invisible question mark. “Of course I do. You’re my valued comrades who always take care of me. You’re like family to me, and it’s only natural that I remember the names of everyone in my family.”


      “Wha? For real? We’re actual f-family?” Meah, the fairy maid who resembled a kogal, started weeping audibly at Light’s pronouncement.


      Hifumi, the adorkable fairy maid, meant to tell Light that his thoughtfulness had touched her in a way she couldn’t describe. But because of the overwhelming emotional rush of the moment, she unfortunately allowed the less prudent part of her personality to take over.


      “I-I’m so happy, I wanna lick you, Master Light!” she shouted.


      Needless to say, that outburst made Light flustered enough to scratch his cheek. “I’m flattered you would think that, but I think being licked might be a little too humiliating.”


      “We apologize, Master Light!” said Premay. “We’ll do away with this cretin right away!”


      “You have nothing to fear, Master Light!” said Dewy. “If she dares lick you, it will be over our dead bodies!”


      “Hifumi!” a furious-looking Meah grabbed Hifumi by the neck and shook her. “Y’know weirding out Master Light is seriously the biggest capital crime? As in, you better hope I’m your executioner?”


      “M-M-My tongue just slipped!” Hifumi yelled.


      Light rushed to calm the commotion. “It’s fine! I’m not bothered by it! I don’t want to be licked, but it’d be okay if we hugged—er, shook hands instead!”


      “Do you mean it?” the fairy maids exclaimed, all four back to their senses. After carefully wiping their palms with their handkerchiefs, they lined up to shake hands with their dungeon lord, who was all smiles.


      “Thank you for everything, Premay,” said Light as he shook her hand.


      “I-I’m the one who is thankful, Master Light,” said Premay before gazing at her fingers. “I’ll never wash this hand again.”


      “Please do wash it, or it’ll get too filthy,” warned Light.


      He shook Dewy’s hand next. “Mei tells me you always do your job neatly and thoroughly,” said Light. “Keep up the good work.”


      “I thank you very much, Master Light,” said Dewy. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to peel the skin off my hand so I can preserve it.”


      “That’s too creepy, so please don’t,” Light replied before turning to Meah.


      “Mei also told me you’re always looking out for everyone,” Light said as he shook Meah’s hand. “Be sure to take care of yourself too, okay?”


      “Oh, yeah, I sure will!” Meah said excitedly. “But first, can I chop off my hand and, y’know, put it in a jar?”


      “That sounds worse than Dewy!” said Light. “Please, don’t do that!”


      Lastly, Light took Hifumi’s hand. “It’s thanks to you that I’m able to shake everyone’s hands like this. This is good for communication, and just so you know, you don’t have to worry about what you said earlier.”


      “O-Oh, thank you so much, Master Light!” said Hifumi. “I will never let it bother me as long as I live! In fact, I’ve already forgotten about it!”


      “Actually, you do need to remember, since we don’t want a repeat of that mistake,” Light said.


      Just as Light was lightly rebuking Hifumi, another high-profile individual suddenly showed up to the utter shock of the fairy maids, who’d been too understandably distracted to sense anyone approaching.


      “Found you, brother!” said Yume, playfully grabbing Light’s hand.


      Light laughed at his carelessness. “Yeah, I guess I made it easy.”


      Nazuna, who had accompanied Yume back to the garden, looked curiously at the fairy maids and Light. “Master, what’re ya doing here shaking their hands? But forget that—shake my hand too!”


      “All right, Nazuna, put her there,” Light said, extending his hand.


      “Yay! I get to shake master’s hand!” said the Vampire Knight.


      “Good for you, Auntie Nazuna,” said Yume. “So, what should we do next?”


      “Actually, I’m kind of tired, so let’s sit down for some tea,” said Light.


      “That’s my master, always has a good idea!” said Nazuna. “I could go for some tea too!”


      “Bye, guys,” Light said to the fairy maids. “Sorry again for interrupting your work.” He took both Yume’s and Nazuna’s hands and led them off as if he were their parent.


      The fairy maids saw the three off, filled with guilt that they’d allowed their passions to take precedence over their mission to keep Light from being found in a game of hide-and-seek. But those negative thoughts were soon eclipsed by the joy of knowing that their dungeon master remembered their names, recognized their contributions, and had even gone out of his way to shake their hands. The fairy maids were unable to move from their spots for a long spell due to the sheer elation that had taken over their minds.


      A few days later, Mei summoned the same team of fairy maids to reprimand them for making an utter disgrace of themselves. She’d heard all about how they’d allowed Light to be found by Nazuna of all people, and all because they were distracted by the very person they were supposed to hide. Afterward, Mei took time to personally lecture and retrain the fairy maids in what it meant to abide by the maid’s code.

    

  

  
    
      Extra Story 6: Khaos’s Secret Talent


      The red-haired leader of the Mohawks stepped up to the microphone stand in front of the audience that had gathered in the music rehearsal room located in the bottom of the Abyss.


      “Deep thanks for showing up, ya guys,” said the Mohawk. “I know how busy you all are.”


      The audience included the main male members of the Abyss: Jack, the Iron-Blooded Barricade; Gold, the Auric Knight; Alth, the Card Keeper; Orka, the Pied Fiddler; and Khaos, the Menace of Mayhem. Urushu, the haloed Thunderbolt Commander who looked like a cute dog, was also invited to participate, but he had too much work to do in the upper levels so he politely declined, to his “endless and unqualified regret.”


      Jack, speaking for everyone in the room, raised a hand to wave off the thanks. “A real bro always gotta be there for his little bros, y’know? And ’sides, if you say you made a song for the Lightmeister, you know I’ll be there to listen.”


      “Well said, Jack, old chap!” Gold piped up. “Truth is, if you wanted to hear music down here in our dungeon back in the day, the only way to get it was from one of those thingamabobs conjured up by milord’s Unlimited Gacha. But this right here is a rare chance to hear music written and played by fledgling talent, fresh from their noggins. Why, that sort of thing would most certainly tickle the old curiosity gland, what, what?”


      “I agree,” said Alth. “I am really excited to hear how they sound.”


      These days, the Unlimited Gacha could produce musical instruments, sheet music, sound equipment, record players, and similar items for people in the Abyss to use for their enjoyment. Conversations in the dungeon had come to often revolve around favorite musical pieces, and the Mohawks were no different.


      The Mohawks were among the lowest-level summons from Light’s Unlimited Gacha cards, but because they were summons and not regular humans, they had no way of raising their power levels. Instead of being boxed in by that reality, though, the Mohawks endeavored to improve their skills in a wide range of areas, just so they could prove their usefulness to their beloved dungeon lord. The acquired skills included setting traps, scouting for enemies, and knowledge of medicinal sciences.


      The Mohawks also studied music, under the singular belief that such a skill might be useful to Light someday. They became absorbed in writing lyrics and composing music, then got right to work producing a song dedicated to Light. After receiving advice from Orka, the expert songsmith, the Mohawks finally completed their tune. But because they would wilt under the pressure of having Light listen to their song as it was right away, the Mohawks decided to preview the number to this audience beforehand and gauge their reactions.


      Orka smiled as he addressed the rest of the people gathered in the rehearsal room. “Their song is truly wonderful, and I know everyone here will enjoy it.”


      “Yo, Mr. Orka, don’t raise the bar on us, man,” said the Mohawk leader.


      “On the contrary, your music is so well arranged that it will be unassailable to any critics,” said Orka. “I even believe Khaos will enjoy it as well.”


      “I’m not well-versed in what makes any song good or bad,” Khaos said in his usual detached manner. “But since I’m here, I’ll at least give you my impressions on it.”


      Once the Mohawks finished setting up their instruments and the audience took their seats on the chairs provided in the room, they were ready to play. The red-headed leader, who was in charge of the vocals, turned to the drummer in his band and nodded a signal to begin. The drummer tapped his drumsticks together to set the beat, and the others started playing in time to the slow, mellow rhythm. For the purposes of this song, the band had not chosen flashy music. After slowly swaying during the short intro, the Mohawk leader began to sing into the microphone.


      “Smiles end. Smiles End. A broken heart, can never be happy no more. Wearing a mask, faking a smile. Yet the world keeps turning, and taking shape.”


      Despite their tough, rugged exteriors, the Mohawks performed a rather quiet, introspective song for the audience.


      “Wishing we’d, make you smile. What we are, can only be. Counted on, a single hand. We offer up, what we have. Falling through, our fingertips.”


      Although the song’s tempo was slow, the red-haired Mohawk’s voice was rich enough for the lyrics to linger evocatively in the listeners’ ears. The vocals were barely above a whisper, yet the words held more of an impact than if they’d been screamed out. Jack and the other members in the rehearsal room sat mesmerized, and nobody chuckled at any point during the duration, as would normally be expected at a concert put on by rank amateurs. Everyone concentrated on capturing every note and lyric performed by the Mohawks.


      “Smiles end. Smiles end,” sang the Mohawk leader. “We won’t give up. Never for you. We live our lives, only to see, your heartfelt smile once again. Once again, we will live. We will smile. We wanna smile. We wanna live...”


      The leisurely beat suddenly picked up tempo, and the vocalist raised his voice.


      “We wanna live our lives for you! Smiles end! Smiles end! Toss that junk and live our lives for you! Seeing your real smile is the only way we live!”


      The final lyrics carried a passionate refrain that seemed to ring true within the listener’s very soul. Each and every word contained the heartfelt emotion of the Mohawk leader, who yelled out the last lines. When the guitars, drums, and keyboard fell silent, the lingering reverberations conveyed a shared grief tied to everyone in the rehearsal room. Even as the last echoes faded, the entire space remained silent, no one daring to make a sound lest it interfere with the recollections of the tune still fresh in everybody’s minds. The first to break the ice was Jack, who clapped his beefy hands at the Mohawk band.


      “You crushed it, my bros!” said Jack. “The love and passion you have for our main bro, Light...it was beautiful. Absolutely no notes from me!”


      Others followed with their thoughts, starting with Gold. “Jack has jolly well taken the words straight out of my mouth, what? What an absolutely smashing song that was! Why, it really got me right there. So much so, in fact, I nearly started bally well blubbering on the spot!”


      “Just like Mr. Gold, I was almost about to cry after hearing that song!” said Alth. “Your song told me how much you want our Creator to recover from his anguish and heartbreak, and I too share that longing. It was such a wonderful song!”


      “I compliment your comprehension, Mr. Alth,” said Orka. “That was indeed the message the Mohawks were trying to convey. I will admit that they came to me for advice, but I thought their song was already well-formed, so I struggled to find any parts to help with. That’s how much love they have for our lord and master.”


      The last to speak was Khaos, who summed up his observations brusquely. “Not bad, as far as a music novice like me can tell.”


      “I say you’re all set to go play that tune for the Lightmeister, my bros,” Jack summed up. “In fact, you should belt out that tune for anyone who hits you up. You did awesome, broskis, and I’m sure Light’s gonna be hyped.”


      All the Mohawks bowed their heads in appreciation, with the red-headed leader speaking for them. “Thank you so much, Big Jack! And everyone!”


      Although the Mohawks were finished playing their song, everyone in the room was too enthused to just end their get-together right then and there, so Jack suggested an afterparty in his chambers, where he would provide the drinks. Even Khaos, who normally didn’t attend parties, went along with the flow and decided to join, which was a sign that he did want to talk more about the Mohawk’s song. The group wasted no time relocating to Jack’s parlor for the drinking party.


      ✰✰✰


      Even after a full hour had elapsed at Jack’s rager, the attendees still had much praise for the Mohawk’s original song.


      “You sure this is the first time you bros composed a song and wrote lyrics?” Jack said after taking a swig from a glass of whiskey on rocks. “That song was pretty much perfect. What are ya guys, geniuses?”


      “Naw, Big Jack, we ain’t geniuses or nothing,” said the Mohawk leader, with a beer in hand. “All we did was think of Lord Light while creating the tune, and it just happened to come together all right, so far at least.”


      Gold took a pull from his lager. “Well, you lads knew exactly what you wanted to sing, and the prospect of performing in front of milord would cause anyone to want to make sure it was perfect first. But even putting that aside, I would call what you have bona fide talent. Wouldn’t you agree, Sir Orka?”


      “Yes, I do believe our Mohawk friends have a talent for music,” said Orka, who held a glass of white wine. “If you’d like, I would like to assist in the next song you write. With your talent, I’m sure we’ll make beautiful music together.”


      The red-headed Mohawk leader waved his hands nervously. “I’m tellin’ you all, we ain’t talented or anything. We were only able to finish this song because you helped us a lot, Mr. Orka.”


      “There are a whole lot of people who could never be talented musicians, no matter how much advice they receive,” said Alth. “But after hearing your wonderful song, now I want to start taking up music! Oh, but then again, if my sister hears about my plans, she might start running around inviting everybody to join me, including our Creator. All because she does not want anyone to feel left out. Ugh, just thinking about it makes my stomach hurt...”


      The thought of his elder sister, Annelia, meddling yet again caused Alth to place a hand on his ulcerating belly. Khaos, who was drinking coffee instead of alcohol, patted Alth’s shoulder in empathy.


      As the drinking party went on, and as the men imbibed more drinks, everyone started coming together to sing tunes that had caught on in the Abyss, with Orka providing the musical accompaniment with his fiddle. Naturally, almost everybody in the parlor was an amateur when it came to singing, and they were too drunk to care about the pitch or volume of their lyrics. Nevertheless, they all had a blast fueled by Jack’s booze.


      That was, until Khaos completely shattered the bacchanalian spirit in the room. It wasn’t that he killed the vibes by mocking or berating the revelers’ horrible singing, or any such thing. In fact, he had even joined them. At first, Khaos sang softly and reservedly, easily blending in with the rest, but as he became swept up by the spirit of the moment, his voice became louder and louder, to the point where his singing shared the same decibel as the others.


      But unlike the rest, the way he sang matched Orka’s playing perfectly, as if his ears were attuned only to the notes of the fiddle and his voice naturally followed. Khaos’s voice was as clear and melodious as that of someone who very much enjoyed singing, and everyone who heard it became mesmerized. In other words, Khaos was such a great singer that Jack and the rest spontaneously went quiet and simply listened to him, because this was a talent worth pausing to appreciate.


      Even though everyone else in the parlor had stopped talking, Khaos was too happily engrossed in his own singing to notice. It was only when he wrapped up his song that he realized he was the only one in the room making a sound. Upon hearing the last note, the room erupted in thunderous applause.


      “Khaos, bromigo, you got next-level pipes, my man!” said Jack.


      “You have a singing voice that charms the rest of us carousers into silence, what? Who knew we had a proper crooner right here in this dungeon all this time?”


      “Mr. Khaos, I am deeply touched by your performance!” said Alth. “Even my stomachache is gone because of your singing!”


      “You’re such a boss singer, Mr. Khaos!” said the Mohawk leader. “Is there any way you can do the vocals for our song for Lord Light? He’s guaranteed to be blown away!”


      “I would rather you sing the song,” Orka told the Mohawk. “But perhaps we can write a new song for Khaos to vocalize.”


      As for Khaos, who was not used to all the attention, he froze in place, nearly unresponsive. After at least a minute, he stood up from his seat and headed for the exit.


      “So utterly ridiculous,” he muttered. “I’ll take my leave.”


      Although Khaos tried to maintain his trademark frosty demeanor, his pace was noticeably hastened, likely due to embarrassment. Nobody could know for sure, since he kept his face toward the door, but everyone in the room had sharp enough eyes to notice that the ears sticking out from his hair were beet red all the way to the tips.


      A few days later, Khaos happened to run into Orka and Light, who were strolling together in a corridor of the Abyss stronghold. Light approached Khaos with a smile, with absolutely no hint of sarcasm.


