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      Chapter 1: Flio, Hard at Work


      The world of Klyrode is a world of swords and sorcery, home to magic beasts and demihumans alike, where humans and demons had waged war since time immemorial.


      That conflict came to an end, however, when the Magical Kingdom of Klyrode, greatest of the human kingdoms, signed a treaty of peace with the Dark Army, the preeminent organization among demonkind, ushering in a new way of life for both peoples. With new Malicium Neutralizers in operation across the land, humans and demons have begun to mingle within city boundaries—but the deep divisions remaining from their long years of conflict are just as real.


      In the midst of this, trade and cultural exchange have continued apace thanks to the Enchanted Frigates, magnificent flying vessels that regularly tour not only the Enchanted Kingdom of Klyrode but its neighbors as well, including Hi Izuru, the Land of the Rising Sun.


      As for Flio, proprietor of the Fli-o’-Rys General Store, the company responsible both for creating the Malicium Neutralizers and operating the fleet of Enchanted Frigates, he has had his hands full with everything—from promoting trade to assisting with the operations of the local school in order to assure a quality education for his children, not to mention running the magic beast racing hall and the Fli-o’-Rys Adventurers’ Academy. By now his reputation as someone who will take on any problem has extended past the borders of the Magical Kingdom itself.


      With that, the stage is set. The curtains slowly rise...


      ◇Houghtow City—Flio’s House◇


      Flio’s house stood on the outskirts of Houghtow City, a short distance down the road that led out from the city walls. Once upon a time it had been a small cozy cottage with little more than a single room for Flio and Rys, another room for Balirossa, Byleri, Blossom and Belano, and a humble living room. With Hiya, Ghozal, Uliminas, and each other new resident who came to join their household, however, Flio had added on further construction. The house had become a three-story mansion featuring a two-floor basement and joined by an appending two-story workshop building.


      Today a small group had gathered outside a fair distance away from the house.


      “So Korunoe,” Flio said, holding up a pair of wooden clockwork inventions to peer curiously at the ornamental craftsmanship decorating them, which seemed like they were meant to be worn on a person’s legs. “You say these devices can improve someone’s abilities in combat?”


      Flio—a merchant from another world who was summoned to Klyrode as a candidate for the position of Hero. The blessing he received upon crossing over granted him mastery of every magic spell and every skill to exist in the world. These days he spent his time running the Fli-o’-Rys General Store alongside his wife Rys, a former Dark Army soldier. A proud father of a son and two daughters, plus two adopted dragonewts.


      “That’s right,” answered Korunoe, stepping up beside him. “These are known as Augmented Legs, made using the techniques of the Clockwork Shinobi school. They draw power from the magic gems attached to the knees to let the user soar through the air, even those who can’t otherwise use flight magic.” He pressed his large round glasses up the bridge of his nose, smiling cheerfully.


      Korunoe—a slight boy with a childlike face and pair of round glasses, and the last known survivor of the Clockwork Shinobi. Unlike other shinobi traditions, the Clockwork Shinobi specialized not in espionage but in the creation of various clockwork devices. Since the rest of his clan had been wiped out, Korunoe found himself under the protection of the Uga Shinobi Sasuran, although he now spent his time developing products for the Fli-o’-Rys General Store or else attending class at the Houghtow College of Magic.


      Seeing the smile on Korunoe’s youthful features put Flio in something of a cheerful mood himself. “All right then!” he said. “Ready to take it for a test run?”


      “By all means!” said Korunoe. “Although, if possible, I would like to have it tested by someone who can’t use magic themselves...”


      “Someone who can’t use magic?” Flio asked.


      “That’s right,” Korunoe explained. “These augmentations are calibrated for someone with no magic power of their own. If someone who did possess magic power used them, they would draw power not only from the magic gem but from the magic inside that person’s body as well. The combined power could run a risk of overloading the device...”


      “I see!” Flio nodded. “That makes sense.”


      “But my lord husband!” Rys objected, stepping up from behind. “Is there even anyone here who doesn’t have magic power...?”


      Rys—a lupine demon, and former soldier of the Dark Army. After her defeat at the hands of Flio, she made the decision to walk alongside him as his wife. Now she was an excessively doting mother figure to everyone living at Flio’s house.


      Rys pressed her pointer finger against her lips in thought, looking back over her shoulder at the crowd who had gathered to watch the unveiling of Korunoe’s new clockwork device.


      “Hrm...” Ghozal grunted, folding his arms and shaking his head. “It would be easy enough to just seal someone’s magic...” he said. “But Korunoe, you said you wanted someone with no magic power at all? In that case I guess I’m disqualified.”


      Ghozal—once the Dark One and ruler of demonkind, Ghozal abdicated his throne in favor of his younger brother Yuigarde and went to live the life of a freeloader at Flio’s house. In their time living together, he and Flio had become something along the lines of best friends. He had taken two wives: Uliminas, his former confederate from the Dark Army, and Balirossa, human swordsman and former knight of Klyrode. Between them he had two children, Folmina and Ghoro. Currently he was gainfully employed as the head of the Fli-o’-Rys Adventurers’ Academy.


      “Fair enough!” Flio acknowledged, smirking ruefully at Ghozal’s words. “Your magic power is top class even in this house, Ghozal...”


      “And I suppose I would be disqualified as well...” added Rys with a sigh.


      Tanya, who was standing beside her, slumped her shoulders in a dejected display as well. “It shames me to say this, as a maid of Master Flio himself, but I am afraid I will be of no use either...” she echoed.


      Tanya—originally known as Tanyalina, an angelic Disciple of the Celestial Plane sent to monitor Flio due to the merchant’s outlandish magic power before she lost part of her memories in a freak midair collision with Wyne. Now she worked as the Flio household’s live-in maid.


      “Um... If I may...?” ventured Balirossa, glancing Tanya’s way as she timidly raised her hand. “I-I only have enough magic to cast a common Cure spell, you know. Would that be all right, perhaps...?” she asked nervously, doing her best to be mindful of Tanya’s despondent mood.


      Balirossa—originally the leader of the knightly company hailing from Klyrode Castle. She had since quit the knighthood to live full-time at Flio’s house, earning her keep by working at the Fli-o’-Rys General Store. She was one of Ghozal’s two wives, and the mother of Ghoro.


      “I’m sorry...” Korunoe winced, bowing apologetically several times in a row. “I really hate to say it, but I would prefer to have someone with no magic power whatsoever to test the Augmented Legs...”


      “Oh, no no!” Balirossa said, matching Korunoe’s contrition with a series of apologetic bows of her own. “I’m the one who spoke out of turn! I’m so very sorry for bothering you unduly!”


      The two of them continued their duel of apologies for a short while, each meeting an expression of remorse with another until...


      “Hey-hey!” An energetic voice came from overhead.


      “What’s that?” Korunoe and Balirossa both said in unison, interrupting their contest to look up at the sky where they could see Wyne flying overhead, draconic wings on her back.


      Wyne—a wyvern dragonewt said to be the mightiest warrior among all dragonkind. Flio and Rys once discovered her collapsed by the side of the road and rescued her, adopting her into the family where she became an older sister to Elinàsze and the other children.


      “Whatcha up to?” Wyne asked, descending to the ground with a gleam in her eye at the sight of the Augmented Legs in Korunoe’s arms. “Looks fun-fun!”


      “Oh!” Flio said, moving to stop her. “Wyne, I don’t think that’s a good idea!” Wyne’s magic power is nothing to sneeze at, especially when she’s in her dragon form...


      Wyne, however, moved faster than the eye could follow, snatching the Augmented Legs from Korunoe and putting them on before anyone could stop her—not on her legs, but on her arms. “Wah ha ha!” she laughed.


      “M-Miss Wyne?!” Korunoe exclaimed, his eyes going wide. At first he couldn’t understand what he had just seen happen, but as he took in the sight of Wyne with the Augmented Legs on her arms, eyes shining with anticipation, his expression turned suddenly stiff. “U-Um... Miss Wyne...?”


      “Hm? What’s up-up?” Wyne chirped.


      “I-I really must implore you...” Korunoe said, hesitating. “Would you try not to think any dangerous thoughts while you’re wearing those?”


      “Dangerous thought-thoughts?” Wyne asked, cocking her head in blank confusion. “What dangerous thought-thoughts?”


      “W-Well...” said Korunoe. “F-For example...something like, ‘I want to fly as fast as I can!’”


      “Okay!” Wyne agreed readily. “Got it-got it! I want to fly—”


      The second those words left her mouth, the magic gems embedded in the devices on Wyne’s arms lit up with a high pitched “ksheeeen!” Then, with a “vwooooom,” the clockwork components opened up, the internal parts of the mechanism shining with a pale blue light before...


      Shoooooom!


      “Hwhaaaaaah!!!” Wyne cried, a note of joyful excitement in her voice as she basted off high into the sky.


      “W-Wait! W-Wyne!” Flio called after her, quickly recovering from his shock and holding out both his arms, summoning a magic circle.


      “Master Flio! Leave this to me!” said Tanya, her own angelic wings appearing on her back as she took off after Wyne. As she did, Flio caught sight of something clutched in Tanya’s hand—Wyne’s discarded underwear.


      “Young Mistress Wyne!!!” he heard Tanya short as she chased after the dragonewt far away in the distance. “I’ve told you time and time again, you must wear your undergarments!!!”


      As a wyvern dragonewt, Wyne’s body temperature ran notably hot due to the fire pouch organ inside her body that served as the source of her species’s famous fire breath, giving her an extreme aversion to wearing her underwear. To Tanya, however, whose fastidiousness extended to the clothes worn by the children of the house, this foible on Wyne’s part was nothing short of “a shame to the House of Flio,” and “her own personal failure as a maid.” Thus Tanya never failed to keep an extra pair of underpants on hand to force onto Wyne whenever she would strip them off to fly around in nothing but her loose-fitting poncho—which she would do given the slightest opportunity.


      Alas, it seemed she had entirely given up on the prospect of getting Wyne to wear a bra.


      After a while, Tanya returned carrying Wyne in the crook of her arm.


      “Eh heh heh,” Wyne laughed, sticking out her tongue, the very picture of a child caught in her mischief.


      Rys strode up to the captured dragonewt, leaning in with her hands on her knees to bring her face right up to the tip of Wyne’s nose. “That was very bad, Wyne!” she scolded her. “You know as the oldest child it’s your job to set a good example for all your younger brothers and sisters!”


      “Sorry, Mama...” Wyne said, hanging her head as Tanya sighed in long-suffering exasperation.
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      Flio, for his part, couldn’t resist an amused smile at the antics. “Thank you for bringing Wyne back home safely, Tanya,” he said. “You didn’t have any trouble, I hope?”


      “None at all, Master Flio,” Tanya answered, obediently lowering her head. “The task has been accomplished without issue.”


      “Yeah!” Wyne exclaimed. “That was fun-fun! A real blast!” Still dangling from Tanya’s arm, she kicked happily at the air until suddenly the clockwork mechanisms of the legs on her arms seemed to activate, once again shining with the same pale blue light.


      “Oh no! Watch out!” Korunoe rushed over, grabbing the Augmented Legs tight and yanking them off by force.


      Vwooorm...


      Korunoe held on to the legs as the clockwork whir faded and the lights dimmed once more. Once he was sure they had settled down, he checked the devices over from top to bottom and breathed a sigh of relief. “Good...” he muttered, thinking out loud. “They’re still working normally. And no harm to the user either, I think. But I have to say...I designed this device to be worn on the legs. It never occurred to me that they might also activate if you put them on your arms...”


      “They certainly did,” Flio agreed, folding his arms. “If we’re going to sell these at the Fli-o’-Rys General Store, we’ll need to explain how they work in a way that’s easy to understand, plus we need some kind of safety features to prevent another accident like this one from happening. And for a powerful magic item like this one, we’re required to notify the Merchants’ Guild of our intent to sell.”


      “Do you now,” Sleip said, rather suddenly joining the conversation. It seemed he had noticed the commotion from over by the pasture in front of Flio’s house and come trotting up to see what the excitement was. “I know it’s a bit late in the game to complain, but doing business with humans always seems to involve a lot of nonsense, doesn’t it?”


      Sleip—a mighty champion of a lichsteed demon, and one of the old Infernal Four from Ghozal’s time as Dark One. Currently he was spending his days living at Flio’s house where he operated the ranch along with his wife Byleri, while moonlighting as staff and manager and star racer of the magic beast racing hall.


      “Like, you’re not wrong,” Byleri commented as she caught up to Sleip. “But that’s just the rules in the Magical Kingdom of Klyrode!”


      Byleri—the archer from Balirossa’s former knightly company. Since quitting the knighthood she had taken up residence in Flio’s house, where she put her abundant talents in looking after horses to use caring for equine demons and magic beasts of all stripes. Now she was living a life of joy together with her common-law husband Sleip and their daughter Rislei.


      “That’s right... You worked for a merchant caravan before you went to Klyrode Castle to become a knight, eh, Byleri?” Sleip recalled. “You know all about that kind of thing, don’t you!”


      “Hee hee!” Byleri giggled, blushing and squirming happily to be praised by her husband. “Like, I don’t know as much as all that, you know?”


      “Don’t be so modest!” Sleip insisted, grinning as he pulled Byleri into his arms. “You know more than enough!”


      “Hee hee hee! Not at all, not at all!” Byleri demurred, her face growing redder still.


      “Jeez...” the couple’s daughter Rislei, who had arrived along with them, groaned, giving her parents a withering glance at their display of public affection. “Here we go again...”


      Rislei—half-human half-lichsteed daughter of Sleip and Byleri. Rislei was a serious-minded girl who spent her days helping with the ranch’s management or running in races at the magic beast racing hall.


      Seeming to sense his daughter’s gaze, Sleip looked up and effortlessly scooped Rislei up into his arms. “Why, Rislei! I adore you very much too, of course!”


      “H-Hey!” Rislei protested. “P-Papa! N-Not where everyone can see us!” She flailed her fists against Sleip’s arm, but it was to no avail. Sleip merely grinned merrily, unperturbed by her struggle, as he held up Rislei in one arm and Byleri in the other.


      “Ha ha ha!” Sleip laughed. “My two darling loves!”


      “Oh, Lord Sleip!” Byleri cooed happily.


      “I’m telling you, cut it out!” cried Rislei, her face turning an even more brilliant shade of red than her mother’s as she struggled to escape.


      Uliminas cracked a wry smile as she watched Sleip laugh boisterously as he hoisted his family on his shoulders. “Meowthing mew with the three of them, I see,” she quipped.


      Uliminas—a hellcat demon who was known as the confederate of the Dark One back in the days when Ghozal had been on the throne. When Ghozal stepped down she left along with him, coming to Flio’s house where she now worked as the head of accounting for the Fli-o’-Rys General Store. She was one of Ghozal’s two wives, and the mother of Folmina.


      Uliminas stepped up to Flio, still watching the Sleip family antics out of the corner of her eye, carrying a sheaf of papers in her arms. “I hope that we can talk about business, though, I’ve been getting the papurrwork together for meowr report to Klyrode Castle...” she said, glancing over at the Augmented Legs Korunoe was still busy inspecting. “Should I add those? Seems like they pack some real firepower. If we wanna put them up fur sale we’ve gotta meowntion them in the report.”


      “Good catch, Uliminas,” Flio said. “Let’s file a report on the Augmented Legs once they’ve had just a bit more time in development.”


      “How’s this for an idea?” Ghozal interjected from behind, his arms crossed in thought. “Why don’t we try introducing them to the Adventurers’ Academy? We could let the newbie adventurers get some hands-on experience with these things, and collect the data we need while we’re at it!”


      Tug tug...


      As he was speaking, Ghozal felt something pull on the leg of his pants from behind. He looked down to see a small girl, Mulana, trying to get his attention.


      Mulana—a young girl of the rare genesis demon species, with the power to create demon copies. Her copies had the abilities of the demons they were based on, but each one was individually weak and they took a considerable amount of magic power to maintain for any length of time. Currently she was working for the Fli-o’-Rys General Store, ever since the family took her under their protection.


      “Hrm?” Ghozal asked. “What is it, Mulana?”


      “That clockwork thing...” Mulana said. “Is it strong?”


      “Well, Korunoe worked hard making it for us, didn’t he? If it can be useful to our adventurers, I’d say that makes it a treasure in my eyes!” answered Ghozal.


      “Hmmm...” Mulana looked over towards Korunoe, pondering Ghozal’s words. For a while she watched as he tinkered with his Augmented Legs, before letting out a scornful “Heh,” striking a power pose at the shinobi. The message was clear: “I’m stronger.”


      “Y-You’re being very rude!” Korunoe snapped, storming over to bring his face up close to Mulana’s, turning red with anger. “I’ve been doing my best here, you know!”


      “Ah ha ha,” Mulana laughed, not breaking her pose as she met Korunoe’s gaze. “I’ve already made myself plenty useful here. A twerp like you had better hurry up and get on my level!”


      “I know that!” Korunoe shot back. “That’s why I’ve been working so hard, so I can be useful to the company the way you are!”


      “Now, now!” Rys said, unable to resist a knowing smile at the sight of Mulana and Korunoe squabbling like a pair of children. “There’s no need for the two of you to fight about it, is there?”


      “That’s right,” Flio nodded, smiling kindly. “You’re both perfectly reliable workers, for one thing.”


      Korunoe and Mulana, however, seemed determined to carry on.


      “I’ll show you!” Korunoe insisted. “The things I’ll achieve here will leave you in the dust!”


      “Well, I’ll just keep working harder and harder too!” countered Mulana. “I’ll never lose to the likes of you!”


      With their similarly diminutive stature on top of their behavior, the two of them really looked for all the world like a pair of siblings in the middle of an argument.


      Elinàsze, Garyl, and Rylnàsze never were the type to get into a lot of arguments. This is a bit of a new experience for me... Flio mused, smiling fondly as he watched. But it’s good to see Korunoe adapting so well to life here in Houghtow City. I wonder how our other newcomers from Hi Izuru are getting on...


      ◇Houghtow City—Behind Flio’s House◇


      Behind Flio’s house stood an enormous tree, tall enough to tower above the three-story main building. Carved into the trunk of the tree was a large door, close to the level of the house’s first story in height, which Maglion opened and stepped through.


      Maglion—formerly a subordinate of Valentine, one of the Twelve Evil Generals of the Realm of Evil, and a specialist in magic. After suffering what could only be described as an overwhelming defeat to Hiya, she found herself absorbed into the djinn’s mindscape, where after much training with them and Damalynas she had become one of Hiya’s adoring servants. She spent most of her time in the material world in a child-sized form in order to preserve her magic power.


      In her original body Maglion was a tall and slender woman, but the atmospheric concentration of the Malicium she relied on to replenish her depleted magic was thin here compared to her former home. While she was in the world of Klyrode, she found it expedient to shrink herself down to a childlike body to reduce her consumption of magic. She was holding out her arms to project a magic circle as she walked, using it to levitate a large quantity of books into the room.


      “M-M-M-M-Miss Maglion, wait!” called Fua, running up after the miniature Maglion.


      Fua—a long and lanky woman hailing from the National Onmyo Academy in Hi Izuru. Her specialty was in producing paper talismans with the power to seal away spells and magic power alike. Now she had changed residences to Houghtow City, where had been keeping busy in Elinàsze’s magic workshop.


      “S-S-S-Surely there’s no need to do all these chores yourself, is there?” Fua offered, frantically waving her arms. “A-A-As the n-n-new arrival, I would be happy to—”


      Maglion held out her hand, cutting Fua off with a graceful smile and a nod of her head. “No thank you,” she said. “Management of the library is my duty, after all.”


      “B-B-But Miss Maglion!” Fua continued undeterred. “I-I-If you would just direct me, I-I-I can put the books exactly where you want them!”


      It was at this point that Elinàsze appeared from overhead, descending from the laboratory at the top part of the tree and down the trunk, which had been hollowed out and converted into something like a central atrium, with bookshelves and working spaces all along the walls. “Is something wrong, you two?” she asked as she touched down to the ground.


      Elinàsze—one of Flio and Rys’s children, Garyl’s older twin and Rylnàsze’s big sister. Elinàsze was a fastidious girl who had utterly devoted herself to the pursuit of magic, all out of a worryingly pathological adoration for her beloved father. Recently she had been a bit obsessed with collecting magic grimoires and putting the spells inside to practical use.


      “A-A-Ah! I-I-If it isn’t Mistress Elinàsze!” Fua exclaimed, hastening to try to explain. “I-I-I was just wondering if there was any way I might be of assistance to Miss Maglion, that’s all!”


      “You know, there’s really no need to be so stiff here, Fua,” Elinàsze said, giving the newcomer a reassuring smile. Ahead of them, Maglion began to shelve the mass of books she had brought in with her, directing each individual volume this way and that through the air with nothing more than a wave of her hand to its destination somewhere in the endless bookshelves carved into the tree. “By the way, Maglion, this grimoire you acquired for me has been quite a fascinating read. I should thank you for all your hard work.” Elinàsze summoned one of the books to her hands and opened it for all to see, flipping through the pages with clear excitement. As she did, Hiya and Damalynas appeared from thin air in the room behind her, eager to see what was in the book that Elinàsze had found so fascinating.


      Hiya—the djinn who commands the origin of light and darkness. Although they possessed magic power sufficient to destroy the entire world of Klyrode if it suited their fancy, Hiya was ultimately defeated by Flio, whereupon they took to worshipping the merchant as the so-called Exalted One. Now they numbered among Flio’s household and spent their days assisting Elinàsze with her magical research.


      Damalynas—the Grand Magus of Midnight and master of the Midnight Arts. Damalynas had long since abandoned her corporeal body, existing now only as a psychic construct. After her loss to Hiya she took up residence in the djinn’s mindscape. These days she spent much of her time assisting with Elinàsze’s magical research.


      “I’ve never seen anything like those books before in my life,” Damalynas remarked. “The spells inside them are incredible for sure...which makes it all the more impressive that our great and terrible Elinàsze can cast them successfully on her first reading.” She stole a glance up the hollowed out shaft of the great tree’s trunk. “The spell you used to turn this tree into a habitable living space came from the same series of grimoires, didn’t it?”


      “That’s right,” Elinàsze confirmed. “They’re all part of a series printed by a company called Witchly Arts Publishing. It’s very fascinating. Every one of their grimoires has introduced me to new spells I’d never heard of before.” Her eyes seemed to twinkle with delight as she flipped through the pages. “Look, there’s new magic in this one too!”


      “So they have been developing new spells for some time now...” Hiya said, nodding sagely. “Fascinating, indeed...”


      “You know, the Midnight Grimoire I learned my magic from has lots of new spells invented by the legendary Damalynas the Origin,” Damalynas said, “but just look at all those!” She turned towards one of the enormous bookshelves along the walls of the room, where a number of books with back covers identical to the one Elinàsze was reading were lined up neatly in a row. At a glance they easily numbered more than fifty. “Those witches must be on another level to be putting out grimoires one after another like that!”


      Elinàsze kept reading silently as Damalynas rhapsodized about the quality of the book. The Transcendence skill my papa and I both have is supposed to let us instantly master all spells in a magic system from coming into contact with it once, she mused, but the spells in this series are ones I didn’t seem to have before. I suppose it’s because they really are entirely new spells? Magic really is full of mysteries...


      “U-Um... M-M-Mistress Elinàsze...?” Fua asked, peering worriedly at Elinàsze, who was so engrossed in her reading that she hadn’t moved a muscle for some time. She leaned in, stooping her tall frame to get a close look at the much shorter girl’s face...only for Hiya to grab her gently by the shoulders. “Hwuh?” Fua exclaimed in confusion.


      Hiya winked and held a finger to their lips to indicate silence. “I am afraid Madame Elinàsze can become like this when she takes an interest in a grimoire of spells,” they said. “The best course of action is to leave her be.”


      “O-Oh...I-I-I see!” Fua said, taking a step back and clasping her hands over her mouth. Looking around, she saw that Damalynas was taking care not to disturb Elinàsze as well even as they kept stealing peaks at the content of the tome.


      I-I-I know I never got the credit I deserved in Hi Izuru, but I used to take some pride in my facility with spellcraft, enchantment, and Onmyo sorcery alike...b-b-but everyone in this workshop is on an entirely different level... A way, way, higher level than me, at that! Fua thought, swallowing nervously and clenching one of the talismans she had been working on in her own laboratory space tightly in her fist. I-I-I’m unbelievably lucky to be able to work here with all of them. I-I-I need to work harder, so that I can prove myself useful to everyone...


      “Oh!” Fua said, suddenly remembering something. “I-I-Isn’t it about time for the transportation team to arrive to bring the potions to the store?” She dashed farther into the tree—before stopping in her tracks and continuing on her tiptoes in an effort to not disturb Elinàsze, who was still deeply absorbed in her reading. Maglion followed after her, seeming intent on helping with the task.


      ◇Later—Houghtow City, Fli-o’-Rys General Store◇


      Rattle rattle rattle...


      A group of horse-drawn wagons made their way down the road that led to Houghtow City. In one of those wagons, Greanyl and Sasuran sat together on the driver’s platform.


      Greanyl—shadow demon and member of the Silent Listeners, the group that once served as the intelligence arm of the Dark Army. Currently she worked for the Fli-o’-Rys General Store as head of personnel and chief pilot of the Enchanted Frigate fleet, while simultaneously conducting intelligence operations in all parts of the kingdom.


      Sasuran—chief of the Uga clan of shinobi. In spite of the many long years she had held her post, she appeared to be a young girl. She had looked after Greanyl for a time in the shadow demon’s youth. Recently she had moved to Houghtow City to work for the Fli-o’-Rys General Store.


      Greanyl drove the wagon past Flio’s house and on towards Houghtow City proper. She was wearing her usual brown turban, concealing the lower part of her face as she gazed keenly out at the road ahead. Next to her Sasuran lay resting, her entire face concealed by a white turban of her own.


      “Really, though... Why?” Sasuran mused.


      “Why what, Elder Sasuran?” asked Greanyl.


      “Oh, nothing,” Sasuran said with a chuckle. “I was just thinking, Greanyl, surely there’s no need to treat this simple countryside delivery mission with such incredible deadly seriousness.”


      “Of course there is!” Greanyl countered, not sparing a glance for Sasuran in spite of the elder’s goading. “True, the area of Houghtow City is under Mister Flio’s protection, but that is all the more reason for us to remain always vigilant! We of the Fli-o’-Rys transportation team are his very ears, after all!” Even as she spoke she never took her eyes off the road ahead, staying ever alert to her surroundings.


      The road from Flio’s house to Houghtow City lay outside the city’s walls, but that did not make the security lighter by any means. Flio had erected a magical barrier around the whole area that was far stronger than any common wall. In fact, it would be no exaggeration to say that this stretch of road was better protected than Klyrode Castle itself. Nonetheless, Greanyl insisted on abiding by her principles.


      “Even in times like this, we must strive to perform our tasks to the highest possible execution,” she proclaimed, tightening her grip on the horses’ reins. “Such is the pride of the Silent Listeners!”


      “Well, I suppose that’s as good a reason as any!” Sasuran conceded. Greanyl always was too serious for her own good, even back in the day... she thought. Still, I suppose there are some good points to that attitude of hers as well! Smirking, she stretched out her arms as she lay on her back, looking up at the sky—when suddenly she saw an enormous winged magic beast flying through the sky directly overhead.


      “Hwhah?!” Sasuran tensed up, her eyes going wide. She watched as a young girl’s smiling head popped out over the side of the creature, looking down towards them.


      “Hello Miss Greanyl! Hello Miss Sasuran!” Rylnàsze cried out from her perch high above, waving her hand to the transportation team far below. Farther down the winged beast—which was in fact the Divine Beast Leonorna—Sybe the psychobear, Tybe the Bear of Misfortune, Sybe’s mate Shebe, and their children Sube, Sebe, and Sobe all popped their heads out as well.


      Rylnàsze—Flio and Rys’s third child, and second daughter. Rylnàsze possessed incredible talent as a tamer and was famous for befriending magic beasts of all shapes and stripes. She put her abilities to use caring for the Houghtow College of Magic’s magic beasts between classes at school.


      Sybe—originally a wild psychobear Flio met in a random encounter. Sensing he had no hope of defeating Flio in battle he immediately surrendered, and since then lived a pampered life as the family’s pet.


      Tybe—a Bear of Misfortune cub who grew attached to Rylnàsze during a trip to the underground world Dogorogma and followed the family all the way back to Klyrode. Now she was one of Rylnàsze’s many familiars.


      Shebe—a wild unicorn rabbit who grew close to Sybe, eventually moving in with the family as his chosen mate.


      Sube, Sebe, and Sobe—children of Sybe and Shebe. Sube and Sobe took after their mother’s unicorn rabbit features, while Sebe more resembled his psychobear father.


      Leonorna—one of the Divine Beasts, a creature possessing the ability to govern an entire world. However, his womanizing ways led him to be banished to the underground world Dogorogma, where he remained until a chance meeting with Flio and the rest of the family. He was taught the error of his ways by Flio, who had been worried the divine lion might attack one of the children, and now he numbered among one of Rylnàsze’s many friends.


