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      Prologue: A New Way of Life


      I had biological kids now. Lew and I had a daughter, Riu. And Lefi and I had a son, Sakuya. Both were adorable little tykes who’d inherited many of their respective mother’s characteristics. Rir also had a daughter, Setsu, making our already huge family even bigger.


      Nowadays, seventy percent of our daily lives revolved around our kids. Even though we’d prepared for it, we were still navigating a whole new, confusing world. Riu and Sakuya cried their little hearts out so much, which still surprised me because I had no idea where they got all that energy from. Another surprising thing was how much they slept. They were doing their best to figure out this whole “living” thing, and in a way, I found it almost refreshing to watch them.


      But despite all the hardships, we were still enjoying our daily lives. I even liked the shift system we’d set up to look after them, and of course, I had fun when it was my turn. That said, the women were a lot more gung ho, so more often than not, my army of wives did everything before I got a chance to do anything for them. I’d only recently come to realize how incredible a mother’s power was. My power as a father was no match for theirs.


      I’d never thought the day would come when I’d become a parent myself. I hardly remembered the old me anymore, but I had a feeling that if I showed him the current me, he sure as heck wouldn’t recognize himself. That was proof of how integral my family had become to me.


      I wasn’t the only one who’d evolved mentally and emotionally thanks to our newest additions. The same could be said of Lefi and my other wives, as well as Iluna and the girl gang. It was super obvious when I spent time with them. Which meant I had to work even harder to become a husband and father they could all rely on!


      “Okay, Riu, Sakuya. Dad’s got no job and a ton of free time, so we can play as much as we want!”


      “Those words are the hallmark of a devil-may-care father. Though I suppose I should not cast stones considering we are in the same position. More or less.”


      “You’re not wrong. Plus, with only one wife out there earning money, any outsider would think this family has a bunch of deep, dark secrets.”


      As usual, Lefi and I joked around while looking after the two babies.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: The Spirit Emperor and Siserius


      Rir’s daughter, Setsu. Her features were so similar to his and his wife’s, especially that smooth, fluffy fur, that you’d know right away she was their kid. She’d been born after Riu, but as you’d expect from a canine, she was growing quickly, both physically and mentally. Of course, she was still basically a toddler, though.


      “Ruff, ruff!”


      “Who’s a good girl?! That’s right, you are! Here, fetch!”


      When I threw the ball, she chased after it energetically. Working her short legs as hard as she could, she eventually caught up to it, then snatched it in her mouth and brought it back to me. Her wagging tail was ridiculously adorable.
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      “Ruff!”


      “Okay, okay, one more time.”


      “Ruff! Ruff!”


      I threw the ball again, and off she went after it. As I was playing with Setsu, Rir let out a quiet rumble, a slightly apologetic look on his face.


      “Grr.”


      “Ha ha! Nah, don’t worry about it. What matters here is how healthy and happy she is. Pretty sure your little girl’s gonna grow up to be quite the headstrong tomboy. I can already picture her bossing you around too.”


      “Grr...”


      If his wry smile was any indication, Rir had entertained that thought himself at some point. Although Setsu was his child, she wasn’t a dungeon monster. I’d checked her list of titles to confirm as much. That didn’t mean she hadn’t inherited dungeon-related abilities, though, because I was able to understand her intentions, albeit vaguely, even without her “speech,” aka her barks, growls, and such. Maybe the messages I got from her were vague because her intellect wasn’t fully developed yet, so the emotions I could sense were simple things like “fun,” “want to play more,” and “sleepy.”


      It was nice to see how attached she’d gotten to me too. That said, I could converse easily with Mrs. Rir as well, even though she had nothing whatsoever to do with the dungeon. A fenrir’s intellect was as high as a person’s. Actually, it might even be higher, which could partly explain our ability to communicate.


      Regardless, Setsu was growing so freaking fast that it surprised me whenever I went just a few days without seeing her. It even felt like she shot up overnight sometimes. Then again, since she’d eventually be about the same size as the Rir and his wife, her growth rate might not’ve been too different from a human baby’s. Despite being only about a month old at this point, she expressed herself very well. That probably made it easier for her parents to handle her.


      At the very least, she recognized the rest of us as family. Well, I guess as part of the same pack. She seemed to view Riu and Sakuya as fellow littermates and was often with them whenever she hung out in the real throne room with us. The minute she showed up, my two kids would look right at her. And if they were crying, they’d stop the second they saw her, which I couldn’t have been more grateful for.


      “Your wife is super responsible, so the two of you put together makes for a great parenting combo.”


      “Grr?”


      “You know, ’cause...you and I are in the same boat when it comes to this ‘being a dad’ thing. My wives have their shit way more together than I do, so it doesn’t matter how sloppy I am.”


      “G-Grr.”


      “Ha ha! Well, let’s just hope I don’t get in trouble, then.”


      “Ruff?”


      That inquiring sound had come from Setsu.


      “That’s right, girl. Life is complicated when you’re a grown-up.”


      As she looked up at me curiously, I patted her on the head—and that was when it happened. I felt an overwhelming presence, one that didn’t bother hiding itself. At the same time, the dungeon map opened automatically. Rir and I both braced ourselves for an enemy, but a moment later, I realized that I knew that aura. Scratch that, both auras.


      “Grr?!”


      “No, hold on, Rir!”


      I stopped him because he’d immediately shifted into battle mode, then I checked the map for details.


      “Thought so. It’s the Spirit Emperor and Madam Siserius.”


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “I just so happened to meet this elderly gentleman some time ago. I sensed his presence, so I went to say hello. Imagine my surprise when he told me about young Lefisios being with child. I knew I had to go and see her, so here I am.”


      “Forgive our sudden intrusion. I thought it was about time for the babe to arrive.”


      I’d met the dragon, Siserius, on my way to the dwarves’ domain. As for the Spirit Emperor, he was floating around in his robes like usual. And today I learned that the two of them knew each other. Would wonders never cease? Come to think of it, this old lady and I had met near the Reauxgard Empire. The Spirit Emperor had also been there a while ago, and given that the two of them could sense others from far away, it figured that they’d run into each other.


