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One day, Beelzebub showed up at the house in the highlands yet again. She didn’t make the motivation for her visit much of a secret: She was only here to see my daughters. She’d once again brought plenty of gifts from the demon lands, as well. I didn’t have a problem with her buying stuff for my kids, per se, but she’d been spoiling them pretty badly lately, and that behavior had only been escalating with every new visit.


“Today, I shall treat the girls to an authentic, full-course meal!”



Beelzebub looked awfully proud of herself as she made her latest declaration. I decided to hear her out.

“’Tis true, of course, that one can partake of delicious food without going through the rigamarole of formal dining. However, to refrain from full-course meals entirely is to lose the opportunity to refine your knowledge of table manners! ’Tis your duty as their mother to provide them with such opportunities, is it not?” Beelzebub asked, before shooting a rather reproachful glance in my direction. “And yet I have seen no evidence that any such thought has so much as crossed your mind! My heart bleeds for the girls, and as such, I have no choice but to create an opportunity of my own!”

“Could you stop taking potshots at my parenting skills, thanks…? It’s really none of your business.” I sighed.

I’m putting all the love and care I can into raising them, thank you very much! I’m just not that obsessed with drilling etiquette into them! They’re not princesses, for crying out loud! And it’s totally possible they know more about formal table manners than I do!

“Wait,” I added, “didn’t you just give them a crash course in table manners the other day at that banquet we attended before we went to Slab Hill? I remember them already having a pretty good idea of what they were doing back then, too. Do we even need to bother teaching them more?”

The twins had had plenty of opportunities to eat formal dinners before. They weren’t totally inexperienced when it came to fancy, ceremonial situations.

“In other words,” said Beelzebub, “the one counterexample you can provide was one where we demons organized the occasion! ’Tis abundantly clear that if we do not, no one will! Plus, manners are a matter of experience. No amount of practice is too much!”

“Okay, but this has gotta be going overboard, right…?” I said, looking over toward Vania, who Beelzebub had brought along with her. “Did you really have to bring Vania along to play chef for the event?!”

“Of course I did! Neither I nor any of you have the skills to prepare a full-course meal. A chef was unavailable on your end, so I had no recourse but to provide one myself!”

“And you think it’s okay to order your subordinates around on their days off, why?” I jabbed. That seemed a bridge too far to me.

“Oh, no need to worry about that! I’m just happy to have new people to feed! I cook for my sister on weekends, but I just can’t quite work up the energy to put my all into those meals, somehow,” Vania chimed in with a smile. Cooking was one of her hobbies, and she didn’t seem bothered by the situation at all.

“There you have it,” said Beelzebub. “Vania has already given me her full approval!”

“Ugh… I’ll admit, it’s hard to object when she says it’s fine, too…”

“I brought all sorts of ingredients with me from the demon lands—everything I need to make a full-course meal!” said Vania. “This won’t be a mishmash imitation thrown together with whatever’s available locally. I’ll be making genuine, authentic demon cuisine!”

“Ugggh…,” I groaned, a little longer than before. “All right, fine. You win! Do as you please,” I said. Giving in was pretty much my only option at that point.

“I intended to do as I pleased from the start! Your permission was hardly needed, and I shan’t lend an ear to your orders,” said Beelzebub.

Is it just me, or has she been a little too shameless for her own good lately? This is setting a bad precedent… Maybe I should nip it in the bud so she doesn’t end up going too far.

“That said, there’s one thing I’m going to need you to be extra careful about!” I declared, raising a finger dramatically in front of me.

“Oh? And what would that be?” asked Beelzebub. “To ensure the seasonings are fit for a human’s tastes, perhaps? And risk ruining the dishes’ authenticity?!”

“No, not that. I’m talking about the ingredients,” I said. Our table was currently piled high with various foods, many of which were so exotic, I’d never seen the likes of them in Flatta before. Vania had brought them all along with her. “You have to be extra careful not to put anything in your cooking that could be dangerous for the girls! I don’t like the look of some of those mystery veggies.”

I knew from personal experience how wrong things could go, eating something you shouldn’t. In fact, my first instinct these days was to treat any unknown food with suspicion.

“Have you lost your wits?” Beelzebub jabbed. “Feeding the girls anything that could harm them is entirely out of the question! I’ve instructed Vania to thoroughly check her ingredients and ensure no such problems arise!”

Vania flashed me a thumbs-up, which I took to mean that she was agreeing with Beelzebub. “That’s right,” she said. “Absolutely nothing I brought with me would be bad for kids to eat! Nothing but healthy, all-natural ingredients here! In fact, I’ll be preparing a traditional full-course meal known as the Feast of Youthfulness! There’s no way anything in it would make you sick!”

Oh, okay. If it’s basically health food, I guess it shouldn’t be a problem.

“All right, then,” I said. “In that case, go ahead and make us the best meal you can manage!”

“Of course! I’ll introduce you to a whole new world of food!” Vania said. I could only imagine how confident she had to be to talk herself up like that.

Vania borrowed our kitchen and didn’t waste a moment getting down to business. Considering she’d said she was making a full-course meal, I assumed it would involve a lot of different dishes and would take a long time to make. It was only around midday, but she probably had to start now if she wanted to finish cooking in time.

Vania’s usual casual and carefree attitude shifted dramatically when she was cooking. She was all business as she skillfully diced ingredients, threw them into a pot, and seasoned them with blends of spices and herbs she put together on the fly. It was pretty obvious she was taking this meal much more seriously than she took her actual day job.

“Yeah, okay. It looks like there’s nothing for me to worry about here after all,” I said to myself after spending a moment watching her at work. It wasn’t long before I gave up on keeping an eye on her—she was just so skilled, I couldn’t even begin to keep up with what she was working on.

I was all ready to go tell my daughters that Vania was cooking them up something really special, but before I even had the chance, Beelzebub had taken them outside to play. They’d grouped up in teams of two and were playing some sort of game that reminded me of soccer. Beelzebub had teamed up with Sandra, who wasn’t the greatest when it came to athletics, and although Falfa and Shalsha had the coordination you’d expect from twins like them, Beelzebub always seemed to be right there to intercept all their perfectly timed passes.

Part of me thought I should get the girls to go say hello to Vania, but on the other hand, I knew she would be busy with her cooking for a good while longer. No harm in waiting, I figured.

Later on, when the four of them finished their ball game and returned inside, Falfa and Shalsha both looked a little upset.

“Beelzebub was holding back, Mommy!” said Falfa. “She shouldn’t go easy on us just because she’s an adult!”

“Her superficial kindness was, in truth, deeply condescending,” Shalsha agreed.

“Ugh… I wasn’t trying to hold back,” Beelzebub awkwardly muttered.

Sandra, on the other hand, seemed rather composed. “If Beelzebub had gone all-out, it wouldn’t even have been a competition,” she said. “You two would’ve complained about that, too. Giving her a handicap was the only good option.”

“Shalsha can’t entirely dismiss that possibility…,” Shalsha admitted. “Maybe it’s best for adults to stay out of children’s competitions entirely.”

“Falfa thinks that’s right. Maybe we shouldn’t let Miss Beelzebub join from now on.”

“What?! No! Have mercy on me!”

It can be pretty hard for adults and kids to get along sometimes, huh…? I reflected before escorting the girls into the kitchen to watch Vania cook.

Flatorte brought Halkara home from work later that evening, meaning the whole family was together again. Even Sandra showed up to see what the fuss was about, and she didn’t even eat food.

It felt like the full-course meal had already begun the moment we stepped into the dining room before we even started eating. A beautiful cloth had been draped over the table, lending it a special air of elegance.

“I see everyone has arrived! My name is Vania, and I’ll be your chef this evening. Now then, allow me to present the first course!”

After that quick introduction, Vania stepped back into the kitchen and started bringing out dishes one after another. One of them was a sort of jelly with something I couldn’t quite identify mixed into it, while another was a salad topped with a ton of meat. She even brought out what looked like a fish meunière, presumably made with fish that had come straight from the demon lands, and a beef stew cooked so well, the meat seemed to melt as soon as it entered my mouth. She also served quite a few dishes I couldn’t put a name to at all.

Yep. No need to mince words: This is perfect. Falfa and Shalsha seemed to be enjoying the meal, as well—none of the seasonings felt inappropriate for kids their age. If I had to nitpick, I’d say the one little problem was that she should’ve prepared at least three helpings of everything for the dragon duo, given their appetites. I guess that’s not how fine dining works, though, so I’ll give her a pass…

Meanwhile, Beelzebub spent the whole dinner teaching a very thorough lesson in table manners to my daughters.—well, my daughters and me, really. My manners weren’t exactly flawless, either, so I made a point of listening in.

“Now, there’s a reason why we set out knives down in this manner,” Beelzebub explained. “You see…” Her lessons weren’t the sort of strict, mechanical sermons I’d been expecting. She took the time to explain how and why each of the customs she taught us had come about. I had a feeling that would make them much easier for the girls to remember. My daughters were definitely listening closely—at least judging by how they were nodding along with her every word.

Everything seemed to be coming together nicely, and needless to say, the food itself was superb. This meal scored a perfect hundred out of a hundred as far as I was concerned.

As Vania brought dishes of mousse out for dessert, I decided it was time to give her the credit she was due.

“This was honestly perfect, Vania. Thank you so much for putting it together,” I said. There was no need for me to dig into the details—the meal had been good enough to deserve the word “perfect,” so what else needed to be said?

“I’m very glad you liked it!” said Vania. “And I’m very glad I was able to do justice to a traditional meal like the Feast of Youthfulness, as well. Some of the ingredients required to make it are very rare and expensive, so it’s not every day I get the opportunity to work with them.”

“I guess this was worthwhile for you, too, huh? This was a win-win arrangement, then.”

Falfa and Shalsha seemed very satisfied, as well, judging by the looks on their faces.

“It really was delicious! You’re amazing, Miss Vania!” said Falfa.

“It was a veritable cornucopia of delicacies. You truly are an exceptional chef,” Shalsha agreed as she wiped her mouth with all the grace and manners of a properly refined young lady.

All of a sudden, I found myself mentally applying the word elegant to the girls rather than adorable. I could see Beelzebub’s point now: There really was no harm in learning your table manners. It was better than never learning them at all, at the very least.

“Okay, Beelzebub, I’ll admit it—you win this round. This really was a great idea,” I said.

“’Tis only natural! I am a minister, in case you’ve forgotten. Planning events is part and parcel of my occupation,” Beelzebub replied with a self-satisfied smirk. I had to let her get away with it this time.

“Wow, that was fantastic! So many ingredients you never see anyone using in the human lands! We elves know our veggies, but even I’d never seen a few of those before!” said Halkara. Notably, she wasn’t drunk that night. She’d been going a little easier on the alcohol in general recently. “What were the leaves in that sauté you brought out toward the end?”

“Oh, those?” said Vania. “They’re a highly sought-after vegetable called youthgranting greens! Though really, I suppose it might be more accurate to call them a medicinal herb? They probably cost about twenty times as much as the leafy greens you can buy around here.”

“Ouch… I know this might sound strange coming from an elf, but I would never want to spend that sort of money on greens. That’s the sort of price I’d rather pay for some really nice meat…,” Halkara said, a little aghast.

I was in full agreement. I’d stick with our usual greens, even if they didn’t taste nearly as good…

“Yes, that’s why even demons only eat them on the most special of occasions. They’re not an ingredient you can pick up on a casual trip to the marketplace,” explained Vania.

“I get that youthgranting greens are an essential part of the Feast of Youthfulness, but they honestly weren’t that special. I thought they were just another veggie, really,” I said. Vania’s cooking skills were incredible, but that particular dish hadn’t struck me as all that different from a pretty tasty spinach sauté.

“That’s true, but it wouldn’t be a Feast of Youthfulness without them,” said Vania.

It sounded like the meal really was named after that particular plant. I could see the logic—if I were putting together a meal plan that involved a type of spinach twenty times pricier than the stuff I usually bought, I’d want to name the whole meal after that vegetable, too. Most likely, it was some sort of medicinal dish—like the sort that people used to think would lengthen your lifespan if you ate it or something.

“There is just one thing about tonight’s meal that I can’t say was perfect, though—the sautéed youthgranting greens themselves,” Vania said as she scratched her head. “I couldn’t actually get my hands on enough for everyone who’d be eating with us, so I had to throw some titanleaf in to bulk out the dish. It tastes similar enough to youthgranting greens to work as a substitute.”

“Now that you mention it, I did taste two slightly different flavors in that sauté,” said Halkara.

“Really? You could tell?” Falfa asked. It sounded like she hadn’t noticed at all; I hadn’t, either.

“Yes! Some of the leaves were a little more bitter than the others. I may have just ended up with more of those than the rest of you, though.”

“Elves really do have sensitive palates when it comes to greens. All that I, the great Flatorte, noticed was that those plants weren’t nearly enough to fill me up!” said Flatorte.

Come to think of it, the fact that we have two dragons living with us might’ve had something to do with why she couldn’t get enough ingredients. Actually, no…that’s definitely why.

“This truly was an excellent meal, in any case. In fact, I feel invigorated!” said Laika. “All my exhaustion from today’s training has vanished! I can see why they would call it a ‘Feast of Youthfulness’—I can feel the vigor of youth flowing through me!”

“Thank you for saying that, Laika! It really was worth going to the trouble to make it for all of you,” said Vania. “Oh, and we can’t forget—there’s still dessert! I’ll be right back!”

Whoops! I guess I distracted her. A full-course meal isn’t complete without dessert at the end, is it?

Vania hustled back into the kitchen—and a moment later, my field of vision began to waver in a very unnatural sort of way.


Huh? That’s weird. Am I getting vertigo…?



“How odd. I feel the strangest sense of dizziness,” Beelzebub said from off to the side.

Okay, so it’s not just me. If a few of us are coming down with the same symptoms at the same time, then could this be food poisoning…?

Fortunately, my sudden dizzy spell went away as quickly as it came. It was so brief, I almost dismissed it as my imagination.

Maybe I did just imagine it. Maybe Beelzebub and I just ate a little too much and made ourselves sick?

I pressed a hand to my head as I glanced over at Beelzebub…


…who had shrunk while I wasn’t watching her.



I don’t just mean she was shorter than usual. She’d shrunk in the sense that she looked like a little girl—somewhere around early elementary school age, most likely—and her clothes now looked incredibly baggy and oversize on her. It was hard to believe what I was seeing, and the look on Beelzebub’s face told me she couldn’t believe it, either.

“You turned into a kid, Beelzebub!” I yelped.

“What? Don’t be absurd! You’re the one who’s transformed! You’re a literal child!”

…Wait. What? Come to think of it, were my clothes always this loose…?

That wasn’t all. The situation was much, much worse than I’d realized at first.

“Flatorte, you’re so young now! What in the world happened to you?”

“Like you can talk! You’re a little brat, Laika!”

Neither of the dragons were wrong. Laika and Flatorte had both turned into little kids!

Oh. Oh no…


Beelzebub, Laika, Flatorte, and I had all been de-aged!



I wasn’t just imagining things. After all, my daughters, Halkara, and Rosalie—who was floating nearby—all looked just as shocked as I was.

“You must have eaten some weird leaves again. This is what you get for underestimating plants,” Sandra commented offhandedly, and in my opinion, pretty unfairly. But right now, I didn’t look much older than Sandra herself, so maybe she had a point.
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“Oh wow, you all look so different! Not a big deal, though. Looks aren’t everything, and it’s not like you actually changed,” said Rosalie.

I guess by her standards, having your body altered isn’t major at all… Still, it’s kinda hard to sit here and take it when someone says getting de-aged isn’t a big deal!

“Really, appearances aren’t everything! Your soul’s what really matters!” Rosalie added.

“Nope! Ending up in a kid’s body is a huge problem, actually!” I shouted.

“What do you suppose has happened to us…? What exactly is the difference between us and those who weren’t affected?” Laika said, turning her gaze to Halkara, Falfa, and Shalsha in turn.

That was a good question. It was actually hard to tell whether my daughters had been affected. Falfa and Shalsha certainly didn’t appear to have changed—in fact, they looked a little older than I currently did—but since they were kids to begin with, that didn’t feel like conclusive proof that they hadn’t been affected. The only definite exception, who’d started as an adult and hadn’t changed at all, was Halkara.

A moment later, Vania stepped back into the room with our dessert. “Oh? I see you’ve all turned into children,” she said.

“And why are you so calm about that?! I’m not asking you to panic, but ’tis cause for a certain degree of alarm!” Child-Beelzebub fumed.

Oh, that’s right! Vania’s still an adult, too!

“Huh? Well, you ate the Feast of Youthfulness! Of course it would make you youthful!”

That’s funny. She’s almost making it sound like we’re the crazy ones for thinking this is weird!

“You can’t eat that many youthgranting greens and not expect anything to happen! Just go ahead and enjoy your newfound youth while it lasts! [image: image]” Vania said, sticking out her tongue to playfully punctuate the statement.

Nooope, I don’t think so! There’s nothing to enjoy about this!

“What sort of an explanation is that?! Need I remind you that this is your fault?!” Beelzebub bellowed. She started flailing her fists at Vania, which would have been pretty scary under normal circumstances. But when she was tiny, it was just an adorable tantrum.

Vania took hold of Beelzebub and lifted her up with ease. “What do you mean, ‘my fault’? I asked if I could prepare a Feast of Youthfulness, and you signed off on it!”

“Technically true, but you said nary a word about it turning out like this! That was very much your responsibility to report!”

“You mean you gave me permission without knowing the meal would restore your youth?”

“Y-yes, well, perhaps…,” Beelzebub admitted, her tone turning slightly sheepish.

“But how could that be? The Feast of Youthfulness is a long-standing tradition served by demon nobility at their banquets since time immemorial! It combines the joy of a delicious meal with the gleeful freedom of briefly returning to childhood and shirking the responsibilities of adult society! Surely you’d at least know that much?”

“Why am I the one getting reprimanded…?” Beelzebub asked with a put-upon frown.

Sorry, but if you were supposed to look into this and forgot to bother, it’s definitely your responsibility!

“Well, I was told that everyone in the house in the highlands would be eating the Feast of Youthfulness and put my all into cooking it for them under the assumption they had fully and knowingly consented to consuming it! Ironing out the details of that appointment was your job as my superior!”

Judging by the way Beelzebub was vacantly staring out the window, she didn’t have any real answer to that one.

You do know that dissociating isn’t actually going to make the problem go away, right?
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After taking stock of the situation, I changed into the clothes I’d worn the last time I ended up being shrunk to kid size. Beelzebub also changed into a set of child’s clothes that Vania had brought with her (which confirmed to me that Vania had known perfectly well that this would happen). Laika and Flatorte, meanwhile, wore clothes that Falfa and Shalsha had rushed down to Flatta to buy. The store had technically been closed at the time, so they’d unfortunately had to impose on its owners to get the errand done…

In the end, the problem of our clothes was resolved in fairly short order—just the problem of our clothes, though. As for the rest of the matter, we listened to Vania’s explanation as we ate our dessert.

“—And so, you’ll turn back to normal on your own eventually. Rest assured that there won’t be any other negative effects! Or at least, if there are any downsides, none of the old stories and traditions ever mentioned them.”

I couldn’t believe Vania would intentionally poison us, so I took her word for it right away. The simple truth was that the meal’s effects were a known factor that we just hadn’t been aware of.

“Incidentally, could mandragora pills return us to normal?” asked Beelzebub. “I seem to recall them resolving the issue when Azusa shrank before.”

“That happened after she ate a mushroom, didn’t it? If so, then even though the effects are similar, they probably wouldn’t help. This isn’t the work of a poison, after all,” said Vania.

I guess that checks out. I kept a stock of mandragora pills at home, by the way, and tried taking one just in case Vania was wrong, but it didn’t seem to make any difference.

“I understand now that this is, indeed, the meal’s intended effect. However, there are still many things that I don’t comprehend in the least!” Beelzebub ranted. She was incensed, but as a child, she didn’t exactly have the most intimidating presence. “For one—why do my girls look precisely the same as they always do?”

“You’re still making it sound like they’re your kids, even when you don’t look any older than they are…?” I sighed. Shameless as ever, Beelzebub.

“This is no time to nitpick! The girls’ health is far more important!” Beelzebub snapped back.

The way she talked about my daughters still bothered me, but she did have a point. Nothing had happened to them so far, so they’d probably be fine, but if the meal also de-aged them and turned them into babies, we’d be in trouble.

“No need for concern!” said Vania. “Youthgranting greens only turn adults into children. Children who eat them stay the same as ever.”

I couldn’t make any sense of that logic, but considering literal magic existed in this world, picking apart the lack of scientific continuity would be a waste of effort. I’d already been turned into a child by a mushroom once, so why not, honestly…?

“That is hardly my only point of contention, but so long as the girls are safe, I shall be satisfied for the time being,” said Beelzebub.

Really?! You’re not gonna ask her anything else?! “Oh, come on—you have to have other questions, right?! Like, why’s Halkara totally normal?! She’s not a kid by any standard! Have you ever seen a kid with a chest like that?!”

“I don’t really think my chest is relevant, Madam Teacher…”

Whatever! What’s important is that they got what I’m questioning. “And you, too, Vania! You’re an adult, but you didn’t turn into a kid, either! I want an explanation!”

I’d really been hoping that Beelzebub would keep prompting her for information, but she’d decided to just ignore all those pressing questions. It came down to me to follow up.

“Well, the answer’s simple in my case: It’s because I haven’t eaten anything yet,” said Vania. “I was planning to take my time enjoying my own meal once I finished serving all of you. There’s no point cooking for someone if you don’t get to see their reactions, after all.”

“You really do sound like a chef sometimes, Vania,” I said. I keep forgetting that’s not her actual day job.

“And of course, I don’t particularly want to turn into a child, so I was planning on mostly skipping the youthgranting greens course.”

“Maybe the next time you serve a dish that you wouldn’t actually eat yourself, you could try saying something about it!”

“What can I say? I thought my boss would handle explaining something that basic… She spends so much time here in the highlands, I assumed she would have covered it…”

I gave Beelzebub a glance and found her staring a hole into the ceiling. She had no intention whatsoever of making eye contact.

Yeah, okay. I’m gonna call this her fault for not checking things more carefully.

It was natural that a cooking aficionado like Vania would know all about something like the Feast of Youthfulness, but apparently, Beelzebub the upstart noble didn’t know much of anything about it aside from its name. She’d had no idea that it would have this sort of effect.

“As for why Miss Halkara is still an adult… That’s a very good question, actually. I have no idea!” Vania said, cocking her head in confusion. “The simplest explanation would be that she ate fewer of the greens than the rest of you, I suppose.”

“Come to think of it, you said there was another plant mixed in, as well, right? Titanleaf, I think?”

Vania nodded. “That’s right. If she ate more titanleaf than youthgranting greens, it might have spared her from the transformation.”

Halkara pressed a hand to her breast as she let out a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank goodness,” she said. “I have no idea how I’d have handled my work if I turned into a kid!”

Halkara seemed content to call herself safe, but I wasn’t quite ready to let my guard down just yet. “So,” I said, “would you mind telling us a little more about titanleaf? What sort of plant is it, exactly?”

“Titanleaf is another rare, widely sought-after plant. Its most notable trait is that when consumed in great enough quantities, it can cause your body to become temporarily enlarged to a—”

“Ahh! Why am I so itchy all of a sudden?! Agh, itchy! So itchy!” Halkara shouted out of nowhere. “I’m itching in places I could never possibly scratch! What are these, my bones?! My actual bones are itching!”

I couldn’t quite decide if I knew what that would feel like, or not…but one way or another, Vania seemed to have some idea what was happening.

“Oh no! Get out of the house right away, Miss Halkara!” shouted Vania.

“A-all right… Moving feels like it’ll help scratch this itch, so I’ll do that…”

Halkara stepped out the front door and into the highlands. She really seemed to be itching badly. Petty little discomforts like that were the worst in their own sort of way.

I decided to go along with Halkara just to see what was happening for myself. Vania came right out with me, as well.

“Move further away from the house, Miss Halkara! There’s no time to waste!”

“No time to waste until what?” asked Halkara.

“Until you turn into a giant!”


A moment later, Halkara’s clothes began tearing apart at the seams. That was certainly alarming, but it wasn’t what I ended up focusing on. I was more worried about the fact that her body was growing. Her arms, legs, torso, and head—every part of her—were all enlarging at a rapid pace!

“What’s happening to meee?!” Halkara wailed in a much deeper voice than usual.
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On one hand, Halkara’s growth stopped before long. On the other hand, by the time it was over, she was roughly as tall as the house in the highlands.

“Yep, she’s a giant, all right! A titan!”

“I did tell you that I put titanleaf into the meal, didn’t I, Miss Azusa?” said Vania, as if things turning out this way was what we should have expected. “It looks like the titanleaf’s effects manifested themselves in Halkara more than the youthgranting greens, that’s all.”

“Please stop acting like this isn’t your problem, Vania!” Halkara cried. Her voice was incredibly deep now, and loud, as well. I felt it more in my skull than my ears. That had to be a side effect of her gigantification, I figured…

“Oh, wooow! She’s a giant!”

“A statuesque figure, indeed.”

The rest of our family joined us outside. Falfa and Shalsha seemed to be taking Halkara’s transformation in stride, all things considered. Maybe the fact their bodies had been static for so long gave them a different perspective on these things?

“Nooo! I can’t go to work like this! Where did all this extra mass even come from?! I haven’t eaten enough meat and bread to end up this big!”

Halkara was right about that, but I knew the answer was almost certainly “because magic.” This world operated on fundamentally unscientific principles.

“Umm…excuse me, Miss Halkara? I appreciate that you’re in a very challenging position right now, but for the time being, I think it would be for the best for you to face away from the house,” Laika stammered, covering her eyes as she spoke. “Your, umm…clothes have ripped, and you’re rather…entirely…exposed.”

“Ah! You’re right! I’m in the buff!” Halkara yelped. She spun around right away, then seemed to realize something and lay face down on the ground instead. “On second thought, I’d rather not have all of you staring at my butt, either…”

Yeah, it’s pretty hard to have a calm and rational conversation like that…

You’d think we’d still be able to see her butt pretty clearly while she was lying on the ground, but she was so much bigger than the rest of us that it was actually pretty hard to make anything out. Her excessive size was saving her modesty, in a manner of speaking.

We didn’t have any giant-sized clothes in the house, so for the time being, I had Flatorte gather up some spare sheets that Halkara could cover up with. That was enough to spare her shame, at least for now.

Rosalie, meanwhile, was drifting around Halkara, seemingly inspecting her. “Nope! No changes to her soul!” she eventually said. “It’s just her body that’s turned huge. She’s all good!”

“There’s nothing good about this!” Halkara shouted. “I won’t be able to do anything until I turn back to normal…”

Yeah, she’s definitely not getting back inside while she’s that size…

“Did you know that titanleaf could have this sort of effect on someone?” I shouted at Halkara, cupping my hands to act as a sort of impromptu megaphone. It felt like she wouldn’t hear me if I spoke at my usual volume, considering her size.

“No,” Halkara replied. “It doesn’t grow in the region that elves live in, so I had no idea… Elves don’t have any way of researching the plant life of the demon lands’ deeper regions, so it’s a blind spot in the field of study…”

I guess that makes sense—and even if they could research plants like it, it’d be hard to put that knowledge into any sort of practice.

Not that it particularly mattered, but I still wasn’t used to Halkara’s new voice. It was so low and booming. I’d probably adjust to it at some point, but hopefully she’d turn back to normal before I had the chance.

Looks like if I want more details, I’ll have to ask Vania. “So, how long do titanleaf’s effects last?”

“Less than those of youthgranting greens,” said Vania. “Probably around a week or so, I’d think? The de-aging effect lasts for about two weeks at the longest, for reference.”

One week would be bad enough, but two’s out of the question…

I was about to gripe to Beelzebub again about putting us in this situation, but when I turned to look, I found her standing a short ways away, clutching her head. I couldn’t quite bring myself to pour salt on what was clearly a nasty open wound.

“Two weeks?! Nay, staying here that long is not an option! I must find a way to return to my usual form within a matter of days, at most,” Beelzebub muttered.

“If it’s that big of a problem, why not just go back to Castle Vanzeld? I’m sure you could find the medicine to turn you back to normal there,” Vania suggested.

“You said nothing of the sort when we discussed the mandragora pills,” noted Beelzebub.

“Oh, well, that’s because the medicine that would do the job is much rarer than something like mandragora pills. Most people just wait for the effect to wear off instead. I don’t think anyone without a connection to the castle can get their hands on it at all.”

Makes sense. The antidote probably gets made for royal banquets; why would they give it out freely? It’s not like the castle’s a hospital.

“You’ll recall this meal was initially served in the imperial court,” Vania added. “That means important people end up eating it pretty often, so I’m sure there’s a stock of the antidote around somewhere.”

“I guess we should check the castle, then. No harm giving it a—” I began, but before I could finish, Beelzebub grabbed me by the shoulder. “Huh? What? We might as well at least ask, right?”


“Ask in the castle? Surely you realize setting foot in the demon king’s stronghold in your condition would be tantamount to suicide…?”

“Oh. Right…”



The moment Pecora sees me like this, she’ll turn me into her plaything. She might even refuse to give me the medicine at all, in the worst case.

“Perhaps we ought to send Vania to claim the medicine for us? But we haven’t that sort of time to spare…,” Beelzebub mused.

“I should note that I don’t think I could walk off with the medicine without getting the demon king’s permission in the first place,” Vania casually—and, I assumed, accurately—noted. It really wasn’t the sort of thing just anyone could get their hands on.

“Could we get it without letting Pecora find out somehow? Maybe we could sneak in…? Nah, that wouldn’t turn out well,” I muttered to myself. We were talking about the demon king’s personal citadel; if some random mystery children were caught wandering around, it would inevitably get reported to her.

“’Tis hopeless. I’ve run out of ideas,” Beelzebub moaned. She slumped over onto Halkara’s leg, using it like a pillow. Size-wise, it was actually a pretty perfect fit.

Is that it, then? Are we and the dragons going to have to resign ourselves to spending two weeks like this?

“Oh! But come to think of it, there’s an herb that grows in the human lands that could turn you back to normal, as well,” said Vania, once again dropping a piece of vital information out of nowhere.

You couldn’t have just told us all this right out of the gate…? Why are you rationing information out piece by piece? Please stop.

“The herb is called stopwort, and it’s supposed to be an effective medicine for treating all sorts of unusual conditions! You should probably look it up in an encyclopedia if you’re interested in the details.”

“Actually, I’ve heard of that before, too,” I said. “I am a witch, after all. Shalsha, if you have a botanical encyclopedia, could you grab it for me?”

“Certainly.”

Shalsha ran off to her room and returned with an encyclopedia in hand. As I’d hoped, it had an entry on stopwort, complete with an explanation of its properties and where it tended to grow.

“It feels a little silly to go out and forage for something this precious to solve a problem that’ll go away on its own with time…but on the other hand, it’s better than spending two weeks doing nothing, I guess,” I said.

“You may do what you like, but I shall find this plant and use it to return to my adult form at once!” said Beelzebub.

Considering Beelzebub was the minister of agriculture, taking an unannounced two-week leave of absence wasn’t really an option for her. That said, she also couldn’t go back to Castle Vanzeld without risking a chance encounter with Pecora. Finding a way to turn back to normal as quickly as possible in the human lands really was her only option.

The dragons are in the same boat as us, so I should probably check in with them, too. “What about you two? Are you coming along?” I asked Laika and Flatorte.

“But of course. I would forge ahead through fire and storm for your sake, Lady Azusa.”

“I’m fine with being a kid, to be honest, but going somewhere sounds way more fun than staying here, so I’m in.”

Yes! They’re both on board, then.


“All right, then! Our four-kid party’s setting out to search for stopwort!”


“Excellent! This encyclopedia’s description narrows down the area it grows in to a fairly small region. I will fly us straight there,” said Laika, who seemed very motivated.

Flatorte, on the other hand, was awfully composed—or maybe “unconcerned” would be the better word. “I don’t think you’re gonna be able to fly very fast right now,” she said. “Your human body’s kid-sized, so your dragon body might be, too.”

“Ugh,” grunted Laika. “That…does indeed seem plausible, yes…”

Laika and Flatorte tested that theory out by turning into their dragon forms right away. As expected, they looked notably smaller than usual.

“You could probably still carry one kid each, though, right?” I said. “How about one of you carries me, and the other carries Beelzebub?”

“’Tis a sound plan indeed. We shall set forth on the morrow!” said Beelzebub. She was obviously eager to turn back to normal as quickly as possible.

I wasn’t so sure it would be that easy. It wasn’t like we could go randomly crawling through every dungeon we happened across that might have medicinal herbs, and the only leads that the encyclopedia gave us were the region the plant grew in and the fact that it favored damp environments. Buying it in a store somewhere seemed dicey, too—I didn’t even know if anyone would keep it in stock.

“I think we’re going to have to get some more specific information before we try to pull this off,” I said.

“Meaning we ought to speak with a witch knowledgeable in even the most obscure and specialized of herbs?” asked Beelzebub.

“Exactly—and I think we know just the right person to go to for that sort of thing.”

We set out to visit the witch I was acquainted with the very next day…or at least, that was the plan. Before we could go, though, we ended up spending the whole morning being babied by Falfa and Shalsha.

“All right, everyone, it’s breakfast time! Be sure to clean your plates! No picky eaters allowed!”

“To eat is a child’s primary occupation. Proper nourishment leads to rapid maturation.”

The twins ended up preparing breakfast for us. They’d lived on their own for quite a long time and were both totally capable of cooking a meal without issue. None of that was a problem at all, of course…but I had more than a few questions about the part where they insisted we wear bibs.

“Hey, Falfa?” I said. “You know we’re just small, right? Like, we’re not actually kids? This really isn’t necessary—we can eat without spilling on ourselves just fine…”

“Falfa thinks kids should act like kids! No need to pretend to be an adult. It’s fine to spill your food!”

She’s definitely not listening. Maybe getting to treat someone else like a kid for once is fun for them?

“Also, look! Flatorte already spilled on herself.”

I looked. Flatorte really did have bits of lettuce and egg stuck to her collar…

“It all just keeps falling out! Maybe it’s because my mouth’s smaller than usual? Eating the way I usually do isn’t working!”

“Mind your manners, Flatorte,” said Laika. “And don’t act like a real child—it’s disgraceful. You’re making me feel ashamed to be a dragon…”

“Can it, Laika! I, the great Flatorte, am the only one who gets to decide what brings me shame!”

It’s the weirdest thing. Flatorte acts so consistently childish, this new form actually sorta feels right for her…

Flatorte was also right about one thing: The fact that my mouth’s size had changed made it annoyingly easy to accidentally spill my food. I decided to take extra care about that just to make sure Falfa and Shalsha didn’t get it into their heads that we really were little kids now. Beelzebub, on the other hand, had apparently decided to go all in and act as childlike as she possibly could.

“Oh, Shalsha? Your cute little sister would really love some more sugar in her tea…”

“Understood. Most children are fond of sweets thanks to an instinctual attraction to sugar’s high nutritional value,” Shalsha said, adding another sugar cube into Beelzebub’s drink.

“Yay! I love you, Shalsha!” Beelzebub said with a big ol’ grin.

“Are you completely shameless…?” I grumbled.

Beelzebub crossed her arms defiantly. “What possible use would pretension have when I look like this?! If I’m to look like a child, the only rational choice is to act like one, as well!”

I guess that’s a pretty pragmatic response, at least in a certain sense? Insisting that we’re adults might make us look more childish than anything, after all…

While we were eating breakfast, a flurry of activity was going on in the kitchen. Vania had been cooking nonstop in an effort to prepare the massive quantity of food Halkara would need to fill her stomach. Even if she did succeed, I had a feeling it would take all the ingredients in the house to make a single giant-sized meal. Our household wasn’t hurting for money at the moment, thankfully, but I could imagine how devastating it would be for a less fortunate family to have one of their members become unexpectedly titan sized.

“I guess this has ended up being pretty tough on you, too, huh?” I said as I stepped into the kitchen after polishing off my own meal.

“Oh, it’s totally fine! I like cooking, after all. I don’t feel even the slightest bit responsible for how you ended up shrinking, but Miss Halkara growing was partially my fault for not distributing the greens more evenly, so…”

Come to think of it, the youthgranting greens might’ve been traditional, but putting in titanleaf was probably an original Vania-style flourish.

“I’m planning on going out to buy a sheet that Miss Halkara will be able to use to cover herself up after this! I could make real clothes…but they would be incredibly expensive to produce, and she’ll barely have time to wear them, so I think a sheet should do just fine.”

“Agreed. It’s not like she’d be going out and about like that, even if she did have giant clothes.”

I’ll ask Halkara about it and let her sort out the details.

When I told Halkara that we were leaving, she waved a hand and said, “Have a nice trip, everyone!” in that same low, booming voice she’d had the day before. For just a moment, the way she waved reminded me of the huge Buddha statues we had back in Japan.
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Now that we had our stopgap measures for keeping Halkara comfortable, the four of us who’d been shrunk to child size set out to find a means to turn ourselves back to normal.

“You seem to be flying a little slower than usual, Laika,” I commented. I was flying on her back, while Beelzebub was riding atop Flatorte’s.

“As expected, returning to the size I was when I was a child has reduced my capabilities. My wings are so small, I simply can’t work up my usual speed,” Laika somewhat abashedly replied. I didn’t think she had anything to feel sorry about, personally—it’s not like she did anything to bring this on herself.

Flatorte, meanwhile, was flying a fair distance ahead of us.

“I, the great Flatorte, can fly just as fast now as I could when I was an adult!”

“Stoppp! Flying this quickly when I’m this size is terrifying!”

Oof. Looks like Flatorte’s competitive side is rearing its head all over again…

“What’s the problem?” I called out. “You’d be fine if you fell! You can fly on your own, can’t you?”

“Are you dense?! The ability to fly does not make riding on a runaway dragon any more appealing!”

“What matters is that we get there, right?” said Flatorte. “And besides, there’s nothing around here for me to crash into anyway!”

“No! Stop speeding up! Stop!”

Beelzebub’s terrified shriek faded away into the distance.

I guess we’ll meet up with them again when we get there… I’m much happier flying safely, myself.

“I know you can transform into a mini-dragon whenever you want, Laika, but I guess growing bigger than your natural form’s off the table?” I asked.

Laika’s ability to turn into a smaller version of her dragon form had been quite helpful in the past. Enormous dragons had a way of standing out, after all, which could be really inconvenient sometimes. Her miniature form made her look like a little dragon plushie and was honestly pretty adorable.

“The ability to shrink is among a dragon’s innate powers,” Laika explained. “It’s an ability our ancestors acquired long, long ago, apparently because being too large can be problematic from time to time. You might say it’s similar to our ability to assume a human form.”

“Since they’re both powers to turn into something other than your true form? Makes sense.”

“Growing larger than my true form, however, is beyond me.”

I nodded. The way she changed into her miniature form was probably enabled by some sort of magic or another, as best as I could tell.

“We’ll be arriving at our destination soon, Lady Azusa.”

“Oh, you’re right. She did live just around here, didn’t she?”

The first person we’d be visiting was Eno, the Witch of the Grotto. Nobody knew herbs like a witch, and if anyone could steer us toward a place where we could harvest the ones we needed, it would be her.

“Nope! No clue.”

And that’s our most plausible lead up in smoke in an instant!

“I have absolutely no idea where stopwort grows! I’ve heard about people finding it from time to time, but never because they were actually searching for it.”

“Ugh, okay,” I said. “I never work with really rare herbs, so I had no idea what its deal was, but I wasn’t expecting you to be in the same boat.”