      Sasuran stared upwards, flabbergasted by the sight. How can this be? she thought. I didn’t sense their presence in the slightest...


      As the elder of the Uga Shinobi, Sasuran had trained herself long and hard in both espionage and infiltration. She prided herself on her keen awareness of even the most minute changes in her environment. And yet, Leonorna had come this close to her without her noticing in the slightest.


      “This is precisely what I have been telling you,” Greanyl said, a smile teasing the edges of her face at Sasuran’s astonished reaction as she waved up at the group flying overhead. “We must not allow our attention to falter for even a moment.”


      “Yes... I see...” Sasuran admitted, forced to nod her head in agreement. In Hi Izuru there were creatures such as mononoke capable of hiding their presence, but nothing like this... she thought. The world truly is full of wonders... “I must make certain the other Uga are aware of this as well,” she mused aloud, before turning her attention back to Greanyl. “And on that note, Greanyl...”


      “Yes? Is there something else?” Greanyl asked.


      “I was just wondering...” Sasuran began. “Aside from that one up there, are there any other—”


      But that was as far as she got before the words died in her mouth. Ahead of them, in the forest off to the side of the road, she could see the form of a massive leviathan. In spite of its enormous frame, she could hardly sense the creature’s presence at all. The leviathan shrank smaller and smaller as they approached, taking the form of a young girl: Levana.


      Levana—a young leviathan Flio had adopted as a foster child. Although she came across as an intellectually-minded girl, the leviathans who initially raised her had taught her that there was nothing that could not be overcome with brute force, leaving her with a distinctly muscle-headed approach to problem solving. Levana was blessed with a good deal of talent in the realm of magic, and was currently attending the Houghtow College of Magic both to foster those abilities and in an attempt to overcome her struggles with communication.


      Perhaps because of the difficulty she had speaking with others, Levana hurried the other way as soon as she noticed the wagon train coming towards her, darting off away from the road in the direction of Flio’s house.


      “Wh-Who was that...?” Sasuran asked.


      “Ah, that was Levana, one of the resident dragonewts,” Greanyl explained. “She must have stopped by the lake in that forest on her way back from school to play in the water.”


      “I-I see...” So in other words, there’s plenty more like her where that one came from... Sasuran thought, pulling herself up to sit properly with a strained smile on her face. I really should be taking this a bit more seriously, shouldn’t I... “So!” she said. “Where are we taking this luggage again, anyway?”


      “Most of this is inventory meant for the Fli-o’-Rys branch store in the Dark Citadel. We also have a delivery to make to the wholesale markets in Klyrode Castle...”


      The two continued on towards the Fli-o’-Rys General Store main branch in Houghtow City, chatting on and off all the while.


      ◇Houghtow City—Fli-o’-Rys General Store◇


      The Fli-o’-Rys General Store was once a humble establishment set up in the old building of a shop that had gone out of business. It was located some distance outside Houghtow City proper, in an area that never used to see much in the way of traffic. Now, however, it had been expanded to include a large wagon staging area in the back for the purpose of transporting goods for trade, the boarding tower for Enchanted Frigate flights, the magic beast racing hall, and more. At some point the locals had taken to calling this part of town Fli-o’-Rys Avenue.


      In the staging area behind the store, Flio watched as the newly arrived wagons unloaded their luggage, checking them against his paperwork as he did.


      “Mister Flio,” Greanyl said, approaching him as he worked. “Here is my summary of our inventory for this delivery.”


      “Thank you, Greanyl,” Flio said. “And you too, Sasuran.”


      Sasuran, who had been standing back behind Greanyl, smiled and waved her hand while Greanyl bowed low with grave formality. Then, very suddenly, the two of them vanished abruptly from the spot.


      No sooner had the shadow demon and shinobi left than they were replaced by none other than Rys, running up with her usual exuberance. “My lord husband!” she said. “I’ve double-checked all the deliveries on the other side!”


      “Thank you, Rys,” said Flio, accepting Rys’s paperwork with his usual easygoing smile.


      “But of course!” Rys insisted, flexing her right arm. “All in a day’s work for your adoring wife!” But as Flio settled in to read the papers he had been handed, Rys stepped closer beside him. “By the way...” she began.


      “Hm?” Flio asked. “What is it, Rys?”


      “It’s nothing, really... Just a thought...” she said. “My lord husband, why is it that you have not opened more Fli-o’-Rys branch stores in other parts of the kingdom?”


      “Oh, that,” Flio said with a smile. “We have deals with other stores to sell Fli-o’-Rys products, you see. That way we make a profit on the wholesale and the stores we deal with profit from selling our goods. It’s an arrangement that works well for everyone.”


      “I suppose I can see that...” Rys said. “But wouldn’t we make even more of a profit by opening our own branch stores everywhere we can and selling our products directly rather than doing it in such a convoluted and roundabout way?”


      “You’re right, we could do it that way,” Flio said. “But all of these towns and villages have stores that have been doing business there for years and years, you know?”


      “Well, yes...” Rys admitted. “That’s certainly true.”


      “If we opened a Fli-o’-Rys branch store in each and every town, it might mean more money for us, but all of those long-running stores would lose business. Some of them might even have to shut their doors. It might be good for business, but I’d be sad to see that happen.”


      Flio thought back to how they had found this corner of Houghtow City when they first arrived back in the day. It was before the peace treaty with the Dark Army, and the shop that used to be at their location had found itself unable to procure inventory and was forced to close for business. Flio could clearly remember how forlorn the old couple who had run the shop for years and years had seemed as they shuttered it up for good.




      “So that’s why,” Flio concluded, giving his wife a smile. “I think we can make this work by cooperating with locals who are already running shops in their areas. I would much rather do business that way, if I can.”


      “My lord husband...”


      “I know, you’re going to say I’m too soft for my own good...” Flio said. “But the future I’m trying to build is one where everyone can live together happily.”


      “Not at all!” said Rys, taking her husband by the arm and hugging him close. “I don’t think it’s soft at all. I think it’s a beautiful vision.” She closed her eyes, pressing her face against Flio’s shoulder as she continued. “I don’t think I would have ever understood that feeling if it weren’t for our time living together. But now I’ve felt it for myself.” She lifted her face, looking him in the eyes and smiling fondly.


      “Rys... Thank you,” Flio said, smiling back. For a while the two of them simply shared a tender moment.


      “Oh!” said Rys, clapping her hands together as something struck her mind. “But you did open the one branch store, didn’t you?”


      “That’s right, I did,” Flio said seriously. “At the time we set it up as a base of operations to resupply the Dark Army, but we realized that if we wanted demons to purchase human goods we would need to exhibit them ourselves. Over time the store ended up serving double duty as both a Fli-o’-Rys branch location and a wholesaler.”


      “Yes, that’s quite right!” Calsi’im the skeleton concurred, arriving at that moment from the path that led to the Fli-o’-Rys General Store’s main entrance. “Back then I was filling in for the Dark One as Dark Regent, if you’ll believe that! It was a tough time for the Dark Army... We were short on everything from manpower to weapons to food!” He laughed merrily, jawbone rattling in his skull.


      Calsi’im—a common skeleton soldier who once served in the illustrious post of Dark Regent, and the husband of Charun. Calsi’im had in fact perished one time already, only for Flio to return him to life. Now he and his beloved wife lived at Flio’s house and ran the Cal’Cha Teahouse out of a corner of the Fli-o’-Rys General Store, where he also filled in as substitute manager when Flio was out of town.


      “We thought the shop would be a good way to deter the demons who were trying to attack the Dark Citadel...” Flio recalled. “But what ended up helping more than anything was all the Wolf of Justice merchandise we sold.”


      “That it did!” Calsi’im agreed. “Those baubles had an enormous effect, believe it or not! Why, there were plenty of demons who came back to the Dark Army just to get their hands on Wolf of Justice branded knickknacks!”


      “And don’t forget my lord husband and I putting in an appearance as the Wolf of Justice and his loyal companion to teach those rebels a lesson!” Rys added, grinning proudly and thumping her fist against her chest.


      As Flio, Calsi’im, and Rys were talking, the Enchanted Frigate finished loading its luggage and took off into the sky. This one was a smaller model, designed for high-speed delivery, and before long it had vanished beyond the clouds. As the three of them stood watching the ship disappear, Charun came walking up to the group wearing her usual black gothic Lolita-style outfit and greeted them with a formal bow. “Everything is ready for tea,” she announced. “Perhaps the three of you might join us inside for a brief refreshment?”


      Charun—a magic doll created by a mage who once served the Dark Army, and the wife of Calsi’im. Charun had fallen into disrepair when Calsi’im discovered her and had her restored. She had stayed by his side ever since, eventually joining him at Flio’s house. She was now the proprietor of the Cal’Cha Teahouse.


      “Yes, how about it, you two?” Calsi’im urged Flio and Rys. “It’s my lovely Charun making the offer, after all!”


      “I really hate to disappoint, and thank you so much for the offer...” Rys said. “But I really must be heading home before the children get back from school...”


      “In that case, shall I send your portion to the house along with the children’s?” Charun offered, bowing her head.


      For Calsi’im’s part, Rys’s words seemed to jog something in his mind. “Is it that time already?” he said. “In that case...”


      “Dada!” Suddenly, the conversation was interrupted by an energetic girl’s voice calling out to the skeleton.


      “That must be—” Flio began, turning to look in the direction the voice had come from. There, rushing down the pathway, came a young girl. She leaped up into the air, straight for Calsi’im’s head.


      “Hrfkahkk?!!!” Calsi’im cried, his voice coming out in a strange shout of surprise as his child wrapped herself around his head. “Wh-Why, Rabbitz!” he said, struggling to stand up straight with the extra weight around his shoulders. “Finished with school for the day, I see?”


      “I am!” chirped Rabbitz, nuzzling her cheeks against the top of Calsi’im’s skull.


      Rabbitz—daughter of Calsi’im and Charun. As the child of a skeleton and a magic doll, Rabbitz was a being of utmost rarity. She was a cheerful girl with a big smile who absolutely loved climbing atop her father Calsi’im’s head. Recently she had started attending class at the Houghtow College of Magic.


      Rabbitz was nearly human in appearance, the only outward sign of her unusual heritage being the bone-white coloration she had inherited from her skeleton father. She was in fact quite a bit larger than Calsi’im himself, causing him to teeter quite precariously with her weight wrapped around his head and shoulders.


      “T-Tell me, Rabbitz!” said Calsi’im. “D-Did you have a good time at school?”


      “Yah!” Rabbitz replied happily, nuzzling as she spoke. “It was lots of fun!”


      “Oh dear!” Rys exclaimed. “If Rabbitz is here already, that means Rylnàsze and the others will be back at the house any second! I’ll be returning ahead of you, my lord husband, if you’ll excuse me!” Then, changing shape to her lupine demon form, she sped off towards the house without wasting another moment.


      “Well,” said Flio as he watched his wife quickly vanish into the distance and leap over the city wall. “I guess it’s about time for me to finish looking over paperwork for the day too.”


      “Please take a set of our refreshments to go when you head home,” offered Charun.


      “I’d be happy to, thank you,” said Flio, as Charun headed back down the path to the front of the store.


      ◇The Dark Citadel—Front◇


      The Dark Citadel stood at the very heart of the realm of demons, atop a mountain and surrounded by sheer cliffs. It might have been an inconvenient place to reach if not for the road leading to the nearby castle town. Around one corner of that road, close to the front gate of the Dark Citadel itself, was a shop with a sign by the front door reading, “Fli-o’-Rys General Store Dark Citadel Branch.” It was lit inside by the light of magic lanterns.


      Behind the store, in the space between the building and the edge of the cliff, was a small open area where the compact model Enchanted Frigate was currently taking off, having completed its delivery.


      A woman who seemed to be one of the store’s employees watched as the ship flew off into the distance. “It looks like today’s delivery went off without a hitch,” she said, nodding as she used magic to inspect the contents of the crates against the paperwork she had in hand.


      Ding dong!


      Just then, the bell above the door to the back entrance rang.


      “Oh! That must be a customer!” the woman in the apron said, storing the crates in her Bottomless Bag and hurrying back into the store to find a number of demons just stepping in. “Welcome!” she said, setting the inventory paperwork she had been looking over on the counter and greeting the prospective customers with a smile.


      There were three demon men, each nearly three meters tall and rippling with muscles. The shopkeeper was fairly tall for a woman, but her slender build made her look positively tiny by comparison. “Well, what have we here?” said the demon standing in the middle of the group, leering at her and stooping down to bring his face close to hers. “You look like a stiff breeze could send you flying. You eating right?” Even his enormous head was several times larger than the woman he was menacing. It seemed he was looking down on her in every sense of the term. “Say, lady. Interested in going a round with us?”


      “Going a round...?” the woman echoed.


      “Yeah, that’s right,” the demon smirked, full of bravado. “If we win, we get the merchandise for free. Otherwise...”


      Before he could finish explaining his proposition, however, the woman brought her hand right up to the demon’s forehead.


      “Hah?” the demon said. He squinted at the hand, which looked to be primed for a flick. “Hey, now, lady. What do you think flicking my forehead is going to—”


      Pow!


      The woman’s finger shot out, sending the demon’s entire body flying backwards through the air back towards the door, a look of dumb incomprehension on his face as he struggled to understand what had just occurred.


      “I see,” said the woman, summoning a magic circle with the same hand that had just flicked the demon away. A second magic circle appeared in front of the door, absorbing the demon and shooting him back outside without any harm to the building, until...


      Crash!!!


      He slammed straight into the cliff face opposite the entrance to the shop.


      “Wha—?!”


      “No way!”


      The other two demons stared wide-eyed, gaping at the scene.


      “I’d heard as much from Mister Flio, but the demons of this world really do think they can judge an opponent by their appearance...” the woman, who was in fact Fina, mused, sighing loudly as she glanced at the demon lying motionless outside the door.


      Fina—a celestial who was once one of the angelic Disciples of the Celestial Plane, serving under the goddess responsible for governing the world of Klyrode. In accordance with the Celestial Plane’s customs, she and her older sister were both given the name Zofina, but Fina abandoned her post as Disciple, fed up with the self-serving behavior of the worlds’ goddesses, and chose to join the family at Flio’s house instead, changing her name to Fina.


      I applied for a staff position at the Dark Citadel branch because I couldn’t bear to receive food and shelter without at least doing what I can to help with the company... Fina thought, sighing once again as she turned to look at the remaining two demons. But this is all a little much... Still, she smiled happily as she greeted them anew. “Welcome!” she said. “Please don’t hesitate to let me know if there’s anything you need!”


      “Er... Um...” said one of the pair.


      “Uh... Thanks...” said the second. It was clear that Fina’s display of power had left them at a loss for words.


      “Pst... Wh-What is with that woman...” one whispered to the other.


      “I thought I could let down my guard when I saw that the usual oni wasn’t running the store...” the other whispered back.


      “Who would have thought she’d be so strong...?”


      There was certainly no sign of their earlier bravado as the two demons whispered fearfully back and forth.


      “F-For now, let’s just try not to get on her bad side...”


      “Y-Yeah... We’d better do our shopping all peaceful-like...”


      The two nodded to each other and turned to face the shelves. As for the demon who had been sent flying outside, he was still lying unconscious in the crater that the impact had left in the cliff.


      ◇Dark Citadel—Throne Room◇


      The throne room of the Dark One was near the center of the Dark Citadel. There, Dark One Dawkson looked out the window at the lit up shop windows in the distance that lined the road to the Citadel. “That’s the Fli-o’-Rys General Store, innit...?” he said.


      Dawkson—younger brother of the former Dark One Gholl and current reigning Dark One. In the past he was known as Yuigarde and ruled as a heavy-handed tyrant, but he changed his name along with his ways and now walked the path of the enlightened king.


      Phufun pressed her false glasses up the ridge of her nose, turning to look towards Dawkson. “Is there something the matter with the store, master?” she asked.


      “Ah, er... I just thought I saw somethin’ like smoke comin’ up from that human shop,” Dawkson said. “Almost like some unlucky punk got sent flying an’ ended up pancaked against the cliff. But maybe it was jus’ my imagination...” Chuckling at himself, he ambled back over to the throne, sitting down not on the illustrious seat itself but on the stairs leading up to it.


      There was a time when Dark One Dawkson went by the name of Yuigarde. Back then he had no regard for the opinions of others, putting himself above all with no regard for anyone who got in his way, until at last he abandoned his throne. After that he went through many experiences in the wide world and eventually came to reform his words and deeds, to the point that now he was regarded as a splendid Dark One second only to his older brother Gholl. He himself, however, insisted that he was still unworthy of the throne and performed his official duties without ever sitting upon the chair.


      He may not have reached the heights of the previous Dark One Gholl, but I would think my master Dark One Dawkson has performed more than well enough to justify taking his throne... Phufun thought, sighing quietly as she watched. But I suppose that’s for the Dark One to decide, and not myself...


      Phufun—a succubus who served Dawkson as his minion even before he was Dark One. She presented the appearance of a knowledgeable councillor but the truth was she was more than a bit of an airhead, and an inveterate masochist.


      “Shall I look into the matter, if it’s bothering you?” Phufun offered.


      “Nah, no need for that, I think,” said Dawkson. “That store’s staff ain’t about to lose to some random demon, for one thing.”


      “That’s true enough,” Phufun agreed, bowing her head low. “As you say, Master.”


      “They’ve given us everythin’ from food to weapons, and never caused much in the way of trouble...” Dawkson went on. “I’d say the two of us have an understandin’.”


      Besides, he added to himself, my brother Gholl’s with Fli-o’-Rys these days, ain’t he...


      “Incidentally, Master, if I may...” Phufun said, stepping up to the throne as Dawkson nodded to himself. She adjusted her false glasses and looked down at the papers she was carrying. “I thought today might be the time to discuss the topic on everyone’s mind...”


      “The topic on everyone’s mind?” Dawkson asked. “Ya mean...the exchange with the humans?”


      “Precisely,” said Phufun. “The Magical Kingdom of Klyrode has been broaching the subject of exchanging personnel in order to strengthen the new state of peace between our people. What are your thoughts, Master?”


      “Hmh...” Dawkson grunted, rubbing his chin in thought.
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      “E-Excuse me...?” Coqueshtti, one of the Infernal Four, stepped forwards from her position in the back of the room, timidly raising her hand.


      Coqueshtti—a mad scientist demon who resembled a young girl, and one of the Dark Army’s current Infernal Four. Dark One Dawkson had awarded her the position in recognition of the many demons she had saved with her medical magic, but Coqueshtti was a shy and silly girl whose personality did not at all seem to match the post.


      “Hm? What is it, Coqueshtti?” Dawkson asked.


      “O-Oh, it’s just, if it’s quite all right, I was wondering if I might be one of the demons sent to human lands?” Coqueshtti offered timidly, holding her oversized syringe tightly in her arms.


      “Oh yeah?” said Dawkson. “Ya got some kinda interest in the Magical Kingdom of Klyrode?”


      “A-As a matter of fact, yes I do...!” Coqueshtti said, fully hiding her body behind the syringe as she spoke. “I-I’ve heard from some of the staff at the Fli-o’-Rys General Store that the Magical Kingdom of Klyrode has been making tremendous strides in magic beast medicine. I-I thought it might be a good opportunity to pick up some of that knowledge for myself!”


      It might be just in name only, but I am supposed to be a member of the Infernal Four! she thought, gritting her teeth and nodding in determination. I-I don’t know what good it would do me to try to raise my combat power now, but if I can keep improving in my specialty of medical magic, I just might be of use to Dark One Dawkson, at least a little bit...


      Dawkson gave Coqueshtti a long hard look.


      “Ee—!” she cried, trembling visibly before the Dark One’s gaze.


      “Makes sense,” Dawkson said. “If that’s whatcha want, I’ll see what I can do. Hey, Phufun!”


      “Yes, Master!” Phufun answered.


      “Talk to the Klyrode people and see what we can do!”


      “Of course,” Phufun said, bowing low while taking care not to let her glasses slide down her face. “It will be done.”


      “Th-Thank you so very much!” Coqueshtti said, running up to Dawkson and bobbing her head up and down in gratitude.


      Long ago, if anyone had dared to broach the subject of exchanging personnel with the humans, the old Dark One Yuigarde would have angrily refused without a second thought, saying something like “Who’d wanna be friends with a weakling race like that!”


      Master Dawkson... You really have become a splendid Dark One... Phufun thought, smiling happily as she nodded her assent. There was, unfortunately, just one issue...


      I do miss the excitement of the old days, when he used to yell “shaddap!!!” and slug me through the wall... Phufun thought.


      When he was still Dark One Yuigarde, Dawkson put more stock in his fists than in reasoned debate. Phufun had gotten the rough end of his anger many times, ending up slammed through the walls or ceiling again and again. To a true masochist like her, there was no higher pleasure...


      ◇Klyrode Castle—Maiden Queen’s Chambers◇


      The Maiden Queen and the Second Princess sat around a modest table set with tea in the queen’s private chambers, located on the upper floor of Klyrode Castle.


      The Maiden Queen—reigning monarch of the Magical Kingdom of Klyrode. Her real name was Elizabeth Klyrode, and she also went by the nickname Ellie. She took over the reins of the kingdom after her father, the old king, was driven from the land for his many misdeeds. Due to her lifelong obsession with politics, she had never taken a lover in all her thirty-some years of age.


      The Second Princess—the eldest of the Maiden Queen’s siblings after the queen herself. Her real name was Leusoc Klyrode. Known as the Maiden Queen’s right arm, she had been responsible for managing foreign affairs since the days of the old King Klyrode, when the kingdom was still at war with the Dark Army, and therefore spent much of her time conducting diplomatic talks with the other human kingdoms. She was a frank and bold-mannered woman, always speaking her mind even to her sister the Queen.


      “So, Your Majesty...” the Second Princess began.


      “There’s no need to stand on ceremony, Leusoc,” said the Queen. “This is our private time, is it not?”


      “All right then! Elizabeth, if you prefer,” said Leusoc, clearing her throat as she shifted registers. “The state of the castle’s treasuries has improved quite a bit thanks to all of your and Swann’s hard work on internal political reform. Ever thought about moving to a nicer room?”


      “There’s really no need to fret over me, you know,” Elizabeth insisted with a smile as she took a sip of her black tea. “My chambers are quite adequate for all of my needs, from changing clothes to sleeping to handling the day’s unfinished business.”


      “Well, if you say so...” said Leusoc, skeptically furrowing her brow as she took a drink of her own cup of tea. “But I gotta say...”


      “Yes?” Elizabeth asked.


      “Isn’t it an issue when it’s time for you-know-what?”


      “You-know-what?” Elizabeth echoed, a look of sheer bafflement on her face. “Whatever do you mean?”


      “Oh, you know,” Leusoc said. “Like when you and Garyl are hooking up, or...”


      “Pshffffffff!!!” At those words, the tea Elizabeth had been drinking spewed violently from her mouth. She gestured with her hands for her sister to give her a moment as she sputtered and coughed. “I-I’m so sorry!” she said, when she had calmed down somewhat. “I’m afraid I rather lost my composure!”


      “No, no, I’m the one who should apologize for saying something like that out of the blue,” Leusoc said with a wry smirk as she wiped the tea off her face with a hand towel, before turning back to face the Queen. “Ahem! Let’s change the subject, shall we? What do you think of the issue of the day?”


      “About our international relationships, you mean?” Elizabeth asked.


      Leusoc nodded. “Now that we’re at peace with the Dark Army, it seems like it’s about time to normalize our relationships with our human neighbors, wouldn’t you say?”


      “I agree,” said Elizabeth. “Not only is the Magical Kingdom of Klyrode the largest kingdom in all of humanity, but we actually share a border with the demon realms. As a result, we were always at the front lines during the war. Many of the other human kingdoms that had the benefit of greater distance from the border did not participate in the war so actively, but rather acted as opportunists. And no small number even refused to obey decrees from the Alliance of Human Kingdoms.”


      “I’ve certainly paid my share of diplomatic visits to kingdoms like that during my time in foreign affairs,” Leusoc agreed, spreading her hands in an expression of defeat. “If you want my honest impression, we’ll be hard-pressed to get a positive response if we demand that they normalize relations with us outta the blue.”


      “That’s true...” said Elizabeth, rubbing her chin in thought. “As things stand, the only kingdoms we could expect to respond favorably are the ones who cooperated with us from the very start...”


      “So on that note,” Leusoc continued, leaning closer to her sister, “I had a thought...”


      “Oh?” said Elizabeth, leaning in closer as well. “Whatever did you think of, then?”


      “Remember a little while ago when our darling Swann traveled with the Houghtow College of Magic for their school trip to Hi Izuru?” Leusoc said. “And how we were able to formalize a treaty of friendship with the Nagaseki Checkpoint?”


      “Well, yes...” said the Queen. “But it was Mister Flio and the Fli-o’-Rys General Store who established friendly relationships with Nagaseki in the first place, wasn’t it?”


      “Exactly!” Leusoc rejoined. “So why don’t we work with the Fli-o’-Rys General Store to create those same kinds of conditions elsewhere? Naturally, we’ll have to share the information we have on the various kingdoms with Fli-o’-Rys. Which is why I have a suggestion...”


      “A suggestion?”


      “Well, yes. You see...” Leusoc leaned in closer too and whispered something in her sister’s ear. For a while they continued to converse in hushed voices that only the other could hear...


      ◇???◇


      In a city somewhere in the world, down an alleyway lined with old stonework, was a two-story building. There, in the dim light of a single magic lantern, a man sat in a luxurious armchair, smoking a cigar: the Shadow King.


      The Shadow King—the old King Klyrode, and father of the Maiden Queen. He was forced to flee the kingdom when his evil deeds came to light, whereupon he made the black-market dealings—which he had been involved in even during his time on the throne—his primary vocation, taking on the name of Shadow King.


      Ordinarily the Shadow King would be brooding miserably and clicking his tongue as he smoked, but today the two figures in matching silver and gold cheongsam dresses outside the door were watching in wide-eyed disbelief at what they saw...


      Kintsuno the Gold—the older of the infamous demon fox sisters, once a power player among demonkind, and famous for her fondness of all things golden. After the downfall of the demon fox clan she joined forces with the Shadow King and his black-market conglomerate, one of her old associates.


      Gintsuno the Silver—the younger of the demon fox sisters, known for her love of silver. After the collapse of her clan she followed her sister in joining forces with the Shadow King.


      “He isn’t clicking his tongue at all...” Kintsuno whispered to Gintsuno, who was crouched below her as she leaned up to the door. “If anything it looks like he might actually be...smiling...?”


      Indeed, the Shadow King had a distinctly cheerful grin on his face as he sat on his chair. He even seemed to be humming a tune.


      “Th-That’s just weird...” said Gintsuno. “No two ways about it...”


      “Don’t tell me...” Kintsuno wondered. “Now that we’re out of money, has he finally lost his mind?”


      “In that case, we’d better get out of here!” Gintsuno said.


      “You don’t have to tell me twice,” agreed Kintsuno.


      The two shared a deep look and nodded seriously, swallowing nervously, and began to scoot away from the door. Before they could escape, however, the Shadow King let out a sinister laugh.


      “Keh heh heh... Don’t be ridiculous!” he said, beckoning them forwards with a smile. “Come in! There’s nothing to worry about!”


      Wah! H-He saw us... thought Kintsuno.


      I-I guess we have no choice... thought Gintsuno.


      The two steeled their resolve and stepped into the room, forcing themselves to smile. Unfortunately the attempt resulted in a pair of oddly stiff and wholly unnatural expressions.


      “S-So...” said Kintsuno. “Did something happen today?”


      “Y-You seem to be in an uncommonly good mood!” said Gintsuno.


      “Ha ha ha!” the Shadow King laughed, slapping his knee at the sight of their faces. “Really, there’s no need for all that! In fact, I have some good news for the two of you as well.”


      “G-Good news?!” both sisters practically yipped in unison. They embraced, giving their best performance of excitement, but internally they were full of trepidation.


      Good news, huh? Kintsuno thought. Usually when he says that, we end up getting put through the wringer...


      You can’t expect me to simply jump for joy after all the times we’ve been betrayed... thought Gintsuno.


      The Shadow King, however, simply continued smiling in spite of the foxes’ strange behavior. “I know, we’ve been through some rough times up until now,” he said. “I can’t blame you for reacting like that. But I promise you! This time it really is good news!” He clapped his hands together and then joyfully slapped his knees.


      H-He really has lost his mind, hasn’t he...? thought Kintsuno.


      He must have... Gintsuno internally agreed, making eye contact with her sister, the pair keeping up their fake smiles all the while. There’s no other explanation...


      “Ha ha ha!” the Shadow King laughed again. “All right, listen up. There’s this noble I’ve had relations with. Some time ago he went a bit overboard and got himself ousted by his son. Since then he’s been forced into hiding...”


      “Oh really? I see...” said Kintsuno, feigning interest in spite of her continued misgivings.


      “So, what does that have to do with us?” asked Gintsuno.


      “Well, you see,” the Shadow King continued, “This boy of his who took over his estate, it seems, couldn’t tell his right hand from his left! It’s been one problem after another for them. An absolutely miserable performance by all accounts. Now there’s even been talk of ousting him and reinstating the old lord! And he’s reached out to us, asking for our help with the matter.”