      “Not a problem at all. In fact, thanks for taking the time to drop by. The kids were born not too long ago, actually. Oh, Rir, this is your first time meeting Madam Siserius, right? Madam, let me introduce you to my pet, partner, and dungeon summon. Also, this is his wife and their daughter.”


      Rir and his family greeted the dragon. Once I’d realized who our guests were, I’d asked Rir to bring the missus here too.


      “Grr.”


      “Grrrr.”


      “Lovely to make your acquaintance. I am Siserius. Hmm, hmm, hmm... A family of fenrirs... How unusual.”


      She’d already transformed into her human form and was looking at the three of them with curiosity.


      “Ruff?”


      Setsu seemed kinda scared. She was hiding between Rir’s legs and whimpering like she was asking, “Are you friends?” Maybe she can sense our visitors’ power.


      “Heh. Yes, we are indeed friends of your family. Would you like to be ours as well?”


      “Ruff!”


      “Aha ha ha! What an adorable wee one. I hope you will consider me a friend too.”


      “Ruff!”


      “Wonderful. Thank you.”


      Her tail wagging, Setsu came out from under Rir, and Madam Siserius patted her on the head. I wasn’t surprised by the skillful way she’d handled the pup. When they’d first met, En had warmed up to her right away too, so I figured she was an old hand at winning over children’s hearts.


      And so, I went back home with our guests and Rir’s family.


      “I’m baaack, and guess who I brought with me?”


      Lefi reacted first to my announcement.


      “Hmm, I suspected as much when I felt their presence... Nevertheless, what an unusual combination. Siserius, it has been a long time, eh? Though not as long for us, old man.”


      “It has indeed, young Lefisios. Heh... Perhaps ’tis discourteous of me to call you ‘young’ now, for I can see you have grown much in the time since.”


      “Well, I am a mother now. I cannot remain selfish forever.”


      “Nah, you’re still plenty self— Uh, nothing. I said nothing.”


      Seeing Lefi clench her fists in warning, I decided that shutting the hell up was the smartest choice.


      “Very good. Had you continued, this saintly wife of yours would have punished you.”


      “As you can see, Madam Siserius, she still has a looong way to go.”


      “Aha ha ha! Well glad I am to see you get along so famously.”


      “Hmm. Where are the young ones?”


      “Oh yeah, they’re in school. They’ll be back in a little while, so you can talk to them then.”


      After that, Lew, Leila, and Nell greeted them too, then we showed off Riu and Sakuya.


      “This one’s Riu. She’s my kid with Lew, and also the older sister. And this one is Sakuya. He’s my kid with Lefi, which makes him the little brother. Setsu was born between them, so she’s a big sister and a little sister.”


      “Fascinating... They both look like their mother and father. Yes, yes, such wonderful little lives.”


      “I very much agree. The quality of their mana is plain, as is their resemblance to their parents. Adorable as well. Hmm, hmm, hmm. The birth of life is a precious thing, one that gives us much energy.”


      “Well put. I’ve lived a long life, yes, but it is moments like these that make me so excited to live.”


      “I understand what you mean. We must find joy in life. Should we grow weary of the world around us and spend our days aimlessly, we are as good as dead. So ’tis good to remember we are truly alive when such moments stir our hearts. I look forward to watching these children grow up. That gives me even more strength to live on.”


      “We are of one mind on that.”


      I watched the Spirit Emperor and Madam Siserius get even more excited as they peered into the faces of the babies Lew and Lefi held. Yeah, I really do feel a connection with these two.


      “Here, old man,” Lefi said. “Try holding him.”


      “Why, thank you.”


      “Madam Siserius, would you like to hold my daughter?” Lew asked.


      “Yes, I would. You have my thanks.”


      And so, careful not to wake the sleeping duo, the Spirit Emperor took Sakuya into his arms, and Madam Siserius did the same with Riu. Well, technically speaking, the Spirit Emperor didn’t have arms, so from an outsider’s perspective it just looked like my son was floating. But that wasn’t the point. Still, it was a pretty strange sight.


      “He’s warm... Ah, how endearing babes are.”


      “Young Lefisios, you should take them to the Dragon Hamlet sometime. As this demon lord is the king of the dragons, both of these children are our family, and I am certain the other elders will be happy to see our line growing after so long.”


      “Take them to the Hamlet, eh? I suppose we could once the children are a bit older... This time, a family trip. All of us shall go.”


      Lefi agreed easily enough to Madam Siserius’s suggestion. Even though she’d told me how much she hated her old home.


      “What is it? Speak,” she demanded, not seeming particularly bothered.


      “It’s nothing. Don’t worry about it,” I answered her with a smile.


      Anyway, the old lady dragon had a point about Riu being sorta kinda of dragon descent, despite her werewolf traits. Even with me having given up the title of Demon Emperor, I was still the Dragon King. Never mind that I’d done jack squat in the position. While I didn’t really need the title, I also didn’t have to worry too much about it, since unlike other races, rulers weren’t particularly important as a concept to dragonkind. To them, a king deserved respect, but that didn’t mean they had to be served.


      “Right then, Demon Lord, Lefisios. I would like to confer my blessing on these two in celebration. What say you? I gave it much thought, and in the end, this was the only thing I was confident about gifting them.”


      “Are they able to accept your blessing?” Lefi asked, curious.


      “Yes. For these children have likely inherited the amorphous vessel their father possesses. At least to some extent.”


      Ya know, until he’d just mentioned it, I’d forgotten that the Spirit Emperor’s blessing wasn’t something that could be bestowed on just anyone. Iluna and I both had it, but mine was due to my demon lord quirk, while Iluna had been born with hers. And apparently, my kids had inherited my quirk.


      “Whoa, hold your horses. It hurt like a mother when you gave it to me, so is it really okay to give it to a baby?”


      “I do not foresee any trouble. It will not be so for them.”


      “In that case...sure. Thank you.”


      “Bah, how unfair. I lack any such blessings. ’Tis my own fault, though, for coming empty-handed. What a shame... No. Wait a moment. I do have a few things I cannot use myself but kept because they were valuable...”