“Anyway, I’ve gotta say—you sure do change ages a lot, don’t you? One moment you’re a little kid, the next you’re an old lady, and now you’re a kid again!” Eno said as she patted my head.

“It sort of just happens to me, honestly… I think it’s because I’ve had so many chances to eat weird new foods lately…”

Sometimes broadening your horizons too much carries some real risks.

“Oh, is that so? I see, I see! Good girl, good girl.”

“Yeah, umm… If you don’t know anything, we should probably move on to our next lead…”

“Do you want some juice, maybe? Oh, and I got ahold of a bunch of berries recently! How about it?”

“We’re in a pretty big hurry, actually…”

“Oh, there’s plenty of time! I’ll bring out some sweets, too. Just a moment! [image: image]”

“Not taking no for an answer, are we?!”

“Oooh, sweets? I want some!” Flatorte chimed in, instantly dooming my efforts to turn Eno down.
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Thanks to Eno’s welcome being a lot more courteous than I’d hoped for, it wasn’t until quite some time later that the four of us were able to set out again. But I had to admit that the healthy snacks she served us—new products she’d developed, apparently—were pretty darn tasty.

“Hmm… It really does feel like everyone starts spoiling me the moment I turn into a kid. Even the way people I already know treat me changes! I guess appearances are pretty important, in the end,” I said to myself. This experience had, at the very least, helped me reach a new understanding of how the world worked. Not a very useful one, but I’d take what I could get.

“Demanding not to be treated like children when we look like this would perhaps be asking too much,” said Laika.

“Yeah, I know what you mean. You look so darn cute as a little kid, I really can’t blame anyone for doting on you.”

I felt Laika veer off course for a moment. Huh. Did something about what I said just now bother her?

“Please don’t say things like that, Lady Azusa!”

“What? I’d be lying if I said you weren’t cute. You don’t want me lying to you, right…?”

“I would prefer you avoid the subject entirely! And besides, most children are cute! There’s nothing exceptional about me! You look just as cute as I do, don’t you?!”

While Laika and I bantered, I heard Beelzebub’s voice from off in the distance, shouting something to the tune of “You damnable wretch! I’ll get you for this, you little urchin!” Apparently, she was having it out with Flatorte again.

“I dunno if cute’s the first word that comes to mind in Flatorte’s case…,” I said.

“Impertinent comes to mind. Or perhaps bratty… I’m beginning to reconsider my position. Most children are cute, but some are far too troublesome to merit the word…”

I mean, it’d be kind of creepy if there weren’t any problem children. Imagine if there were nothing but honor students in the world. Nah, much more natural for there to be all kinds of kids.

Before long, we were closing in on our next destination. I’d contacted its resident ahead of time, and she’d said she would come out to meet us partway. Lo and behold, I caught sight of someone waving to us from the ground as we descended toward the marshland below us.

“There she is! Momma Yufufu!”

Momma Yufufu could teleport to her house, and she brought us all along with her in an instant.
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“I see! You’ve certainly had an interesting day,” said Momma Yufufu. We were all gathered in her house, and I’d just finished explaining everything that had happened to us.

Momma Yufufu was a droplet spirit, which made her part of the water spirit family and was why her home was located in a pretty damp environment. That’s why I had a feeling she might know about stopwort, which supposedly grew in just this sort of region.

“Do you know where we might be able to find stopwort, Momma?” I asked.

“As a matter of fact, I happen to know a place where it can be found from time to time! I don’t know if there’ll be any there right now, though,” Momma Yufufu replied.

“All right! I knew I could count on you!” I cheered.

“The place where I’ve seen it is a very humid dungeon called the Flein Caverns. I’m sure you’ll be able to find some there!”

It seemed I’d guided us on the right track after all. The very second person we’d visited had been able to direct us toward a very specific place where we’d find what we were looking for.

“All right, then—next stop, the Flein Caverns! Tell us where they are, please!”

“Don’t be in such a hurry, Azusa! You should try to relax a little,” Momma Yufufu gently chided.

Oh—maybe the cavern’s more dangerous than I thought it’d be, or it’s full of traps or something? I’d risen halfway to my feet in excitement, but I sat back down again to listen to the rest of her explanation.

“Just one moment,” Momma Yufufu said before standing up and leaving the room.

“Do you suppose Miss Yufufu is fetching something for us, Lady Azusa?” asked Laika.

“Not sure,” I replied. “She definitely knows more about stopwort than we do, though, so it’d probably be a good idea to hear her out.”

Eventually, Momma Yufufu returned with a plate in her hands. I couldn’t quite see what was on it, but whatever it was, it was letting out a faint plume of steam.

Maybe it’s some sort of magical humidifier?

“I hope everyone’s hungry—I made pancakes!”

“That’s what was steaming?! Pancakes?!” I mean, yes, hot pancakes will do that, but come on! “I, umm, appreciate the thought, but—”

“Oh wow, they look so good! Thanks!”

Oh. Sounds like Flatorte’s hungry again.

“Please try to contain yourself, Flatorte,” said Laika. “Though of course, it would be terribly rude to simply leave and let such a generous offer go to waste. We’d be happy to partake.”

And Laika’s on board in the end, too. No getting out of this now.

And so we all ate our fill of Momma Yufufu’s homemade pancakes.

“They’re so soft, I can’t stop eating them! These are remarkably delicious!” said Laika.

“’Tis true indeed. Pancakes of such quality could be sold in a restaurant,” added Beelzebub.

“I’m finished with my fifth serving! Sixths, please!” Flatorte chimed in.

I mean, yes, I think they’re really good, too, but weren’t we supposed to be in a hurry? Maybe Momma Yufufu was right, and I’m rushing around too much…?

I nodded to myself. She was right—Beelzebub was the one who needed to get this problem resolved soon, not me. If she was okay with a delay like this, I would be fine following her example.

“You’re thinking that I ought to be in more of a hurry, aren’t you, Azusa?” said Beelzebub.

Oh, she noticed? “Maybe a little,” I admitted.

“Hah! We know where to find our quarry to such a degree of precision that whatever doubt remains might as well be a rounding error. Oh, this tea is delicious!”

“Right. Well, in the worst case, I’m fine with waiting out the two weeks, so let’s just take our time, I guess.”

Anyway, it feels like Momma Yufufu’s acting even more like a momma than usual. Maybe four kids coming to visit is bringing out her maternal nature?

“Okay, everyone—I’ve run a nice, warm bath for you! Go ahead and clean yourselves up!”

Oh no! At this rate, we’ll spend the next two weeks hanging out without even trying to find the herbs! That’s way too much time to spend as a house guest here!

To make a long story short, we ended up staying the night at Momma Yufufu’s house.

Later that evening, I found myself giving Momma Yufufu a shoulder massage.

“Your shoulders aren’t even really stiff in the first place, are they?” I asked.

“No, but that hardly matters! It’s the massage itself that’s important, not its effects,” Momma Yufufu explained.

Laika had spent the evening helping Momma Yufufu with her household chores, while Flatorte had refused to get dressed after her bath and spent a while charging around the house in the nude. I was starting to suspect that her mental age had regressed just as much as her physical age had…but then again, this was more or less normal from her. Laika’s behavior was predictable, as well—she never seemed to be able to relax unless she kept herself busy somehow.

Beelzebub, meanwhile, was behaving like more of a slob than I’d expected her to. At the moment, she was splayed out on the couch.

“I never knew you were the sort of person who gets so lazy at home, Beelzebub,” I commented.

“That, I cannot deny…but it isn’t all there is to the story,” Beelzebub said before letting out the sort of sigh you normally only heard from burned-out office workers. Hearing that sound from a kid-sized demon was particularly weird. She was still an adult on the inside, and her inner maturity was showing in the weirdest sort of way. “To put it frankly, it’s been so long since my childhood, I’ve found myself enjoying the chance to revisit it. How many years has it been since I lived like this…?”

Most people don’t get to revisit their childhoods this directly at all, so of course it’s been a while. Maybe a really, really long while, considering how long demons can live. Measuring it in centuries might not even cut it.

Now that I thought about it, it had been a very long time since I’d gotten to enjoy the carefree lifestyle of a child, as well. That was, again, perfectly natural—humans didn’t usually get to de-age themselves—but it made the idea of getting to live a child’s life for a little while again feel more appealing than I could put into words.

“Perhaps I’d be better off leaving my post unoccupied and staying a child… Not having to work… How sweetly the prospect rings in my ears…”

“Nope, nope, nope! You’re going too far, Beelzebub! That idea will definitely come back to bite you!” I shouted. I was so distracted, I stopped massaging Momma Yufufu’s shoulders entirely.

“I am well aware!” Beelzebub shot back. “And I know full well that this childish form will only last for two weeks at most.”

I guess two weeks is pretty much the perfect amount of time for this to last, when she puts it that way…

For the time being, the demon realm didn’t seem in any danger of losing its minister of agriculture, much to my relief. I didn’t want to have to take responsibility for making waves in the demons’ political system.

“You can feel free to come over to play whenever you like, Beelzebub,” Momma Yufufu chimed in. She was never one to refuse a visitor.

“Y-yes, well… Perhaps I shall, if the whim strikes me,” said Beelzebub.

Some couches are so comfortable they turn people into sloths, and apparently, some spirits are so comforting they turn people into helpless children.

“I, the great Flatorte, wouldn’t mind spending more time here! The problem’ll solve itself if we give it enough time, anyway!”

“Oh? In that case, would you like to stay here on your own, Flatorte?” Momma Yufufu offered.

Oh no! We’re about to lose a party member! Actually, make that two, since Laika can only carry one of us!

“Sorry, Flatorte, but you have to come with us! You can come back to see Momma Yufufu once you’re big again!” I shouted.

It took a lot of doing, but in the end, I managed to win out against Momma Yufufu’s motherly temptations.
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The next day, the four of us made for the Flein Caverns, where stopwort could supposedly be found.

“I know not what sort of cavern this may be, but we shall plumb its depths and find the herb we need in mere seconds!” Beelzebub declared with a weird amount of enthusiasm while we were en route. She’d really let herself go while we were at Momma Yufufu’s place, but apparently, she was back in top form again now.

“Sounds good to me,” I said. “It’s not like much of anything could actually be dangerous to the four of us. Clearing this dungeon should be no trouble at all.”

In terms of our actual statuses, getting turned into kids hadn’t done much to weaken us at all. Nothing that would come at us in a dungeon was likely to pose any sort of real threat.

“Indeed—and then we shall return to Yufufu’s abode victorious!” said Beelzebub.

We soon arrived at the Flein Caverns…only to find what seemed to be its entryway blocked off by some sort of gate.
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“You have to pay to get in?!”

“What a pain. How about we check around back? I bet there’s a way in there,” Flatorte suggested. Not only was she pinching pennies, it also felt like just footing the bill would be easier than taking the time to search around for another route.

“I see no choice but to cooperate. It’s only a small sum of money, regardless—we should pay our fees and move along,” said Laika, who stepped up to pay the old man who seemed to be working as the cavern’s receptionist.

Okay, but how much should we pay? Do the four of us count as children? I guess that sorta depends on how you’re defining the word, right?

“Hmph. What is this? A full party of kids?” the old man said, his eyes glimmering as he poked his head out from the little hut that served as his receptionist’s booth.

“That’s correct, yes,” said Laika. “We have something we need to find within this cavern.”

“Nope, no can do, li’l miss! Kids aren’t allowed in without adults ’round to supervise ’em. I can’t let you in without a chaperone.”

Curses! Foiled by completely reasonable safety measures!

“I assure you, sir, that we will be in no danger whatsoever,” Laika pressed. “Every one of us is well-trained and capable of participating in this endeavor. There is no chance we will be bested by anything within.”

“Sorry, but them’s the rules. No exceptions. If one of you kids got hurt in there, it’d be the Cavern Management Committee’s responsibility! Hate to say it, but you’re gonna have to come back with an adult if you wanna get inside.”

It’s actually surreal how respectably this place is being run! I thought dungeons were supposed to be enter-at-your-own-risk places!

“Why are we arguing about this? I, the great Flatorte, will just break through this barricade and go on my way!”

“Flatorte, no! Absolutely not!” I yelped. Are you trying to make us into criminals?! Well, juvenile delinquents, I guess, but that’s really not much better!

Beelzebub’s shoulders slumped with dejection. “Hell’s bells,” she grumbled. “No choice in the matter. We shall have to return to Yufufu and convince her to accompany us…”

“Yeah, you’re right. That’s probably our best bet,” I agreed.

Looks like instead of returning victorious, we’ll be returning because we need an adult…
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Thankfully, the conversation with Momma Yufufu went quickly. She agreed to come along with us right away, and we were on our way into the cavern before I knew it with barely any time lost.

“How very strange,” said Momma Yufufu. “Just a century ago anyone could come and go in these caves as they pleased with no entry fee! I suppose this is another sign that the times are changing.”

“Must be,” I said. “Needing a guardian to explore a cave is really hard for me to imagine, but I guess that’s not our decision to make.”

“I would go so far as to say that allowing children to explore a cavern so long as they have a guardian to accompany them is strange,” Laika noted.

“I can’t really disagree when you put it that way… This would be dangerous for real kids with or without a chaperone.”

As we gradually made our way through the cavern, we passed by a fair number of adventurers who were wandering around, as well.

“Seems like this cave’s a pretty popular spot, huh?” I said. “Though, now that I think about it, it’d have to be. They wouldn’t have built a gate out front if it only one party a week showed up to explore it.”
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…was my best guess for how things had played out. I’d been told that modern adventuring was a far cry from the sort of epic tales that you read in storybooks, and this seemed like another example of how true that was.

Monsters appeared from time to time to get in our way—no surprise, considering we were in a cave—but they weren’t even close to being a match for us. The one slight complicating factor was that Momma Yufufu was with us this time, meaning we had to take care to make sure she was safe. I’d never been given any reason to believe that she was a capable fighter, after all.

An enormous bat came charging at us from farther down the passageway. We quickly took up our battle stances, surrounding Momma Yufufu with me and Laika in the front, while Beelzebub and Flatorte took the rear.

“Stay sharp, everyone! Protecting Momma Yufufu’s our top priority!” I shouted.

“Oh my! I’m sorry to make you go to the trouble,” said Momma Yufufu.

Frankly, nothing in that cave could even scratch the rest of us. As long as we could protect Momma Yufufu, we’d be golden.

Laika threw a kick at the giant bat.

“Hiyah!”

“Well, now! What remarkably precise movements!”

A type of cave-dwelling beast with incredibly poor eyesight came charging in from behind us—but Beelzebub blew it away without breaking a sweat.

“Hardly worth the effort. Begone, and don’t come back!”

“My! You have such beautiful form!”

…It’s a little hard to take this seriously when she’s complimenting every little thing we do.

“I’m very impressed with all of you!” said Momma Yufufu. “It’s rather nice to have my children protect me like this. Thank you all very much!”

On one hand, her gratitude was embarrassing, but on the other hand, I also felt sort of honored.

“If only I’d had time to plan ahead. I would’ve packed a lunch if I had known I’d be going on a trip like this!”

This is feeling less like an adventure and more like a mom and her kids going on a picnic by the second… Though personally, I’d rather not have lunch in the sort of place where monsters could attack us at any second.

Our trek through the dungeon proceeded at a steady pace. The fact that we were pretty darn tough was part of it, but it also sort of felt like the dungeon itself had been designed to ensure we’d keep moving along nice and quickly.
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We kept running into sign after sign that guided us along. It felt like we were strolling through a tutorial dungeon.

“I guess they really have made sure that kids could handle this place as long as they have a guardian along with them,” I said.

“A child could easily find themselves in mortal danger, wandering unprepared into a cavern. Maybe the intent of this place is to educate them on the dangers they might face,” Laika commented. Her perspective was as mature as ever.

“Well, I think it’s so easy, it’s boring me to tears! I feel like I might fall asleep!” Flatorte interjected. Knowing her, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she had lain down on the ground right there and taken a nap.

“I’ve no objections to the dungeon being easy, but I worry whether there is truly any stopwort to be found here,” Beelzebub muttered. She sounded a little dispirited, and I figured she was getting anxious about our odds of curing ourselves.

“W-well, we were never positive that we’d be able to find the stuff here in the first place,” I said.

“Oh my, look over there! It’s another sign!” Momma Yufufu said, pointing toward another helpful message pasted to the wall.
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“Well, that’s implausibly convenient!”

All contrivances aside, it seemed we’d finally be able to turn back into adults. The problem was as good as solved.

A fair distance down the corridor later, we found a treasure chest in a dead end that seemed extremely likely to contain the herb we were looking for. Something about the way it was positioned just screamed that it had a plot-important item inside.

“I would have understood it if we’d found the herb growing in a crack between the rocks, but this raises so many questions. Who precisely went out of their way to put it in a chest like this?”

“Look, Laika… That’s one of those things you’re just not supposed to question.”

And now that she has questioned it, I’m starting to wonder why items are always in treasure chests, too. Great.

“Huzzah! ’Tis time to bid farewell to this childlike form!” Beelzebub cheered before dashing up to the chest. She, at least, wasn’t concerned at all about who’d put it there.

I guess getting the item’s what’s most important, in the end.

“Open up, chest! ’Tis time to see what stopwort looks like!”

Unlike Beelzebub, I was tempering my joy for the time being. You never knew how these things were going to turn out until they were well and truly over, after all. I’d been through this song and dance so many times that I was sort of scared to get my hopes up, actually…

And, as it turned out, my caution born of experience was completely validated this time. The treasure chest didn’t have any sort of herbs in it. In fact, all it contained was a single sheet of paper.
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“Out of stock…? And they restock it, as well? What does that mean…?” Beelzebub muttered.

Yeah, I sorta figured… There are so many adventurers in these caves, of course someone else would’ve beaten us to it.

“It’s hard to believe things have changed so much while I wasn’t paying attention,” said Momma Yufufu. “In the old days, stopwort grew naturally in these caves! You could find it here from time to time, if you were lucky.”

If that was true, I had a pretty good idea what had happened: The supply of the precious herb was being managed by the same people who looked after the cave.

“I-in that case…we shall simply have to search this whole cavern from top to bottom until we find some! It may well still grow here, after all!” Beelzebub shouted.

“—You’d be wasting your time,” a new voice rang out.

Where did that voice just come from? I thought for just a moment, but the answer presented itself immediately as the seemingly perfectly ordinary wall behind the treasure chest suddenly swung open. Apparently, it was a secret door.

Out from that secret door stepped a polar bear…followed closely by Wynona.

Oh man, that scared me for a second! I’d thought we’d just come face-to-face with a wild bear for a moment, but it turned out it was just Wynona’s pet, Grand Duke Polar Bear.

“Wynona! This sure is a coincidence, huh?” I said. “I can’t believe we ran into each other here! Sort of embarrassing to see you looking like this, though…”

“I wholeheartedly share the sentiment, Mini-Stepmother,” said Wynona. “What are the odds that such an encounter would occur on the day I was in charge…?”

I wish you wouldn’t make it sound like I’m a random monster battle.

“I must say, Miss Wynona,” said Laika, “you seem rather unperturbed by our, umm…current appearances.”

“That would be because I was already informed that a party of children displaying unlikely degrees of skill had entered the cavern. I came here to assess the situation for myself,” Wynona explained. That made sense to me—she’d shown up with such absurdly perfect timing that basically confirmed that we were being monitored.

“I was the one who established the management committee that watches over the Flein Caverns, specifically to ensure they weren’t ruined by their many visitors,” Wynona continued.

“I guess that probably means the way the whole cave’s set up was your idea?” I asked.

Wynona nodded. “It does,” she said. “Stopwort is a precious resource, and I’ve ensured that only a small, fixed amount of it is made available in a treasure chest to ensure it isn’t overharvested. As such, there is none available at this moment.”

“But wait,” shouted Beelzebub, “that would mean it is being grown elsewhere! Perfect—hand it over!”

“No,” said Wynona. “The cavern management committee exists for the sake of future generations, Mini-Beelzebub. Its purpose is to ensure that adventurers will still be able to adventure within this cavern, and that precious items will still be available for posterity. In other words, the fact that the herb is available does not mean we are at liberty to hand it out willy-nilly.”

Wynona was being maybe a little too blunt with the way she presented her argument, but I had to admit that what she was saying made sense.

“I believe we may have no choice but to abandon this plan, Miss Beelzebub,” Laika said. She’d always been weak against logical arguments. Laika just wasn’t the sort of person who could stay defiant in the face of reason.

“Nay, Laika, I shall do no such thing!” shouted Beelzebub. “If we can make this girl hand over the stopwort, our problem will be solved! The finish line stands right before our eyes!”

Wynona smirked.

“I’ll tell the demon king about how you’ve shrunk. In detail.”

“My sincerest apologies. It was an ill-advised impulse. Forget I ever said anything.”


Wow, she folded instantly! But, yeah, it’s painfully obvious that no good could ever possibly come of Pecora learning about all this… I’d have to worry about her slipping youthgranting greens into every meal I had with her from now on.

Just then, a hand landed on the back of Beelzebub’s head. Well, I guess it was probably supposed to be an extremely light whack? Momma Yufufu was responsible for it, in any case.

“Oh no you don’t! You can’t force your way through every problem you encounter! Momma is not impressed with that mindset,” Momma Yufufu scolded. She’d gone into full maternal mode, even with Beelzebub.

“Y-yes, I was wrong… I apologize…,” Beelzebub said, meekly bowing her head without so much as attempting to defend herself. Yufufu had a mother’s irresistible air of authority, and there was nothing any of us could do to override it. We might’ve had higher stats than her, but that was completely irrelevant the moment motherhood entered the picture.

“That’s my girl! [image: image]” Momma Yufufu said as she gave Beelzebub a big, tight hug. I was struck by just how much potential as a mother she truly had.

Oh, and after she let Beelzebub go, I heard Beelzebub mutter under her breath, “Would that I’d had a mother like her.”

Oof. Feels like there’s a lot to unpack there…

I’d met Beelzebub’s parents before, and they’d struck me as a rather different type of parental figure than Momma Yufufu. Of course, Momma Yufufu was more or less the platonic ideal of motherhood, and whether or not there were any actual mothers who lived up to her example was pretty unclear to me.

Anyway, I guess this means that our journey to find stopwort has ended up right back where it started…

“Oh—but if you’d be willing to do some work for the management committee, I might be persuaded to spare some of the plant for you.”

“Never thought that would be an option!”

So we do have a way of getting ahold of the stuff after all! I guess Beelzebub just jumped the gun and went to an extreme before Wynona could even make her proposal.

“Okay, what do you want us to do, Wynona?” asked Flatorte.

“Simple: I would like you to tour through several of the larger towns nearby, acting as spokespeople for child adventurers.”


“Nope. No way, no how.”


I shot the idea down instantly. The whole point of getting the herb was to not stand out while I looked like a kid, and going on parade would be self-defeating…

“A shame,” said Wynona. “Capable child adventurers are such a rarity; you’d make a very strong impression.”

“Look, I’m sorry, but it totally gets in the way of our goal. That one’s really off the table,” I explained.

“Oh, but you could make your child acting debut! That sounds lovely in its own right!”

Momma Yufufu?! Why are you acting like you actually want this to happen?!

“Momma, please, just let this one go,” I begged.

“Well, if my darling children say no, then I certainly won’t force you. No child acting debut after all.”

Is that even the right way to describe this?

“I suppose we’re done here, then. I’ll be returning to my work now,” Wynona said, bringing the conversation to an abrupt close.

Looks like we’re back to searching for that herb the hard way again… I’m sure this cave isn’t the only place in the whole world where you can find it, right…?

“Oh, and incidentally, our organization manages the supply of stopwort throughout the whole nation. If you’re looking for somewhere else you could obtain it, that’s information I can provide.”

“You could’ve said that in the first place!” I shouted.

First Vania, and now this! Why has everyone been saving the most important information until long after it would’ve made sense to mention it?! If you have more to tell us, say it right away, please!

“As it happens, the child’s division of the Family Portrait Contest in the nearby town of Flein is offering a portion of stopwort as its first-place award.”

“Why is a contest for kids offering medicinal herbs as its prize?! What kind of choice is that?!”

“The intent is for the winner to present the herbs to their family, thus ensuring their health and happiness. I fail to see anything strange about that. The contest deadline is tomorrow, by the way, so I would hurry if I were you.”

One way or another, we’d learned how we could get our hands on some stopwort. Now we just had to give it our best shot…but whose portrait was I supposed to draw?

“Oh my! You mean all of you are going to draw me? Why, thank you! [image: image]”

Oh. Guess Momma Yufufu’s already champing at the bit to model for us.

I couldn’t exactly say that I’d rather draw someone else after that, and none of the others seemed opposed to the idea, either. And so, the four of us temporary children ended up drawing portraits of Momma Yufufu to enter into the contest.

“All right, Wynona. We’ll be doing our best to win that contest with our art, fair and square…which feels super inefficient now that I say it out loud, but whatever, I guess.”

“Good. And please be aware that if I catch wind of you causing any sort of trouble, I’ll be contacting the demon king immediately. That’s not a threat—it’s a promise.”

I can’t be the only one who thinks an adventurer using the demon king to threaten someone’s a little backwards, right?
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We definitely weren’t going to be painting any portraits in the depths of a cave, so we left the caverns, bought some art supplies, and returned to Momma Yufufu’s house.

“A portrait painted by all four of us will have impact to spare. That shall be the gimmick we weaponize to claim first place!” Beelzebub declared as she stood before the bolt of canvas we’d spread out on the table. She was approaching this contest from a rather strategic perspective.

“I’m not saying you’re wrong, but wouldn’t that be, I dunno, kinda cheap?” I replied. “Like, actual kids are gonna be sending their art in for this contest. Doesn’t it feel a little mean-spirited to laser-focus on winning it all…?”

“Cheap? ’Tis nothing of the sort! Nay, it is earnest! If I am to enter into a contest, I shall pull no punches!” Beelzebub said before seeming to remember something and awkwardly glancing downward. “After all, ’tis pulling punches that earned me the ire of Falfa and Shalsha…”

“Oh, right! That happened when you were playing ball with them, didn’t it?”

“Moreover, a children’s art competition such as this will hardly be judged by the quality of the art! Nay, the winning portrait will be the one that best expresses the inimitable quality of childishness. Competing with skill and skill alone will win us nothing, and while that may be frustrating, it also lets us rest assured that our entry will not snatch away a chance at victory from a talented child.”

“That…actually does ring true, honestly,” I admitted.

It made total sense that a children’s contest wouldn’t place too much of an emphasis on technical skill in its judging, but at the same time, it seemed sort of weird to me to not give a kid some bonus points for having a precocious level of skill. Precociousness, after all, was one of the most childlike traits possible, in a roundabout sort of way.

This is getting complicated, so let’s just not think about it anymore. Doesn’t really matter to us one way or another, anyhow.

“I recall how we had our family portrait painted by Curalina the jellyfish spirit only recently,” said Laika. “I certainly didn’t imagine we would end up painting one ourselves, least of all so soon.”

“I know, right?” I agreed. “But if we’re doing this, we might as well go all out and paint something Momma Yufufu would want to hang up in her house!”

“Painting’ll be way easier than sitting still was!” added Flatorte.

We ended up deciding to divide our portrait-painting duties into four separate roles, allowing us to all work fairly independently. Beelzebub suggested that each of us draw our own portrait and submit all four of them (which once again struck me as pretty cheap of her), but ultimately, we concluded that all four of us working on one submission would give it more impact and chose to steer in that direction.

We were all total amateurs when it came to painting, so I wasn’t about to ask Momma Yufufu to stand perfectly still the whole time we were at work. Instead, we ended up having her sit on the sofa reading a book while we drew her. That was more than enough effort on her part, as far as I was concerned.

“I was hoping to use this chance to make pancakes for everyone, actually,” Momma Yufufu noted.

“Thanks, but you really don’t have to,” I replied.

She’ll take any opportunity to cook for people, won’t she? I enjoyed indulging in her hospitality from time to time, but when we spent a long period with her like this, it started feeling like we had to be considerate of her, as well.

As I helped color in the portrait, a thought struck me.

I’m really not very good at this, am I…?

I did not, it seemed, have the fundamentals down when it came to art. Maybe I should’ve asked Goodly Godly Godness to give me a boost to my sense of aesthetics when she reincarnated me?

Of course, I wasn’t the only one betraying her lack of skills. Beelzebub was right there with me—in fact, she might’ve been even worse than I was.

“Oh no you don’t, Azusa! You’re thinking that my art is abysmal right now, aren’t you? I can tell!”

“Ugh… Why can people always tell when I’m thinking those things…?”

“Let the record show that my drawing’s sloppiness is intentional!” Beelzebub huffed. “Our art must be childishly ill-refined! Drawing with an adult’s sensibilities would defeat the purpose! Surely you understand that?!”

“Honestly, the fact that you’re getting so heated about this just makes me more convinced that you’re embarrassed about how bad you are…”

“Moreover, Laika is simply too skilled! She ought to drop her efforts by several ranks, at least. Right now, her art looks like that of one who attended lessons and mastered the fundamentals of the form.”

She was right about that. Laika’s drawing had the unmistakable energy of something an honor student had painted in a lesson at school. It wasn’t the sort of painting an actual artist would create, but it was flawless in an academic sort of sense. I don’t mean a painting a member of an art club would make, either—I’m talking the sort of painting a perfectly ordinary middle schooler would produce.

“I’m not sure what to say,” Laika hesitantly replied. “This is the only sort of painting I’m capable of creating… What exactly do you think I should do to fix it?”

“Paint more like Azusa.”

“Hey! You could’ve said ‘paint more like me,’ Beelzebub! Quit making it sound like I’m the best bad example to learn from!”

Meanwhile, Flatorte was silently working away, paying no attention to our bickering whatsoever. She looked from our canvas to Momma Yufufu and back again, plopping down one color after another. I really do mean “plopping,” too—the painting was starting to look more and more like a mosaic as she went on, with some of the patches of color seeming to be totally the wrong ones for the places she’d put them in, but when you looked at the whole painting from a distance, it all came together astonishingly well.

“How are you so good at this, Flatorte?! You’re painting like a pro!” I exclaimed. That girl really does have an incredible sense for the arts!

“Nah, I’m not that good,” said Flatorte. “Anyone can make a painting like this if they just draw a bunch of dots in the right places.”

I don’t think “drawing a bunch of dots in the right places” is something that most kids would ever even think of, but I guess I can’t totally rule it out.

We carried on with our work, and everything progressed so smoothly that before dinner was even ready, we’d completed the piece.

“We did it!” I said. “And I have no clue whether it turned out well or not!”

“We’ve earned the right to compete! ’Tis all that matters, in the end!” said Beelzebub.

“And now all that’s left for us to do is submit our work to the competition tomorrow. I’m to understand that the results will be announced within the day, meaning that, should we claim first place, the stopwort will be ours tomorrow, as well. However…,” Laika said, a frown coming across her face, “I must admit, the thought of adults like us taking part in a contest for children makes me feel profoundly childish, in a backward sort of way…”

“’Tis only a problem if you allow it to be one! Our plight is far more pressing an issue than a child’s chance to win a contest!” Beelzebub insisted.

Yeah, I doubt the other kids are actually interested in getting their hands on some herb. This is probably for the best…

Flatorte seemed to have her doubts, as well, and she was frowning as she stared intently at our portrait of Momma Yufufu. She looked like she was ready to pick up a brush and start painting again on the spot, but in the end, she held herself back. We had to turn our painting in tomorrow, like it or not, and that meant there just wasn’t any time left to make any major revisions.

You know, it feels like if Flatorte just had the chance to get an actual, proper artistic education, she could end up being hugely successful in that field, I idly mused. It really seemed like the arts, above all else, were her natural strong suit. On the other hand, considering how unlikely her taking lessons at a music or art school seriously felt, that whole scenario was probably pretty unrealistic.

“Wonderful, wonderful job, everyone!” said Momma Yufufu. “Your Momma’s so proud of you, and I’d like to thank you, as well! I’ve made plenty of food, so please, eat as much as you like!”

We moved our painting off the table, which Momma Yufufu quickly filled with a small banquet’s worth of food—so much that I was worried we wouldn’t be able to finish it all. The meal was as rowdy as ever, thanks in no small part to Laika and Flatorte’s squabbles, but Momma Yufufu seemed happy as could be to watch over us anyway. Us turning into kids had been an accident, but if it put a smile like that on her face, I was willing to file it as a happy one. It just went to show that sometimes one person’s trouble could lead to another’s stroke of good fortune.
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The next day, we made our way to the town of Flein and entered our painting into the contest. From then on, all we could do was wait and pray we’d win the grand prize.

Please, let us get a good score!

A ton of children were gathered in the contest’s venue. A fair amount of attention ended up being focused on us, as well, which made me feel a little antsy. Beelzebub, meanwhile, was muttering “Stopwort… Stopwort…” to herself over and over again. Apparently, she was praying to win about five times as seriously as I was; given this wasn’t the sort of contest that you were intended to approach with an all-or-nothing attitude, I felt more out of place than ever…

At long last, the time arrived for the winner to be announced. A cluster of children crowded up around the stage, most of whom I assumed had entered paintings into the contest.

“First, our bronze medal winner: Gurkha!”

The child who’d won third place excitedly hurried up to the front of the crowd. Oh, I thought, I guess there’s more than one prize, then.

“For all intents and purposes, the grand prize is all that matters,” Beelzebub muttered to me. “The other prizes are entirely devoid of value. The grand prize is both the bare minimum and the best we can strive to achieve…”

Beelzebub, you’re starting to sound like one of those athletes who’s so hungry for victory, they’ve started to lose it a little… It’d be one thing if she was always like this—that’d actually be admirable, in a sense—but getting that way over a portrait contest we’d only learned about the day before its deadline just felt ridiculous to me.

After that, the judges called up a silver medal winner, a judge’s choice award winner, an honorable mention, and the winners of a number of other awards, too. I knew getting called up for anything other than the grand prize would mean we’d failed, but not getting called up for so long made it feel like we’d messed up, as well, somehow. It was just one of those things, I guess…

Finally, our moment arrived.

“Next, our gold medal winner: “Momma’s Portrait,” by Azusa and her three co-painters!”

Nooo! We got called up early…

Beelzebub slumped to her knees, utterly crestfallen at our failure. Laika was hanging her head, so I could tell she was down about it, as well.

“A gold medal means nothing,” Beelzebub moaned. “’Tis fool’s gold, nothing more… The grand prize is all that matters…”

You’d think we were attending a funeral all of a sudden. Somebody had to go up and claim our prize, of course, so I stepped in to accept it as a sort of souvenir. It seemed we’d once again been sent back to the starting point of the long and painful path to stopwort… From a certain perspective, a chest at the top of a tower full of vicious monsters might’ve been easier to acquire at this point.

Some kid in the audience was called up to accept the best in show award next, which I imagined left the grand prize as the only award left to be given out—not that it mattered to me who won anymore. Frankly, I couldn’t deny that our motives were compromised the moment we entered into a kid’s competition aiming to get our hand on a prize. It was no surprise that an actual child’s pure-hearted portrait would triumph over ours…

“And now, last but not least, it’s time to announce the winner of our grand prize!”

Yep, thought so.

“It matters not. Let us be off. We’ve no choice but to search for some other place where stopwort might be found.”

“You went from obsessing over this contest to being over it at record speed, Beelzebub.”

“Nay, ’tis the prize I was obsessed with. Now that it’s beyond our reach, of course I wouldn’t care a whit for—”

“Our grand prize goes to…Flatorte!”

““What?!”” Beelzebub and I yelped in unison. Laika seemed just as nonplussed as the two of us were.

While we stood there in a daze, Flatorte slipped past us to walk right on up and claim her prize. One of the contest’s organizers held her painting up for the audience to see. It was a portrait of Momma Yufufu that none of the three of us had seen before.

“Flatorte’s portrait, created using a wonderfully executed application of pointillism, captured the warmth and affection of her mother beautifully! It’s the product of a child’s sensibilities and genuinely remarkable creativity!”

Oh, wow! They’re giving her piece a proper review!

“The winner of our gold medal award had similar qualities, but only about a quarter of the piece displayed them—hence its lower score.”

And now they’re acting like the three of our parts dragged our piece down!

“But wait, Lady Azusa,” said Laika. “When in the world did Flatorte paint that portrait…?”

“Good question. When did she find the time…? And for that matter, when did she even submit it…?”

“Oh, who cares?” Beelzebub chimed in. “Look! She’s about to receive what we actually came here for!”

Beelzebub was right—Flatorte had just been handed the stopwort. It was almost refreshing how exclusively interested Beelzebub had been in the herb from start to finish.

“Do you have anything to say to the audience, Flatorte?” the organizer asked.

Oh! Maybe she’ll explain when she managed to paint that thing?


“I beat Laika, so I’m satisfied now!”



Not what we wanted to know!

Flatorte’s reply made things awkward for a bit—of course—but kids had a way of saying the craziest things, so everyone more or less brushed it off, much to my relief. Well, everyone except Laika, anyway.

“Honestly… Why must she always be like this…?”

Laika’s teeth were gritted, and her cheeks beet red. Apparently, she’d taken some serious damage from a totally unexpected source…
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“So, after you all fell asleep, I decided I might as well make another painting on my own. The one we all painted together just didn’t feel quite right to me!” Flatorte explained after receiving the medicinal herbs and her grand prize plaque.

“I see you’re the sort who cannot bring herself to compromise when it comes to matters you care about, then,” said Beelzebub. She looked equal parts impressed and exasperated with Flatorte.

“And since I was satisfied with my new painting, I decided to submit it, too, when I had a moment to spare! I would’ve been really embarrassed if we hadn’t won in the end, after all…”

Apparently, in Flatorte’s mind, the fact she’d been awarded the grand prize meant that she’d “won” the contest on the whole. I wasn’t so sure that victory and defeat were so clear-cut when it came to the fine arts, but given how Flatorte approached competitions in general, her sense of victory was clear.

Flatorte held out her portrait to Momma Yufufu. “This is a drawing of you, so I think you should have it!” she said.

“Well, I’m delighted, but are you certain? It’s such a wonderful painting…,” Momma Yufufu replied a little hesitantly. She was probably thinking that it made more sense for Flatorte to keep it, seeing as we weren’t really kids.

A very slight flush began to spread around Flatorte’s ears.


“The concept for this painting was drawing a picture of my mother…and since that was you, it just makes sense for you to have it!”
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For a moment, Momma Yufufu didn’t reply…but then an instant later, she sprang forward and pulled Flatorte into a hug.

“Thank you! Oh, thank you so much! You’ll always be my daughter, Flatorte!”

“Hey! Quit clinging to me like that, it’s way too hot! And weirdly moist, too! Gross!”

I guess that must’ve made Momma Yufufu really happy, huh?

“Hey, are you listening?! Your hug’s making me all sticky!”

“It’s fine! Just for one more moment!”

Flatorte and Momma Yufufu were both kicking up a fuss, but considering we’d won the grand prize, I figured it was fine for them to get a little worked up. If ever there was a moment to be moved and elated, it was now.

“Come on, the rest of you, too! You’re all my daughters!” Momma Yufufu said, scooping us up in a hug, as well.

It was only temporary, and we were a pretty weird assortment of kids for a parent like her to have, but for the time being, it was undeniable that we really were a parent and her kids.
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After the contest came to an end, we managed to use the stopwort to restore ourselves to our adult forms. We’d learned from Halkara’s example that our smaller clothes would burst if we grew while we were still wearing them, so we borrowed Momma Yufufu’s bathroom to carry out the process, which involved steeping the herb in water that we drank. For all the trouble this whole incident had caused, we turned back into adults with very little fanfare.

Beelzebub, Flatorte, and I all rode on Laika’s back to make our way home.