      “Oh? You don’t say...” said Kintsuno.


      “And? So what?” Gintsuno asked.


      It was clear the two of them were still highly skeptical in spite of the Shadow King’s palpable excitement.


      “Now, now, you haven’t heard the good part yet!” said the Shadow King, slapping his knee again. “He’s promised to grant us an estate and territory within his domain the moment he’s reestablished his peerage!” He produced a scroll and tossed it to the skeptical foxes.


      Kintsuno caught the scroll and unfurled it, reading what was written on the paper. “Y-You’re right! It really does say that!” she exclaimed.


      “B-But that would mean we could say goodbye to our life of vagrancy!” Gintsuno cheered.


      The two embraced once more, this time beaming ear to ear with genuine excitement.


      “Bwa ha ha!” the king laughed, playing his knees like a percussion instrument. “This lord’s domain isn’t anywhere near Klyrode Castle either! There’s no chance of them finding us out!”


      That day for once, the Shadow King’s room was full of the sound of joyful laughter.


      ◇Houghtow City—Blossom Acres◇


      Outside the front door of Flio’s house was the ranch managed by Sleip and Byleri. Here the couple stabled their sizable herd of equine magic beasts, who pulled wagons and carriages for the Fli-o’-Rys General Store and ran in races at the magic beast racing hall. Beyond that was Blossom Acres, the vast farmland maintained by Blossom and the demons of Ura’s oni village, who resided on Mount Fli-o’-Rys just nearby.


      That day, Blossom was moving slowly through her fields with her hoe held ready in both hands, straining her ears for any sound.


      Blossom—the heavy knight from Balirossa’s old company out of Klyrode Castle. Blossom was Balirossa’s closest friend, and naturally followed her when she left the knighthood to live at Flio’s house. Hailing originally from a farming family, she was skilled in agricultural work of every kind, and before long began cultivating a large farmland on a corner of Flio’s estate.


      “From what the villagers told us, they’ve been hearin’ a strange voice coming from the fields late at night...” Blossom said, as Ura came up behind her.


      Ura—chief of the oni village and the father of Kora, who he had been raising as a single father since the death of his fairy wife. He’d taken on a group of demon ruffians, eventually making them into a proper village. He was a man of deep emotion and unimpeachable character, and was strong enough that he had once been considered for the Infernal Four back in the time of Dark One Gholl.


      “Hoh!” Ura exclaimed, eyeing the hoe brandished in Blossom’s arms. “Is that the legendary dragon-slaying hoe you used to—”


      “H-Hey, now, it’s nothing like that!” Blossom said, cutting him off. “That was all Mister Flio’s magic, you know. There ain’t nothing special about the hoe itself.” Despite her denial, however, Blossom did have a habit of going straight for the hoe whenever there was trouble about.


      “Well, that aside, it’s hard to imagine any unscrupulous individual could have made it through Mister Flio’s magic barrier...” Ura mused as he glanced around the fields. “I wonder what could be going on...” As an oni, Ura’s hearing was sharp enough to perceive sounds from great distances away if he focused his senses.


      As Blossom and Ura headed on, searching for the rumored mysterious voice, Kora walked between them, timidly clinging to Blossom’s pants as she made her way through the dark.


      Kora—the only child of Ura, chief of the oni village. Kora was a hybrid demon, with oni blood from her father and fairy heritage on her mother’s side. Painfully shy and conscious of the gaze of others, she had nonetheless opened her heart a great deal towards the members of Flio’s household.


      “You all right there, Kora?” Blossom asked, looking down at the girl. “If you’re scared, you can head back home...”


      Kora, however, shook her head. “I wanna go with you, Mom...and Dad...” She squeezed Blossom’s leg even tighter.


      “Well, okay,” Blossom said, giving Kora a bright grin and turning her back towards her. “How about a piggyback ride, if that’ll help your nerves?”


      Kora didn’t need to be told twice. She leaped right up onto Blossom’s shoulders.


      “Up you go!” said Blossom. “Now, let’s look for the source of this voice of ours, and then get back to the village!”


      “Okay...!” Kora said, nodding with a smile.


      Ura couldn’t help smiling to himself at the sight of Blossom and Kora together.


      Just when the three were starting to feel downright cozy, however, they suddenly heard a voice. “Pwhaaaah!!!” it cried, seeming to come from all around. Blossom raised her hoe to a guard stance, Kora still on her shoulders, as Ura began cautiously scanning the fields.


      Then they heard the disembodied voice once again. “Kyahaaaah!”


      “That way!” This time Blossom managed to pinpoint the direction of the voice and headed off to the right with Ura following after her.


      Ahead of them, the voice rang out yet a third time. “Hwaaaahhh!”


      “There!” Blossom pointed with her hoe at a spot where something seemed to be moving in the dark. The three of them crept up slowly, hoping not to be noticed. Blossom gave Ura a signal with her fingers, communicating silently lest whatever was ahead of them overheard. Ura nodded and stepped away from Blossom’s side, circling around behind the unidentified creature. Now it was caught in a pincer, with Ura in front of it and Blossom behind, leaving whatever it was nowhere to run.


      Blossom held up five fingers towards Ura, counting down to four... To three...


      When the count reached zero, Ura let out a mighty shout. “Yah hah!” he bellowed, leaping towards the creature while Blossom stayed back, ready with her hoe and watching carefully in case whatever it was tried to make a break for it.


      “Wah?! Who’sh there—?!” said the voice, its speech sounding oddly slurred.


      Next thing they knew, Ura’s hefty body was sent flying back through the air. “Uwhoa?!!!” he cried.


      “Ah!” exclaimed Blossom in shock at the sudden turn of events. She watched as Ura managed to flip back over in midair to properly face his opponent.


      “You won’t get away from me that easily!” he said, charging a bolt of magic power in his right hand and releasing it towards the mysterious intruder.


      “Ah?!” the person cried, sensing the magic bullet coming before it launched, but too late to prevent it from scoring a direct hit.


      For a moment there was silence.


      “Well, whaddaya know...” said Ura, smirking down at the figure now collapsed at the ground.


      Blossom stepped up as well, looking down curiously to see Telbyress lying in a heap.


      Telbyress—formerly one of goddesses of the Celestial Plane, banished from that world for gross neglect of her official duties. After coming to the world of Klyrode, she moved into Hokh’hokton’s cottage without a single word of permission from the goblin himself. She was meant to be helping out with the farmwork on Blossom Acres, but due to her love of alcohol and profound natural laziness she spent her days on the receiving end of Hokh’hokton’s temper more often than not...


      “Hawahhowoohewee...” Telbyress mumbled. From the way her eyes were spinning in her head, she seemed to be completely unconscious. Her hair was frizzed and curly from the magic bullet, and she had a large bottle of liquor clutched tightly in her arms even as had taken leave of her senses.


      “Well, that’s one mystery solved...” said Ura.


      “I guess it was Telbyress hiding out in the fields to sneak a drink of liquor, ” Blossom agreed, sharing a knowing smile.


      Just then, a horde of goblins came running up to the scene.


      “What’s all this racket?!” said Hokh’hokton, at the head of the group.


      Hokh’hokton—once a low-ranking goblin foot soldier in the Dark Army, now working up a sweat every day of the week on Blossom Acres. Alas, he had also found himself saddled with an unwanted roommate in the form of the so-called no-gooddess Telbyress...


      “Yes, what’s going on here?” asked Maunty, coming up behind.


      Maunty—another former goblin foot soldier from the Dark Army, now living and working on Blossom Acres. Unlike Hokh’hokton, Maunty had a loving wife and a house full of many, many children.


      A huge throng of Maunty’s children followed close behind, bursting noisily through the fields.


      “Hey! Hey! What’s going on?!”


      “Who’s that?”


      “Is there a festival?”


      “If it’s a fight, leave it to me!”


      Ura looked over the group, trying vainly to count how many children there were. “Tell me, Maunty...” he said. “I know you and the missus have a good-sized family, but...”


      “Oh, yes!” said Maunty. “We just had six more the other day! We’ve finally reached our hundredth kid!”


      “Y-You don’t say...” Ura nodded, finding himself utterly at a loss for words.


      Hokh’hokton strolled up and looked down at the unconscious Telbyress. “I had a feeling she’d been off somewhere drinking herself stupid. She started sneaking out at night again, after all. But I never imagined she’d have chosen somewhere this close by...” He sighed, slumping his shoulders in exasperation. “I’m very sorry for Telbyress’s poor behavior. I am meant to be responsible for her, after all...” He bowed deeply to Ura and the rest of the assembled crowd.


      “No, no!” Ura reassured him, smiling and clapping a hand on the goblin’s stooped shoulder. “You certainly have nothing to apologize for here. But that aside, look over there...” He gestured to a nook tucked away in one corner of the field, where a bundle of liquor bottles could be seen poking out of the dirt.


      “That must be Telbyress’s secret stash, don’t you suppose?” said Blossom, grabbing one of the buried bottles out of the earth and squinting at it closely.


      “It certainly looks that way to me!” said Maunty.


      “She certainly has quite the stockpile, hm...” Ura observed, grabbing one himself and popping open the cork, draining the bottle in a single swig. “Fah! That’s Madame Telbyress’s precious liquor for you! Damn good drink!” Grinning, he tossed the empty bottle away high into the sky.


      “Then I suppose we’d better drink it up ourselves!” said Hokh’hokton, draining a bottle of his own.


      The children were too young for alcohol, of course, but the adults quickly settled down to enjoy an impromptu drinking session, courtesy of Telbyress’s stash. The sound of their cheerful voices drew in others from the oni village, and before long it had become something of a party.


      ◇Houghtow City—Flio’s House◇


      Flio and Rys’s room was on the second story of the house. It was divided into two chambers, one for sleeping and one for daytime activities. Strictly speaking, both were larger than should be possible considering the footprint of the building, but Flio had enlarged the internal space of the house using a permanent magical effect, as he had with the private quarters of all the other residents in the house.


      “Just one moment, my lord husband!” said Rys, sitting on the edge of the bed and drying her hair with a magic item that looked for all the world like an electric hair dryer. “This hair drying device you’ve invented is very convenient, I have to say,” she remarked. “With this, I can dry my hair right away after I get out of the bath!”


      “It’s been popular with the customers at the store too,” Flio said, smiling lightly at his wife’s good mood. He sidled up to her and fondly ran his fingers through her freshly dried hair.


      “By the way...” said Rys, the earlike tufts of hair on her head perking up as she glanced out the window. “Am I imagining things or are there some rather raucous noises coming from the farm tonight?”


      Rys’s peculiar hair was a vestige of her lupine demon form. The tufts didn’t actually have any hearing ability per se, but when Rys focused on listening they had a tendency to move like real ears.


      “No, I heard it too,” Flio reassured her. “I used my magic to see what was happening, actually. It looks like the oni villagers are having a drinking party.”


      “Oh, good for them!” said Rys, smiling as she leaned into her husband’s arms. “It sounds like they must be having a fun time.”


      “Since they’re at it, why don’t the two of us have a drink as well?” Flio offered.


      “Why, that would be lovely!”


      Flio waved his hand and from thin air a bottle of liquor appeared, which he handed to Rys. “And something to drink out of...” he added, waving his hand once more to conjure the two of them a glass each.


      But Rys didn’t wait for the glassware. She had already started to drink directly out of the bottle.


      “Huh? R-Rys!” Flio exclaimed. Before he could say anything more, however, she had kissed him full on the lips, transferring his portion of the drink mouth-to-mouth.


      After a long moment of silence, their lips finally parted. “That style of drinking isn’t so bad from time to time, is it?” said Rys, smiling impishly.


      For Flio’s part, his cheeks had turned thoroughly red, although whether it was from the alcohol or embarrassment over the gesture was hard to say.


      “I-I guess not!” he said, awkwardly looking away. “F-From time to time, anyway...”


      “Eh heh heh,” Rys giggled, crawling on top of Flio once again.


      “Ah ha ha,” Flio laughed.


      The two had been married for some time now, but they still behaved like a pair of lovestruck newlyweds.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: The Order of Lupine Knights and Elinàsze’s Workshop


      ◇Klyrode Castle—Klyrode Institute for Chivalric Education◇


      Klyrode Castle was located in the very heart of the Magical Kingdom of Klyrode. As the seat of governance for the largest human kingdom on the planetoid world, it was always busy with people coming and going.


      Inside the castle, tucked away in the inner courtyard, was a large plot of land dedicated to the Klyrode Institute for Chivalric Education.


      Once upon a time, when the kingdom was still at war with the Dark Army, this same facility had been known as the Klyrode Knights’ Academy, responsible for training the kingdom’s knights for battle on the front lines. In this era of peace, however, it had been reenvisioned as an educational institution, teaching subjects such as domestic politics, foreign affairs, and even magical research, in addition to traditional knightly arts.


      That day, MacTaulo and Boralis were hurrying at a fast walk together down the corridors of the Institute.


      MacTaulo—formerly the finest knight of the kingdom, a mighty champion of humanity fighting an unending battle on the front lines against the Dark Army. Since the peace treaty, however, he had left the military life behind to become the first headmaster of the Klyrode Institute for Chivalric Education, devoting himself to raising up the next generation.


      Boralis—the captain of the Maiden Queen’s personal guard. Since the founding of the Klyrode Institute, she had added assisting Headmaster MacTaulo to her list of duties. Boralis had graduated at the top of her class from the Klyrode Knights’ Academy back in the day and was exemplary in all matters of chivalry. Rumor had it that she lacked any interest whatsoever in the male sex.


      “I can’t believe we got so held up in that meeting...” MacTaulo said as they hustled down the hallway. “Are the sparring matches still in progress?”


      Boralis pointed to her mouth, summoning a magic circle at the tip of her finger. “It’s me,” she said, the spell transmitting the sound to its intended recipient. “What’s the status of the sparring matches?” The conversation continued for a while, with only one side audible from MacTaulo’s end. “Yes...” she said. “Yes, I see. I understand.” She finished the conversation, dismissing the spell. “It seems we are currently in the ninth round, Headmaster,” she reported.


      “The ninth round, hm?” MacTaulo mused. “Then that means we still have some time before his match...”


      “Yes, so it seems.”


      “Well that’s a relief!” the headmaster exclaimed. “Now let’s hurry!”


      His lips turned up into a smile as they went. Good, good! he thought. I would hate to miss one of his bouts, after all! Soon he was running down the hallway, his heart beating with excitement like a little boy’s.


      “I am with you,” said Boralis, hastening her stride to keep pace.


      The two made their way down the long hallway to the arena, where they were greeted by a din of excited voices.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      MacTaulo and Boralis continued down the hallway and up the stairs to the spectator stands overlooking the wide open arena grounds, where they were greeted by a loud din of cheers.


      “Wh-What a crowd!” said MacTaulo. “Don’t tell his match has started already?!”


      “No...” said Boralis, as the two turned to look towards the action to see two young women locked in a duel. “It does not appear so...”


      It was currently the ninth round out of ten in the mock combat exhibition hosted by the students at the Klyrode Institute. But the response from the audience far exceeded MacTaulo’s expectations. Everywhere in the packed seats, people were cheering their hearts out for the two students locked in combat on the field below. All around them they could hear the audience chatter in excitement.


      “Holy crap! Those two are seriously going at it!”


      “I never expected to see a duel with this much passion!”


      “We made the right decision coming out to watch the matches today, huh!”


      “Fight hard, you two!”


      The two girls facing off against each other seemed to have been fighting for some time already. As MacTaulo and Boralis arrived they had just separated after an exchange and were keeping their distance, each trying to catch their breath. One was a student by the name of Lullun. The other, Salina.


      Lullun—president of the student council and senior student at the Klyrode Institute for Chivalric Affairs. She had been enrolled since before the school changed its name from the Klyrode Knights’ Academy. She had mixed heritage, with a human father and demon mother, and it seemed she had not yet grown to her full height.


      Salina—one of Garyl’s old classmates from the Houghtow College of Magic. Salina came from a wealthy family and had been quite imperious when she first came to school, but over time her infatuation with Garyl had done quite a bit to soften her personality. She enrolled in the Klyrode Institute to follow Garyl, but Garyl’s level abilities were so high that he skipped over the Institute coursework entirely and was immediately inducted into the knighthood. Since then she had been working herself to the bone to try to catch up to him.


      The mock combat exhibitions were open to the public as a matter of course, and today the stands were nearly full to bursting. Among the crowd, they could also see a number of students and faculty members from the Institute itself. In one corner, a group of students dressed in their school uniforms watched the match closely.


      “Hey!” said one long-haired girl by the name of Locanna, turning to the slender boy wearing glasses sitting next to her and grabbing him by the collar. “Lullun’s got this, right? Right, Dethryc?!” she demanded, violently shaking him.


      “W-Well...” Dethryc choked out as he was shaken from side to side, “M-Miss Salina has improved quite a bit, but she’s never placed above fifth before today. H-Her biggest strength is her song magic, which has a lot of versatile applications in enhancing her teammates’ capabilities. N-Now let me go! I-I can’t breathe with you choking me like that! Ghkk—!!!” He tapped quickly on Locanna’s arm as his face turned a concerning shade of blue.


      Locanna and Dethryc were far from the only ones having similar conversations either. All around them, the students and faculty were watching with expressions of utter bewilderment.


      It was no great mystery as to why. In addition to her role as president of the student council, Lullun had always been at the very top of the student body in physical ability. Salina, on the other hand, had been on the upper part of the middle bracket ever since arriving from the Houghtow College of Magic. Everyone expected Lullun to achieve an overwhelming victory, but Salina had been holding her own for exchange after exchange, not giving an inch to the student council president.


      Salina was dressed in blue leather armor, decorated with frills to emphasize the wearer’s cuteness. In her hands, and cutting a rather stark contrast to the outfit, she was wielding a massively oversized paddle of a greatsword, seemingly chosen with no other aim than to send her opponents flying with sheer brute force.


      Lullun gritted her teeth, gauging her opponent. “I thought I had a solid grasp on Salina’s fighting style... She raises her abilities with her song magic, while using her other specialty of water magic to launch wide scale area attacks...” she muttered to herself. “So what is a fighter like you doing using that super massive greatsword?! You?!” she demanded aloud, pointing across the arena ground at Salina. “I’ve never seen you fight this way once before in my entire time of knowing you! And where do you get the strength to swing that thing with that skinny body of yours, anyway?!”


      Lullun was at her wits end. Salina had summoned that greatsword at the very beginning of the match and, with only a modest application of a bit of ability-raising song magic, began to swing the enormous thing, nearly as big as her entire body, as if it were nothing. Lullun had quickly found herself entirely on the defensive.


      But Salina gave no indication of having heard Lullun’s question at all. “Taaake...that!!!” she cried, swinging the sword in both hands in a full-on spin as she closed the distance between them at lightning speed.


      “A-Again?!” Lullun launched a barrage of magic spells at Lullun, who was spinning like a top as she came her way. Fire! Lightning! Wind! But all of them glanced harmlessly off Salina’s greatsword, cut down by her mad assault.


      Some of the deflected bolts crashed into the spectator stands, sending scattered screams through the audience.


      Even so, Salina continued her assault undeterred. “And that and that and that!!!”


      “Ngh—!” Lullun cried, barely dodging the first strike by jumping in the air. But then...


      Thump!


      Salina suddenly thrust her right foot forwards, planting it in the ground and halting her super massive greatsword mid-spin with sheer force of might. Then, switching its orientation from a horizontal to a vertical swing, she aimed a cleaving blow up towards Lullun. “Hraaaaaaaaaaah!!!” she roared.


      “N-No!” Lullun, who had been trying to aim a magic attack down at Salina from midair, opened her eyes in shock. Barely a full second passed before she took a direct hit from Salina’s sword, sending her body flying.


      The arena at Klyrode Castle, of course, was designed for nonlethal exercises. The whole structure was enchanted with powerful defensive magics that should protect combatants from their opponents’ most powerful attacks. The blow from Salina’s greatsword was so forceful that it sent Lullun crashing into the wall of the building, but even so she had not taken any actual damage per se. Instead, as per the magic, she was inflicted with a debilitating effect proportional to the physical damage she should have suffered.


      Lullun slid off the wall and collapsed to the floor, trying with all her might to will herself to rise.


      M-My body... she thought. I-It won’t move...!


      Alas, in spite of her efforts, she couldn’t manage to move so much as an inch.


      Lullun forced herself to lift her face to see Salina, shoulders heaving with exertion but still grasping her enormous weapon in both hands. Though the magic of the arena shielded the two of them from harm, it did nothing to compensate for sheer exhaustion. Salina must have had some truly impressive stamina in that body of hers.


      I guess...I lost this round... Lullun thought, closing her eyes and letting her head rest.


      “And the winner is...Salina!” came the announcer’s voice.


      All at once the stands erupted into noise.


      “Salina, that was incredible!”


      “I don’t believe it! You beat the student council president!”


      “What a match!”


      “Nice fight you two!”


      Salina looked up at the crowd and raised her sword, beaming with sheer joy.


      “Looks like Salina managed to get the win!” said Reptor the lizardfolk boy, clapping and smiling as he watched.


      Reptor—a lizardfolk boy and recent graduate from the Houghtow College of Magic. He and Rislei had gotten quite close during their time at school, a fact which had earned him the ire of Rislei’s father Sleip.


      “You know, I only thought we should stop by because we happened to be in the area making a delivery to Klyrode Castle...” he remarked. “But I gotta say, Salina’s gotten crazy strong, hasn’t she!”


      “She certainly seems to be much stronger than she was when we were in school...” agreed Snow Little as she and Irystiel applauded alongside Reptor. Snow Little and Irystiel, however, both seemed to be glaring daggers down at the triumphant Salina.


      Snow Little—one of Garyl’s classmates from his time in the Houghtow College of Magic. Snow Little was a member of the rare fable folk species of demon, and a specialist in summoning magic. Like Salina, she still harbored amorous feelings towards Garyl, which is why she chose to find employment with the Fli-o’-Rys General Store after her graduation.


      Irystiel—another of Garyl’s old classmates. After graduation she too joined the Fli-o’-Rys General Store, and now worked primarily at the Houghtow College of Magic school store. Irystiel was part devil and part human, but chose to hide that fact to live under the guise of a common demihuman. She was extremely shy and wholly unable to speak in front of others without the intermediary of her stuffed animals. Her older sister Belianna was a current member of the Infernal Four, although that detail was being kept secret. And, of course, while it scarcely seemed very likely to come to fruition at this point, she too was still in love with Garyl.


      Irystiel held her stuffed animal in front of her face, animating it with practiced ventriloquism. “Look at her face!” the plushie said. “That’s no rush of victory! She’s daydreaming about how she won because of her love for Sir Garyl or whatever! Grrrowl!”


      “You’re right...” Snow Little nodded. “There’s no mistaking it...”


      “H-Hey, you two!” Reptor protested, wincing at the girls’ reactions. “I-I’m sure it’s nothing like that!”


      Down on the arena ground, however, Salina had a distinct look of rapture in her eyes. It was only thanks to Sir Garyl that I won, of course! she thought, her cheeks flushing pink. My love for Sir Garyl would give me the power to move mountains!


      Snow Little and Irystiel, it seemed, could read Salina’s inner thoughts like an open book.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Lullun and Salina left the field, and two more fighters took their place in the arena. As they stepped onto the field, the crowd erupted into a great roar of cheers.


      “Well!” MacTaulo exclaimed, taken aback by the sheer volume of the response. “He’s very popular, isn’t he!”


      “It’s only to be expected,” Boralis replied. “Despite his youth, Sir Garyl is said to be the strongest knight in the Order of Klyrode. Whenever he goes on patrol in the castle town, they say he cannot help but find himself surrounded by a mob of shrieking young women. And it’s been quite some time since he last made an appearance in the arena...”


      “Yes, yes, I know, I know,” said MacTaulo. “I just hadn’t realized the scale of it...”


      “Another factor may be that Sir Garyl has been sent on a number of missions outside the castle of late, as security for one member of the royal family or another, rather than being deployed to patrol the castle town.”


      “I see...” MacTaulo mused. “That could be it...” In that case, maybe it would be best to send him on more patrols of the castle town... he thought, folding his arms. But it’s been the royals themselves requesting him, especially Her Highness the Second Princess for her diplomatic duties...and no wonder! His abilities are simply outlandish, even by the standards of the knighthood. It’s hard to argue we shouldn’t make use of him when he alone can produce results equivalent to an entire platoon of guards. But it’s important for the other knights to gain experience as well...


      “Headmaster,” said Boralis, gently getting MacTaulo’s attention. “The match is starting.”


      “Ah!” MacTaulo cried, realizing he had actually closed his eyes in thought. “How careless of me!” Snapped back to his senses, he turned to look to the arena ground where Garyl was squaring off against a female sword fighter.


      Garyl smiled, bowing his head to his opponent. “Hello, Miss Murasame!” he said. “Long time no see!”


      Murasame returned the bow, smiling as well. “It’s good to see you well, Garyl,” she said. “I have heard incredible things about your exploits in the knighthood.”


      Murasame—a sword fighter hailing from Hi Izuru. She was born to a family who ran a school for swordsmen, and was herself a master of magic fencing. She had been traveling the world in pursuit of her martial training when she was scouted by the Houghtow College of Magic to teach magic fencing as a member of the faculty.


      “Over the past several days I’ve had the privilege of sparring with the faculty of the Klyrode Institute,” Murasame said, smiling as she unsheathed her sword. “But it’s truly an unexpected joy to conclude my visit by facing off against you.”


      “I signed up for the exhibition today because I heard your scheduled opponent had been injured,” Garyl said, smiling as well as he closed his fists and assumed an unarmed fighting stance. “I’d just gotten back from one of my assignments myself, so it happened to be the perfect timing.”


      As the two prepared for their match, a number of men were grumbling to each other as they watched from the back of the crowd.


      “That Garyl...” one of them said. “He’s definitely got the stuff, but something about him pisses me off...”


      “I know what you mean,” another agreed. “We’re supposed to be his seniors, but he’s been getting put on guard duty for the royal family even though he’s only just been inducted into the knighthood.”


      “Still, this time he’s up against a famous sword master,” a third of their number pointed out with a thoroughly unpleasant sneer. “I bet even Garyl will take a thrashing from the likes of her.”


      “Maybe he’ll finally learn his lesson!”


      Soon, the announcer’s voice projected by the arena’s built-in magiphone rang out across the ground, interrupting their conversation. “Now, without further ado, we begin the final match of the day. Fighters, on your guards!”


      “Fh...” Murasame let out a breath and moved to close the distance between herself and Garyl. All of a sudden, however, the boy was completely out of sight.


      Huh?!


      Murasame prided herself on her ability to read her opponent’s movements in a fight, but even her eyesight had been wholly unable to keep up with Garyl’s movements.


      Oh no... she thought, sensing the danger and quickly backing up. With Garyl out of view, standing still would only invite further risk.


      Certainly, Murasame’s judgment of the situation was not by any means mistaken. The effort, however, was in vain. Suddenly the world felt far away. She keeled over, nearly hitting the ground, only to find herself caught by Garyl.


      “You all right?” Garyl asked, holding her in his arms.


      Unable to comprehend what had just transpired, Murasame pushed through her confusion and tried to force herself to rise to standing. Her body, however, seemed to be completely paralyzed. Her limbs had completely lost their power.


      “Sorry about that,” Garyl explained as he held Murasame up, seeing his old teacher’s confusion. “I got you with a knife-hand strike to the back of the neck. You won’t be able to move for a little while, I think...”


      A hush fell over the audience. The announcer, for their part, seemed as confused as anyone. “A-And the winner is...Sir Garyl!”


      At that, the whole place was filled with a thunderous roar of celebration.


      “U-Unbelievable! That’s our Garyl!”


      “I-I have no idea what just happened!”


      Garyl raised his hand, waving to the crowd as they cheered and applauded, the odd confused remark notwithstanding.


      “Remarkable...” Murasame said as she pulled herself to her feet, leaning on Garyl’s shoulder for support. “I couldn’t perceive your movement at all. Sir Garyl, you’ve certainly become stronger than you were at the Houghtow College of Magic...” In spite of her loss, she was grinning at her former student.


      “It’s thanks to you for teaching me so well!” said Garyl, smiling back. “And thank you for the match today too!”


      The two walked to the arena’s exit, Garyl lending Murasame his shoulder the whole way.


      Sir Garyl... Murasame thought, a look of satisfaction on her face as she glanced at Garyl’s profile. Not just strong, but exhibiting flawless decorum as well. You truly have grown into a magnificent knight...


      As for the group of men at the back of the crowd, they watched Garyl and Murasame leave in wide-eyed disbelief, their voices trembling as they spoke.


      “H-Hey...what the heck was that?!”


      “I-I don’t know! You can see the whole arena from back here, but I couldn’t make out what he was doing at all!”


      “W-Wait...so...how strong is Garyl, anyway?!”


      There was certainly no sign of the scornful looks they had been giving Garyl at the beginning of the match.


      Behind them, hidden in the shadow of a pillar, Salina looked on at the group of men.