      Madam Siserius began rummaging through the crack that had appeared in the air with one hand. It was just like when I opened Inventory to look for something.


      “Hey, it’s fine, seriously. We’re not worried.”


      “No, no. ’Tis a matter of etiquette. In my excitement at meeting these two, I simply forgot. Aha! I have them! Here, for your children.”


      With that, she handed me two bells that didn’t make a sound.




      Danger Bell: When danger befalls the wearer, the bell will ring automatically to alert them. Quality: ???




      “Think of them as protective talismans. They are light too, so they will not create an undue burden. ’Twould please me if you used them.”


      “Personal alarms! Sweet, thanks.”


      “Hmm? I do not understand.”


      “You don’t have to. We’ll gladly accept these. Actually, let’s put them on now! Lew, will you hang Riu’s up?”


      “You got it, my lord!”


      I thought about wrapping the bells around their waists, but considering their small size, I was afraid the babies would accidentally put them in their mouths and swallow. We could attach them to their clothes when they were a bit older. For now, though, it was best to just tie them up out of reach of their cribs.


      And then, the Spirit Emperor spoke.


      “Lefisios, take him back, won’t you?”


      “Of course.”


      After handing Sakuya back to Lefi, the Spirit Emperor took his staff and raised it over each of my children, just like he’d done to my dungeon core that day.


      Hoooly baloney. That. Is. Incredible. Maybe because of how much I’d grown, I could sense it now. A quiet, natural, yet enormous power. Calamity-level described it perfectly. It overflowed from him and poured into Riu and Sakuya. The nature of his mana felt the same as the sky. Or was it the earth? Or the forests. The mountains. The seas. All of that which existed in the world.


      When I’d received his power, my head had started to hurt so bad that I’d thought it would shatter. It was no wonder I hadn’t sensed its nature back then. Even more amazing was the fact that my body hadn’t exploded from such a massive amount of it having flowed into me.


      I get it now. You gotta have the aptitude for his mana to be able to accept it easily. However, unlike with me, there was no visible change in the babies. They remained blissfully asleep. And unlike Iluna, with her inherent affinity, these two seemingly had the talent thanks to my demon lord nature. Which...made sense when I thought about it a little more. They’d been conceived after I’d received the Spirit Emperor’s blessing—in other words, after my “amorphous vessel” had transformed—so they didn’t change instantly like I had because they were already shaped in a way that let them absorb his power.


      “That should do it. You can teach them how to use it when they’re old enough to understand.”


      “I will. Seriously, I can’t thank you enough. You hear that, kiddos? Dad’s gonna teach you how to master the power Grandpa Spirit Emperor bestowed upon you.”


      “One more thing. Sakuya, is it? His future will be quite an eventful one.”


      I flinched.


      “Shiiit... You can see his title, can’t you?”


      The title my boy’d had since he was born: “One Who ???” The Spirit Emperor nodded in response.


      “As for the details of said eventful life... Those I won’t reveal. It will be easier to raise the child without any preconceived notions. But do not worry, for misfortune will not befall him. Though he is likely to get into just as much trouble as you, Demon Lord.”


      “Ha ha ha! There you have it, Mr. Yuki. In that case, we’ll have to make sure he grows up tough enough to handle anything. I’ll teach him swordsmanship when he’s old enough! Riu too!”


      “As much trouble as Master Yuki, hm? My original plan was to focus on all sorts of academic topics, but perhaps we should first teach him practical survival skills and simple cooking. Just in case.”


      “I can help with that! I was raised as a soldier, after all!”


      Are you guys trying to turn Sakuya into Rambo or something? But I guess it wouldn’t hurt for him to know that kinda stuff. Maybe we can add archery or something to the list too.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Afterward, the Spirit Emperor and Madam Siserius continued chatting with everyone. He told us about his mysterious experiences, and she told us about the strange sights she’d seen. In turn, Leila told them about her thoughts on the world; Nell, her country; Lew, her village; me, my stories; and Rir, his life in the forest. The conversation got livelier and livelier, going on for a good while, even as I took care of Riu, Sakuya, and Setsu.


      Eating snacks and drinking tea with friends and family. This was the life, spending time having these seemingly ordinary conversations that I’d forget by tomorrow.


      “Bah ha ha! So that is why you trounced your husband!”


      “It is, for he is an imbecile of the highest order. We are all terrified that he might pass that trait on to his children.”


      “My lord may seem reliable, but he’s pretty absent-minded, so we worry when he goes out.”


      “Which is so at odds with how dependable you can be when you’re watching over the children or have your guard up, Mr. Yuki!”


      “But we do feel more at ease when you take Rir and the other pets with you. That way, we know you’re not alone.”


      “Heh. No mercy from your wives, eh? You will not defend yourself?”


      “...No comment.”


      Then, the door to the room slammed open.


      “We’re hooome!” Iluna and Shii shouted in unison.


      “We’re...home,” En echoed a beat later.


      The wraith sisters waved in greeting after them. The girl gang was back. School’s out already? It didn’t take them long to notice our guests.


      “Spirit Teacher! And...a dragon? Are you here because you know Lefifi? Anyway, hello!”


      Iluna arrived at this conclusion after seeing Madam Siserius’s horns and tail. The other girls followed with cheerful greetings of their own.


      “Hi, Spirit Teacher! Hi, Ms. Guest!”


      “Grandpa...granny, it’s nice to see you both again.”


      The wraith sisters bounced around, saying hello in their own way.


      “Glad I am to be here, and even gladder to see you little ones doing so well.”


      “Likewise, wee sword lass. And a pleasure to meet the rest of you. My name is Siserius. I am young Lefisios’s... Well, let us say I am a close relative of hers. We have come to sit a spell with you. Hmm, yes...I see you are all quite unique personalities!” Madam Siserius exclaimed, her eyes keen on the girl gang.


      “Ha ha. I thought the same when I first came here. Now, children, I am told you have started attending school. Are you enjoying your studies?”


      “Yes! It’s lots of fun, and I learn so many different things!” Iluna answered.