      “Khaos, I heard you’re a really great singer,” said Light. “I never would’ve expected it either. Can I hear you sing too whenever you’re free?”


      Khaos narrowed his eyes in a glare, but not at Light, whom he knew had made a completely innocent, good-faith request. Instead, he directed his scowl at Orka, whom he knew had told Light the now-open secret. Orka responded with his signature smile, warm but discreet.


      “Khaos?” Light queried when the silence stretched on. The warrior mage shot a hard look at Light and clicked his tongue in frustration. He then stormed off in the other direction, his feet once again hurried by barely concealed shame. Light and Orka watched Khaos’s retreat, glanced at each other, and exchanged wry chuckles.

    

  

  
    
      Extra Story 7: A Day in the Life of Mei, the Ever-Seeking Maid


      The SUR, Level 9999, Ever-Seeking Maid, Mei woke up with a soft sigh early in the morning, before the sun on the surface had a chance to peek above the horizon. The first thing she did was smarten up by putting on her signature maid uniform, then checked herself in the mirror to make sure nothing was out of place, not even a wrinkle. Once out of her private chambers, the first people she met were the fairy maids finishing up their night duty.


      “A good morning to you all,” said Mei. “Were there any issues to report during the late hours?”


      “A good morning to you too, Miss Mei,” said the lead fairy maid. “There are no particular problems to declare. Here is the night’s report.”


      Depending on the date and the occasion, it was usually Mei herself who oversaw night duty, or it was Iceheat, her deputy head housekeeper. This time, though, she’d delegated the night duties to regular fairy maids.


      Mei accepted the report from the lead fairy maid and scanned it rapidly, often taking less than a second to turn a page. Although it seemed as if she were simply skimming, she was in fact reading and memorizing each and every word in the document, thanks to her Level 9999 abilities. Once through, Mei handed down the first series of orders for the day.


      “Excellent work,” she said. “You may rotate out with the morning shift and retire to your bedrooms. Be sure the fairy maids on the incoming shift are aware of their specific assignments, and furthermore...”


      After briefing the night-duty maids, Mei proceeded to collect reports from other personnel, including those responsible for security, cooking, replenishing consumable items, and other various duties. All waited as they usually did in the same section of the dungeon to engage with Mei, and all received their daily orders in turn. Unless something extraordinarily critical came up during these morning meetings, Mei would usually go have breakfast upon wrapping up. But Mei did have something critical to attend to that day—namely that Light was sleeping in his private quarters, and she needed to wake him up.


      Light in recent weeks had been considerably occupied on the surface world, active in his guise as the adventurer Dark. That left Mei with precious few opportunities to serve her boy master in the mornings, so she put her own breakfast on hold and ordered a group of maids to follow her to Light’s chambers. Although she was professional enough to keep her expressions neutral, inwardly, Mei was plenty excited to make this visit to Light’s bedroom.


      Normally, Mei assigned a rotation of fairy maids to help her get Light ready for the day whenever he slept in the Abyss. For the fairy maids, waking up their beloved dungeon lord who’d summoned them was arguably the sweetest reward they could ever ask for. To prevent any accusations of favoritism or monopolization of the job, Mei established a rotation system so all the fairy maids had equal opportunity to enjoy this ritual.


      Preparing Light for the day involved several tasks: First was the use of the R Wash card to clean him up, then they would smooth out his hair using a high-end comb. They would also give him a warm towel to wipe his face, as well as a cup of citrus juice—the kind that was effective in rousing the mind from sleep. The team would then change him into the clothes he would wear for the day, and give him his morning briefing on priority matters.


      Once the appointed maids gathered everything they needed, Mei led the entourage to Light’s bedroom, the group moving past other fairy maids who cast envious looks upon their lucky colleagues. The fairy maids ignored the barbs of jealousy, not because they were feeling haughty and superior, but because they felt such an overwhelming rush of joy that little else entered their senses.


      “Master Light, it is time to wake up,” said Mei upon arriving at his bedside. “We are here to prepare you for the day.”


      Light murmured and cracked open his eyes. “Mei?”


      “A good morning to you, Master Light,” said Mei. Unlike the head maid, who maintained an impeccably professional demeanor, the fairy maids standing behind her were barely able to contain themselves after seeing Light wake up sleepily like a cute, twelve-year-old boy. Their chests tightened from extreme elation, and they were this close to fainting from the sheer preciousness of the sight.


      When Light sat up in bed, Mei activated a Wash card to immediately remove the sweat and other dross that had built up on his body while he slept. The card also served to brush his teeth. Light was still rubbing the sleep out of his eyes after the treatment, so another maid came forward with the steamed towel, which Mei took in hand.


      “Pardon me, Master Light.” Mei wiped Light’s face with the towel, which made him grunt in surprise. This intervention was enough to put Light very close to alertness. After thanking her, Light moved to the edge of the bed and took the cup of fruit juice presented by a fairy maid. The drink was sour enough to wake him up fully.


      “Master Light, we’re ready to help you change,” said a fairy maid.


      “I can do it mysel...” Light thought better of it. “Actually, forget it. Sure, if you please.”


      As a former farm boy, Light had grown up changing his own clothes, but he understood that the fairy maids lived to fulfill their duties, so he ultimately allowed them to dress him. After that, he sat in a chair and let the fairy maid comb his bed hair. As was mentioned before, the fairy maids regarded this type of work as the ultimate prize, and while they attended to Light, Mei stood in front of him and delivered his morning briefing.


      “There is nothing particularly urgent to report,” said Mei. “The agents active on the surface are delivering updates on schedule, and—”


      For full disclosure, if there were something exceedingly urgent that needed Light’s attention while he was sleeping, Mei would have woken him up in the dead of night to report it. But like the dutiful maid she was, Mei always updated Light on the current situation in the morning whenever he was present in the Abyss, so he had the chance to give feedback. As usual, Light asked follow-up questions while being dressed and groomed.


      Once he was ready, Mei followed him to his personal dining space. Light could have easily eaten in the common cafeteria with his other dungeon allies, but hardly anyone in the Abyss thought such an arrangement would be dignified for their beloved leader. Waiting for Light and Mei at his dining room were a different group of fairy maids, since having the same retinue monopolize both parts of Light’s morning routine would be unfair to others.
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      Light drank tea after finishing his breakfast. Since Mei had no other pressing duties to attend to, she continued to accompany Light as his personal assistant, along with some fairy maids in tow providing additional support. This job was particularly in demand among fairy maids, since it meant they had a legitimate excuse to be near Light potentially all day. On days when Mei was busy with other tasks, Iceheat would serve as Light’s main attending maid, or the fairy maids would fulfill that role all by themselves.


      It turned out that this was Light’s last day staying in the Abyss for another long spell, since he was resuming his activities on the surface as his alter ego, Dark. He congregated with his undercover partymates Nemumu and Gold, and Mei saw all three off before they teleported to the surface world.


      “I bid you farewell, Master Light,” she said. “I pray deeply for your safe return from your latest endeavors.”


      “You’re always overdramatic, Mei,” said Light. “I have Nemumu and Gold to protect me, and I can’t think of anyone who’s going to harm us where we’re going.”


      “Of course I have faith in your powers, Master Light, along with Nemumu’s and Gold’s abilities,” Mei replied. “But as your loyal retainer, I cannot help but pray for your safety. You are free to mock me for being so frail in spirit.”


      “No, I won’t mock you at all,” said Light. “In fact, thank you for caring so much about me. Anyway, take care, Mei.”


      “You can certainly trust us to safeguard milord, Miss Mei,” said Gold.


      “I will lay down my life to protect Lord Light, so you can rest assured!” said Nemumu.


      After those parting words, Light released an SSR Teleportation card, leaving Mei and her retinue of fairy maids behind. Mei dismissed the maids with additional instructions, then headed to the dungeon’s executive office to take care of the day’s paperwork. She sat silently at the desk adjacent to Light’s stately desk, checking and categorizing documents based on their level of priority.


      Documents containing sensitive matters that needed Light’s attention and clearance.


      Documents containing matters Mei could address at her own discretion.


      Documents that needed the attention of other principals in the Abyss. And so on.


      Once she was done sorting through and completing what she could, she gave a fairy maid a stack of papers to distribute to the relevant personnel down the chain. There were days when Mei needed to meet with Aoyuki and Ellie, and those sessions would spill over into the afternoon hours, but for the mornings, this was usually the type of work she did.


      Following her lunch break, Mei performed a round of inspections in the bottom of the Abyss. Although she was up to date on the current situation in the dungeon, thanks to her keeping up with the documents as she did, she made sure to do the tours to check for anomalies in person that couldn’t be captured in a memo, such as the general mood of an area. This way, minor issues would be addressed before they mushroomed into bigger problems. When Mei was touring near the cafeteria, a plaintive voice called out to her.


      “Meei!” said Nazuna. The mightiest warrior in the Abyss, apart from Light, scampered toward Mei with both hands thrust forward. Tears welled in Nazuna’s eyes, and her mouth puckered open and shut like a fish at feeding time.


      “Theh fairy mwaids shared sum thnacks wid me, bwut...” Nazuna said through her puffy tongue. Knowing that the Vampire Knight had once again gotten herself into a nonsensical and entirely avoidable predicament, Mei rubbed her temple as if she were nursing a headache but resigned herself to listening to Nazuna’s complaint.


      This was how Nazuna would describe the series of events if her slurred speech were cleaned up: When Nazuna was performing her daily patrols, a group of four fairy maids who were on a snack break called her over to share the last cream puff they had with her. However, it turned out that the fairy maids were actually playing a game of chance where one of the five cream puffs in the package was filled with mustard. Each of the four fairy maids took turns picking a cream puff, and by random luck, all four picks turned out to be safe. Nazuna arrived at the exact moment when only one cream puff remained in the box, and it was then when the fairy maids decided to use the last offending pastry to pull a prank on Nazuna for their amusement.


      “Whaddah mean twick!” Nazuna wailed.


      Mei’s phantom headache turned into a real headache after hearing Nazuna’s story. She took a cup from her Item Box, used magic to fill the cup with water, then gave the drink to Nazuna so she could wash away the bad taste. She then marched straight to the four fairy maids who were responsible for the prank and chastised them.


      “Why in the world would you ladies do such a senseless thing?” asked Mei. “Even if you were on your breaks, using food in that matter is undignified. I will require each of you to submit written apologies.”


      “But that’s so harsh, Miss Mei!” said Premay, the supercute fairy maid.


      “We were simply playing a game while on our break,” Dewy the bespectacled maid said.


      “Yeah, sure we’ll own up to Miss Nazuna eating the mustard cream puff?” said Meah, the fairy maid who resembled a kogal. “But, I mean, we all lucked out choosing the ones without mustard, so I guess it was her fault for being last, yeah?”


      “I-If you’re always taking her side, then we’ll have no choice but to f-f-file a complaint!” said Hifumi, the geeky fairy maid.


      Mei responded to their rebuttals with a cool glare. “If you will recall, Master Light does not think highly of those who use food to play tricks on others. Perhaps it will be better if I report this matter to him and abide by his decision?”


      “We’re deeply sorry!” All four fairy maids instantly scrambled to get on the ground and fall prostrate, trembling. None of them wanted their beloved master to hear how they bullied Nazuna by wasting food from his Gift. Kowtowing and submitting written apologies were nothing compared to potentially incurring Light’s disfavor.


      Mei turned to Nazuna, who was able to rinse the awful taste from her mouth and regain her diction. “And Nazuna, you should not be so quick to put everything in your mouth. You should exercise more prudence.”


      Nazuna moaned weakly. “Fine, I won’t. I’ll be careful next time.”


      It is more likely than not that my warning will fail to register, thought Mei. She imagined Nazuna completely forgetting about her promise within three days, despite her present contrition. At least Nazuna served as a very reliable asset in combat.


      After resolving Nazuna’s latest mishap, Mei finished up her assessment tour, ate dinner, and soaked in a communal bath with Iceheat, whose schedule happened to be open at the time. The two conversed while unwinding in the heated water.


      “Why would those maids dare give Miss Nazuna a creampuff filled with mustard?” said Iceheat. “Aren’t they afraid of her violently retaliating against them?”


      “I do not believe they thought that far ahead,” said Mei. “I am not sure whether to lament Nazuna’s inability to command respect or to praise her aptitude for innocently making friends with anyone, regardless of rank.”


      “I myself see the attitudes of those fairy maids as the larger problem,” Iceheat replied.


      Mei pressed her fingers against her temple again. “They make it so complicated since they are capable servants who take their work seriously.”


      Sensing the need to maintain a lighter mood, Iceheat graciously changed the subject. “So, is it true that Master Light won’t be returning to us tonight?”


      “Yes, he will be sleeping in inns on the surface world due to his activities as an adventurer,” said Mei.


      “Putting aside his objectives, I find it hard to imagine anyone putting up with the inconveniences of staying on the surface, let alone our master,” said Iceheat.


      “Indeed, there are hardly any places that would serve meals or provide lodgings that would be suitable for Master Light,” said Mei. “I would not expect them to have proper bathing facilities, or even saunas.”


      What the bottom of the Abyss had to offer far surpassed living like a king on the surface. Between life in a surface world palace and life in the Abyss, there was simply no comparison. But because Light used to be a poor farm boy, he didn’t find sleeping in a regular inn distressing in the slightest. Mei cited the lack of saunas as a major drawback, but the truth was, Light did not understand the appeal of saunas.


      “They told me my body reaches a ‘state of alignment’ after sitting in a sauna,” Light had said one day after trying one out for the first time. “But what does that even mean?” To Light, a sauna was just pointlessly hot, but since he didn’t share those precise thoughts with Mei, she was unaware of how he felt about the steam rooms.


      After the bath, Mei spoke with the night-shift fairy maids, then went to her private quarters, where she reviewed the written apologies submitted by the four fairy maids, along with a few other miscellaneous documents. After that work was finished, she still had some extra time to kill before retiring to bed.


      She used that time to do some embroidery on Light’s clothes and the handkerchiefs he liked to use. Mei allowed a warm smile to grace her face as she imagined her beloved Light wearing outfits with her personal embroidery. When it came time to sleep, Mei changed into her nightwear and slipped into bed, officially ending another normal day in the Abyss.

    

  

  
    
      Extra Story 8: Bathtime Mystery


      “Ah, this feels incredible!” said Premay.


      “I agree, but the steam keeps fogging up my lenses,” Dewy grumbled.


      “Aw, wow. My body’s, like, this close to melting, y’know?” said Meah.


      “N-Nothing beats a bath after a h-hard day’s work,” Hifumi proclaimed.


      The four fairy maids had finished their duties for the day, switched with the night shift, and once they’d eaten dinner, they all went for a soak in the largest bath in the women-only bathing area, which boasted several varieties of baths on top of the usual kind: milky salt baths, floating fruit baths, flower petal baths, plus showers and saunas. The fairy maids settled for just a regular bath, though. Not only was the Unlimited Gacha capable of producing hot water, many of Light’s summons could do so through magic too, so replacing the water every night was a trivial matter. Since there were a lot of women in the Abyss, Light had ordered the construction of this bathing area—which resembled a hot springs resort—as a perk for his allies. There was a men-only bathing area too, but it was nowhere near as big as the women-only part.


      However, not everyone was fond of the baths, and Mera was the poster child for that particular contingent—though that didn’t mean Mera was forced to remain dirty and grimy, since there were a variety of ways to scrub up in the Abyss. For example, you could purchase the R Wash gacha card at the dungeon shop, which removed filth and any other impurities from your skin. But in any event, most people loved the baths, and that included the four fairy maids.