      I thought I might teach them a bit of a lesson for the horrible things they said about my Sir Garyl... she thought. But as long as they understand just how superlative Garyl’s abilities really are, I suppose all is well! Nodding in approval, she moved away from the group and hurried towards the arena entrance. By now she had changed out of her battle gear and into a dress, also blue.


      “And now that that’s taken care of, I should go meet Sir Garyl for a post-match rendezvous! If I’m lucky, maybe I can even invite him to dinner! He’ll regale me with tales of his heroic exploits for the Order of Klyrode...and then we’ll...and after that...”


      By now her thoughts had gotten quite a bit ahead of her, and her cheeks began to flush with excitement as she ran, playing through deluded fantasies in her head all the while.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      With the matches concluded for the day, MacTaulo and Boralis headed through the corridor back the way they had come.


      “Really though...” MacTaulo remarked, grinning and bobbing his head as he walked. “It isn’t as though I had any doubt in Garyl’s capabilities, but I never dreamed he was capable of that...”


      “It really is extraordinary,” Boralis agreed with a decisive nod. “It’s no wonder the Second Princess has been requesting him by name.”


      “Still...” MacTaulo went on in a more serious tone, the smiling vanishing from his face. “How to put this... That prowess of his might pose a bit of a problem too...”


      Garyl’s abilities are far beyond anyone in his age range...or even everyone in the entire knighthood! Too far, even. But even so, he treats everyone with courtesy, like in the match we just saw. He doesn’t gloat in victory and he shows respect to the loser. It would be of some help if more people knew his true personality, but with all the solo missions he’s been sent on of late he’s been participating less and less in the mock combat exhibitions...


      “Oh!” he said, his expression suddenly lighting up as he hit on an idea. “Of course!”


      “Headmaster MacTaulo?” Boralis asked. “What seems to be the matter?”


      “Oh, nothing, nothing at all!” MacTaulo assured her, smiling dryly. “But... Say... Could I ask you a question, by the by?”


      “What is it?”


      “Do you suppose you could defeat Garyl in a sparring match?” he asked.


      “Hm...” Boralis mused. “Before I answer your question, would you mind answering a question of my own?”


      “Oh? What’s that?”


      “Would I have the right to refuse to participate in this match of yours? If I may, I would quite obviously prefer to bow out.”


      “I see...” said MacTaulo. “So even a knight as strong as you...”


      “Of course!” said Boralis. “His strength is incredible. As I am, I would barely measure up to his pinkie toe. Otherwise why would the Maiden Queen and the rest of the royal family depend on him so much for protection?”


      “I see...” MacTaulo repeated, nodding in apparent satisfaction. Being able to accurately gauge your skill against a prospective opponent is an important talent as well, I suppose... “Well...” he went on. “How are things going with the Magic Corps?”


      “They’ve been making great strides in raising the baseline capabilities of our members thanks to the new magic items from the Fli-o’-Rys General Store,” Boralis reported. “I believe they received a shipment of new clockwork items today as well.”


      “Well, well...” said MacTaulo. “Perhaps we should plan a mock combat exhibition for them as well...”


      The two kept talking as they continued down the corridor and out of sight.


      ◇Houghtow City—Elinàsze’s Room in the Great Tree◇


      Around the same time as Garyl was engaged in his exhibition match, Elinàsze was hard at work in her laboratory—a spacious room inside the great tree that had sprung up seemingly overnight in the field behind Flio’s house, which quickly grew to be even taller than the three-story main building.


      Elinàsze stood in the middle of the room as several grimoires of magic floated in midair around her, glancing over the contents of the texts as she skillfully conducted the magical implements and components on the nearby desk with both hands, the various items responding to every minute move of her fingertips. She held out her arms and a magic beast bone hanging from the wall lifted gently into the air and floated over her way. As it came within reach of her workspace she clenched her hand into a fist, and the bone crumbled instantly into dust. She made another motion with the same hand and the pulverized bone was ground finer and finer until it had become a uniform powder.


      As Elinàsze worked, the angelic Disciple of the Celestial Plane who had been observing her labors from behind stared in shock as the bone transformed to powder before her eyes. S-So the rumors are true... she thought, frowning deeply. To think her magic could turn the bones of that magic beast—a Beast of Disaster, no less—into powder with such ease! Even the magic of the Celestial Plane would struggle to break the bones of a Beast of Disaster, infused as they are with such a dense concentration of Malicium...


      She watched as Elinàsze finished pulverizing the bones and split the powder into measured portions, transferring each into a small satchel. She lined the satchels up above the palm of her hand, casting a spell on each in turn before checking to confirm that it had produced the desired effect.


      “Perfect!” Elinàsze said with a satisfied smile. She stashed the satchels in a Bottomless Bag, which she handed over to the Disciple. “And here is your promised supply of Beast of Disaster medicinal powder, delivered right on schedule.”


      The angel, however, was standing stupefied on the spot. Wh-What was that? she thought. Is this truly a common planetoid world? I haven’t been on the Celestial Plane this whole time, have I? Although I’ve never heard of a celestial able to use such magic either. After all, that’s the whole reason they send Disciples like me to the world of Klyrode to pick up the Beast of Disaster medicinal powder with such regularity... Perhaps it was because her head was still spinning from the sight of Elinàsze in her element, but the angel seemed too dumbfounded even to accept the bag containing the completed powder.


      “Hm?” Elinàsze wondered, noticing the Disciple’s unresponsive condition. “Is everything all right?” She waved her hand in front of the angel’s face, but received no response.


      “Hello?” Cocking her head, Elinàsze tried waving her hand in front of the angel’s face once again, with no greater result than the last attempt.


      “Well...” Elinàsze folded her arms in thought. “What do I do here, I wonder...”


      “Take that, you scoundrel!” Suddenly, the bristly head of a broom came down on the head of the Disciple of the Celestial Plane, hitting her from behind.


      “O-Ouch!” Snapping back to her senses thanks to the combined shock of the blow and the accompanying enraged voice, the Disciple wheeled around, holding her hand against the top of her head.


      There, holding the broom in a high guard position, stood Tanya, glaring daggers of fury her way. The broom was clutched tightly in her hands, ready at any moment to be brought down once again upon her head.


      “You fiend!” said Tanya, thrusting the bristles into the angel’s face. “What insolence, to ignore the words Young Mistress Elinàsze deigned to speak to you! Offer your neck! As maid of the House of Flio, I shall deliver your execution!” With that, she brought the broom down hard.


      “Eeek!!!” The Disciple leaped backwards from the attack, but not fast enough to avoid the broom catching the end of her long bangs, which fell to the floor, cut as if with a blade.


      “H-Hah?!” The Disciple’s eyes went wide in disbelief at the sight of her loose ends of hair fluttering to the ground. H-How is this possible?! she thought. W-We Disciples of the Celestial Plane are meant to be protected by defensive magics during our visits to planetoid worlds. Nothing that the beings here do to me should be able to impact my body!


      Tanya raised the broom aloft once more, aiming another blow, but before she could strike the angel again Elinàsze interrupted her from behind. “Tanya, that’s enough, she said.” Strangely, Elinàsze was grasping a broom in her hand as well. In fact, on closer inspection it seemed to be the exact same broom that Tanya had been holding only moments earlier.


      With sudden realization, Tanya looked down at her hands. The broom, in fact, was completely gone. She was right—the broom had vanished from her own hands and reappeared in Elinàsze’s.


      “Really,” Elinàsze told her. “Let it go.”


      Very slowly, Tanya lowered her hands and let out a heavy sigh. “If that is your will, Young Mistress, then very well...” she said, conceding with an elegant curtsy.


      The Disciple of the Celestial Plane breathed a sigh of relief.


      “This is the first time our friend from the Celestial Plane has been here, you know,” Elinàsze explained. “I’m sure you can understand how strange it all must seem to her.”


      “I see...” Tanya said. “Now that you mention it, she isn’t one of the faces we’re used to seeing, is she...” She turned towards the new angel, addressing her directly. “Your name, then?” she asked.


      “What?” said the angel. “M-My name? I-I am Ethena, Disciple of the Celestial Plane...”


      “Hmm...” Tanya muttered, crossing her arms as she strained to remember. “I don’t believe I’ve heard of you...”


      “Come to think of it...” said Ethena, looking as if she were racking her brains every bit as hard as Tanya, “there was some mention in the briefing materials when I took over this post that Madame Elinàsze’s house employed a former Disciple of the Celestial Plane...” That makes sense... she thought. If this Tanya character was once a Disciple, perhaps that would explain why her broom was able to cut my hair like that...


      “Oh,” said Tanya. “You must be referring to Miss Fina.”


      “Fina...?” Ethena asked.


      “Indeed,” Tanya explained. “Fina quit her post some time ago and now resides here. And needless to say...” she added, puffing out her chest, “I for one have certainly never been a Disciple of the Celestial Plane or anything of the sort.”


      “Um...?” Ethena—and even Elinàsze—both let out a surprised vocalization at Tanya’s proud declaration.


      “I am the woman who was ordained by fate to be the maid of the House of Flio,” Tanya continued in apparent seriousness. “Alas, I cannot remember anything from before I suffered that mysterious blow to the head, but when I awakened in Master Flio’s gentle embrace I realized that my very purpose for being was to devote my heart and soul to serving as his maid, to pay him and his family back for all their wonderful kindness.”


      “You realized...what?” Ethena asked, her eyes going wider still as she stood rooted to the spot in confusion.


      Elinàsze, for her part, looked thoroughly baffled as well. A mysterious blow to the head, she says... she thought. That would be when Wyne crashed into her while she was racing about the skies, I believe. But both myself and Miss Stoleanna at the magic clinic in town have inspected her condition using magic, and she shows no sign of any particular abnormalities. But I suppose amnesia isn’t the sort of thing you can identify with a spell, is it...


      “But never mind all that,” Tanya continued, still looking haughtily down at the newcomer. “Tell me, Miss Ethena...”


      “Wh-What is it?” Ethena asked.


      “This is your first time coming to collect the medicinal powder created from the Beast of Disaster remains, is it not?”


      “It is, yes...”


      “You are aware, are you not, that this material is exceedingly difficult to produce, even on the Celestial Plane?”


      “O-Oh yes!” Ethena exclaimed, snapping back to her senses. “Th-That’s right!” Of course! she thought. Madame Elinàsze synthesized it with such ease that I had completely forgotten! The only ones in the entire universe who can create this Beast of Disaster powder are Mister Flio and Madame Elinàsze, both residing here in the planetoid world of Klyrode!


      “It seems you have remembered, then,” said Tanya, a glint of approval in her eye.


      “I-I have, yes...” responded Ethena.


      “In that case,” the maid proposed, “since you have come all this way, perhaps you might assist us with the production?”


      “What?!” Once more Ethena’s expression turned to shock, but Tanya simply smiled.


      “Don’t worry,” Tanya said, holding out her hand. “You won’t regret the experience.” She cast a quick spell, summoning a magic circle at her fingertips.


      “Oh! Of course!” said Elinàsze, clapping her hands together as she realized what Tanya was planning.


      “Huh? Huh? Huh?!” As the only one on the scene who didn’t understand what was happening, Ethena found herself looking frantically between Tanya and Elinàsze for some kind of explanation.


      Tanya focused her energy through her hands and into the magic circle, smiling cheerfully all the while. “In that case, shall we be off?”


      “B-Be off where?!” Ethena demanded. “Where are we going?!”


      Tanya’s smile was about as warm as her smiles got, but even so there was something a little too sharp about the upturned edges of her mouth, giving the expression of a distinctly wicked appearance. That smile was the last thing Ethena saw as the magic circle suddenly expanded in size...


      ◇The Underground World Dogorogma◇


      “Huh?!” Ethena exclaimed as she came to her senses with a start, looking around every which way. She was in the middle of a vast forest, which spread out in all directions around her. In the sky, however, a magic beast flew overhead—one that made Ethena’s eyes threaten to boggle out of her head when she saw what it was. “I-It can’t be!” she said. “I-Is that...a mad proterrina?!”


      “Well well!” Ethena heard Tanya’s voice say from somewhere behind her. “So you do have some knowledge, after all!”


      Ethena wheeled around just in time to see Tanya in the action of tossing a knife. The blade left her hand and sailed through the air at an unbelievable speed, striking a direct hit to the forehead of the mad proterrina.


      “Gwaaarhh!!!” the beast cried out. Tanya’s knife was small enough to fit in the palm of her hand, but that single hit was all it took to send the enormous beast—easily over twenty meters long—plummeting lifelessly to the forest below.


      “The mad proterrina...” Ethena recalled. “Though not as great a threat as a Beast of Disaster, due to their aggressive disposition the policy of the Celestial Plane is to effect immediate capture should one be discovered on a planetoid world, to be sequestered in the Subaltern Plane...” suddenly she stopped, realizing the implication of the words that had come out of her mouth. “B-But that would mean... I-Is this the underground world Dogorogma?!” Once again, her face had a familiar expression of wide-eyed disbelief.


      Tanya, by contrast, seemed completely unperturbed by their exotic surroundings. “Well, in a word...yes,” she said. “This is in fact the underground world Dogorogma.”


      “W-W-Wait just a moment!” Ethena demanded, bringing her face right up close to Tanya’s and raising her voice to a shout as tears welled up in her eyes. “You know it’s forbidden to trespass into Dogorogma without the express permission of a goddess!”


      Dogorogma! H-How did I get here?! she thought. I-If the goddesses ever find out about this, who knows what punishment they might give me?! Wailing wordlessly, she punched her fist against Tanya’s chest in anguish.


      Tanya, however, merely smiled at the angel’s behavior. “Now Ethena, why would you say such a thing?”


      “Eh...?” Ethena asked, confused.


      “True, the Celestial Plane forbids unpermitted teleportation to Dogorogma. But consider...” Tanya began.


      “C-Consider what?”


      “This falls under the exception, does it not?”


      “Th-The exception?” Ethena echoed.


      “Yes, the exception.” Tanya beamed down at the still quite bewildered Ethena as she began to recite.


      “‘Unlicensed travel to Dogorogma may be permitted in cases where materials for producing the Beast of Disaster powder have been critically depleted, for the sake of emergency replenishment of supplies, if accompanied by a Disciple of the Celestial Plane.’ Or so we’ve been told.”


      “R-Really?” Ethena stared back blankly at Tanya’s words. R-Really? she thought. I-Is that really true? Emergency replenishment of supplies? If accompanied by a Disciple of the Celestial Plane? I-It sounds plausible enough I suppose, but I don’t remember hearing anything about it when I took over this duty...


      She frowned stiffly, tensing up as if she were struggling to follow along with what Tanya was telling her.


      Tanya wrapped her arms gently around Ethena’s shoulders, bringing her lips close to whisper quietly in her ears. “Everything will be fine, Ethena,” she said. “It’s just like you told us earlier: this is an exception.”


      “It’s...an exception?” said Ethena.


      “Yes, it is.”


      “I-I see...” Ethena finally relented, looking up to meet Tanya’s gaze. “A-All right. If you insist...”


      I-If Miss Tanya is going to be so insistent, I suppose I can accept that this trip really is an exception... she thought, struggling to get her mind in order. She nodded, finally and with great effort allowing herself to be convinced. B-But...am I imagining it, or did she whisper something to me just earlier? It’s peculiar...


      Tanya, meanwhile, stole a glance at Ethena out of the corner of her eye, a smile playing on her lips. Good, she thought. This way, we should be able to trick the Celestial Plane into thinking that Ethena was the one who took the lead on this expedition to Dogorogma...


      The corners of her mouth were turned up more sharply than ever, creating the impression of a truly sinister smile.




      High above, looking down on the two angels’ conversation, Elinàsze floated in midair using her flight magic. “Well, here we are in Dogorogma, just like Tanya suggested. I do hope this won’t cause any kind of problem...” She lowered her head in thought. “Well,” she said after a moment had passed, “in any event, it’s true that we’re nearly out of Beast of Disaster remains to use for medicinal powder. As long as we’re quick it should be all right...”


      Seemingly convinced, Elinàsze began an incantation, casting a spell. As she did, a great magic circle appeared around her, covering the whole area with its light. It rotated slowly in the air, emitting a noise that sounded rather like the call of a magic beast.


      “Wh-What was that?!” Ethena asked, looking up in alarm.


      As the cry echoed across the forest, Ethena’s body began to tremble involuntarily.


      W-Wait! Wh-What’s happening?! she thought, more distressed than ever at the strange reaction from her body. Th-This sound! A-Am I...afraid of this sound? Wh-Where could I have heard it before...?


      Shaking violently and cradling herself in her arms, Ethena tried with all her might to master herself...but to no avail. If anything, the tremors only grew in intensity.


      Then, suddenly, a memory flashed into her mind. “A-Ah!” she cried.


      I-I remember that voice! she thought. I-It was when I was assisting a senior Disciple on a mission to a planetoid world! We made up our minds to teleport to Dogorogma, when we came face-to-face with...that! The biggest, nastiest, evilest monster I’ve ever seen! That was its voice!!!


      Once upon a time, Ethena was dispatched on a mission to capture a magic beast responsible for the destruction of an entire world. At the time she was still brand new to her position, however, and she found the creature to be far too great of a threat. Somehow, she and the other Disciples had managed to subdue the thing but only at the cost of nearly half their number being taken out of action, Ethena included. She was rushed back to the Celestial Plane where she endured a long recuperation period in a medical center before her wounds finally healed.


      How could I forget that roar?! she thought, looking up at Elinàsze in spite of her trembling body. She was still gently floating, right in the middle of the magic circle as it rotated slowly. It’s the same as that enormous magic beast!


      Ethena watched as Tanya flew up into the air beside Elinàsze, riding on the broom she had brought with her to Dogorogma. She pointed off at an angle away from where Elinàsze was facing.


      “Young Mistress,” Tanya said. “That way.”


      Off in the distance where Tanya had pointed was a mountain range, its peaks white with fallen snow. Then, suddenly, the mountains came bursting apart, the slopes crashing down on the nearby foothills in a violent avalanche of boulders as a group of magic beasts came into view. There were three of them, still very far away, but big enough to be clearly visible regardless.


      “A-Ahh... Ahh!!!” Ethena cried, falling to her knees and trembling even more wildly than before. I-It’s here! I-It’s the same Beast of Disaster I faced back then! B-But these ones are much bigger! A-And there’s three of them!!!


      In that moment Ethena wanted nothing more than to turn on the spot and flee, but her fear was far too great. She couldn’t even muster the strength to stand.


      Elinàsze and Tanya, however, seemed perfectly relaxed as they waited in midair for the magic beasts to approach.


      “Say, Tanya,” said Elinàsze. “Are those beasts Calamity Wyrms, do you suppose?”


      “I wonder...” Tanya replied. “Their anatomy appears to be different from the Calamity Wyrms we’ve seen before. I suspect they may be a subspecies that has been propagating in Dogorogma...or perhaps some rarer type of Beast of Disaster.”


      “I see...” Elinàsze nodded in understanding. “Yes, you must be right.” She cleared her throat, and all at once the vast magic circle around her vanished into thin air. She didn’t waste a moment, however, before conjuring more in its place, chanting the incantation to yet another spell. This time, an array of smaller magic circles appeared in the air behind her like artillery ready to shoot down the oncoming dragons.


      “Tanya,” Elinàsze said, as the magic circles orbited behind her back, “would you please stand back for a moment?”


      “Shall I support you from afar with my enhancement magic, then?” offered Tanya.


      “Yes, please,” said Elinàsze. “I’d like to do the fighting on my own this time. There’s a new spell I’ve learned that I’ve been dying to test out.”


      “Very well.” Tanya bowed her head low and flew back down away from Elinàsze’s side, sparing a glance for Ethena trembling in a ball on the ground below. I suppose this girl must have some serious trauma related to Beasts of Disaster... she thought as she landed beside her. She held out a hand towards the terrified angel and cast a spell. “Heart of Courage.” At those words, a magic circle appeared surrounding Ethena’s body.


      Heart of Courage...? Ethena thought as her body finally stopped trembling. That’s Celestial Magic, meant to restore the target’s fighting spirit... She lifted her head, looking up at Tanya. “Miss Tanya...” she said. “You were a Disciple of the Celestial Plane after all, weren’t you...”


      “Never mind that,” Tanya told her, pointing up towards Elinàsze. “Watch.”
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      Ethena looked just in time to see Elinàsze finish her incantation.


      “Spears of the Tyrant!” Suddenly, the magic circles behind Elinàsze began firing off tremendous lances of light towards the oncoming foes at an astonishing speed. They rotated behind her back, each one firing a fresh spear at the apex of its orbit, when it was directly above Elinàsze’s head. One! Two! Three! No sooner had one circle fired its shot than another took its place. Then it rotated around until it came to the top once more, when it was ready to fire again.


      The spears of light soared through the air straight for the magic beasts in the distance in perfect silence until finally they hit their mark. Then there was a terrible sound, accompanied by the dragons’ shrieks.


      Blam! Blam! Blam! Blam! Blam!


      “Skreeeeehhh!!!”


      It wasn’t a cry of anger, or the roar of a predator meant to intimidate its prey, but simply the pitiful sound of three helpless beasts who found themselves completely powerless before Elinàsze’s assault, struggling to even fly.


      It took just a bit more than a minute before the magic beasts that had been coming their way plummeted to the forest below. Elinàsze, who had been using her magic to observe the monsters from a distance, glanced behind herself at the spears she had summoned. “That packed quite a punch, I have to admit...” she said. “But I can’t help but feel like something was missing. I’ll have to test this spell a little more, I suppose.” She looked back at the spot where the magic beasts had fallen, a disappointed expression on her face in spite of the incredible feat of destructive magic she had just performed.


      Ethena watched from the ground in utter disbelief. “B-But those beasts...” she said. “Th-They were all powerful Beasts of Disaster... A-And she defeated them like nothing...”


      Her face seemingly frozen in a blank stare, she looked quickly between Elinàsze in the air and the spot where the magic beasts had fallen as if her mind couldn’t accept what had just transpired.


      Beside her, Tanya burst into a round of applause. “Excellent work as always, Young Mistress!” she cheered. “Such destructive power, and from a spell you had only just learned! I must say, I am very impressed.”


      “Thank you, Tanya,” said Elinàsze, looking down towards the maid. “Now, let’s gather up the prize and return home for the day.” She flew off in the direction where the magic beasts had fallen.


      “Oh! Young Mistress Elinàsze!” said Tanya, mounting her broom and hurrying off after her. “Please, allow me to collect the remains!”


      In mere moments, the two of them were both out of sight. After all, the beasts had been nowhere near Elinàsze when they were shot down by her spell.


      Ethena stared off in the direction Elinàsze and Tanya had gone. “Sh-She can’t really be human, can she?” she wondered. “Is she really not a celestial, but a being of this planetoid world...?”


      ◇That Night—Klyrode Castle Town◇


      It was the night after the mock combat exhibition. The sun had only just passed below the horizon, and the streets of the town surrounding Klyrode Castle were busy with people. Unlike in the daytime hours, when customers would be out shopping in the town’s boutiques, the people who came out at night were in search of food and drink. Here and there, the sound of happy laughter could be heard coming from the various establishments.


      In the far end of a wide avenue lined with many grand pubs was an alley that led deeper into the back of the city. It wasn’t as large a street as the avenue before it, but it too was full of people coming and going. There, in one corner of a cross-shaped intersection, was a two-story stone building that served as a bar.


      Inside, Garyl, Reptor, Irystiel and Snow Little were seated at a table.


      “I sure didn’t expect to be seeing all of you today!” Garyl said, grinning at the assembled crew.


      “Oh, you know!” said Reptor, with a cheerful smile of his own. “We were about to head back from a delivery to the castle when we heard you were about to be in the exhibition! We just came by to watch your match. We certainly didn’t expect to all end up going out for dinner!”


      Irystiel nodded in agreement, as did the stuffed animal she was clutching to her chest.


      “You always seem like you’re so busy these days, after all,” said Snow Little. “You couldn’t make it to the little reunion party we held in Houghtow City either.”


      “Yeah...I’m really sorry about that,” Garyl said, lowering his head in apology. “I was away on work at the time...” That was about when I went to Britland with the Second Princess as her bodyguard... he recalled.


      Just then, the group was interrupted by the sound of someone hurrying up to their table. They all turned to look and saw Salina standing there. Only...


      “Oh Sir Garyl!” Salina cooed. “I’m so sorry to have kept you— Wait! What are all the rest of you doing here?!” Suddenly realizing that Garyl was not alone but in fact accompanied by her old classmates from the Houghtow College of Magic, she blinked in stunned surprise.


      What was more peculiar, however, was her appearance. Salina looked for all the world like she was dressed for a high-class ball, wearing a lavishly decorated dress and a full face of rather ambitious makeup. Her outfit seemed to be quite heavy, judging by the sound it made whenever she moved.


      Garyl stood up to pull out a seat for Salina. “I thought I told you,” he said. “Didn’t I say everyone was coming, and would you like to go out for dinner together?”


      O-Oh no... Salina thought. I must have forgotten all of that except for the part when Sir Garyl said “Would you like to go out for dinner together?”...


      “A-Ah ha ha!” she laughed, doing her best to sound natural. “O-Oh yes, that’s right! I was so overjoyed to be spending time with you, it completely slipped my mind!”


      Reptor, Irystiel, and Snow Little, couldn’t resist a chuckle at Salina’s expense.


      “Wh-What are you laughing at?!” she demanded, her face bright red, puffing out her cheeks in an indignant pout.


      “Now, now,” said Garyl, patting Salina gently on the shoulders. “You don’t want to spoil all the effort you put into dressing up by making faces like that, do you?”


      “O-Oh my...!” said Salina, her face turning red again for an entirely different reason as a blissful smile came over her face, wiggling her body with joy. “S-Sir Garyl, you shouldn’t...!”


      The two other girls—Irystiel and Snow Little—stiffened up noticeably.


      If I had known we’d be having dinner with Sir Garyl, I would have prepared a more stylish outfit... thought Snow Little, biting her lip in frustration. I can’t believe I’m at a disadvantage!


      Aghhhh... thought Irystiel, an expression of sheer pent-up frustration on her face as the mouth of her stuffed animal flapped mutely. I knew we should have worn something cuter today!


      Noticing the mood that had fallen over the other two girls, Reptor hurriedly pushed a mug of beer apiece towards the assembled crew. “Hey, hey!” he said. “Forget that for a moment! Let’s have a toast to celebrate the reunion of the Order of Lupine Knights!”


      “The Order of Lupine Knights, huh?” said Garyl, smiling wistfully as he accepted his drink. “Been a while since I’ve heard that...”


      The Order of Lupine Knights was a name Garyl and the other members of the Houghtow College of Magic had taken to calling themselves back during their time in school.


      “Everyone have their drink?” Garyl asked.


      “But of course!” said Salina.


      “Me as well!” said Snow Little.


      “Irystiel has hers! Greowl!” said Irystiel’s stuffed animal.


      “I’m ready, Garyl,” said Reptor.


      Garyl smiled back at the four of them. It seemed good spirits had returned to the table.


      “Very well, Sir Garyl!” said Salina. “Please, lead us in the toast!”


      “What?” said Garyl, a troubled look coming over his face. “But I’m not—”


      “Don’t be absurd!” Salina insisted, cutting him off. “You are the captain of the Order of Lupine Knights, Sir Garyl, now and forever!”


      The rest of the table all nodded in agreement.


      “A-All right!” Garyl said. “In that case...” he cleared his throat, raising his cup high. “To the Order of Lupine Knights! Cheers!”


      “Cheers!” the others echoed, bringing their mugs together. Each and every one of them was grinning from ear to ear.


      The five of them stayed up late that night, enjoying the night life of the city.


      ◇Meanwhile—Houghtow City, Flio’s House◇


      Inside the great tree, Elinàsze stood at attention in front of her father Flio. Next to her, Tanya bowed her head.


      Flio looked between the two and let out a sigh. “Haven’t I told you?” he said. “You’re not allowed to go off to Dogorogma on your own.”


      “I’m sorry, Papa,” said Elinàsze.


      “I am deeply ashamed of my conduct in allowing this to happen,” said Tanya.


      “Elinàsze, Tanya... I know both of you are strong,” said Flio, sighing once again. “But the underground world Dogorogma is a dangerous place. You never know what might happen.”


      “I’m really sorry...” said Elinàsze, lowering her head with an air of misery.


      “Please don’t blame her, Master,” said Tanya, stepping forwards to cover for Elinàsze. “This infraction was all my doing. I should bear the whole of the blame...”


      “No, Tanya,” Flio frowned. “Whatever the particulars, the two of you went together. You both share responsibility for this. Please don’t let it happen again.”


      “We understand. We won’t...” Elinàsze and Tanya apologized again, both bowing deeply.


      Flio frowned once more, then turned to look at the massive arm of a magic beast resting behind the pair, where a small crowd had already gathered.


      “Well, this is certainly something!” remarked Hiya, gazing up at the arm. “Quite fascinating, I must say...”


      “No kidding!” agreed Damalynas, flying around the circumference of the arm to inspect it on all sides. “I’ve never dealt with a Beast of Disaster quite like this before. Is it a new species, do you think?”


      “A Beast of Disaster...? This?” said Maglion, still in her child-sized form. She held up her hand, summoning a magic circle to analyze the composition of the limb.