      “I not like studying, but I like school ’cause I get to play with friends!” Shii piped up.


      “The...ovine village is amazing,” En said. “They’re all so passionate about pursuing their desires. I want to follow their example.”


      “Is that so? Marvelous, simply marvelous. A child’s job is to study and play however they please. Live to your heart’s content, doing what you want.”


      “The ovine village, eh? An excellent place of learning indeed. Many great people I know have also been influenced by their ways. Who knows, perhaps you may become one of them. Heh.”


      The two old folks beamed at us. The Spirit Emperor didn’t have a face, but it was clear from his attitude that he was smiling. But as much as I would’ve loved for everyone to keep chatting, especially now that the girl gang was back, it was getting late, so I called a temporary halt.


      “All right, folks, it’s almost dinnertime! Spirit Emperor, I don’t know if you eat, but we’d still like you and Madam Siserius to join us.”


      “I’d like that very much.”


      “I as well. In fact, I insist you allow me to cook! I spend time in my human form quite often, so I know how. Leave it to me.”


      “In that case, I’ll help you,” Leila said.


      “I will too!” Nell added. “The rest of you can take it easy in the meantime!”


      “Roger that,” I replied. “Thanks a bunch, ladies.”


      “Oho, Siserius will be cooking?” Lefi remarked. “I am very much looking forward to it!”


      “Me too!” Lew said.


      After that, we all enjoyed a veritable feast, with the adults indulging in alcohol throughout. To no one’s surprise, the impromptu party went pretty late into the night.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “My word, that was fun. ’Tis good to live a long life.”


      “I could not agree more. Whiling away the hours like this with friends...makes for shining moments in an eternal existence.”


      “Aha ha ha! Yes, I am certain that I, too, shall remember casual conversations like that even a thousand years from now. And the biggest revelation has been young Lefisios! I had heard the stories, but never did I imagine she would build such a family for herself. It fills me with joy to see how she has grown to be such a motherly figure.”


      “Heh. True enough, true enough. The Supreme Dragon is now a mother. I do not think she will be angry if I say this new reality is earth-shattering.”


      One was the lord of spirits, appearing in numerous history books and leaving behind a legendary legacy. The other, a great dragon woman who traveled to ruins in an attempt to unravel the world’s mysteries, recording priceless stories along the way. But for now, they were just two people reminiscing about the good times they’d spent together with their friend’s family. It was as though they were ordinary grandparents.


      “Oh, I almost forgot. Lefisios’s son...Sakuya. His title. It was not visible to me, so I beg you to tell me. As well as the unreadable bracket added to his race of ‘Draconian’...”


      “Hmm. I believe the knowledge is safe with you. Pray keep it secret.”


      “I will. I swear it.”


      So did the Spirit Emperor tell her.


      “That child’s race...is ‘Void Lord.’ And his title is ‘One Who Brings Great Change.’”


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      A few days after the Spirit Emperor and Siserius had come to visit, I was taking a short break after putting Riu and Sakuya to bed when Lefi spoke up.


      “Right, then, Yuki.”


      “What is it, my beautiful wife?”


      “We are a married couple with children now. Henceforth, our lives will revolve around their care.”


      “True, true. We were already looking after Iluna and the others, but now we’ll be even busier with these tykes.”


      That said, the girl gang didn’t need as much attention anymore, so I doubted things would change much in terms of busyness. It helped that I had more free time now that I wasn’t a ruler anymore. Plus, the girls weren’t the type to need us to do everything for them. Even Shii, who could be a bit clumsy, had learned how to rely on others more. Whenever she couldn’t figure something out, she’d approach one of us and say, “I can’t do it! Help meee!” On the topic of the little slime girl, I felt like her speech had improved even more recently. Maybe because she’d started going to school?


      “Indeed. However, that is precisely why I think we must cherish our time together as a pair.”


      “Also true. Theeen...is it safe to assume your stance right now has something to do with ‘our time together as a pair,’ as you put it?”


      “You are as quick of wit as ever, my dear husband.”


      Lefi stood in front of me, holding the sponge shinai I’d made. Even though I knew what it was made of, the way she gripped it, I almost thought it was a real bamboo sword. In any case, I wasn’t dumb enough to underestimate her. Just because she’d become more in tune with her maternal side didn’t mean she’d stopped being the Supreme Dragon. After all, this was a woman capable of inflicting a mortal wound on her opponent just by throwing tofu. Wait, actually, tofu is probably a bit of a stretch. Anyway! Regardless of the fact that the practice sword was made of sponge, dropping my guard meant instant death!


      “Sooo, this is one of those ‘two birds with one stone’ kinda activities? We get to chat as a couple and exercise at the same time?”


      I faced off against her, readying my own sponge sword.


      “It is! What did you call it again? Ah yes, kendo!”


      “Kendo. Right.”


      “Yes, kendo!”


      “Kendo. Uh-huuuh.”


      If she hadn’t caught the skepticism in my tone the first time, she definitely had the second.


      “Ahem. Very well. If this is what my wife wishes for, then as her husband, I shall... Hold on a sec. Why kendo? You even made me make these stupid swords.”


      “Because I want to smack you on your crown!”


      “Well, that’s a pretty crappy reason.”


      I think it’s time to show her once and for all that husbands aren’t punching bags.


      “Frankly, any sport would be fine. Do you have one in mind, Yuki?”


      “Hmm. Now that you mention it...no. I don’t.”


      I’d played all sorts of games with her by now, so kendo might actually be a novel experience for us.


      “Then a sword fight it is! Prepare yourself!”


      Even she realizes this is kind of a joke, huh?


      “It seems I have no choice. For whatever reason, my wife’s enthusiasm knows no bounds. Fine, I shall teach you the way of the sword! Look! Starting with Maou Ryuichi, First Form!”


      With that, I grabbed a short sword from Inventory to add to the sponge shinai I was already holding. My fighting style definitely was not Niten Ichi-ryu, but Maou Ryuichi, okay? And in my fighting style, a second form didn’t exist.
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      “Oho! Dual-wielding, are you? You will hear no complaints from me! Then I shall utilize my Supreme Dragon Style... Hmm. That doesn’t quite roll off the tongue. Yuki, can you think of another name?”