“I know it’s okay to act like a kid when I’m with Momma Yufufu, but it’s kinda tough when you can’t go back to being an adult, huh?” I said.

“I certainly agree,” said Laika. “On the one hand, I felt a certain sense of security—as one might when they go home to visit their parents—but I feared that if I indulged in it for too long, I’d never be able to return to my former self.”

Laika and I were more than ready to move on, but Beelzebub and Flatorte seemed to have taken to Momma Yufufu’s maternal offerings more than I’d expected. Both of them had seemed pretty reluctant to leave in the end.

“It’s certainly nice that we were able to transform back, but I do worry that Miss Halkara has had a terrible time in her giant form,” Laika noted.

Oh, Laika. Always keeping all the others in mind! “Yeah, you’re right. Just getting by’s probably been hard for her at that size…”

We still had no clue how we’d even go about turning Halkara back to normal, so in all likelihood, she’d just have to wait for the titanleaf’s effects to wear off naturally. Supposedly, that would take a week, so it would unfortunately be an exercise in patience for her.

Before long, we were closing in on the house in the highlands.

I wonder if we’ll be able to see Halkara from a distance?

The answer to that question turned out to be yes—and she wasn’t alone. A huge crowd of people was gathered up around her!

“What the heck is going on down there?!”

We touched down and headed straight for the scene of the commotion. I quickly ran into Falfa and Shalsha, who were doing their best to direct the crowd. Halkara, meanwhile, was standing in front of everyone, dressed in a sheet and smirking as she lorded over her surroundings.

“Hey, Falfa! What’s going on here?” I asked.

“Ah, Mommy! Halkara Pharmaceuticals’ museum is putting on an outdoor exhibit!” Falfa explained.

It’s a museum exhibit?!

Shalsha, who was standing nearby, nodded. “Halkara’s judgment on the matter was that if she had to stand out, then she could at least turn herself into an attraction to pull in more customers.”

“That’s right!” a deep voice boomed from off behind the crowd. Halkara was grinning down at us in a very self-satisfied way that just screamed “I did what I had to!”

It just went to show that no matter how sour the lemons were that life threw Halkara’s way, she’d always find some way to turn them into lemonade.
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After the little incident where I was transformed into a child, a change came about in the house in the highlands—though, to be clear, it was a change that had nothing in particular to do with me at all. The closest thing the change had to an impact on my part was that I had to make tea for visitors a little more often than I used to.

A knock rang out from the front door. The sky had suddenly but briefly gone dark just a moment before, so I’d already had a feeling that we were about to have visitors.

I opened the door and found a girl standing before me. She was a dragon, most likely, and judging by appearances, I’d have guessed she was just a little older than Laika. Considering how slowly dragons aged, though, the fact that she looked a little older than Laika might’ve meant she was Laika’s senior by a full century, for all I knew.

“Please pardon my intrusion,” said the girl. “Might I ask if the Dragon Lord is present at the moment?”

“Oh, yeah, she is,” I said. “I’ll go get her! Just a second, okay?”

I headed right over to Laika’s room, where I was pretty sure I’d find her studying. I was just assuming that, really—I didn’t know that was what she was doing—but typically, whenever she had a free moment during the day, that’s how she’d fill it.

“Hey, Laika?” I said as I stepped inside. “Another dragon-girl’s here for you.”

“Understood. I’ll see to her at once,” Laika replied before standing up and heading straight out to meet our visitor.

Laika and the new dragon-girl exchanged pleasantries, then launched straight into the reason behind the girl’s visit.

“I see,” said Laika. “You were the runner-up in a hole-digging tournament? In that case, I’d very much like to face off against you!”

I’d had a feeling that this would end with them having some sort of competition or another. After all, I was already pretty used to the routine that was playing out before me.

Laika and the visitor found a patch of flat ground outside and drew a line in between each other. They happened to pick a spot that was easily visible from one of my house’s windows, so I got to watch their competition as it went down from inside. Their contest would have an audience, even if it was only an audience of one.

“Well then,” said Laika, “the rules are as follows: We will each dig as deep of a hole as we can within a set time limit using shovels. Whoever digs the deeper hole will be declared the victor, and Sandra will serve as our referee.”

I couldn’t quite see her from the window, but apparently, Sandra was somewhere out there, as well. She spent most of her time out in the garden and ended up judging this sort of contest pretty often.

“Okay, are you ready?” Sandra’s little voice rang out. I could just barely hear her from my place in the house. “On your marks, get set, go!”

The two dragons started digging furiously with their shovels.

All right, let’s see how this expert digger’s skills stack up against Laika’s!

“Sis Laika’s really full of spirit today, huh?” said Rosalie, who picked that moment to appear out of nowhere. “Her soul’s shining bright! She’s brimming with life!”

“I can’t see the color of her soul, but I can definitely tell how driven she is about this,” I replied.

“Something must’ve given her a new sense of drive lately, don’t you think? She’s always been really serious, but she’s been even more single-minded about stuff like this lately!”

You’ve hit the nail on the head, Rosalie. “I think training means something a little different to her now than it used to,” I said. “That’s not a bad thing, though, so I say we should just let her do her thing for now.”

“The weird thing is, I dunno what could’ve made her mindset change like that. There weren’t any big things that’d make her rethink her approach that I can think of! It’d make sense if she had messed up, but that sure doesn’t ring a bell for me,” Rosalie noted.

It made sense that Rosalie didn’t know what the inciting incident for Laika had been. After all, she hadn’t been there to see it. Plus, there was a chance that my own assumptions about what it was were wrong. People were complicated, and those things could be hard to determine. Laika herself might not even have had a clear, specific answer. Most likely, the change had come about as the result of a number of smaller events, and I’d just happened to witness the moment that they all came together to cause her to shift her attitude.

“She didn’t fail or anything,” I replied. “I guess if you wanted to look at it in that light, seeing someone else succeed got her thinking? You could say it inspired her.”

I should emphasize that this was just my own speculation. I wasn’t a god, and I couldn’t see things from a perfectly objective vantage point. Not that being a god would’ve necessarily helped, considering how much this world’s actual gods seemed to let things slip through the cracks…

“C’mon, Big Sis, give me some details! All that vague junk doesn’t tell me anything!” Rosalie protested.

“Well, you remember how we got shrunk the other day, right?” I replied.

“Oh yeah! When your bodies got turned into kids,” said Rosalie. From her ghostly perspective, our bodies getting de-aged was apparently barely even a blip on the disaster radar. It didn’t seem that the whole affair had made much of an impression on her at all.

“Well, Flatorte ended up saving the day by drawing a picture in the end,” I explained. “I think that’s what set Laika off… Probably, anyway.”

If I were Muu, I’d be ending my sentence with “Wa’evah, dunna, innit” right about now.

“Oooh, right, I heard about that,” said Rosalie. “But it’s not like Laika lost a showdown with her or anything, right?”

Yeah, that’s true. Laika didn’t challenge Flatorte one-on-one. In fact, they were basically competing on the same team.

“The thing is, it reminded Laika that Flatorte actually has all sorts of talents deep down.”

“Oh yeah! She’s really good at artsy stuff, right? She can play a mean lute, too.”

“Right, that! Exactly! She has a real knack for that sort of thing.”

The mosaic-like technique that Flatorte had used to paint her portrait had proven her incredible artistic sensibilities, and it was those sensibilities that had led her to victory. Her concept was good enough to score her major points before her technique was even factored in.

“And, well, I know it’s pretty presumptuous of me to say this…but I think Laika realized that if she keeps practicing in the same old way forever, she’ll hit her limit eventually,” I continued.

It really does feel presumptuous to say it like that… Laika’s always been such a hard worker, after all! I couldn’t hold back with my assumptions if I wanted to explain what was going on to Rosalie, though, so I had no choice but to be a little rude.

“Ahh, I get it now!” Rosalie said. It seemed my explanation had landed.

Flatorte was a humongous sore loser, plain and simple. That side of her personality always came through when Laika was involved, but art and music—her actual specialties—weren’t fields she went out of her way to compete with Laika in.

Maybe she thought a competition would sully the art form, or maybe she just didn’t think they were good competition fodder. After all, who won and who lost was more ambiguous than it would be in more traditional contests. The quality of a work of art was a matter of subjective preference, after all. Plus, it wasn’t like Flatorte played the lute or painted on a daily basis. I’d never gotten the impression that either of them even rose to the level of “hobby” for her. That was why whenever music or art did come up, Flatorte’s incredible talent always came as a bit of a shock.

“Laika realized that Flatorte has something she doesn’t. I think that’s why she decided to shake up her training methods,” I said as I watched Laika silently sink her shovel into the ground, gradually expanding the hole. It was deepening so quickly, it sort of looked like her legs were sinking into the ground. “It sounds like she sent a message out to dragon society at large recently, too. Something along the lines of, ‘I, the Dragon Lord, wish to expand the breadth of my studies. I will be ready and waiting to accept the challenge of any specialists who wish to engage me in their chosen fields.’”

Dragons could travel all around the world with ease, and their communications network was incredibly broad as a result. All sorts of specialist dragons had started showing up to challenge Laika before I knew it. Being the currently reigning Dragon Lord made her something of a celebrity among her species, so an open message from her had naturally caught a plenty of attention. The Dragon Lord competition had looked like a ridiculous farce to me when I watched it as a spectator, honestly, but for dragons, it seemed to carry some weight.

“So now she’s taking on a shoveling master in a hole-digging competition. I guess she’s hoping that meeting and competing with all sorts of masters will help foster her growth.”

“I think she’s amazing already, personally,” said Rosalie.

“Oh, I mean, same. I don’t think anyone has the right to say that she’s lacking in anything in particular. Laika’s one amazing girl, and that’s a fact,” I agreed. But even if they’re not a super huge deal, she does have her foibles. “If anything, I think the issue’s that Laika’s almost too well put together.”

Laika was a real honor student type—in fact, I was pretty sure that she’d been a literal honor student back when she was in school. I remembered her mentioning that she’d been on the student council, anyway.

“She’s great at anything that takes hard, diligent work, and she has what it takes to slowly and steadily polish her skills. Spontaneity, on the other hand, doesn’t come very naturally to her…which, well, isn’t really a bad thing. It’s not like you often find yourself in a situation where everyone has to do something spontaneous, so personally, I’d say she shouldn’t let it get to her.”

“I get it—being surprising and spontaneous is one of Sis Flatorte’s strengths, right? Though I guess she probably doesn’t see it that way. She’d brag about it way more if she did.”

Yep! You’re definitely right about that part!

In any case, Flatorte seemed to be a source of encouragement toward self-improvement for Laika. Seeing someone like her—someone who usually acted like an unrefined slob and flew through life by the seat of her pants—actually accomplish something in a big way had led Laika to suspect that her own way of doing things may have, in fact, been flawed.


*Note: When I say that Flatorte’s an unrefined slob, I mean it in a purely objective sense. That was not supposed to be an insult, even if I do sometimes wish that she’d be a little more proactive about reexamining her own lifestyle.

“Taking on all sorts of dragons in contests is just like Sis Laika, though!” said Rosalie. “She’s serious through and through, so of course she’d pick the most intense way of training herself!”

“I guess, but I can’t help but think that trying to live like Flatorte would basically be torture for her,” I replied. “Way harder than traditional training, at any rate.”

“Oh yeah, true. She’ll be fine, though! As long as her soul’s still alive, no harm, no foul! That’s one thing that’ll never change,” said Rosalie. In a certain sense, she had a far stronger grasp of the fact that people never really changed on a fundamental level than the rest of us did. “Oh, but there are rare cases where your soul can change, actually! Do you wanna know how that can happen?”

“I have a feeling it’s going to be a really scary story, so no thank you!”

“’Kay. In that case, I’m gonna wander over thataway.”

Rosalie floated out through the window, presumably to watch Laika dig her hole from up close. I had a feeling that I’d just distract Laika by being around, but since Rosalie could be perfectly silent when she wanted to—no footsteps and all—I figured she wouldn’t be very attention-grabbing. Being a ghost seemed really convenient when you wanted to spectate something like this.

Eventually, I heard Sandra shout “Time’s up!” It seemed the contest was over, so I headed outside to see how things had turned out. Laika had put up a remarkable fight, but she’d been up against a top ranker in a hole-digging competition, and her opponent’s hole was even deeper than hers.

“I’ve been utterly defeated. Clearly there is still a wealth of fields in which I am lacking,” Laika said. Judging by her reasonably frank and unbothered tone, she’d already gotten over her disappointment at her loss. Though of course, it would’ve been a little weird if she was really torn up over a hole-digging contest in the first place.

“You shouldn’t take it too hard! It’s hard to dig a hole just right when you don’t know any of the tricks us pros use,” Laika’s opponent said consolingly.

I guess a total amateur can’t expect anything other than complete defeat if they take on an expert in most fields.

“Would you be willing to teach me some of those tricks?” Laika asked with the excited, slightly excessive interest of a journalist hot on the trail of a big scoop.

“Sure, I can do that,” her opponent replied. “They’re not secrets or anything—you could learn them all just by buying a book on hole-digging, if you wanted to.”

People have actually written books about that…? I guess there are still all sorts of literary genres out there I don’t know about yet.

“I actually have a few questions I was hoping to ask the Dragon Lord, as well, if you don’t mind. In exchange for teaching you about hole-digging, maybe?” Laika’s opponent added.

“Of course,” said Laika. “My understanding of the Dragon Lord position is still woefully underdeveloped, but I would be more than happy to share everything I know, if you would like me to.”

Looks like the negotiations are all wrapped up! Both of them had information that the other wanted, so it had all gone through nice and easily. Seeing as they seemed to have settled the matter, I took the opportunity to clap my hands and call out to them.

“How about taking a break to come in and have some tea, first?” I suggested. “I’ll get everything ready, so you can go wash the dirt off your hands in the meantime.”

“Thank you! I’ll do that,” the hole-digging girl replied with a polite nod.

Looks like she’s almost as proper and disciplined as Laika.

Laika listened with rapt attention as the master hole-digger dragon explained the innermost secrets of her craft.

“The first stage of digging a good hole is to soften the earth you’ll be working with. Our draconic strength allows us to drive our shovels deep into the ground, and each of those preliminary strikes will make the earth easier to excavate in the long run. Speaking of excavation, it’s important to dig in a slightly larger radius than you’re ultimately hoping the bottom of your hole will measure. You’ll have to remove all the dirt from the hole in the long term, and if you don’t start big, you’ll find yourself coming to a standstill eventually.”

“I see, I see,” Laika muttered thoughtfully. “That does make quite a bit of sense. I was so preoccupied by the idea of deepening my hole that I ended up running into that exact issue and wasting time that could have been much better spent.”

Laika was scrupulously writing down everything that the master digger told her in a notebook. I had my doubts about whether she’d ever get to use those notes for anything, but you never knew—maybe this was a random tidbit of knowledge that would end up saving the day somehow, somewhere down the line. After all, if you focused your studies exclusively on the most efficient and important subjects available, there were times when you’d find your own specialization had started bogging you down. All the more so since Laika didn’t seem to have any specific subject she wanted to focus on at the moment.

From what I could tell, Laika was currently deliberately learning about subjects that had never grabbed her attention in the past in an effort to break down the wall she’d run up against. That was an easy plan to propose, but carrying it out would be a lot harder. Learning about subjects that you had no interest in, after all, could be really hard, for all sorts of reasons.

Here’s a good way of looking at it: Imagine you’re picking out books from a library and judging them solely by their titles. You’d end up picking a book with a title that grabbed your interest, right? Even if you were looking for a book in a genre you’d never read anything from, you’d still pick something that you were interested in at the end of the day. Resisting that urge could be way harder than you’d think.

The solution, then—or at least the one that I figured Laika had reached—was to go out of your way to make subjects that you weren’t actively interested in at all come to you. That was why she’d put out word asking for dragons with special interests to come see her.

If a totally ordinary dragon had put out an open invitation like that, it didn’t seem likely that many amazing specialists would show up, but Laika wasn’t an ordinary dragon: She was the Dragon Lord. In other words, she’d been the last dragon standing in the Dragon Lord Battle: Women’s Division. The contest had looked more like an idol audition than anything else to me, if I’m being totally honest… It had tested its contestants in all sorts of strange and eclectic fields, but there was no doubt that coming out on top was an incredible honor in dragon society.

And so, dragons of all shapes and sizes had started showing up at our house to see the Dragon Lord. It really went to show that you never knew when something totally random would turn out to be a blessing. I’d always thought the Dragon Lord title didn’t mean much to Laika in a practical sense, but now it was helping her out in a major way.

Laika and her visitor were so wrapped up in their conversation about hole-digging that they’d completely forgotten about their tea. By the time the visiting dragon took her first sip, I was pretty sure it was already stone cold. I was happy for them—after all, there was nothing quite like having a conversation so engaging, you forgot all about your surroundings.

“Now then, I’d like to ask you some questions in your capacity as the Dragon Lord,” Laika’s visitor eventually said.

“Of course,” said Laika. “I’ll answer anything, as long as I’m able to.”

Oh? Looks like it’s finally time for Laika to do the talking. I wonder what sort of questions this girl’s going to ask her? Now I was just as interested in the conversation as the two of them.

“Please tell me what it was like touring around with the other members who got chosen from the Miss Dragon Contest!”

Huh…? That’s weird. Her attitude is suddenly really different…?

“Oh, that. It was…tremendously embarrassing. They even had me sing for audiences. And multiple songs, at that…”

And Laika’s suddenly acting super distant! It’s so obvious that she wishes this girl could’ve asked about anything else!

“I went to see three of the shows that you put on in that tour! You were an incredible center for the group!”

She’s a fan! That whole contest did seem like an idol audition, and now Laika’s getting the idol treatment!

“O-oh, really…?” Laika stammered. “Well, umm, would you like to talk about the Dragon Lord Battle, perhaps…?”

“No, I’m much more interested in your tour, actually!”

As I watched Laika awkwardly contend with her fan’s enthusiastic inquiries, I couldn’t stop myself from quietly muttering to myself, “Sorry, Laika, but you asked her so many questions about hole-digging that she’s earned this. Just grin and bear it.”
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Eventually, the hole-digging expert departed from our house with a satisfied smile on her face. She seemed to be feeling the sort of joy that an idol fan would feel after meeting their favorite performer. Laika, on the other hand, was very clearly exhausted in a way that had nothing to do with the workout she’d gotten digging her hole.

“Having to answer all those questions was trying, I must admit,” Laika moaned.

“I mean, it seems pretty obvious that the people who set up the Dragon Lord competition were scouting and training idols the whole time,” I said. “Isn’t it just that you’d end up with some fans after all that?”

“Perhaps. Perhaps I simply have to grit my teeth and persevere… I can’t deny that people are willing to come all the way from far-flung lands to see me just because I’m the Dragon Lord, after all…”

“The fact that you can grin and bear the embarrassment is a sign that you’ve toughened up, if you ask me. I really mean that,” I said.

I didn’t meet other dragons very often, so it hadn’t been on my mind until now, but now that Laika was the Dragon Lord, she was a bona fide big-name celebrity in the dragon world.

“And it’s thanks to those visitors that I’ve broadened my horizons and learned from masters in all sorts of fields that I didn’t even know existed,” Laika continued. “Sometimes, more than one of them will arrive on the same day, even! My eyes are wide open and fixed upon my own ever-expanding horizons!”

Laika was talking like a natural-born honor student, as usual. It wouldn’t be Laika if she didn’t say stuff like that from time to time, really.

Meeting new people really is a great way to help yourself grow.

“If I had to raise a complaint, however,” Laika said, an entirely different sort of exhausted expression coming across her face. Annoyed, really. “So many blue dragons have arrived asking to compete with me in a simple, straightforward contest of strength…”

“Oh yeah. I remember a few of those, now that you mention it…”

“My intention when I sent out my message wasn’t to invite challengers to seek me out for a brawl. That wasn’t what I meant at all, in fact, but my intended meaning was clearly lost on them… I’d be more than happy to spar with, say, the reigning champion of a martial arts competition, but the actual challengers who’ve come calling have been anything but…”

I guess there has been a weirdly high ratio of blue dragons, when I think about it. The whole point of Laika’s endeavor was to learn from dragons who specialized in particular, distinctive fields, and putting up with an endless series of blue dragons who wanted to throw down had to be a very unwelcome side effect, from her perspective.

“I guess if it weren’t for them, this would be the ideal situation…but that’s just how it goes with blue dragons,” I said.

“The fact that they were responsible for the environment that led to Flatorte says it all,” added Laika.

I couldn’t help but notice that Laika had brought Flatorte into the conversation. I knew she wasn’t trying to fixate on her, but I also knew not doing so would’ve been difficult. In fact, it was natural they’d be a little extra aware of each other, seeing as they were a pair of dragons living under one roof. That would make the fact that Laika had lost to her when it came to the arts sting even worse.

Frustration, the way I saw it, was a surprisingly productive emotion. It had led Laika to try exploring all sorts of new things she’d never attempted, and I couldn’t see that as a bad thing. They say that success is built on a foundation of failure, and I figured that frustration might have a similar role in the process.

“Well, the one thing I can say for sure is that you should do what you can, as long as you’re not pushing yourself too hard! You have a bad habit of overdoing it, so watch out for that,” I said as I patted her on the head.

“Thank you, Lady Azusa,” said Laika. “I’ll do my utmost to not cause you any undue concern. I would be a failure of an apprentice if I didn’t take your warning into consideration.”

Classic Laika! She’s always been so good about listening to reason. “Oh, and normally I’d say that as long as you’re doing this, you should try to have fun with it, but considering how ambitious you are, I have a feeling you’ll have fun regardless… Unless you end up training with someone who’s an expert in idol dances, or something.”

“Ugh… It bothers me deeply that a Dragon Lord’s strength is no longer their defining trait… I think it’s high time that the whole system went through a period of reform…”

No matter what world you end up in, cuteness is always one of the mightiest weapons you could wield. I figured she’d probably be able to put up with it, though, as long as she wasn’t dragged out on another international tour any time soon.

Just then, a knock sounded on the door.

“Oh! Looks like we have another one already,” I said. Considering how things had gone recently, I was ready to put my money on our visitor being another dragon here to meet with Laika.

I hustled to the front door and opened it up to find a distinctly refined-looking young woman standing before me. Or, on second thought, maybe it would be better to say that she looked like a princess? Her glittering bracelets and rings certainly gave her something of a royal vibe. One way or another, it was clear that she had plenty of wealth and was looking to flaunt it. She was also wearing a white dress that seemed quite princess-like, as well, especially considering the patterns embroidered into it with golden thread. Finally, she had a pair of horns on her head that instantly let me know that she was a dragon.

“Hi! So, umm, are you here to see Laika?” I asked.

“That is correct, yes. I am Ostila the pearl dragon, and presuming Laika is available, I would like to meet with her,” the pearl dragon-girl said as she lifted her dress with both hands in the sort of slight curtsy favored by noblewomen. That fit her image nicely—“pearl dragon” was an inherently rich-sounding name for a species, after all, and it didn’t seem weird for dragons to be wealthy in general.

“Hey, Laika? There’s a pearl dragon here to see you!” I called out. The way I saw it this was just a “same old, same old” sort of situation, and Laika seemed to agree, judging by her attitude as she stepped into the room. Her reaction when she saw her visitor, however, was a little different than her previous ones.

“Laika! I have come to challenge you!”

“Ugh! Is that you, Ostila?!”

The pearl dragon-girl’s attitude was so openly hostile, I almost thought she would pounce on Laika then and there, while Laika’s reaction made it very clear that the two of them were acquainted.

I guess they probably have some sort of history…? Laika’s about three hundred years old, so it’d make sense for her to have some skeletons in her closet. You can’t live that long without making a few people resent you here and there, I guess.

“You only defeated me before because chess, a game I am ill-acquainted with, was chosen for the final round! In any other year, I would have been named the Dragon Lord!”

Oh! I remember now—she’s the girl who lost at chess in the final round of the Dragon Lord Battle! The association responsible for running the event had changed the final round’s format into a chess match at the last second, and Laika, who was reasonably decent at the game, had utterly crushed her opponent.
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“I knew no one could possibly best me in hand-to-hand combat…so why chess, of all the miserable options?!” Ostila raged. “It was the finals! They could have picked something that would allow us to flaunt our draconic might, at least!”

Honestly, I’m right there with you on that one…

“I’m not sure what you want from me… I’m not the one who chose the final event’s format, after all,” Laika somewhat hesitantly replied. She seemed baffled by this turn of events. Ostila was the first visitor who was someone she’d competed with in the Dragon Lord tournament. “Have you considered lodging a formal complaint with the administrators…?”

“Of course I have! I’ve done so multiple times!” Ostila huffed. Considering her attitude so far, that was very easy for me to believe.

“Now step outside! I shall prove once and for all that I, the runner-up, am stronger than the Dragon Lord herself!”

Ostila pointed dramatically at Laika.

Oookay, slow down! This is spiraling out of control really quickly! Is she challenging Laika to an actual duel?!

“V-very well… I’m sure you won’t be satisfied until I agree to a bout with you, so that’s what I’ll do,” said Laika. “If we’re going to do this, however, I propose we come at each other with our full strength.”

“Naturally,” said Ostila. “I shall make it abundantly clear who is truly mightier!”

“Ah! Please don’t tear up the highlands; if you’re gonna do this in your dragon forms, be sure to go somewhere wide open and empty first, okay…?” I chimed in. I really didn’t want to see Flatta destroyed after getting dragged into a dragon-on-dragon throwdown, so I had to give that warning early, just to be safe.

“Of course. We shall battle with elegance and grace in our human forms!” Ostila replied.

I was relieved to see that she was the sort of person who actually listened to what people told her. She and Laika clearly had their differences, but at the very least, it seemed that she actually intended for this to be a fair showdown.

“Also,” Ostila continued, “we shall require a referee to judge our contest. Would there happen to be an individual capable of filling that role present?”

I guess that’s probably gonna be my job, I thought—but just then…


“Oooh, me, me! I’ll do it!”



…a very familiar, energetic voice rang out from outside. Flatorte had just returned from the shopping trip she’d been out on.

“If you’re having a contest of strength then I, the great Flatorte, will judge it for you!” Flatorte declared. “After all, I bet this is gonna be really fun to watch!”

“Ugh… If it isn’t one of those brutish blue dragons,” Ostila said with a grimace. “And I can already tell from her attitude that she’s brutish even by their standards.”

I guess those two might be polar opposites, when she puts it that way.

“Hey!” shouted Flatorte. “You’re a pearl dragon, right?! You might think we’re brutes, but we think you’re a bunch of stuck-up, hoity-toity snobs, so there!”

“How dare you?! No blue dragon will ever speak like that to me and live to regret it! I challenge you, you miscreant!” Ostila shouted back, turning her finger on Flatorte this time.

“Oh, it’s so on! I’ll have you crying for your mommy in ten seconds!”

“But, umm… What about my challenge…?” said Laika, who’d gone from the main player to a complete nonfactor in moments.

“O-oh! Yes, that’s right,” said Ostila. “In that case, I shall defeat you with haste, then take my time punishing that insolent blue dragon for her misdeeds.”

Ostila’s focus was flip-flopping between Laika and Flatorte at the drop of a hat. She was playing herself up as a perfectly refined noble lady, but I was starting to realize that, at her core, she was actually pretty impatient and impulsive.

Laika and Ostila made their way to a relatively flat stretch of the highlands. The goal was probably to make sure the terrain didn’t give either of them an advantage, I figured. Oh, and I tagged along, too, mostly because I was curious.

“We’ll continue our battle until one of us chooses to surrender, or until the referee judges that one of us is incapable of fighting on. Is that acceptable?” asked Laika.

“Quite,” Ostila replied with a nod. “This takes me back ever so slightly to the time I spent in our Girls’ Academy.”

“I, the great Flatorte, am cool with those rules, too! Also, Laika’s really annoying me right now, so I’m gonna say she loses right now.”

“It’s a referee’s responsibility to be impartial, Flatorte!” Laika shouted.

Of course she’s mad about that. Is it just me, or has this turned from a one-on-one fight to one-on-two?

“That pearl dragon’s annoying, too, though, so maybe I’ll make Laika win instead?”

“It is abundantly clear that that referee will unfairly favor her own family members! I demand a substitute!” Ostila raged in turn. The appointed referee was making everyone doubt her judgment right out of the gate, and things were devolving into chaos.

“I’ve got it! You’re both annoying, so I’ll judge fairly!”

That’s why you’re doing your job properly?!

“Well,” said Ostila, “that was infuriating, but at least it ended well. All I have to do is win so conclusively that no one could ever deny me my triumph.”

Oooh, this girl’s pretty confident, huh? I know the blue dragons are kind of an extreme case, but I get the feeling that dragons are a lot more hot-blooded than humans on the whole. Laika came looking for me at first because she heard there was someone strong who she could fight, after all… Maybe it’s because they’re so hard to seriously hurt? Fighting probably feels a lot safer when you’re that tough.

“We can consider this a redo of the Dragon Lord Battle finals. This time, I shall strike down the Dragon Lord!” Ostila declared.

“Feel free to think whatever you want. I’m not especially attached to the Dragon Lord title, so if I lose this battle, I would be willing to grant it to you. You were a finalist, as well, after all,” Laika replied.

I guess this is the perfect chance for Laika to show her stuff and prove that she deserves her title, huh?

“And for that matter…I would be more than happy to surrender the entire idol side of the position to you, one way or another…”

Or not! Maybe she’s just using this as a chance to give it away?!

“To be clear, you are not to throw the match. Understood?” said Ostila. “I wish to defeat you legitimately!”

“Yes, of course. No need to worry. I will fight with everything I have,” Laika replied.

Yeah! Go get her, girl!

Laika had been meeting with all sorts of other dragons because she felt she needed to broaden her horizons. Power alone wasn’t enough—she wanted to be well-versed in all sorts of fields. I was all for that mindset, but at the end of the day, what really made a dragon a dragon was their overwhelming might.

“Lady Azusa?” Laika said, glancing over at me. “I intend to use this as an opportunity to show you everything that your teachings have taught me.”

“Yep. You’re always so serious, Laika!” I replied. I knew from the bottom of my heart that she would never really change in that respect. I’d barely taught her anything at all, but if thinking of me as her mentor was what it took to help her realize how much she’d grown, then that wasn’t bad either.

“My opponent is a Dragon Lord Battle finalist. I could hardly ask for a worthier foe!” said Laika.

“Right? Get out there and do your best,” I replied.

All right! I think it’s time for this contest to get underway.

“Okay! When I whack the ground with my tail, that means you should start! Ready, go!” Flatorte shouted before slamming her tail into the ground. The very next instant, Laika had already dashed in to close range with Ostila.

“Hiyaaah!”

Ooh, she’s really going for it!

I was pretty sure that whoever closed the distance first in a fight like this was usually at a disadvantage. It gave your opponent plenty of time to tighten their guard and prepare for a counterattack, after all. Laika, however, didn’t seem to be worried about that at all as she charged in. It looked like she was aiming to end the battle in one quick, decisive strike.

Oh wow—Laika’s really confident today! It seems like Ostila’s pretty skilled in her own right, though. How’s she going to fend off Laika’s attack?!

“S… So fast! Eeeek!”

Huh…? She…just let Laika kick her clear across the ring?!

Ostila tumbled something like a hundred and fifty feet across the grassy ground before finally coming to a stop.

That’s so weird. She’s…really weak, actually?

A moment later, however, Ostila stood right back up again with a confident grin on her face. In battle manga, whenever an enemy character was drawn with an expression like that, it was a sure sign that the hero couldn’t let their guard down yet. I wasn’t so sure if that was the case this time, though.

“Heh! Not bad, I’ll admit. I’d expect no less from the Dragon Lord,” Ostila said as she leaned forward, taking up a battle stance. It looked like she was planning to go on the offensive this time. “Now then, prepare yourself! I’m about to pay back the humiliation I suffered during our chess match in—”


“And, that’s the match! Laika wins!”



A thud rang out as Flatorte punctuated her declaration with another tail slap. She’d called the match just as one of its contestants was about to make her move!

“Excuse me?! I object to this referee’s ruling!” Ostila shouted, unsurprisingly. “I am still perfectly capable of fighting! In fact, the real fight was only about to begin! I was just warming up before, that’s all!”

Yeah, that really was the worst timing possible…

“Nah, I could tell from Laika’s first attack on its own. She’s already won this fight, no doubt about it. Dragging it out any longer would be totally pointless!” said Flatorte. She seemed to be of the opinion that if it was obvious how a match would end, there was no point letting it play out.

“That is most certainly not true, and I intend to prove it!” Ostila shouted before turning to face Laika once more.

So, wait, is the match over or not?

Laika returned Ostila’s gaze and squared off against her. Ostila swung a fist straight toward Laika…which Laika deflected and countered with ease!

“Bwaugh!”

Ostila flew even farther than last time and let out a really undignified noise that no girl would ever want to get caught making.

“I, umm…take it that combat isn’t your specialty, then…?” Laika asked. She seemed a little let down by what had just happened. It must’ve felt like a bit of an anticlimax to her.

“Well, yeah. Everyone knows pearl dragons are some of the weakest dragons out there! It’s no surprise it ended like this,” said Flatorte.

When all was said and done, she’d actually done a pretty good job as the match’s referee. I knew boxing referees would sometimes call matches when it was clear there wasn’t any point in carrying on any longer, and she’d done the same thing, accurately declaring Laika the winner before any of the rest of us were totally certain.

Ostila lay face up on the ground, staring vacantly at the sky above her. It didn’t seem like she couldn’t stand up so much as she lacked the willpower to even try. A moment later, she started flailing her arms wildly in the air.

“No, no, nooo! I don’t wanna not be the Dragon Lord!”

“She’s just a spoiled brat!” I shouted.

“But, but I wanted to be the Dragon Lord! Then everyone would be all nice and tell me how great I am… But now I just look stupid…”

She was right about that—this really hadn’t turned out well for her public image, at least as far as we were concerned. It hadn’t been a remotely close match. Sometimes that was just how competitions went, though. Every once in a while, one side would lose in a complete shutout. I felt bad for her, but it was just an unfortunate fact of reality.

And hey, sometimes running face-first into a wall is exactly what you need to help you improve! Just look at Laika! She’s been taking on all sorts of new things for exactly the same reason!

Eventually, Ostila managed to stand up, then took off one of her bracelets.

Oh! Is she planning on asking for a rematch without all her pointless jewelry getting in the way?

Ostila stepped toward Flatorte.

“If I give you this bracelet, will you please tell everyone that I actually beat her?”

Nope! She’s resorting to bribery!

“Nah, don’t want it. Plus, you got thrashed! The match wasn’t anywhere near close enough for me to get away with fixing it in your favor,” Flatorte very reasonably replied. Ostila fell to her knees in despair.

Her reactions have been getting kinda over the top, haven’t they…?

“Heh. I see now. I lost because my heart was weak, not my body. I succumbed to temptation and tried to buy my way to victory, in the process sealing my defeat.”


“Nah, it was definitely the weak body, not the weak heart. You’re just weak, period,” Flatorte said, once again shutting Ostila’s excuses down with a very reasonable assessment.

“Oh, just cut it out! I know I’m weak, okay?! Stop teasing me about it, please!”


“Hey, you’re the one who decided to say all that stupid junk! I don’t care enough to tease you on purpose.”

You’re really going in for the kill, aren’t you, Flatorte…?

Laika, who looked pretty exhausted, briskly walked over toward me. “Lazy Azusa,” she said, “I’ve come to understand that when you choose to welcome any and all comers, the fact that people like her will show up to challenge you makes the endeavor difficult in a way I hadn’t anticipated at all…”

“I know, right? I bet you understand why I don’t want word getting out about me being the strongest witch in the world now!”

It’s pretty much guaranteed that some percentage of the people who show up to see you will be nuts!

“The way I see it, you should pace yourself and keep trying new things when you get the chance and feel like it,” I continued. “If you try to do too much too quickly, you won’t be able to keep it up for long at all. Perseverance equals power! Plus, trying to change the things that make you you isn’t going to get you anywhere.”

Take killing slimes. It’s an easy enough task that you can keep it up forever, if you feel like it, and for some people, that could end up being the best way to strive for self-improvement. Not everyone, of course—just some people!

“Understood,” said Laika. “And I believe that there must be something I can still learn from Ostila—albeit something unrelated to battle, most likely.”

That’s the spirit! I have no idea what she could possibly teach you, but your attitude gets a perfect score, at least!

Next, Laika strode over to Ostila, who still had yet to emotionally recover from her recent obliteration.

“Umm, excuse me,” said Laika. “Is there anything you’re particularly good at?”

“Wine tasting,” Ostila replied. “I’m a licensed professional, in fact.”

Yep! That’s the sort of skill I’d expect from an upper-crust socialite like her!

“In that case, I’d like it if you’d teach me a little about your craft in the future,” said Laika.

“Would you? All right, then—I would be happy to oblige. I may have lost to you, but at the bare minimum, I shall prove that I am by no means a sore loser!”

If trying to buy off the ref doesn’t make you a sore loser, I really don’t know what would…but I guess this would probably be a bad time to point that out.

“And needless to say, to enjoy wine properly one must also dine on a dish suited to bringing out its best qualities!” Ostila continued. “It won’t be an inexpensive affair, I assure you. Are you still sure you want to learn?”

“My personal finances have enough leeway to allow me to splurge from time to time, so I don’t think that will be an issue,” Laika replied. Having a little extra money at the bank really came in handy at times like these.

“Oh! And I also sew stuffed animals as a hobby,” Ostila added.

“I see you’re a woman of many interests… Please teach me a lesson on those, as well, then,” Laika replied.

This is starting to feel less like a proud and mighty dragon’s quest for self-improvement and more like a weekend lesson at a cultural center…but there’s nothing wrong with having lots of hobbies, I guess. Get out there and broaden those horizons, Laika!

Ostila stuck around for a little while to have a cup of tea, then went along on her way. She came across as incredibly elegant and ladylike when she was drinking her tea, by the way, and the dignity she projected struck me as pretty brazen, considering how undignified her behavior had been after Laika thrashed her in their duel.

She’s a nice girl, I think…but, well, a little stupid, most likely. Kinda like Flatorte, actually.

“I see now that the Dragon Lord truly does deserve her title,” Ostila said before she departed. “It seems it’s still too soon for me to think of claiming it for myself. You’ve opened my eyes to the gulf of ability that lies between us.”

“I dunno if her being Dragon Lord has anything to do with it. You’re just super weak,” Flatorte chimed in, once again jabbing Ostila right where it hurt.

“I formally acknowledge you, Laika, as my rival!” Ostila continued.

“You should probably get a little tougher before you try doing the rival thing! You’re just gonna be a nuisance for her the way you are now.”

“Again, I have no idea why a blue dragon like you thinks she has any right to talk about being a nuisance! Also, I am speaking to Laika, not you!”

“Yeah, but you’re talking near me, so I get to talk, too. Go fight a bunch of other people and learn a thing or two before you try again.”

Laika, throughout all of this, seemed to be at a loss for words. This was a rare instance where Flatorte’s nitpicking was probably welcome to her, in its own way.

“Well then—we shall meet again soon, Laika! And next time, I shall emerge victorious!” Ostila declared.

“Just make sure that by the next time you see her, you’re at least good enough for me to get away with fixing the match for you!”

“I am ignoring you, blue dragon!”

I have a feeling it’s only a matter of time before Ostila really loses her temper with Flatorte…

“I hope you’ll teach me a variety of subjects again the next time we meet, Ostila,” said Laika. She smiled politely and held out her hand.

“Naturally!” Ostila replied as she accepted the handshake. It was nice to see that things had gone smoothly at the very end, at least.