      “So this arm belonged to one of the magic beasts Elinàsze brought down today, huh?” Flio said, stepping up to arm with an air of great interest himself.


      “That’s right, Papa!” said Elinàsze, her face lighting up with a great big smile as she began to explain. Gone was the expression of contrition she had worn only moments earlier. “I did it with a new spell I only just learned, you know!”


      “It was quite an extraordinary performance,” Tanya agreed. “Even I found myself enraptured by the destructive power of that spell...”


      “Did this spell come from one of those magic grimoires you’ve been studying lately?” Flio asked.


      “Yes, that’s right!” said Elinàsze. “It’s this series of grimoires from a company called Witchly Arts Publishing. They’re all very fascinating material!”


      “I see...” said Flio. “You wouldn’t mind teaching me some of those spells, would you?”


      “Why, Papa!” Elinàsze explained, beaming from ear to ear. “I’d be delighted!”


      “My great and terrible lady...” Hiya entreated. “Perhaps you might deign to teach your humble servant Hiya, as well?”


      “Hey, no fair!” said Damalynas. “I wanna learn the spells too!”


      “I hope I’m not overstepping, but I’d like to learn also...” said Maglion.


      Soon, everyone in the room had gathered close around Elinàsze.


      Elinàsze retrieved a grimoire from the bookshelves lining the walls and opened it to a certain page, showing it to the assembled crowd. “The spell I used today is printed right here,” she said. “Its force made it quite easy to penetrate the defenses of these magic beasts...”


      She launched into her explanation, pointing between the text of the book and the arm to illustrate the power and effects of the spell, and what effect it had on the beasts she fought that day. Everyone listened closely, enraptured by the subject.


      Outside the tree, a sign hung by the door. It read, “Elinàsze’s Workshop.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: Hole: Thus Hero Gold-Hair Fought—The Golden-Haired Hero


      Rattle rattle rattle...


      A solitary carriage weaved its way through the rugged terrain of the mountainous at the northern end of the Magical Kingdom of Klyrode. There was no horse in sight to pull the carriage, and yet it moved. The outside of the carriage was decorated with fine golden detailing which shone splendidly in the rays of light filtering in through the tree canopy above.


      Inside the carriage, Hero Gold-Hair furrowed his brow in confusion as he looked out the window at his surroundings. “So, Keats, tell me...” he began.


      “Yes, Hero Gold-Hair?” came the telepathic voice of Aryun Keats from the ceiling of the carriage. “Is something the matter?”


      As a carriage djinn, Aryun Keats possessed the ability to transform into a copy of any vehicle she wanted so long as she had touched it at least once. She had been in her horse-drawn carriage form (sans horses) for several days now, but she could even fly like an Enchanted Frigate or transform into a colossal tank if the situation called for it. Those forms, however, quickly expended her magic power, and so she had to limit their use to very short amounts of time.


      “No, nothing like that,” Hero Gold-Hair replied. “And you know I’m grateful for how useful that transformation ability of yours is for getting around. But...is it just me, or has your carriage form gotten a bit flashy lately? It feels like there’s more decorations every time I look...”


      “No kidding!” agreed Wuha Gappoli, leaning forwards in her seat across from Hero Gold-Hair. “You’ve been blinged up to the nines these days, Aryun! Everything’s all glitz and glitter...”


      “And why shouldn’t I?” Aryun Keats objected. “This is the carriage of the Sir Hero Gold-Hair, is it not? This amount of flair is only appropriate! In fact, I’d say it’s still not nearly enough!”


      “True, true!” agreed Valentine, who was sitting in the seat next to Wuha. “Our Aryun has a point, you must admit!” she said, taking a large swig from the mug of liquor she had been holding.


      Recently, Valentine was spending her time not in her original form, which was tall, curvy and feminine, but in a half-sized transformation which made her look like something of a mascot character for the group. At this size, the mug was nearly as large as her entire body and required both hands for her to hold on to.


      Valentine was originally a denizen of the Realm of Evil, a world whose atmosphere was saturated with Malicium. In that world it was easy for her to maintain her body, but in the world of Klyrode the air’s light concentration of Malicium made it necessary for her to absorb the element through large quantities of magic-rich food or by absorbing the power of magic gems directly into her body.


      “Hero Gold-Hair is the man I’ve chosen to follow in this world! It’s only fitting we travel with some level of panache!” Valentine declared, thumping her chest and taking another hearty drink, polishing off her fifth bottle. “My! This liquor really is something else!”


      Tsuya, for her part, had tears in her eyes as she watched the precious liquid disappear down Valentine’s throat. Aaah!!! she cried internally, glancing between the Bottomless Bag on her belt and the bottles lying empty on the floor next to Valentine. But we spent a looot of money on that liquor! You can only buy it at demon shops, and it’s suuuper expensive, but we splurged a little because of its high concentration of Malicium... B-But if she keeps gulping down bottle after booottle like that, we’ll never be able to afford it, no matter hooow much gold we make!


      “Ah ha ha...” Wuha laughed dryly, seeming to sense what was on Tsuya’s mind. “It’s good stuff all right! But, Lady Valentine, maybe you shouldn’t finish them off in one go like that if all you’re after is the flavor...”


      “Oh?” Valentine asked, a scowl of displeasure coming over her face. “And whatever do you mean by that, Wuha?”


      Wuha shrugged her shoulders. “Oh, you know,” she said. “That liquor’s all well and good, but it doesn’t hurt to mix things up from time to time, does it? That’s all.”


      “Is it?” Valentine asked. “I don’t suppose there’s some even more delicious liquor you’re holding on to, is there?”


      “Well, I can’t promise it’ll be to your tastes...” Wuha said, producing a bottle from her own Bottomless Bag and holding it out for Valentine to see. “But why don’t you try some of this?”


      “Is that alcohol?” Valentine asked, squinting at the contents of the bottle. “It has a rather peculiar color, doesn’t it...”


      Valentine’s skepticism was wholly understandable. The liquid did indeed look like it might be liquor, but it was oddly pale and murky and there were flecks of something floating throughout.


      “Is this really safe to drink?” she said, slowly looking up from the bottle to Wuha.


      Wuha just grinned and pressed the bottle into Valentine’s hands. “Hey, if you think I’m having one over on you, just give it a try and see!”


      Valentine took the bottle, her furrowed brow a sharp contrast to Wuha’s sunny disposition.


      “Go on!” Wuha urged her.


      “I-I don’t know...” Valentine dithered, looking dubiously at the bottle in spite of Wuha’s encouragement.


      “I insist!”


      “Well... But...”


      “Just try it!”


      “Nghhh...”


      “Come on, Valentine! Down the hatch!”


      “R-Really... Do I have to...?”


      The two continued their exchange for a good ten minutes before Valentine finally succumbed to the relentless pressure. “W-Well, all right...” she said. “Just a little...” With an air of deep resignation she popped open the bottle and took a sip.


      Gulp...


      At first, Valentine sat stiffly with her eyes closed as the drink passed down her throat. But then, suddenly, her eyes shot open. “Wh-What’s this?” she said, hiding her mouth behind her fingertips to mask her surprise as she peered deeply into the depths of the bottle. “It’s actually quite good!”


      “Isn’t it?” Wuha gushed, smacking Valentine heartily on the shoulder. “That’s homemade magic moonshine right there, courtesy of the Wuha Gappoli!”


      “It’s excellent!” Valentine agreed. “I was worried about how cloudy the liquid looked, but it’s so delightfully full of Malicium! I love it!” She finished off the bottle in a second, leaning up against Wuha as she drank.


      Hero Gold-Hair watched the exchange silently, thinking back to the events of one evening not long ago...




      The party had spent the night in a cave they found deep in the forest. Valentine, in her miniaturized form, was sitting in the back drinking from her hefty mug. Around her, the walls of the cave did not look anything like a cave at all. Judging by their luxurious surroundings, in fact, you would think Hero Gold-Hair’s companions were staying at a first-rate hotel.


      This, of course, was the effect of Wuha Gappoli’s transformation. As a manor djinn, Wuha had the ability to transform her body into a palatial internal space.


      “I tell ya, I sure am glad we found such a nice cave!” came Wuha’s voice, emanating from the ceiling. “This is way lighter on the magic power than making a room inside a tree or turning into a mansion or something!”


      “You really are suuuch a big help, Miss Wuha!” Tsuya said, raising a toast towards the ceiling of the room. “Thanks to yooou, we’ve saved a fooortune on inn rooms!”


      “Ah ha ha!” Wuha laughed. “That’s our Tsuya, always looking out for the bottom line!”


      Behind Tsuya, Aryun was cradling a bottle of her own in her arms, already passed out drunk. “I-I can’t drink another drop...hic!” she repeated deliriously over and over, rolling over in her sleep.


      Next to Tsuya, Hero Gold-Hair looked around at his group of misfits as he tossed back a glass of liquor himself. It’s been another long day of travel for Keats in her carriage form... he reflected. Best to let her get some rest. And Wuha’s been taking care of our lodging needs for us for three days straight now! We should try to stay in a regular inn if we can tomorrow, to help her recover her magic. As for Valentine, we need her power to take down any magic beasts we encounter on the road. If this banquet is what it takes for her to recuperate, then so be it! So that just leaves... His eyes fell on Tsuya, sitting beside him. Of course...


      Hero Gold-Hair set down his glass and stood up.


      “Oh, Hero Gooold-Hair!” said Tsuya. “Are you goooing somewhere?”


      “Yes, well...” Hero Gold-Hair said, picking up another bottle on his way to the exit of the cave. “I just thought I’d spend some time picking flowers.”


      “Okaaay!” Tsuya sang.


      Stepping outside, Hero Gold-Hair set the bottle down on its side. “Now, I’d better do what I can about our money situation if I want to keep that smile on Tsuya’s face!” he said, retrieving the Drilldozer Shovel from his Bottomless Bag and surveying the area around him, his eyes settling on one patch of forest in particular.


      “Hm!” he said. “My intuition is telling me something good might happen if I dig some pitfall traps right about there...” Hurrying over to the spot, he struck the shovel to earth and began to dig. “Hah!” In a matter of mere seconds, he had excavated a pitfall of considerable depth. “And another! And another! And another!”


      Hero Gold-Hair dug one pitfall after another. As soon as he finished one, he would vault out like an acrobat using the Drilldozer Shovel as a prop before quickly moving on to the next.


      I remember back in the day, I used to have the hardest time climbing out of my own pit traps... he reflected, thinking back to before he had mastered this particular technique. Now, we’ll just wait for these traps to catch us some magic beasts and sell them for gold at the Adventurers’ Guild! I’m sure that will help put a smile on Tsuya’s face...


      Hero Gold-Hair still insisted on maintaining an air of smug superiority in front of the others, but the truth was he attended closely to the well-being of all his party-mates, and did everything in his power to support them.


      Before long, Hero Gold-Hair was surveying his handiwork, Drilldozer Shovel in hand. “Well, I’d say that does it,” he said with a satisfied nod. “Thank you as always, partner,” he added to the shovel, shaking off the dirt and returning it to his Bottomless Bag.


      He returned to the cave, noting that the bottle he had left by the entrance had vanished in the time he had gone. He smiled, turning around to face the forest, and lifted his hand. “Sorry about all the trouble,” he said, before heading back inside.


      After a while, Riliangiu appeared from her hiding spot in the canopy of a nearby tree.


      Riliangiu was once a scout from the Realm of Evil and currently served in a similar capacity for Hero Gold-Hair and his party, scouting ahead of the group and keeping them informed of anything she might happen to learn.


      Sir Hero Gold-Hair... Riliangiu thought, tightening her grip on the bottle in her hand—the same one Hero Gold-Hair had left out in front of the cave. You spare too much for one such as me...


      Although Riliangiu and Valentine both hailed from the Realm of Evil, Valentine was created to attack the realm’s enemies with pure overwhelming power, whereas Riliangiu specialized in infiltration. Her body was designed to consume only a small amount of Malicium, meaning that this single bottle supplied more than enough energy for her daily activities.


      Riliangiu watched as Hero Gold-Hair returned to where Wuha Gappoli had spread herself over the inside of the cave as the group’s living quarters, holding shards of some mineral in his hand. “Still...” she said, peering down at the shards, “I’m surprised there were magic gems in a place like this. Although really these are little more than shattered fragments...”


      Indeed, the magic gems in Hero Gold-Hair’s hand seemed to be nearly depleted of power, closer to cinders than actual fuel.


      “Workin’ hard out there, Hero Gold-Hair?” Wuha greeted him as he stepped back inside.


      “Wuha,” Hero Gold-Hair gruffly replied. “I gathered magic gem shards from the topsoil I dug up, just like you said...but...”


      “Wh-Whoa! Thanks a bunch!” Suddenly, the magic gems vanished from Hero Gold-Hair’s hand. “You can leave the rest to me!”


      “H-Hm...” Hero Gold-Hair said, nodding in spite of his confusion. “All right, then...”




      Back in the present, Hero Gold-Hair thought back to those shards as he eyed Valentine from across the carriage. Did she use those magic gems to make that moonshine? he wondered, a hint of a smile coming over his face. I guess I outta be impressed...


      Valentine, noticing Hero Gold-Hair looking her way, hopped up from her seat and plopped herself down on Hero Gold-Hair’s lap. Thanks to the small size of her energy-saving form, he hardly felt the weight at all. “Would you care for a sip, Hero Gold-Hair?” she offered, grinning and thrusting the bottle at the party’s leader.


      “N-No thank you!” Hero Gold-Hair insisted, hastily pushing the bottle away. “You should have that, Valentine...” From Wuha’s description, that moonshine might suit Valentine’s tastes, but I can’t imagine an ordinary human like myself would find it appetizing at all... he thought. “That one’s for you to enjoy!” he added with a smile.


      “Oh don’t be ridiculous!” Valentine insisted, beaming from ear to ear as she proffered the drink once again. “This drink is some of the most delicious liquor I’ve ever tried!”


      “N-No thank you!” said Hero Gold-Hair, looking over at Wuha Gappoli and silently beseeching her for help. W-Wuha... he thought. D-Do something!


      But it was not to be. “Ah ha haaaa...” Wuha laughed groggily, half asleep in her seat. “I couldn’t drink another drop...”


      W-Wuha, you fiend! Hero Gold-Hair thought, a look of shock and despair coming over his face. Don’t fall asleep! This is an emergency!


      “Annnd, here you go!” said Valentine, taking advantage of the opening to thrust the bottle straight into Hero Gold-Hair’s mouth. In that moment she was full of joy and good cheer, without a bit of malice in her heart, motivated by nothing but the simple belief that since she had enjoyed the moonshine so much, surely Hero Gold-Hair would also find it delightful. Alas, that was also why she saw no reason to hold back or stop what she was doing.


      “Mrhf! Mghfff!!! Nghwahh!!!” Hero Gold-Hair protested, flailing his arms in distress. “Mgh! Mghwhrrrf!!!”


      “Oh wooow!” Tsuya exclaimed delightfully at the peculiar sounds coming from Hero Gold-Hair’s mouth. “Hero Gooold-Hair must reeeally like that moonshine!”


      “Are you certain?” asked Aryun Keats’s voice. “It looks to me like he’s begging for help...”


      “Certainly not, I should think!” said Valentine. “Although it is some rather unbecoming behavior for an adult man, isn’t it...”


      As for Hero Gold-Hair, in spite of his desperate struggle to resist Valentine pouring the drink down his throat, it wasn’t long before he stopped moving entirely, slumping over in his chair...


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Some time later, Aryun Keats’s carriage form was still making its way through the forest.


      “Hahhh...” Hero Gold-Hair sighed, looking up at the ceiling with an air of sheer exhaustion. What a nightmare that was... He shook his head, sitting himself back upright.


      “Sir Hero Gold-Hair!” came Aryun’s telepathic voice. “You’re awake?”


      “What in the devil’s name went into that moonshine...?” Hero Gold-Hair muttered to himself.


      “Well,” said Aryun, “It seems to have been Wuha’s home-brewed moonshine, so I imagine she @$#&##ed the magic gem shards you collected and combined them with her *+*&%$ in order to—”


      “Say what?” Hero Gold-Hair squinted in confusion at Aryun’s explanation. “I-I’m sorry...could you repeat that?”


      “Of course! I’d be happy to!” Aryun complied. “Wuha created that liquor to help Lady Valentine with her need for Malicium, so most likely she @$#&##ed the magic gem shards you collected and combined them with her *+*&%$ in order to—”


      “Hmmmmnh...?” Hero Gold-Hair said, folding his arms, an expression of pure incomprehension on his face. What’s going on...? he wondered. It’s like I can’t properly hear some part of what she’s saying...


      “Sir Hero Gold-Hair...?” Aryun asked. “Is there something wrong?”


      “O-Oh, no, nothing... But...” Hero Gold-Hair said. For a second he considered asking for a third explanation, but he quickly thought better of it. “Y-You know, actually, never mind.”


      “Are you sure?”


      “Yes, I’m sure. Everything’s fine.”


      Something tells me I’ll never be able to make out those words no matter how many times I try... he thought. And besides, Valentine’s so overjoyed to have recovered her Malicium...and Tsuya’s happy we have a way to save money. I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about.


      He glanced over at Valentine, who was still happily drinking Wuha Gappoli’s moonshine, and Tsuya, who was looking through the party’s purse with a look of joy on her face, and decided not to make a fuss.


      “But more importantly...” he said, something jogging in his memory as he looked out the window at the road ahead. “Are we still on our way to that noble’s residence that Riliangiu told us about?”


      “According to my navigation magic, we should be arriving momentarily!” said Aryun.


      “A noooble?” asked Tsuya, cocking her head and curiously tapping her finger against her cheek. “I used to perform for nobles’ feasts aaall the time, you know!”


      Once upon a time, Tsuya was a waitress and dancer at a bar in the Klyrode Castle Town. She excelled at making pleasant conversation and danced well, and she held her liquor well, so she was often called upon to serve at banquets for noble houses or the halls of Klyrode Castle itself. Then, on one fateful day, she was summoned to the castle as part of the old king’s attempt to curry favor with the newly summoned Hero Gold-Hair, hoping to encourage him to fight the Dark One on the kingdom’s behalf. She had accompanied him as one of his followers ever since.


      I’ve been with Hero Gooold-Hair for a long time now, haven’t I... Tsuya thought, shrugging her shoulders in something like defeat. I can’t say this is how I thooought my life would turn out, but I guess it’s too late now!


      Just then, the road opened up ahead of the party as Aryun Keats came to the edge of the forest.


      “All right, Keats!” Hero Gold-Hair said. “About time to put out a dummy horse or two, wouldn’t you say?”


      “Yes sir, Hero Gold-Hair!” said Aryun, as a horse appeared at the front of the carriage.


      Aryun Keats’s carriage djinn abilities had no need for horses since they were fully capable of self-powered locomotion. Nonetheless, it sometimes proved expedient to provide a decoy.


      “No need for a repeat of the time we rolled into town in a carriage moving on its own, only for the locals to think they were under attack by some kind of demon...” Hero Gold-Hair said, a faraway look in his eye as he remembered the troubles the party ended up being put through that day.


      “Well said!” Aryun agreed. “My rear end was smarting for three whole days after all the stones they pelted me with...”


      As they spoke, the carriage came up to the gate of the city...


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “Halt!” said the guards at the gate, stopping the party as they approached. Wuha Gappoli, who was sitting on the driver’s platform, did her best imitation of pulling up on the dummy horse’s reins and Aryun, the carriage, brought herself to a halt. “Please submit to inspection, to confirm that you are not carrying any stolen goods.”


      “Of course, of course,” said Wuha with her usual carefree smile, gesturing back towards the carriage with her thumb. “It’s your job, after all. Now make it snappy, if you please!”


      The guards produced a magic item that seemed to be some kind of sensor. It emitted a light, which they passed over the luggage the party was carrying.


      No need to worry... Wuha Gappoli thought, grinning to herself as she watched the guards at work. Even a Fli-o’-Rys Theft Checker can’t pick up the items if they’re hidden in a whole ’nother world!


      The party had repossessed a large amount of stolen gold and other items from a group of bandits they’d encountered during their journey, but all of that was being stored in Wuha Gappoli’s mindscape. The only things in the carriage itself were pots and pans and camping supplies—all more dummies created by Aryun Keats.


      Just as Wuha expected, the guards spent a short while inspecting the goods before waving them through the gate. “All clear. Go right ahead.”


      “Eh heh heh,” Wuha chuckled. “Keep up the good work, gentlemen!”


      “By the by...” one of the guards said, stopping Wuha before she could make her exit. “Mind if I ask you folks something?”


      “What seems to be the problem, good sir guard?” Wuha asked.


      “No, no problem,” the guard said. “I just happened to notice that your group seems to be ladyfolk for the most part...”


      “Well, I suppose so,” said Wuha, her expression blank. “What about it?”


      The guard looked around to make sure no one was watching before beckoning with his finger for Wuha to lean in closer, which the manor djinn obliged.


      “You didn’t hear it from me...” the guard whispered in her ear. “But if you care about those women you’re traveling with, you’ll stay away from House Del Denne. They’re the ones who rule this town...” He clapped a hand on Wuha’s shoulder. “As the man of the group, it’s your duty to keep them safe.”


      “Ah ha ha...” Wuha laughed awkwardly. “Thanks for the advice...”


      Jeez... I’m a girl, though, you know... she thought, grimacing to herself. I mean, sure, compared to Tsuya or Valentine I might not have much to speak of in the chest department, but talk about rude!


      As Wuha stewed in her irritation, Aryun Keats carried her on into the city proper, without any need for input from the reins Wuha was pretending to hold...


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “Well, that’s what the guard at the gate told me,” Wuha said, as she finished relaying the message to the rest of the party back in the carriage.


      “Hm,” Hero Gold-Hair grunted, folding his arms in thought. “Who knows what he meant by that, though...” he said, looking out the window at the gorgeous mansion ahead. It was surrounded by great stone walls, its entrance a solid door of wood, currently closed fast. The guard had warned them against the master of this house, who must have been his own employer.


      “These guaaards seem like they have better armor than the ones guarding the city gaaate...” said Tsuya, looking out the window at the men standing watch in front of the mansion. The gate guards only had simple leather to protect their bodies, but the guards outside the mansion were each equipped with metal armor.


      “They’re enchanted with defensive magic too,” Aryun observed, magically inspecting the state of the guards and relaying her findings back to Hero Gold-Hair.


      “So the guard at the gate told us to stay away from House Del Denne...” Hero Gold-Hair mused. “But House Del Denne are our employers for this job, aren’t they...?”


      “That’s right, they are...” said Valentine. “What do you suppose we should do, Hero Gold-Hair?” Thanks to all the moonshine she had drunk on their journey she seemed notably relaxed. She had even turned back from her power-saving miniature form into her voluptuous original body. From the way she was speaking, she didn’t seem worried about the danger at all. In fact...


      “Hee hee hee!” she laughed. “I do hope it turns into a fight! There’s nothing like a bit of violence after a good meal!” She sensually licked her lips, clearly looking forward to a chance to run wild.


      “V-Valentine...” Wuha winced. “You’re not going to start something on purpose, are you?”


      “Well... Sooo...” Tsuya said, looking between Wuha and Valentine. “What do you suppose we shooould do, Hero Gooold-Hair?”


      “Let me think...” Hero Gold-Hair said, closing his eyes. “I’m worried about what that guard was telling us, but the pay for this job is nothing to sneeze at either...”


      In his mind, Hero Gold-Hair pictured a set of scales. On the right side he placed the word “Leave,” and on the left side he placed the words “Go For It.” The scales wobbled back and forth behind his closed eyes, as the rest of the party stared at his face, waiting for his decision.


      After a few minutes of thought, Hero Gold-Hair made up his mind, the “Go For It” scale slowly outweighing the “Leave.”


      “Well,” he said, “at the very least we might as well hear him out.”


      “Yes sir!” said Aryun Keats, the artificial horse at the head of the carriage leading the way towards the mansion.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Hidden behind a nearby tree, two women watched the party head into the mansion.


      “Those must be the adventurers Jalarca hired...” said one. “Wouldn’t you say, Gintsuno?”


      “But in that case...” said the other, “that would mean we’re in trouble, wouldn’t it, Kintsuno?”


      “Heh heh heh...” the first replied. “Ordinarily, perhaps. But have you taken a peek at their party composition?”


      “The party composition?” said the second. “Let me see... According to my Search spell, it’s a group of four women and one man... Oh!” A look of understanding came over her face. “I see! That man will be bound to go after bait like that!”


      “Exactly!” said the first, her lips curling up in a triumphant grin. “He’ll make his move tonight at dinner, I’m sure of it!”


      “In that case, tonight’s the night. We’d better get to work!”


      “Well said, hee hee!” the first woman cackled. “We’d better hurry back to base to prepare!”


      “Right away! Eh heh heh heh... We’ll finish this in one fell blow!”


      “And if we’re lucky...” the first woman added in a low whisper. “We might have a chance to help ourselves to the treasure Jalarca has stashed away...”


      “If we can get our hands on that, we can reclaim our positions as leaders of the western demons!” whispered the other.


      The two nodded excitedly to each other and stepped back into the underbrush, transforming on the spot into a pair of curiously large foxes. Then, without a sound, they bolted away at lightning speed, vanishing from sight.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Later that evening, the staff of the manor split Hero Gold-Hair’s party into two groups and led them to their rooms in the mansion. Hero Gold-Hair and Wuha Gappoli were placed in one room, while Tsuya, Valentine and Aryun Keats were in the other.


      “Wha-ha!” Wuha cried, diving full force straight for the bed. She hit the mattress and bounced back up high into the air. “Whoa!” she exclaimed. “This is crazy! Check this out, Hero Gold-Hair! I’ve never seen a bed as bouncy as this one!” She hopped around on the bed, grinning like a child as she bounced and bounced.


      Hero Gold-Hair frowned. “All right, Wuha...” he said. “That’s about enough tomfoolery, wouldn’t you say?”


      “Yeah, yeah, if you say so,” Wuha replied, although she showed no sign of stopping.


      That’s about what I expected... Hero Gold-Hair thought, impassively eyeing Wuha’s antics. This is Wuha, after all... He looked for all the world like an old man looking after a particularly rambunctious grandchild.


      “I have to say,” Hero Gold-Hair added, folding his arms, “these are some odd room arrangements, aren’t they? I know our party doesn’t have the most convenient gender ratio in the world, with everyone being a woman besides me, but still...”


      At Hero Gold-Hair’s idle musings, Wuha abruptly stopped bouncing on the bed, a serious look coming over her face. D-Don’t tell me... she wondered. They didn’t think I was a boy, did they...?


      “H-Hey, come on! Who cares about all that?” she said, interrupting that chain of thought with a smile. “They’ve got us set up in high-class lodgings here! We’ve gotta make the most of it or we’ll regret it later!”


      “You have a point...” Hero Gold-Hair admitted, Wuha’s earnest merrymaking overcoming his skepticism. “Rather than worrying about every little thing, we should be taking this chance to get some proper recuperation, eh?” He hopped up onto the bed himself. “Ha ha ha! You’re right! This is incredible!”


      “Isn’t it? Ah ha ha!”


      Soon the two of them were taking turns bouncing high into the air, enjoying their trampoline of a bed to their hearts’ content.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      As Wuha and Hero Gold-Hair enjoyed their accommodations, in another room in the mansion, a man in a dark green tailcoat sat at the table in his private room in front of a large crystal ball, gearing up to peep on Tsuya, Valentine, and Aryun Keats in the chambers that the three of them had been provided. This man was none other than Jalarca Del Denne.


      “Mwa ha ha...” Jalarca laughed. “Since my father Falarca was driven away, I became the lord of House Del Denne and governor of this land—which is all well and good, of course! But! However!” His eyes snapped open and he shot to his feet, slamming his fist down on the table. “How come! Even though! I’m the lord! I still! Still! Don’t have a woman of my own, hmmm???” he demanded through gritted teeth and bloodshot eyes.


      “My popularity with my subjects is as high as it could be, of course! After all, I’m the one who kicked out my greedy old man, hmmm? The ladies love me! I could marry anyone I wanted! Or...so I thought at the time. And yet!” His eyes shot open once again. “Not only will none of them give me the time of day, but all of the girls who used to work in the mansion went and quit on me, hmmm?!!!”


      Jalarca ground his teeth together furiously, bitter tears streaming down his face.


      In the back of the room were two men in black tuxedos and sunglasses, long-serving butlers of House Del Denne. They watched expressionlessly as their master bounced erratically between joy, rage, and despair.


      It’s true... one thought. The previous Lord Falarca had a terrible avaricious streak. He imposed heavy taxes on the people of our small city, wringing them dry year after year. In the end, the anger of the townsfolk gave rise to rebellion, which succeeded in driving Lord Falarca from the land. That was certainly a positive development...but... He sighed, and the butler beside him sighed as well in unison.


      After the rebellion, Lord Jalarca took his father’s title with the blessing of the people... the other butler thought. True, he had participated in the rebellion himself, and set himself up as a leader of the townsfolk. At the time it seemed like a natural development. And yet...