      “Evil Tyrant Style, Supreme Dragon Form?”


      “For that, I will use Divine Retribution instead!”


      “Gaaah!”


      Guess she isn’t a fan of that. Even though it fits perfectly... Uh-oh. I know that smile, and it scares me. I think I’ll stop this train of thought now.


      “Okay, okay. How about something like ‘The Supreme Dragon’s Secret Art’ or ‘Husband-Beating Style, Supreme Dragon Form.”


      “Yes, yes, I like those. I choose the latter. Husband-Beating Style, Supreme Dragon Form! Savor the sight, for it is the last thing you will see!”


      Lefi took up a stupidly cool overhead stance, and then— What the hell?! She freaking disappeared. To be accurate, the sponge shinai had stayed in place while she’d vanished from the spot. Literally a move imperceptible to the naked eye.


      “Where did you go, woman?!”


      “Mwa ha ha! How careless of you! Just because I have a weapon does not mean I will use it, and therein lies your mistake! Feel the wrath of my Deadly Tickle Kendo!”


      “That’s not kendo— Bah ha ha ha! Stop! Stop! Gah ha ha ha!”


      I’d thought she was gonna grab me from behind and throw me. Instead, she’d started tickling me. Her small hands raced over my sides and neck, then she nipped my ear like the vixen she was.


      “Gaaah! Ha ha ha! You! Little!”


      “I will admit, you almost had me! Alas, your Maou Ryuichi is no match for me. You will have to do better than that to catch me.”


      Somehow, she was in front of me again, holding her shinai, even though she’d literally just been tickling me.


      “All right, all right, your attack was super effective! Though I’m not sure I’d call it kendo... However, Lefi! Have you forgotten that I’m no longer just a demon lord, but a Supreme Ruler too?! I’ll demonstrate the power that comes with that! This is the ultimate technique of Maou Ryuichi. Behold, the Supreme Ruler’s Blade!”


      “Ngh!”


      I charged, and Lefi tried to dodge with her blinding speed. But! If I concentrated hard enough, I could see her now! She was just an afterimage in the corner of my eye, but that was all I needed. I let go of both my swords and grabbed her arms. Gotcha!


      “This is payback for earlier! The Supreme Ruler’s Blade targets the butt and tail!”


      “Eep?!”


      I yanked her toward me, wrapped her up in a bear hug, and focused my attack on her weak spot, her tail. She squirmed and wiggled from all the stroking, tickling, and squeezing.


      “Th-This is unfair!”


      “Sorry not sorry since there are no rules! The foundation of fighting is to exploit your opponent’s weakness!”


      “Gah! Nooo! Then! If this fight is to be such a savage one, I, too, shall show no mercy! Take this!”


      “Dwah?!”


      I was anticipating her trying to shake herself free. What happened instead was that I suddenly found myself unable to move. Paralyzed. Her damn magic.


      “Hey, magic’s not fair!”


      “Why, I have not heard of any rule stipulating that magic is not allowed! I would like to see you fight back now! Against my Deadly Tickle Kendo, Version 2!”


      “Except it’s exactly the same as before— Bah ha ha ha ha!”


      And so, we fought a battle that was anything but kendo. Leila yelled at us not long after, telling us to take it outside because of the mess we were making and how the noise would wake Riu and Sakuya. Once they grew up, it’d be too embarrassing to goof around like this in front of them, so we had to get it done now. Buuut...maybe not. Maybe we’d still be up to our usual shenanigans even when they were older.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      One day in the dungeon, Iluna and En were arguing, which was unusual since the girl gang got along super well.


      “No, they don’t!”


      “Yes...they do.”


      “Arrrgh! I know how stubborn you are, but I can be too, so I’ll say it again: That’s weird!”


      “No...it isn’t. They’re always paired together when we eat at home, which means they’re meant to be together.”


      “But Yukiki doesn’t put it on!”


      “Leila...does, though.”


      The argument at hand? Whether or not to squeeze lemon juice on fried chicken. A debate that could divide the world and spark a great war. People on both sides believed they were right, standing up for their opinion and refusing to back down. Both factions, one made up of those who squeezed lemon juice on fried chicken and the other of those who thought it unnecessary, were powerful indeed! Other variants of this war, such as soy sauce versus ketchup on egg and mushroom cookies versus bamboo shoot cookies, also existed, all of them embers that could explode into raging flames.


      But then, Shii, who’d been listening from the sidelines, put a stop to the argument with her own opinion.


      “Well, I prefer Mr. Mayonnaise over lemon juice! Mr. Mayo is the best!”


      “You put mayo on everything, Shii, so you have no right to join in on this debate!”


      “I...agree.”


      “Aww! You two are so mean!” she said with a pout.


      The other two weren’t wrong, though, since Shii did like strong flavors.


      “Fried chicken is perfect by itself! There’s no need to add anything else to it!”


      “I...find your logic strange. By your definition, white rice is perfect by itself, but the fact is, most people don’t eat it by itself. In other words, cooking isn’t something to consider in isolation. Combining ingredients creates infinite possibilities.”


      Shii piped up again at that point.


      “Speaking of! I think bonito flakes go best with rice!”


      “We’re not talking about that, but the most delicious rice topping is salmon furikake!”


      “I...disagree with that too. Furikake isn’t enough to bring out the flavor of the rice the best, which is why it needs to be eaten with something else. Though if I had to choose the best topping, I would go with cod roe.”


      “Gross! Cod roe makes everything taste like, well, cod roe!”


      “Hmm... While you aren’t wrong, I still think it’s the number one choice.”


      “I didn’t say I hate it! But, like...you know!”


      “I like it too!” Shii chimed in.


      Their argument just kept heating up. With firm convictions, the two girls tried desperately to find the right words to convince the other to open her eyes to the truth. As family, they felt it was imperative.


      “A stalemate, huh? Which means... Yukiki, come here!”


      “Have...it your way. Leila!”


      And so, they called the two adults.


      “Um...you rang?”


      “How may I help?”