And so Ostila, having exposed the fact that she was an intensely quirky individual in her own right, turned into a pure-white dragon and flapped her way off into the distance.

“She sure looks pretty when she’s flying, huh?” I commented.

“People say that about pearl dragons quite regularly, Lady Azusa,” said Laika. “If only their personalities were more properly aligned with their appearances…”

I guess this might be sort of like how swans are surprisingly nasty when you get too close to them, huh…?
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Three days later, Ostila showed up at our house again.

“Why are you back already?!” Laika exclaimed with shock the moment she saw her. This was a much sooner repeat visit than Laika had been ready for.

“When people say ‘we’ll meet again soon,’ they usually have no intention of meeting the person they’re speaking with again soon at all. I happen to despise such empty pleasantries, and so I’ve made good on my word and come fully prepared!”

As I wondered what exactly she was “fully prepared” for, Ostila presented a rather large package to us.

“Here! This is a gift for you,” she said as she handed the package to Laika. Laika opened it up, revealing a stuffed bear.

“Oh, remarkable! This is very well-made!” Laika exclaimed.

“By me, as it so happens!” said Ostila. “Making a stuffed animal of this quality is the simplest of tasks, so offering one to you seemed the least I could do.”

She really takes her stuffed animals seriously, huh…?

“It’s hard for me to believe that this was easy to make at all,” said Laika. “Are you sure you want to give it to me…?”

“It took no time whatsoever, truly. You could make one just as easily, if you learned a trick or two—and I believe now is the perfect time for me to teach you just that!”

“A-all right… I’m not busy at the moment, so I’d be glad to accept your lesson.”

Laika and Ostila spent quite a long time sewing stuffed animals in almost total silence. Most of the process happened in Laika’s room, of course, so I’m not really sure about all the details of what went down.

As I made tea to bring over to the two of them, Rosalie floated in through the ceiling. “Looks like changing her way of doing things helped Sis Laika make a friend, huh? I guess that happens when you have more chances to meet new people!” she said.

“Oh, huh! You know, that is one way of looking at it,” I replied.

“Huh? Why’re you surprised? Was that a weird thing for me to say?” Rosalie asked, a little confused.

“Nah, not at all. It just hadn’t occurred to me. I think Laika still sees this as training, after all, and Ostila thinks she’s challenging Laika as her rival.” The way Rosalie saw it, however, Ostila had more or less come over to hang out with her friend.

When she puts it that way, looking at this as a playdate makes everything feel so much more natural.

“Laika might’ve gone into this hoping it would make her stronger, but I think she might end up benefiting from it in other areas, as well.”

Sometime later, I stepped into Laika’s room and found a spectacularly crafted stuffed bear and a not-particularly-well-crafted stuffed mouse sitting side by side.
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One day when I went into Flatta to cash in my magic stones like usual, I stepped into the guild to find that things were a little different from what I was used to. A huge number of fliers for what seemed to be the same quest were hung up on the job board, reaching almost all the way up to the ceiling. There were so many of them that, at a glance, they almost looked like some sort of wallpaper. The fact that the fliers had both writing and illustrations drawn in red ink made them especially eye-catching.

“Wonder what’s going on…? Maybe this is part of some sort of promotional campaign?” I said to myself.

It was weird for one quest in particular to be advertised quite this aggressively. Plus, judging by the picture, it was asking people to do something by the ocean. I had no idea why they’d advertise a quest like that in Flatta, of all places.

“What in the world could that strange monster be…?” asked Laika, who seemed a little put off by the guild’s inexplicable redecoration. Judging by her reaction, the creature drawn on the fliers wasn’t one that she was very familiar with.

“Oh, you don’t know what those are, Laika?” I asked.

“No, I don’t… But they certainly look unpleasantly squirmy…”

“They’re called octopuses,” I explained.

That’s right: Every last one of the fliers had an octopus drawn on it. I didn’t know exactly what sort of octopus the drawing was meant to represent, but I was very confident that they were in the octopus family, at least. There was even an octopus doll sitting on the reception desk, which made it look a little like some sort of tourism information center to me.

“They are, yes, and nobody’s willing to take care of that quest at all, so we were asked to help get the word out about it however we can,” moaned Natalie, who was stationed behind the counter. She looked exhausted. “A giant octopus has taken over the seabed of the town of Tazine’s fishing grounds, and none of the anglers can fish at all anymore! They asked the guild to take care of it, but we’re completely out of options…”

“The town of Tazine? That sounds sort of familiar,” I said. The name definitely rang a bell, but I just couldn’t quite seem to coax an explanation for why out of the dusty corners of my memory.

“You’ve been there before, great Witch of the Highlands! You remember, don’t you?” Natalie said before lowering her voice slightly, as if she didn’t want too many people to overhear her. “It’s the town that hosted the singles’ party we went to…?”

“Oooh, that place!”

Quite some time ago, Natalie had taken me to the town of Tazine for a singles’ party…but, well, let’s just say her dreams of finding a husband had been shattered. She didn’t find anyone who was suitable for her, that’s for sure.

“The people of Tazine have been raising the alarm about how much trouble they’ll be in if their anglers can’t fish…but nobody’s been able to do anything about it, and the quest has sat around unfinished for ages. The guild’s trying to do everything it can to convince someone to go help them, but this is the most we’re really capable of,” Natalie explained.

“But why isn’t anyone willing to accept the quest in the first place? I’m hardly an expert, but the reward being offered seems rather generous, and I would think this would be a perfect opportunity for adventurers to bolster their reputations,” Laika said as she quizzically studied the octopus drawings. It made sense that she wasn’t familiar with them—after all, octopuses lived on the ocean floor, and red dragons lived on volcanic mountaintops. Their home territories were on opposite sides of the environmental spectrum.

“I was wondering that, too,” I said. “Sure, some adventurers might think octopuses are gross, but you’d think someone would try to jump on a reward that’s this high.”

The formerly Japanese person inside me was totally used to octopuses and thought they looked more delicious than unsettling, but there’d been plenty of people even in my old world who got grossed out by them. Maybe that was the case over here, as well? Laika’s gut reaction hadn’t seemed very positive, anyway.

On the other hand, this was a quest to slay an octopus, not eat one. It would make sense for adventurers here to turn down the latter, but just killing a gross monster seemed like it’d be their bread and butter. You might not get any takers for a quest to kill a cute monster, but this one didn’t feel like it would be that big of a deal.

“There’s a very simple explanation for that,” said Natalie. “The octopus in question…lives on the ocean floor. Nobody can defeat it, because nobody can reach it.”

“Oh! Duh!”

And just like that, it all made sense. Diving down to the ocean floor to battle a monster would be really tough, even for most adventurers. Fighting in the water made it really hard to move quickly, and anyone who went into a quest like that too heavily equipped would be at a high risk of drowning. The octopus, on the other hand, would be perfectly capable of fighting at its full strength. Taking it on could be deadly, no doubt about it.

“Also, we’re not even entirely sure if we’re dealing with a normal octopus or an octopus monster. It’s very rare to find one that’s this large, so we have almost no information to work with,” Natalie added with a tired frown.

I guess you do get technically non-monstrous but enormous deep-sea creatures sometimes. Even if it isn’t a monster, an octopus that huge would probably be just as dangerous.

“A battle on the ocean floor… Just thinking about it gives me the chills. That terrain is entirely uncharted territory for us red dragons,” Laika said, scowling as she visualized the depths of the sea. All the adventurers who’d heard about the mission had probably reacted similarly. Who in the world would think they had what it took to pull that off?

“Of course it would be,” Natalie groaned. “The higher-ups are pushing really hard for us to find a solution, or to at least make a show of getting the word out as far and wide as we can, but I really do think they’re asking for the impossible…”

“I mean, the guild’s network stretches across the whole country. If even they can’t find someone who can handle it, those anglers might just have to give up. I can’t think of a less appealing mission, as far as people up here in the highlands are concerned,” I said. If they were going this far with it here, I shuddered to think how aggressively they were pushing the quest in actual seaside towns.

“Oh, actually, Flatta was an exception in this case,” said Natalie. “We were contacted directly by an interested party who asked us to help advertise the quest.”

Wait, they were? Whose bright idea was that?

No sooner had that thought crossed my mind than the guild’s front door swung open, and Misjantie the pine spirit stepped inside.

“Hey, have you found anyone who’ll take on the giant octopus hunt yet? We’re seriously in major trouble here, man! Nobody can go out to fish at all, and the whole town’s gonna wither away like a dried-out stockfish at this rate!”

Oh, that’s right! I’d forgotten that the town of Tazine was also the home of Misjantie’s main temple. She probably felt like a terrible crisis had struck her hometown.

“I’m serious, man! You have no idea how hopeless things look right now! They only just started working on a project to revitalize the town by offering to train young, aspiring fishers in the art of angling, but now nobody can go out to fish, so it’s all come to nothing! The town’s gonna get wiped off the map at this rate, man!”

Clearly, this really was a major crisis for the town. I was starting to feel a little bad for them.

Isn’t there something we can do to help…?

“Can’t you find an adventurer who can move around underwater just as easily as they can on land, or one who can singlehandedly take on an octopus that’s big enough to crush whole ships with a single tentacle…?”

“Of course they can’t!”

Oops! I didn’t mean to jump into the conversation…

High-ranking adventurers weren’t terribly few and far between, but adventurers who could freely move underwater had to be the rarest of rare breeds. It felt like a skill that had basically nothing to do with how practically capable you were, when it came down to it.

Anyway, needless to say, my little accidental quip drew Misjantie’s attention right to me.

Oh no. I know that look. That means “If I ask her, everything’ll work out for sure!”

“Azusa!” Misjantie shouted. “I bet you can get around underwater like it’s nothing, right?”

“Nooope, nope, nope! I absolutely, definitely can’t! Forget moving around freely—I can’t even get down to the ocean floor to begin with!” I shouted. My stats made me basically unbeatable, but some places were still impossible for me to get to.

“Come on, man! I’m not talking about an impossibly deep, uncharted sea floor! The angler’s nets can get all the way down there in only about ten minutes or so!”

“That’s really deep, actually!”

There was absolutely no way anyone could dive that deep without using all sorts of diving gear, and oxygen canisters didn’t even exist in this world. In other words, spending a long time deep down in the ocean and surviving the experience was impossible. And that’s without getting into the whole water pressure problem, but it felt silly to worry about that, since so many factors made it impossible before you even got there.

“Actually, didn’t you already know I wouldn’t be able to handle this? You would’ve come to me directly if you thought I could take care of it, right?” I asked.

Misjantie and I were pretty well acquainted, to say the least. She was currently running the Witch’s House Café, a business that I started—though the version she was running was operating out of a new location and had been renamed the “House of the Pine Spirit,” technically. Its menu was also so different from the Witch’s House Café’s offerings that it felt like a totally different shop at this point, but the House of the Pine Spirit—or really, Misjantie, its manager—continued to insist that it was the Witch’s House Café’s official successor. Long story short, she was doing everything she could to ride on my coattails.

Considering that Misjantie hadn’t come running straight to me about this problem, it stood to reason that she knew it would’ve been an unreasonable request. My stats—or rather, my human biology—rendered it totally impossible for me.

“That’s…totally true, man,” said Misjantie.

Oh! She actually admitted it. It seemed I’d hit the nail on the head.

“Ugh… Why’s it have to be on the ocean floor, man…? We could fight it no problem if it was flying instead… I’ve never even heard of an adventurer who can work down on the bottom of the sea…,” Misjantie groaned as she slumped listlessly against the wall.

A thought that had crossed my mind back when Canimeow said she wanted to go to the moon was once again striking me: There were a ton of places in this world where you just couldn’t go, no matter what.

Sorry, but I can’t dive down to the bottom of the sea. Having high stats doesn’t give you gills!

Come to think of it, I think I remember hearing that learning about the deep sea in my old world was just as hard as learning about outer space. Didn’t scientists need special research vessels and stuff just to deal with the overwhelming force of the water pressure down there?

“I’m terribly sorry, Miss Misjantie, but so far, nobody has been willing to accept your quest. The guild is trying everything we can to get the word out, but, well…,” said Natalie. There just wasn’t anything she could do, either.

“Not your fault, man,” said Misjantie. “Oh, and here’s the lunch box you ordered.”

Wait, when did she start up a lunch box delivery service?! Nobody told me about that! It sounded like she was doing it as a side business for the House of the Pine Spirit, and also like that was the reason why she’d actually come to the guild today in the first place.

“Oh, thank you!” said Natalie. “I just love how filling your chicken lunch boxes are! They’re a little too garlic-heavy, so I worry that it might not be a good idea to talk with customers right after eating one, but since all the people I work with are rough-and-tumble adventurers who don’t sweat the small stuff, I’m sure it’s not a problem!”

Why did a really serious conversation just pivot to a casual chat about lunch boxes? I’m losing track of what we were talking about!

“We marinate our chicken in our special-made sweet and spicy sauce for a whole day before we grill it right alongside a heap of garlic, man! It’s the perfect meal to get you through a hard work day—it gives you energy to spare, and then some!” Misjantie said before heaving a long, heavy sigh. “Man… Tazine’s totally doomed… It’s gonna be a ghost town…”

Again, all this lunch box talk is really undermining the gravity of the situation.

At that point, Laika seemed to make up her mind. She stepped over to Misjantie.

“Umm, excuse me… I don’t believe that I’ll be of much help when it comes to taking action in the ocean, but I do have a suggestion, if you wouldn’t mind…? I can’t bear not doing anything at all to help.”

Laika really is a good girl, through and through. Even when she knows there’s nothing that she can do directly, she still does her best to find a way to help!

“Sure, man! I’m all ears! You never know where we might find the hint we need to solve the problem! What’s your plan?” asked Misjantie, who was looking way more cheerful all of a sudden. Her mood swings were so violent sometimes, it was kind of hard to believe that people actually worshiped her.

“Engaging an undersea enemy in a frontal assault would be exceedingly difficult,” said Laika. “While I myself am not familiar with any methods that would allow you to defeat the creature, might I suggest that you consult with a specialist in the field? They might have more concrete advice to give you.”

“A specialist? Are octopus specialists, like, a thing?” asked Misjantie.

“I’m not personally connected with one, myself, but I do know an individual who’s much more likely to know someone in the field. For that matter, you might say that she’s a friend of a friend for you, as well.”

Misjantie didn’t seem to be following Laika’s train of logic, and I was having trouble myself. What exactly is she trying to suggest?

“I trust that you’re aware of the jellyfish spirit we’re acquainted with?” asked Laika.

“Oh, you mean Curalina?” asked Misjantie.

“Don’t you think a jellyfish spirit might be able to introduce you to an octopus spirit?”

Misjantie’s expression went completely blank.

Oh. Is she disappointed? Was that not the idea she was looking for?

“That’s… That’s… That’s genius, man!” Misjantie shouted as she clenched her fists in front of her. You’d almost think Laika had solved all her troubles on the spot. She was acting like a member of a sports team that had just won their big game.

I have to admit, I was pretty impressed with Laika’s idea, too. Asking a deep-sea creature spirit for advice was totally on the table!

“Thanks so much, Laika! If you ever need a wedding ceremony, I’ll set it up for you on the house!” said Misjantie.

“I, umm, don’t have anyone in particular who I’d be interested in marrying…so the thought is enough, thank you,” said Laika.

“Okay, then I’ll give you one of our super-filling chicken lunch boxes on the house!”

“That, I’ll gladly accept.”

What sort of lunch box is a worthwhile substitute for a full-blown wedding ceremony…?
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Laika and I made our way to the House of the Pine Spirit. Misjantie had promised to give Laika her chicken lunch box when we got there, and also said she would call in Curalina for a chat. We’d already had lunch at that point, but considering Laika’s appetite, having a post-meal lunch box was totally reasonable. It probably wouldn’t even qualify as a snack by her standards.

Come to think of it, is it even possible for dragons to get full? I’ve sure never seen Laika leave leftovers behind, anyway.

“Do you want a lunch box, too, man?” Misjantie asked me.

“No thanks. I’m totally full, so just a drink is fine,” I replied.

Not that it’s particularly relevant or anything, but the House of the Pine Spirit was starting to feel more and more like a local eatery. There were signs hung up on the wall declaring that BREAD AND SOUP IS ALL-YOU-CAN-EAT! and STUDENTS CAN UPGRADE TO OUR EXTRA-LARGE SIZE FREE OF CHARGE! that certainly did something for the ambiance… This whole place had started out as me trying to make a cute little hole-in-the-wall café, but it felt like it’d drifted pretty far away from the initial concept.

I guess a change in management means a change in atmosphere, too.

Around the time Laika finished her chicken lunch box and started working on the second dish she’d ordered to follow it up, Curalina arrived.

“Jellyfish-fish-fish… I only just stepped inside, and the smell of garlic’s already overpowering… Jellyfish-fish-fish… This is no ambiance for a café. Fish-fish-fish…”

See? She hates it! Who would want to walk into what they thought was a cute little café and get instantly sucker punched with a face full of garlic fumes?

“Curalina! You gotta introduce me to an octopus spirit, man! I need to find one so I can do something about the huge octopus that’s been terrorizing the town of Tazine!” Misjantie said. She’d cut right to the chase, probably because she wanted to save the town as quickly as possible.

Curalina stood perfectly still, seemingly spacing out for a moment. She was Misjantie’s opposite in the sense that she barely ever showed any signs of having moods at all, much less mood swings. Her expression was perpetually blank, and I always had a hard time figuring out what she was thinking.

“An octopus spirit…?” Curalina repeated.

“That’s right, man! I need you to hook me up with one!”

Curalina slowly shook her head. “There aren’t any. Spirits don’t get that ultra-specific. Jellyfish-fish-fish…”

There aren’t?! Really?!

“N-no way… If jellyfish spirits are real, then why wouldn’t there be octopus spirits, too?! That doesn’t make sense, man!” Misjantie protested.

“Whether it makes sense or not, they don’t exist. There also aren’t any sea slug spirits, starfish spirits, or squid spirits.”

I didn’t quite understand why, but apparently, jellyfish spirits occupied a surprisingly important position in the sea creature ecosystem. Maybe they have jurisdiction over plankton as a broad category? That would make them super important when it comes to maintaining the ocean’s food chain!

“I could introduce you to a sea urchin spirit or a sea squirt spirit, but when it comes to octopus spirits, I can’t help you.”

Never mind! I have no clue what determines whether animals do or don’t have spirits associated with them.

Misjantie flopped heavily into one of the restaurant’s unoccupied seats. “It’s all over, man… Time to give up on Tazine… No choice but to teach the anglers how to cook and turn the House of the Pine Spirit into a nationwide franchise… I just have to make it big enough to need a thousand or so employees, and I can hire the whole town…”

Couldn’t you have come up with a solution that had at least something to do with you being a pine spirit?

“It’s too soon to give up,” said Curalina. “Maybe one of the ocean spirits out there will still know something that could help. Also, my information is old, so a new spirit could’ve been established while I wasn’t paying attention. Jellyfish-fish-fish…”

“Established”? Is that really how people describe a spirit being born…? That sounds more like how you’d describe adding a new stop to a carriage route, to me.

“Makes sense, man. I’ll just keep talking to spirits till one of them can help!” said Misjantie, who apparently wasn’t quite ready to succumb to despair just yet after all. That was probably a good thing. After all, this was a pretty large-scale problem, and she wouldn’t be the only person who’d suffer if it went unaddressed.

Laika glanced over at me. She clearly wanted to see how the situation turned out for herself and was silently asking if I was interested, too.

“Yeah, okay,” I said. “We’ve come this far, so might as well see it through! The good news is, I know exactly where we should go to get the information we need.”
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We made our way straight to Momma Yufufu’s home to ask her for help. Our first objective was to find someone who could get us in contact with as many ocean spirits as possible, and she seemed like our best bet. She had helped set up the World Spirit Summit, so if anyone would be connected to the spirits we needed to talk to, it would be her.

“A spirit that can help you with a problem in the ocean? I’m sorry, but I don’t actually know anyone like that,” Momma Yufufu said as she cocked her head.

“No, I’m sorry to bother you with this, Momma,” I replied. “If not even you know anyone who could help, we’ll just have to find a different way to approach this problem.”

After all, no one’s more well-connected with spirits than her. If her network isn’t big enough, then no one’s is.

“Oh! But as long as you’re here, would you like to stay for a meal?” Momma Yufufu suggested.

“Sorry, but we really don’t have time to waste right now!” I replied.

The question is, where do we have to rush off to? I figured she probably wouldn’t know an actual octopus spirit, but I was hoping she would at least know some sort of ocean-related spirit who could help, or a spirit who knew even more about spirits than she does…

“Oh, wait! Of course!” Momma Yufufu exclaimed. “I do know someone who might be able to help you find the person you need!”

“You do?! Who is it? Tell us, please!” I pressed.

“You’ve already met her, remember? The asphalt spirit?”

“An asphalt spirit…? Oh! You mean the fasting hermit, Moryake!”

Moryake was a hermit who “fasted” in a very idiosyncratic sort of way: by sitting in front of piles of delicious food and resisting the urge to eat them. That whole shtick was pretty weird, to say the least, but over the course of talking with her, I’d learned that she’d put a lot of thought into the fasting gimmick and was a genuinely scholarly person at heart.

“Yeah, you’re right! It does seem like Moryake’s probably done enough research on spirits to help us!” I said. Someone as well-learned as her totally could have stumbled across information about an octopus spirit in the past. It seemed worth asking, at least.

“‘Moryake’? That name sorta rings a bell, but I’ve never met her. I don’t think she has much to do with pine trees, man,” said Misjantie.

Guess they’re not acquainted, then. Pine trees weren’t exactly suited to growing in the blazing-hot desert, so that wasn’t too surprising. There weren’t many places where they could have run into each other.

“All right, then! Wait just a moment, please,” Momma Yufufu said in a singsong tone before stepping out of the room. I wasn’t sure what she was doing, but she’d told us to wait, so that’s exactly what I did. About three minutes later, she returned—with Moryake in tow. “Okay! That should do the trick, I hope.”

“I’m told you have questions for me. What business may I help you with today?” asked Moryake.

I know this is nothing new, but boy, was that fast!

I still had no clue how spirits managed to cross vast distances in no time flat like that, but in this case, being able to talk to Moryake face-to-face right away was a lifesaver. Flying all the way out to her desert on Laika would’ve taken an eternity in comparison.

“Oh, hey—you’re the asphalt spirit, right? I’m Misjantie the pine spirit. Good to meet you, man,” said Misjantie.

“Ah, yes—the pine spirit with temples dedicated to her spread far across these lands. You may call me Moryake the asphalt spirit. Now, what question would you like to ask me?” Moryake replied.

I guess spirits introduce themselves to each other in pretty much the same way humans do, huh?

“It’s kind of a long story, man, but to make it short,” Misjantie began before quickly summarizing the giant octopus issue. It hadn’t really been all that long of a story in the first place, so it barely took any time to bring Moryake up to speed. “So if you know any spirits who’re ocean specialists, we were really hoping you could introduce us to them,” Misjantie eventually concluded.

Our whole strategy at this point was to just ask more and more people to introduce us to the spirit we needed to meet. It wasn’t the most complex plan of action, but it was all I could come up with, and if we managed to find, say, a tide spirit, they might be able to wash the octopus away with ease. I could still see a faint light of hope on the horizon.

“I see,” said Moryake. “I happen to know an octopus spirit. Shall I ask her if she can help?”

“Oh, really? Yeah, that’d be great, man! An octopus spirit might know just the right way to… Wait. You know an octopus spirit?!” Misjantie shouted.

Yeah, seriously—what?! I thought there weren’t supposed to be any of those!

“The octopus spirit I know of was just established recently,” Moryake explained. “I believe it was the result of a starfish spirit deciding that an octopus spirit was necessary, as well, or something to that effect.”

That…didn’t really make much sense to me. What would a starfish spirit even be responsible for…? Maybe they’re like Curalina and her jellyfish and don’t actually do much of anything with them at all?

“Makes sense. Sounds like I owe that starfish spirit big,” Misjantie said before pausing. “Wait… Huh? I thought there weren’t supposed to be any starfish spirits, either…?”

Wait, yeah! Was everything that Curalina told us completely wrong?!

“I don’t pay much attention to worldly matters, and sometimes when I’m not paying attention, new spirits spring up out of nowhere. Fish-fish-fish-fish…,” Curalina somewhat bashfully explained. Even if she didn’t keep up with current events, getting something that wrong must have been pretty embarrassing for her.

“However,” Moryake continued, “I cannot bring the octopus spirit here. Her primary occupation keeps her very busy, and she can only move about on days when work does not call. You’ll have to send a letter to request an appointment first.”

“An appointment…?” I repeated. “I guess there’s no way around that, but it’s really gonna slow us down…”

“But of course the spirit in question belongs to the Desert Talent Agency, just as I do. I believe I can get you into contact with her relatively quickly,” Moryake added.

“You’re telling me an octopus spirit’s managed by the Desert Talent agency?!” Isn’t there an Ocean Talent Agency that she could work with instead…?

“Sandy dunes are often found by the shore, are they not? As such, the desert and the ocean share a distinct bond—or so the Desert Talent Agency’s administrators claimed when they founded their ocean branch.”

That seemed like a wild stretch to me, but it also sounded like it was the talent agency’s policy, not Moryake’s. Complaining to her about it being nonsense didn’t seem like it would accomplish much, so I decided to move on.

“We’ve little time to waste, but it would also not behoove us to rush the octopus spirit. We certainly don’t want to risk losing her good graces, after all. I believe we should write her a letter describing our predicament,” Laika helpfully suggested. It wasn’t like the octopus spirit didn’t have her own life and troubles to deal with, so it was only fair to communicate on her terms.

“Really hope the octopus spirit gets in touch soon, man,” said Misjantie. “And that she has the power to control octopuses and move the huge one somewhere else right away, too…”

Misjantie wrote a letter to the octopus spirit right then and there in Momma Yufufu’s home, which she entrusted to Moryake for delivery. Moryake would pass it off to her talent agency, who would give it to the octopus spirit in turn. This world didn’t have a centralized postal system, so there was no telling exactly when the letter would reach her. We could only hope it would end up in the spirit’s hands sooner rather than later…
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One week later, Misjantie arrived at the house in the highlands.

“Morning, man!”

“Oh, Misjantie! It’s pretty rare for you to come all the way out here,” I said. I’d just finished hanging some laundry out to dry and was enjoying a cup of tea.

“We got a reply from the octopus spirit!”

“Already?! That was way faster than I expected!”

Does that mean the octopus spirit understands how urgent the situation is? That would be nice, but we’ll have to read the letter to know for sure.

“What did she say? Is she going to help you?” I asked.

“She gave me a date and time when I’m supposed to be in Tazine and said to bring a few skilled fighters if I can. Oh, and she said it doesn’t matter if we don’t know how to swim…”

Misjantie handed over the letter, which I quickly skimmed. The sender’s name was very simply written as “The Octopus Spirit,” and its contents were exactly as Misjantie had described.

So instead of making the giant octopus go away, she’ll be giving Misjantie the opportunity to beat it up? I guess an octopus spirit probably wouldn’t do anything that would work actively against an octopus’s best interests. Misjantie should be grateful that she’s giving her a chance to take it on at all—she could’ve just ignored her.

“I guess you’ll have to get a team together so you can go fight the—Wait, what’s that look supposed to mean?” I asked. Misjantie was staring at me with tears in her eyes. It was really obvious that she was about to beg me for help.

“You’ve gotta come, and bring your family, too! Please… You’re our only hope, man…,” Misjantie moaned.

Ugh… I knew that was where this was going…

I didn’t even have a clear idea of what the octopus spirit was going to do to help us, so honestly, I wasn’t interested in coming along at all. The look in Misjantie’s eyes was making it really hard to turn her down, though.

“If you come and help, I’ll give you a free subscription to have lunch boxes delivered to your house every single day…”

“Now that’s a weirdly modern service!”

“Well, umm, I’d be a little too scared to go on my own, so let me see if I can find some other people to come along,” I said. That let me put off giving her a direct answer, at least, but I was very aware that it was more or less the same as agreeing.

I ended up heading into Laika’s room to ask her how she felt about the matter—though, really, I knew how she would answer before I even asked the question.

“If that’s the case, we have no choice but to see this endeavor through to the end. I’m unsure how I’ll fare against an octopus, but I’ll do my utmost regardless! Please allow me to accompany you!”

“I had a feeling you’d say that. And hey, there’s not much that the two of us wouldn’t be able to handle together, so I’m sure we’ll be fine.”

I decided to ask Flatorte to watch over the house while we were gone. She didn’t seem like she’d have much interest in seafood to begin with, so I didn’t think she’d mind being left out this time.

“I also have to say that having lunch boxes delivered to our home will be very convenient when the need for a snack strikes me,” Laika added.

I think a whole lunch box would be a little bit more than a snack for most people, but I guess that’s a matter of perspective.

“The two of us should do most of the fighting, I think, and we’ll have to be extra cautious. We’re up against a sea creature in its natural habitat, after all,” I said. I raised a hand to my mouth and let out a shout. “Hey, Rosalie? Could you come here for a moment?”

“Hey! Need something?” Rosalie asked as she floated in through one of the walls.

“I was hoping you’d be up for taking point on our mission. Could you go down to the ocean floor and tell us what the giant octopus is doing?”

“Oh, you want me to do some diving? Sure! I’ve never tried it before, but that should be easy!”

All right! That should make this fight much safer.


“I’m sure there’ll be tons of ghosts from people who drowned who can tell us all about it!”

“If there are, you should absolutely not tell me anything about it!”


Disturbing implications aside, we now had a way of learning exactly where the octopus would be. Knowing your enemy’s position was super important for these things, so that was a relief.

“Okay, then. It sounds like we’re officially on board.”

The moment I told Misjantie we were in, she pumped her fists. “Yes! Tazine’s saved for sure!”

“Getting a little ahead of yourself, aren’t you?! Actually, make that a lot ahead of yourself! We can’t let ourselves get confident until we’ve at least met with the octopus spirit!” I said.

Misjantie returned to her usual self in a heartbeat. “By the way, how’re you planning on beating it, man? Gonna drag it up onto land?” she asked.

“I have no idea,” I replied. “And if it turns out that the octopus spirit is only willing to lead us down to the right part of the ocean floor, then it’s possible that not even Laika and I will be able to do anything about the octopus once we get there. Just for the record…”

None of us know the first thing about underwater combat, after all. I did know one person who was ridiculously strong underwater—Captain Imremico the mermaid—but she was a very try-and-try-again sort of learner, and I was a little worried that going up against a massive monster would be poorly suited to her style of problem solving.

“Please let the octopus spirit be helpful… Please let her be a normal, sane spirit,” Misjantie muttered—which, considering that other people usually prayed to her, struck me as a little backward.
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Laika, Rosalie, and I arrived safely at the harbor in the town of Tazine.

“This place is pretty dreary, isn’t it, Big Sis? I’ve seen livelier funerals,” Rosalie commented from her elevated vantage point as she surveyed the harbor.

“I’d probably be depressed, too, if I was a fisher who couldn’t fish,” I replied. “I hope we’ll be able to fix this for them, but we’ll see how that turns out…”

It would all come down to how exactly the octopus spirit was going to help us. Moryake had made it sound like she’d only just been born recently, so there was no telling how much—if at all—her powers would have manifested yet. Plus, I still wasn’t sure how willing she would even be to act on our behalf.

“I see that Misjantie and the octopus spirit have yet to arrive,” Laika said, glancing around restlessly as she spoke.

“We’re a bit early,” I replied. “They’ll be here before long, I’m sure.”

“Ah! Ahhh!” Rosalie yelped. She’d seen something from up above, and whatever it was had really set her off.

Is it Misjantie? Or the spirit, maybe?

“Huh? Wot’re you lot doing at an ’arbor like this, ’ey?”


Nope! It’s Muu and Nahna Nahna!



“That’s our line! What’re you doing here?! We’re nowhere even close to the Thursa Thursa Kingdom right now!” Rosalie replied, asking the exact question that I wanted to ask. This was a crazy place to randomly run into acquaintances like them in.

“That’s obvious, innit?” said Muu. “’Aven’t you ’eard ’bout the big ol’ octopus? It’s been causin’ some trouble fer the fishers, too, so we’re ’ere to ’aul it off!”

Does that mean that Muu’s decided to start getting out in the world and helping people whose problems she learns about? That can’t be, right? It feels so out of character for her.

“We’ll take that octopus out and whip up a whole feast’s worth’a gems o’ the crimson devil!”


There it is! She’s just here to source takoyaki ingredients!

“Gems o’ the crimson devil” was the name of a dish that reminded me a lot of the takoyaki I’d eaten back in Japan—really, it was totally identical to it. Apparently, it was a traditional dish in the Thursa Thursa Kingdom. Putting bits of octopus into a ball of dough wasn’t exactly the most revolutionary culinary concept, so it wasn’t too hard for me to believe that a completely different civilization had invented the dish independently.

“Octopus can only be obtained from the oceans, and Her Majesty was extremely insistent that we take advantage of this opportunity,” Nahna Nahna added.

Okay, but did you really have to come all this way just to get some octopus…? Not to mention that everyone who lives in your kingdom is dead! Nobody’s even going to be able to eat your cooking unless you call in some living people specifically for it…

“I know what yer thinkin’,” said Muu. “Yer thinkin’ that we can’t even taste the stuff, eh? Well, wa’evah! We’re still gonna make a mess of gems o’ the crimson devil and ’ave a party! It ain’t a gems o’ the crimson devil party wiv’out gems o’ the crimson devil, and puttin’ cheese or ’am in ’em instead of octopus is blasphemy!”

“I really can’t tell if that’s an incredibly serious reason or an incredibly silly one,” I said. Still, I wasn’t about to complain about having more members in our party.

Before too long, Misjantie arrived, as well. She said hello to the pair from the kingdom of the dead, then joined us to wait for the octopus spirit.

That wait ended up being very long—or, strictly speaking, it ended up feeling very long. Misjantie, it seemed, just couldn’t sit still when she was waiting for someone, which was actually why she’d arrived after us. She’d been here the whole time, but had wandered off to kill time elsewhere in the hopes of making the wait more bearable. This was a very personal problem for her, and her nerves were clearly fried.

“Please let her not have just been joking—please let her not have gotten scared and decided not to come after all… Anything but that…,” Misjantie muttered, rubbing her hands together as she prayed frantically. In a certain sense, it was the most religious I’d ever seen her act—though, again, the fact that she was supposed to be the subject of prayer rather than the source of it made it hard for me to figure out how I felt about that.

Rosalie, by the way, had stationed herself up above our heads and was on the lookout for any new arrivals, and she was ready to tell us the moment she spotted them. If anyone who might be the octopus spirit showed up, there was no way we’d miss them. The fact that she judged people by their souls rather than their appearances certainly helped. We were waiting for a spirit we’d never met before, but the moment Rosalie saw someone with a soul that was very clearly inhuman, odds were high they would be the octopus spirit.

“What sort of person do you suppose the octopus spirit is, Lady Azusa? I wonder if she’ll have more than two legs?” Laika asked. A tiny octopus was wandering past the harbor at the time, and Laika was watching it intently.

Isn’t there a race of monsters with octopus legs in this world? Scyllas, or something? I feel like those were actually more or less what you’d get if you decided to anthropomorphize an octopus.

“Dunno, man,” Misjantie answered for me. “I mean, I’m a pine spirit, but I don’t exactly look pine-y, do I? Maybe the octopus spirit doesn’t look anything like an octopus, either.”

Just then, Rosalie let out a shout. “Ah! Someone who isn’t human is coming this way!”

Is the octopus spirit finally here?! What in the world is she going to look like?

Someone really was walking toward us. She was coming from the town rather than the sea, and she looked absolutely nothing like how I’d been imagining her. After all, I’d never imagined that the new arrival would be someone I already knew.

It was Canimeow the moon spirit.
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“Good morning. Everyone’s here already, huh?” Canimeow droned with a very low, dreary wave of her hand. She’d never been a very enthusiastic person, and that clearly hadn’t changed.

“What’re you doing here, Canimeow? You can’t possibly have a stake in the octopus problem, too, can you…?” I asked.

Canimeow was a moon spirit—a very lofty position to hold, even by spirit standards. That said, despite being a moon spirit, she didn’t actually have any powers that had anything to do with the moon. She had a bit of a complex revolving around that contradiction, and she had taken up fortune-telling on the premise that it was a vaguely moon-spirit-like activity.

She had, by the way, actually done her homework when it came to fortune-telling and had even started up a formal business. Despite it having nothing to do with her theoretical spirit domain, she had turned herself into a very trustworthy fortune-teller. (Not that that would matter to people who didn’t think any fortune-tellers were trustworthy, but those people generally didn’t go to see fortune-tellers in the first place.)

“Hey, Canimeow! It’s been a while, man!” said Misjantie. “You’re worried about the giant octopus, too, huh? That’s nice to hear, but I don’t think there’s much you can do about it. Might as well just hang out in Lunar Guidance and wait for us!”

I’d actually forgotten all about the place until Misjantie brought it up, but she was right—Canimeow was the proprietress of Lunar Guidance, a fortune-telling establishment that happened to be located in Tazine, just a short distance from Misjantie’s temple. Though, really, it might be more truthful to say that it was deliberately located near Misjantie’s temple in an intentional effort to draw more worshipers to her.

With that fact in mind, it was less strange that Canimeow happened to be walking around the harbor. We’d formed up into a pretty big crowd of her acquaintances, so of course she’d be curious about what was going on, and since she ran a store in town it just made sense for her to know about the octopus situation.

“But there is something I can do… That’s the whole reason why you’re here…,” said Canimeow. I didn’t know if she’d just woken up, if she was having a low blood pressure day, or what, but she was muttering in a really low, hard-to-decipher tone of voice. Maybe it was part of the fortune-teller act?

“Oh, you mean you’ll fortune-tell up a way to take care of the octopus? Thanks, man, but we’re actually just about to get help from an octopus spirit, so we’ve got that all covered. We’re way past the fortune-telling stage,” Misjantie explained.

“Fortune-telling isn’t my only skill,” said Canimeow, “and now that I know about my other talents, I can’t simply stay silent about them.”

This is weird. It sort of feels like Canimeow and Misjantie are talking past each other right now.

“Honestly,” Canimeow continued, “why octopuses? They gross me out so much, I’ve never even been able to bring myself to try eating one. Maybe that’s why I was chosen, though? Because I haven’t ever eaten them? It wouldn’t be great if it ended up being someone who loves eating octopus, after all.”

“Huh? What do you mean ‘chosen,’ man?”

Canimeow pointed at her own face.

“I’m the octopus spirit.”

Turns out, we knew the octopus spirit all along!

All of us—and Misjantie in particular—were completely bewildered.

“Whaaat?! Octopus? You mean, octopus-octopus? As in, octopus octopus-octopus?!” Misjantie shouted. She and Canimeow had probably run into each other tons of times in this town, so the shock must have been especially intense for her. It took quite a while for her to calm down enough to say anything other than the word “octopus.”

“So wait, man, lemme get this straight,” Misjantie said when she’d finally collected herself. “You mean it turns out you weren’t a moon spirit after all? You were an octopus spirit all along? Man, who knew there was one in town this whole time…? Talk about a small world…”

I could tell that Misjantie was trying to force herself to accept things as they were, but the way I saw it, “a small world” wasn’t even close to compelling enough of an explanation to make this make sense. This wasn’t a coincidence—it was an out-and-out miracle.

“Oh! Could this be why you opened your fortune-telling shop in the town of Tazine?” asked Laika, a look of profound respect shining in her eyes. “Being an octopus spirit, you realized this place would one day be tormented by an octopus and chose to base your business in the area so that you could resolve the issue as soon as it occurred! How incredibly prescient and compassionate of you!”