      “Oh, hey, Miss Ellie and Miss Nazuna just came in,” Premay pointed out.


      “I can’t see through my fogged-up lenses,” Dewy said. Nazuna had indeed entered the bathing area—or rather, bounded through it completely uncovered with a towel dangling in one hand.


      “Yay! I love these baths! They feel awesome and I can really stretch my legs in ’em!”


      “I know how you feel, but you need to come over here and scrub yourself first, Nazuna,” said Ellie, a towel covering her modesty.


      “Oh, yeah! I almost forgot!” said Nazuna. “Thanks Ellie!”


      “Honestly, you’re such a handful,” Ellie sighed as she dragged Nazuna by the arm to the washing area. It was a safe bet Ellie was going to take it upon herself to wash Nazuna’s hair and scrub her back too.


      “Those two go so well together,” said Premay.


      “They both have p-perfect figures. T-Too perfect, even,” Hifumi mumbled. “M-Miss Ellie has huge boobs a-and exquisite proportions, and Miss N-Nazuna might be short but she has big boobs too. I-I-It’s just not fair!”


      “I know, right?” Meah agreed. “It’s like, you can’t help falling in love with their bodies despite being the same sex, yeah?”


      “Meeow,” Aoyuki purred as she entered the bathing area, and it was almost as if she had timed her arrival to coincide with Ellie keeping Nazuna busy with her scrub-down. Nazuna noticed Aoyuki and attempted to run over to her diminutive associate, but Ellie promptly sat the Vampire Knight back down on the bath stool.


      “You still have suds all over you. You could slip and fall,” Ellie admonished her. “You also haven’t washed behind your ears yet. You need to be fully clean before you go for a soak in the water.”


      “I know that, Ellie. Why’re ya always so fussy?” said Nazuna.


      Witnessing this scene out of the corner of her eye, Aoyuki breathed a faint sigh of relief and headed for the shower area, practically skating across the floor with a triumphant grin on her face.


      “On the other hand, it looks like Miss Aoyuki does all she can to avoid Miss Nazuna,” whispered Premay.


      “If you ask me, Miss Nazuna’s pestering of Miss Aoyuki is excessive,” Dewy opined. “Cats are known to turn against people who shower them with too much physical affection.”


      Meah unexpectedly saw eye to eye with Dewy on this one. “Right? I think I know what you mean? Like, Miss Nazuna’s nice and all, but she’s a lot easier to handle in smaller doses, yeah?”


      “B-But I can see why Miss Nazuna l-l-likes Miss Aoyuki so much,” said Hifumi. “Miss Aoyuki is incre-incredibly cute, and she’s as slender as a p-p-pixie.”


      The other three maids nodded vigorously at this, their four pairs of eyes following Aoyuki as she sauntered over to a shower stall. At the same moment that Aoyuki entered the stall, Suzu exited a neighboring one, droplets of water glistening on her velvety black hair and dangling from her long, feathery eyelashes.


      Suzu was well-known throughout the Abyss for her fondness for bathing. It was also common knowledge that Suzu was classed as “intersex,” which made people wonder how she looked below the belt. In other words, how exactly did the UR Double Gunner Suzu double as both a male and a female? Nobody—not even Light—knew the answer to that question.


      The four fairy maids trained their sights on Suzu’s lower half, but the musketeer had come out of the shower stall with a towel wrapped tightly around herself from her bust to her knees.


      “Miss Suzu definitely looks slender in that towel,” Premay noted. “And I can tell she’s got a pretty big chest too.”


      “Regrettably, my lenses are too fogged up to see,” Dewy said glumly.


      “Plus her skin’s all creamy and junk? Makes you green with envy, doesn’t it?” said Meah.


      “B-B-But Miss Suzu looks sort of flushed after taking her sh-shower,” said Hifumi. “That reddish g-glow makes her look so hot and sexy.”


      Even though the fairy maids kept their gaze firmly fixed on Suzu’s lower half, the gunner didn’t notice the eyes on her and headed straight for a mineral bath with water that was milky white and conveniently opaque. While Suzu did take off her towel before settling down in the water, she entered in a way that meant she didn’t expose her private parts to any onlookers.


      “I-I wonder what Miss Suzu looks like d-d-down there,” Hifumi mused, echoing the thoughts of the others.


      “She didn’t bring her weapon in here, did she?” Premay pointed out.


      “We could go join her in that bath and talk up a storm until she gets dizzy from the heat and has to get up to leave,” said Dewy.


      “So we’d be solving a years-long mystery, you mean?” said Meah. “And that wouldn’t be, like, y’know, dirty or anything? We’re just super curious about her, is all, yeah?”


      All four fairy maids looked at each other and wordlessly stood up in their bath with the intention of relocating to Suzu’s mineral bath. Although the musketeer was Level 7777, it was unlikely she was capable of wrapping a towel around her fast enough to deny the maids a fleeting glimpse of her most intimate area, especially as there would be four pairs of eyes watching Suzu like a hawk to ensure no detail could be missed. The plan was flawless, with absolutely no drawbacks. Well, except for two.


      “Ladies, what kind of ridiculous stunt are you planning?”


      The four maids spun on their heels and yelped in surprise. “Miss Mei?! Miss Iceheat?!”


      Mei, the head housekeeper, was the one who had surprised the maids with her verbal reprimand, and standing beside her was Iceheat, the supervising housekeeper responsible for escorting Light places. Both women were holding towels in front of their gorgeous bodies to discreetly conceal them from view.


      “M-Miss Mei! How long have you been standing there?” Premay asked.


      “Did you hear, like, everything we said just now?” Meah said.


      “We came out of the sauna and caught you four in the act,” Mei replied. “This space is for everyone to relax in peace. We cannot have you engaging in such offensive behavior.”


      “B-B-B-But we were only trying to be friends with Miss Suzu,” Hifumi protested. “I-I-I don’t think we were doing anything wrong.”


      This flimsy alibi caused Iceheat to press her fingers to her temple. “Why must you maids always give in to your most craven urges? And you never cease with your off-color prattle, even when Master Light is within earshot. Perhaps I, myself, should put in a recommendation that we take a more disciplinary approach with you maids.”


      “P-Please don’t hurt us!” Premay begged.


      “You shouldn’t be so quick to resort to violence, Miss Iceheat,” Dewy moaned. “What would you do if you were to break my glasses?”


      “So, like, I totally agree with the ‘no violence’ thing, yeah?” said Meah.


      “Y-Y-You should be more gentle to us junior maids! We’re too d-d-delicate to be punished!” Hifumi protested.


      “You incorrigible little...” The veins on Iceheat’s forehead were pulsating as she balled up her hands into fists, but before she could do anything, Mei held up her hand to simmer everyone down.


      “If you ladies insist on disrupting the peace and comfort this communal space offers, I shall be forced to punish the four of you,” Mei stated.


      “Punish?” the four maids practically yelled, looking from one to the other as they conducted a silent conversation between themselves.


      What’s she going to do to punish us? Premay thought. Take away our days off?


      If that’s true, she’s only threatening us with a good time, Dewy thought in response. I’d gladly work myself to death for Master Light.


      So we’ll know Suzu’s secret and get to work even harder for Master Light? Meah thought, continuing the thread of the unspoken conversation. That’d be killing two birds with one stone, obviously?


      Wh-Who knew getting punished would be th-this sweet?! Hifumi thought excitedly. We hit the j-j-jackpot!


      The maids clearly saw no reason to be contrite about their actions, which caused Mei to sigh before continuing where she’d left off. “If you insist on carrying out what you had planned, then you will all be permanently banned from personally attending Master Light. Is that what you want?”


      The four fairy maids immediately dropped to their knees and prostrated themselves before Mei. “Please forgive us!” they all said in unison.


      Iceheat was thoroughly impressed with this outcome. “I can’t believe how swiftly you corrected their behavior, Miss Mei. You’re such an amazing leader!”


      Although Mei welcomed Iceheat’s compliment, the shameless speed of the complete one-eighty in the four maids’ behavior made Mei’s head pound.


      “I wonder where I went wrong in training these maids...” Mei asked herself. “Is there something wrong with my maid’s code?”


      While Mei was busy second-guessing her management skills, Suzu—the subject of this conversation—rose from her very refreshing mineral bath and strolled out of the women-only bathing area, making sure that nobody had a chance to steal a glimpse at her naked body.

    

  

  
    
      Extra Story 9: The Mohawk Adventurers and Their Alert


      “Aww man, talk about a major fumble...”


      The five Mohawks were carrying out a quest deep in the woods in the Human Kingdom when the leader realized his error. The guild had assigned the Mohawks the job of killing goblins and locating the new goblin lair they suspected had developed. The town was experiencing an uptick in goblin sightings and they needed people to bring back information on the source of the scourge. The Mohawks had no problem slaying all the goblins they came across. Even though they were E-ranked adventurers, they were too well trained to lose to that type of creature. The Mohawks were making extraordinary progress through the woods, until the leader noticed they were making too much progress.


      “Dang, we’re never gonna make it back to town before sundown,” he said.


      “What’s the skinny now, bossman?” said another Mohawk. “We make camp in these woods?”


      “Dunno, brother,” said a third in the group. “We didn’t spot any lair or nothin’ neither.”


      “No way, we’re hot-footing it back to town, y’hear me?” said the leader. “And no camping, cuz I ain’t exposing you hogs to no danger!”


      The leader understood that making camp deep in the forest came with its own set of unique risks. For one, the trees greatly reduced visibility for seeing approaching threats, especially the nocturnal monsters that ran rampant. And unlike when they camped out in the open fields, those taking watch would have to look out for threats coming from up above in the tree branches too. Camping at night in the woods would only be recommended for those possessing the right gear.


      “Now hold on, boss,” said the Mohawk scout. “I think we’ll get a scope on the goblin lair if we move in a little further.”


      “How much further, Doc?” said the leader.


      “Pickin’ up some faint voices, on top of the general vibrations, big boss,” said the scout. “Really think we’re close to hittin’ the jackpot. Hell, we can sneak a peek, then hit a fast retreat back to town before it gets completely dark.”


      “Fine, long as it’s quick,” said the leader. “If we do spot a lair, we can always come back later to case the joint for its size, defenses, and the number of bad guys it’s got.”


      The rest agreed to that decision, their voices barely above whispers. The Mohawks headed further into the woods until they were able to spot what the scout had picked up. But goblins weren’t the source of the activities—the sounds were coming from human bandits milling in front of a cave near a group of bound human women and children. One of the brigands, a large, imposing man who appeared to be the leader, was conversing with another human male who wore an outfit typical of merchants.


      “Looks like this bunch are nice and healthy,” the merchant was saying. “Shame you don’t got any strapping young men.”


      “We wanted to grab some guys too, for their manpower and all,” said the boss of the raiders. “But every single one of those dumb bastards tried to defend their hayseed village from us. We also had to kill all the geezers, so we were only able to walk out with these women and their little toddlers.”


      “Guess they forced your hand,” said the merchant. “But even women and children who can’t do a lick of work are selling at a premium thanks to that shit-stirring witch and her ‘human autonomy’ horsecrap.”


      Watching from a distance, the Mohawks conferred among themselves in voices so low, they barely counted as whispers.


      “Is that dude suicidal?”


      “‘Shit-stirring witch’? Is he talkin’ smack about the Wicked Witch, aka Miss Ellie?”


      “Can’t be nobody else, ace. Looks like we got traffickers who plunder for slaves to sell on the black market.”


      “And they’re operating even after Miss Ellie banned human slavery?”


      “Heard them merchants will go into practically any business, long as it makes them coin, but why sell your own kind to slavery, man?”


      “So this is why we got so many goblins crawlin’ around these woods,” said the last Mohawk. “It’s because these shit weasels drove ’em outta their cave. They’re assholes on that level too.”


      The slave raider and the trader continued their exchange without hearing the Mohawks.


      “But word is, that witch is a knockout to die for,” said the raider. “And the fairy maids she got working for her are all pretty little numbers too. Getting the witch may be a pipe dream, but you know if we can buy any of those fairy girls?”


      “Nope, fat chance,” said the merchant. “One of ours who had access to Tower City tried making that proposition to the witch, but that bitch nearly gave him a heart attack—just by glaring at him! After that, they wouldn’t let him inside city limits again.”


      “Anyone try just grabbing one?”


      “Out of the question. Those fairy maids are stronger than your average adventurers, after all. There was one luckless bastard that tried to assault one of them, though.”


      “What happened to him?”


      A dark grin formed on the merchant’s lips. “They now say the mope didn’t even exist in the first place.”


      “Huh? The hell does that mean?” The raider was genuinely curious, so the trader regaled him with a tale that would seem perfectly suitable as a ghost story.


      “It was this youngster who lived in Tower City, see? He got so infatuated with a fairy maid that he tried to force himself on her one night. Sounds like he didn’t make it, ’cause there was no trace of him afterward. Whenever anyone asks the fairy maids what happened to the prick, every single one of them says they’ve never heard of anyone by that name living in the city. Every merchant doing business in Tower City talks about that story.”


      “Wait, you’re saying the witch did it with her powers?” asked the raider.


      “Who knows? In any case, it tells you that nobody lays a finger on those fairy maids.”


      The raider clicked his tongue in disbelief. “Well that blows. But don’t care either way, since you know how guys exaggerate. They may say the fairy maids are these gorgeous little foxes, but they’re probably just a bunch of sixes or sevens anyway.”


      The trader guffawed. “You’re right to take that talk with a grain of salt. From what I hear, sure, some of those fairy maids are stunners, but too many of them are damaged goods. Like, there’s this maid who comes off as too nerdy, a girl who looks like she reeks, and another one who acts like a ditzy piece of work. And get this, there’s even a fairy maid who’s too uncannily cute, she looks like a cookie-cutter stereotype with no personality to speak of.”


      “What did I tell ya!” the raider said after a laugh. “And then that dumb witch always covers her face anyway, because she knows she’s ugly as sin!”


      The two men continued to hurl insults at the fairy maids and the Wicked Witch. It wasn’t necessarily out of sour grapes, but the taunting did take the edge off of not being able to take their bodies by money or by force. Meanwhile, the Mohawks listening in on the verbal abuse felt the blood drain away from each of their faces.


      “They hurtin’ for a fight with Miss Ellie and the fairy maids?”


      “That kinda lip is outta the question at the bottom of the Abyss.”


      “These dudes got a death wish?”


      “We best report this pronto, but who’s gonna do it?”


      “Gotta put the bossman on it. I mean, I wouldn’t wanna be the one to repeat those words to Miss Ellie or the fairy maids.”


      The Mohawks all turned to their red-headed leader, who winced at the prospect.


      “I don’t wanna do it either!” he said. “Then again, we can’t take down those bums alone. We don’t got enough guys to battle ’em and watch over the captives at the same time.”


      Both the raider and the merchant had several henchmen standing near the cave entrance, and there were likely more people inside the cavern. The Mohawks’ power levels ranged from 20 to 25, and even if they were fighting fellow humans, the odds were too lopsided against them rescuing the soon-to-be slaves unharmed.


      “Anyway, we’ll be heading for the Demonkin Nation tomorrow,” said the slave trader. “I’ll stay here for the night, then be out of your hair with the goods. And another thing—keep your mitts off the merchandise, y’get me? We don’t want any one of these broads losing value on the market.”


      “Yeah, yeah, heard ya loud and clear,” said the raider. “Besides, I’d rather pay a working gal to treat me right than bump uglies with one of these know-nothing farm girls. Take ’em back inside, boys!”


      The raider’s lackeys led the women and children into the cave, each of the captives tied at their waists and wrists with ropes connecting everyone. The head raider and the trader followed behind, leaving their underlings to stand sentry in front of the cave. The Mohawks glanced at each other, then slowly retreated away from their vantage point so as to not draw attention. Once they snuck away far enough, they talked in their normal voices.