      “Yukiki, will you listen to this?! En says lemon is a must with fried chicken! But you don’t, right? So please explain to this...this silly little girl that lemon isn’t necessary!”


      “You’re...the one who doesn’t understand. Leila, please explain to this blockhead that lemon has to go on fried chicken.”


      “I could go either way, though...”


      “I see, I see. Allow me to explain the merits of lemon paired with fried chicken.”


      “Yukiki, what are you doing?! At this rate, she’ll beat you!”


      Seeing Iluna panic, he looked at Leila with a slightly confused expression.


      “Okay... Okay, okay, so I’m fighting on your behalf, Iluna. Fried chicken and lemon! I ask you this, Leila! Why does everyone think lemon and fried chicken are a natural combination?!”


      “Well, Master Yuki, you were the one who first taught me how to cook fried chicken, and you were also the one who prepared lemon as a garnish.”


      “Oh snap, you’re right. Iluna, it was me.”


      “A-And?! Doesn’t change the fact that you don’t squeeze lemon juice on it!”


      “You are also right, little miss. In fact, fried chicken is delicious on its own, so there’s no need to go to the trouble of putting lemon on it!”


      “But the sourness of the lemon juice sharpens its flavor. Though I will concede that fried chicken is delicious on its own, I contend that lemon makes it even more so.”


      “Iluna, this is bad. I think we’re gonna lose.”


      “Yukiki, nooo! It’s too soon to give up!”


      “You...may be my master, but you’re also a fool.”


      Incidentally, dinner that night was Salisbury steak. Salisbury steaks reigned supreme. They agreed on that point, and ultimately came to the conclusion that “everyone has their own preferences, but Salisbury steaks are the undisputed king,” which ended the war. Thus was the chapter of Great Fried Chicken and Lemon War added to the annals of history.

    

  

  
    
      Side Story 1: A Day in the Lives of Leila and Nell


      Morning.


      “Leila, wake uuup.”


      Just after the sun rose, the sound of her coworker—no, her family member’s voice, had her wide awake.


      “Mm... Good... Good morning.”


      “Ha ha ha! You’re so cute in the mornings.”


      “And you are so...annoying.”


      Lew was an early riser who slept like the dead. While the werewolf girl laughed, Leila could feel her sleep-dazed mind gradually becoming clearer. Surprisingly for her, mornings weren’t her strong suit. Yuki and the others sometimes jokingly referred to that as her “only weakness,” and she herself was certainly aware of that fact. It could simply have been because she had a habit of staying up late, but even on days when she went to bed early, she still ended up sleeping later than everyone else, so it was more than likely just how she was wired.


      “Riu and Sakuya...”


      “They’re fine. They fell right back to sleep after I fed them.”


      “Wow, Lew... You’re truly all grown up.”


      “I’m a mother now, you know. I can’t just rely on you and the others!”


      Lew. A dear friend, something of a younger sister, and now, family. Leila knew all too well how dramatically the other girl had changed since getting pregnant. The two of them had been together from their first moments in this dungeon, and every day since, morning, noon, and night. They’d never really fought, spending their days maintaining a certain distance while still respecting each other. No wonder, then, that it was Lew who understood Leila the best, and vice versa. In that regard, they knew each other better than Yuki.


      All of that to say, Leila was beyond thrilled to see the transformation in her friend, acting almost as if it were a transformation of her own. The whole experience was quite moving. As a result, she’d been writing a lot about Lew lately in the observation diary she’d been keeping since arriving in the dungeon.


      The psychological changes that accompanied motherhood. Though she’d reflected on how her own personality had undergone a sea change since coming here...what would happen if she, like her best friend, became a mother? How drastic would the changes be? I must definitely keep proper records.


      Children. The old Leila would never have been able to imagine having and raising children. But now, she could envision a future in which she gave birth to and raised a child of her own. What was more, she was beginning to desire that future. Her love for Yuki might have explained part of that change, but a bigger reason was probably the realization of how genuinely fulfilling it was to take care of Riu, Lew’s child, and Sakuya, Lefi’s child. Though technically not her children by blood, they nevertheless felt like her own, and surprisingly, even her endless thirst for knowledge, which had been her driving force thus far, had ended up playing second fiddle to them. Leila wondered if her mentor, Eldgalia, had felt the same way when raising her and her younger sister, Emu.


      “Tee hee.”


      “Someone’s in a good mood. Want to share why?”


      “Well, I’m simply...looking forward to today.”


      “What a coincidence! I’m excited to spend the day with you and everyone else too!”


      Leila smiled in response and rose from her bed.


      “Right, then. Time to prepare ourselves for the day. First up, breakfast. Lew, will you help me?”


      “Of course!”


      And the two of them did just that.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Lately, the dungeon residents’ lives had revolved around caring for Riu and Sakuya. It was only natural. While they weren’t glued twenty-four seven to the babies’ sides, they certainly couldn’t take their eyes off them either. Perhaps it was more accurate to say that everyone wanted to dote on them, so of course, someone was always watching over them. Leila was no exception.


      “Peeka...boo!”


      “Dah! Gaaah!”


      Riu squealed in delight.


      “Peeka...boo!”


      “Ah. Ooh.”


      Sakuya, while not as vocal as his sister, still pumped his little arms and legs in enjoyment.


      “Tee hee. Fascinating how personalities emerge even at the infant stage.”


      The two were being raised in the same way, showered with love from the same family. When and how had the difference in their personalities emerged? Could it have been related to Riu having been born first? No... Leila suspected the differences had existed from the moment they were born. Then was it because they had different mothers? Or were individual personalities born the moment a babe was? The little ones were brimming with the mystery that was mankind. It was all so very fascinating.


      As she soothed them, she noticed her husband, Yuki, watching them.


      “Is something the matter?”


      “Nope. Just thought that the way you play peekaboo is ridiculously cute.”


      “Please stop teasing me.”


      “Ha ha ha! Sorry, sorry.”


      With a laugh, he settled himself next to her.


      “Heed me, children, for you have been blessed with Mama Leila’s out-of-this-world version of peekaboo. Enjoy it while you can!”