If Laika was right, then the whole reason Canimeow was in Tazine was to solve the octopus problem, and if that was the case, it would mean that she was driven by an incredible sense of altruism…but unfortunately, it wasn’t true at all.

“What? No, no! Don’t praise me for stuff I didn’t do! That’s so awkward!” Canimeow shouted as she shook a hand frantically in the air. This wasn’t the sort of false modesty where people downplayed the nice things that they did—she seemed legitimately distressed by the idea.

Muu and Nahna Nahna were standing nearby enough to overhear the whole exchange, incidentally, and Nahna Nahna chose that moment to cross her arms and put in her two cents. “Yes—you’re much too inclined to perceive people’s actions in a positive light, Laika. You’ve interpreted that octopus spirit’s presence as a sign of her virtue, but most people would leap to the exact opposite conclusion.”

“‘The opposite conclusion’? What would that be? I don’t follow,” Laika huffed. She sounded a little irritated by Nahna Nahna shooting her down.

“You’ve assumed that being an octopus spirit allowed her to foresee an octopus-related disaster—but wouldn’t it be just as reasonable to think it allowed her to bring the octopus here herself, or maybe summon it? Living by the sea would be convenient for someone who was hoping to keep tabs on the octopus they’d summoned, wouldn’t it?”

“In other words, Nahna Nahna ’ere’s sayin’ that the octopus spirit is the culprit!” Muu said, calmly pointing a finger toward Canimeow.

What?! This conversation just took a nasty turn…

I had to admit it: The logic checked out. If she was an octopus spirit, then why wouldn’t she be on the octopus’s side?

“Moreover, it seems fair to assume that the octopus spirit must have had a reason to spend so long pretending that she was a moon spirit. If her intentions were good, then why didn’t she simply tell you that she was an octopus spirit to begin with?” Nahna Nahna continued.

Oh yeah, that’s true! If she was here for the town’s sake, it wouldn’t make any sense for her to hide what she was.

“And there it is! This? This is exactly why I didn’t want to come out and do this…,” Canimeow dejectedly moaned.

“I don’t think it’s fair of you to treat her so poorly, considering we still don’t know anything about her circumstances,” Laika admonished.

“I’m not saying that the octopus spirit is most certainly at fault, and I don’t have any proof,” said Nahna Nahna. “I’m simply proposing the theory that the octopus may have been summoned by the spirit. As for the truth, well, I’m sure she has plenty to share with us. That’s what you came here for, isn’t it?”

Nahna Nahna was a very coolheaded person, and her ideas had come across sort of harshly as a result, but I couldn’t deny that she was right. Laika’s perspective had been pretty forced, in an unnaturally optimistic sort of way.

“Plus, we ghosts ’aven’t got any reason to be cross with ’er in the first place. Not like we’d be enemies whether she brought it ’ere or not,” Muu added. “Actually, if she could get us a steady supply o’ octopuses, we could work together! Real business opportunity, innit?”

Yep! That definitely all checks out!

Since Muu was here to get octopuses for her takoyaki, having someone who could summon them as a business partner would be a godsend. Why would she try to antagonize someone like that? It’d be one thing if being an octopus spirit meant that she couldn’t let anyone eat octopus in front of her, but as long as she wasn’t that extreme with her beliefs, it seemed like there was real potential for cooperation there.

Misjantie stepped toward Canimeow. “Hey, umm…Canimeow? Think you could explain what’s going on, man…? We’ll totally understand if being an octopus spirit means you have to put the octopuses first, and we won’t get mad at you for lying about being a moon spirit all this time,” she said. All she wanted now was to hear the truth straight from the horse’s mouth.

Rosalie, by the way, had been hovering overhead this whole time, anxiously watching the situation unravel. Apparently, she couldn’t bring herself to come back down, even if she wanted to.

This really is spiraling out of control… I never would’ve dreamed that it would turn out like this! I’m sure Canimeow will explain everything, though. It’ll all make sense soon enough!

“I’ll explain, yes. I don’t have anything to gain from keeping the truth secret. I don’t want anyone doubting me any more than they already have,” Canimeow said as she looked around at each of us in turn. This probably isn’t the nicest comparison to make, but it felt like that one scene that seems to be in every mystery novel where the criminal finally owns up to their misdeeds.

“There’s one thing that I have to make totally clear first, though!”

Canimeow took a deep breath. Whatever she was about to say, she meant it.

“I really am a moon spirit! I’m a moon-spirit-slash-octopus-spirit! I haven’t stopped being a moon spirit at all!”

So that’s what she couldn’t compromise on: her pride as a moon spirit!

“I know I can’t actually do anything that’s really moon spirit–like—I still can’t pull the moon closer to us, or push it away—but that doesn’t mean I’m not a moon spirit!”

Even if you can do that eventually? Please don’t. Don’t even try! The moon getting closer to this planet would be really bad!

“Also, I only became an octopus spirit just recently. It was actually after I started hearing rumors about the giant octopus in the harbor.”

“That means it was just a few days ago, tops!” I shouted. I’d been doing a good job of keeping my mouth shut, but I finally had to chime in at that point.

“Okay, but how’d you even become an octopus spirit? Can that happen? Like, I’m a pine spirit—it’s not like I could just wake up one day and suddenly be a cedar spirit, too!” said Misjantie. That part didn’t make much sense to me, either. The standards for how one became a spirit of something were totally mystifying.

“I’ll explain that, too, of course,” Canimeow said. Her gaze drifted slightly upward, toward the sky above us. “It all started one day when a spirit appeared before me.”

A spirit? Who could that have been?

“It was a star spirit.”

“Oh, look! Another spirit on a cosmic scale!”

“The star spirit mostly just came to complain to me. She said she knew she was a star spirit, but she had no idea what exactly that was supposed to mean. ‘Stars’ is a surprisingly broad category, and lumping it all on her shoulders left her with no idea what she was supposed to do. She couldn’t exactly start moving the stars around or crashing them into each other, after all.”

“Why do all astronomical spirits seem to try to move celestial bodies around…?” asked Laika, who seemed utterly horrified.

They really do jump to some pretty dangerous ideas, don’t they…? Here’s hoping we never come across a spirit who actually has the power to move celestial bodies around at will. And while I’m at it, here’s hoping this world doesn’t get hit by any big space rocks any time soon…

“I could really relate to her,” Canimeow continued. “I’m a moon spirit, and I can’t do anything that makes me seem like an actual moon spirit, either. I couldn’t even go to the moon when I tried.”

She really had tried, and I’d even enlisted the gods to help out, but we’d ended up coming to the conclusion that going to the moon was impossible—or, strictly speaking, was technically possible if you were willing to die in the attempt. Outer space just wasn’t hospitable for life in this world.

“Anyway, that’s when the star spirit told me that recently, she’d started acting as a starfish spirit, too.”

“What do you mean, she ‘started acting’ as a new type of spirit?!” I shouted. The spirit system was making less and less sense by the second, and this seemed like a really important detail, so I wanted to hear as much as possible about it!

“Not sure,” said Canimeow. “Apparently, she just became a starfish spirit one day. It makes sense, though, doesn’t it? Starfish and stars?”

I mean, yeah, when you put it that way. Starfish didn’t have anything to do with actual stars, shape aside—and actual stars weren’t even star-shaped, really—but still, I could see the connection.

“She said that was probably why she ended up being a starfish spirit, too,” said Canimeow. It wasn’t like that was any crazier than how she herself had just shown up one day as a fully formed moon spirit, so I was willing to take the story at face value. “That’s when the star-spirit-slash-starfish-spirit suggested that since there wasn’t anyone working as an octopus spirit, I should give it a try. She said it would be really convenient, seeing as a giant octopus was causing so many problems.”

“And then you just…became an octopus spirit…? It was that easy, man? Like getting a job just because there weren’t enough workers available to fill all the positions…?” Misjantie said with a look of total disbelief on her face.

“That’s right,” Canimeow confirmed.

Come to think of it, didn’t Moryake say something along those lines…?

“The octopus spirit I know of was just established recently. I believe it was the result of a starfish spirit deciding that an octopus spirit was necessary, as well, or something to that effect.”

“She’s telling the truth! An asphalt spirit told me all about it a little while ago! I have no idea how it works, but apparently, that’s just how it is!” I shouted.

Laika nodded in newfound understanding. “I see… So the reason why Curalina was not aware of the starfish spirit and the octopus spirit, despite being a jellyfish spirit herself, really was because they were established too recently for her to have heard of them…”

Right? This solves the whole mystery all at once.

“And so, I became an octopus spirit. But unfortunately,” Canimeow said before pausing, hanging her head, and clutching it in her arms.

“I don’t have the power to control octopuses at all! I’m just as ineffectual as an octopus spirit as I am a moon spirit!”

It’s the same issue all over again!

“I tried all sorts of things to make the huge octopus go away, but none of them worked. I couldn’t do anything at all… I’m an octopus spirit who can’t cope with a single octopus…”

Okay, so what do octopus spirits do…?

Just then, the faces of several gods sprang into my mind’s eye.

Oh. Yeah. It would take a crowd of incredibly half-baked deities to make such an incredibly half-baked spirit system, wouldn’t it…?

“And since I couldn’t do anything about the giant octopus, I couldn’t exactly go around telling people I was an octopus spirit now, could I? That’s why I never told you, Misjantie,” Canimeow concluded.

“That’s…fair enough, man. Yikes,” said Misjantie. No matter how Canimeow had framed the news, it would’ve come across as a tasteless joke, at best.

“The only thing I could think of that I could do was sign up with the Desert Talent Agency. They thought my fortune-teller persona was a really strong hook, so they gave me the okay right away.”

I’m sure there must have been something else you could’ve done before that, right? On the other hand, her having signed up with the agency was the only reason why we’d managed to get into contact with her so quickly. It had worked out for the best for us, at least. Maybe we should try to get all the spirits to sign up with some talent agency or another? It’d make contacting them way easier, that’s for sure!

At that point, Rosalie finally drifted her way back down to the ground. “I’ve been listening in, and there’s one thing I can say for sure: Your soul does look a little different compared to how it used to when you were just a moon spirit! That’s gotta be because you’re an octopus spirit now,” she said.

“Wait, that can just happen?!” I yelped.

“I’m as terrified to hear it as you are! I didn’t notice at all!” Canimeow shouted back.

“Well, I can sure tell! I’m a ghost, you know? Seeing souls is natural for me,” said Rosalie.

Assuming common sense applied here, I figured that a change to your very soul wasn’t the sort of thing that came about all that easily. Becoming an octopus spirit really must have had a pretty major effect on her. This meant that she wasn’t just saying she was an octopus spirit now—there was more to it than that.

“I know you said you couldn’t do anything octopus spirit–like, but there might be something, for all you know! It takes a lot for your soul to change like that,” said Rosalie.

Right? If this were a game, you’d think she’d have at least learned a new magic spell or two.

“Well, actually…there is one thing,” said Canimeow. For the first time since she’d arrived, a smile spread across her face.

So she really did get a new power? Sounds like having her soul changed must have had a pretty profound meaning after all.

“Like I said before, I don’t have the power to directly manipulate octopuses. I do, however, have the power to go to octopuses to observe them.”

The power to go observe them? I couldn’t visualize what sort of form that would take at all.

“It’s time for me to show you my new power. Azusa, Laika—I think everything should probably work out just fine as long as the two of you are with me.”

“I wish you hadn’t added that ‘probably.’” I sighed.

What the heck is she about to do? She’s not going to transform us into octopuses, is she?

“Oh, I want in on this, too! I’m already dead, so no ’arm no foul no matter what ’appens, eh?” Muu said, raising her hand. I wasn’t about to object to having someone as capable as her along.

“All right,” said Canimeow. “The three of you, then. I’m going to cast a spell that’s only usable by octopus spirits now, so please wait just a moment.”

What sort of spell could that be…?

Canimeow slowly raised her hands out in front of her.

“Octo-octo~ Pus-pus-puuus [image: image] Octo-octo~ Pus-pus-puuus [image: image] Octo-octo-pus-pus-puuus [image: image]”









[image: image]








“It’s exactly the same as her moon spirit act!”

Seriously, this is just the “Lunaluna~ Moomoonmooooon [image: image]” song she sings when she fortune-tells all over again! It’s the same melody and everything!

“Well, can you blame me…? This song’s what worked, so I have no choice but to use it… Now be quiet and listen, okay?”

Having to sing a song like that as the incantation for their magic would be downright hellish for any normal adventurer! If you spent every turn in a boss battle singing that song, I bet that before long, the boss would decide you weren’t taking the fight seriously and ask you to go home!

One thing was for sure, though: Canimeow’s magic really was working.

“Octo-pus-pus-puuus [image: image]”

As her song came to a close, the three of us…

…were engulfed by a burst of bubbles.

Laika, Muu, and I had all been encapsulated in what looked like enormous soap bubbles.

“Whoa, what the heck…? Never been in a bubble before,” I said as I got my bearings.

“This certainly has been a unique experience,” said Laika. “Aside from the off-putting song, it’s like something straight out of a fantastical fairy tale.”

I’m not sure you meant to describe her song as “off-putting” out loud, Laika! Nobody would’ve believed you if you’d said it was a moving work of art, but you didn’t have to go that far!

“It’s like bein’ buried in a see-through coffin, innit? What a blast!”

I really don’t like the implications of that comparison, Muu!

“As long as you’re in those bubbles, you’ll be able to travel underwater,” said Canimeow. “There’s enough air inside to keep you going for about an hour.”

“Oh, I get it. This is how we’ll be getting down to the octopus,” I said. The one thing I wasn’t so sure about was how we were supposed to actually move. I tried jumping in place, just to see what would happen, and the whole bubble ended up bouncing up into the air along with me. My body impacting its surface was forceful enough to push it upward. “Huh! Doesn’t look like they’ll pop, then.”

I tried giving the bubble a few quick punches, just to test its durability, and found that it was astonishingly elastic. Whatever it was made out of felt more like rubber than suds.

“Of course they won’t. If they were weak enough to pop from a little tap like that, then you could forget about going to the octopus in them. You wouldn’t even get all the way underwater,” Canimeow said in a slightly boastful tone. She seemed pretty proud of her new power, which made sense, considering how long she’d spent as a moon spirit in name only. She’d finally gotten a meaningful upgrade.

“You know, I bet you could make a fortune if you turned this into an attraction and let kids play around in them, man,” Misjantie commented.

Leave it to her to jump straight to the power’s business applications…

“Oi, shake a leg! We’ve got an ocean to dive into and an ingredient to catch! ’Ere goes!”

“No, wait! Hold on, Muu! I still have questions I need to ask first!” I shouted. We were marching straight into potential danger, and we couldn’t afford to take the excursion that casually.

Also, she’s already treating the giant octopus like food, isn’t she? I hope she doesn’t have her hopes up too high, because if it turns out to be an octopus monster, it’s gonna turn into a magic stone the second we beat it…

“Okay,” I said, “so I get that these bubbles will get us down to the ocean floor. How are we going to float back up, though?”

Going down to the octopus was all well and good, but if the bubbles turned out to be a one-way ticket, we’d end up in a whole heap of trouble. The mission would only be a success if all of us made it back to dry land, safe and sound, and it wasn’t like we could just casually walk home along the ocean floor.

“The ocean floor isn’t separated from the surface by a sheer underwater cliffside,” said Canimeow. “There are plenty of gradual slopes that you’ll be able to climb up.”

“I know, and I get what you’re saying, but that sounds really dangerous! It’d be one thing if we had a path planned out, but we’ll have no idea where we’re going…”

This wouldn’t be like a casual stroll through the highlands. We’d be in totally unknown terrain, and if we couldn’t find a route within a strict time limit, we’d run out of air and suffocate! It didn’t help that there wouldn’t be any paved roads or even footprints to follow back the way we came, since we’d be underwater.

“Oh! I can handle that part!” Rosalie eagerly declared, throwing a hand into the air. “I’ll dive down before you and scout around for good routes!”

Oh yeah! I’d forgotten, but that’s the whole reason why she came along, isn’t it?

“That’d be great, thanks. We’ll be on a one-hour time limit, so try to find the quickest route you can!” I said. Considering the time we’d have to spend fighting the octopus, I was hoping we’d be able to get down to it in fifteen minutes or so, ideally.

“Y’know, if we can figure out where the ingredient is, we can ’ead straight to it!” Muu said. As she spoke, she and the bubble she was enclosed in floated up into the air. It looked even more like she was enclosed in a soap bubble, in a really fairy tale–esque sort of way. “These fings ain’t ’eavy at all! I can move ’em around easy-peasy and drop us down right above the ingredient! Then we’ve just gotta sink down to it. We could be at the octopus in five minutes flat, eh?”

“That’s right—ghosts do have that whole telekinesis thing, don’t they? That put us on a way more flexible timeline,” I replied.

She wasn’t even supposed to be in the party at first, but thanks to her, this is looking way easier than before! I think we can pull this off!

Rosalie dove into the ocean to scout out a return route for us. It took about ten minutes before she made her way back to the shore.

“I’ve found a route to the giant octopus—or, well, I guess I’ve found a route back from the giant octopus!” said Rosalie.

“Arright! No issues, then? Let’s get movin’!” said Muu. She was getting pretty impatient, though considering how slowly and carefully we’d taken things up to now, I couldn’t blame her.

“Incidentally, Lady Azusa, how do you think we should go about battling the giant octopus?” Laika asked.

That really is the question of the hour! I wish I knew, Laika. Normally it’d be crazy to rush into a fight like this without a plan. In our case, though…

“Honestly, Laika, I think Muu will probably be able to drive it off with her telekinesis alone. Let’s just go for it! It’s not like we can practice fighting giant octopuses on land anyway, so what else are we supposed to do? And if something goes wrong, we’ll just run away, regroup, and try again.”

“I see you’ve resolved yourself very thoroughly, Lady Azusa,” Laika commented.

Honestly, it’s more like I gave up on using common sense about all this the second it became clear we’d be diving into the ocean in bubbles.

“Wa’evah! Let’s get movin’! The ingredient’s not gettin’ any fresher!”

And it looks like Muu’s working herself into a frenzy, so yeah, we should probably get a move on.

“Ah,” said Canimeow, “it’s actually been long enough already that I should probably recast your bubbles, just to be safe.”

And, delayed again. I guess that’s just life, sometimes…

Needless to say, the fact that Canimeow had to sing her weird, off-putting song caused another delay on top of it.
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“Let’s fly, eh? Hrrah!”

Muu let out a shout, and the next thing I knew, our bubbles had started drifting up and out across the surface of the sea. Now that we were floating in the air, it felt more like we were trapped in soap bubbles than ever. The one difference was that soap bubbles usually floated upward, while our bubbles were cutting a very straight horizontal path, parallel to the ocean below us.

“I’ve flown over the sea many times in my dragon form, but this is certainly the first time I’ve flown like this,” said Laika. She had her hands pressed up against the side of her bubble and was anxiously staring down at the water beneath us.

“Yeah, I’m having a hard time staying calm, too,” I admitted. “It’s like, what even is this situation we’ve gotten ourselves into…?”

The fact that the floor’s transparent definitely doesn’t help. I’ll pass on taking any long flights like this, thanks… You’d think the view would be kind of fun, but it’s making me too worried to even appreciate it.

Rosalie had taken the front and was leading our bubbles along. “Okay, here!” she eventually shouted. “The octopus is right below me!”

“Arright! Get ready to dive!” shouted Muu.

Our three bubbles plunged straight into the sea and started slowly sinking down beneath the waves.

“And now the seabed’s so deep, I can’t even see it! This is just as scary!” I yelped. I mean, I knew it was going to be pretty deep, but I still don’t like it! Can’t we reach the bottom soon?

“This is the first time I’ve gotten such a clear look at the ocean’s interior,” said Laika.

“Same here, actually. I’ve been to a couple tourist attractions that let you see beneath the surface in a nice, safe sort of way, and that was really pretty, but this is a whole different deal.”

Muu’s gaze was fixed very firmly beneath us. She stared intently down into the depths, looking for the sea floor. It hadn’t really struck me until then, but since she was already dead, this plan didn’t involve any real risk to her at all. That meant she could focus solely on the mission without her nerves getting in the way.

“Oi! Spotted somefin’ below us!” Muu said. “That’s gotta be it, innit?”

Laika and I looked downward, as well, but I sure couldn’t make anything out. I could see the sea floor now, but to me, it just looked like a vast expanse of sandy nothing. The moment we touched down on the ground, however, pockets of the sand beneath us started moving around!

“Are those tentacles?! It’s the giant octopus!” I shouted.

“Sure is!” said Muu. “Not all octopuses are red—or at least, not before you cook ’em! Plenty of ’em’re gray instead, and some of ’em can even change colors fer camouflage!”

“Why does someone who lives so far away from the ocean know so much about octopuses?!”

“Also, the part that you probably think’s its head actually ain’t!”

“Can we have this conversation after we get back to the shore…?”

The giant octopus slowly raised its head—or, well, the part that most people would’ve wrongly assumed was its head, apparently? It raised the part that would’ve had a headband tied around it if it was the mascot character for a takoyaki store, anyway.

“Do you think that’s its full body, Lady Azusa? If there’s more beneath the sand, it may be even larger than I am when I’ve transformed into my dragon form!” Laika said with a horrified shiver.

That thing has to weigh at least a literal ton, right…? I guess it’s true that undersea creatures can grow to ridiculous sizes… Maybe it’s just easier to maintain that sort of mass in the water than it is on land?

“Hoo, boy, that’s a biggun! The head’s the bit a little farther down! Its eyes are down there, too, eh?”

You just couldn’t wait until we were done, could you? Why do you know all this, and why are you nitpicking about it?

In any case, we’d made it to the giant octopus. Now we just had to let Muu use her telekinesis to deal with it however she chose to.

“Okay, let’s haul ’er back up to land! It’d be a right pain in the arse to handle down here, but once it’s on land, it’ll be a snap to take care of—and then we’ll get to ’old all the gems o’ the crimson devil parties we want to!”

Not only has she thought this through, she’s thought it all the way to the point where she cooks the thing! We’ve basically won already… Or so I thought, but it quickly became clear that things weren’t going to be quite that easy.

“…Huh? Weird… It’s…not movin’,” Muu muttered. She turned her head to look over at the two of us. “Welp, we’ve got a problem! Blighter’s too heavy! Can’t pick it up!”

“Since when has your telekinesis had a weight limit?!”

“I wouldn’t be able to lift something this big, innit?!”

“Why’re you getting mad at us?!”

Okay, so this might be bad. How exactly are we supposed to attack a giant octopus when we’re trapped in bubbles?

I pressed a hand up against my bubble’s wall and pushed. It was way stretchier than any normal bubble could ever be, and it actually pushed my hand right back again. A normal bubble never would’ve gotten us this far in the first place, so maybe that was obvious, but I still had to try it. And unfortunately…

“Even if we try to attack it from inside these bubbles, we won’t be able to hit it at all. I’m worried it’ll stop magic from getting out, too. If I tried to burn it with fire magic, I bet I’d end up burning myself, instead!”

The bubbles had gotten us to the ocean floor, but now that we were here, they were rendering us totally incapable of battle—and even if we could pop them, that would just put us in a whole different sort of trouble.

Sure, I’m max level, but it’s not like any amount of level grinding would ever let you walk around in the ocean without preparing in advance in old RPGs! Ocean battles always happen on board ships for a reason!

Okay. How can we handle this? I thought, but unfortunately, the giant octopus wasn’t interested in giving us any time to mull the situation over.

“Look out, Lady Azusa! It’s preparing to attack!” Laika shouted. Her voice snapped me back to my senses just in time to see one of the giant octopus’s tentacles swinging toward me!

“Oh, come on! I don’t even know any spells that would help me dodge that!” I tried to get out of the way, but the tentacle clipped me right around my leg, sending me spinning wildly through the water! “Whooooooah…! Wait… My bubble’s spinning?! It’s like I’m rolling around in a giant hamster ball!”

Laika quickly rushed to my aid, bouncing along in her bubble in my direction. “Are you hurt, Lady Azusa?” she asked.

“Nope! Dizzy, but not hurt at all,” I replied. “These bubbles really are tough!”

Our offensive options were drastically limited, but our defense was airtight, literally and figuratively. The magic that Canimeow’s weird song had conjured up was nothing to sneeze at. I could easily imagine an octopus spirit using it to observe the underwater octopus ecosystem, if they wanted to.

Just then, Rosalie floated into the picture. “What do you think, Big Sis?” she asked. “I can always lead you back to the shore, if you want to retreat for now and think things through!”

“We’ll definitely do that if it looks like we’re in serious danger, but I want to stick around a little longer to get a feel for this first,” I replied. Running away now would mean that we’d have to come right back without any substantial information to work with. That wouldn’t get us anywhere.

Also, what’s Muu even doing? I wondered. Her bubble was currently bobbing up and down through the water, thanks to the octopus bouncing it with one of its tentacles.

“Aaaagh! It’s playin’ catch with me! There ain’t anyone ’ere fer you to throw me to, so cut it out!” Muu wailed.

You know, this sort of reminds me of something from my old world, though I can’t quite put my finger on what. Maybe it’s a little like a scene from a snow globe I saw once?

Eventually, Muu’s bubble drifted its way over to us.

“Welcome back. So, I’m guessing you didn’t come up with any good ways to attack it through all that?” I asked. I didn’t get the sense that Muu had any plans other than using her telekinesis in the first place, so I wasn’t going to blame her for not conjuring one up out of thin air.

“Nope. Nuffin’,” Muu grunted. “And the way it was smackin’ this bubble around, I’m startin’ to wonder what the heck it’s even made of! It’s right tough, this fing! That spirit’s one proper-weird spellcaster!”

“I don’t think that’s really important right now—Actually, wait. Maybe it is?”

I think I might’ve just been struck with a flash of brilliance!

“What? Come up wiv a plan that’ll work on it?”

“Well, these bubbles are really tough, right? Couldn’t we hit the octopus with them?” I suggested. Even if we couldn’t attack it directly, we could potentially attack it through the bubbles we were trapped in.

“That does seem like a good idea,” said Laika. “Even if we can’t defeat it, it’s possible that we could at least drive it away! I believe it’s worth trying.”

“Naaah, way too weak, innit? Try it on me, Laika! See ’ow it works out,” Muu said, turning in her bubble to raise a hand toward Laika and beckon her toward her.

“Very well. Hiyah!”

Laika struck the inside of her bubble with all her might. It flew toward Muu and collided with her bubble, sending it rolling across the sandy sea floor. Laika’s bubble, meanwhile, bounced backward and rolled right over toward me. As it tumbled along, Laika shouted to me in a tone of voice that sounded unusually pathetic for her.

“That single attack made my head spin… I don’t think I could keep this up for long,” Laika moaned. Even after the bubble came to a stop, she looked like she was so dizzy, she could barely stay standing.

“I’m so dizzy I can barely think straight, too…but you get the point now, eh?” said Muu.

“Is the point that both of you get dizzy pretty easily?”

“No! It’s that we were too bleedin’ slow to do any damage! The octopus would just think it got hit by some weird li’l ball!”

I guess you need to propel objects at pretty crazy speeds if you want them to do any damage at all underwater. The plan might have worked out if the bubbles had been equipped with spear points, or something to that effect, but they were perfect spheres. They didn’t even have any sharp corners to work with. Still, though…

“I think it’s worth a shot anyway. I have a plan!”

I pointed at Muu.

“Long story short: Your power will be the key to our victory, Muu!”

“My power to make perfectly crispy-on-the-outside, soft-on-the-inside gems o’ the crimson devil?”

“No! That one’s not helpful right now!”

Also, calling that a “power” is an exaggeration in any circumstance.

“C’mon, it was just a joke,” said Muu. “’Sides, I make ’em soft on the outside, too, as a matter o’ policy. Crispy don’t always equal tasty! It’s just one option o’ many!”

Would you please stop talking about takoyaki for a minute? “I meant your telekinesis! We’ll use it!” I said.

“Wot? Di’n’t I already tell ya I can’t move the blighter wiv that? And I know you’ve been callin’ it telekinesis this whole time, but it’s ancient magic, innit? ’Course there’d be weight limits!”

I smacked the inside of my bubble. “No, no, not like that! I don’t want you to move the octopus. I want you to move our bubbles!”

Finally, my plan clicked for Muu. She nodded excitedly. “Oh, I get’cha now! Can’t think o’ any reason that wouldn’t work. An octopus wouldn’t like a smack wiv one o’ those!”

Great, I thought so! This just might work out!

A moment later, however, a somewhat regretful look came across Muu’s face. “Fing is…I don’t think we’re gonna do any damage to it that way. Most we’ll do is be a real nasty bother an’ drive it off someplace…”

“Sure, but driving it off is all it’d take to solve the fishing problem. Wouldn’t that count as a win?” I countered.

“But then I won’t get my ingredient! An’ it’s such a biggun, too!”

That’s what you’re apprehensive about?! Really?! “I mean, I think you’re just going to have to suck it up this time… There’s plenty of other octopuses in the sea, right…?”

“Arright, fine! No time to be mopin’ an’ bean countin’! We’ll do your plan, Azusa!”

That settled it. We finally had a plan of attack against the octopus.

“Incidentally, I can’t help but notice that the octopus in question hasn’t made any serious attempt to attack us. In fact, it’s been still almost this whole time,” Laika noted. She’d been keeping a close eye on the creature all throughout our conversation.

“That’s just how they are. Even the bigguns’re proper cowards,” said Muu. “They just sit still unless you do something real nasty to ’em, an’ since weird li’l balls like us won’t look like food, it’s ignorin’ us. They’re smart buggers, an’ they don’t mess with ya unless they ’ave to.”

I was, again, struck by how weirdly knowledgeable Muu was about octopuses. Where had she even done all this research? Was there a treatise on octopuses stashed away somewhere in her ancient kingdom?

“If it’s that smart, then I wish we could simply ask it to stop attacking boats, but I suppose expecting it to understand our language would be hoping for too much,” Laika sighed.

“Yeah, it prob’ly doesn’t even think it’s attacking. It’s just playin’. Thinks nothing up on the surface could ever ’urt it.”

Makes sense. I’ve never seen a bird big enough to eat an octopus of this size, after all.

“Arright! Let’s bash our ’eads ’gainst this thing!”

The next thing I knew, my bubble began to accelerate toward the octopus.

“Huh? No, wait! I’m not ready for this yet!”

“What’s there to be ready fer?! Go get ’em!”

My bubble rushed straight toward the giant octopus at top speed! And…

Gbwoing!

…I bounced right off it with a very low, very weird noise. The bubble took the brunt of the impact, so I barely felt anything at all, but the octopus seemed perturbed. It started squirming around restlessly in a way that made me think it hadn’t been hurt, but had definitely been startled.

“I think it’s working, Lady Azu—Agh! Hold on—I’m not ready, either!”

And then Laika’s bubble flew straight at the octopus, as well! Muu wasn’t giving it a moment to recover!

“We gotta make it think it ain’t worth stickin’ ’round ’ere anymore, so we’re keepin’ up the pressure! Get ’er and get ’er good!”

And so the barrage began. Muu slammed us against the octopus over and over and over, which it can’t have appreciated. I had high hopes that it would already be starting to consider packing up and moving somewhere with fewer annoying weirdos who were intent on battering it about its head. Sure, it might come right on back before long, but for the time being, this was the best option available.

The spin Muu put on her throws from time to time was making me really dizzy, but that was something that I could grit my teeth through. The other problem that manifested as we kept our plan going, however, was harder to deal with.
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“All right, ya stupid bugger! Go on, git outta ’ere!” Muu shouted as she launched her own bubble at the octopus—and that’s when it happened. The octopus raised one of its tentacles and grabbed Muu’s bubble mid-throw, holding it in place for a moment before releasing it again.

“Wha—?! It’s only gone and caught me, innit! That ain’t fair!”

Oh no. We used the same attack so many times, it worked out a countermeasure!

“This might be a problem… Our foe is intelligent enough to develop strategies of its own to foil our use of our bubbles… It’s possible that this plan will no longer work at all,” Laika anxiously muttered as she watched the octopus closely.

“Ugh… The bugger latched onto me bubble with its suckers, di’n’t it? It’s figurin’ out the best ways to catch us,” said Muu.

Hmm… I guess giant octopuses aren’t to be underestimated…

Laika and Muu’s worries were soon justified. The octopus had started catching and deflecting the bulk of our bubble-based attacks.

“We’re in it deep now, all right… It’s catchin’ us more and more! Must be nabbin’ us at a seventy percent success rate, by now… An’ it’s not just the suckers. It’s learnin’ to keep all its tentacles ready at once!”

So the bubble assault was a failure in the end…? We’re going to have to come up with a different plan, or we’ll never get rid of this thing.

Just then, Rosalie floated into my bubble. Since she didn’t have a physical form, it meant just as little to her as the water did.

“Hey, Big Sis? It’s probably about time for you to start heading back up to the surface again! We’re running pretty short on time.”

“Yeah, the time limit’s coming up. Okay, then! We won’t come up with a good plan by sitting down here and panicking anyway, so I guess this is as good a time as any to fall back for now.”

Our enemy, as it turned out, was mighty indeed—though on second thought, the much bigger problem was that our options for attack underwater were way too limited. We’d have to plan, power ourselves up, and take the beast on with a fresh mindset next time.

“Grrr! Didn’t think an octopus would be gettin’ one over on us!” Muu huffed as she stomped her foot on her bubble’s bottom.

“Sorry, but it happens. Maybe I’ll come up with a spell that’ll let us move around freely underwater next time…,” I said. It does feel like we’ll need to rely on a spell that’s at least that hyper-specific if we want to stand a chance.

Just then, however, something unexpected dropped down through the ocean, falling right toward us. It was a big bubble—one that looked exactly like the bubbles we were in!

“I see you’re having a hard time, everyone,” said the bubble’s occupant: Canimeow herself!

Nahna Nahna was floating beside her as well. It looked like she was swimming, but considering that she—like Rosalie—didn’t have a body, she was probably just floating freely like Rosalie always did.

“Canimeow! Fighting in the ocean’s really hard!” I shouted.

“I thought it would be, which is exactly why I’m here. Also, I just couldn’t sit still. I’m an octopus spirit, so I had to be present for this,” Canimeow replied. It seemed that she already felt a sense of duty toward her new domain. She’d taken up the post completely out of the blue, but she was a true octopus spirit, no doubt about it. “I have to find some sort of special power that I can use. I’ll never be able to stand tall as a spirit if I don’t! I may not have any powers that connect me to the moon, but I at least want a power that connects me to octopuses!”

Her whole identity crisis is seriously wearing on her, isn’t it…?

“I tried to stop her by convincing her that bubble magic was good enough, but she refused to see reason. In the end, I had no choice but to find the octopus and lead her to it,” Nahna Nahna casually explained.

“Well, it can’t be good enough on its own! Bubbles don’t have any direct connection to octopuses at all! I want something more octopus-like!” said Canimeow. The desires that were driving her were starting to show.

“Okay, but what’s yer plan?” asked Muu. “Just ’cause you’re an octopus spirit doesn’t mean you can control ’em at will, right?”

“Sh-shut up… I just have to try! I’ll do whatever I can!”

Canimeow steered her bubble toward the octopus. She stopped right in front of it, and since she hadn’t approached it at a high speed, it seemed to decide she wasn’t dangerous and refrained from attacking her.

“Can you understand me, octopus? If you can, please react in some way I can understand!”

The octopus didn’t budge. I got the sense all it had understood was that the weird thing in front of it was making some sort of noise.

“I’m an octopus spirit! Can’t you recognize me?” Canimeow continued. Once again, the octopus showed no sign of reaction.

“It won’t recognize her. Bit weird if it did,” whispered Muu. She just couldn’t resist calling out the silliness of the attempt.

This isn’t going to work, is it? I can’t see any way we could turn this around into a win at this point.

“Hey, everyone? We’re getting pretty close to the time limit, so you should probably—” Rosalie began, but before she could finish urging us to head back to shore, Canimeow made her move.

“All right, then. In that case… I’ll try this!”

Canimeow raised her arms out in front of her.

She’s not going to try to cast some sort of attack spell, is she? But it would make sense if she could! Anyone who can make a bubble this tough should be able to cast simple offensive magic easily!
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Nope! It’s that exact same song again instead!

“Would you please stop trying to make that song a thing?! It gets worse every time!” I shouted. I actually had my hopes up this time!

“Hold on a sec, Azusa,” said Muu. “That stupid song’s a magic chant, innit? Maybe it’ll do somethin’!”

“Oh! You’re right, actually… It might still be an offensive spell after all!”

Is it finally time? Is this going to be the spell that turns this around?!

“Octo-octo~ Pus-pus-puuus [image: image]— Oh, by the way, this isn’t an incantation. I’m just singing.”

“So she is just trying to make it a thing!”

Well, that does it. We’re out of options. Time to turn around and—

Suddenly, the octopus extended one of its tentacles out in front of it. It held it up vertically, then bent it forward, almost like it was miming a bowing gesture.

“This is the first time the octopus has truly reacted to her, isn’t it? What do you suppose that means?” Laika asked.

Needless to say, none of us had any clue what the answer was. I had a hard time understanding what people felt from time to time, so understanding an octopus’s mind state was way beyond me.

That said, it wasn’t strictly true that none of us knew the answer. After all, one of us seemed to understand precisely what the octopus was trying to communicate.

“Yes, that! Exactly! It’s been an enormous problem!” exclaimed Canimeow.

Hold on. Are she and the octopus actually communicating right now?!

A moment later, Canimeow started up her “Octo-octo~ [image: image]” song again. I wondered what she was doing for a moment, but then the octopus did the same bow-like gesture again and wriggled its tentacles around in the sea water in front of it.

It’s dancing! That’s an octo-dance!

It wasn’t really dancing, of course—or at least, I didn’t think it was. Most likely, it was trying to communicate something to Canimeow again.

“Oh yes! That would be perfectly fine! Thank you!” said Canimeow. I had no idea what exactly she’d thanked the giant octopus for, but a moment later, it turned around and started slowly swimming out into the open sea. Canimeow waved as it left. “Good-bye! Travel safe, okay?”

And just like that, we’d accomplished our objective of getting rid of the octopus…apparently?

“H-hey, Canimeow…? I can tell you reached some sort of understanding with it, but what exactly just happened here?” I asked. I’d watched the whole thing play out right in front of me, but it felt like I’d tuned out a whole very important conversation’s worth of context. Whatever just happened was a total mystery to me.

“I told it the way it was playing with boats was causing trouble, and I couldn’t guarantee people wouldn’t come to drive it away again. Then I asked if it could go live quietly in the open sea instead—through song.”

“There’s no way those lyrics actually carried all that meaning,” I replied. The only word in the whole song was “octopus”!

“It did, actually,” said Canimeow. “My sentiments reached it, and vice versa. It seems it was only playing with boats out of curiosity, and it said it wouldn’t do it again.”

“No, it didn’t! It didn’t say anything at all!”

“But it did! It told me all that though its dance. I understood it perfectly.”

“Wait. You mean the octo-dance? Really…?”

Canimeow nodded confidently.

“Big octopuses are right clever. That’s probably why she could communicate wiv it. Normally, only another octopus would understand, but I guess octopus spirits’re an exception,” said Muu, who sounded totally convinced by Canimeow’s explanation.

Is it really just a question of whether or not the octopus was smart enough? Sure, Curalina had told us she couldn’t talk with jellyfish specifically because they weren’t as smart as octopuses, so the story checked out in that sense. Maybe octopuses and octopus spirits just had a natural understanding with each other.

One way or another, the job was over. We headed for shore and made it back onto dry land without incident—well, except for the much smaller octopus we ran into on the way, which pegged us as a bunch of weirdos and ran away the second it saw us.