      “What do we do now?”


      “Y’know what we gotta do! We can’t leave those poor folks alone, so the boss’s gotta make the report and get backup from the Abyss.”


      “Second that, brother. But we can’t just hike back to town and regroup, else they might give us the slip.”


      The red-headed leader rubbed his temples as he weighed his options. “Fine, I’ll make contact from here, but I’m leaving out all the guff they said about Miss Ellie and the fairy maids.” The leader called over a small bird to perch on his shoulder so that he could talk to it. The bird was actually one of Aoyuki’s creatures that was connected to the Genius Monster Tamer via a mental link. Initially, the leader provided a cleaned-up version of events, but ultimately, he was compelled to give the full, unblemished details.


      “Ohh, did they really say that?” said Premay, standing in front of them not much later. “Not only did those idiots ignore Miss Ellie’s declaration and commit slave trafficking, they also insulted us too?”


      Premay wore a smile that was attractive as it ever was, but not one of the Mohawks felt their hearts skip a beat or their cheeks turn flush. Instead, cold sweat oozed from their ashen faces.


      “U-Uh, yeah, ma’am,” said the leader, speaking for the group. “W-We decided not to engage them since they had too many captives, so we asked for backup.”


      “A wise decision indeed.” Dewy adjusted her glasses as angry veins formed on her forehead. “It’s highly unlikely that you five would be able to rescue the captives alone. I will also take exception to being described as a nerd who’s so remarkably plain that one wouldn’t notice if I showed up at a party. We need to bring the hammer down on them.”


      They didn’t say all that other stuff, one of the Mohawks thought, but he decided against correcting the record, for self-preservation purposes.


      “Did they really call me a ‘piece of work’?” Meah said with pouty cheeks. “I wouldn’t even call myself that? And what if Master Light hears of it? Wouldn’t he, like, think less of me and junk? Hope they know their mouths just bought what their necks can’t afford for ruining my day?”


      Tears welled up in Hifumi’s eyes. “And I-I take a bath every day, so there’s no way I reek! What kind of guy would call an innocent girl smelly?”


      Both Meah and Hifumi looked cute in their protestations, but the dark energy the Level 500 maids exuded left the Level 20-something Mohawks shaking in their boots. The five men knew how ruthless the fairy maids could be, so no matter how adorable they seemed at the moment, the Mohawks harbored no romantic feelings. If anything, they felt pity for the raiders who were about to experience a bloodbath.


      “However, Miss Ellie told us to prioritize the captives, so we should focus on rescuing them first,” Premay warned the others. “We’ve been given cards for extracting the victims, so we’ll need help from you five too.”


      The Mohawk leader gulped when he saw the Unlimited Gacha cards in hand. “We’re gonna use a deck this powerful?”


      “That is how much Miss Ellie and Master Light want us to bring the captives to safety,” said Premay. “So in other words, there will be no room for failure.”


      The cards Premay was holding were of rarities not usually handled by either the Mohawks or the fairy maids, which conveyed the expectations their superiors had for the rescue mission. If any of the captives died in the operation despite the cards the team wielded, it would leave a stain on Light’s omnipotence that would never go away, no matter how many times the team apologized by ritually disemboweling themselves. Knowing the enormity of the mission fired up the Mohawks, though at the same time, they knew the operation was essentially guaranteed to be successful, given the gacha cards they’d been given.


      “As for the evildoers,” said Premay, “our orders are to capture the trader alive so we can find out how many slaves he’s sold, to whom he sold them, which channels he used, and his method of operation. It’s also our job to gather intelligence, so we’ll beat the information out of him. Oh, and we’re free to massacre the bandits.”


      Premay’s face blossomed into a bright, dazzling smile. “That means free range on all weapons. Total free range. We were specifically ordered not to let any one of the raiders leave their hideout alive. It will not matter how much they beg, or what sob story they have for how they ended up in that gang. Even if anyone is hiding in the bathroom, we take him out and slaughter him. In the name of all the fairy maids in the Abyss, we swear we will unleash hell on those evil scumbags.”


      Premay delivered a cruel, blood-soaked death sentence, but her beaming, radiant beauty gave the illusion of beatifying those words.


      “We will handle everything,” said Dewy. “We maids are experts in leaving no speck of dust remaining in a room. We will annihilate every last one of those raiders.”


      “It’ll be sort of like how we kill every single beetle we see?” said Meah.


      “W-W-We mustn’t let any one of them get away, or we’re not fairy maids,” said Hifumi. “We must kill them all!”


      The murderous energy from the maids made the Mohawks shake even harder, even though the bloodlust was not aimed at them.


      “I’m scared!” a Mohawk whispered loudly. “They scare me, bossman!”


      “They scare me too, man!” murmured the leader.


      The rest of the Mohawks offered up their thoughts in similarly hushed tones.


      “They should never rage like this, or else they’ll destroy a guy’s fantasies about women.”


      “That slave trader and the raiders really stepped in it big time. You don’t ever wanna get on the fairy maids’ bad side, even if you are making money hand over fist.”


      “They say the only cure for stupidity is death, but talk about gettin’ what’s coming to ya...”


      ✰✰✰


      One of the two sentries standing in front of the cave hideout yawned. “I need to hit the hay.”


      “Yeah, I’m tired as shit too,” said his partner.


      “No one in their right frickin’ minds would come this deep into the woods this late at night, so why the hell do we need to stand watch? Whatta load of crap.”


      “Maybe not adventurers and such, but goblins are a different story. Fwaaah...” His partner echoed his yawn.


      “We don’t need sentries for goblins either. If any one of those gremlins gets inside the cave, we can just chase ’em out. But never mind that—why the hell won’t they let us have our way with the chicks we captured? What’s the point of being an outlaw, then?”


      “I know, it sucks, but the boss got a point. Why mess with those dumb bumpkins when you got professional girls waiting in town? They’re cute, they got the right curves, and they know how to use ’em too.”


      “Sure, those wenches are nice and all, but if I signed up for this life, I gotta at least have the perks. I wanna pound one of those girls while she’s crying, or beat up a dame who begs for mercy, you know? Or how about grabbing one girl and seeing how many guys she can take?”


      “I hear ya, but I don’t even wanna think about sharing the same hole with you.”


      “Oh, screw you and your hang-ups. We’ve turned over the same tramp plenty of times, so that ship’s long sailed.”


      The sentries laughed, joshing each other since they had nothing better to do.


      “A fine evening to you, good sirs. And what a lovely evening it is.”


      The sentries stared agog at the gorgeous girl in an immaculate maid outfit who’d appeared in front of them out of seemingly nowhere. It was true that they hadn’t been fully concentrating on their jobs, but there was no way they could’ve missed a visitor such as her approaching them—the night had a full moon with no clouds in the sky, so they were able to see a good distance ahead. Yet the lookouts hadn’t spotted even a hint of anyone anywhere near the mouth of the cave until now. They would swear on that.


      And yet, here this maid stood before them, basically putting a lie to all they had seen up until that point. She wore a simple maid’s outfit with not a single speck of dirt on it, and even completed the ensemble with a crisp white maid’s brim. Sprouting from her back was a pair of gossamer wings that glistened in the moonlight. But instead of wondering why a young maid with wings had wandered this deep in the woods in the middle of the night, the raiders were more entranced by her looks. With a loveliness that shone beyond all reckoning, she seemed to be the very embodiment of beauty itself. Such was her comeliness that any questions about how or why she’d come to the cave momentarily fell to the wayside.


      But after several seconds of gawking, the sentries realized they still had a job to do.


      “Hey, who the hell are you? Where didja come from?”


      “You alone? You got company?”


      The two lookouts yelled at the maid, not just to intimidate her but also to warn their comrades inside the cave. Although the sentries were less than professional at their post, they weren’t stupid enough to let their lust completely take over. Letting one’s guard down in this line of work was a matter of life and death. The sentries shuffled toward the mouth of the cave, which was starting to fill with the sounds of approaching backup. The maid who looked like a fairy knew exactly what the lookouts were up to, but didn’t seem unsettled in the least.


      “I can’t believe you don’t know who I am,” said the maid. “You had so much to say about us too, so we came all this way for you.”


      Premay beamed a smile that was stunningly beautiful, but if the sentries were being perfectly honest, the smile was too conventionally pretty to leave much of an impression.


      “Huh, what did we say about you?” said a sentry.


      “Wait a minute, ‘us’?” said the second sentry. “You’re talking about the Wicked Witch, aren’t you? And those wings—are you one of her fairy maids?!”


      “Yes, that’s correct,” said Premay. “And as your prize, I shall reward you with a quick death.”


      “A quick wha—” Before the sentry could finish his sentence, his partner’s head beside him was smashed into a gory mess, like an overripe tomato. With just a flick of an arm, Premay had swung a chained weapon with a knife on one end and a metal, mace-like ball on the other. The SSSR Nazuchi was a water element weapon that seemed to glisten constantly under the light. Whenever used, the Nazuchi would spray droplets of holy water everywhere, so it was especially lethal to foes with evil attributes. The Nazuchi could move without the user throwing it, and had a reach proportional to the wielder’s power, so it was well suited as a concealed weapon.


      Premay smiled again, and since she was bathed in moonlight, the smile looked even more radiant in the eyes of the remaining sentry. But instead of being smitten, all he felt at that moment was fear for his life. The only thing he saw before him was a grim reaper who looked impossibly breathtaking.


      “Were you the one who called me a cookie-cutter maid with no personality worth mentioning?” Premay asked. “Is that what you see me as?”


      “Th-That wasn’t me! I didn’t say nothing!” said the sentry. “So please, spare m—”


      “You be quiet!” Premay moved her arm again, this time swinging the knife end of the Nazuchi. After the blade chopped the lookout’s head cleanly from his torso, the other three maids showed up and followed Premay inside the cavern.


      Dewy crinkled her nose. “It stinks in here.”


      “Would they even have any type of bath around?” asked Meah. “So it’s obvious where the stench comes from, yeah?”


      “And th-these losers had the nerve to say I s-stink!” said Hifumi. “They will p-pay dearly!”


      None of the four fairy maids had any trepidation about what they would find in the cave, especially not Hifumi, who remembered the insults the slavers had said about her appearance. Meanwhile, the rest of the criminal gang had heard the sentries’ alert, and were audibly scrambling to gear up as the fairy maids made their approach.


      The first slavers to appear weren’t wearing their leather armor, since they’d clearly been caught sleeping, but they arrived carrying various weaponry: machetes, axes, shortswords, and bows and arrows. Many were confused to be confronted by maids of all things, and more than a few thought they might still be dreaming. Dewy stepped forward to put an end to that illusion.


      “Whichever one of you called me a nerdy plain Jane who nobody would notice and who wouldn’t add anything to a crowd anyway, step forward now! I’ll make sure your death is quick and painless!”


      A chill ran down all the raiders’ spines, making for a wake-up call worse than having a bucket of cold water dumped on the head. Some slavers raised their voices, their animal survival instincts taking over.


      “Don’t let her come any closer!” said one. “All archers shoot her down!”


      The bowmen unleashed their arrows, but were soon met with an unpleasant surprise.


      “Ain’t we hitting her?” asked a bandit.


      Dewy plodded forward, not caring about the arrows being shot at her. Because the few lanterns in the cave provided poor lighting, it seemed at first to the brigands that their arrows were somehow missing her. But upon closer inspection, it turned out they were simply bouncing off Dewy like soft rubber sticks. The fairy maids were Level 500. Only powerful magic weapons would harm them, and no arrows as ordinary as these would leave so much as a scratch. A newborn baby would have better luck splitting a boulder bare-handed.


      “Hmph!” Dewy thrust the tip of a sword into the nearest slaver, who yelped in pain. “This is for calling me a basic, four-eyed nobody.”


      “I-I never even said that!” said the impaled raider.


      “Don’t speak to me!” Dewy commanded. “Eight Head, unleash your power!”


      The bandit screamed louder as eight entirely new blades erupted out of his body. But the scream lasted only a second, since he died almost instantly.


      Dewy’s SSSR Eight Head had the power to generate eight whole blades from inside the body of an adversary stabbed by the original sword. This caused fountains of blood to spatter the surroundings, but Dewy used wind magic to make sure no droplets stained her. Admittedly, this approach to killing foes was not the most efficient, but it did serve to strike terror into all the other slavers who witnessed the gruesome slaying. The sight was enough for them to feel sorry for all the choices they’d made in their lives that put them in such a position in the first place.


      This was hardly the end of the slaughter. Meah started unleashing countless shuriken at the slavers.


      “Which one of you called me a vapid piece of work?” she demanded. “Are you gonna tell me? Who?”


      “N-No, spare me!” said one of the hapless raiders. “If you hit me one more time— Graaah!”


      Meah was armed with the SSSR Manyo. Unlike ordinary shuriken, the weapon could split into exactly ten thousand throwing blades of various sizes at the user’s discretion, and the wielder could manipulate their flight paths as well. Multitudes of shuriken floated around Meah waiting to strike, and all landed on targets, such as hands and feet, that wouldn’t kill the bandits but horribly maim them.


      “I’ll have you know that I don’t stink!” Hifumi said without stuttering. “If anything, you guys smell the absolute worst!”


      She opened up a folding fan and waved it at a brigand who was trying to make an escape. The magical waves produced by the fan chopped both feet off the runner.


      “How the hell didja slice off my feet?!” yelled the bandit. “Ah shit! Now the wounds are freezing over!”


      Hifumi was wielding the SSSR Crow’s Fan, which was a jet-black hand fan that shot out attack magic randomly when unfolded. Then when the target was hit, another random attack magic would activate on the fresh wound, simply to kick the victim while they were down. The fan’s effects were also incredibly long-lasting.


      Meanwhile, the bandits were completely unable to harm the four fairy maids, no matter how desperately they tried to counterattack. Soon enough, the surviving men lost all will to fight.


      “W-We gotta get outta here!” said one of the slavers. “They may be cute, but they’re no different than monsters!”


      “Where do we run?” said another. “Those freaks are blocking the only way out of—” Before he could finish, his head vanished in an explosion of blood and viscera.


      “Who are you calling a freak?” said Premay, reeling back the macehead end of her Nazuchi. “I thought we were supposed to be cute. How terribly rude!”


      One of the raiders covered in splash-back from the gruesome attack immediately ran deeper into the cavern, without even bothering to scream. The other bandits followed suit.


      “We know there’s no exit where they’re going, so I wonder what they think they’re doing,” said Dewy.


      “Dunno? Maybe beg for their lives, I guess?” said Meah.


      “Even if they do beg, it w-won’t do them any good,” said Hifumi. “We already decided we’re gonna kill e-every last one of them.”


      The fairy maids followed the remaining bandits further into the cave, taking care that they left no one alive behind them.


      ✰✰✰


      “That witch sent fairy maids to attack us?!”


      “Yeah, boss! And they’re unstoppable!” said a surviving underling. “We hit ’em with arrows, knives, and battle axes, but we couldn’t leave a scratch. They took out several of our guys by making blades grow out of their bodies! I-I-I don’t wanna die like that!”


      A group of survivors had managed to reach their boss’s room deep in the cavern, where they were trembling from the slaughter still fresh in their minds. The leader heard the screams and smelled the stench of freshly oxidized blood, so he had no reason to disbelieve his subordinates.


      Why’s that witch messing with my dinky little gang? he thought. Does she have more eyes around than I thought?


      In fact, Ellie had been completely unaware of this gang’s activities until the Mohawks happened to spot them. The boss turned to his men and delivered his orders.