      The two butlers sighed at once yet again, looking over at their master Jalarca, whose emotions by now had come back around to joy. “Now then, now then, now then!” he cried, holding his hands up to the crystal ball. “Before dinner, let’s enjoy a quick private show, courtesy of these lovely ladies, shall we? Hmmm?” A magic circle appeared around the crystal ball, glowing brightly in response to his words. As he cast his spell, an image began to appear in the crystal’s depths. “Gufa ha ha! This is why I hid magicameras all over the women’s chambers, hmmm! Now, crystal, show them to me! And make it snappy!”


      The two butlers maintained their facade of stony silence all the while, the polar opposite to Jalarca’s unaccountable excitement.


      Who would have imagined that the new lord of the house would be such a horrible womanizer...? the first butler thought.


      It’s simply unbelievable... thought the other.


      The two shared another synchronized sigh.


      Lord Jalarca had only just returned from his studies abroad when he joined the townsfolk in their rebellion... the first butler thought. The institution he attended was an all-boys’ school, so rumors of his womanizing hadn’t reached the people...


      When Lord Jalarca first became the head of House Del Denne, we had women serving the family as well... the second butler recalled. But every single one of them fled from the mansion after a single night.


      Lord Jalarca wouldn’t even refrain from putting his hands on the staff, thought the first. All of the maids left the mansion because of his behavior...


      At this rate, it won’t be long before there aren’t any women left in the entire city... thought the second.


      “Ah...” the first butler sighed aloud. “I might feel like leaving, myself...”


      Jalarca, however, showed no awareness whatsoever of his butlers’ thoughts. “And without further ado!” he exclaimed, pumping his arms in eager anticipation, “Let’s! Go! Peeping!”


      The magic circle rotated faster, and the image reflected in the crystal ball came into focus—a woman’s mouth, coming closer and closer.


      “Mmm!” she said. And then...


      Smack!


      Crunch!


      Crack!


      The crystal went dark as a sound like breaking glass echoed throughout the room.


      “What?!!!” Jalarca cried, his eyes going wide in shock.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “Lady Vaaalentine, what are you doooing?” Tsuya asked, looking over at the erstwhile Evil General as she lay in bed.


      “Hm?” said Valentine, swallowing something. “Oh! I just happened to find a magic gem, right over there!” She pointed up towards the corner of the wall, near the ceiling.


      “Huuuh?” Tsuya asked. “There was a magic gem up theeere? But how did it get in a place like thaaat?”


      “Good question!” said Valentine, tapping her finger against her cheek in thought. “I’m not certain myself!” She pondered the question for a brief while before dismissing it with a carefree smile. “Well, whatever the case, it was certainly delicious!” she said, licking her lips.


      “Ha ha ha!” laughed Aryun Keats. “Cuteness prevails once again!”


      “But more importantly...” Valentine wondered. “That magic gem was quite a tasty snack. Do you suppose there are any more about?” She held out her hand, casting a Search spell, bouncing on her toes as she began to look for more.


      “C-Calm down, Lady Vaaalentine!” Tsuya implored her. “It’s almost time for diiinner!”


      “We’ll be appearing at the banquet as followers of Sir Hero Gold-Hair!” Aryun agreed. “We have to dress up, at least a little bit!” Making sure the door was closed tightly, Aryun removed her clothes and tossed them to the ground before laying out her nicer outfits on top of the bed. “Now...which of these should I choose for tonight?” she mused, looking over her options with folded arms, standing in nothing but her undergarments.


      “I believe I’ll go with this!” said Valentine, who was still hunting for magic gems. She snapped her fingers and the clothes she was wearing changed shape to a very revealing black dress.


      “I’ll just go with my uuusual, I think!” said Tsuya, who was busy cleaning the dust off her face with a towel.
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      And meanwhile, in Jalarca’s private chambers...


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “Guwahhhhh!!!” Jalarca cried, curled up in a fetal position on the floor of his room. “Why?! Why?! Why?! How come the crystal ball won’t show me anything at all, hmmm?!!!”


      He pulled himself back upright, seizing the crystal with both hands. But no matter how much magic he poured into the thing, the image remained resolutely blank.


      “I’m sure of it!” he wailed in despair, clutching the crystal ball tight. “Right now, at least one of the girls must have taken off her clothes to change into a new outfit! They must, they must, they must! And yet! And yet! Why can’t I see anything at all?!!!”


      The butlers, for their part, were visibly taken aback by the sight.


      U-Unbelievable... the first butler thought. How can he have so much anguish over peeping on women changing clothes...?


      Lord Jalarca’s behavior really is completely unaccountable... thought the other, as the two watched their master scream and cry over his thwarted efforts.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Some time later, Hero Gold-Hair and company were led to the mansion’s dining hall. Hero Gold-Hair was dressed in his usual knightly fashion, while Tsuya wore the same dancing-girl outfit she always wore. Aryun Keats, after much consternation, ended up wearing her usual clothing as well. Wuha Gappoli, too, was wearing her usual shirt and shorts combination. Only Valentine, in the end, came sporting a new outfit—the black dress she had just created.


      Each of them chose a seat to their liking at Jalarca’s table. Once they were all sitting, the lord of the mansion addressed the crowd.


      “I would like to offer my thanks for taking on this request of mine, hmmm?” he said, raising a glass in a refined toast. At a glance he seemed to have calmed down remarkably. Internally, however...


      Th-Those women! he raged, suppressing his desire to stomp and grind his teeth with all his might. I-I know they were changing in their room, I just know it, hmmm! My guess was right on the money, I’m sure!!!


      “It’s a pleasure,” Hero Gold-Hair said, raising his glass as well. “And I can assure you, we’ll have this request of yours done down to the slightest detail.”


      Hah... he thought in silent self-satisfaction. Nailed it. That right there was easily in the top three self introductions of my life.


      Tsuya watched the proceedings closely with a tight-lipped smile, while Aryun and Valentine tossed back their drinks without a care in the world. Wuha Gappoli, meanwhile, was eyeing the food set out on the table with stars in her eyes.


      “So, Lord Jalarca...” Hero Gold-Hair ventured. “Can I confirm something about this request of yours?”


      “Yes, Joker? And what would that be, hmmm?” Jalarca asked.


      “Yes, well...” Hero Gold-Hair said, retrieving the request notice from his breast pocket. Riliangiu had scouted this outstanding request notice for the group while she was performing her usual reconnaissance ahead of the party on the road. Hero Gold-Hair opened the letter, passing his eyes over the contents. “According to this request, we’re meant to drive off a group of bandits that are coming to attack your mansion...” he read. “But I was wondering...”


      “Yes, Joker? Out with it, hmmm?” Jalarca prompted him, speaking as always with his peculiar intonation.


      “Well...these bandits of yours...” Hero Gold-Hair said. “Do you have any idea when they’re going to attack?”


      “Ah, that, at present, is still unknown, hmmm...” was Jalarca’s response. After all... he thought, the one who’s coming to attack is the original lord of this land, my father, Falarca Del Denne, hmmm? I’ve heard rumors that he’s been gathering soldiers to try to take back his seat as head of House Del Denne, but I really haven’t the slightest idea when exactly he’ll be coming to attack...


      “However, hmmm!” Jalarca continued, “House Del Denne will be more than happy to pay for all your living expenses while you are here!”


      “Very well... In that case, I suppose there’s no problem...” said Hero Gold-Hair, pensively nodding his head. “Will we have free rein of the city while we’re waiting for these bandits to show up?”


      “Of course, hmmm! That’s no problem at all!”


      “All right. And my last question...”


      “Yes, whatever could it be, hmmm?”


      “About these terms you’ve written...” Hero Gold-Hair turned the request notice towards Jalarca, pointing to one passage in particular. “It says, ‘interested parties must include female members.’ Why is that, exactly?”


      At this, the two butlers standing by in the back of the room both tensed up noticeably.


      Oh my my my...! Jalarca thought, desperately trying to maintain his veneer of calm as his panic mounted. I never expected them to notice that! Well...nothing for it, then! “W-W-Well, hmmm!” he said, thrusting a finger demonstratively in the air. “That’s... Well... You see!”


      “I see...what?” Hero Gold-Hair asked, swallowing nervously.


      “Y-You know, hmmm!” Jalarca declared. “A great man has great appetites!!!”


      The butlers, and also Tsuya, stared at their Jalarca in dumbfounded disbelief. It was clear from their faces what all three of them were thinking: Who would accept an explanation like that?!


      Valentine, Aryun, and Wuha, however, were respectively so focused on the drinks, the drinks again, and the food, that they barely seemed to register what Jalarca had said.


      “I see...” Hero Gold-Hair nodded. “So that’s the way of it...”


      The butlers’ and Tsuya’s eyes practically bulged out of their heads. He accepted it?! their faces seemed to be saying.


      Valentine, Aryun, and Wuha, of course, hadn’t listened to what Hero Gold-Hair said either.


      And so, the negotiation came to a favorable end.


      “So you’ll take the request then, hmmm?” said Jalarca. “In that case, eat! And deepen our friendship!”


      “Of course!” said Hero Gold-Hair, raising his glass again in gratitude. “Thank you for your hospitality!”


      Jalarca, however, was focused on the women scarfing down the meal in front of him. Kee hee hee! he thought. Little do they know that the roast I’ve served the women there is dosed with a sleeping potion, hmmm! When Falarca attacks, I’ll leave the defense to that golden-haired man and the boy in the tank top, and take my time having my way with the ladies while they’re sound asleep in their beds! Mwa ha ha! Wo ho ho! Lost in his delusions, his expression took on a distinctly slackened character.


      “Hm?” Hero Gold-Hair asked, uneasy about his host’s behavior. “Is something wrong?”


      “N-No, no, no, no, no!” Jalarca insisted, shaking his head in obvious panic. “Not in the slightest, hmmm!”


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      That night, well after the feast was over and the magic lanterns in both the women’s and men’s bedchambers were turned off for the evening, Jalarca crept down the hallway that led towards the guest wing.


      Left foot, right foot, tippy toe, hmmm! he thought, sneaking with surprising deftness in spite of his exaggerated mannerisms. Without making a sound, he reached the door to the women’s room. Heh heh heh... All those cutie pies will be off to dreamland by now, hmmm! The perfect time to give them my kiss of passion!


      Jalarca took out the mansion’s master key and slowly brought it towards the keyhole on the door. Before he could reach it, however, another hand appeared, grabbing for the same doorknob.


      “Hwuh?!” confused, Jalarca turned to face the owner of the hand, lifting his head to see... “F-Falarca?! D-Dad?!”


      Falarca, for his part, seemed just as bewildered as his son to see him there. “Y-You...” he said. “Jalarca...”


      “D-Dad!” said Jalarca. “Y-You’ve come to take back your title, then, hmmm?”


      “That’s right...” said Falarca. “I thought I’d stop by and take care of these mercenaries you hired, first...”


      “Yes, yes, that’s enough of this pointless conversation,” said Kintsuno, who had been standing behind Falarca in her fox form along with her sister.


      “Let’s hurry up and finish him off so we can call the job done!” said Gintsuno.


      “I can’t say you look terribly appetizing...”


      “But we’ll polish you off just the same!”


      The demon foxes leaped for Jalarca, Kintsuno aiming for his head and Gintsuno for his torso. Just then, however, came a loud crunch as an array of threads came bursting out of the closed door, heading straight for the intruders. In spite of their surprise, the two managed to dodge by a hair’s breadth...but Jalarca was saved.


      “Wait!” said Kintsuno.


      “What’s that?!” said Gintsuno.


      “H-Hwahhh... Wh-wh-what in the, hmmm?!!!” Jalarca stammered, falling to his knees in shock over having so nearly been eaten alive.


      Bang!


      Suddenly the door went flying off its hinges as Valentine kicked it out of its frame entirely. Her threads of darkness were streaming from her fingers as she stood to face the demon fox sisters. “Why hello!” she said. “Am I correct in assuming you would be the bandits we’ve been hired to fight, then?”


      Most of the time, Valentine stayed in her miniature power saving mode, limiting her expenditure of magical energy. Today, however, was an exception.


      “Hee hee hee!” Valentine laughed, glaring down the demon foxes in her original tall and voluptuous body. “Thanks to that moonshine of Wuha’s, I’m simply bursting with magic power today!”


      In the face of such an opponent, Kintsuno and Gintsuno could do nothing but shrink away from the danger.


      W-Wait... thought Kintsuno. This is one of the mercenaries hired by Jalarca?!


      H-How did that idiot get his hands on someone so out of this world?! Gintsuno thought.


      Their surprise was only to be expected. The demon fox sisters were by no means weak combatants, but Valentine was one of the Twelve Evil Generals of the Realm of Evil. Even the onetime chiefs of the western demons found themselves dwarfed by their adversary’s pure power.


      I-If we run away as fast as we can, we might be able to get away... thought Kintsuno.


      It’s now or never... Gintsuno thought. We’ve got to run for it!


      The pair exchanged a glance, resolving to escape at their first opportunity.


      “Hee hee hee!” Valentine laughed. “Leaving so soon? But I’m afraid you might find it hard to get away!” her threads spread out across the width of the hallway, dashing any hopes the foxes might have had of finding a chance to run away.


      “What are you doing, you fools?!” bellowed Falarca, swatting the paralyzed Kintsuno and Gintsuno on their fluffy behinds in a vain attempt to spur them to action. “Hurry up and take care of Jalarca and his minions, and return me to my proper station!” Behind him, the rest of the mercenaries he had hired stood ready for action, only waiting for the demon fox sisters to lead them into battle.


      That, however, was not to be.


      “Hey!” yipped Kintsuno. “What do you think you’re doing?!”


      “It’s not that simple, you know!” Gintsuno insisted.


      The two had been so focused on watching Valentine for a possible opening that the sudden impact from the opposite direction had caught them completely off guard, doing nothing to bolster their fighting spirits.


      As for Valentine, she wasn’t about to let their moment of distraction go without taking advantage. “Die for me!” she said, her threads streaming dangerously as she dashed towards the foxes.


      “Eeeeek!!!” The demon fox sisters leaped into each other’s arms, looking desperately for a way to escape.


      “Uwahghhh!!!” Falarca and the mercenaries, for their part, were helplessly bound by the living thread in a cacophony that resembled nothing more than the screams of the damned.


      Jalarca and the two butlers stared mutely at the scene of carnage that had unfolded in the hallway in front of them. The pair had heard the disturbance and come running, only to find themselves overwhelmed by Valentine’s mad frenzy of violence.


      I-If we joined the battle now, we’d only get in the way, wouldn’t we... thought one.


      N-No need to do anything unnecessary, I’d say... thought the other.


      Jalarca’s knees, meanwhile, had long since given way. Now he was scrambling on all fours to escape down the hallway.


      As for Valentine...


      “My, this feels wonderful!” she exclaimed as she whipped her threads around every which way. “There really isn’t anything in the world like fighting at your full power!”


      Falarca’s mercenaries, of course, were utterly helpless to do anything but run in panic, but the demon fox sisters, at least, had managed to vanish from sight.


      That night, the halls of Jalarca’s mansion were full of the sounds of a woman’s maniacal laughter.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      The following morning, the demon fox sisters were running through the forest, still in their bestial forms.


      “Wh-What happened to that Falarca person, do you suppose?” asked Kintsuno, not slowing down for a single second as she spoke.


      “I-I haven’t had the time to spare him a second thought, honestly!” said Gintsuno, keeping pace.


      “F-Fair enough...” Kintsuno conceded. “We had to put our own escape first, after all...”


      Soon the two had vanished into the deep forest, where nobody would ever find hide or hair of their presence.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      At the same time as Kintsuno and Gintsuno were making their mad escape, in a different corner of the forest, the two butlers were running for their lives, carrying Jalarca between them.


      “H-Hey!” said one. “How come we’re running away too?!”


      “Imbecile!” the other snapped. “Isn’t it obvious?! Lord Jalarca was caught red-handed creeping into that monster woman’s bedchamber! Do you think she couldn’t figure out what was going on?!”


      “S-So you mean...the woman with the threads might go after Lord Jalarca too...?”


      “Not just him!” said the other. “We’re his accomplices, after all!”


      The two remembered the nightmarish scene they had witnessed the night before and went pale all over again.


      “I-In any event, we’d better run!”


      “Y-Yes, but run where?!”


      “W-We can figure out where we’re going once we’re on the road! Come on!”


      And so the butlers and their master disappeared into the woods as well.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “Mmmh! Talk about beauty sleep!” It was nearly noon when Hero Gold-Hair finally woke up. He sat up in bed, stretching his arms wide. Next to him, Wuha Gappoli lay naked on top of the covers, still sound asleep. She wasn’t wearing any clothes at all, but her long hair at least sufficed to hide both her chest and private parts.


      The door to the room opened with a clack, and Hero Gold-Hair was greeted by the smiling face of none other than Valentine.


      “Rise and shine, Hero Gold-Hair!” said the onetime Evil General.


      “Yes, good morning, Val—” Hero Gold-Hair began, before suddenly freezing up mid-sentence, his eyes going wide as he saw that Valentine’s belly was bulging out enormously. “V-Valentine!” he said. “Wh-What do you have in your stomach?”


      “Oh, why, Hero Gold-Hair!” Valentine cooed, wiggling her body and clapping her hands to her cheeks, looking his way with flushed cheeks and dewy eyes. “It’s the fruit of that night of passion the two of us shared, what else!”


      “Hah?” Hero Gold-Hair said, forgetting himself completely.


      “That would be highly unlikely,” interjected Aryun Keats, stepping into the room as well. “This is the result of Madame Valentine swallowing every magic gem she could find in the entire manor.”


      “Oh, Aryun!” Valentine said, wiggling her body yet again. “You’re so unromantic sometimes!”


      Hero Gold-Hair let out a scoff.


      “Hero Gooold-Hair!” said Tsuya, the last to enter the room.


      “Tsuya!” said Hero Gold-Hair. “What’s going on here?”


      “Weeell...” Tsuya began. “Lady Vaaalentine and Miss Aryun Keeeats and I searched the mansion top to bottom...and it looks like we’re the ooonly ones in the entiiire building!”


      “Say what?” said Hero Gold-Hair, taken aback by the news. “The only ones in the entire building? What could have happened?”


      “If I haaad to gueeess...” Valentine said. “It looks like they all ran awaaay in the niiight!”


      “Hm... I see...” Hero Gold-Hair crossed his arms in thought. “Well, if the lord of this place is gone, I suppose there’s no reason for us to stick around, is there? In that case, we should get ready to head out. Although first, let’s see if there’s anything of value we might be able to recover...”


      “Yes sir!” said all three at once, leaving the room to carry out Hero Gold-Hair’s instructions.


      “Mnahmm...” Wuha Gappoli mumbled, finally opening her eyes and stretching her arms wide herself. “G’mornin’...”


      “Ah, yes, Wuha,” said Hero Gold-Hair. “We’ll be heading out before too long, so get your things in order.”


      “Fwah? Already?!”


      “Yes, so it seems.”


      The two shared a look of mutual confusion.


      “By the way, Hero Gold-Hair? Can I ask a question?” said Wuha.


      “Of course. What is it?”


      “How did the request turn out?”


      “Good question...” said Hero Gold-Hair. “To tell you the truth, I’m really not sure myself...”




      The men’s bedchambers in Jalarca’s mansion, as it happened, were outfitted with powerful soundproofing in order to prevent anyone sleeping there from interfering with Jalarca’s nightly incursions into the women’s room. As a result, not one peep of Valentine’s violent rampage from the night before had reached the ears of Hero Gold-Hair or Wuha Gappoli. Unaware that the entire request had been effectively cleared without their involvement, the two sat crossing their arms in confusion for quite some time...

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: Lord Flio of Houghtow


      ◇Houghtow City—Near the Fli-o’-Rys General Store◇


      Not far from the Fli-o’-Rys General Store in Houghtow City stood the city’s magic beast racing hall.


      Among humans, such racing halls began as places for knights to pit their equestrian abilities against one another and develop their skills. In the Magical Kingdom of Klyrode alone there were large racing halls in Klyrode Castle and the township of Naneewa, as well as many smaller establishments in other settlements.


      The Houghtow City Racing Hall was the newest in the entire kingdom, but in terms of scale it dwarfed even the two older venerable halls. It was operated by the Fli-o’-Rys General Store, the same company responsible for the Enchanted Frigates that brought spectators and racers to its doors from all over the land. Its presence was responsible in no small part for the lively crowds that had increasingly come to fill the city’s streets.


      Tucked away in a corner outside the magic beast racing hall was a two-story stone building with a sign out front reading “Stoleanna’s Clinic.” There on the first floor was a giant magic beast atop a large-scale examination table. A woman—Stoleanna herself—stood beside it, wearing a black cape over her shoulders and peering at the beast over folded arms.


      The magic beast lay twitching on its side as Stoleanna performed her examination. “Let’s see, then...” she said, calling up a miniature magic circle in front of her right eye. Peering through the circle, Stoleanna could see every last detail of the creature’s internal anatomy. “This patient has been unconscious since its head-on collision with a cliff wall during a magic beast race,” she continued, looking it over from its head to its torso and down its legs. “I don’t see any signs of a depressed skull fracture or damage to the brain,” she remarked. “It seems to have lost consciousness from the shock of the impact...”


      She reached out with her right hand, touching the injured parts of the magic beast’s body in turn. As she did, a magic light shone from her fingertips, healing the affected areas. As she reached its right leg, however, she stopped. “Here,” she said. “Compound fracture near the joint.” She snapped her fingers, and the cape she was wearing flew off her back, circling around her like it had a will of its own before coming to rest in midair next to Stoleanna. Stoleanna pointed to the magic beast’s leg joint and the cape leaped into action, wrapping itself around the broken leg.


      Stoleanna observed the leg through her magic circle. “Bring the lower left part up a little higher...” she said, directing the cape as it made minute adjustments to its shape. “Yes, just like that...” She gave a nod of her head and placed her arm against the magic beast yet again. This time she made short, small motions with her magic light, using her healing magic as a precision tool. As she worked, she watched her patient’s condition closely through her magic circle.


      After some time, Stoleanna nodded her head in satisfaction. “Good,” she said. “That should do it. Treatment complete.” Her cape unwrapped itself from around the magic beast’s leg and floated back up into the air. It shone, and any stains left behind from the process vanished, leaving the garment pristine. It craned around in midair as if checking to make sure there was no lingering dirt before circling around Stoleanna and reattaching itself to her back.


      “O-Oh my goodness!” exclaimed Coqueshtti, who had been watching the procedure from the corner of the room. “That was incredible!” She gave Stoleanna a round of applause.


      Stoleanna looked back over her shoulder at her visitor, smirking in spite of herself. To think that I would wind up being asked to play host to someone from the Dark Army... she reflected.




      Several days earlier, Flio, the Third Princess, and their guest paid a visit to Stoleanna’s clinic.


      “First, thank you for taking the time to meet with us on this occasion,” the Princess, who was here today as an envoy from Castle Klyrode, said with an elegant curtsy.


      The Third Princess—the younger of the Maiden Queen’s two sisters. Her given name was Swann Klyrode. The left arm of the Queen, she was responsible for much of the kingdom’s domestic administration in spite of having only recently graduated from the noble academy. She had a bit of a complex for her sister the Queen, whom she loved to a nearly excessive degree.


      Stoleanna stood up from her seat at the table as the Third Princess made her introduction. “And I thank you for the courtesy,” she said, spreading her arms wide. “However, I’m afraid I will have to decline. As a wanderer, I prefer to travel wherever my whims should take me.”


      It was an astonishing attitude to take towards an envoy from the castle—let alone the Third Princess herself, a bona fide member of the royal family. Ordinarily it might be taken as a sign of arrogance, but Swann knew better.


      From what I heard from Mister Flio, Stoleanna is a capricious woman with ever-shifting moods... Swann thought with a smile. Most likely, she’s taking this attitude as a way to test my reaction...


      “Miss Stoleanna,” said Flio, who had been watching the awkward exchange from the side, “may we sit down?”


      Stoleanna frowned in clear disappointment. “Hmph. I was interested to see how Her Highness might react if I said my piece and no more, but very well. Have a seat,” she said, beckoning them forwards with a wave of her hand.


      “My apologies for the intrusion,” said the Third Princess, accepting the invitation and sitting down on the sofa. I-I suppose Mister Flio was right... she thought. This woman really is quite a handful to deal with, isn’t she...


      As she mulled over how to approach the situation, something came floating over, like a feather drifting through the air—Stoleanna’s cape, which had been hanging up on the wall. It seemed to move by its own will, coming to rest behind Stoleanna’s back and drooping its collar down several times as if apologizing for its master’s behavior.


      “No, no, it’s quite all right!” Swann replied without thinking, lowering her head to the cape.


      “Hm?” Stoleanna asked, a puzzled look coming over her face. “What is?”


      “Oh! Nothing! Never mind!” said Swann, bowing her head again, this time to Stoleanna.


      Sensing something off, Stoleanna turned to look behind her and saw what her cape was up to. “You...” she frowned. “What do you think you’re doing?”


      In response, the cape bopped Stoleanna upside the head with its collar. “Be polite,” it seemed to be telling her.


      Stoleanna gave the cape a sidelong glare, her mood souring perceptibly. “Oh, give me a break...” she grumbled.


      The cape, in response, flailed its cloth body against Stoleanna’s face. It looked for all the world like a squabble between young children.


      Things continued in that vein for a while, as Swann struggled to keep a straight face at the sight of the veritable comedy routine unfolding in front of her. I-I mustn’t laugh! she told herself. I-I mustn’t!


      In the end, the meeting went relatively smoothly, thanks in part to the cape’s efforts at smoothing over Stoleanna’s poor manners.


      “I see...” Stoleanna mused, finishing off her cup of black tea. “So in other words, you want me to host this lady from the Infernal Four as part of your talent exchange with the Dark Army, then?”


      “Yes, precisely!” said Swann. “Although Lady Coqueshtti is something of an unusual character for an Infernal.”


      “She is,” Flio agreed. He was present at the meeting as an observer and had been refraining from speaking for most of the conversation, but here he felt the need to add his perspective. “I’ve had a few occasions to make the acquaintance of Lady Coqueshtti. She specializes in treating injured demons, and she seems to have an interest in the various healing potions we sell at the Fli-o’-Rys General Store.”


      “On that note, Miss Stoleanna, your clinic outside the magic beast racing hall in Houghtow City has been the topic of much conversation even as far away as Klyrode Castle,” said Swann.


      “I see...” said Stoleanna, shifting in her seat with a sigh. “But there’s no need for me in particular to help with her research into healing magic, is there? As loath as I am to admit it, I’m quite certain my own level of ability doesn’t hold a candle to Mister Flio here, or his daughter Elinàsze for that matter.”


      “Well you see,” Flio explained with one of his famous smiles, “it’s because of something Sleip mentioned about your practice...”


      “Mister Sleip did?” Stoleanna asked, waiting for Flio to continue.


      “That’s right,” he said. “You don’t rely only on magic to treat your patients, do you? For example, when you’re dealing with a broken bone, you take care to fuse it back together extremely precisely in order to prevent reinjury.”


      “Well, yes...” Stoleanna admitted. “I have a couple points I’m rather fastidious about, I suppose. But that’s just my own way of doing things. It’s nothing special...”


      “I would say your way of doing things is very special indeed,” Flio rejoined. “You attend to all the small details of healing, even checking up on your patients well after treatment. Sleip says nobody but you could get your results. And I agree, of course.”


      I see... Stoleanna considered. Anyone can use healing magic to treat an injury, of course... But when you set a broken bone, for example, it will strengthen the patient more if you can position the bone fragments close to how they were before the break...


      At this, Coqueshtti, who was sitting next to Flio and Swann, raised her hand high into the air. “E-Excuse me!” she said. “I-I would just like to say that I promise to study very very hard during my time with you! I’d be very grateful for the opportunity!” Her eyes were practically shining as she looked straight at Stoleanna. “In the Dark Army, you know, I’ve used healing magic to treat broken bones in magic beasts much much much bigger than I am...but I’ve had times when the bones I’ve cured just break again right away...”


      “Ah, yes. There’s a relationship between the size of a magic beast and the effect of the spell, after all,” said Stoleanna, gesturing demonstratively with her hands as she explained. “It’s very likely you could achieve better results using my methods.”


      Coqueshtti bobbed her head in agreement, passion burning in her eyes, as Flio watched with his usual easy smile.


      I wasn’t sure what to think when the Maiden Queen asked me for my help with this... he reflected, nodding his head in approval as the two specialists began to launch into a discussion of the ins and outs of healing magic. But it looks like things are going better than I thought...


      Suddenly, Flio felt the presence of something entering into his mind. “Huh?” He focused, and could make out a clear, feminine voice speaking to him telepathically.


      “Mister Flio...” the voice said. “May I ask for a minute of your time?” The person reaching out to him must have been communicating from a very far distance, judging by the considerable amount of focus it took for Flio to make out the words.


      “I know that voice...” he said. “Has something come up?”


      “I apologize for bothering you... I know how busy you are...” said the voice. “Um... The truth is...”


      Flio nodded along, listening carefully to the message. After a while, he turned to face Stoleanna and Coqueshtti. “I’m sorry to take off in the middle of the conversation,” he said, “but a small emergency has just come up. I’m afraid I’ll have to take my leave.”