[image: ]







“Ugggh. I know we weren’t down there for long at all, but I’m still exhausted,” I said as I flopped down into the chair someone had been nice enough to set out for me by the harbor.

Laika looked just as tired as I felt, but Canimeow was absolutely brimming with confident energy while Misjantie was letting out a sigh of relief. As far as the two of them were concerned, we’d managed to secure a happy ending to the story.

“Now when the next World Spirit Summit comes around, I’ll be able to hold my head high and declare myself to be an octopus spirit with pride,” said Canimeow.

“Are you not gonna call yourself a moon spirit anymore, then?” I asked.

“No, no. I can’t erase that facet of my being, so I’ll tell everyone I’m an octopus spirit who moonlights as a moon spirit.”

So her primary occupation’s turned into a side gig…? Oh, but then again, her primary occupation might actually still be “fortune-teller.”

“The town doesn’t have to fade away after all… That was too close for comfort, man…”

“Yeah, good for you, Misjantie! I think you owe Canimeow a pretty big thank-you,” I said. The truth was that I’d barely helped at all, this time. She deserved all the credit.

“I owe you, too, man!” said Misjantie. “We never would’ve worked this out if you hadn’t gone out spirit searching for me! Thanks so much!”

She was flattering me, but I was okay with that. I could say I hadn’t done anything myself, but I would’ve been pretty annoyed if she’d said it.

“In that case,” said Laika, “may we assume you’ll still be willing to arrange those lunch box deliveries?”

I see someone still has her eyes on the prize!

“Of course, man! And trust me, my shop’s cooks are all top-notch!” Misjantie replied. I had a theory her cooks were, in fact, former priests from her own temple, but as long as their cooking was good, I figured their old occupation didn’t really matter much.

“All right!” I said. “Guess we’ll be heading home, then.”

“What? No, no, you’ve gotta stick around, man! We need you here for the party!” said Misjantie.

“What party? Are the fishers throwing one for you?”

That would make sense, considering they’ve been saved from economic devastation. I bet they’re pretty grateful.

“No, nothing like that,” said Canimeow. “I’m not formally known as an octopus spirit, so they probably won’t even realize I was responsible.”

Oh yeah. I guess most spirits don’t reveal themselves to people much.

“Come to think of it, where are Muu and Nahna Nahna?” asked Rosalie.

I hadn’t even noticed, but she was right. The two of them were nowhere to be seen. Just as I was wondering if they’d gone home since the plan to capture the giant octopus was a bust, however, I was distracted by a huge number of floating plates that hovered their way right over to us!

“Well, that’s surreal…”

Muu and Nahna Nahna arrived, as well, just behind the flock of plates. “We didn’t take down the big octopus, but we did get our ’ands on a li’l one! We made a whole mess of food wiv it!” Mu declared.

It was true. Every one of the plates was piled high with a round food that, to me, looked exactly like takoyaki!

“It’s time to get this gems o’ the crimson devil party started, innit!”


Of course it would literally just be a takoyaki party!

“Our ghostly powers were more than sufficient to deal with a small octopus. We were easily able to telekinetically carry it to the shore,” Nahna Nahna helpfully explained.

“I guess the Thursa Thursa Kingdom accomplished its objective here, too, then! In a way,” I said.

“Correct. And now we would like to hear living individuals’ impressions of the quality of the octopuses that can be obtained in this region. Spirits like us can’t taste, so it’s difficult for us to judge.”

“Considering you can’t even eat them, I really don’t get why you take this so seriously…” Maybe it’s because taking it super seriously is more fun than being half-hearted?

Laika had already started scarfing down the piping-hot takoyaki (well, the piping-hot food which looked just like takoyaki). “Ah, be careful, Lady Azusa! These are extremely hot, and you could easily burn yourself on them. I can only eat them like this because I’m a red dragon!” she warned me.

Fair enough! It’s really easy to scald yourself on takoyaki, after all.

“Yeah, I’ll just go ahead and eat mine like a normal human, thanks,” I replied.

An awful lot of careful blowing and fanning later, I was ready to try the Thursa Thursa crew’s cooking. It tasted exactly like takoyaki.
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We grew all sorts of vegetables in the garden at the house in the highlands. It was already there when I moved in, actually, so in a sense, it had a storied history that traced back to before my reincarnation. The garden had expanded gradually over the years, and in the present day was pretty sizable. Being a witch, I was always in need of all sorts of herbs, and having the space to grow them myself was a lifesaver sometimes. Not that space was at a premium in this world, I guess—you wouldn’t find many people who lived in seventh-story apartments with zero yard space like I had in my previous life.

At the moment, I was out in the garden with Flatorte, harvesting a crop of carrots. Flatorte, who never turned down an opportunity to exercise, had been eager to volunteer for the job. In her mind, farmwork was just another way of playing around. It was always impressive how she could find the fun in pretty much everything she did.

“Oh? This one’s roots are pretty deep in there, but I, the great Flatorte, would never be beaten by a carrot! Cling to the ground all you want—I’ll tear you out in the end, like it or not!” Flatorte said as she pulled away at a carrot’s stalk, taking great care not to rip the top out without taking the carrot with it.

I was working right beside her, yanking carrots out of the ground and dropping them into a basket we’d brought out with us. “Yeah, this is a healthy crop,” I said. “Just look how brightly colored they are! I think these ones are going to be really sweet!”

“They’ve definitely started tasting better since Sandra started tweaking the soil, Mistress!” said Flatorte. It seemed she hadn’t forgotten how the vegetables from our garden tasted before Sandra upgraded our setup—and, by extension, upgraded their flavor.

“Right? And she’s been making it better and better ever since. I think these will be even tastier than the veggies we harvested right after she started helping with them!”

Back when Sandra had just started living with us, she’d decided to do something about the fact the vegetables I grew just didn’t taste very good. She made all sorts of changes to the garden, from swapping out the soil to blending in fertilizer, and as a result, the food we grew in it ended up being far tastier.

The improvement was so dramatic that even Falfa and Shalsha, who’d never liked eating their veggies, started getting over their picky tendencies. It wasn’t like we could grow all the vegetables we’d ever want in our own garden, and it also wasn’t like the two of them had suddenly learned to appreciate all the veggies I served them, but just teaching them to enjoy a few foods they used to hate felt like a huge step in the right direction.

Plenty of people hated veggies, and most of them didn’t have a clear excuse like being allergic (not that being allergic necessarily meant you hated them—it just meant you couldn’t eat them). Most of the time, people very simply didn’t like how they tasted. It wasn’t hard to see why—the grassy bitterness a lot of veggies carried could be kind of nasty—but the flip side of that fact was that as long as you could get rid of those unpleasant characteristics, overcoming a dislike of vegetables was a piece of cake.

Sandra was still taking scrupulous care of the soil in the garden, and as a result, I was positive our vegetables’ quality had continued to improve over time. Who would know what a plant needed to grow better than another plant? Most plants wouldn’t be much help on that front even if you asked them, but our Sandra was an exception.

Flatorte snapped one of the carrots she’d dug up in half, then bit into it. “It really is sweet! This would make a great carrot cake,” she said.

“At least wash the dirt off before you eat them.” I sighed. “You’re as wild as ever, Flatorte…”

“It’s okay, Mistress! I made sure to brush off most of the dirt first!”

I guess it’s not really a problem as long as it doesn’t bother her. Good to know the carrots really did turn out well this harvest, too.

A little while later, right around the time we were reaching a good stopping point…

“Are you kidding me?! How selfish can you possibly be?!”


…I heard Sandra shouting from somewhere nearby. She was standing in the garden all the way out of the soil, so I managed to spot her right away. As it turned out, she was standing by the onion patch.

“Who do you think Sandra’s fighting with, Mistress? I can’t see anyone else around here,” asked Flatorte. She looked pretty confused, and I was right with her. It would’ve made sense if Halkara had screwed something up again, but there wasn’t any sign of her nearby.

“That’s a good question,” I said. “No chance she’s practice-shouting or anything like that, right…?”

Sandra turned around and stomped her way over to us. “Unbelievable! The nerve!” she huffed.

“What happened, Sandra? I get you’re upset, but why?” I asked. I was still clueless.

“The onions over there just told me unless I give them better fertilizer, they can’t be bothered to grow properly! Who do they think they are?!”


She was flipping out at the onions?!

“I’ve put plenty of thought into the fertilizer mix I give them! I swear, you give them something a little fancy once, and they think they deserve it every time, forever! Who died and made them king?!”

“The onion king, probably,” said Flatorte. She wasn’t quite on the same page as Sandra, clearly, but that was a problem for another time.

“And they demand different things every time I talk to them! I don’t even know what’s true anymore! It’s like they’re adding a new layer of demands every time!”

I mean… If there’s one thing I know about onions, it’s that they’re all about layers… But no, that’s obviously not what she’s getting at here.

“Lately, the other vegetables have started getting a little high and mighty, too. They never used to complain to me this much,” Sandra grumbled.

Apparently, our garden had started devolving into something like the arguments neighbors tended to get into with each other. When I really thought about it, plants in the natural world were basically locked in a constant life-or-death struggle for existence with one another—it was just hard to see it, since almost none of them could tell you about it. The plants in our garden would expect the same thing, so given the opportunity, they probably wouldn’t waste any chance to demand all the advantages they could get. On the other hand, I hadn’t heard any reports of the veggies in our garden having problems with each other before. Maybe this was an exceptional case after all?

“Umm, Sandra? Just try to get along with the plants as much as possible, okay?” I said. “Though I’ve, er, never had to mediate a plant argument before, I’m not sure if even that’s decent advice…”

“Sorry, but I’ve had enough,” said Sandra. “Why should I take all this posturing from a bunch of jerks who can’t even pick their soil and fertilizer for themselves?”

“Most plants can’t do that,” Flatorte noted. This time, she was right on the mark—basically no plants had the ability to swap their soil to something that was more to their preference. The best they could do was spread their seeds far and wide in the hopes one of them would take root and develop in a more fitting environment.

“Well, I’m still through! How am I supposed to relax when I’m surrounded by those stuck-up cretins? Just the thought of sharing dirt with them makes me so mad, I feel like I’ll start building up toxins in my leaves!” said Sandra.

The longer she spent airing her grievances, the closer she was inching toward maximum rage. She was one of those people who could make herself angrier just by thinking about how angry she was.

“All right—that does it! I’ve decided!” Sandra declared. I had no idea what she’d decided yet, but I could already tell she was probably jumping to some sort of extreme.

I don’t think she’ll say she’s gonna make all the plants in the garden wither up and die or anything like that… But if she does, I’ll just have to do my best to stop her.

“I’m living inside the house from now on! I’ll never spend my time around a bunch of leafy louts like them again!”


Now that’s a solution I never could’ve seen coming! How would I even describe that? Would you say she’s moving? No, that feels like an overstatement—going from a garden to a house would only count as a move if you were starting in a different house’s garden. Maybe it’s more like she’s running away from home? Nah, that doesn’t work, either. She’s entering a home, not leaving one. So, I guess it’s like if you get driven out of your house by your roommate…only she got driven into the house instead?

“I can live inside just fine!” said Sandra. “I already spend some nights indoors, since I can’t photosynthesize then anyway. I’ll just be doing that, but for longer!”

It looked like Sandra wasn’t kidding around about her living indoors plan. Unfortunately, I’d never been a plant myself and couldn’t tell how much of what she was saying was true and how much was her blowing hot air.

“Hey, Sandra?” I said. “I’m totally fine with you living inside, of course, but are you sure that won’t be unhealthy for you?”

“I’ll be just fine,” said Sandra. “I can just go on walks outside whenever I need to photosynthesize. I won’t get as many nutrients from the soil, but I can make up for that!”

Sandra seemed convinced, and I didn’t have a good reason to try to stop her. And anyway, even in the worst case, a single day spent indoors wouldn’t be enough to make her wither up. Telling her to try a little harder to get along with the other plants would just be adding fuel to the fire, and I couldn’t even tell what those other plants were saying to her, so I couldn’t be an impartial judge to begin with. A human like me could never get it, so it didn’t feel like it was my place to cast judgment on Sandra’s decision.

“All right! If that’s what you want, Sandra, then go right ahead,” I said. This was a choice it’d be up to her to make.

“Of course I will. I’ll do exactly what I want to! There was never any other option to begin with! Grrr!”


Whoa, there! Sandra really is running wild…

“I’ll be borrowing some space in Falfa and Shalsha’s room for now. See you!” Sandra said before very pointedly stomping her way into the house.

“Hmm… This sure is one unique situation we’ve landed in…,” I said to myself.

“I dunno about her reasons, but what’s the problem with her living in the house? Wasn’t that your plan back when she first came here, Mistress?” Flatorte astutely pointed out.

“I guess that’s true, when you put it that way,” I admitted.

I really had intended for her to live in the house in the highlands with us when I took her in—in the house in the highlands, as in inside. Sandra was the one who’d said she preferred spending most of her time outdoors, and she’d stuck to that position ever since. She was one of those people who’d hold on to things she didn’t really like out of stubbornness sometimes, but I had a hard time seeing her refusal to live indoors as a result of that trait, so I’d come to the conclusion that spending most of her time with her feet on the exposed, outdoor dirt was best for her. At the very least, she’d never made it seem like sleeping out in the vegetable patch made her feel lonely or anything.

The one issue, then, was that all that evidence that living outdoors suited her made me wonder if living indoors might not suit her at all. Some plants that had developed to thrive in cold, inhospitable climates withered away if you took them somewhere nice and warm, after all. The livability of an environment was totally relative for plants—in fact, it was relative for living beings in general.

As long as Sandra wasn’t hurting herself, though, I’d respect her wishes. And of course, if it turned out my worries were unfounded, then I’d have no problems with the arrangement at all. The opposite, actually—it would be sort of nice for her to finally live in the house with the rest of us.

“Guess I’ll just stay cautious and watch over her for now,” I said to myself. Oh, and I’ll talk with Falfa and Shalsha about this, too.
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Later that night, Sandra made an appearance at the table when we all gathered up for dinner. We didn’t serve her any food, of course—she was a plant, so she didn’t usually eat or drink with her mouth like we did at all. She technically could, but digestion was apparently not a very pleasant process for her.

“Huh? Oh, hey, Sandra’s here! I guess we’ve got two non-eaters at the table tonight,” said Rosalie, who was floating around nearby and seemed a little amused by Sandra’s presence.

“I’ll be here every night, starting from today! It’s not like I never came in for dinner before, is it? Barely anything’s changed, really,” said Sandra. I’d already spread the news about her fight with the onions, by the way, so nobody was surprised to see her indoors.

“Sandra’s gonna sleep in Falfa and Shalsha’s room from now on!” said Falfa.

“We’ve already designated a space for her,” Shalsha added.

The twins were both ready and willing to cooperate, and Sandra seemed very satisfied as she nodded along to their words. “I found out there was already a room that’s supposed to be just for me, but since nobody’s been using it, it feels all dull and boring inside. I like this option much better!” she said.

I had to agree. If Sandra had been shut up in her own room all alone, I would’ve ended up worrying about her withering away without any of us noticing. I felt much better knowing she’d be staying with Falfa and Shalsha. They’d keep her safe for the time being. In fact, it felt like we were perfectly prepared to cope with this shift in her lifestyle. That said, I could tell my family members were still a little anxious about Sandra’s insistence that she’d be spending her time indoors from now on.

Halkara timidly raised her hand. “Umm, Sandra? Are you going to be sleeping in a bed like the rest of us? You don’t want to move some dirt into the room, maybe?”

“No, and I don’t even need a bed,” said Sandra. “The floor’s not all that different from the ground outside, anyway.”

No, I don’t think that’s going to fly. Use a bed! It would feel so wrong if you had to sleep on the floor!

“This is so transparently obvious that it hardly even bears mentioning, but you absorb nutrients from the ground, don’t you?” Halkara continued. “And you keep doing it even at night, right? Will you be all right without being able to?”

Right! I’ve been curious about that, too. It must have been bothering Halkara even more than it had been bothering me, considering how knowledgeable about plants elves generally were.

“You’re worrying too much, Halkara! It’s not like I won’t be getting any nutrients at all,” Sandra replied.

“Hmm… I really do think bringing in some dirt might be a good idea, though. You could be like a potted plant!”

“What you mean is that I could bring in the same dirt all those self-absorbed vegetables live in, don’t you? No way am I using the same dirt they do! Grrr! Grrr, grrr!”

Her wild animal side’s coming through a lot stronger than usual today, isn’t it?

“But Sandra, you’ve told us before you need dirt to survive, haven’t you? We can bring some in from far away, if you’d prefer,” said Laika. She seemed worried about Sandra, too. The fact we didn’t know very much about plants at all made it even easier to be concerned about her.

“I’m not interested in making you go that far for my sake. It’s not a big deal—I just don’t want to see those stupid vegetables’ faces anymore, that’s all,” said Sandra.

In the end, she kept that attitude up no matter what we said, never budging an inch. I had a feeling she knew just as little as we did about what would happen in the long term if she went through with her plan, so I decided to go with a wait-and-see policy for the time being.

When Falfa and Shalsha were done eating, they headed back to their room with Sandra in tow.

“The three of us will play together today!” Sandra declared.

“Yeah! Falfa’ll play whatever game you want!” said Falfa.

“Games may be fun pastimes, but a contest is a contest. Shalsha will take them completely seriously,” Shalsha added.

The twins seemed a lot more excited than worried about Sandra’s indoor life, and as I watched them head off to their room, I could sort of understand why. Still, speaking as Sandra’s parent and guardian, I wanted to keep a close eye on things and gather as much information as possible.

“Hey, Halkara? Be honest with me. What do you think about this?” I asked after Sandra had left. We’d had dinner a little later than usual that night, in part to make sure Halkara would return from her factory in time to eat with us.

“Well, I don’t think it’s going to be an enormous problem,” said Halkara. “If I had to give a recommendation, I’d say that you should stand back and let things play out for now.”

“Okay, good to know. I’ll just pay a little extra attention to her, and everything should be just fine,” I replied.

Halkara, however, hadn’t finished talking just yet. “There’s one more thing, but it’s just a guess! I really don’t want you to think I’m saying anything authoritative with this.”

“Got it. It’s fine—I’m not gonna ask you to take responsibility for misleading me, or anything.”

“Personally? I think everything will go back to normal before long,” said Halkara.

“Oh? You’re getting to the core of the issue a bit more than I expected,” I replied.

“I guess! I really do think Sandra will return to the earth before long, though,” she said. “Return to the earth” sounded an awful lot like a euphemism for “die” to me, which I wasn’t a big fan of, but Sandra did literally live in the earth.

“What makes you say that, out of curiosity?” I asked.

Halkara had said it was just a guess, so I was expecting her evidence to be something along the lines of “Sandra doesn’t seem to stick to stuff like this,” maybe. On the other hand, Halkara was a pretty responsible person when she wasn’t drunk, so it was possible she was working off something a little more developed.

“Well, you know how kids her age are! Sometimes they just get set on something silly and refuse to budge. That’s all that’s happening here, really.”

“You think it’s all just because she’s a kid?!”

“That’s right! It’s like how a kid might decide they don’t want to go to school anymore after getting in a fight with their friends. Nobody actually never goes to school again over something like that, do they? This is no different!”

If Sandra had been here to hear that comparison, she would’ve definitely flipped her lid, but then again, Halkara wouldn’t have phrased it that way if Sandra had been around. Plus, treating her behavior as a bout of childish obstinance did seem pretty true to the situation. Sandra had lived for centuries, but mentally, she was still a little kid. That was only natural, considering how much of her long lifetime she’d spent on her own. She hadn’t had access to any of the things you needed to become an adult.

In any case, at the end of the day, our best option remained the same as ever: We would all watch over Sandra and see how things developed.

The sun shone bright and beautiful in the sky the next morning, beaming in through the house in the highland’s windows. It was my turn to make breakfast that day, but as I headed out into the hallway, I stopped in my tracks. For some reason, a stepladder was standing in the middle of the hall—and Sandra was standing on top of it, leaning out the window!

“Uh, Sandra? What are you doing?” I asked. She looks like a burglar who’s trying to make a getaway! Or maybe a window cleaner? Neither of those could possibly be right, of course.

“Oh, Azusa. Good morning,” Sandra slightly sleepily replied. Her face was still outside the window, so I couldn’t tell what sort of expression she was making, but judging by her voice alone, she probably looked sleepy, too. “This weather is perfect for photosynthesis, so I was just sticking my head outside to soak up the sun more easily.”

“Oh, okay. That makes sense… I mean, it really doesn’t, but at least I understand the theory now. Couldn’t you just go outside and stand in the sunlight instead?”

I couldn’t see any good reason why she’d had to break out the step-ladder. Our house had a perfectly normal, functional front door!

“If I went outside to photosynthesize, then some weed or other would probably ask me about how I got in a fight with those onions. That would be a hassle, so I decided to do it inside instead,” said Sandra.

The situation in the plant rumor mill’s more complex than I gave it credit for…

“It isn’t easy to keep my balance in this pose, though… The ladder’s so wobbly,” Sandra said—before abruptly vanishing! I knew Sandra didn’t have any way to use invisibility magic, so it was pretty easy to figure out what had just happened.

“She fell out!”

I jumped straight through the window after her in a single leap, which was easy thanks to my maxed-out level. Sandra was lying outside in a heap. “Ugggh… That was so undignified…” she groaned.

“See? This is why you don’t hold weird poses for no good reason. Are you all right?” I asked.

“I’m fine. I’m not that fragile,” Sandra grumbled. I cast a healing spell anyway, just to be safe, but it looked like she was right. She really hadn’t been hurt at all. “This might not have worked out, but I’ll just have to come up with a new, better way of photosynthesizing inside to use instead.”

“I don’t think you have to bother going out of your way for that,” I said.

“But I do! I have something to prove with all this. I’ll do everything it takes to make sure I don’t have to go back to the garden with those stupid onions!”

I thought back to Halkara’s theory that Sandra was just being obstinate. It rang more true than ever now—she really was driven by pure stubbornness. Her attitude couldn’t have been more childish if she’d been doing it on purpose, and weirdly, I found it reassuring.

I think Halkara might have hit the nail on the head this time. All right, then! As long as it’s not causing her any health problems, it’s time to let Sandra sort this out for herself. Everyone needs to go through a phase when they just can’t compromise at some point in their life, after all.

“What? Why do you look so happy, Azusa?” Sandra asked as she shot me a suspicious glare.

“Oh, no reason!” I replied. “Just be careful not to fall the next time you photosynthesize, okay? That’s all I wanted to say!”

“I know, I know. I’m not sure I like your tone, but I guess it’s better than if you’d tried to tell me not to photosynthesize through the window at all anymore.”

Sandra spent quite a while searching through the house for the best spot to photosynthesize in, leaning out of every window she could get to, among other things. By the time we got together for dinner, she was worn-out enough to complain about how “Holding all those unnatural poses was exhausting,” which didn’t surprise me in the slightest.

“If you’re concerned that plants will talk to you if you stand still outside, why not try photosynthesizing while you go for a walk instead?” Laika suggested.

“I’ll do that if I have to, but I’d like to figure out a way to live my life completely indoors if I can,” said Sandra. “I’ll only resort to walking around outside if it’s absolutely necessary!”

She’s being pretty picky about how she does this, isn’t she?

“But, Sandra—surely you realize we don’t spend all our time indoors, either? We all go outside from time to time. Food doesn’t spring up out of nowhere in our house, so we have to go shopping, one way or another,” Laika replied.

Yep, she’s right about that. She’s not trying to stay inside all the time because it makes sense—she’s just doing it because she’s lashing out at the idea of being anywhere there’s dirt around.

“W-well…I’m still experimenting for now! I’m testing my limits! Graaaw!”

Oh! A new type of growl!

Sandra’s display of stubborn will made me extra sure how this would turn out.

Yep. She’ll go back to normal eventually.

Nobody ever said Sandra would go back to her life in the garden right away. Sandra probably thought that would make her look ridiculous, and she really did have more options she could try before giving up on her goal. It was still just a little too early for her to throw in the towel.

Sandra tried photosynthesizing in all sorts of places all around the house. She even had Flatorte carry her up to the roof once to see how that felt, though apparently, it hadn’t been as successful as she’d hoped—something about it being too cold and the sky feeling too vast and empty. Still, she was doing her best to try out every option available to her.

Finally, three days after Sandra fell out the window, I’d just returned to my room after dinner when I heard a knock on my door. It was a rather quiet, weak-sounding knock, specifically, and I knew my family well enough to know exactly who was outside my room from that alone.

“Come on in!” I said.

Sandra stepped into my room. She looked awfully tired. “Umm, Azusa? There’s something I wanted to talk about,” she said.

Oh, here we go! Is this the moment when she tells me she’s getting tired of living inside the house all the time? She’d kept it up for a whole four days, which was quite the feat of endurance. She was clearly fit as a fiddle, but it was just about time for her to start wishing for her old lifestyle back. I knew it would be weird to praise her for holding out as long as she had, and I didn’t, but boy, did I want to.

“Of course—go right ahead! What is it? You can tell me anything,” I said.

“Falfa and Shalsha are too loud! I can’t stand being in their room anymore, so let me sleep here tonight instead!”


“U-umm…?”

That’s weird. This isn’t what I was expecting at all!

“Those two spend all their time until they go to bed talking about the most ridiculously complicated things! They were going on and on about some formula or another earlier, and I had no idea what they were even saying! I can’t stand being forced to listen to them for another whole evening…”

“Considering how high-level their conversations usually are, that’s really easy to believe…”

“They always go to bed right on time, and it’s not so bad once they’re asleep, but until that happens, it’s the worst! I hate listening to all that jargon…”

Huh! I guess now I know how Falfa and Shalsha talk to each other when no one’s around. They must save all the really complicated conversations for when they’re alone in their room. I’m sure they tried their best to keep Sandra in the loop, but there are some conversations that only they can understand, no matter how much of an effort they put in.

“I’m a lot smarter now than I was when I didn’t have a home,” said Sandra. “I can read and write now, easily! The things they talk about are on a whole different level, though… They just keep digging and digging and digging, deeper and deeper and deeper…”

I bet they do, yeah… Those two are so used to having incredibly deep discussions with each other that anyone who ended up listening in on them would probably feel the same way.

“Just staying in that room makes me feel like I’m going to get a headache… I need somewhere I can escape to when it gets really bad,” said Sandra.

“Okay, I get the picture. You can stay here, sure,” I replied. What else could I have possibly said? Nothing!

Sandra’s face lit up the moment I gave her permission to stay with me. Was listening to Falfa and Shalsha talk with each other really that awful…?

“All right! I’ll just sleep on the floor over here, then.”

“Nope! I’d feel terrible about you sleeping on the floor! Use a bed!” Are you trying to make me into some sort of child abuser?!

“Okay, okay. But…bringing a bed in here would be a hassle,” Sandra said, glancing at my face as she spoke.

Oh, I get it now. I’ve been a mom for long enough to pick up on the hints you’re dropping!

“Okay, then—how about we share a bed for tonight? Would that be all right with you?” I suggested.

“Well, okay! I wouldn’t mind. There’s plenty of space in your bed, so why not?” said Sandra. She was acting like it wasn’t a big deal at all, but I could tell right away I’d read the situation correctly.

It’s my job as her mother to watch over her as she sleeps!

“Wh-what? Why do you look so happy, Azusa?” Sandra asked, giving me a suspicious glance.

“No reason! Nope! No reason at all! [image: image]”

Sandra ended up telling me stories about how she, Falfa, and Shalsha had walked all the way out to the woods and read books together. That wasn’t any different from what they’d done before Sandra started living indoors, really, but that just highlighted how our family’s peaceful little existence hadn’t been disrupted at all. Notably, she didn’t spend any time bad-mouthing the vegetables in the garden.

I just bided my time, waiting for Sandra to finally feel ready to bring up the subject she really wanted to talk about. She seemed to be taking an awfully long time to fall asleep, and while plants didn’t need to sleep in the same way humans did, I had a pretty clear idea that she’d drift off before too long after climbing into bed. The fact that she hadn’t was a clear sign she had something left to say to me.

“So, umm…Azusa? It looks like I start getting tired when I’m away from the dirt for too long after all.”


Sandra pulled her knees up to her chest as she quietly muttered to me. I turned to the side to face her.

I thought so. I had a feeling she’d only be able to go so long without planting herself.

Things might have been different if we’d brought some dirt into the house, like Halkara had suggested, but Sandra had insisted she didn’t need it. I had a feeling that deep down, she hadn’t wanted any dirt inside the house because it would mean she wouldn’t have an excuse to go back out to the garden eventually.

I probably would’ve done the same, if I were in her position. Cutting off your one means of backing down from your position wasn’t the smartest decision, after all. It was always good to have an escape plan in mind. I knew that thanks to my past life, in which I hadn’t had any way of escaping from my own circumstances.

“I see. Does that mean you want to make up with the onions in the garden?”

“Make up with them…? No, that’s not it. They’re the ones who were being mean in the first place,” said Sandra. Her voice grew quieter and quieter with every word, and I could tell it wasn’t because she was drifting off to sleep.

“I’m not saying you have to apologize to them,” I said. “I just mean you could stop fighting, that’s all. You can tell them how you feel, and if you still can’t stand being around them after that, we can try bringing some dirt inside and see how that works for you.”

I didn’t know how specifically talking something through with onions would even work, but what really mattered was that Sandra had only left the garden in the first place thanks to an emotional outburst. I’d seen her shouting at the onions myself, so that wasn’t too hard to figure out. That meant all she had to do to solve the problem was to face the cause of the outburst—which is to say, the onions—and work things out with them. It wasn’t like the onions would attack her, after all, even in the worst-case scenario.

Sandra didn’t need to get along with absolutely everyone in the world. She’d be able to carry on in life just fine, even if she never got over her distaste for the onions. And even if this first attempt at reconciliation didn’t pan out, she’d have a number of chances to make it happen in the future.

“I’ll go with you. And if you talk it through and things still don’t work out, you can stick your tongue out at them and head right back into the house again.”

“If you say so, Azusa.”

Sandra curled up into a ball under the covers.

It’s really hard to give up on something you decided on alone, isn’t it? When a child ended up in that situation, it was their mother’s job to give them the push they needed to take a step forward and make things right again. You had to be careful not to meddle too much, of course, but you always had to be there to lend a hand when it was needed. That’s the sort of mom I want to be, anyway!

Sandra had squirmed her way closer to me, so I gave her a reassuring pat on the head.

“I like being in dirt best of all, but fabric isn’t so bad once in a while,” said Sandra.

“Speaking as a human, I’d take a bed over dirt any day… I mean, really, it’s not even a contest!”

Sandra was just mentally exhausted. I could tell. That had a way of happening when you threw yourself into trying something new. Plus, she’d shifted over to a brand-new lifestyle that made it harder for her to get the nutrients she needed.

“I don’t know if sleeping here will help you feel much better, but at least you’ll be able to get a good night’s rest,” I said.

“I know, I know,” Sandra replied before letting out a lengthy yawn. Whatever was keeping her from falling asleep had apparently been relieved, and before I knew it, she was out like a light.

“Sweet dreams, Sandra.”

I whispered as quietly as I could, careful not to wake her up.

At the very least, don’t dream about getting chased around by onions. That would set us back to square one immediately… No one can help work things out in your dreams, after all! Okay, so the gods might actually be able to, but they’re exceptions among exceptions and shouldn’t be counted.

I was just glad to know things would probably be settled soon. Our moment of domestic strife would be wrapping up without issue.

The next morning, I woke up to find that Sandra was shaking me.

“Hm? What’s wrong? It’s still pretty early, isn’t it?” I mumbled. I could tell from the light shining in through the window that it was still the wee hours of the morning. I usually slept in a little later than this, even on days when it was my turn to make breakfast.

“Come with me to the garden, Azusa!” said Sandra. “You don’t have to get changed or anything. You can come out in your pajamas.”

“I mean, sure, but isn’t it a bit early for this? Oh—do onions wake up around this time of the morning, or something?”

Sandra glanced away from me. “It would be embarrassing to go into the garden when everyone’s awake, wouldn’t it? I know for a fact that Flatorte would come out to watch,” she said.

Oooh… Yeah, that’s probably true. “Okay, then. I’ll come along. No time like the present!”

Sandra and I went outside and made our way to the garden. Sandra wasted no time stepping right up to the onion patch.

“So, hey. About the other day…”

Sandra struck up a conversation—facing the onions, that is, not me. Apparently, that was how she talked with them. I didn’t really understand how plants communicated with each other, but I had a feeling if she wanted to, she could’ve probably expressed herself to them without actually speaking out loud. I was pretty sure she talked with plants all the time, after all, but she didn’t seem to talk to herself on the regular. She was usually totally silent when she communed with them, actually. On the rare occasions when she did speak out loud…well, I wasn’t totally sure what the deal was, but my best guess was that it served as a form of emphasis for her.
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“Yeah. Right… Oh?” said Sandra. It sounded like the onions had given some sort of reply, judging by her reactions, but I couldn’t even begin to imagine what they’d said. I just had to hope they would reach an understanding and accept whatever decision she ended up making in the end. “All right, then. If that works for you, it works for me.”

With that, Sandra turned around to face me. The nervous tension in her expression vanished as she put on a smile.

“I’m guessing it turned out all right, huh?” I said.

“Yeah,” said Sandra. “I’ll be going back to sleeping in the garden. The onions apologized for being so demanding.”

Oh, good! All’s well that ends well! Good thing the onions turned out to be pretty good at compromising, in the end.

I stepped over to Sandra and pulled her into a hug.

“What…?” Sandra grunted.

“You really did your best this time, Sandra, so I thought you deserved a reward,” I replied. She’d tried her best at something totally new, and that sort of adventurous spirit was something I just had to praise her for. I was also congratulating her for solving her problem, in part. “And if you ever start missing the house in the highlands, you can come back inside whenever you want! We’ll always be just a few steps away.”

“I think I’ll be fine out here for the time being…but, well, I might take you up on that eventually.”

When Sandra first arrived, I hadn’t known how to deal with her at all, but lately, I’d started to feel like I’d finally gotten a handle on acting as her mother.

A few hours later, I was hanging up a load of laundry when I heard Sandra shouting from over in the cabbage patch.

“Honestly, I’ve had enough with you! If that’s how it’s going to be, then fine! See if I care! I’m leaving!”

We’re diving right back into domestic strife already?!

Sandra stomped her way over to me.

“I got in a fight with the cabbages. I’m staying inside the house again!”


“It’s way too soon for another falling-out! At least try to space them out a little more!”

“Nobody schedules their fallings-out in advance! They just happen!”

You’re right about that, but you could at least try to control your temper a little!

I’d really come to appreciate just how hard raising a child could be lately.
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One day when I went into Flatta with Rosalie to do some shopping, I happened to pass by a girl who had a very familiar-looking hairstyle. Although all I caught was a glimpse of her hair, I was pretty sure she looked just like someone I knew very well—but that didn’t make sense. After all, the person I knew shouldn’t have been anywhere near Flatta at that time of day.

“Huh? Was that Halkara just now…?” I muttered.

“It couldn’t be, right? She’s at work in her factory in Nascúte right now, isn’t she? You must’ve been seeing things,” Rosalie pointed out.

“Yeah, you’re right. It’d be really weird if we ran into her at this time of day. Still, something about that girl really did remind me of Halkara, somehow…”

“Maybe, but since I can see souls, I didn’t have to get a good look at her face to know it wasn’t her! No way I’d get that wrong.”

“Her soul?! So wait, even if Halkara was wearing a perfect disguise, you’d still know it was her unless she somehow altered her soul, too…? In that case, it really must have just been someone who happened to look a little like her.”

It didn’t seem possible for Halkara to be here right now. No one could fool Rosalie’s eyes—well, no one who was alive, at least. I didn’t even think disguising your soul was possible.

Still, something about that girl had sparked a moment of recognition for me, and I’d found in the past that my intuition was surprisingly reliable about this sort of thing. I turned around and scanned the crowd, searching for Halkara’s lookalike.

“I’m gonna take a quick stroll, Rosalie,” I said.

“Hoping to find the girl who looked like Big Sis Halkara, right?”

“Yep. Flatta’s tiny, so it shouldn’t take long at all.”

The girl who looked like Halkara had already vanished from sight, but she couldn’t have gone too far. I walked around, keeping a close eye out on my surroundings, but everyone I saw was a familiar face. This wasn’t a big commerce center that people came to from miles around, so it was normal for the only people in the streets to be locals. That’s exactly why I was hoping that if any outsiders were around, I’d catch sight of them right away.

Before too long, I stepped into one of the local stores and spotted the girl who looked like Halkara facing away from me. There really was a resemblance, at a second glance—but it was still just a resemblance. Now that I was taking a longer look at her, she was clearly different from Halkara in a number of ways. It’d be sort of hard to explain exactly how specifically, but she was definitely someone else entirely. Judging from her pointy ears, the girl was most likely an elf, and since there weren’t currently any elves living in Flatta, I assumed she was either a traveler or an adventurer.

Only one way to find out, I guess. I’ll just ask her!

“Umm, excuse me! Are you a traveler?” I asked, calling out to Halkara’s look-alike. She spun around to face me.

“Ah! You’re the Witch of the Highlands, aren’t you?! It’s been ages!”

The second I saw her face, it hit me.

“Oh! You’re Halkara’s little sister!”

“Yes! Yes, I am! I came to visit my sister, but I ended up arriving a little too early and was killing time in town while I waited!”

Halkara’s little sister was…well, she was Halkara’s little sister. Obvious, I know, but that was pretty much all I knew about her. Halkara didn’t talk about her family very much. I tried to remember everything I possibly could about her while she was saying hello to Rosalie, but the best I could come up with was that she worked at a nail salon.

“So, I’m guessing you have business with your big sister, huh? Not that you need a reason to go visit family, I guess!” Rosalie said, steering the conversation in a very helpful direction.

“Her birthday’s coming up soon, you see! And mine, too, while we’re on the subject,” Halkara’s sister explained.

Oh! In that case, she must be here to celebrate it. I was pretty sure Halkara’s birthday was still a month or so away, but considering how far away her sister lived, it wasn’t unreasonable for her to be here on a slightly different date. Celebrating someone’s birthday on the actual, specific day could be pretty hard sometimes.

“So I was planning on traveling somewhere with her as our way of marking the occasion! I’ve already planned everything out, in fact!” Halkara’s sister continued.

“Oh, a trip? That sounds great!” said Rosalie. “You never know when you might drop dead, after all. Gotta celebrate these things while you still have the chance!”

You’re not wrong, Rosalie, but you sure picked an ominous way to say it…

“Well, I called it a trip, but the trip itself isn’t the point. We’ll have a goal at our destination, and whether or not the trip is a success will totally depend on whether we accomplish that mission!” said Halkara’s sister.

Huh. I’m not sure I totally understand what she’s getting at. What sort of mission could she be talking about? I decided to jump into the exchange.

“What’s your plan, then? Heading into the mountains to search for a rare mushroom to mark the occasion, maybe?”

Halkara’s sister shook her head. “No, nothing like that. We’ll be able to complete our mission easily as soon as we reach our destination, and that’ll be the end of it! Also, I’ve got some traumatic memories of going mushroom hunting with my sister… We got lost in the mountains—it was a nightmare,” she added, her expression growing distant. Clearly, I’d brought back some memories she would’ve rather ignored.
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Sounds like Halkara’s always been the scatterbrained troublemaker we know and love. Halkara didn’t go out of her way to tell us about all the times she’d failed in ridiculous ways, needless to say. Who even knew how many stories she’d been keeping to herself? Assuming, of course, that she even saw them as failures at all—it was easy to believe she just didn’t think of them like that. Or maybe she forgot about them too quickly to learn from them. The more I thought about it, the more likely that last option seemed.