      The sound of the words “Mama Leila” made her incredibly happy.


      “They have it tough too, with so many family members to remember.”


      “Yeah, that may be a bit of a challenge for them. But I also can’t wait to see whose name they’ll say first. So let me get a head start now. Riu, Sakuya, daddy’s name is Yuki. Can you say ‘Yuki’?”


      “Daaah! Ahhh!”


      “Ooh. Waaah.”


      “Tee hee. At the very least, they know who you are. Now then, it’s my turn. I’m ‘Mama Leila.’”


      “Dooo! Uuuh!”


      “Waaah. Aooo.”


      “Will ya look at that? They know you too. And of course you do, since she takes such good care of you! Got a feeling they’ll say your name first, Leila.”


      “While that would make me happy...I would feel awful for Lefi and Lew.”


      “Ha ha! Good point. But no one will be surprised if that’s how things turn out.”


      So Leila passed the day with Yuki, looking after the two babies.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Night. The day had ended, and everyone was asleep. Thanks to her growth, Riu was getting better at distinguishing between the parts of the day, waking up less and less in the middle of the night, but Sakuya still often woke up and cried at night. However, at such times, Yuki, who didn’t need much sleep as long as he was in the dungeon, and Lefi, whose body was stronger than anyone else’s due to being the Supreme Dragon, often took care of him, which made the nights relatively easy.


      The mornings after such nights, Leila would smile at the sight of them sleeping next to the babies. Their relationship remained much the same, even after all this time. Yuki and Lefi were still as close as when they had first met, and whenever Leila saw them having their usual friendly spats, she couldn’t help but feel a little envious. Because she would never be on such an equal footing. It was rare to find a couple that was such a perfect match.


      “Haah...”


      She shut her journal with a snap and stretched a little. Despite the urge to organize her thoughts, she needed to stop here or risk a late night affecting her tomorrow. After all, she wasn’t much of a morning person. And she certainly didn’t want Lew teasing her if she overslept again.


      Leila glanced at her friend and roommate, who was already breathing as if in a deep sleep. She chuckled quietly to herself at how adorable Lew looked. Then, feeling a bit thirsty, she headed out of their room, careful not to wake Lew.


      At this late hour, the rest of the family was asleep. She could barely see in the darkness, but she made her way to the kitchen with practiced steps and poured herself some tea to quench her thirst. After she finished, she rinsed the cup and placed it in the dish drainer, then returned to the living room. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she noticed Lefi half in and half out of her futon, arms and legs splayed haphazardly. Thinking she must be cold, Leila pulled the covers over her with a smile.


      “Hngh... Oh, Leila, it’s you.”


      “I’m sorry, did I wake you?”


      It wasn’t Lefi who called out, but Yuki, who was sleeping in the futon next to her.


      “Finally hitting the hay now?”


      “Yes, I just finished jotting down the day’s events.”


      “Gotcha. Then...wanna sleep together?”


      With a grin, he shifted to the side to make it easier for Leila to slip into his futon.


      “I...do.”


      Though a tiny bit embarrassed, she didn’t refuse Yuki’s invitation, kneeling down and sliding in next to him. He wasted no time wrapping his arms around her. His warmth. His scent. The way he pampered her.


      Despite feeling like such behavior didn’t suit her, she still wanted to take part... Perhaps because being his wife was already a core part of her? She had changed completely. There’s no going back.


      “Master Yuki.”


      “Hmm?”


      “...It’s nothing. Good night.”


      “If you say so. Night, Leila.”


      As he held her in his gentle embrace, she was surprised at how quickly her eyelids grew heavy.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      That day, Nell was in the border town of Alfiro as part of her job as the hero. With the widespread adoption of airships, it was now possible to travel anywhere in the Kingdom of Alisia in much less time than before. Meaning Nell, arguably the country’s greatest combat asset, no longer needed to be tied down to the royal capital.


      Besides, she personally thought that the role of “Demon Lord Yuki’s wife” described her current job better. He might not have been an emperor anymore, but he remained a major influence on the rest of the world. A wild card. A very unpredictable, powerful one at that. And her being in constant contact with him meant Alisia possessed a tremendous weapon that no other country did. That was an even bigger advantage for the kingdom than the fact that she was the most powerful hero in its history.


      And so, with Nell’s current posting in Alfiro, she spent her days training and hunting monsters in the surrounding area. Due to her workplace changing and the advancement of a policy promoting harmony with other races, her work as the hero had decreased, but that didn’t mean she had more free time. The reason for that lay in the town of Alfiro itself. It was situated on the remote edge of the country, near an unexplored area known as the Demonic Forest. Even monsters that Yuki and his pets had deemed “small fry” were ones that humans had to fight lest they be killed, especially because the creatures continued to expand their habitats into the surrounding area. That was the cause of the increase in the monster hunting part of her job as the hero. What was more, the kind of people who gathered in such towns were those who could hold their own in a fight—in other words, those who sought strength.


      “I win.”


      “What the hell?!”


      The sword the man was holding had disappeared from his grip at some point, and it now rested in Nell’s. Even though hers should have been clashing with his just a moment ago.


      “H-How?!”


      “It still feels like the sword hasn’t become one with you, right? If you can think of it as an extension of your body, your skill will improve. At the very least, your opponents won’t be able to snatch your weapon from you like this.”


      “The gulf between us is huge... I’m still reeling, but...thank you for your guidance.”


      “Of course. Well done. All right, who’s next?!”


      Today, Nell was at the adventurers’ guild training grounds. The guild had asked if she would lead a training program, and she had agreed. Then, with the Church’s permission, the guild had set up the training grounds for her lessons. However, it wasn’t just adventurers who were present; there were also many skilled soldiers, knights, holy knights, mercenaries, and more. And among them were not only humans, but demons and therianthropes as well. As a result of her announcement that she would train everyone, many folks who made a living fighting were in attendance.


      Thanks to her ties with the werewolves, Nell had been proactive with her relationships with other races while in Alfiro, which had led to them relying on her to the point that if anything ever went wrong, they’d go to her first. She now acted as a sort of adviser to the other races, and seeing her demonstrate her various abilities, not just combat, had drawn many of the nonhumans here. Some had even traveled by airship from other lands just for today’s training exercise.