      “No apologies necessary,” Stoleanna assured him. “And I’m sorry to have kept you. This Lady Coqueshtti seems to be a rather fascinating individual, so rest assured I will be happy to take her on.”


      “Thank you very much,” Flio said, bowing deeply. “I really appreciate it.” He held out his hand towards the window and cast a spell, summoning a large magic circle around the aperture. “Now, if you’ll excuse me...” he said. He jumped through, and both he and the circle quickly disappeared without a trace.


      “Take care!” said Coqueshtti, waving him goodbye with a smile.


      “Now...” said Stoleanna. “Where were we...”


      “Oh, yes! Of course, of course!” Coqueshtti chirped, turning back to resume their discussion.


      ◇Near Calgosi Coast◇


      Located near the dead center of the Magical Kingdom of Klyrode was Klyrode Castle and the surrounding castle town, the largest city in the entire realm. Flio’s home of Houghtow City was far to the west, close to the border of the kingdom. Beyond that was a vast desert, part of the land of Indol, where Zanzibar—former rebel and current member of the Infernal Four—once made his stand against Dark One Dawkson, known as Yuigarde at the time.


      Houghtow City was situated right at the midpoint of the great highway leading from Klyrode Castle to Indol and the other western kingdoms, making it a great capital of trade since the days of antiquity. Furthermore, because it was far from the realm of demons to the north, the war with the Dark Army was always a distant affair. As such it enjoyed a high degree of prosperity for a provincial city. It was here in Houghtow City that the Fli-o’-Rys General Store and their fleet of Enchanted Frigates were based, carrying people all over the vast continent of Klyrode, wherever they might wish to go.


      Far to the south of both Houghtow City and Klyrode Castle, on the southern edge of the Magical Kingdom of Klyrode—and, in fact, the continent itself—was the Calgosi Coast. There, on the water, two fleets faced off against one another.


      On one side was a fleet of white boats, encircling the coastline end to end to protect the city from the oncoming invaders. In the middle of their ranks was one vessel of larger make than the others, with a large, heavily bearded man standing at its prow, arms crossed and a fearless grin on his face. This was Captain Eddsarch.


      “Listen here, ye scurvy dogs!” Captain Eddsarch bellowed. “Ahead of here be the land ruled by one Countess Junia Van Biel! Or haven’t ye heard?”


      Eddsarch—once a pirate captain, but after Junia Van Biel enlisted the help of Flio in putting him in his place, he changed his tune and became a member of the Van Biel household. He and his former crew joined the countess’s navy and now fought to protect the peace of the Calgosi Coast.


      On the opposing side, farther out to sea, was a fleet of black ships centered around a large pirate vessel where a woman stood, defiant of Eddsarch’s warning.


      “Ha,” she said. “Don’t make me laugh. We know that of course, that’s why we’re here. Now, if you don’t want to run afoul of the Kingshark Pirates, you’d best run home crying like the landlubbers you are...”


      The woman, Bilshanaal, seemed to be some manner of merfolk, with a dorsal fin on her back. In her hands she held an oversized Gatling-style magicannon, slung over her shoulder as if it weighed nothing at all. The grin on her face made her seem every bit as cocksure as Eddsarch himself.


      The two glared each other down from across the water. The Kingshark Pirates had overwhelming numbers on their sides, commanding more than twice the vessels of Captain Eddsarch and his fleet. Next to Eddsarch, in the water itself, stood Polseidon, the water only coming up to his waist.


      Polseidon—an elder of the sea dweller folk and one of Junia Van Biel’s long-serving familiars. Polseidon possessed the ability to expand his body to giant size, so large that he could stand on the sea floor with his upper body sticking out above the water to unleash his titanic might.


      “Well!” Polseidon declared, surveying the enemy fleet with a trident clutched in his arms. “We finally have some foes worth vanquishing, I see!”


      “You know,” the trident opined, the head of the weapon turning to face Polseidon. “Far be it from me to tell you not to wreak havoc against the enemy, but I’m the one who takes the brunt of the pain when you smash me against boats and stuff. It wouldn’t kill you to hold back a little for once...right?”


      This speaking weapon was in fact Rolindeim, another of Junia’s familiars, in her transformed state.


      Rolindeim—a black panther demihuman serving as one of Junia Van Biel’s familiars, capable of freely transforming her body into any shape she wished. Her usual appearance was that of a dark-skinned young girl, but the truth was she was nearly the same age as Polseidon.


      “Ha ha ha!” laughed Polseidon. “There’s no need to be so cold! You and I have been together through thick and thin, haven’t we?”


      “I’ll give you that, at least,” Rolindeim shot back. “We’ve been through enough thick and thin together to give me welts on my behind, the way you keep smacking me into things...right?”


      The sight of the pair bantering merrily in the face of the oncoming pirates seemed to embolden Captain Eddsarch’s crew in spite of the size of the enemy fleet. In fact, they seemed perfectly at ease as they prepared to engage.


      It was in this atmosphere that Junia Van Biel herself appeared on the scene, flying through the air towards Eddsarch.


      Junia Van Biel—countess of the Calgosi Coast, and head of the noble family Van Biel. Junia possessed a rare talent for magic and an aversion to public appearances that together had earned her the moniker “the sorceress in her tower.”


      “Milady Van Biel,” Eddsarch said, glancing her way out of the corner of his eye. “Ye can leave the invaders to us and head back if it please ye.”


      “B-But I am the countess of the Calgosi Coast...!” Junia objected. “When enemies appear to disturb the people, it is my duty—”


      “Nay, nay, nay!” Eddsarch insisted, holding up his hand to cut the countess off with a boisterous laugh. “This be the job of us, yer trusty vanguard! All that ye need to do, milady, is wait in the back and pray for our victory. That be more than enough, I promise ye!”


      “I-I appreciate the sentiment...” Junia said. “But...”


      “Nay, I said, nay!” repeated Eddsarch. “A single prayer from milady be worth a hundred men in a scrap! B-But if I may be so bold, once we’ve sent these bilge rats to the drink...erm...just maybe, ye might give Eddsarch a small favor...just a small one...r-right about here...” He closed his eyes, thrusting his right cheek forwards in a gesture that made it more than obvious that the favor he was hoping for was a maiden’s kiss.


      E-Eugh... Junia thought, internally recoiling as she wordlessly drew back from Captain Eddsarch.


      The rest of his crew seemed just as repulsed by the captain’s request, causing a noticeable fall in the spirits that had been bolstered by Polseidon and Rolindeim’s antics.


      “Wh-What are those idiots doing...?” Bilshanaal wondered, briefly rendered dumbfounded by the display from the enemy ship before clearing her throat and trying again. “W-Well, anyway!” she said. “That’s the enemy boss in the sky up there! Countess Van Biel herself! No time like the present, everyone! Attack!”


      Bilshanaal raised her arm to the sky and her ships rained a volley of magicannon fire down on the defending fleet. Eddsarch looked on as an endless hail of magicannonballs flew his way—but before they could impact, a magic circle appeared...and who should step out but Flio.


      “Miss Junia!” he said. “I’m sorry for the— Whoa!!!” Suddenly noticing the oncoming projectiles, Flio stopped mid-sentence, his eyes going wide.


      The next instant, a window appeared in Flio’s field of view:


      ◇Auto-Casting Spell: Reversal


      Suddenly, a vast array of magic circles appeared all around him, each directly in front of a magicannonball in midair. The balls were absorbed into the magic circles—and a second later, they shot out again right back the way they came. The volley of magicannon fire the pirates had launched had done a perfect about-face and was now coming down on their own ships.


      “Wh-What?!” Bilshanaal exclaimed, unable to comprehend what she had just seen. And then...


      Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom!


      One after another, the magicannonballs slammed into Bilshanaal’s ships, drowning her out with the deafening sound of explosions. One volley landed on Bilshanaal’s flagship itself, knocking the pirate down to the deck by the force of the impact.


      “Kof kof...” she hacked, choking on the smoke as she forced herself to her feet. “A-Any damage?!” she asked, looking all around. The sight that greeted her, however, was her great fleet of pirate ships, riddled with holes, now on their way to the bottom of the sea. It wasn’t just one or two boats—the entire fleet had taken severe damage. Nearly eighty percent of the vessels were no longer capable of sailing, and fully half of them had already started sinking beneath the waves.


      “Oh! Oops...!” said Flio. He held out his arms towards the sinking pirate fleet, and another set of magic circles appeared, plunging into the water and scooping out the sodden pirates as if they were giant nets.


      Junia flew up beside the man who had repelled the invading fleet.


      “Mister Flio...” she said, pushing herself to give a proper expression of thanks in spite of her excruciating shyness. “Th-Thank you, truly, for responding to my call for aid...”


      “It was no trouble at all!” Flio replied with a smile. “You’ve helped me out plenty of times, after all.” Then, turning to Bilshanaal, he added, “Excuse me... Would you happen to be the captain of these pirates?”


      “And what if I am...?” Bilshanaal glowered.


      “I’d appreciate it if you’d consider standing down,” he said, smiling just as lightly as when he was speaking to Junia. “How about it?”


      Bilshanaal tensed up at the proposition. “Hah...” she spat, before raising her voice to shout up at Flio. “Don’t think you’ve beaten me yet!”


      Flio just gazed down at her. For a moment, nobody said anything.


      “It would be a big relief for everyone,” Flio continued. “And you’ll get food and a bath, right?” he said, turning to Junia for confirmation.


      “Yes...” Junia promised. “I can guarantee that...”


      “Well, then...” Bilshanaal plopped herself down, sitting cross-legged on the prow of her ship. “I surrender. Do what you like.” With that she collapsed on her back, arms and legs spread wide.


      “Great,” said Flio. “In that case, I’ll get to work on the search and rescue part.” He conjured yet more magic circles, extracting fallen pirates from the briny water as Polseidon and Eddsarch secured the prisoners and got to work capturing the surviving pirate ships.


      Just then, Loplanz came flying high up in the sky, looking all around in a panic. “Countess Van Biel!!!” he cried.


      Loplanz—a young rukh avian serving as one of Junia Van Biel’s familiars. He had been part of Junia’s house since a very young age where, thanks to his training from Polseidon and Rolindeim, he was growing up into a powerful young man indeed.


      “I’ve just returned from training!” Loplanz said. “Now, where’s the enemy?!” He scanned the sea, clearly raring for a fight, only for his expression to turn to a bewildered frown as he gradually realized no fight was happening at all. Instead, Polseidon and company were busy moving the newly captured ships, while Flio and Junia worked to rescue the pirates who had fallen into the sea.


      “D-Don’t tell me...” he said, slumping his shoulders in disappointment. “Is it over already...?”


      Junia flew up to Loplanz, higher in the air. “Loplanz...” she said. “Thank you very much for coming back so quickly...”


      “Countess...” Loplanz said.


      “I’ll be counting on you the next time something like this happens...” Junia said, patting the avian boy on the shoulder.


      “All right...” Loplanz nodded, although he still looked rather dispirited about the whole affair.


      M-Maybe I should have taken a bit more time getting here... Flio wondered, wincing as he looked up at the two of them. But maybe not. This gang seemed like some pretty serious pirates...


      ◇Klyrode Castle—A Meeting Room◇


      Several days after the foiled invasion of Calgosi Coast, Garyl and Salina were standing by outside a meeting room in Klyrode Castle as members of the Maiden Queen’s personal guard. On the wall by the door hung a sign reading “In Use.”


      There were many such rooms in Klyrode Castle. While royal audiences were conducted in the throne room and meetings with the ministers were held in the grand council chambers, it was customary to hash out the finer details in the small meeting rooms.


      Garyl, who was used to these assignments by now, stood on guard with an air of relative calm. He didn’t seem at all nervous, but he maintained an active Search spell continually as he waited, monitoring the area for suspicious activity. He even maintained a Concealment spell on the meeting room itself to prevent anyone from listening in.


      Salina, for her part, kept stealing glances Garyl’s way as she stood beside him. Sir Garyl truly is incredible... she thought, her expression a mix of nerves and envy. I’d heard that this is far from his first time being assigned to guard duty for Her Majesty, b-but he seems perfectly at ease!


      Garyl had indeed served as the Queen’s personal guard many times before. As headmaster of the Klyrode Institute of Chivalric Education, however, MacTaulo had expressed concern to the Queen that the students of his school weren’t getting enough opportunities to build practical experience. He proposed assigning a student from the Institute as partner to Garyl, and Her Majesty chose Salina for this role.


      I’ve heard that it was Sir Garyl himself who recommended me for this role... Salina thought, pursing up her lips as she reflected on the circumstances of her appointment. As a member of the Order of Lupine Knights, I must do everything I can to live up to our leader’s expectations!


      Garyl looked over at Salina out of the corner of his eye. Salina’s working really hard, isn’t she... he thought.


      And so the guard duty continued, the two partners glancing over at each other at odd intervals as they stood at attention.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Inside the meeting room were the Maiden Queen and the Second Princess. The Queen sat at the head of the table, reading through a document in her hand. “It seems the talent exchange program with the Dark Army has been going well so far, thanks to the efforts of our friend Mister Flio,” she said.


      “He helped with the pirate attack on Calgosi Coast too...” added the Second Princess, nodding in agreement as she thumbed through a thick sheaf of paper. “Besides which, he hunts dangerous magic beasts for us when they appear, he heals the sick and injured, he’s the primary point of contact for exchange with Hi Izuru, and his Enchanted Frigates facilitate trade and cultural exchange all over the land...”


      The Queen looked down at the stack of papers in front of her—every bit as thick as the one the Second Princess was occupied with. “These reports...” she said, “Are all of these...?”


      “That’s right,” her sister confirmed, letting out a sigh. “These are all activity reports filed by Mister Flio.”


      “I must have overlooked them...” the Queen said with a sigh of her own. “Mister Flio may possess incredible power, but he insists on his status as a common citizen. Moreover, as conscientious as he is, he feels it’s his duty to report to us whenever he performs a rescue operation...or to inform us of the details of any combat in which he was a participant...or to file a request completion form with the Adventurers’ Guild for every magic beast he defeats above A-Rank...or the details of any trade arrangement with a foreign kingdom involving A-Rank magic items...”


      “No kidding...” the Second Princess nodded, smiling dryly as she took another look through the bundle of reports. “He’s something else, all right...”


      “The location for these reports is all over the map, so it must have taken some time to get independent confirmation for all of them...not to mention the sheer quantity of them...” the Queen said.


      “And we only happened to notice this one time by coincidence...” added the Princess. “And this is...how much of it?”


      “Ah, yes...” the Queen sighed. “It seems these are only the reports for the past week of activity...”

    

  

  
    [image: insert5]
  

  
    
      The Second Princess furrowed her brow, holding her head in her hand. “Mister Flio did the most of all of us to make the peace treaty between the Magic Kingdom and the Dark Army a reality, and here we’ve been snubbing his reports...” she lamented. “I have to say, it’s a bit of an embarrassment...”


      “On that note, Second Princess, I have a thought...” the Maiden Queen said, putting the stack of papers to the side and turning to face her younger sister. “Perhaps the time has come to grant Mister Flio a noble title?”


      The Princess gave the suggestion a moment’s thought before clapping her hands together in realization. “I see!” she said, meeting the Queen’s gaze. “That just might work! If Mister Flio was a member of the nobility, he’d have no obligation to report each and every bit of charity work he did unless it pertained directly to the crown. He’d have hunting rights and the right to exterminate magic beasts within his own territory without issuing a report, although in exchange he’d be subject to irregular inspections from the kingdom. He’d be exempt from reporting every detail of his Enchanted Frigate operations in this cumbersome way too, as that would become an official enterprise of the Magical Kingdom of Klyrode. There’s plenty of upsides for both of us...” At that, however, she went silent, her smile looking suddenly pained. “On the other hand...there’s a big problem with the idea of granting him a noble title, isn’t there...”


      “I had a feeling you would think of it...” the Maiden Queen sighed, her expression darkening noticeably as she recited. “Section two, item three of the Klyrode Codex pertaining to noble law... The reigning sovereign of the Magical Kingdom of Klyrode may appoint noble families to govern the remote reaches of the kingdom...up to a number not exceeding fifty houses.”


      “That’s right. It’s fifty houses, maximum...” said the Princess, as she and her sister heaved a remarkably synchronized sigh. “When someone is elevated to nobility they’re granted control over a piece of territory, together with a certain amount of freedom to do as they see fit. Sometimes a noble will step down in favor of letting their children assume their title, but I’ve never heard of anyone throwing their peerage away entirely...”


      “There’s no law stipulating that a noble title must be passed down to the next generation...” the Queen recalled. “But at some point it became the custom for children of nobility to inherit their parents’ territory and position. It would be very difficult to revise the law now...”


      “There’s some precedent for a noble being stripped of their status by force, but only if they were in open rebellion against the kingdom...or if nobody of the line could be found...” said the Princess. “Like in cases where an entire noble house dies in battle...”


      The two shared a look and sighed in resignation.


      Knock knock...


      Just then, there was a knock on the meeting room door.


      “Yes, what is it?” said the Queen.


      “I’m sorry to interrupt your meeting,” came Garyl’s voice from the other side. “May I be allowed to enter?”


      “Yes, go right ahead,” the Queen replied, quickly brushing down her hair with her hands and making sure her clothing was all in order. For a moment she looked less like a queen than a girl smitten with a handsome boy.


      Well, I guess my sister has some romantic instincts after all, the Second Princess thought to herself, turning her head away. Those two should really just hurry up and get married...not that it’s as easy as that, to be fair...


      “Pardon me,” said Garyl, stepping into the room and approaching the Queen at her seat at the table. “A messenger just arrived at the castle...”


      “A messenger, you say?”


      “Yes, Your Majesty. He said it’s urgent news for the Queen.” Garyl produced a letter and handed it over, then bowed and turned to leave. “Now, I’ll be taking my leave.”


      “Oh!” the Queen cried out, stopping him in his place.


      “Is there something else?” Garyl asked, turning to face her.


      “O-Oh, no...” the Queen said. “That will be all...”


      “Yes, Your Majesty,” said Garyl, bowing once more before exiting the room.


      It didn’t escape the Second Princess’s notice that the Queen’s cheeks had a slight reddish blush as she watched Garyl go. Not that I’d be so uncouth as to mention it out loud, she thought, smirking to herself as she stepped up to her sister.


      The Maiden Queen cleared her throat, getting her racing heart under control. Then she opened the letter and silently went over the contents. “Oh...?” she said.


      “Ah...?” said the Princess, who had been reading over her shoulder.


      “Lord Jalarca has gone missing?”


      “That’s the one who took over from his father Falarca after he was ousted by his subjects for all the heavy taxes he made them pay, right...?”


      “And it seems Falarca’s whereabouts are unaccounted for as well...” the Queen confirmed.


      The two went silent for a moment, before the Queen cleared her throat and turned towards the Princess. “Of course,” she said, “we need to send a search party to look for the missing Lord Jalarca...” Then, leaning in to whisper in her sister’s ear, she added, “How long would it take after a noble and their heirs has been declared missing to strip them of their title?”


      “In principle, it could be done immediately if the other nobles can come to an agreement...” the Princess whispered back. “I’ll send out the summons for the special emergency council immediately.”


      “I’ll leave that side of things to you, then,” said the Queen. “And I’ll make arrangements for the search party.”


      The two nodded once in agreement.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      As the Maiden Queen and Second Princess exited the meeting room, Garyl and Salina greeted them with a bow and fell in behind them.


      “Welcome back, Your Majesty,” said Garyl.


      “Your Majesty,” echoed Salina.


      “My apologies, Garyl,” said the Queen, “but could you send a message to Headmaster MacTaulo to meet me in the throne room?”


      “Yes, Your Majesty...” Garyl confirmed. “Um... Is there something you need done? Salina and I would be happy to—”


      “No, no,” the Queen said, stopping him with a smile. “I appreciate the offer, but I thought that this mission might be a good opportunity for some of the newer knights to build a bit of experience.”


      “I see,” Garyl said. “Understood.” He bowed once and quite literally vanished from sight with a single quick movement, leaving Salina behind to protect the Queen.


      Salina—who had been walking alongside him—opened her eyes wide in shock and did a double take at the spot where Garyl had been mere moments before.


      Ulterior motives? Certainly not! the Queen thought, nodding as if trying to convince herself. It isn’t as if I wouldn’t want to send an excellent knight like Garyl on this mission... I’m simply trying to help build the skills of the newer recruits...


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Later, the council of nobles was summoned, convening in five days—the fastest of any such council on record. Between the unaccounted-for expenditures incurred by the house, the rumors of misconduct towards women, and the report from the company of knights who had been sent to investigate the missing nobles’ whereabouts, the decision was reached within a single day to strip Lord Jalarca of his noble title, and House Del Denne was officially dissolved.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue


      ◇Houghtow City—The Fli-o’-Rys General Store◇


      In the back of the Fli-o’-Rys General Store was a large room, currently being used primarily as a dressing area.


      “I-It’s funny...” Flio said as he put the finishing touches on his outfit. “I’m a little nervous about this...” He looked it too—a far cry from his usual laid-back attitude.


      “My lord husband!” said Rys, bounding up to him. She got a good look at his face, then his neck, collar, and chest, before turning her eyes lower to see the rest of his outfit. “Everything’s in order, I see!” she said with a big smile, satisfied that everything was perfect from head to toe.


      Flio had changed out of his customary brown vest and trousers, which he favored for ease of mobility, into a white set of formal wear.


      “I’m glad to hear you say that, Rys...” Flio said, smiling as he turned to look at his wife. “You look breathtaking, yourself.”


      Rys, too, had changed out of her normal white and blue dress into a very high-class gown indeed. Its color, at least, was still her usual white.


      “Hee hee hee!” Rys giggled, blushing happily. “Why, thank you! I don’t particularly care what the others think, but praise from you always makes my day!”


      Seeing her smile, Flio found himself blushing as well.


      For a moment, the two were alone in the dressing area, gazing into each other’s eyes. They leaned in, Rys’s eyes gently closing as her lips came close to his. Before they could meet, however...


      “Papa!” said Rylnàsze, cheerfully throwing open the door to the room. “They’re calling for you!”


      Flio and Rys sprang apart as their daughter entered the room, each looking the other way in a wholly unnatural manner.


      “Huh?” Rylnàsze asked, a puzzled look coming over her face. “Mama? Papa? Is something wrong?”


      Rylnàsze, like her parents, was wearing a very fashionable dress in place of the casual clothing she usually favored. Behind her, Swann—the Third Princess—poked her head in.


      “Lord Flio, Lady Rys,” Swann said. “Is everything ready?”


      “O-Oh! Yes!” Flio smiled, doing his best to affect an air of calm. “We’re all ready to go.”


      “Well then...shall we, my lord husband?” offered Rys, taking him by the hand with a delighted grin.


      “Yes, let’s,” Flio said as his wife led him out of the room, Rylnàsze and Swann walking ahead of them.


      They passed through the hallway into the main room of the Fli-o’-Rys General Store where they met Uliminas, who was standing over by the register. “Hey!” she said, greeting them with a wave. “It’s finally time fur the ceremeowny, huh?”


      “That’s right, Uliminas!” Rys gushed, waving back. “It’s my lord husband’s big day!”


      Balirossa, who had been stocking shelves, set down the box she was carrying and waved to Flio and Rys as well, as did Blossom, who was standing next to her with a basket of freshly delivered vegetables. “Congratulations!” said Balirossa.


      “The ceremony!” said Blossom. “I’d love to stay and watch myself, if I may be so bold!”


      Snow Little, who was also in the store working, smiled and spread her arms wide, summoning a group of tiny dwarves with musical instruments to play a jaunty tune. “It’s wonderful weather today too!” she said. “You couldn’t ask for a lovelier day!”


      Snow Little’s music filled the shop, drawing the attention of Yayana from over in the Cal’Cha Teahouse, which shared a building with the general store. “La la la!” Yayana sang in a high, operatic tone, pirouetting in a circle around Flio and Rys. “What a wonderful, wonderful day!”


      Yayana—formerly known as Yanderena, a minion of the Shadow King and master of the Assassin Dance, a dance-like style of combat she used in her role as bodyguard and enforcer of the Shadow Conglomerate. One fateful day, however, she and her sister Jajana were sent to infiltrate the Fli-o’-Rys General Store, where Calsi’im and Charun granted her the acknowledgment she craved, seeing the value of her dancer’s grace. Since then, she left her life of crime behind her and began working honestly as a staff member of the Cal’Cha Teahouse.


      Behind her, Jajana smiled as she clacked the beads back and forth on her oversized abacus. Before we met Mister Flio, Yayana and I had no choice but to do that horrible man’s dirty work... she thought, fresh conviction stirring in her chest. I would do anything for Mister Flio, even if it cost me my life...


      Jajana—once known by the name of Janderena, when she served as an accountant for the Shadow Conglomerate, at the Shadow King’s beck and call. All that changed, however, when she was sent to infiltrate the Fli-o’-Rys General Store. Astonished by the decency with which they treated their staff, she changed her name to Jajana for good, and started a new life as a member of the Cal’Cha Teahouse staff. Her specialty was mathematics, and she kept her giant abacus, which also served as a weapon in a pinch, in a Bottomless Bag on her person at all times.


      Calsi’im followed next, clapping a bony hand on Jajana’s shoulder.


      “M-Mister Calsi’im?” she said, wheeling around.


      “Oho ho!” the skeleton laughed, his jawbone rattling with laughter as he. “You’ll make your shoulders stiff if you tense up like that, you know! Here now, just relax! Relax!” he said, massaging her back.


      “M-Mister Calsi’im...” Jajana repeated, her stiff expression softening at Calsi’im’s ministrations as the old skeleton watched in approval.




      Flio and Rys made their way to the front door and stepped out onto the street. Immediately, they were greeted by a loud chorus of voices.


      “Lord Flio!”


      “Congratulations on your appointment as marquess!”


      “Thank you for everything!”


      The cheers and the applause grew louder and louder until Ghozal and Mulana heard the noise and came running out of the Fli-o’-Rys Adventurers’ Academy across the road.


      “Hrm,” said Ghozal, as he applauded for the new marquess. “It’s long overdue, of course. Mister Flio should have had a title like this one long ago.”


      “He should have?” asked Mulana, clapping as well.


      “Of course!” said Ghozal. “Flio’s the one who mediated the peace accords that ended the ages-long war between humans and demons!”


      “Huh?” Mulana said, cocking her head in confusion. “Me...diate? Accords?” she repeated, uncomprehending.


      Mulana had spent most of her life imprisoned by a group who wanted to use her abilities as a member of her rare demon species for their own evil ends. As a consequence, although she was old enough to be considered an adult, both her personality and knowledge of the world were more on the level of a child.


      “Ha ha ha!” Ghozal laughed. “Just think of it this way, Mulana: there’s a whole bunch of tasty food in it for you if you celebrate with us!”


      “Huh?!” Mulana said, “T-Tasty food!” Immediately she joined the crowd applauding Flio and Rys, clapping her hands together with furious speed.


      Ghozal smiled in approval at the sight. Knowing Mister Flio, he’ll use the authority of this position to help even more people in need, just like Mulana... he thought as he continued to applaud. As his friend, I’ll have to do everything I can to help...


      Down the corner from the Adventurers’ Guild, Sleip, Byleri, and Rislei came rushing out of the magic beast racing hall, followed by Stoleanna, Coqueshtti—who was still present on the talent exchange—and the rest of the staff.


      “Good!” said Sleip. “Looks like we made it in time.”


      “Like, thank goodness!” said Byleri.


      “We wouldn’t want to miss giving them our blessing!” agreed Rislei. “It’s an important day, after all.”


      In the middle of the cheering crowd, Flio and Rys made their way to a stage that had been set up in the middle of the avenue, where Nyt and Taclyde stood as representatives of the Houghtow College of Magic.


      Nyt—once known as the Serpent Princess Yorminyt, one of Dark One Gholl’s old Infernal Four, currently in disguise as a human. Nyt defected from the Dark Army, after which a series of misadventures led to her ultimately being appointed headmaster of the Houghtow College of Magic.


      Taclyde—an utterly ordinary human and administrator for the Houghtow College of Magic. He was the longest-serving member of the staff, and seemingly performed all the tasks necessary for keeping the school afloat entirely on his own.


      “Lord Flio is honorary presssident of the Houghtow College of Magic, after all,” Nyt remarked, holding a folding fan up in front of her face. “We mussst be presssent to offer him our congratulationsss...”


      Her expression hidden behind her fan, Nyt peered over at Rys, her eyes shining softly. Ssstill, it’s ssstrange... she thought. Who would have imagined that a member of the Infernal Four like myssself and a clossse associate of another Infernal like Rysss would take part in a ceremony like thisss for a human noble...


      The party from the Houghtow College of Magic included Belano, who was a member of the faculty; Irystiel, who worked in the school store; and Levana, Rylnàsze, Folmina and Ghoro, all of whom were current students. Rabbitz, too, had been lined up with the other students at the beginning of the ceremony, but at some point she had found her way to her familiar perch wrapped around Calsi’im’s head.