      “Quit your whining and bring out one of those brats or women we can use as a hostage!” said the leader. “If those dumb fairies really do believe in that absolute autonomy crap, then they won’t be able to do shit if we threaten to kill a slave! The rest of you barricade the door with desks and boxes! And do it fast if ya wanna keep breathing!”


      “Right away, boss!” The lackeys quickly split into groups to do their respective assignments. One group went to get a hostage from the cell while others were piling up chairs, wooden boxes, and other obstacles at the entrance. Still more looked for weapons that could be wielded from a distance, such as bows and arrows. However, it would turn out they were wasting their time.


      “Boss! They’re gone!”


      “What’s gone?!” the leader yelled at a returning underling.


      “The slaves! Every single one we captured—gone!”


      Everyone in the room froze at the news, as if a bucket of water had been thrown on a campfire. Now the slavers had no bargaining chip to negotiate an escape. The only sounds in the room were that of knees once again trembling.


      The boss broke the silence. “Wh-What the hell?! They can’t all be gone, we had enough slaves to fill an entire godforsaken wagon! They have to be here! You mugs aren’t looking hard enough!”


      Another underling screamed in his boss’s face. “We’re tellin’ you, the cell’s completely empty! And there’s no place to hide in there, or anywhere else around here!”


      “That’s horseshit!” yelled the leader. “You’re telling me all those slaves escaped? Those bitches and their piss-pants managed to slip under our goddamn noses while we were resting in here and made it all the way out of this cave? Quit acting stupid and bring ’em here!”


      “You’re close, but not quite right,” said a supercute voice. “What actually happened was we had people sneak in here to rescue the slaves without you noticing.”


      All eyes in the room turned to Premay, Dewy, Meah, and Hifumi standing in front of the barricaded door they’d broken through effortlessly. Those who’d been manning the barricade now lay on the floor bleeding out. In other words, they were victims of a silent killing carried out while the bandits were arguing among themselves.


      Premay continued. “The Mohawks hid themselves using the SSR Conceal card and took the captives to the Great Tower using the SSR Teleportation card. And another thing, they’ve also captured and teleported the merchant you were hosting. He’s probably being tortured for information as we speak.”


      The Conceal card was able to camouflage the user from all five senses, as well as from any magical detection item or spell. The five Mohawks used that card to sneak through the cave, reach the captives, and whisk them away using the Teleportation card. Because the Mohawks would be liabilities in battle due to their low power levels, the party was assigned the backup role of rescuing the detainees. Of course, since the slavers knew nothing about Unlimited Gacha cards, all the men stared at the fairy maids with blank looks on their faces. But they were sure of one thing: Everyone was about to be slaughtered and no one would be spared. All four fairy maids flashed beautiful, picturesque smiles at their ill-fated prey.


      “No. N-No, wait!” said the boss. His face had turned pale and was slick with sweat, now that he was informed of how he’d really lost his hostages.


      “You’re fairy maids, aren’t ya?” said the leader. “That means you work for the Wicked Witch, who believes in the absolute autonomy of all humans! Why would she kill us? I thought she was supposed to be the protector of all humans!”


      The head slaver landed on his race as his last card to play. The remaining underlings brightened up when they heard their leader put up what they thought was a cunning rebuttal, and they added their voices to back him up.


      “Yeah! We’re humans too!”


      “You sure your boss wants ya to kill members of her own race?”


      “You’re supposed to abide by that declaration! Be reasonable!”


      Dewy adjusted her glasses. “It is clear that you people are bandits, which makes you no different than malicious monsters. That declaration does not apply to your type.”


      “C’mon! It has to!” said a raider. “It shouldn’t matter if we’re bandits or anything!”


      “So, yeah, we aren’t obligated to protect all humans?” said Meah. “That means if you commit super horrible crimes, then you’re pretty much out of luck?”


      “And it’s obvious you c-committed all sorts of crimes against humanity, and you need to be punished,” Hifumi added.


      “We were given very specific orders to make you all pay for the evils you did,” said Premay, beaming prettily. “That means we will execute everyone remaining in this cave, no matter how much you beg for your lives. Our highest and most noble master has already decided your fates, so we must make sure every last one of you meets your end.”


      The bandits felt violent chills run down their spines, ones surpassing the fear of death itself. The other fairy maids had punctuated Premay’s pronouncement by unleashing the energies of their absolute devotion to Light. Since their dungeon lord had ordered them to exterminate all the slavers, the maids were determined from the bottoms of their souls to follow that directive to the grisly end. The raiders palpably sensed that fanatical loyalty from the fairy maids, and they knew in their hearts that any further arguing was futile.


      “With that said, let’s start making them reap what they’ve sown,” said Premay.


      “No, spare me— Yaaah!”


      “No, don’t do this—”


      “I don’t wanna die like this! At least let me die with a little bit of dign—”


      All the protestations from the bandits fell on deaf ears, until the maids approached the leader last.


      “Look, I’ll pay you! Money! Yes, money!” he said. “I got lots of treasure, and it’s yours if you want! So please, spare me— Graaah!”


      The screams pealed through the walls of the cavern until no sound was left. On that day, the gang of slavers was completely exterminated, with no one left to tell the tale.

    

  

  
    
      Extra Story 10: The Hot Springs


      The fairy maids were directing dragons to clear more trees on the outskirts of Tower City, which was located in the middle of an untamed forest. One of the supervising fairy maids complained about the chore she was assigned.


      “Ugh, could this possibly suck any more?” said Meah. “I mean, doing work on the surface—isn’t that, like, the shortest end of the stick?”


      “I-I think so too, but d-don’t say it out loud,” Hifumi warned in whispered tones. “O-Or else someone might hear you.”


      Along with the dragons, the fairy maids had hired human males mainly to turn the uprooted trees into useful material, and to fill the holes left behind. Although Meah and Hifumi were too far away for anyone to hear them, the pair were on the receiving end of furtive glances from the workers. Because fairy maids were known for their sublime beauty incomparable to any women living on the surface world, a number of the men couldn’t help but steal hungry looks. Of course, Meah didn’t appreciate the attention.


      “Too bad for them, because we’ve already devoted our bodies, souls and every breath we take to Master Light anyway?” said Meah. “Wish they knew that all they’re doing is pissing me off?”


      “I-I know,” said Hifumi. “I-I-If only they just let us take care of the c-clearing, it’d get done f-faster.”


      As Hifumi suggested, the area around the city would be deforested a lot more efficiently if the fairy maids and the dragons handled all the work, with humans taken out of the picture. However, having human hands help with the clearing provided them with employment, which the fairy maids understood was necessary. At the same time, working on the surface world was one of the least desired assignments among fairy maids due to the unwanted gazes, so such work was done on rotation.


      A dragon growled at a particular spot, which Hifumi inspected. “I-I-It looks like w-we got a huge boulder here,” she said. “Wh-What should we do with it?”


      “We have to clear this whole area, and this thing’s in the way, yeah?” said Meah. “We can just let the dragon pull it out?”


      Taking the cue from Meah, the dragon grabbed the boulder and tried yanking it out, but no matter how much it strained and growled, the rock wouldn’t budge. But because dragons were highly intelligent, the monster stopped relying solely on brute strength and rocked the boulder from side to side to create more space to pull it out successfully. Once the dragon was satisfied the stone was loose enough, it pulled on the boulder again, and it was easily extracted this time. What came afterward made it growl sharply in confusion.


      “What? Is that water?” said Meah.


      “A-A-And it’s hot,” said Hifumi. “Is it heated underground?”


      Indeed, after the dragon uncorked the boulder, a fountain of hot water had begun spraying out. The fairy maids told the dragon to place the boulder back where it was to keep the water from inundating the area. Because of this unexpected discovery, part of the forest clearing work was suspended until further notice. Light was also informed of this occurrence.


      ✰✰✰


      “They discovered a hot spring on the surface?” I asked Ellie. We were both in my executive office in the Abyss, where she was giving me updates on Tower City’s development. During her briefing, she’d said something that grabbed my attention.


      “They said they found a source of heated water when they removed a boulder as they cleared the forest, Your Blessedness.” Ellie was smiling throughout this briefing, since she was always happy to see me. “They’ve put the boulder back in its original place and used magic to make extra sure there would be no flooding. The fairy maids tested the water, and they found that it was not ordinary hot water but part of the network of hot springs that used to be omnipresent throughout the ancient civilization.”


      “Who’d believe we’d discover an actual hot spring in Tower City,” I said. “The world is full of surprises.”


      Knowledge about the ancient civilization could be found in records discovered in dungeonified ruins and ancient buildings. Details about the civilization also survived in lore passed down through the ages. When I was in the Concord of the Tribes, I’d often hear about treasures or monsters dating back to those times that could still be found in certain dungeons and ruins—some of which were said to be so dangerous that almost nobody got out alive. Most of those tales ranged from the highly dubious to confirmed reports by treasure hunters, but stories about the ancient hot springs were arguably the most famous.


      Descriptions of hot springs often appeared in the ancient tomes, and those things were talked about a lot among adventurers and ordinary civilians alike. According to those records, bathing in a hot spring cured people of simple ailments like bruises, scrapes, fatigue, and skin problems. Hot springs were also said to be good for beauty treatment too.


      The ancients had different types of hot springs too, such as open air baths, baths with fruit floating in the water, things called ‘water slides,’ baths where all you did was splash water on yourself, and even baths where both men and women entered together.


      “I heard there are towns in the Dwarf Kingdom that recreated the old hot springs, since that country has a bunch of volcanoes,” I said. “But I didn’t expect one to show up near the Great Tower.”


      “Have you ever visited one of those hot spring towns, Blessed Lord?” asked Ellie.


      “Nope, not once,” I said. “Those places are only for those who have plenty of money to spare, or who want something to talk about back home.” Needless to say, I had absolutely no reason to go to a Dwarf Kingdom hot spring. “But I heard people say that those springs feel better than taking a regular bath.”


      “I believe it’s because the water contains minerals that promote health, so a good soak would in fact make one feel nicer,” Ellie replied.


      “Should’ve guessed you would know a lot about hot spring water too, Ellie,” I said.


      “No, my knowledge can never compare to your infinite wisdom, Blessed Lord,” Ellie said with a bow.


      “But now that we’ve discovered our own hot spring, it seems like a waste to just cover it up,” I said. “I don’t see a reason why we can’t make a building that uses that water. People in Tower City can take hot baths there and save on heating fuel, so it’ll promote good public hygiene too.”


      “And building such a facility will provide more work for the citizens,” said Ellie. “Such an excellent plan worthy of your genius, Your Blessedness!”


      I laughed. “Thanks, Ellie. And when the facility is done, we can commemorate the opening by going there and bathing together. We almost never get this opportunity anyway, and it’ll be good for everybody to take a chance to unwind.”


      For some reason, Ellie looked thunderstruck after hearing my suggestion, like someone had hit her out of nowhere with a ton of bricks. She recovered soon enough and smiled again, but I couldn’t help feeling that this smile was plastered on. Was what I said that out of line? I had to ask to make sure.


      “Uh, Ellie, did I say something weird?”


      “No, Blessed Lord Light, I don’t believe you’ve uttered anything that anyone would consider unbecoming of you. In fact, I’m deeply appreciative of how thoughtful you are to reward us for all the hard work we’ve carried out.”


      I looked at Ellie questioningly. “Okay, if you say so.” I didn’t think anyone would act that shocked over getting a hot spring bath as a reward.


      Hmm... Maybe that is a thing? I thought.


      “If you’ll excuse me, Blessed Lord, but I must make immediate preparations to build the hot spring resort,” Ellie said, who was still wearing that plastered-on smile. “I will endeavor to construct the resort as quickly as possible so that you may enjoy it at your earliest convenience.”


      “Uh, sure,” I said. “I’ll count on you, Ellie.” She once again gave me a picture-perfect bow before leaving my office.


      ✰✰✰


      After Ellie exited Light’s office, her cheeks immediately turned red.


      “I-I can’t believe Blessed Lord Light invited me (and everyone else) to bathe in the hot springs together!” Ellie managed to keep her voice low as she walked down the hallway, but her excitement came through all the same.


      “I-I never expected my Blessed Lord to be so bold and direct!” she added. “The day I finish the hot springs will be the day His Blessedness and I will deepen our love for one another!”


      A series of naughty fantasies coursed through Ellie’s head. That vivid imagination conflicted so violently with the chagrin at her indecent thoughts that she needed to stop walking. She buried her face in both hands as she writhed on that spot. Her saving grace was that nobody was in the hallway to witness her besotted moment, otherwise her reputation with everyone in the Abyss would take a crushing hit. After a few moments, Ellie managed to gain control of her overly bashful emotions.


      “I must remember it won’t be just me who’ll enter the hot spring with Blessed Lord Light,” she reasoned. “It would present somewhat of a problem if my first physical affair with His Blessedness were to be in front of everyone else. As a maiden, I should wish for that moment to be more romantic and private...”


      Ellie removed her hands from her flushed face and balled them into fists. “Everything I do is for Blessed Lord Light! As his future empress, consort and mother of his children, I, Ellie, will do whatever it takes to make all his desires come true!”


      ✰✰✰


      As the chief administrator of Tower City, Ellie launched the hot spring resort building project by promptly summoning the fairy maids who’d discovered the hot spring. All met for a briefing held in a meeting room at the bottom of the Abyss. Instead of relying on the usual rotating shift of fairy maids, Ellie decided to appoint the two maids she’d just summoned as the permanent staff that would work on the project without interruption. This would remove the hassle of constantly explaining the project to new sets of workers, and the maids in question complied since Light himself had ordered the construction of the resort.


      “And because I have entrusted you with supervising the work of building Blessed Lord Light’s hot spring baths, I will expect you to fulfill his command to the fullest extent of your abilities,” Ellie instructed from her seat in the meeting room.


      The fairy maids, Meah and Hifumi, stood before Ellie with written specs in hand.


      “So first off, this is an unbelievable honor to be commanded by Master Light to build his resort?” said Meah.


      “I-I-I can’t believe we’re being given such a wonderful project!” said Hifumi. “I-I feel so lucky to be alive!”


      Work on the surface was usually not well regarded by the fairy maids due to the never-ending gazes cast their way by men enraptured by their beauty, but a direct order from Light was a different story. Light was considered a god among fairy maids since he was the one who first summoned them from his Unlimited Gacha cards.


      Ellie furrowed her brows and assumed a no-nonsense expression. “Since you ladies were the ones to discover the source of the hot springs, you deserve to know a crucial detail.” She allowed a pregnant pause to linger before continuing. “His Blessedness pledged that he himself will enter the hot spring with all of us once the resort is complete, as a reward for our tireless service for him.”


      Both Meah’s and Hifumi’s large, doelike eyes widened to their limits upon hearing this news.


      “Miss Ellie, a-a-are you sure you heard what he said c-correctly?” asked Hifumi.


      “Dude! If you’re totally misrepresenting Master Light’s words, you’re gonna catch hell, okay?” said Meah. “And, like, we won’t care who you are?”


      “Why, how rude,” said Ellie. “I would never think to falsify anything that His Blessedness would say. You have my word that the Blessed Lord did indeed make that pledge personally to me.”


      For her part, Ellie had committed to her encyclopedic memory every conversation she’d had with Light since the first moment they met, so there was no way she would misremember his words. To be more accurate, Ellie had taken his recent promise and engraved it into her very soul. Meanwhile, the newly incentivized fairy maids narrowed their gazes in murderous determination.


      “Master Light said he’s gonna bathe with us?” said Meah. “Then if we wanna finish the project quicker, we should dump the humans and just build it ourselves? Plus hire others from the Abyss?”