“You’re right about us heading for the mountains, though!” Halkara’s sister continued. “It’s in a place called Gesené River Valley in the next province over! It’s not too ridiculously far from here, so I thought it would make for a perfect trip!”

“That makes sense. That sounds like it’d be a little far to travel on foot, but if you hitch a ride with one of our dragons, it’ll probably only be about two hours each way,” I said, consulting my rather rough internal map as I visualized the path they’d take.

I didn’t remember the region she was talking about in incredible detail, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t too far away. They could make it there and back again as a day trip without issue. Considering Halkara’s sister had already met Laika and Flatorte, I was sure she knew that traveling by dragon was an option. She’d probably been assuming that was how she’d make the trip.

“Exactly!” said Halkara’s sister. “There aren’t any open spaces where a dragon could touch down right at our destination, though, so I’m planning on having them drop us off nearby, where we’ll be able to take a carriage the rest of the way. Counting the time it’ll take to make that transfer, it should be about a two-hour trip.”

Nice! I had a pretty solid handle on their destination, but there was still one thing I was curious about. “So, considering how you’ve been dancing around your actual final destination, I’m guessing you’re trying to keep it secret?” I asked.

“How very perceptive of you!” Halkara’s sister said as she gave me an enthusiastic thumbs-up. “These things are always more fun when they’re a surprise, aren’t they? I want to keep my sister from finding out where exactly we’re going, if possible, so I hope I can count on you to help keep her in the dark!”

“You’re up to some real mischief, huh? I guess that’s just how it goes between sisters, though.”

I’d technically visited Halkara’s family in the Wellbranch Marquessate once, and I’d gotten the sense that she and her relatives got along perfectly well. Her family members had struck me as a bunch of troublemakers, sure, and calling them “idiosyncratic” would be putting it very lightly, but they still seemed like good people at the end of the day, and she was on perfectly decent terms with them. As such, I didn’t see any reason to not cooperate with her sister when it came to celebrating Halkara’s birthday.

“Also, I’d love it if you and your family could join us, as well!”

“Oh. Right… But, I mean, wouldn’t you rather it just be you and your sister?” I suggested. The two of them barely had any chances to see each other, so you’d think they would want some time alone.

“Oh, no—if I said I wanted to go somewhere with just the two of us, my sister would definitely get suspicious! The more people who come along, the more likely she’ll be to fall for it!”

“So you’re using us as camouflage, huh…? I guess that wouldn’t cause any real problems for us, so works for me.”

“Thank you very much! I’m afraid the details are top secret, though, so I won’t tell any of you about them, either!”

“Yeah, I sort of figured. We’ll leave the planning to you,” I said. If I knew what Halkara’s sister was trying to pull, there was a chance I’d end up feeling guilty for keeping it from Halkara. There was also a real chance I’d be happier not knowing where exactly we were going. “As long as nothing seems dangerous, I won’t interfere! If there’s anything you want me to help with, though, just say the word.”

A very serious look came across Halkara’s sister’s face. She froze, not moving an inch.

“It…shouldn’t be dangerous. Mostly. Probably. We’ll be fine, I’m pretty sure…”

“Okay, so it’ll be super dangerous! I think I get the picture!”

At the bare minimum, it seemed clear the trip wouldn’t be perfectly safe.

“Oh, don’t worry! It won’t be that dangerous! It’s not like you’ll have to catch a venomous snake barehanded or anything like that! And I’m coming along, too, aren’t I? No way I’d do that if I thought it was seriously risky!” Halkara’s sister added.

Uh, hmm… I was still a little apprehensive, but at the end of the day this was a family matter for Halkara. It didn’t quite feel like my place to question it too deeply.

“The thing we’ll be doing is run by a genuine business—you have to pay for it and everything! They wouldn’t be able to stay afloat if their patrons kept getting brutalized. I have faith in them!”

“In that case, I guess it’ll probably be fine. It’s hard to come down on it too hard when I don’t even know what it is,” I conceded. I still had my concerns, but since I didn’t get the sense that Halkara’s sister was lying to me, I decided to trust in her judgment for now.

“So, when’re you planning on going to this Gesené River Valley place?” asked Rosalie.

“Tomorrow!” said Halkara’s sister. “I’m making my sister take a day off from work!”

Really strong-arming her into this, aren’t you?!

“I’m using my paid leave for this trip, so there’s no time to waste. She won’t be able to argue when I tell her that! Plus, this really is supposed to be a celebration of her birthday. Rumor has it that taking part in this activity gives your luck an incredible boost, so it could actually be good for her business in the long run!”

It felt like she was feeding me a lot of very convenient half-truths, but she had certainly come a long way for this, so I did my best to give her the benefit of the doubt.

“Okay, then—you should stay at our place tonight,” I suggested. “Is there anything in particular you want for dinner?”

It’s time to turn up the hospitality! Can’t let her think her sister’s living in a household that doesn’t know how to take care of guests. Hopefully she’ll come out of this visit with the impression that Halkara’s living in an environment that lets her dedicate herself to her work.

“Oooh—I could really go for some kingshrooms right now! Or maybe archbishop caps?”

“I was actually asking about dishes, not ingredients!” Also, I have no clue where I’d even find either of those!

And so, Halkara’s sister came to stay in the house in the highlands.
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After we got home, Halkara’s sister took some time to paint Falfa and Shalsha’s nails for them.

“I didn’t bring all my tools with me, so I had to go with a slightly subdued design. I hope you don’t mind! If you ever want to be really fashionable, feel free to stop by the store sometime!” said Halkara’s sister.

“Oh, wooow, they’re so pretty! Thanks!”


Falfa’s eyes sparkled with glee as she inspected her fingernails.

Even kids love getting prettied up sometimes, huh? I was a total amateur when it came to that sort of thing, and I wouldn’t have known where to start giving a manicure, so I was glad Halkara’s sister had stopped by and given the twins the opportunity to experience it.

Shalsha, meanwhile, was studying her newly painted fingernails very closely.

“It’s difficult to believe that fingernails this dazzling could be mine. There’s something almost magical about makeup’s effects…”


Her reaction seemed more astonished than happy, but that said, I was pretty sure she wasn’t totally disinterested in fashion deep down. If she really hadn’t cared at all, she wouldn’t have accepted Halkara’s sister’s offer.

That’s what Sandra did, incidentally—she’d shot it down with a very blunt “No.” I assumed going in and out of the dirt wouldn’t be good for painted nails. It seemed like moving around underground would peel off the nail polish really easily, after all. That probably wasn’t the primary reason, of course. She really just didn’t seem to care about makeup at all.

After finishing up the manicures, Halkara’s sister played with the girls while I got dinner ready. They ended up sitting at the table, playing a card game. My daughters seemed more high-energy than ever thanks to our houseguest, and it was really nice to see them having a blast with her.

“Oh, yikes! I lost again… Hey, can we try playing something a little more luck-based next?” Halkara’s sister asked in a worn-out tone.

“If a game’s outcome is determined solely by luck, it’s hardly a game at all. It devalues the gameplay aspect of the experience considerably,” said Shalsha.

“It’s okay—you’ve been putting up a really good fight! Keep trying, and you might win next time!” Falfa added.

You two can only talk like that because you are great at games, you know? Their memories were incredible, and if you underestimated them because they were kids, you’d be on a one-way track to a humiliating loss.

Even Sandra was really into the game this time—in her words, “Having a fourth player as an irregular element means I have a higher chance of winning than usual. Let’s play another round!” Normally, Falfa and Shalsha’s in-depth grasp of strategies let them dominate the games they played, but Halkara’s sister being added into the mix was making it harder for them to keep up that advantage, and Sandra was eager to claim what victories she could.

“All right, then—I’m winning next time! I’ll teach you not to underestimate an adult!” said Halkara’s sister, right before losing spectacularly again. She was already fitting into the family dynamic in a way that reminded me a lot of Halkara. They were both really unreserved, I guess.

Flatorte was technically on dinner duty that night, but since Halkara’s sister would be joining us, I decided to step in and give her a hand. We also decided to make dinner a little later than usual, since it just made sense to wait to eat until Halkara was home.

“The Gesené River Valley. Where have I heard that name before?” I muttered to myself as I washed some vegetables.

“River valleys are usually in mountains, right? Maybe people raft down the river?” Flatorte suggested.

“Yeah, could be,” I said. It seemed pretty plausible, and it would fit in nicely with the plan as she’d explained it to me. Rafting down a mountain stream would always involve a few risks, and if someone was really danger-averse, they might refuse to come along if you told them that was what you were doing. It also fit with it being an activity that Halkara and her sister could both participate in. River rafts could fit quite a few people, so maybe the plan was for them to ride one together?

All that said, I decided to hold off on theorizing any further. I didn’t want to dig too deep and accidentally spoil the surprise. Halkara’s sister had told us the place’s name, so speculating about that felt like fair game. But I wouldn’t be looking up anything more detailed about it.

Eventually, Laika brought Halkara home for the evening.

“I’m home—Wait, what are you doing here?!”

It wasn’t hard to tell that Halkara was shocked by her sister’s appearance. I didn’t even have to ask to know that her sister hadn’t said a word about coming to visit—though then again, the fact that I hadn’t been told she’d be showing up was already pretty clear proof of that.

“Hey! It’s been ages!” said Halkara’s sister. “I know your birthday’s coming up soon, so I decided to take a trip out here to give you a present!”

“A birthday present…?” said Halkara. “I know I shouldn’t get my hopes up…but are you finally going to pay me back for all the times I footed the bill for our family meals?”

What sort of present is that? Too real!

“You’ll have to come with me to a particular place tomorrow for me to give it to you, though, so take the day off, okay?”

“Are you serious?! I have responsibilities, you know?! Oh, but you would’ve had to take time off, too, wouldn’t you? I guess I’ll play along, in that case…”

She let that happen a lot easier than I expected! I guess she can’t help but dote on her little sister sometimes.

“After all, who knows what you’d do later on if I turned you down? Giving up and going along with your plan is way less scary,” Halkara continued.

Or maybe she just doesn’t trust her sister at all…

All questions of her motivations aside, the plan was now settled. Tomorrow, Halkara would be going to the Gesené River Valley.

“Great!” said Halkara’s sister. “It’s time for a family trip! We’re hitting up the river valley together!”
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The next day, we all climbed aboard Laika and Flatorte to fly out to the entrance to the Gesené River Valley.

“It’s a little too tight for dragons to get into the valley past here, so we’ll have to swap over to a carriage for the rest of the trip!” Halkara’s sister enthusiastically explained.

Right, she did mention dragons couldn’t get there directly.

A moment later, Halkara’s sister pulled out a bundle of what looked like strips of black cloth. “Here, everyone! Wear these!” she said.

“What are they?” I asked.

“Blindfolds! Can’t ruin the surprise, after all!”

“Wait… This isn’t a joke? You actually mean it?! Oh, I have a terrible feeling about where this is going now!” Halkara moaned with a bitter frown. It was an expression that told me this wasn’t the first time her sister had put her through something like this, and it hadn’t ended well for her previously. From what I’d seen of her personality so far, that was easy for me to believe. “She’s plotting something. There’s no doubt about it—it’s written all over her face! Ugggh, please, no! I took time off work for this, for goodness’s sake!”

“Oh, stop worrying! I’ll wear one, too, see? Go on, cover ’em up!” Halkara’s sister said as she held a blindfold out to Halkara.

She was so prepared for this that it was starting to scare me a little, as well. Just what on earth is she leading us into…?

“I’m not going to run away after coming this far, you know? Can’t we leave the blindfolds off?” asked Halkara.

“Nope!” said her sister. “This is part of the birthday present! It’s not optional!”

“I hope you don’t think you can get away with anything by saying it’s a birthday present. This is birthday harassment!”

I’m not convinced that’s a real thing…

For all her complaining, Halkara did put the blindfold on in the end. Laika let out a quiet chuckle as Halkara tied it on.

“What exactly is funny about this, Laika?” Halkara grumbled. “You definitely just laughed at me, didn’t you? That was one of those laughs that happens when you try to hold it in but can’t help yourself, wasn’t it?!”

“Excuse me…,” said Laika. “It’s just…the design of your mask was so amusing, that’s all…”

No kidding! Halkara’s blindfold had a set of sleepy, dopey-looking eyes drawn on it right above where her actual eyes would be!

“Yeah, what a weird blindfold! It makes you look really dumb, Halkara,” Flatorte jabbed.

“Agggh! I thought we were here to celebrate my birthday, but I’m getting made into a laughingstock instead… I swear I can feel my luck draining away from me whenever my family’s around…”

You know, I’m pretty sure I saw novelty stores selling eye masks that were a lot like that blindfold back in my old world… Also, stupid stuff like that cracks Laika up surprisingly easily, doesn’t it?

“You know what? At this point, what’s a silly blindfold even matter? Putting up with this is nothing! Just drag me off to our destination, please!” Halkara grumbled. She would complain day in and day out, but she never went quite far enough with it to actually make it seem like she wasn’t okay with what was happening. I had a feeling this was how the two of them had always interacted, back when Halkara lived in the Wellbranch Marquessate.

“Oh!” said Halkara’s sister. “One thing, though—it would be dangerous to wear the blindfolds while we’re waiting for the carriage, so you can go ahead and keep them off until after we’ve boarded. You should take yours off, Halkara.”

“You couldn’t have just waited until then to give it to me?!”

You know, this is probably how sisterly relationships are supposed to be, I thought as I watched the two of them banter. There would certainly be times when they genuinely got on each other’s nerves, but that’s just how it goes with family every now and again. It would’ve been weird if they didn’t have their little spats.

The carriage arrived, and we put our blindfolds on after climbing aboard.

“Hmm… Riding a carriage across rough terrain’s actually pretty scary when you can’t see anything, huh…?” I commented. It reminded me a little of the time we went to an underground city in the demon realm. That trip had involved an extended ride through pitch-blackness, as well…

Incidentally, I was pretty sure my blindfold had a weird face drawn on it, as well, but I didn’t bother looking to see what it was before I put it on. We were all wearing them, so it wasn’t like anyone would laugh at me for it—and if someone did, that meant they were probably cheating by not wearing theirs properly.

“This shaking is unsettlingly strong, Lady Azusa…,” said Laika. “I close my eyes to focus my will fairly regularly, but I’m not used to doing it in such unstable conditions…”

Laika, apparently, wasn’t very good at dealing with this sort of situation. I had the sense Flatorte was actually better at handling unexpected and unwelcome developments, though that might’ve had less to do with her being prepared for them and more with her refusing to take anything too seriously. Everyone from her blue dragon village took life on with the same attitude of carefree indifference that she did, in fact. A little trial like this wouldn’t even make them flinch.

On the other hand, you’d think Flatorte would be mocking Laika for being a wimp right about now. Maybe she’s not handling this as well as I thought she would?

“Hey, how are you doing, Flatorte?” I asked.

“…Zzz. Zzz…”

“She’s asleep?!”

That explains it! Can’t mock someone when you’re unconscious!

“Some passengers on long-distance carriage rides specifically blindfold themselves for the sake of sleeping easier, Mom. It’s not too surprising that one of us would drift off,” Shalsha helpfully commented.

“Good point, Shalsha. I guess one of these would be helpful if we were trying to sleep. Actually, I think that’s one of the only reasons why you’d use one of these on yourself.”

It also feels an awful lot like how someone on an overnight bus would use an eye mask…

The carriage kept driving along, traveling a seemingly narrow and extremely winding road. All those curves had me wondering how anyone could sleep during this ride, blindfolded or not…

Eventually, Halkara’s sister spoke up. “We’re here, everyone!” she shouted.

I took that as the signal to finally pull off my blindfold. Seeing as we’d reached our destination, I assumed it wouldn’t be a problem for me to look around anymore.

At a glance, I could tell we were near the top of a cliff overlooking a very deep ravine. The cliff’s edge was just a little to my right, and I could see a river running far, far down below us. A rope bridge was also strung up across the valley just a short distance away.

Considering how narrow the cliffside path was on both sides of the valley, I could see why landing a dragon here would’ve been a tall order. The carriage must have been driving with its left wheels practically scraping the cliffside and its right wheels practically dangling off into the valley. I might’ve been terrified that we’d fall into the valley if it hadn’t been for our blindfolds.

It was a pretty picturesque valley, all around, but the weird thing was, that was all it seemed to be. I could see it being a decent place to go sightseeing, mind you—it was a beautiful place—but I had a hard time believing Halkara’s sister would have brought her here for such a straightforward reason. She wouldn’t have blindfolded us if she didn’t have some sort of scheme in mind.

“So, what are we going to do here? I hope you’re not about to tell me we’ll be catching venomous snakes barehanded,” said Halkara.

What is it with Halkara’s family and venomous snakes? They keep bringing them up out of nowhere! Did one of them actually try that at some point?

“No, no, nothing like that! I learned my lesson after what happened to our brother.”

So one of them really did get bitten!

“Look over there, at the sign by the bridge!” Halkara’s sister continued, pointing toward the suspension bridge. “That’s what we’ll be doing!”
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That’s literally just bungee jumping!


I guess all you need technically need to get that set up is a rope, so it wouldn’t be too surprising to find people doing it in any given world…but I still never expected to see it in this one.

“Aaaaaahhh! Absolutely not! Why would I pay to put myself through the scare of a lifetime?!” Halkara wailed. She sounded exactly like that one friend who absolutely refused to get on a roller coaster no matter how you tried to convince them.

To be fair, I totally understood where she was coming from. I’d been that one friend. Roller coasters and bungee jumping both got a very firm “no, thank you” from me, even if someone paid me to try them!

“Oh, don’t be like that!” said Halkara’s sister. “It’s for your birthday! Isn’t this the perfect way to mark the occasion?”

“Not every way you can mark an occasion is a good way to mark an occasion! The only memories this is going to give me are traumatic ones! This is bullying, plain and simple!”

“No, it isn’t! I wouldn’t take time off work just to bully you!” Halkara’s sister insisted. The fact that she’d used her time off was hard to argue with. “And besides, look over there! It’s supposed to grant you good fortune if you go through with it!”

Halkara’s sister pointed at a building I assumed was the bungee jumping company’s office (and, yes, I am going to keep calling it bungee jumping). It had an advertisement posted outside.
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“See? This could be just the boost your company needs!”

“All those people are definitely reading into coincidences! There’s no way the jump was actually related to those things!”

Halkara wasn’t buying even a tiny fraction of the bungee jumping business’s hype. Honestly, I felt like they were asking for us to believe an awful lot with basically no evidence, too…

“Just look at this person who said they became a high-energy go-getter after jumping. That doesn’t make any sense! Only a go-getter would do something like this in the first place! Someone who was really timid would never have tried it at all!” said Halkara. She seemed set on taking the place apart with pure logic. “You’ve really set me up for something ridiculous this time—and you used my own birthday to do it… Why are all my family members such schemers about the silliest things…? If you have what it takes to make a plan like this, you could’ve used that mental energy to come up with a financial plan instead…”

“I didn’t do this to cause trouble for you!” Halkara’s sister countered. “I’m jumping, too, you know?! I’m hoping it’ll help me win the fingernail decorating tournament I’m entering soon!”

They have tournaments for everything these days, don’t they?

“I’m gonna be making full-blown, three-dimensional golems on my model’s fingernails this year! I’m almost finished planning the piece out!”

Wow! That’s amazing, but having something like that on your fingernails also sounds incredibly inconvenient! You wouldn’t be wearing gloves anytime soon, that’s for sure…

“If that’s what you want, then go right ahead. I’ll be cheering you on while you jump—from up here, because I’m not doing it! I’m a company president! I live a very regular, strictly planned, and scheduled lifestyle! I don’t even pray at temples for success in business, much less carry out shady rituals in backwater valleys!” Halkara said as she pointedly looked away from the bungee jumping bridge. She was making it clear she would not take that plunge no matter what anyone said.

“Okay,” said Halkara’s sister, “if you’re that against it, then how about I jump first?”

“No, no, wait a minute! How would that help at all?! The problem isn’t that I think you’re going to make all of us jump and then not do it yourself—it’s that I don’t want to jump at all! Whether my little sister jumps has nothing at all to do with whether I jump! Seeing you do it isn’t going to make me any less scared!”

As Halkara and her sister carried on with their argument, I heard a voice from over on the bridge.

“All right—whenever you’re ready, you can go ahead and take the Headlong Plunge!”

From what I could tell, the voice had come from the staff person responsible for tying the bungee jump cord to the customers. Someone was apparently about to go for it. A young-looking human stepped out onto the jumping platform that protruded from the center of the bridge.

“All right—we have a brave challenger about to take the Plunge! Three! Two! One! Jump!”

We all watched as the young human leapt off the bridge—though, really, “fell off the bridge” was probably closer to the truth.

“Whooooooaaahhh! Eeeeeeeek!”

That scream was so loud, I could hear it from all the way over here!

My daughters oohed and ahhed as they watched the customer plunge into the valley. It was an attention-grabbing spectacle for all of us, really—or, well, most of us. The dragons and Rosalie didn’t seem particularly interested at all. Thrill rides probably didn’t do much for Rosalie, seeing as she was already dead, while Flatorte was preoccupied with a sausage she’d just bought from a stall set up right next to the bungee jumping place.

Her appetite was more attention-grabbing than the ride!

The big question was: Did the bungee jumping setup here actually work? It seemed to, in this case. The rope had done its job, and the customer hadn’t fallen into the river below. They were currently dangling about halfway down to the valley’s floor—bouncing, really, since the rope apparently had quite a bit of elasticity to it. I wasn’t exactly an expert on how bungee jumping had worked back in Japan, but I did vaguely remember there being a period of up-and-down movement involved there, as well.

“So, how was it? Any comments for the crowd?” the staff member called out from the bridge.

“Hanging here’s actually pretty scary! Hurry and pull me up, please!” the jumper shouted back.

Oooh, yeah—even when it seems like it’s over, it’s not really over. That sounds like the worst part…

The jumper was slowly pulled back up onto the bridge. It sort of looked like they were being hauled to safety by a rescue crew, in a weird sort of way.

Eventually, after the youth whose name I’d never learned finished their turn at the jump, Halkara and her sister exchanged glances. I wondered: Had either of them had a change of heart?

“We’ve gotta try it, right?!” said Halkara’s sister. “It looks so refreshing!”

“Actually, I’m more convinced than ever that nothing could possibly make me want to try that!” Halkara replied.

They’re moving in exact opposite directions!

It felt like it was high time for me to offer Halkara a helping hand. I was right there with her about not wanting to try the jump, and I could easily take her side. I certainly wasn’t going to sit back and watch her get forced into bungee jumping if she didn’t want to, that was for sure! After all, I was quite certain there wasn’t anything particularly healthy about it—it was purely recreational.

I walked over to Halkara and laid a hand on her shoulder. “You don’t have to do it if you’re too scared, Halkara,” I said. “These things scare me, too! I can’t stand them.”

“Madam Teacher…,” said Halkara.

“Thrill-seeking’s not for everyone. If this isn’t your style, we can just take it easy like always instead,” I said. It actually felt like I was acting like her teacher, for once.

“Things like this really scare you, too?” Halkara asked.

“You bet they do! I can fly with magic, but flying thanks to magic and falling thanks to gravity are totally different! One’s way scarier!”

I’d fallen from way high in the air once when I slipped off Laika’s back and landed on a remote island, but that had been so abrupt, I hadn’t even had the time to feel scared. I’d used levitation magic midair, too, so it wasn’t a totally uncontrolled free fall. Bungee jumping—in other words, falling without any magic at all—was a whole different can of worms.

“All right. I’ve made up my mind,” Halkara said with a nod.

I guess that means she’s settled on not jumping? It would be a little weird for her to announce that, though. Maybe she’s actually gone the other way around and decided to jump after all?

“If you jump, I’ll jump, Madam Teacher!”

“How does that follow?!”


I don’t get it! One second I’m offering her a helping hand, and the next, she’s grabbing it to pull me down with her!

“Well, think about it! These things are only unfair when you don’t have someone who’s just as scared as you are to share them with, right?” said Halkara. “It doesn’t work at all with someone like my sister, who’s into it from the start. Imagine if someone who loved fish was talking to someone who hated fish and said I’ll try a bite if you do! That wouldn’t work at all, would it? It’s the same thing!”

Her metaphor was questionable, but I basically got what she was trying to say. Not only did her sister offering to jump have nothing to do with Halkara jumping herself, it was also worthless as a gesture since her sister had been set on jumping from the start.

“And, well, there aren’t any other people in our family who’d be scared of this, are there…?” Halkara added.

When she puts it that way, the dragons don’t look like they could possibly care less! Laika was so disinterested, she was currently reading a nearby sightseeing map and paying no attention to the bridge at all.

“Hey, Laika,” I said, “would you be fine jumping off that thing?”

“Yes, I would. Flying is normal for dragons. Crashing to the ground from that height would probably hurt, but not more than I could tolerate.”

I think most people would die after a fall from that height! I guess it’d just be a nasty spill from a dragon’s perspective, though. “What about you, Flatorte?”

“I used to play around by flying straight down and seeing how close to the ground I could get before veering off! It would be a little like that.”

Was she a biker punk playing chicken, or what?!

I’d thought Rosalie would be totally fine with it since she was a ghost, but when I actually asked, it turned out she was a little freaked out by the thought of jumping. That said, I wasn’t even sure ghosts were capable of falling suddenly enough to impact the ground. Maybe it not being possible was why it scared her?

I wonder what the girls will think?

“Wow—that looks really fun! [image: image]”

Falfa’s super into it! She isn’t scared at all! What about Shalsha and Sandra, though? Maybe they’ll be a little freaked out? I can’t imagine them champing at the bit to give it a try, at least.

“Shalsha doesn’t think it would be particularly enjoyable, but I have read of several regions where undergoing such trials is considered a rite of passage. It may be worth experiencing for posterity.”

She’s treating it like fieldwork! It’s not over yet, though. Falfa and Shalsha might not be scared, but surely Sandra wouldn’t be able to handle something like this?!

“I guess if you told me to, I might give it a try. It might be a little like how it feels to be a clump of cotton drifting on the wind. I’d be happier if I got a reward for doing it, though.”

My daughters are all so mentally tough!

It struck me that adults weren’t necessarily more likely to be okay with this sort of thrill ride than kids were, on the whole. Eating bitter foods came more naturally to adults than it did to kids, but going on ridiculous rides was a whole different animal.

“We’re comrades in terror, Madam Teacher, but if you’re willing to face your fears, then so am I!”

And now Halkara’s getting more and more motivated!

You’re not helping, Halkara! I mean, seriously, I wish you wouldn’t!

“I’m out,” I weakly moaned. “What’s even the point of trying it? And if trying it is pointless, then why bother…?”

I had nothing to do with any of this. Surely not even Halkara’s sister had intended to pull an innocent bystander into her affairs? I wanted to believe she wasn’t that senselessly cruel, anyway.

She wouldn’t, right…? She’s not going to tell me I might as well give it a try since I came all this way, right…? Come to think of it, it’s been a little while since I last saw her. Did she go to use the restroom or something?

“Looks like our next challenger is an elf!” the bungee jump staff person shouted from the bridge.

Does that mean what I think it does?!

It did. Halkara’s little sister was standing on the bridge, brimming with enthusiasm!

“So, are there any hopes or dreams you’re hoping the Plunge will make come true?” asked the staff person.

“I want to win a nail decorating tournament! I’m here to boost my luck and make it happen!” Halkara’s sister replied.

“Now that’s the spirit! Okay, then—take that plunge! Three! Two! One! Jump!”

Without hesitating for so much as a second, Halkara’s sister cast herself off the bridge.

“Aaaaaahhhhhhhhh!”

I wouldn’t have the guts to go for it like that, that’s for sure! She and Halkara really are totally different. I’m kind of impressed…

The elastic rope held strong, and Halkara’s sister was left bouncing at its end for some time, eventually coming to a loose dangle above the river. “Whoo-hoo!” she shouted. “That tournament’s as good as won!”

A few people who’d been watching her jump applauded. Watching people try it and come back safe and sound probably put the rest of the crowd at ease. It might have worked for us. too, if Halkara’s sister hadn’t shouted the worst possible phrase up to us as she waited to get hauled back up.

“Okay, Halkara! You’re next!”

“Did you really have to say that?!” Halkara shouted back, probably louder than she’d meant to.

Oh no. Now you’re going to be the center of attention…

As expected, all the strangers around us turned to look at Halkara next. Even the staff member on the bridge shouted something to the tune of “Oh? It looks like we have a pair of sisters taking the challenge today!” loudly enough that everyone could hear it.

“Oh no! How am I supposed to back down now…?” Halkara ruefully groaned.

You really dug your own grave this time.

“W-well… I’m sure everyone will forget about it right away if you just say no! It’s not good to let yourself get forced into these things,” I said. Reiterating my “no need to force yourself” argument was the best reassurance I could come up with.

“No,” Halkara said, shaking her head. “At this point, I’ll just have to do it! I’ll take the Plunge and wish for the continuing success of Halkara Pharmaceuticals!”

Looks like she’s overcome her fear, then. I guess it’s not like bungee jumping’s that big of a deal anyway, so if she feels up to it, there’s no reason to stop her. It would feel like a waste to come all this way and wimp out at the last minute.

That line of thought, however, was abruptly cut off when Halkara laid her hands on my shoulders.

“And if I’m jumping, you’re jumping, too, Madam Teacher!”

“Says who?! You’re the worst! Seriously, the worst! I just got done telling you that you didn’t have to do it, and this is how you thank me?!”

No good deed goes unpunished, apparently!

“I have a feeling if I don’t jump today, my sister’s going to hold it over my head for the rest of my life, so I’m doing it! Watch me, Madam Teacher! Your apprentice is about to make you proud!”

“Why would I be proud of you going on a thrill ride?! And you’re not guilting me into this! No matter what anyone says, I’m not doing it!”

Leave the thrill rides to the adrenaline junkies! I have a right to say no! And also, the fact that everyone else is doing it is absolutely not a good reason for me to have to do it, too! I’m not about to yield to peer pressure over this!

I did, however, have to admit Halkara looked just a little cool as she briskly strolled over to the Plunge’s staff. Then, as if to double down on the pressure, my daughters came over to me.

“Mom? Shalsha wants to try jumping, but we need to get a parent to sign a form before they’ll let us. Will you?”

“Falfa wants to jump, too! Please sign the form, Mommy!”

Falfa and Shalsha were both up for the challenge, as well. Could I, as their mother, stand back and shiver with fear as they stepped up? I would look ridiculous!

Wait, wait, no! Don’t let yourself get swept up in the moment!

It’s not like Laika and Flatorte are doing it, either, right? And even if they were, not trying is always a valid choice!

I helped Falfa and Shalsha with their registration forms and pointedly didn’t fill one out for myself. I was not going to try it. Oh, and Sandra decided not to, either, in the end. She was scared, most likely—and why wouldn’t she be? That was the natural response! Bungee jumping wouldn’t be a popular activity if it wasn’t scary! If anyone tried to make fun of Sandra for being a coward, I would stand strong and tell them off for it!

But then, as we watched another group make their jumps, Sandra stepped up to me.

“Do you want to try jumping together, Azusa?”

“Huh? Together…?” I repeated, bewildered.

“I’m going to be honest: I’m scared of trying it,” said Sandra. “But part of me wants to try it, too… And one of the staff people just told me parents can jump with a child in their arms…so I thought maybe I could manage it like that…”

In other words, if I didn’t agree to go bungee jumping, Sandra wouldn’t get to experience something she wanted to try.

Well, that does it. I concede. I’ve been beaten. If one of my daughters needs me to jump for her, how could I possibly say no?! And it’s not like I’m actually going to get hurt doing this, so why not?!

I took Sandra by the hand and stepped toward the staff person handling check-in.

“We’d like to jump together, please!”


While I was busy getting us signed up, Halkara’s turn was rapidly approaching.

“Whooooooah! Aaaaaaaaagh! Waaaaaah!”

She hasn’t even jumped yet, and she’s already screaming… I guess she might be trying to shout so much, she doesn’t have time to be scared?

Finally, Halkara leaped out into the open air.

“Hiyaaaaaaaaaaaahhh! Fraaaaaaaaaugh!”

And there she goes. Don’t worry, Halkara—I saw it from start to finish, and I’m proud of you.

The dragons, on the other hand, had been so distracted by the food stall that they hadn’t witnessed Halkara’s moment of glory at all. I couldn’t blame them for that. From a dragon’s perspective, bungee jumping was probably a hopelessly mundane activity.

“You did it! Good for you! And it’s a little early, but happy birthday!” Halkara’s sister called out from up on the bridge. It struck me as a charming display of sisterly love—in some form, anyway.

“This is all your fault! I’m going to hold a grudge over how you roped me into this for at least thirty years or so, you hear me?! If my company’s profits don’t go up in the end, I’ll sue you for everything you own, mark my words!”

Okay, maybe put a pin on the whole sisterly love thing…

It had been a long and winding road, but in the end, Halkara had her bungee jumping experience and lived to tell the tale. Though then again, as long and winding as the road had felt, she was actually the first person out of our house in the highlands crew to actually go for it. Falfa and Shalsha were up next, and Falfa ended up taking the first turn.

“Here goes!” Falfa shouted as she jumped off.

Most of the people who tried it out had hesitated quite a bit before jumping, but Falfa threw herself off the side without even a hint of reluctance. She went for it so easily, in fact, that I was starting to think she might be totally fearless!

“Oh wow, that felt amazing! And the river looks so close now!” Falfa yelled up to us. She was completely unfazed, and she was still grinning away even after the jump was finished and she was left dangling from the rope. I even heard a few of the other visitors muttering about how incredible she was.

You can’t exactly practice throwing yourself off incredibly tall structures, so I guess this must be a talent she was born with.

Next up was Shalsha. She hadn’t seemed quite as gung ho about bungee jumping as Falfa was, and I was a little worried if she’d be all right. As far as I understood, she was only interested in trying it to experience a rite of passage—it wasn’t like she thought she would enjoy it, at least in a traditional sense. I had a feeling she was probably the only person who’d ever tried jumping for this exact reason.

I knew there was a chance she’d get scared and back out right before the jump—plenty of people did—but that would be fine. I know I’m beating a dead horse, but I’ll say it again anyway: There was no reason for her to force herself if she didn’t want to do it.

Shalsha stepped right up to the edge and looked down. That was the easiest way to psych yourself out of this sort of thing, and for a moment I was worried, but I knew I would’ve done it, too, if I was in her shoes. I didn’t have the guts to jump off a ledge without checking what was below me first. It was a compulsion I couldn’t resist—like how when a character in a myth gets told not to look behind them, you just know they’ll turn around and look before the story’s over. After all, if they didn’t, it wouldn’t be much of a story at all!

“An abrupt and rapid plunge toward the earth fosters a sense of unity between one’s self and the ground below them. Thus, participants in the ritual are believed to gain the power of the land and are acknowledged as fully-grown adults. Shalsha is starting to understand why jumping from high places is used as a rite of passage so often.”

She only looked down so she could analyze the experience?!

She did seem a little scared, from what I could tell. Shalsha paused to take a long, deep breath, which I figured was a sign she was trying to center herself and overcome her fear. It was a natural response. Who wouldn’t be scared?

“Are you okay, Shalsha? Don’t push yourself!” called out Falfa, who had finished her jump and was standing behind her sister.

You’re such a good kid, Falfa! I knew you wouldn’t make fun of her for chickening out.

Shalsha turned to look at Falfa, then slowly shook her head. “Shalsha can’t waste this opportunity. The time is nigh!”

Shalsha spread her arms wide apart like a bat taking flight, then stepped off the edge.

There she goooes!

It only took a few seconds for her to reach the rope’s maximum length, but boy, those few seconds felt like an eternity to me. Shalsha didn’t yell or scream as she fell, or after she’d reached the bottom and started bouncing. The differences between her personality and Falfa’s were coming through really strongly in how they approached the jump.

After Shalsha was pulled up, she spent a moment seemingly in a daze. She let out a weird “Bwuuuh… Mnuuuh…” sort of noise, and she seemed to be spacing out. It was almost like she was half asleep. It was rare for Shalsha to act that dazed, actually, which I took as a sign the jump had had an impact on her.

“Don’t worry! She’ll be back to the usual Shalsha in about a half hour,” Falfa reassured me.

“Oh, really? I’ll take your word for it—thanks,” I said. “You’ve known her for long enough to have a feel for her reactions, after all!”

“Now it’s your turn with Sandra, Mommy! [image: image]”

“Ugh… Right, yeah, it sure is…,” I replied. It felt like Shalsha had just very casually signed my death warrant with a smile on her face.

Sandra and I were actually already preparing for our own jump. I had a belt wrapped around my waist that was attached to the elastic rope. Really, it was so firmly secured that it almost felt more like I was wearing the rope than being tied to it. It would’ve been a disaster if someone slipped off, so it was no wonder they were so thorough…

The one factor that made my jump different from everyone else’s, of course, was that I’d be doing it with Sandra clutched in my arms. It felt like we were a koala mother and child—not that I knew whether koalas even existed in this world. Sandra was tied to the rope and was also firmly secured to me—after all, if she let go or we were somehow separated on the way down, there was a chance we could crash into each other.

And so, at long last, I stepped up to the edge of the platform. Standing there on the brink made me appreciate the fact this was really more of a fall than a jump all over again. Yeah—a bungee fall. I felt scared…but not debilitatingly terrified. Not so much that I couldn’t make the jump at all. This was probably the same process most people went through. If it was really scary enough to make people pass out, it wouldn’t make for a very fun activity!

“Ready, Azusa?” Sandra asked, checking in one last time.

“I feel like I should be the one asking that,” I replied. “Are you ready, Sandra? Because the moment I jump, you’ll be coming along for the ride whether you like it or not.”

It was a small but important distinction. I’d be making a choice to jump, while Sandra would have it happen to her.

“Oh, I’ll be fine. Bring it on! This is nothing to me!” Sandra replied.

All that was left was to bite the bullet and jump…though, in all honesty, I still didn’t really want to. Falfa and Shalsha’s cheers from behind me, however, gave me the last push I needed.

Okay. Let’s go!

“When you live long enough, these things just happen sometimes! Here goooes!”
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I jumped straight off the bridge, and the next thing I knew, I was picking up speed! The fact that dragons experienced that sensation all the time made me see them in a whole new light. And nearly as astonishing was the fact that I was thinking so clearly, even though the whole fall took place over the blink of an eye. I think I screamed, but Sandra’s terrified shriek was all I could clearly remember after it was over.

Then, all of a sudden, the acceleration ceased, and my body was yanked right back up again. I’d fallen to the end of the rope and was bouncing upward. That falling and bouncing process kept going for quite a while, and it was a really unique sensation all around. Not one that I ever wanted to repeat, but certainly unique…

“You looked awesome, Madam Teacher!” Halkara shouted from somewhere on the cliff up above me.

I guess that’s better than if she’d said I looked ridiculous, so I’ll take it.

“Are you doing okay, Sandra?” I asked. I worried it might’ve been a little too stimulating for a kid like her. Little Falfa had had the time of her life, granted, but she definitely wasn’t a typical child.

“Bwuuuuuuh… Mnuuuuuuh…”

“She’s out of it, too!”

Bungee jumping leaves an impact, that’s for sure!

“I tried it once… So now I never have to do it again…,” Sandra muttered a moment later. If she could talk, then she was probably fine.

“What a coincidence. That’s exactly what I was just thinking.”
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Once we were all finished bungee jumping, Halkara’s sister led us to a restaurant she’d looked up in advance that served a variety of foods sourced straight from the mountains the valley was located in. A good deal of their dishes were made from wild game, which left the dragon pair extremely satisfied.