      Blossom stepped out of the general store, where she was joined by Ura, chief of the oni village, with his daughter Kora seated meekly on his right shoulder. Behind him the shinobi, who had only recently moved to this part of the world, and the shadow demons led by Greanyl waited in rank and file, while the goblins Hokh’hokton and Maunty—along with the rest of Maunty’s family to boot—stood at Ura’s feet.


      “Still, though...” Hokh’hokton remarked, fidgeting nervously and feeling very out of place. “Is it really appropriate to bring someone like me to a ceremony like this...?”


      “Ah ha ha!” Blossom laughed, smacking Hokh’hokton square on the back. “I keep telling you, you don’t gotta worry so much!”


      “Oof...!” Hokh’hokton exclaimed, nearly keeling over from the force of Blossom’s smack but somehow managing to keep his feet. “Y-Yes, I suppose you do,” he said, returning Blossom’s carefree grin with a smile of his own.


      From a short distance away, Fina looked over at Blossom and Hokh’hokton. Among all the planetoid worlds in the cosmos, it’s far more common for goblins to be seen as wicked pests... she reflected. But there are some where goblins and humans have harmonious relations, like Hokh’hokton and Madame Blossom...




      All of those people, as well as a great mass of the residents of Houghtow City, watched keenly as Flio and Rys ascended the stage, where the Maiden Queen herself was waiting.


      Flio bowed his head. “Your Majesty,” he said. “Thank you for coming all this way.”


      “But of course!” said the Queen with a smile, inclining her own head. “As marquess of Houghtow, it will fall to you to govern this city. It is only appropriate that the people of the land be in attendance as you are given your rank.”


      Beside the Queen stood Garyl, in attendance as Her Majesty’s personal guard. It was a position he had earned through his universally acknowledged status as the strongest knight in the Order of Klyrode. Garyl remained silent, keeping watch over the surrounding area as was his mission, but there was undeniably a smile on his face. It seemed he couldn’t quite hide his excitement over being given a front row view of his parents’ induction into the nobility.


      His twin sister Elinàsze, by contrast, stood at the foot of the stage looking up. “Why is Garyl up there while I’m down here...?” she quietly bemoaned to Hiya and Tanya, who were standing beside her, doing her best to keep a smile on her face for the appearances’ sake. “On a day when we’re celebrating my beloved papa too...”


      “Now, now,” said Hiya. “This is close enough, isn’t it?”


      “I suppose it will have to be...” Elinàsze replied stiffly.




      In front of the eyes of the city, the Maiden Queen curtsied elegantly, then bowed her head to Flio once again and slowly raised her hand. Everyone watching went silent as the Queen created a magic circle in front of her mouth, amplifying her voice to be heard by the entire crowd.


      “Lord Flio,” she began, “in recognition of your countless feats in service to the kingdom, I hereby name you marquess of the Magical Kingdom of Klyrode. From today forth, you are the rightful ruler of the city of Houghtow.”


      Flio took a deep breath at the Queen’s pronouncement, holding a hand in front of his chest. “I humbly accept this duty, Your Majesty,” he said, bowing low.


      At that, the crowd erupted into cheers.


      “Lord Flio, congratulations!”


      “Long live the marquess!”


      “Looking forward to working with you, Lord Flio!”


      The Queen watched from atop the stage as the cheers and the applause of the crowd grew louder and louder. The people of this land truly adore him... she thought.
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      “Wha-ha!” As the Maiden Queen was lost in thought for a moment, suddenly a girl’s voice came from above as Wyne descended from high in the air, dragon wings on her back but otherwise in her humanoid form. “Dada! Mama! Congratulations-lations!” she said, tackling Flio and Rys and hugging them tightly right in front of the Maiden Queen.


      “W-Wyne!” said Flio, grimacing as she squeezed. “We’re still in the middle of the ceremony!”


      Wyne, however, flew into the air with Flio held in her arms, grinning joyfully. “Party-party!” she cried.


      “H-Hey! Wyne!!!” exclaimed a notably perturbed Flio, the cheers of the crowd growing louder still as the marquess was lifted into the air.


      Garyl winced as he watched the spectacle unfold. Maybe we should have tied Wyne up so she couldn’t interfere with the ceremony... he thought.


      Sensing Garyl’s reaction, the Maiden Queen turned to him and gave a slight wave of her hand as if to say, “Don’t worry. Everything’s under control.”


      Wyne flew a circle around the stage hoisting Flio above the crowd, who clapped and cheered their hearts out.


      “A-All right, then...” said Flio, waving back in spite of his misgivings.


      “My lord husband!” said Rys, casting a quick Fly spell and joining them in the sky. “We must do what we can to meet the expectations of the people!” Smiling, she linked her arm with his, waving down at the crowd.


      Just then, a gigantic magic beast appeared in the air behind the trio—it was the Divine Beast Leonorna, flying up from the lake.


      “Lord Flio!” he said, a great smile on his face. “I know I am far from worthy, but please accept my blessing as well!” A light rose from the lion’s body, shining upon the crowd below. This was one of the ultimate magics available to Divine Beasts: the spell World Blessing.


      Fina gazed up in awe as light rained down from on high. “World Blessing...” she marveled. “Now this is a surprise. I’ve heard that when a Divine Beast recognizes someone as their master they can bless that person and their subjects, raising all of their basic abilities. I’ve never seen a Divine Beast casting that spell of their own volition before. Leonorna must have recognized Lord Flio as his master...”


      “Eh heh heh! Not quite, Madame Fina!” said Leonorna, turning to look down at Fina from midair. “Lord Flio is rather the master of my master! The one who I chose to recognize is—”


      At that cue, Rylnàsze popped up from Leonorna’s back, where she had been perched the entire time. “Papa! Mama!” she said, clapping her heart out and beaming from ear to ear. “Congratulations!” Behind her, Sybe and the rest of his family were in full force as well, standing up on their hind legs and clapping their paws together in celebration of Flio and Rys.




      Somewhere in the crowd, Tanya had a sudden realization. “Young Mistress Wyne...” she said. “Don’t tell me...” Wyne, in fact, was not wearing anything at all underneath her poncho as she flew high above the crowd. Tanya gripped a pair of Wyne’s panties tightly in her hand, watching keenly for the right moment to put them on the dragonewt.




      As for Flio, he looked down at the crowd below, held by Wyne from behind and his wife Rys from the side, and waved. “I’ll have to work harder than ever from here,” he said, renewing his resolve. “For the sake of all the people.”




      And so the celebration continued, filling the streets of Houghtow City with merriment and jubilation.

    

  

  
    
      Side Story: Everyone’s Morrow Part 20


      ◇Deep in a Forest◇


      In the frontier of the Magical Kingdom of Klyrode was a small and cozy human village, sheltered under the boughs of a forest. Deeper into the woods, surrounded by thick growing trees and dense vegetation, stood a single solitary cottage. Once upon a time the cottage had been a humble single-story dwelling, but in time it had been expanded to a three-story tall family dwelling.


      Today, a group of men was standing in front of the cottage door. Jalarca, the head of the group, looked up at the building as he struggled to catch his breath. “Huff... Huff...” he panted. “Wh-Who would have thought it, hmmm... A house like this, so deep in the boonies...”


      Jalarca, now ousted as head of his noble house, had been running day and night without rest for weeks now, ever since he was forced to flee from his mansion. By now, the fancy clothes he had been wearing were nearly in tatters, filthy with so much grime and blood that it was impossible to imagine them as the splendid garments they once were.


      As Jalarca stood gaping up at the cottage, a group of men came out of the forest behind him.


      “L-Lord Jalarca...” said one. “We’re so deep in the forest now. Surely nobody is going to pursue us as far as this...?”


      “Perhaps we should ask whoever lives in this house if they would let us rest here for a while...” suggested the other.


      These were Jalarca’s butlers, although like their master their clothing was now torn ragged. It was clear just from looking at them how much difficulty they must have had in making it this far.


      Jalarca nodded agreeably to his butlers’ suggestion. “G-Good idea...” he said. “All right, hmmm... Let’s have a look to see if there’s anyone home...”


      Clearing his throat and adjusting his collar, Jalarca looked towards the entrance of the cottage, scanning the area from right to left for signs of habitation. In the garden he saw a washing pole set up, with something that looks like bedsheets fluttering in the breeze.


      If there’s laundry out to dry, that should mean someone’s home, hmmm... he thought. Now to use my trusty silver tongue to charm my way into letting them use their house as a base of operations!


      He stepped up towards the door, but before he could make his way there he heard the clack of a latch as the door swung open from the inside.


      “Oh?” said Cartha, appearing in the doorway with a basket of dirty laundry, her hair done up with a red scarf. “Do we have visitors?”


      Cartha—a local girl from a farming family, Cartha fell in love at first sight with Hugi-Mugi and, following a determined offensive, managed to secure for herself the vaunted seat of “wife.” Now she lived in their cottage in the forest, together with the doppeladler’s two other wives.


      W-Wo...man...?! As Jalarca’s eyes fell upon Cartha, suddenly he went stock-still.


      “L-Lord Jalarca!” the butlers cried out in a panic, blanching as they sensed the mood that had come over their master.


      Oh no... thought one. This is bad...


      L-Lord Jalarca is an insatiable womanizer in the best of times... thought the other. After so long on the road, he’ll never be able to control himself!


      The butlers ran forwards at once, hoping to stop Jalarca before he did anything untoward...but it was too late. A mere second before they could reach him, Jalarca leaped forwards, hearts in his eyes as he lunged for Cartha. “Woman!!!” he cried, rather inscrutably stripping his tattered clothes clean off in midair.


      “Hey!” said Cartha, understandably startled by the strange man suddenly leaping her way. She drew her right leg back, then raised it in a powerful high kick. “Pervert! What do you think you’re doing?!”


      “Gwfah!” said Jalarca, as Cartha’s foot caught the underside of his jaw mid-dive. He was knocked backwards, spiraling through the air before landing right on his head, stark naked.


      “Cartha?” Shino, wearing her priestess’s vestments, came running out of the house, drawn by the sound of Cartha’s shout. “What’s going on?”


      Shino—a priestess hailing from the same village as Cartha. Like Cartha, she too fell in love at first sight with Hugi-Mugi, and now lived with them as one of their wives. She spent her days at the village, however, tending to the sick and injured.


      “Oh, Shino,” said Cartha. “I’m not sure what’s going on, but this pervert came at me out of nowhere!” She gestured towards Jalarca over the laundry basket she was still carrying.


      “A pervert...?” Shion asked, taking a look where Cartha had pointed. “Geh!” she cried, recoiling in shock. There, before her eyes, was Jalarca, his head planted firmly on the ground, muttering something neither of them could make out.


      “W-Wom-woman...?” he said, suddenly springing back to his feet. “A-Another woman!!!”


      Needless to say, he was still completely naked.


      “He’s back up!” said Cartha, scowling with disgust.


      “Th-There must be something wrong with him!” said Shino, hiding behind Cartha’s back. “H-Has he been charmed by a succubus, maybe...?”


      Jalarca made another leap for the two women, but before he could reach them...thwack! Something struck him from the side, sending him flying yet again.


      “L-Lord Jalarca!!!” The two butlers, who had been staring agape, caught off guard by the sheer speed of these developments, went running off into the forest after their master. Mato, who had delivered the blow, watched them go.


      Mato—a merchant who had met Hugi-Mugi when they saved her from a bandit attack in the forest. She decided to stay with Hugi-Mugi in order to repay them for saving her life, and in time came to fall in love with them as well. Now she lived in the cottage as one of the three wives.


      Mato was carrying a backpack and hovering in the air with the power of a magic item she had strapped to her legs.


      “Mato! Welcome home!” said Cartha, before noticing the magic item. “Wait... What’s that you’re wearing?”


      “It’s a new product from the Fli-o’-Rys General Store,” Mato answered. “Augmented Legs! With these, even a human like me who can’t cast a spell to save my life can fly through the sky!”


      “Goodness!” exclaimed Shino, her eyes lighting up. “You mean anyone at all could fly with a pair of those things?” Th-That means...I could go on a date flying with my darling husband! She clasped her hands together, beaming brightly from ear to ear, hearts appearing in her eyes.


      “Well, I guess it’s obvious what Shino’s thinking...” said Cartha, looking over at her co-wife with an air of exasperation. “Of course, I’m going to be the first one to go on a flying date with Hugi.”


      “Excuse me?!” Shino snapped. “Who decided that?!”


      “Ridiculous!” agreed Mato. “I’m the one who bought the Augmented Legs! The first one should be me! Me!”


      Meanwhile, having recovered the now-unconscious Jalarca from the forest floor, the butlers spied on the three wives as they bickered by the door.


      “It looks like they’ve forgotten about us completely...” said the first.


      “In that case, this is our chance...” said the other.


      “Right... We need to get away...”


      The two nodded in agreement and began creeping slowly off into the forest, praying desperately as they retreated from the cottage.


      P-Please don’t let those women see us...


      P-Please don’t let them hear our footsteps...


      P-Please don’t let Lord Jalarca wake up...


      But then...


      Thump!


      Something hit the ground behind the butlers.


      W-Was that a tree? thought one, wheeling around to see something huge looming over them.


      Wh-What in the world...?! thought the other.


      Definitely not a tree... thought the first. It’s...golden?


      Whatever it is, that thing’s huge!!! thought the second.


      As the pair struggled to make heads or tails of the mysterious object, its upper part turned their way, revealing a pair of gigantic heads, both leering their way.


      “What...?”


      “A-A magic beast! And it’s huge!”


      “I-Is that a dragon?!”


      The thing before them was so big that it was natural for the butlers to mistake it for a dragon—but in fact it was none other than Hugi-Mugi in their natural doppeladler form: an enormous two-headed monster bird.


      Hugi-Mugi—a two-headed doppeladler who served as one (or perhaps two?) of Dark One Gholl’s Infernal Four. These days, however, they spent most of their time disguised as a human. After defecting from the Dark Army, Hugi-Mugi made a home deep in a forest somewhere, where they now lived an easygoing life with their children and three wives.


      “Were you the one bothering our wives, yes?” said Hugi-Mugi, their two heads both addressing the butlers. “Yes, was it you?”


      “Y-Your wives?!!!” the butlers almost shrieked as they took stock of the creature before them, the same thought running through both of their heads: It’s over.


      “N-Nothing for it...” said the first.


      “We’d better run!” said the other.


      They took off, running madly through the forest as Hugi-Mugi pursued, their massive legs threatening to stomp the butlers flat. “We won’t let you get away, yes!” they said. “Yes, no escape!”


      The butlers ran in a panic, barely managing to avoid being turned into human pancakes.


      Cartha, Shino, and Mato watched from the doorway as the sound of Hugi-Mugi’s footfalls echoed through the trees.


      “Oh, Hugi...” Cartha blushed, holding the laundry basket closer in her arms. “To think he’d be so angry on my behalf...”


      “Not at all!” said Shino, clasping her hands together towards the rampaging doppeladler as if in prayer. “It’s on my behalf, surely!”


      “Don’t be ridiculous, you two!” insisted Mato, looking very smug indeed as she floated higher with the power of her Augmented Legs. “It’s for me, of course!”


      And all the while, the chase continued...


      ◇???◇


      Somewhere, in a certain city, a magic circle appeared on a wall in a narrow alleyway between two houses. The circle gradually stabilized, and from it emerged Maglion in the usual compact form she assumed to reduce her magic consumption. She stepped out of the portal with practiced grace and exited the alley, joining the busy traffic of the wide main street, which did not quite appear to belong to the world of Klyrode.


      Maglion continued along the road and into one of the shops, where the man behind the register greeted her with a smile. “Welcome!”


      Maglion returned the greeting with a slight bow of the head and took a right turn, continuing deeper into the store, not sparing a glance for the shelves full of merchandise as she passed. Then, once she had reached her objective, she stopped. In front of her was a shelf stocked with a great number of books. She looked over the back covers of the tomes one by one, considering each in turn, until she came to the third shelf from the top, where a pop-up label read, “New arrivals!” Indeed, the covers of the books on this particular shelf all looked brand new.


      A smile played on Maglion’s lips at the sight. New publications... she thought. Excellent! If I return with one of these, Lady Elinàsze will surely be overjoyed!


      She grabbed one of the books off the shelf and headed for the register, transforming back to her natural form—after all, she couldn’t quite reach the top of the counter in her miniaturized magic-saving mode.


      “This one,” she said flatly, placing the book on the counter.


      “Master Stellamh’s latest book of spells, is it?” the man keeping shop said with a cheerful smile as he transferred the merchandise to a paper bag. “Thank you for your business!”


      Maglion placed a coin down on the counter, glancing down at the bag that now contained the precious tome. And if I can be useful to Lady Elinàsze... she thought, surely my sisters Hiya and Damalynas will— Her cheeks flushed at the thought, all sorts of scenes running through her mind as she received her purchase and left the store, never even looking at any of the other items on display.


      “Thank you again!” said the shopkeeper, smiling after Maglion as she left. Once the customer was out of sight, a small woman appeared behind him, arriving from thin air via teleportation. “Oh! Master Sua!” he said. “What brings you here today?”


      “I brought the potions,” said the woman, holding up a basket full of small glass bottles.


      “Thank you very much,” said the shopkeeper. “You can set them down right there, if you don’t mind. Quinn should be by to pick them up in just a moment.”


      The woman nodded and set the basket down next on the counter next to the register.


      “It’s good weather today,” the shopkeeper remarked. “I’ve just got to hold out a little longer until the end of my shift before I can enjoy it!”


      “Well then,” the small woman said with a kind smile. “I guess I’ll be heading home to the great tree.” And with that she vanished, teleporting away.


      ◇The Celestial Plane◇


      The world of Klyrode, where Flio and his friends made their home, was but one of many planetoid worlds managed by the Celestial Plane, home to the goddesses who oversaw the system and the angelic disciples who were dispatched to set things right when something went wrong. The individual goddesses of the Celestial Plane tended to their duties governing each planetoid world from their gleaming office spires, and were collectively under the supervision of a higher-ranking goddess.


      One of those supervising goddesses in particular, a high rank deity by the name of Zofina, held her head in her hands.


      “I don’t believe it...” she said, sinking in her chair with a heavy sigh. “Planetoid World Klyrode again...”


      On the desk in front of her was a report several pages long. Zofina sat there sighing for some time before finally picking up the document. The title page read “Report of unlicensed entry to the underground world Dogorogma from Planetoid World Klyrode.”


      “And it seems as if Disciple Ethena is involved with the incident this time, no less...” Zofina said, sighing yet again.


      “Goddess Zofina,” said the disciple standing in front of her desk. “What would you have me do?”


      “Hm...” Zofina pondered at her disciple’s words. This whole situation is abnormal from the very start, with so many people able to teleport to Dogorogma... she thought. In all the planetoid worlds, there are only a scant few people capable of such a feat—and four of them just happen to be concentrated on this one world. It’s bizarre, no matter how you look at it...


      Four faces appeared in her mind, one after another: Flio, Elinàsze, Tanya, and finally Telbyress.


      Setting aside the fact that Tanya and Telbyress are both former celestials, it’s staggering to think that so many such people could be found in a single world, let alone a single household...


      “Excuse me...” said the disciple, peering over at Zofina in confusion as she waited for the goddess to respond. “Goddess Zofina?”


      Suddenly, without really meaning to, Zofina started to laugh, chuckling darkly at her own position.


      “G-Goddess Zofina?” the disciple repeated, tensing up at the sight.


      “Say, do you know about this?” Zofina asked.


      “K-Know about what...?” inquired the angel.


      “Those shipments of Beast of Calamity powder we receive from Planetoid World Klyrode... What do you suppose they’re used for?” the goddess prompted.


      “Oh! Um...” the disciple began. “I-I’ve heard it’s a medicine with tremendous healing power, even beyond what a goddess can accomplish...”


      “Yes, that’s not wrong, as far as it goes...” Zofina said, leaning forwards and seizing the disciple by the shoulders. “But it’s all a sham!” The truth, she thought, is that the powder can restore the appearance of youth even to a goddess’s skin! That’s the real reason the higher goddesses are all so hell bent on getting their hands on it...


      “I-It is?!” Startled to have the goddess’s arms suddenly around her, the disciple looked up at Zofina’s face to see tears welling up in her eyes.


      Everyone wants the Beast of Calamity powder... Zofina thought. But the core component comes from the Beasts of Calamity themselves, which are rare to find even in Dogorogma! Ordinarily when such monsters are captured they’re sent to Dogorogma as part of our long-term underground world containment strategy. The higher goddesses have always maintained that travel to Dogorogma was to be strictly regulated...but Mister Flio and his family are our only sources for the powdered medicine, which is always in urgent demand. But even so, the rules state that they must have the approval of at least ten goddesses to travel to Dogorogma by the officially sanctioned routes. It’s a process that takes an entire month at the best of times, but it can easily be half a year if things are particularly bad. But if the process causes delays in the shipment of Beast of Calamity powder, it’s the goddess responsible for managing the world of Klyrode who takes the blame. I’ve worked hard to fulfill my duties as Goddess, and somehow managed to move up in the ranks of the Celestial Plane...but I’ve seen so many of the goddesses under me quit because they couldn’t handle the constant criticism that comes with the position.


      “Hey...” Zofina said, suddenly breaking her chain of thought and looking at the angel.


      “Y-Yes, Goddess Zofina?” the disciple said.


      “What in all the worlds am I meant to do about this...?”


      “Um...?” The disciple blinked in confusion, completely at a loss for words. She watched as Zofina collapsed back into her chair, letting out another bitter laugh.


      ◇Houghtow City—Fli-o’-Rys General Store◇


      Early in the morning, Flio arrived at the Fli-o’-Rys General Store like he always did, walking down the road that led from his house. The moment he arrived, the workers busy loading and unloading wagons in the staging area behind the store saw him and ran over.


      “Oh! Lord Flio!”


      “Lord Flio, good morning! Or...now that you’re a marquess, are we supposed to call you Your Grace...?” one worker wondered.


      “I believe that is correct,” one of their colleagues confirmed. “It’s good to have you here as always, Your Grace.”


      Flio grimaced at the formal address. To be sure, the deference was far from misplaced. The Fli-o’-Rys General Store, of which Flio was the chief proprietor, had grown far beyond the shop it once was. Now the organization included a teahouse, a fleet of Enchanted Frigates, a magic beast racing hall, and an academy for adventurers, to name only a few of its subsidiaries. His name carried a considerable amount of weight not only in the Magical Kingdom of Klyrode, but the surrounding lands as well. And now that he had been made marquess of Houghtow, he had joined the ranks of the kingdom’s nobility, invested with the right to govern the city as he saw fit.


      Flio, however, was not one to stand on ceremony. “No, no,” he insisted, holding up his hands. “There’s no need for that, really. Just call me by my name like you usually do, please.”


      “That’s our Lord Flio,” one of the workers said with a smile. “Modest as ever, I see.”


      “That’s what makes him Lord Flio, after all!” said another.


      Flio returned the smile, but in the back of his mind he found himself recalling a certain memory from his past...




      At the time, he was at another staging area much like this one full of wagons coming and going, each laden with goods for trade. Flio, although he was known as Banaza at the time, was standing in one corner of the yard, double-checking the cargo, when one of the ogres came up to greet him.


      “Hey, Banaza!” the ogre said, gesturing towards the crates he had just finished loading. “Is that the last of ’em?”


      “It should be...” said Flio, looking over the shipment manifest in his hands. “Although there’s a good chance they’ll end up ordering more once the sales talks are finished...” He reached into the Bottomless Bag he wore on his belt and took out a coin, handing it over to the ogre. “Why don’t you and the rest of the crew get something to eat and wait to see if we need you for anything else?”


      The other human merchants watching from a distance immediately began to gossip. “Did you see that?” Flio heard one say. “That man just gave money to a demihuman!”




      “Hah...” Flio exhaled, coming back to the present as the merchant Bundtakar sauntered up to greet him, accompanied by a demihuman by the name of Olnen.


      “Well!” said Bundtakar. “If it isn’t Lord Flio!”


      “Mister Bundtakar!” said Flio. “You’re working awfully early in the morning.”


      “But of course!” Bundtakar replied with a hearty laugh, rubbing his belly. “Your Fli-o’-Rys General Store always buys our merchandise at a fair price, and sells good products for cheap! I couldn’t possibly sit on my hands and let some other merchant beat me to the punch!”


      “You’re too kind,” said Flio, shaking Bundtakar’s hand. “Really, thank you for all your patronage over the years.”


      “Of course, of course! And pleasure doing business with you today!” said Bundtakar.


      “The pleasure is all mine,” Flio said, offering his hand to Olnen as well.


      “Now then,” said Bundtakar. “I believe there’s still some time before you’re open for business, so perhaps I’ll try the breakfast set at the Cal’Cha Teahouse as I wait. Would you care to join me, Olnen?”


      “Gladly,” said Olnen with a nod of his head.


      “And at that, Lord Flio, I take my leave for the time being!” Bundtakar waved Flio goodbye as he walked off towards the teahouse, Olnen following alongside.


      “Yes, I’ll see you later,” said Flio, bowing his head.


      This really is such a wonderful world... Flio thought.


      In the world Flio had come from, human supremacy was the ironclad law of the land. There, demihumans were viewed as inherently inferior and subject to harsh treatment. Flio, however, had always been dissatisfied with that way of thinking. To him, the world of Klyrode where humans and demihumans coexisted as equals represented a long-held ideal.


      As Flio was lost in his thoughts, Rys came running up in her lupine demon form, as fast as the wind. “My lord husband!” she said, shifting to human shape as she drew near.


      “Good morning, Rys!” said Flio, taken aback by his wife’s evident hurry. “Did something come up?”


      “Well, yes, I suppose. There’s something I’d like to show you, actually,” said Rys, producing a single coin and handing it to Flio. “I found this while I was cleaning this morning. I’ve never seen a coin quite like it in my life! It’s not from the Magical Kingdom of Klyrode, and it doesn’t seem to be currency from any of the neighboring kingdoms either...”
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      This coin... Flio thought. I feel like I’ve seen it somewhere before...


      “You know,” Rys continued, “Maglion’s been buying all those strange grimoires from somewhere recently... I wonder if this coin has anything to do with that...”


      “I see...” Flio pondered, looking the coin over more closely still. Maybe I’m overthinking it... he thought. But doesn’t this coin look like the ones they use in the world I came from...?


      He glanced over at Rys, who had brought her head in close to stare at the coin as well, and smiled. Of course... he thought, nodding to himself. I was only able to meet Rys because I was summoned to this world. I suppose I should thank my lucky stars. Although, since I’m thinking of my home world, I wonder how Quinn is doing these days. The two of us were pretty close companions at one point, as fellow merchants...


      As soon as Flio had that thought, however, Rys’s ears suddenly perked up. She turned to face him with lightning speed, bringing her eyes up right against his. “My lord husband...” she said. “Perhaps I’m imagining things, but were you thinking of another woman just now...? Who is she? And where—?!”


      “N-N-Not at all!” Flio winced, doing his best to stem his wife’s furious torrent of questions. “You’re imagining it, I promise!” That, however, would never be enough to stop a determined Rys. Flio put his hands on her shoulders, holding her still as he looked her straight on. “You’re the only one for me, Rys!” he said in a loud voice. “Now, and forever!”


      All at once, Rys’s face flushed a brilliant shade of red. “O-Oh my!” she said, wriggling with delight. “M-My lord husband! I-I never doubted that for a single moment, you know...”


      R-Really? Flio frowned. It seemed like she was doubting it pretty hard for a moment there... He cleared his throat and continued. “W-Well...since you’re here...” he suggested, “why don’t we go on a quick hunting date? We have a little time until the store opens for business after all.”


      “Oh my!” At this Rys’s expression lit up, and she transformed on the spot back into a lupine demon. “Let’s go! Let’s go at once!”


      “Right away!” said Flio, climbing on her back with his usual easygoing smile.


      “Then let’s be off!” Rys cried, taking off at a run down the road, passing the Fli-o’-Rys General Store and heading into the forest.


      As they left, the workers waved them a cheery goodbye. “Take care, Lady Rys! Take care, Lord Flio!”


      “Those two are such a good couple...” one remarked.


      “Have fun, you two!” shouted another.


      Soon they had vanished into the forest, leaving the Fli-o’-Rys General Store behind.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Thank you for reading this book!


      With this, Level 2 Cheat has reached a full twenty volumes. The heart of this volume was the story of Flio being elevated to nobility, together with an assortment of everyone in his family all hard at work in their various ways. Speaking personally, I quite enjoyed returning to some familiar material around Elinàsze and her collection of magic grimoires. I hope all of you found it as entertaining as I did.


      On that note, the manga adaptation of the story is once again being released at the same time as the light novel. In this one, the younger generation finally makes its appearance! Flio’s family is going to get a lot livelier from here on out. It’s interesting to compare it to the light novel, where the older children have long since taken their first steps into adulthood. If you liked these books, I encourage you to read the manga as well!


      Finally, I’d like to extend my gratitude to Katagiri for providing such wonderful illustrations as always, the staff at Overlap Novels and everyone else involved with the publication, and anyone who picked up a copy of this book. Thank you all from the bottom of my heart!




      August 2025, Miya Kinojo
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