      “I’m afraid we cannot allow that,” said Ellie. “Blessed Lord Light commissioned the hot spring resort as a way to grant human laborers employment as well. As the leader of the project, I will never allow anyone to stray from the Blessed Lord’s direct orders.”


      “Th-Th-Then what if we made the humans work day and night around the clock to get the job done?” asked Hifumi. “A-And if they even think of slacking off, we could glare at them a-and whip them into shape with actual whips!”


      “So, I mean, Master Light will just get mad at us if we’re that cruel to them?” said Meah. “If anything, we can just entice them to work harder and junk? Like, we can cheer them on with a bunch of chants, like ‘You can do it! Make it happen!’ so that they’d break their necks to impress us?”


      “Th-That’s it!” said Hifumi.


      “What a perfectly splendid suggestion,” said Ellie, who followed up with an idea of her own. “In that case, I will cast a buff on the workers in addition to your cheers. However, I should clarify that the buff is merely a spontaneous expression of my desire to encourage the workers. If that type of encouragement happens to result in a faster construction of the hot spring resort, then that is simply a convenient outcome.”


      If Ellie wanted to, she could build the hot springs resort in one night using her magic. But Light expressly ordered that the hot spring project should create jobs for humans, so such a shortcut would be forbidden. But using magic to help the human laborers work faster did not necessarily break the rule, so she saw no issues in choosing that route.


      “Way to go, Miss Ellie!” said Meah. “How are you such a mastermind?”


      “S-So glad we have a Level 9999 Forbidden Witch on our side!” said Hifumi.


      Ellie allowed a smile to form on her lips as she basked in the praise. “In that case, let’s begin our work, shall we?”


      “Y-Y-You can count on us, Miss Ellie!” Hifumi said breathlessly. “W-We’ll lay down our lives to finish this project as soon as possible!”


      “And after that, a bath with Master Light?” said Meah. “Who can even wait for that?”


      After just a month or so, the attraction officially known as the Great Tower Hot Spring completed its construction well ahead of any schedule based on purely human labor, thanks to the fairy maids cheerleading for the men, and Ellie applying buffs to the workers. On the day before it opened to the general public living in Tower City, Light reserved the resort for a pre-opening event exclusive to him and his allies in the Abyss.


      “So this is the hot spring Master Light told us about,” said Mei, who soaked in the heated mineral water with the other bathers. “I do believe this feels nicer than a regular bath.”


      “I myself think this feels amazing too,” said Iceheat.


      “Keh heh heh!” said Mera. “Personally, this doesn’t change the fact that I don’t like baths. I just can’t get used to my body getting wet.”


      Despite her misgivings, Mera shared the main hot spring bath with Mei and Iceheat, since she too had been personally invited to the facility by Light. Suzu was also part of the entourage, but she chose to bathe in a separate, smaller tub, this one filled with floating fruit discreetly covering the entire surface of the water. Suzu sighed contentedly, free of worries about anyone taking a peek at her lower half.


      “Little sister! Aoyuki! This bath’s so big we should swim in it!” said Nazuna, her eyes gleaming with excitement.


      “Nrrrow...” Aoyuki, who was soaking beside Nazuna, decided to ignore the foolhardy suggestion.


      “Uhh, I don’t think we’re supposed to swim in a bath, Auntie Nazuna,” said Yume.


      All in all, the women of the Abyss thoroughly enjoyed their time in the freshly built hot spring resort—or most of them at least. Ellie and the two fairy maids who’d led the construction project held their heads in abject frustration as they shared a bath.


      “Yes, I do remember Blessed Lord Light saying he would bathe together with us,” said Ellie. “But I should’ve known he meant he’d be in the men’s baths...”


      “I seriously wanna be a man right now?” said Meah.


      “Y-You and me both,” said Hifumi. “I-I’ve never wanted to be a man as much as I do r-right now...”


      Light had escorted everyone from the Abyss into the hot spring for the pre-open, but before Ellie, Meah, and Hifumi could stop him, Light took all the men to the male section of the resort, leaving the females to their own devices. Now that everyone was already soaking in the water, it would be too awkward to call Light to bathe in the women’s section. The resort also had an all-genders section, but that area was ultimately declared off-limits to use after Light weighed in on the idea prior to the opening.


      “Mixed bathing?” Light said at the time. “Wouldn’t that be asking for trouble?”


      Ellie had originally planned to bring Light with her to the women-only baths, or even go with him to the unisex space if it came down to it, but now she was left breathing out a sigh in resignation.


      “But let’s look at things positively,” said Ellie. “Nothing would please us more if Blessed Lord Light enjoyed his time at the hot spring resort we built for him. Even if our gender keeps us separated from him.”


      “Y-Yeah, you’re right!” said Hifumi.


      “Like, we’re happy if Master Light’s happy?” said Meah, who also embraced Ellie’s rationalization.


      As to whether Light was enjoying himself, the Mohawks had taken it upon themselves to ensure that outcome on the other side of the wall separating the men’s and women’s spaces.


      “Heh heh heh! Lemme scrub your back, Lord Light!”


      “Hey, you don’t get to butt in, bossman!”


      “Damn straight! We already got Lord Light’s back all covered!”


      “Wahoo! Then that leaves me to wash his hair!”


      Light laughed. “Thanks, guys. But I can wash myself just fine.”


      Gold, who was soaking in a hot spring bath while still wearing his full-face helmet, admonished the Mohawks from his vantage point. “I can very well sympathize with you chaps, but I’d suggest you take this rare opportunity to relax and not think about having to serve milord, what? But all of that aside, why are you still wearing those bally sunglasses?”


      “Sure, Gold, but maybe you should take off that helmet first, my bro,” said Jack. Light watched the exchange with unmitigated amusement as he continued scrubbing himself down with the guys.

    

  

  
    
      Extra Story 11: The Hot Springs with Silica


      “This hot spring water feels so nice,” said Silica, the girl who ran a shop in Tower City.


      “I know, it’s really incredible,” said her shopgirl employee.


      The two maidens were soaking in the large, pool-sized bath at the newly opened facility. There were other types of baths, such as a tub filled with floating fruit, a bath filled with medicinal herbs, and a spot simply for splashing water over one’s body. Furthermore, there was an all-genders bath nestled further in the back of the resort, but the doors to that area were locked, and use of that bath was prohibited under the orders of the Wicked Witch of the Tower.


      Why would they add a mixed bath if nobody was going to use it? Silica wondered as she soaked up to her shoulders in the heated water. At that moment, her employee piped up, not to answer Silica’s inward question but to express her delight.


      “I’m so glad we took the day off to come here,” said the girl, who lived with Silica at her shop. “I never imagined a hot spring would be this perfect.”


      “Same here,” said Silica. “I only heard about hot springs from my parents or their merchant friends, but they never told me that lounging in a huge hot spring bath in the middle of the day would feel this amazing.”


      Silica was an orphan of merchant parents, and people in that trade often interacted with each other by sharing rumors, swapping business tips, and passing on warnings about various threats. When Silica was younger, she was privy to much of the talk that came through the grapevine, including tales about hot springs.


      “I heard the Dwarf Kingdom had hot springs, but I can’t believe I’d get to enter a resort like this like royalty,” said Silica.


      “It’s so unbelievable, Silica,” said the shopgirl. “I’d never imagine that someone like me, a poor outcast from her own country, would ever experience a hot spring.”


      Although the girl was partly poking fun at herself, her description of her backstory was entirely true. Queen Lilith had ordered all spies to be banished from the Human Kingdom, including their families and their extended families. The girl was part of this wave of exiles, the majority of whom had had no idea that a relative was involved in espionage. Although most of the outcasts were wholly innocent of treason, Lilith needed to assert her authority as the freshly installed monarch, so she couldn’t take chances on retaining people who were conceivably connected to the vast network of spies that had formerly operated with impunity inside her kingdom. Most of the unfortunate outcasts chose to seek asylum at the Great Tower, with the shopgirl being one of them.


      “I know, it’s sad how they threw you out of the country,” said Silica. “But thanks to you being here, I don’t have to run myself into the ground managing the shop alone anymore.”


      The girl laughed. “I’m not comfortable around men, so I’m glad I was able to find a job at your place, Silica.”


      The girl was actually the second person Silica had brought on to help at the store. The first employee, Miki, had been a normal teenage girl, just like the current shopmaid, but Miki had mysteriously disappeared without a trace. More precisely, everybody somehow pretended that Miki never existed in the first place.


      The shopgirl, who was leaning against the edge of the bath, twisted onto her front and allowed her petite frame to float in the water, which exposed her rear end above the surface.


      That’s not very modest, thought Silica. But maybe it’s fine since this is an all-women bath?


      “But now that we have a hot spring resort, things are going to get pretty busy again at our shop,” the girl complained, ending Silica’s train of thought.


      “What do you mean?” she asked. “Oh yeah, there’s probably going to be a higher demand for soap now.”


      Apart from the two girls, many women from Tower City had entered the hot spring resort today, and they of course had soap in hand. It was possible to purchase soap on-site at the facility, but many people elected to come with their own. Given that reality, Silica’s store would conceivably draw people coming to buy soap for cheap.


      “But we’re not the only store that sells soap, so I don’t think we need to worry that much,” said Silica.


      “Do you think so?” asked the shopgirl.


      Silica went on to explain that basically every shop in Tower City carried soap—and all for around half the price as in towns outside the city. In some cases, the soap could be bought at a third of the normal going rate in other places. This was because the soap in Tower City was actually produced by the N Soap cards manifested in large quantities by Light’s Unlimited Gacha. The fairy maids would take the leftover soap not used by the Abyss and wholesale it to the city’s shops, in the interest of promoting good hygiene. Because it was the fairy maids who supplied the soap, the men would also buy the item frequently, even calling it “fairy maid soap.”


      “So that’s why I don’t think we’re going to see that big of an uptick,” said Silica.


      “Wow, you really were raised by merchants,” said the shopgirl.


      Silica giggled. “I was only the daughter of traveling merchants, to be clear.”


      After being praised, Silica felt her cheeks turn flush, and it wasn’t from the hot bath. But she was entirely correct that the pressure of selling soap was broadly distributed among all shops in Tower City, so the two girls would not face a rush of buyers.


      Thanks to her coming to my shop, I now have a lighter workload, thought Silica. I asked the fairy maids to find me a second worker too, and if they’re able to, then my work will be even easier.


      For a long time, Silica had done the grueling work of running the shop all by herself, but now that she had one permanent employee, her burden had eased significantly. If Silica could add another girl to her staff, all she’d have to keep up with from day to day was updating the store’s account ledger. Silica could feel that auspicious chapter in her career drawing ever closer to reality.


      Now that we’re both keeping the shop running and I don’t have to agonize over looking for help, I can finally relax, thought Silica. And if we do get another shopgirl, my work will be extra easy. That means I can take more days off, kick back, drink tea, and eat sweets just like aristocrats. Those days are just around the corner, and my time will finally arrive! I’ll never need to worry about the crushing work of running an entire store by myself ever again!


      While Silica was silently congratulating herself for making progress toward the good life, the shopgirl offered a contrary opinion.


      “That’s too bad, I think,” she said. “If we got busier, we could make more sales.”


      “Um, I wouldn’t think so,” Silica said, her eyes closed in reverie. “We don’t really make much money off the soap itself, so even if our shop became busier, we wouldn’t be able to earn enough profit to justify the extra work.”


      Silica then hit upon an idea on a whim, without giving thought to anything else. “Oh, but if we did want to make some extra profit, we could make use of this hot spring water instead of selling soap.”


      “This water?” asked the shopgirl. “But I thought a hot spring was only for bathing. Are you saying we should build another hot spring resort?”


      “Nope,” said Silica. “When I was younger, I heard from another merchant that the Dwarf Kingdom towns that have hot springs also use the water for cooking food, and they also turn the water into a bunch of products. I think we could do that for this hot spring.”


      “Oh, that actually sounds interesting,” said a voice from above.


      “If I may ask, what kinds of products could be made? Will it be difficult making them?” said another.


      “No, it’s pretty easy,” Silica answered, eyes still shut from the warm pleasure of the bath. “They use the hot springs to either boil eggs or make steamed vegetables and meats. They also just bottle the water and sell it that way.”


      “S-Silica...” The shopgirl timorously tried to warn her boss to pay attention, but Silica, fully immersed in her relaxation, failed to pick up on the cue.


      “So they sell bottles of hot spring water as is? But wouldn’t people think that’s simply crude and unimaginative?”


      “Not at all, I don’t think,” said Silica. “Just soaking in the hot spring is good for your health, which means drinking the water is even better for you. Of course, we wouldn’t sell water that we’ve already bathed in. It would be fresh water. Also, the eggs and other foods we cook in it would be filled with the minerals, so eating those dishes is supposed to be good for your health. That’s what I heard from the merchants when I was younger.”


      “In that case, running such a business would be easy enough for human women and children to do, and we wouldn’t have to be involved either. It would even create new jobs for the city.”


      “Jobs?” said Silica. “Then we would need the fairy maids to help us with that, or even the Great Witch—” at that moment, Silica finally opened her eyes and saw the two fairy maids standing over her. One was so exaggeratingly pretty that her cuteness seemed to supersede her personality, and the other maid wore glasses and seemed like the prim and proper type. Silica quickly realized that she had been speaking to the fairy maids this whole time.


      The two fairy maids—Premay and Dewy—had decided to spend their day off by coming to the surface world and soaking in the same hot spring resort that Light had visited the other day. Neither were part of the limited retinue of fairy maids that had participated in the pre-opening event Light had arranged for his allies from the Abyss. After all, if all the fairy maids in the dungeon were given priority entrance, then the residents of Tower City would need to wait weeks for their chance to use the facility, so only a handful of those recognized for their meritorious deeds had been invited to the pre-open.


      Once Silica was aware of who was speaking to her, she started sweating, and not from the heat of the water. The two fairy maids, whose beauty even drew the transfixed stares of women, now stood fully disrobed before her, but Silica was too consumed by dread to be distracted by their exquisite bodies. She stood up and bowed her head frantically.


      “P-Please forgive me!” she said. “I had no idea I was speaking with the great fairy maids, so please pardon my completely thoughtless ramblings!”


      To the citizens of Tower City, the fairy maids were regarded as divine servants, as angels. It was a matter of course, since they served the Wicked Witch of the Tower, the exalted being who protected the city from all enemies. It was bad form for Silica to speak so casually in front of the fairy maids, even if she hadn’t been aware of their presence. Other people in the women’s baths, including the shopgirl, had turned sheet pale after witnessing Silica’s faux pas, but the fairy maids didn’t seem to mind at all. If anything, they regarded Silica like an undiscovered treasure.


      “We aren’t angry with you in the least, so there’s no need to apologize,” said Premay. “In fact, we think very highly of the knowledge you displayed.”


      “Indeed, we have yet to create enough jobs to satisfy everyone in the city,” said Dewy. “If we adopt your suggestions, we’ll be able to generate new demand and create more jobs for our residents. Nobody could be angry at that.”


      Premay and Dewy were showering Silica with praise, but instead of being relieved, Silica felt a heartburn developing.


      “Since time is of the essence, you should tell the Great Witch your proposals right away,” said Premay, smiling up a storm. “I hope you’re available right now to do it.”


      “If this turns into a success, we might even receive praise from our master, just like Meah and Hifumi!” said Dewy.


      “I sure hope so!” said Premay. “That way, those two can finally stop lording it over us every time we’re in the bedroom together.”


      After hearing what was in store for her, Silica’s heartburn crescendoed until it almost made her belch in front of the fairy maids, but she barely held it in. If Silica wasn’t mistaken, she was about to be escorted to meet the Wicked Witch, the very ruler of the Great Tower. Just imagining that scenario made Silica’s stomach twist with anxiety, but what was worse, she was in absolutely no position to refuse the fairy maids, who took care of everyone in the city.