“If you’d asked me what we’d be doing today just a couple of hours ago, I wouldn’t have predicted anything like this,” Halkara grumbled. She hadn’t been shy about giving her sister a piece of her mind.

“Well, you wouldn’t have come if I’d told you in advance! I had to keep it secret,” Halkara’s sister shot back. Her plan had gone off without a hitch, and she was clearly delighted.

“Well, even if the way of celebrating you picked was a little out there, I am happy you decided to celebrate my birthday at all,” Halkara admitted. Her irate attitude finally broke down, and a smile spread across her face. Her sister had traveled a long way just to see her, and at the end of the day, of course she was happy about that. “Thanks for coming. I appreciate you being here, at least.”

“You’re welcome, and I’m really glad to hear you say that!” said her sister. She and the rest of her family members had their quirks, but I could tell they were still a happy family deep down.

“All right! All that’s left now is to go home, so let’s stuff ourselves silly!” Halkara said, raising her glass—which was full of booze—in the air.

Two hours later…

“Blech… I shouldn’t have partied so hard…,” Halkara moaned.

“Me, too… I couldn’t stop myself…,” her sister agreed.

We were on the coach back home, and the elf sisters were both three sheets to the wind. Halkara had gotten a lot better about taking care of herself lately, but she’d gotten in the birthday spirit, and disaster had followed.

“Ugh… This is worse than jumping off the bridge earlier…,” Halkara groaned. The griping clearly wasn’t helping, but she kept it up anyway.

“Why not try jumping again now, in that case?” I suggested.

“Because all the food I just ate would come right back up again! That would be even worse! But…ugh, why is this carriage so bumpy…?”

They really are sisters, I thought. They both have the exact same dead-to-this-world look in their eyes right now.

The End
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“—And that concludes my report on yesterday’s brawl,” said Kalashina, the vice president of the student council, as she laid her written report down on the table. Kalashina’s voice had a certain calming quality that could lull one off to sleep in an instant, but the fact she’d been using it to deliver a summary of a violent incident had rather diminished its soporific effect…or so I thought, until Kalashina herself let out an extended yawn. Her own speech had made her sleepy, it seemed.

“I can’t say I’m at all happy about this. In fact, I’m furious,” said Sadie, the student council president. She was gripping the pen in her hand so tightly, I was concerned she might break it. Kalashina’s report—which once again had seemed to laugh in the face of the student council’s good name—had clearly set her off. “Not only did a pair of perpetrators gang up on a single student, they were also the ones responsible for a similar incident forty years ago, for which they were given a week’s suspension. Repeat offenders cropping up after so long can only mean one thing: They think the student council has grown lax, and they aren’t afraid to show it!”

I could understand Sadie’s impulse to see the delinquents’ actions in that light. At the bare minimum, anyone in her station would be naturally inclined to see it that way.

“That’s up to interpretation, Miss President,” said Kalashina, who had yet to sit down after delivering her report. “Forty years ago, President Leila was still running the council. In other words, you could also call this an incident in which troublemakers fearless enough to wreak havoc under her rule decided to start something again. I would recommend against overthinking it.”

If I’d had to cast judgment, I would have said Kalashina’s perspective was the more clearheaded of the two. It felt premature to claim that the student council was being looked down on, at least when judging by this incident alone.

“I getcha, but you gotta admit there’ve been more of these problems lately than there were under the old prez,” Tokinen, the student council’s treasurer, said as she jumped into the exchange. “Seems more natural to assume there’s some cause-and-effect goin’ on there, right?”

“Grrr… I knew it,” Sadie growled, clenching her pen tighter than ever. Tokinen certainly hadn’t relieved her concerns, but at the same time, I couldn’t deny the soundness of the point she’d made.

“It seems to me that both points are valid. It’s simply a matter of whether you view this as an isolated incident or as part of a larger trend,” Ricuen, my subsecretary, chimed in. She’d summed up my own thoughts on the matter quite efficiently. “If it’s an isolated incident, then trying to attribute it to the recent changes in the student council strikes me as pointless. That said, there has been an undeniable rise in the number of such cases since the new student council was formed, and it would not behoove us to ignore that fact.”

Ricuen was an honor student among honor students, and nobody present could dispute her assessment. She was right, after all: There had undeniably been more and more little instances of trouble as of late, especially compared to my sister’s administration. Galling though it was, it only seemed natural to conclude that the change in the council was the impetus for that shift. Still, we could hardly track my sister down in whatever corner of the world she’d wandered off to, slap her in irons, drag her back to the academy, and force her to reclaim her position. No, the new student council would have to resolve this issue on our own.

“I’d appreciate it if you’d stop fuming in the student council chamber, President. It’s quite improper. I’ll make you some tea, if you’ll wait just a moment,” said Etigra, who was in charge of the council’s general affairs. She stepped over to the room’s kitchenette, held a metal teapot before her face, and blew a stream of fire to bring the water within to a boil. Etigra was very fond of tea, and the process of preparing it for herself and others appealed to her just as much as the flavor of the tea itself. Apparently, preparing tea helped her center herself and clear away any obtrusive thoughts.

Sadie accepted a cup of tea and slowly sipped it without pausing to let it cool down as she spoke. “It just feels like nothing we do brings us any closer to the crux of the matter. I’m not a patient person, and I’m sorry I’ve made you worried,” she said.

Sadie would fly into a rage and one of us would soothe her, only for the process to play out all over again soon after. It had, in fact, been playing out in perpetuity for quite some time now. In other words, no progress had been made on our part or the school’s. Resolving one isolated incident after another simply couldn’t eradicate those incidents altogether.

Moreover, I very much shared Sadie’s distress over the current state of affairs, at least in a broad sense. The difference was that I accepted the idea that some students may look down on our new council. After all, if that was the case, it simply fell to us to become a council none would ever dare to take lightly. It was a simple goal, at least in theory. And yet…

“My opinion, if I may offer it, is that the student council is not necessarily being disrespected,” Ricuen said as she raised a hand in the air. “Earlier today, I was walking through the courtyard with my superior, Simple Laika, when—”

“I’ve asked you not to call me your superior or ‘Simple,’” I interjected. Ricuen’s deadpan was as firm as ever, but I had a distinct sense she’d been deliberately teasing me more often than usual lately. I wished she would spare me the title of “Simple Laika,” if nothing else. I could only hear it as a barely veiled means of calling me a simpleton…

“It was quite clear to me that my superior was the subject of a vast number of admiring and envious gazes, courtesy of our underclassmen,” Ricuen continued. “I saw no evidence that she was scorned for being a part of the student council.”

“They were giving you just as many of the same looks as they were giving me! Please stop singling me out! Or at least have a modicum of shame about it!”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand your complaint. I’ve done nothing but fulfill my duties as my superior’s subsecretary,” Ricuen replied, never raising her voice in the slightest. There was nothing I could say to that. In a superficial sense, she was right about everything she’d said. Tokinen and Etigra, incidentally, had been watching our exchange with looks of transparent amusement on their faces. I had no allies in this student council.

“The point I’m trying to communicate,” Ricuen continued, “is that this phenomenon is not only true of my superior. The other members of the council enjoy the same respect, at least to some degree, and I have not gotten the impression that the degree of respect broadly expressed has diminished relative to the previous student council. I don’t think any of you have, for instance, had rocks thrown at you by a member of the student body. Have you?”

We hadn’t, and as such, none of us could object. That, unfortunately, was the biggest problem of all.

“The better part of the students here have a favorable impression of the council. I’m not denying that,” Sadie said with a nod that went slightly too deep.

“Indeed! No available data suggests our approval rating has dropped,” noted Kalashina.

In short: Small-scale incidents that had barely occurred when my sister led the council, from cases of air-bound road rage to seemingly random brawls, were now cropping up with greater and greater regularity—and yet the student council itself remained as popular as ever. We hadn’t grown complacent, needless to say. We’d put out surveys and offered means for the student body to submit to us the sort of complaints that would be too uncomfortable to put into words in person…but we’d received no critiques through those channels whatsoever. Broadly speaking, the student body seemed perfectly satisfied with the new administration.

So why, then, had incidents that seemed to express a lack of faith in the council’s leadership kept occurring?

It was a paradox that had left us tying our minds into knots. If we only knew what areas we were lacking in, it would be the easiest thing in the world to work toward improving them. No person or organization could be perfect right out of the gate, and we accepted that fact. When no clear flaws could be found, however, it left us at a total lack of options.

Just then, a knock rang out on the door to the student council chamber. Judging by the volume and pace of the knocking, our visitor’s business was urgent. She opened the door, gave us a perfunctory bow, and then launched straight into her message.

“A group of third years have surrounded an underclassman in the courtyard! Please help her!”

Kalashina and I had already stood before the student had even finished speaking. Kalashina’s hand rested on the sheath of the long, curved sword she wore on her waist. In other words, she was already prepared for battle.

“Between the two of us, we’ll have one attacker and one observer. I believe we can resolve this well enough on our own. Shall we, Laika?” said Kalashina.

“Of course!” I replied.

I set out toward the courtyard side by side with the vice president. To be perfectly frank, I preferred the fresh outdoor air to the salon-like atmosphere of the student council chamber anyway.

We arrived at the school gate to find that a student really was encircled by a trio of upperclassmen. I couldn’t determine the details of the situation at a glance, but it wasn’t hard to tell the solitary student was in a very uncomfortable situation, judging by the look on her face. I was of the opinion that situations such as this were best resolved by asking for the details first—but Kalashina had drawn her sword before I could even begin to do so.

Kalashina’s sword was equipped with a real blade, but she had no intention of cutting anything with it. Instead, she simply swung it lightly through the air. For Shockblade Kalashina, no more effort than was necessary. The student who was being harassed was lifted bodily into the air, as if blown about by an incredible gust of wind, and landed a safe distance away from her attackers. Kalashina didn’t even look at her, though. She leaped above the trio of upperclassmen’s heads, held her blade aloft…

“On the ground, please.”

…and swung it down through the air in the direction of the students below her. The very next instant, a bursting noise so loud I feared it might rupture my eardrums rang out. I covered my ears reflexively, and by the time I’d managed to move to do so, the battle was already over. The delinquent upperclassmen lay prone on the ground, victims of Kalashina’s shock wave.

Kalashina’s title, “Shockblade,” stemmed from the shock waves she could produce with a swing of her sword. It wasn’t uncommon for red dragons to train themselves in swordsmanship as a means of tempering their bodies and spirits, but Kalashina’s approach to the art had been a rather unique one. She, it seemed, had reached the conclusion that swords were inherently inefficient. After all, one couldn’t attack a foe with a sword unless one first drew in to close quarters.

Her solution: Develop a means of long-ranged, sword-based assault, which ultimately manifested in the form of her shockwaves. A sword was far from the most efficient tool for shock wave generation—in fact, one might even question whether such a feat was even possible—but members of the student council were never to be underestimated when it came to achieving the unachievable.

Kalashina touched down, confirmed the upperclassmen had lost the will to fight, and turned to face me. “Please interrogate the perpetrators, Miss Laika. I will speak with the victim in the meantime,” she said.

“Understood!” I replied.

Kalashina handled the aftermath of the incident with brisk efficiency. She kept her exchange with the victim as quick as possible, not wasting so much as a word. In terms of pure efficiency, in fact, she struck me as the student council’s most standout member.

Meanwhile, the offending upperclassmen explained their victim had been “giving them the stink eye” and needed to be put in her place. It seemed safe to assume this was just another manufactured excuse to pick on a younger student. The world would never be entirely rid of fools like them, and I was resigned to the fact I’d be dealing with them as best I could for as long as I held authority. Fools weren’t the problem, anyway—the problem was the actions fools chose to take.

A question struck me. “Surely you realized the moment you pulled a stunt like this, the student council would come running to stop you?” I asked.

For a moment, the perpetrators were silent. Finally, one of them spoke up. “We’ve never tried fighting you student council people before, and we thought you might not be all that you’re cracked up to be. That was a huge mistake…and by the time we realized it, it was too late to stop. In fact, by the time we realized it, you’d already beaten us.”

I felt strangely desolate as I listened to her explanation—not on account of her and her friends’ foolishness, to be clear, but on account of the newfound understanding that our student council was still a long way off from being acknowledged by the student body at large.

Kalashina, who’d finished her discussion with the victim, clapped her hands in much the same way as one would brush dust off oneself. “Well done, Miss Laika,” she said. “No long-term harm has been done to the victim, so it seems we can file this as an incident of little consequence. We can consider the case closed, for the time being.”

“Understood…though it feels like this incident has once again driven in how deeply ingrained the problem facing our student council is,” I replied. I hadn’t meant to sound quite so pessimistic, but I had failed to regulate my tone.

“Did the perpetrators say something to you?” asked Kalashina. Her smile remained as consistent as ever. Though she handled her work with the rhythmic efficiency of a professional drummer, she approached her personal affairs with a grace and refinement that contrasted with her usual demeanor.

“It seems they didn’t take the current student council lightly because they found us lacking in comparison to our predecessors. The truth is much simpler: Nobody knows what we’re truly capable of to begin with,” I said.

“I see,” said Kalashina. “Inheriting our roles on the council during a period of peace is far from a guarantee that said peace will persist, I suppose.”

With the incident resolved, Kalashina and I made our way back to the student council chamber. It hadn’t turned out to be a major affair, but we still had to report on it to the president.

“I think the same,” I said. “I used to be grateful that the era in which the position of student council president was constantly fought over—handed off between warring factions time after time—had ended. Now, however, I’ve come to appreciate that the constant fighting served a purpose: It proved to one and all just how capable the president was.”

“Meaning that so long as we haven’t, say, overcome a foe that our peers consider unbeatable, they’ll have no means of judging our true competency,” said Kalashina.

“Precisely. And unfortunately…our academy currently lacks a notoriously mighty opponent for us who could fill that role.”

I looked up at the bell tower that protruded from the academy’s main building. The student council chamber was located near the tower’s base, and during the period where the position of president was constantly fought over, each new challenger who claimed the title would ascend the tower and declare their victory from on high for all the academy to hear. In doing so, they would inspire other students who had faith in their abilities to strive to climb to the same heights.

That sort of strife, however, was but a memory in the modern era. Sporadic acts of disconnected violence were the worst of it nowadays. As a consequence, the might of the student council was, by and large, abstract and theoretical rather than a fact of reality that all had personally borne witness to.

“I don’t believe there’s any need for you to fret about this, Miss Laika,” said Kalashina. It felt more like she was informing me of a simple fact than reassuring me. “The presence of troublemakers who don’t even have the drive to confront the student council’s president could never rock the foundations of the council itself. The worst they’ll do is cause the academy to come across as slightly more rowdy than usual.”

“I suppose that’s a valid perspective,” I admitted.

She believed, then, that as long as the student council stood strong, nothing else mattered. The majority of the student body probably felt the same way—it was the norm, rather than a unique viewpoint. Perhaps it was imprudent of me to question the popular consensus.

“And should an individual arise who does manage to dethrone the president, that would be a valid state of affairs in its own right,” Kalashina added.

“Huh…? I’m not sure I understand,” I said. In truth, I had understood very well—I just couldn’t let that claim go by unchallenged.

“Well, if someone stronger than Sadie appears, then surely she would be capable of building a student council that the whole student body would obey, don’t you think? The student body would see her as an individual strong enough to beat the old president, legitimizing her authority. If a change in regime led to greater order, I wouldn’t see it as a bad thing.”

“It’s difficult to agree, considering that would involve someone being capable enough to defeat Miss Sadie in the first place…but I understand what you’re trying to say,” I replied. It didn’t have to be us. If another, different student council brought peace to the academy, that would be good in its own way.

“I have no intention of imposing my perspective on you, of course. An endless series of uninteresting squabbles is hardly a desirable status quo, so it’s only natural that you’d look for ways to disrupt it,” Kalashina said.

She’d listened to my worries with the same smile on her face from beginning to end, and she had given me a new perspective to consider. When all was said and done, though, my opinion was unshaken. I still believed the current state of affairs was not a desirable one.
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“…And that more or less sums up the situation. What would you do, Miss Pixie Cut?”

“I sort of hoped you’d have started calling me Noenalle, or at least dropped the ‘Miss’ since I’m in the class below you now, but if you’re that dedicated to thinking of me as your master, then do as you will, I suppose. You did keep the training association going for me, after all.”

Oh? She’s finally accepted my nickname for her! My insistence on that point did make me feel a touch hypocritical for telling Ricuen off after she called me her superior, though.

It was the day after my discussion with Kalashina, and I had powered through my student council work so I could pay the training association a visit. A number of caves could be found in the far corners of the Academy campus, and one of them had served as Miss Pixie Cut’s training ground since before she was technically enrolled as a student. Now that she’d formally entered the Academy and made her association official, she’d reoccupied her old haunt.

“Hmm. I think I get the picture,” Miss Pixie Cut said as she held herself in a handstand using only her right index finger to support her weight. I wasn’t entirely certain if this was actual training or if she’d simply chosen an odd way to show off. “If you want to know whether or not I think the student council can go on like this, I’d have to say that it can. The student council isn’t bothering me the way it is now, after all,” she continued as she started spinning around in circles, still on one finger.

Her training methods were quickly veering into the realm of outright magic, but being as I wasn’t a member of her association, I didn’t think it was my place to question them. All I could do—and all I did do—was sit still and wait for her advice. Eventually, her revolutions came to a stop just as she came face-to-face with me.

“But if you want to know whether I think there’s something weird about the current council, I’d have to say yes.”

“Wh-what does that mean?!” I asked.

Has she noticed the problem, as well? I’d love to ask her more about it, if so!

“Look to the true nature of things, Laika.”

“Um… What do you mean by that…?” I asked. It wasn’t clear to me what things I was even supposed to look to the true nature of.

“If I’m understanding this right, then a series of petty incidents has gone on for an oddly long time. Furthermore, they should be viewed as part of a bigger picture, not as isolated cases.”

“Should they?! So then, it really is a sign the council is being underestimated by—”

“No. It’s nothing that benign. The student council is under attack,” Miss Pixie Cut declared with a remarkably casual air. “I’m actually surprised you haven’t managed to see it yet. There’s a force of great evil at work behind the scenes—to me, it’s plain as day. And that force, it seems, isn’t fond of the new student council.”

Miss Pixie Cut launched herself into the air with her finger, all the way up to the cavern’s ceiling—where she remained, standing upside down. Apparently, she was clinging to the ceiling like a bat using only the strength of her feet. It was an incredible display of technique, but I was too distracted by the weight of the claim she’d just made to pay it much mind.

“I couldn’t care less about the student council, but if you want to solve their problem, you should start by looking to the true nature of things. Once you’ve gained the power to see, the rest will resolve itself naturally.”

I could tell Miss Pixie Cut wasn’t interested in speaking on the matter any further. I gave her my thanks, then departed from the cave.
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I took a moment to look back on the incidents that had transpired recently, doing my best to view them through a fresh lens. The documents that had been filed on each incident remained in the student council’s office, naturally—resolving trouble was one of our primary duties, and we kept careful records regarding every instance when we were called into action. The incident Kalashina and I had just resolved was the latest to be added to that pile. Each case seemed petty and unremarkable in isolation, but when they were viewed as a pattern of attack upon the council itself…

“There really is something unnatural about the pace of the incidents…,” I muttered out loud. It was lunchtime, and I was alone in the student council chamber.

Petty incidents like the one I’d just been involved with had been occurring every day. If that had been the case for, say, three days in a row, I would never have questioned it—but the series of incidents had remained consistent for three weeks and counting, without exception.

It almost felt like a harassment campaign intended solely to irritate Sadie, the current president—or perhaps like a message intended to inform the current student council that the student body did not respect us. If someone was instigating the academy’s delinquents and intentionally engineering a string of incidents, then suddenly, the fact that the bulk of the student body didn’t have any complaints about our administration felt much more natural.

“So you think there’s a mastermind.”

A voice rang out, and I jerked my head up to find Ricuen standing before me. “Oh! You startled me. But…if you’re asking me that, should I take it to mean you believe there is one?” I asked. I wasn’t confident I was reading her intentions correctly, but her use of the word mastermind made it hard for me to dismiss the thought.

“It’s hard to say for now, but the recent string of small-scale issues has been too consistent whether a mastermind is behind it or not. Assuming it’s all part of someone’s plan seems like a natural leap of logic to make,” Ricuen said as she began glancing through one of the record books I had yet to check. From the look of things, she’d come to the student council chamber for the same reason I had.

“Would it be possible for us to question the perpetrators of previous incidents? Per the Academy’s rules, I mean. Though I wouldn’t want to make the purpose of our investigation too obvious…”

“It would not be. The student council doesn’t have the right to detain or question students on account of incidents that have already been resolved. And, more importantly, I find it very unlikely that the mastermind would allow information that could identify them to make its way into the hands of the perpetrators of the incidents they instigated. Questioning them would be a waste of time.”

“How can you be so sure of that?” I asked. It felt like Ricuen was a step ahead of me with her reasoning.

“Because the culprits all had nothing in particular in common,” Ricuen replied. “If the mastermind was gathering together problem students from every grade level in a large-scale network, we would be able to see signs of it.”

“You have already been looking into this,” I said.

“To the best of my ability, but there’s only so much we can find with just our records to rely on. We’ll need to expand our methodology.”

Just then, Tokinen stepped into the student council chamber, as well. “I’m here to report about a squabble I just shut down,” she said.

Another incident today, then…

Ricuen and I exchanged glances. We were making no progress in our search, and so, driven by desperation, I blurted out the first thing that came to mind.

“Would you join me on a patrol, Miss Ricuen?”

After the day’s student council activities came to a close, Ricuen and I went on an after-school patrol around the academy grounds. I didn’t necessarily expect anything to come of it—I just couldn’t sit still.

The recent incidents remained unresolved, and I wanted anything that could serve as a clue. The after-school grounds, however, were as peaceful and ordinary as could be. The few students who remained were mostly engaged in club activities. Ricuen and I had split up to investigate different parts of the academy, but neither of us had found any leads by the time we came back together.

“We might be at a dead end,” Ricuen said. Her expression was grim.

“It’s too soon to assume that,” I replied. “We’ve only gone on a single patrol so far. There must be a hint somewhere…” Miss Pixie Cut’s advice sprang back to my mind. “A true nature for us to perceive…”

Ricuen gave me a skeptical glance. The phrasing was peculiar, and so I explained what Miss Pixie Cut had told me.

“But what would a ‘true nature’ even entail under these circumstances? The only part of her ideas I can bring myself to agree with is that chasing after each and every little incident would be unproductive,” Ricuen said after I’d finished.

“Please don’t write her off quite so quickly. I have faith that she wouldn’t mislead me. There might be a hint we’re missing,” I replied.

I thought back on everything Miss Pixie Cut had taught me. This seemed like an instance where haste would indeed make waste. Slowing down and proceeding calmly could ultimately lead us to the shortcut we needed.

Armless push-ups. Impossibly slow sit-ups. Folding your legs to meditate. Confronting your foes in your mindscape rather than reality.

Oh. Could it be?!

What if “looking at the true nature of things” hadn’t been metaphorical? What if she had meant I should use my vision in the manner she’d taught me?

I closed my eyes.

Closing them, however, did not rob me of my vision entirely. Just as I’d felt Miss Pixie Cut’s presence with my eyes closed during our battle, I sensed the presences of others around me, as well. There most likely weren’t many people like her—people whose feelings were so open I could sense them with ease—but there was at least one. One person whose presence was so dark and malevolent, I detected it as soon as I shut my eyes.

“What pure and utter malice,” I murmured aloud.

The academy’s clubs were hard at work practicing, and it would have been easy to think those dark feelings were merely someone who was obsessing over victory mid-game…but that couldn’t be true. The malice I’d detected was far stronger than a sporting rivalry could ever be.

I opened my eyes and turned to face the source of that overwhelming sensation. She was a second-year, as best as I could tell, and the only objects she seemed to be carrying were a few notebooks—no weaponry of any sort. By all appearances, she was simply leaving school after studying in the library. I knew the truth, though. I knew the malevolent feelings I’d sensed were real!

“That girl—can you tail her?” I asked.

“I was going to whether you’d said something or not,” Ricuen replied with a quick nod. Her gaze was already locked on her target. “If she tries to make a break for it, I’ll catch up and subdue her. My Wyrmspeed will make that easy at this distance. What about you?”

“I will help. I’ve never been one for waiting when there’s action that can be taken.”

I focused intently on quelling my footsteps and erasing my presence. Those were more skills Miss Pixie Cut had taught me during our training sessions. If our target was an amateur, there was no way she would detect me.

That seemingly harmless student proceeded to a location on the academy grounds that was far separated from both the schoolhouse and the sports fields. Knowing what I did about the layout of the grounds, it seemed the only destination she could be traveling toward was…the caves?

“Isn’t this where that eccentric called Noenalle spends her time?” Ricuen asked with a scowl. I assumed she didn’t want to make an enemy of Miss Pixie Cut.

“Don’t be hasty,” I said. “Why would she have given me all these hints if she was the culprit…? This can’t be what it seems!”

“There’s only one way to find out. We’ll have to keep following her.”

Much to my dismay, the student who I’d sensed that terrible malevolence from drew closer and closer to Miss Pixie Cut’s cave until finally, she strode straight into it.

“I’ll stake out the entrance. I trust you can handle yourself inside,” said Ricuen.

“Yes… I’ll see the truth for myself…,” I agreed, feeling slightly ashamed as I headed into the cave, as well. If Miss Pixie Cut was truly the mastermind, I’d been dancing to her tune since the moment I consulted with her.

I watched as the student I was tailing walked through the training association, whose members were hard at work strengthening themselves, and headed straight for Miss Pixie Cut, who was training, as well. I could hardly have conceived of a worse development. I wanted to turn around and leave that very instant, but instead, I held my ground and tried to minimize my presence as much as possible. Then, the student I’d sensed began to speak.

“Miss Noenalle? I’ve come to offer you an invitation to join the second student council.”

The second student council? What in the world is she talking about?

“Though we may be the second student council for the time being, our intention is to dethrone the current student council and claim their position. Then we will stand alone. Our preparations are already well underway, and we would very much like you to join our numbers.”

That settled it: Miss Pixie Cut was not, in fact, the mastermind. She was just being targeted for recruitment.

“Laughable.” Miss Pixie Cut derisively snorted, cutting the student who’d come to see her off. “And boring. Why would I ever want to join any student council? If I desired fame or influence, I would have joined the current council ages ago. I didn’t because it would get in the way of my training, as would yours. Be gone.”

“I wasn’t finished yet,” said the student. “Unlike the current spineless and ineffectual student council, the second student council will—”

“Spineless and ineffectual, are they? What does that say about you? After all, one of those spineless, ineffectual officials tailed you all the way here.”

The student who’d come to recruit Miss Pixie Cut turned around. She looked toward the patch of shadows I’d been lurking in, and her gaze met mine. She knew I was there now—but until that moment, she hadn’t noticed me at all, while Miss Pixie Cut had known I was there since the start.

“I take it you’re starting to see the true nature of things, Laika?” Miss Pixie Cut called out.

“How many points would you award your disciple’s efforts?” I countered.

“If you want points, give them to yourself. Points awarded by your master aren’t worth anything at all.”

I couldn’t agree more. I didn’t embark upon this path of self-improvement so that someone else could assign me points.

“Ugh! I can’t get caught—not now!” the recruiter grunted. She crouched down on the ground, wrapping her arms around her legs, still holding her books. It was almost like she’d curled up into a ball. “Have a taste of my Ball-Form Blaster technique!”

Suddenly, the student propelled herself in my direction at a tremendous speed, as if she were a living cannonball.

Fascinating. What a novel form of attack, I thought.

Then I batted her out of the air with a single hand.

The fight was over in one blow. That was all it had taken to completely demoralize her.

“I may be spineless and ineffectual, but I certainly wouldn’t lose to the likes of you. Your fighting style is fascinating, but while it excels in novelty, it’s lacking in power,” I said. For all my faults, I was a member of the student council. I’d judged her capabilities and determined I could defeat her the moment I started my pursuit. “Now then—what is the second student council? If you call yourselves a student council, then you must have a president of your own, don’t you?”

I was certain now: Whoever was the president of the second student council was also the mastermind behind the recent incidents.

“I am…Drokey the emissary… And the president…is…”

The words she spoke next made me doubt my own ears. Clearly, I was still too soft. The time I spent doubting the truth would have been much better used accepting it, then deciding what to do about it.

“…M-Miss Kalashina. It’s Shockblade Kalashina…”

From a clearheaded perspective, the claim was by no means unbelievable. After all, it was supported by words Kalashina herself had spoken to me.

“And should an individual arise who does manage to dethrone the president, that would be a valid state of affairs in its own right.”

If she could create a new student council capable of overcoming the current one, then doing so would be a valid choice to make. She’d made it clear that was her opinion from the start…which meant the current president, Sadie, was her target!

“Those little incidents we instigated day after day…were all for the sake of convincing the current president that no one has faith in her. I contacted and bribed unsavory elements in the academy myself to make it happen…”

So the perpetrators got to cause trouble and earn some pocket money in the process. From their perspective, it was two birds with one stone.

“A vice president trying to take the president’s seat, is it? Now that’s a tale as old as time,” Miss Pixie Cut commented disinterestedly as she hauled Drokey the emissary to her feet. “I’ll keep an eye on her. You’ve got council business to attend to. Go.”

“At once!”

I retraced my steps, met up with Ricuen, and then split up with her once more so both of us could search for Sadie independently. It wouldn’t have been surprising if she’d left the school grounds long ago, given how late it was, but she needed to know what I’d learned as soon as possible, so it was worth the effort to check.

As I dashed through the academy’s grounds, I felt the ground rumble slightly. The source of the impact seemed to have come from somewhere behind the schoolhouse, and I changed courses to sprint in that direction at once. I soon arrived behind the building…where I found Sadie lying prone on the ground before Kalashina.

“The president saw through my plan,” Kalashina said as she noticed my arrival. “Confronting me, however, was a poor decision on her part. She lacked the strength to defeat me and was laid low.”

Kalashina spoke in the same tone of voice she always used in the student council’s chamber. Her bearing and mannerisms hadn’t changed at all—but her expression was dramatically different. She was still smiling, yes, but now her smile carried the grim determination of a war hero who’d gone through hell and back again having lived to tell the tale. It was a harsh, dauntless grin. One might even have called it a sneer.

I leaped toward Kalashina on the spot. “You! You were the mastermind this whole time, Vice President!” I shouted. “What in the world is the second student council supposed to be?!”

“So you caught on, too, Miss Laika? I planned to make my intentions public soon regardless, so this is the perfect opportunity,” Kalashina said as she sheathed her sword. It seemed she had no intention of fighting any more than she already had. “The current student council is weak. Its indolence was so great that I felt the need to create a new student council—and that’s the whole story. Nothing more than the same sequence of events that’s played out time and again over the course of this academy’s long and storied history.”

“If that was really your goal, you wouldn’t have needed any of these elaborate schemes,” I countered. “You would have challenged Miss Sadie head-on! But no—you wore her down instead, instigating trouble until she felt cornered. Surely you must see the cowardice in your actions?!”

“Now, now. Let’s calm down, shall we, Miss Laika?” said Kalashina. She raised a hand to her breast and acted as if she was taking a long, deep breath. “If you mean to claim the current student council is still relevant, then all you have to do is prove it by defeating the second student council yourself. Furthermore, you should know my actions have, in fact, granted the current student council an opportunity.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“If you and your comrades defeat an organization claiming to be a second student council, it will prove your current council’s might in a way every student at the Academy will be able to comprehend. Surely you’ve realized that in the previous student council’s era, no student would ever have dared to cause trouble for a little pocket change?”
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I didn’t want to admit it…but she was right. The fact that the emissary I’d met earlier had managed to find so many people who were willing to cause problems proved the current student council really was being taken lightly by the student body. The existence of a mighty foe in the form of the second student council could indeed have given our council a legitimacy it had never found on its own. However…

“And of course, if we win, the second student council will lay claim to your current position and take its place as the formal authority within this academy. In other words, we’ll be fighting to determine who is worthy of being the true student council. Heh-heh-heh… Heh-heh-heh-heh…”

Kalashina chuckled as she turned her back to me.

A battle to determine the true student council. I could tell this would be a struggle on a scale unlike anything I’d been through before. As I helped Sadie up off the ground, I steeled myself for the seismic shift I knew was about to transpire within our academy.

The End







AFTERWORD

Hello! This is Kisetsu Morita!

This series’s anime has come to a close, but needless to say, the original novels are still carrying on with this: the eighteenth volume! I feel like I’ve been saying this every afterword lately, but that’s such an outrageously large number, it barely even feels real to me. Two reasonably long series could have easily started and ended in that many volumes…

I’d like to thank everyone who decided to buy this novel! I feel so grateful that if it was possible, I would go around and personally thank each and every person who’s bought every volume of the series so far. Sending out thanks in that manner is unfortunately quite a challenging prospect in reality, but I promise the sentiment is very much real!

Seeing as I have the chance, I thought I’d take this opportunity to write up my impressions of the anime in short form. To start, I was very glad to see the whole season aired without difficulties! When a program airs for three months straight, it isn’t hard for the schedule to be disrupted—by an emergency broadcast about an earthquake, for instance—so every episode airing as planned is never a given… I promise I’m not just being paranoid—after all, an author I look up to had the airing of an anime adaptation of their work’s very first episode canceled on account of extenuating circumstances. As such, I was really glad to see this series’s adaptation air in full without issues!

Compared to the original novels, which are written in full by me and then illustrated and given form by Benio, the number of people who worked on the anime was tremendous. It felt like a truly complete work of art—or, to put it differently, like a cultural festival that a whole school’s worth of individuals came together to create as one. Personally, I think both styles of creation have plenty of merits of their own!

The second of the anime’s Blu-ray volumes was released near the end of July, meaning the whole series has now been published for sale on home video! The second volume also includes a soundtrack, by the way. Blu-rays are a lot more expensive than a novel or a volume of manga, so I’m not going to casually ask you to go out and pick it up, but if you feel like commemorating the anime’s release, please, be my guest! It’s gotten great reviews, and the soundtrack includes one of Kuku’s songs!

Now then, moving on to some news regarding the manga adaptation! The tenth volume of the main adaptation, drawn by Yusuke Shiba, and the first volume of the spin-off series The Red-Dragon Academy for Girls, drawn by Hitsujibako, are both due to be published this winter! Please check them out! And please check out all three volumes of Meishi Murakami’s I Was a Bottom-Tier Bureaucrat for 1,500 Years adaptation, as well!

It’s also worth noting that, thanks to the anime, a wide variety of merchandise has been and will be released! The one slight problem is that there’s just so much of it, not even I have a solid grasp of what all is out there. There’s so much, multiple companies are involved in making it all… So for the sake of everyone who could use a refresher on what all there is to buy (which includes this author), a merchandise section complete with images has been added to the series’s homepage!

If you’re curious about roughly what sort of merchandise is available and can’t see the site, there’s stationery—pens, pencil cases, and the like—all sorts of containers, tote bags, and even T-shirts! I’m sure some of you are thinking even if you bought a T-shirt with a pretty anime girl on it, you’d never actually dare to wear it in public, and for those people, I’m happy to report this series’s shirts feature chibi-style characters that make them relatively easy to wear around without cringing! Anyone who doesn’t already know what the series is about will probably assume it’s some random kids’ cartoon.

Some people will probably react to that tidbit by saying that being an adult who wears kids’ cartoon shirts is just as bad, and to those people, I recommend buying one anyway and hanging it up in your room. I myself impulse-bought a T-shirt with a chibified anime girl on it at Comiket when I was still a student, which I ultimately ended up using as a pajama top… So I guess I’m one of those people, too! Then again, I’m sure the companies that make those shirts are perfectly aware some people will be too embarrassed to wear them, so it’ll probably work out just fine.

Also, a figure of Azusa is scheduled for release! The preorder period has already ended as of this writing, so I’m not totally sure whether anyone who wasn’t able to preorder will have a chance to buy one, but in any case, please keep an eye out!

Finally, some thanks. To start, thank you to Benio: The illustrations were wonderful again this volume! I love how close Azusa and Laika look on the cover! Those two have been living together for quite some time now, and you can really tell how little distance there is between them at this point. Also, this eighteenth volume features illustrations for a previously unillustrated character, so thank you for her design, as well! In terms of sheer number-of-characters-designed-by-Benio, I really do think this series is at the top of its class.

Next, thank you to everyone involved with the anime, the manga adaptations, and the manufacturing of the merchandise, as well as all the fans who’ve supported this work in any of the various mediums it’s been published in! Out of all the many novel series out there, I believe that Killing Slimes for 300 Years has been particularly blessed with happiness and fortune. I hope you’ll continue to support it!

Kisetsu Morita







Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.

To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.

Sign Up

Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup
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A droplet spirit
(a variety of water
spirit). She has a great
broad-mindedness that
can coax even Azusa—
she’s everyone’s momma
who pokes her nose in
everyone’s business.

WYNONA

A slime spirit born after
Falfa and Shalsha. She’s
cautious and is distant
with Azusa, whom she
treats like a stepmother.
She’s already actively a

top-rated adventurer, but

she’s oddly obsessed with

the color white.

NATALIE

The Flatta guild’s
resident receptionist.
Confident in the size of
her bust. A bit of a trend
chaser and very interest-
ed in magic streaming
and fortune-telling.
When not busy with
work, she spends most
of her time surrepti-
tiously searching for a
(handsome) husband.
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FLATORTE

A blue dragon-girl who
obeys what Azusa says.
Since she’s a dragon
like Laika, there is
somewhat of a rivalry
between them, but she’s
an optimistic and ener-
getic girl. Unlike Laika,
she has a tail in human

DRAGON!

ROSALIE

A ghost girl and
resident of the house
in the highlands. She’s
devoted to Azusa, who
didn't shy away from
her as a ghost and
instead reached out
to her. She can go
through walls but can’t
touch people. She can
also possess others.
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SANDRA

A mandragora girl.
After growing for
three hundred years,
she gained sentience and
the ability to move
around. She is a literal
plant and lives in
the vegetable garden
in the house in the
highlands. She’s often
stubborn and puts up a
front, but she also craves
the company of others.
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A dragon-girl and

5 ) GREETINGS,
Azusa’s apprentice. SISTER.
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is a good, earnest, FIsTS!
hardworking girl.
Gothic Lolita clothes,
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other frilly things suit

her very well (which

embarrasses her). She

is the main character
in this booK’s spin-
off, The Red-Dragon
Academy for Girls.
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AZUSA
AIZAWA

The protagonist.
Commonly known
as the Witch of
the Highlands.

A girl (2) who was
reincarnated as an
immortal witch with
the appearance of a
seventeen-year-old.
Before she knew what
was happening, shed
become the strongest
being in the world.
Although she’s had
some rough times, it
has ultimately given
her a family, and she’s
delighted about it.
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FALFA AND
SHALSHA

Spirit sisters born from
a conglomeration of
slime souls. Falfa, the
older sister, is a carefree
girl who's honest about
her own feelings. Shalsha,
the younger sister, is
considerate and attentive
to others. They both love
their mother, Azusa.

HALKARA

A young elf woman and
Azusa’s apprentice. She
is an upstanding CEO

who runs a company
using her knowledge of
mushrooms, but in the
house in the highlands,
she’s known for her knack
for screwing up.

BEELZEBUB

A high-ranking demon
known as the Lord of the
Flies and the demons’
| X / minister of agriculture. She
Ag';'?.LEE treats Falfa and Shalsha
as her own nieces and
frequently shuttles between
the demon realm and the
house in the highlands.
She’s also Azusa's reliable
“big sister” surrogate.
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