      “You should come with us, if you don’t mind,” Premay said with another dazzling smile. “We’ll pay for your stay at the hot spring and compensate you for your time.”


      “I’ll go ahead and make the arrangements with the Great Witch.” Dewy left the women’s baths without bothering to hear Silica’s response. Although the fairy maid all but ran to the exit, her quick stride was still graceful and elegant. But now that she’d gone to make contact with the witch, it robbed Silica of any remaining opportunity to refuse, meaning the young girl was now slated to visit the Wicked Witch and conduct an impromptu presentation on hot spring products. Silica gazed at her employee in a silent plea for help, but things were out of the shopgirl’s hands. Silica looked at everyone else in the women’s baths, but all the onlookers averted their eyes as well.


      “You should get prepared to meet the Great Witch,” said Premay. “The Great Witch is a kind, merciful figure, and all you are doing is repeating what you just said to us, so there’s nothing to be scared of.”


      “Y-Yes, understood...” Silica managed to utter. “You can take me to her.” Because Silica used to be a slave, that past trauma prevented her from accepting Premay’s assurances at face value. All she knew was that there was no escape from her fateful encounter with the Wicked Witch. Absolutely no escape. So Silica followed Premay to the exit of the women’s baths like a calf about to be sold to slaughter.


      ✰✰✰


      “I promise, you’re going to be fine,” said Premay. “The Great Witch is a gentle ruler.”


      “Y-Yes, understood,” said Silica. Why is this happening to me?


      As Premay was leading Silica inside the Great Tower, the young girl recounted everything that had happened leading up to this moment.


      Silica and the shopgirl she’d hired had taken the day off to hit the new hot spring resort, and the heated bath felt so good, both were able to forget about their day-to-day drudgeries. Silica was shooting the breeze with her employee while half asleep with pleasure, and she ended up blurting out business ideas for the hot spring without realizing that the fairy maids Premay and Dewy were listening in on the conversation.


      The fairy maids said Silica should share her ideas with the Wicked Witch, reasoning that the new businesses would create employment. Recently, the population of Tower City had expanded so much that there weren’t enough jobs for everyone. The situation had not reached a crisis level yet, since the public works project to expand the city provided plenty of work for able-bodied men, but there was a shortage of jobs that were suitable for women and children who wanted them. But when Premay and Dewy heard Silica’s business ideas, the maids realized that new enterprises such as these could be game changers in providing work for women and children, so they invited Silica to come explain the new businesses to the Wicked Witch of the Tower.


      Urrgh... thought Silica. My stomach is killing me... Not only was Silica being summoned by beings likened to angels, those divine emissaries were bringing her to the very god-savior who ruled from the Great Tower: the Wicked Witch. Silica was a former slave who had been eking out a living as a shopkeeper, so it was only natural that she would be anxious enough over the encounter to develop indigestion.


      With Premay leading the way, they strode through the entire expanse of the first floor of the Great Tower, then took a staircase to the second floor, a place where Silica had never been before.


      When they took Miki to the second floor, she never came back down. Silica once again recalled her blonde-haired friend who’d worked briefly as her live-in employee. But not only had Miki disappeared without a trace, the whole city now treated Miki as if she never even existed. The memory of that episode tightened the knots in Silica’s stomach.


      Premay led Silica to the third floor of the tower and toward the reception parlor there. Premay knocked on the door and ushered Silica into the room, where Dewy was dressed in her full maid uniform waiting on someone seated on a sofa—a young woman wearing a hood. The woman, the Wicked Witch of the Tower, took notice of Silica and directed a gaze at her, though her eyes were totally obscured by the hood. That sight alone constricted Silica’s stomach even tighter.


      I-I can’t believe I have to talk with the Great Witch in her own room, thought Silica. She had met the Wicked Witch once before briefly when Prince Clowe and then-Princess Lilith toured the Great Tower and the settlement, but at the time, the witch spoke to her as merely one of many ordinary citizens. Silica had never been summoned for a solo audience before.


      “I believe you’re the girl who has novel ideas regarding how we can create new, gainful employment with our hot spring,” the Wicked Witch said in a songlike, mellifluous voice. “I’ve received a summary from my maid, and I think they are excellent proposals. I wish to hear more from you, my dear.”


      “Y-Yes, Your Excellency!” Silica said in a squeaky voice. “That is, i-if you don’t mind my speaking.”


      “My goodness, you hardly need to be so tense,” said the Wicked Witch. “But I suppose being led to this sudden visit would make any reasonable person apprehensive. Perhaps we can share some tea to calm your nerves. Please, do have a seat.”


      The Wicked Witch motioned Silica to the opposite sofa facing her. Silica, for her part, wanted to quickly reiterate her idea and leave as soon as possible, but she obediently acquiesced to the invitation. Although the Wicked Witch was acting amicable, she was the same destructive force that had toppled the Elven Queendom, slaughtered thousands of beastfolk, and strong-armed multiple nations into backing Lilith as the new queen. Silica, a young human girl, had every reason to be frightened of the witch, given that background.


      “I’ll also prepare for us my specialty sweets to go with the tea,” said the Wicked Witch. “You may take leisure and enjoy the refreshments.”


      I can’t sit leisurely and improperly in front of the Great Witch! Silica thought but didn’t say. Instead, she did her best to smile. “Thank you very much! I-I can’t wait to have the sweets!”


      Silica dutifully drank the tea and ate the snacks that were placed in front of her, but she was far too nervous to know how they tasted. Nevertheless, she made sure to say everything was delicious, and she managed to force down the throbbing ache in her stomach with tea and sheer grit. By the time the fairy maids brought a second round of tea snacks to the table, Silica had become comfortable enough to speak at length about her business ideas, after being prompted by the tower witch.


      “That makes sense, and I could see how new jobs could be made,” the Wicked Witch replied after Silica finished her pitch. “And the jobs are so easy that even women and children can do them.”


      The witch expressed evident interest in the idea before voicing her concerns. “That said, I’m still unclear on how bottling hot spring water will work as a product. I can understand selling food cooked in the water and steam, but what gives me pause is bottling the water to sell by itself. Wouldn’t that be exactly the same as selling normal water, especially if it is cooled down?”


      “A-As I told the fairy maids, hot spring water isn’t ordinary water,” said Silica. “It contains minerals that are good for the body if you bathe in it, so those same healthy minerals will be in the bottled water we sell. We can market it to people as a health drink. Of course, we won’t sell water from the actual baths—we would use fresh hot spring water.”


      “Oh, I see. So it would be a beverage with health benefits,” said the Wicked Witch. “What an interesting idea that is.”


      The witch paused. “Perhaps it would be worth it if I reach out to my contacts in the Dwarf Kingdom for more details, since they have hot spring resorts there as well...” The witch thought about the proposal for several more seconds. Although this break in the conversation was short, it was a sign that the witch found the exchange with Silica to be valuable. When she finally spoke again, her voice sounded brighter, even though the hood still made her facial expressions invisible to those in her presence.


      “What you said was highly enlightening,” said the Wicked Witch. “I do believe your ideas will help provide jobs for the women and children who aren’t built for hard labor. I shall send you a reward afterward to show my appreciation for granting me your time.”


      “I-I’m very happy I could be of help!” said Silica, who was glad that her time at the Great Tower was over. She felt her stomach pain ease at this point. That was until she witnessed the Wicked Witch smile under her hood, which caused an ominous chill to run up Silica’s spine.


      “May I have your name again, my dear?” asked the witch.


      “M-My name is Silica,” she said.


      “Miss Silica, is it? I do believe I will remember that name,” said the Wicked Witch. “If you have any other ideas for me, please feel free to tell the fairy maids. If the ideas are useful enough to adopt, I will once again express my appreciation in full.”


      “Thank you so much, G-Great Witch,” Silica answered.


      Ellie only had good intentions when she mentioned she would remember Silica’s name, but to the girl, the Wicked Witch was an ultrapowerful being as unreachable as the heavens. The pressure of being known by such a demigod had once again made her stomach churn.

    

  

  
    
      Extra Story 12: The Clockman


      “I’m the strongest!” Nazuna declared. “I’m so super strong that master asked me to protect everyone while he’s away!”


      “Golly, you’re so amazing, Auntie Nazuna,” Yume said without missing a beat. “Does that mean you’re stronger than my brother?”


      “I am plenty strong, little sister, but not as strong as master,” Nazuna admitted. “I’m the strongest, but master’s stronger than me, so that means master’s the strongest!”


      The two maidens were walking down a corridor in the bottom of the Abyss, and the fairy maid following them as their attendant regarded the vacuous conversation with a knowing silence. Nazuna was acting like a schoolboy trying to impress a girl, even name-dropping Light for good measure, but the truth of the matter was that Light had more or less placed Nazuna on permanent standby in the Abyss. Nazuna was indeed the mightiest warrior at Light’s command, but she was too much of a destructive force to safely bring along as a fellow adventurer on the surface world. Nazuna also did not possess the aptitude to properly conduct herself, or to adapt to the wide range of situations that could present themselves on the surface, and a mishap on Nazuna’s part could put Light’s mission in jeopardy, not to mention people’s lives.


      At the same time, there were no real jobs in the Abyss that Nazuna was suited to perform, at least not at the same capacity as Mei, Ellie, or Aoyuki. But Light couldn’t afford to completely neglect Nazuna and risk upsetting her. One of Nazuna’s strong points was that she was the life of the Abyss, and she needed to be cheerful and sunny to perform that role. Taking that into account, Light decided to appoint Nazuna as the unofficial guardian of the dungeon who would go on patrols and look out for everyone whenever he was away. Nazuna took him at his word that this was an important mission, and she would boast about her assignment to Yume every chance she had.


      Yume, like everyone else, had figured out the underlying reason for Nazuna’s daily “duty,” but instead of correcting Nazuna, Yume would gleefully—and diplomatically—affirm Nazuna’s bragging rights. Yume had learned the finer points of social tact while she was an apprentice maid in the Human Kingdom’s royal palace. The attending fairy maid, meanwhile, mentally complimented Yume on her social graces as she followed the pair. At any rate, it was certainly true that Nazuna was the strongest in the Abyss, apart from Light, so there was little point in quibbling over minor details.


      Nazuna and Yume approached a corner of a hallway where a cuckoo clock announced the new hour of the day. A wooden chick painted yellow repeatedly poked its head out from the top of the clock to cheep along with the bell.
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      The clock had been manifested by Light’s Unlimited Gacha, and it was an item desperately needed in the Abyss. Since these recesses of the dungeon were located deep underground, the denizens were unable to tell time from the position of the sun in the sky, so clocks were vital to keep track of the hours. In fact, telling time from gacha clocks was more precise than using the sun’s position, and the devices helped the retainers perform their work more efficiently. The clocks were truly a godsend, but they were also a source of friction from certain angles.


      “Look, it’s a birdie!” Yume said looking at the yellow chick that bobbed up and down from the clock. “It’s even chirping like a real bird! Don’t you think it’s cute Auntie Nazuna— Auntie Nazuna?”


      No matter how many times Yume had seen cuckoo clocks in the Abyss, she would gush over how adorable the mechanical birds were. That said, this was her first time encountering one while walking with Nazuna, so she was confused why the mighty Vampire Knight seemed terrified of the clock.


      Yume tilted her head quizzically. “What’s wrong? Maybe you don’t like birdies?”


      “Nuh-uh, little sister,” said Nazuna. “I love those cute little birdies too, b-but...”


      Nazuna gulped out of anxiety. “The fairy maids said there’s a buncha rules we gotta follow, right? One is that we’re not supposed to break these clocks, or even fiddle with ’em or touch ’em for any reason.”


      “Oh yeah, I do remember...” said Yume, who was still full of questions.


      “Not even master’s allowed to break that rule,” Nazuna explained. “But one time, I messed up and broke a clock by mistake. Thanks to that, I had a real bad day.”


      “Even my brother has to follow that rule?” Yume was genuinely astonished this time. “And I thought you were the strongest—how could anyone give you a bad day?”


      “It happened before you came here, little sister,” Nazuna began, wearing a dour expression. “I thought the birdie looked so cute and chirpy, so I wanted to have a closer look. But when I grabbed the birdie...”


      “What happened?” Yume asked, tilting her head quizzically again.


      “I grabbed the bird so hard I snapped the springs...” Nazuna looked increasingly terrified at the memory. “And right at that moment, that guy showed up outta nowhere and punched me without warning.”


      Nazuna started shivering so much she needed to wrap her arms around herself. “I’m supposed to be strongest around here, but I can’t stand that guy.”


      “And I told you not two touch my clocks four any reason, yet not only did you put your five fingers on the clock, you broke it two boot!”


      Nazuna yelped out loud at the voice that came from behind her and spun around. Standing before her was the guy she couldn’t stand: He stood tall at 180 centimeters, donned a suit over his slender frame, wore leather gloves, and carried a metal toolbox. However, the most unusual thing about him was his face, which looked exactly like a clock. The face even had the hour, minute, and second hands, the latter ticking perpetually in tandem with the passage of time. He was known as the SSSR Level 1051 Clockman, an Unlimited Gacha summon who was in charge of cleaning, maintaining, and tuning all the clocks in the Abyss.


      The Clockman so completely resembled the face of a timepiece, it was a mystery how he was able to speak. One look at that face sent Nazuna scampering behind Yume, hackles raised.


      “Th-That’s him! The Clockman!” yelled Nazuna.


      “Of course I’m here, because some one has two do maintenance on this clock on time.” Clockman shrugged his shoulders in an exasperated manner. “If not me, then who else would it be?”


      Clockman had a habit of replacing words with numbers, giving him a rather distinctive speech pattern. This was paired with another habit that would more accurately be called an irascible obsession.


      “Milady Yume, I will ask that you refrain from touching any of these clocks like that fool is prone two do,” said the Clockman. “Clocks are very delicate devices, and even a slight touch will cause disrepair, so please be prudent four your own good.”


      The obsession was that Clockman could absolutely not abide anyone other than himself touching the clocks in the Abyss, not even Light. It was because he spent every day cleaning, inspecting, and adjusting the times on these clocks. Because his face always showed the correct time, he was able to tell if a clock was off by one-thousandth of a second and fix the difference.


      Clocks were precision instruments made with tiny metal components. However, changes in temperature could expand and shrink the metal parts and make the clock go out of order, as would any magnets. Clocks were vulnerable to sudden shocks and vibrations, and changes in humidity would throw them off kilter as well. Because of all those issues, clock owners would need to tighten the springs regularly and, once every few months, dismantle it to oil or replace parts.


      The Clockman performed every one of those duties for the clocks in the Abyss, and thanks to him, everybody was able to keep to their schedules and maintain order. A high amount of exactness was needed to perform this job, but that had resulted in Clockman being exacting in his personality as well. Just the sight of someone touching a clock would put him on edge, but if anyone were unlucky enough to break one, it would make him flip his wig completely—enough to punch even Nazuna, the most powerful warrior in the Abyss. Because of that history, Clockman did not get along well with Nazuna, and Nazuna likewise was antagonistic toward Clockman.


      “I’m not a fool!” Nazuna roared from behind Yume. “In fact, you’re a fool for callin’ me a fool, Clock Dummy!”


      “A ‘Clock Dummy’ you say?” said Clockman. “I consider that a compliment. And I will remind you, Miss Nazuna, that you are never two touch any of my clocks again, not four any reason.”


      “I know the rules, Clock Dummy!” Nazuna shouted. “If we’re done here, then get lost already!”


      “Perhaps you’ve fourgotten, but I’m here two do maintenance on this cuckoo clock.” The Clockman set about doing his job, ignoring the palpable animosity from the Level 9999 warrior. He placed his toolbox on the floor, opened it, and started working on the clock. Nazuna pursed her lips at the pretentiously unflappable attitude on display by Clockman, then took Yume by the hand.


      “Fine, then we’ll just go ourselves!” said Nazuna. “Let’s go, little sister. If we stick around longer, he’s gonna give us a beating, since he doesn’t like people bothering him anyway!”


      “Um, sure, let’s go, Nazuna,” said Yume. “Please forgive us, Mr. Clockman. See you around.”


      “Oh, you don’t need two apologize, milady,” said Clockman.


      As Yume was being led off by Nazuna, she watched Clockman work on the cuckoo clock, seemingly unbothered by Nazuna’s browbeating. Yume was also not rattled by the strange behavior exhibited by Clockman.


      People relate to others in so many ways here, Yume mused. Just like they do at the village and the palace. She wistfully thought of her past lives as she strolled down the corridor, and she once again appreciated how there was such a wide range of conflicting personalities in the Abyss.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      This is the author Meikyou Shisui here, and I wish to extend my sincere thanks for reading and/or picking up this twelfth volume of Backstabbed in a Backwater Dungeon: My Trusted Companions Tried to Kill Me, But Thanks to the Gift of an Unlimited Gacha I Got LVL 9999 Friends and Am Out For Revenge on My Former Party Members and the World!


      As I wrote in the previous volume, thanks to all your support, the Unlimited Gacha anime has been greenlit, and now that some more time has passed since that previous juncture, I’m able to disclose more information about the anime.


      And without further ado... The Unlimited Gacha anime is scheduled to broadcast fall 2025. I’m really looking forward to watching it! There is also an official X account for the anime, and an official webpage has launched as well.


      Furthermore, a trailer for the anime was released Thursday, April 17th! I hope you all checked out the video. If there are any of you out there who haven’t seen it yet, then I hope you check it out soon.


      With that said, on to my usual acknowledgments!


      First, tef! This volume had a smorgasbord of new characters, yet you once again came up with wonderful character designs and illustrations for this volume, and I can’t thank you enough! Those new characters can be seen on the cover of this volume, and they look fantastic. But you always draw fantastic covers and illustrations for the novels, and I greatly appreciate the work!


      Next is the HJ Novels’ editorial team! Thank you once again for having my back whenever I needed it. You’ve also been there to take care of a whole bunch of things regarding the anime, which is highly appreciated! I’ll probably continue to be a pest, but I hope we can keep working closely together going forward.


      Furthermore, I wish to thank Takafumi Oomae, the fine artist and scene-setter behind the manga adaptation of Unlimited Gacha, new chapters of which are published every Tuesday on the Magazine Pocket app. My thanks to the Kodansha editorial team as well! Right now, a popular character from the novel, the Demonkin Nation Master named Miki, is currently making her appearance in the manga! Thanks to Oomae’s artistic wizardry, Miki has sprung to life extra vividly on the pages of the manga in my eyes. If there are any Unlimited Gacha fans who haven’t checked out the manga yet, now is definitely the time!


      And last but not least, I’d like to thank all my readers! This time around, we finally come to the prelude of the revenge against Santor, the centaur party member of the Concord of the Tribes. I personally had fun writing this volume, which also includes the big reveal of the four fairy maids’ names! I hope you readers also enjoy reading this volume.


      I will reiterate that my long-held dream of seeing a Meikyou Shisui work animated has come to fruition thanks to all of your support, and that anime is currently in production! The only reason we’ve come this far is because of you, the fans. At the risk of repeating myself, I thank you all from the bottom of my heart!


      In order to repay at least a small part of that debt, I will put all my efforts into making Unlimited Gacha an exciting read all the way to the conclusion. And I look forward to all of you sticking with me to the last page!


      PS: Just like in the previous volumes, I have written a bonus story that is available to everyone who purchased this novel. To access the bonus story, go to my activity updates on the Shosetsuka ni Naro website, and check the entry dated April 2025. The password is: urusilyu. [Please note: As of this English-language publication, this password has expired.]
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      Bonus Short Story


      A Day in the Life of Urushu


      The Abyss contained both the bottommost layer, where most of Light’s denizens resided, and the upper layers that served as a regular dungeon. The upper layers were overseen by the Level 5000, Thunderbolt Commander, Urushu, a powerful lightning sorcerer who managed and maintained his domain and deployed the army of personnel under his purview.


      Despite this, Urushu appeared to be an incredibly adorable dog with large, pointed ears and round and innocent eyes, with a sausage-like torso carried by stubby little legs. His short tail as seen from behind would wave from side to side whenever he waddled forward. But Urushu was no ordinary dog—the halo that floated above his head would attest to that. Furthermore, every resident in the Abyss respected the leader for a very specific reason.


      “I’m so glad you’re here, Mr. Urushu!” a fairy maid said one day when Urushu was visiting the bottom layer. “Can you please come with me?”


      The fairy maid picked Urushu up and ran down the hallway to the source of the problem. Urushu was powerful enough to break free from the fairy maid’s arms if he felt like it, but instead of resisting, he allowed her to escort him in that rather undignified manner. The pair soon arrived at the trouble spot. It turned out to be the UR Level 7777, Ironblooded Barricade, Jack engaging in another war of words with the UR Level 5000, Card Keeper, Annelia.


      “Annelia, dude, why can’t I call ya one of my bros?” said Jack.


      “Why must I be one of your little ‘bros’?” said Annelia. “You’re my Jackie-poo, which means you’re the little kiddo, not me.”


      Both Jack and Annelia had the questionable habit of treating people they favored as if they were their younger siblings. Jack called almost every person in the Abyss his little “bro” and Annelia would address nearly everyone as her “kiddo,” regardless of their age or rank. Because of this similarity in their personalities, whenever Jack and Annelia ran into each other, they squabbled over which one had the right to engage with the other in the diminutive sense.


      Standing nearby was Alth, Annelia’s actual younger brother and a fellow Level 5000 Card Keeper. He was once again panicking over his sister’s flippant attitude toward someone who substantially outleveled her. Beside him was the UR Level 8888, Menace of Mayhem, Khaos, who regarded the second Card Keeper with a somber look of pity. Despite possessing the highest power level among the four, Khaos purposely didn’t step in to intervene. He had learned long ago that things would go very badly if he did. There were fairy maids milling about on the outskirts of the kerfuffle, but their power levels were too low to intercede. When one of the fairy maids had happened to spot Urushu, she’d quickly brought him over to mediate.


      That same fairy maid now stood between Jack and Annelia, with Urushu in hand. Urushu indeed distracted everyone with his adorable appearance, until he started to speak.


      “If you don’t mind, could you pause your verbal scuffle for a moment?” Urushu said in his deep, genteel baritone.


      “Oh, Urushu?” said Jack.


      “Urushu-poo?” said Annelia.


      Both Jack and Annelia flinched upon hearing Urushu’s voice, like children caught by their father doing something naughty.


      “I realize that both of you care for each other very much, to the point where you wish to employ terms of endearment to feel closer to one another,” Urushu said. “I do believe your mutual feelings for each other are magnificent; however, I would hesitate to call this the most appropriate setting to express those thoughts, since the passions you display are quite clearly having an opposite effect on everyone you see here.”


      “S-Sorry, man,” said Jack. “Think I got a little too heated.”


      “Yes... You’re right, sweetie,” Annelia said to Urushu. “I shouldn’t have been so intense with him.”


      Both Jack and Annelia were genuinely contrite. Although they sought to treat everyone in the dungeon as their younger siblings, Urushu was one of the rare exceptions. Jack and Annelia never propositioned Urushu to be either a “bro” or a “kiddo” because he seemed to have a higher level of emotional maturity due to his disposition. Urushu looked like a toy dog, but on top of his debonair voice, he was earnest, highly sociable and courteous almost to a fault.


      “Thank you so much, Mr. Urushu!” said the fairy maid. “And I deeply apologize for bringing you here with little explanation.”


      “I also appreciate your help, Mr. Urushu,” said Alth. “I was not able to do anything to stop my dear sister from acting rashly and... Oof, my stomach.”


      “It was the least I could do to contribute,” said Urushu. “And Alth, if your stomach is bothering you, I’d recommend that you take some medicine.”


      “Thank you once again, Mr. Urushu,” said Alth. “I do wish my sister would behave herself so that I would not need to rely on any medicine.” Alth proceeded to laugh wanly at his self-deprecating humor.


      “Alth, I’m free to talk about this afterward, if you’d like,” said Khaos. The warrior mage usually never cared to relate to anyone in the Abyss, but he empathized deeply with Alth’s plight, since Khaos too had once been overwhelmed by Annelia’s excesses.


      “Mr. Khaos...” said a clearly moved Alth. “Can we really talk? Please?”


      After observing that Alth would likely be in good hands with Khaos, Urushu asked the fairy maid to place him on the ground so he could continue on to his intended destination, Mei’s maid office, to relay his report on the current state of affairs in the upper dungeon. But on his way there, he was picked up by yet another fairy maid.


      “I’m so glad I found you, Mr. Urushu!” said the fairy maid. “Can I trouble you for a moment?”


      Once again, Urushu allowed himself to be transported to another quarrel, this time between the UR Level 7777, Frozen Firestorm Grappler, Iceheat, and the UR Level 7777, Chimera, Mera.


      “And why should I not?” Iceheat was yelling just then. “This is my door, so I myself am free to do what I wish with it!”


      Mera cackled out of impatience. “‘Free to do,’ my ass! I don’t care how much luck will come out of it, who the hell would want to nail a bunch of fish heads to a door? They’ll stink! It’s unsanitary! And they’ll make your door look absolutely creepy and disgusting! Think logically for once in your life!”


      Iceheat was holding a wooden box full of fish heads discarded by the cafeteria kitchen, and she was apparently about to affix them to the door to her private chambers because she’d heard of a superstition that hanging a fish head on a door would bring good luck. Mera had stopped Iceheat along the way to talk some sense into her friend, but the conversation had erupted into a full-blown argument. The scene had disturbed the fairy maids in the vicinity, and one of them reached out to Urushu when he trotted nearby.


      “Pardon me, but I’m quite confused as to what is going on here,” Urushu said sheepishly as he was held in the fairy maid’s arms.


      “Urushu?” Mera chuckled. “Glad you’re here. This loon is trying to stick a bunch of fish heads to her door because she thinks they’ll give her luck.”


      “Who are you calling a loon? Who?!” Iceheat screeched. “I myself am dead serious about this!”


      “Yeah, seriously loony!” Mera retorted.


      “Miss Iceheat, I do believe you when you say you’re serious about your task at hand,” Urushu said disarmingly. “But I would like to ask why you would embrace the rather odd idea of hanging fish heads on your door?”


      “Because I overheard it from the Mohawks!” Iceheat said as she tried to get past Mera.


      According to Iceheat, she’d happened to listen in on a conversation the Mohawks were having during one of their sabbaticals to the Abyss. They spoke of a human village on the surface world where the inhabitants hung fish heads before the entrances of their homes, since doing so would grant good fortune and ward off evil spirits and bad tidings. Because Iceheat had run into a string of bad luck, she took that newly acquired information to heart and decided to festoon numerous fish heads to her door to reverse her fortunes. Fortunately or unfortunately, depending on the perspective, Mera had caught Iceheat carrying said box of fish heads and attempted to intervene. After hearing the full story, Urushu rendered his verdict.


      “I have been aware that you were troubled about your luck, Miss Iceheat, but I never realized how deeply concerning the problem was for you,” said Urushu. “You truly have my sympathies, and therefore I’m in no position to stop you.”


      “I knew I could count on you!” Iceheat exclaimed, her eyes twinkling with affirmation.


      Mera chuckled darkly. “Urushu, are you kidding me?”


      “I don’t intend to stop you. However, I do wonder if you asked the Mohawks if this is the proper way to perform the ritual,” Urushu continued. “Are you certain these are the right species of fish to use as your charms? Would using this many fish heads really have a proportional effect? With a ritual such as this, the proper steps must be taken, or else it could very well backfire. From what I gather, I believe it is safe to assume that you did not receive the full background of this traditional practice from the Mohawks, Miss Iceheat.”


      “Y-You’re right...” said Iceheat. “I only overheard them talking about the superstition and I didn’t speak to them directly about it.”


      Iceheat, who’d been so gung-ho about covering her door with fish heads until just a moment ago, was now having second thoughts about it. A misstep could jinx the effect, and because Iceheat could not afford to suffer from any more bad luck, Urushu’s words cut deeply and deflated her enthusiasm.


      Mera laughed as she caught on to Urushu’s line of argument. “You heard him, Iceheat! The Mohawks didn’t tell you to decorate your door with a whole box of fish heads, did they? If you do that, you might even anger Lady Luck herself with that foolishness. I say you go back and have the Mohawks tell you the correct way of hanging a fish head on a door, then decide whether or not that’s the right move for you, hun.”


      “I guess you’re right...” said Iceheat. “I myself don’t want to become even more luckless.”


      Thanks to Urushu’s power of persuasion, Iceheat had a complete change of heart. If Iceheat did consult further with the Mohawks, she might be convinced that the ritual was just a meaningless old wives’ tale told on the surface. And even if she did still end up hanging one or two fish heads, it would be a much better outcome than having the door covered in rotting seafood.


      “Forgive me for causing a disturbance, Mr. Urushu,” said Iceheat.


      “Yeah, thank the stars you showed up,” Mera told Urushu while cackling. “I should treat you to something next time, dearie.”


      “No need, Miss Mera,” Urushu said with a smile. “I don’t feel I did anything worthy of that kind of attention. Now then, if you’ll excuse me, I need to return to my duties, so I bid you all a good day.”


      After Urushu prompted the fairy maid to place him on the floor, he watched as Iceheat went in the opposite direction from her room to speak with the Mohawks, with Mera in tow to keep her from causing any more trouble. Satisfied that everything was back on track, Urushu started to trot toward Mei’s office, when another fairy maid called out to him.


      “Mr. Urushu! Perfect timing!” she said. “There’s a problem happening between Miss Aoyuki and Miss Nazuna!”


      The fairy maid promptly picked up Urushu to take him to the hotspot. Instead of struggling, Urushu resigned himself to being sidetracked again.


      ✰✰✰


      A few days after Urushu came to the bottom of the Abyss, I was in my office speaking with Mei about what had gone down during his visit. It seemed that before he could even reach Mei with his report, he’d been pulled aside a bunch of times to put out various fires. When I first heard about this, I’d called Urushu to my office to ask if being the designated problem solver was a problem in itself.


      “No, I do not find anything particularly burdensome with what transpired,” Urushu told me at the time. “The matters I interceded in were minor issues of no particular consequence, and everyone involved in each dispute was quick to listen to reason once it was imparted upon them.” I detected no hint that Urushu was downplaying the inconvenience, or that he was masking any irritation. In other words, he honestly didn’t have a problem being an unappointed conflict resolution manager.


      I leaned back against my chair and spoke to Mei. “Urushu said he doesn’t mind being roped into everybody’s issues, but should I warn everyone against doing that to him just the same? Or should I compensate Urushu for that extra work, or at least give him some time off?”


      “It is certainly a complicated matter,” Mei replied. “Urushu himself testified that he is perfectly fine with being a mediator. If we order him not to mediate anymore, that would leave many disputes unaddressed and they could escalate into much larger uproars of types we could hardly imagine.”


      “Yeah, we can’t really afford to tell him to stop, now that we know what’s really going on,” I said as we both sighed in unison. What if Urushu weren’t here to resolve arguments? My brain didn’t want to imagine the chaos that would ensue.
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