      At that moment, a human adventurer who had been watching the battle from nearby called out to the demon who happened to be sitting next to him.


      “Hello, there, my demon friend. I’ve heard that your lot are bloody strong. Does that mean you have people who can fight at her level?”


      “Though I appreciate your high opinion of us, we rarely see anyone this strong. Only once in a while do we even give birth to anyone with such monstrous power, you know.”


      “Well, I’ll be damned. I must admit, I’m relieved to hear you say so.”


      “But it is terrifying to learn that a human can become so strong. It feels like we’ve gotten our first glimpse of your people’s ability to stand up to other races.”


      “Don’t you worry about her, since that young miss has surpassed our kind’s limits. And what do you think about all this, my therianthrope friend?” The human adventurer turned to a beastman on his other side.


      “I once saw the current Beast Lord fight up close.”


      “Did you, now? Tell me more.”


      “I don’t know how much you understand about our ways, but to us, anyone with the title of ‘lord’ or ‘king’ has to be strong. A first-class warrior. In other words, the Beast Lord is the strongest of the therianthropes.”


      “Aha. I think I know where you’re going with this.”


      “Yup. If that young lady and the Beast Lord fought, I couldn’t tell you who’d win. At least, it’s not something someone like me can judge.”


      “Let me tell you a tale. Some time ago, rumors floated around about the current hero being weak, but clearly, they were all lies.”


      “Pfft. Humans wouldn’t know talent if it came and bit them in the rear. How can someone with such a powerful aura be seen as weak?”


      “I agree with you, mate. Some are surprisingly strong, while others are off the scale entirely. We humans are just so bloody inconsistent that even I can’t understand us at times.”


      “Considering how many of you there are, I’m not surprised. I did hear something about the hero’s troubles having to do with politics, but I’m not exactly educated on that front, so I’m afraid I don’t know the details.”


      “No worries. Funnily enough, I’m the same when it comes to using my brain.”


      “Then maybe I’ll join you over there. Because the only time I like using my head is when I’m headbutting something.”


      “We may be different races, but we really are birds of a feather, eh?!”


      The three of them laughed together. Until just a short while ago, such a casual conversation would never have occurred. Nell heard them well enough. While she wanted to voice her objections about being treated almost like a monster, she felt like she’d lose face if she gave them the satisfaction, so she pretended not to have heard.


      “I’ve been meaning to ask about your new weapon. It’s very...unique, compared to your old one.”


      The one who spoke was a holy knight acquaintance of Nell’s.


      “Oh, this? I’ve been thinking lately that I’d like to be able to use a weapon of this size. My body is still too weak to handle it properly, which is why I’m training with it at the moment.”


      “Well, I think you’re quite adept at using it.”


      “Ha ha ha! Not even a little bit. I’m just brute-forcing it with my physical abilities.”


      Nell had returned the holy sword she had previously used, Durendal, to the Church, and now used the sword made by Yuki, Yoruha, as her main weapon. Yuki had poured his feelings for his beloved wife into it, along with En’s opinions. Nell had grown fairly comfortable using it, to the point that whenever she fought Lemiro Gilbert, the previous hero known as the Master Swordsman, he’d comment, “With that blade in hand, even I am barely able to hold my own against you.” While his swordsmanship was still fundamentally superior, when other factors were added, even the previous hero, known as the strongest, could no longer win so easily against her.


      Nell’s height, arm length, muscle mass, stats, swordsmanship, fighting style, and preferred tactics—the sword leveraged her unique characteristics and raised her abilities to another level. Having said all that, the sword she was actually using in training right now wasn’t Yoruha. If she used it, she would slice straight through her opponents’ blades, which made it impractical for training. Thus, she’d asked Yuki to make her a practice greatsword. It would also help her learn how to wield En.


      She now had a daughter and a son. Even though they weren’t related to her by blood, they were still hers. She wanted to hone her swordsmanship so that when they grew up, she’d be able to teach them how to protect themselves. That was why she had been devoting herself to training more than ever before.


      The practice sword was similar in length and weight to En’s sword form, meaning it was so heavy that an ordinary person would have trouble even holding it. It was taller than Nell, and heavier too. If she could learn to handle such a difficult-to-wield sword, her swordsmanship itself would surely improve as well.


      Gosh, this would be so much easier if I were actually practicing with En. The little sword girl was able to make adjustments on the fly. Even if your body drifted, she would correct for that and optimize the slash. She even managed your center of gravity, so your body wouldn’t move in an odd way. In fact, En made fighting so easy, Nell thought training with her didn’t count as actual training.


      Incidentally, Yuki had become so accustomed to fighting with En that he could no longer use any other bladed weapons. As a result, when the little sword girl wasn’t around, he resigned himself to using blunt instruments like large war clubs or hammers. Then he’d get carried away making strange toys or weapons that were completely impractical but looked cool, only to have them burned by Lefi because “they are in the way.”


      “U-Urgent news!”


      A young holy knight appeared, looking flustered, his cry interrupting Nell’s training session.


      “A War-level monster has been spotted nearby! My lady, please ready yourself for duty!”


      His words created a commotion in the training grounds, but Nell remained calm.


      “Excellent timing. All right, everyone, it seems we have the perfect opponent to apply what you’ve learned today, so let’s move! Follow me!”


      “Wh-What do you mean, ‘excellent timing’?! We’re talking about a War-level monster! And you want us to train with it?!”


      “We’ll be just fine, trust me. I am the hero, after all.”


      The smile on her face was enough to ease their nerves, and a few of the people in attendance glanced at each other with wry chuckles. They understood her abilities very well indeed. So they did as she asked, following her to the monster. Nell herself had yet to realize that people’s definition of “the hero” was steadily warping thanks to her words and actions.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: The Girl Gang Is Growing Up


      Ever since Riu’s and Sakuya’s births, the wife gang had changed dramatically. Their motherly side had begun to outshine their wifely side. Iluna and the others had changed too. Since starting school, they’d become much more mature emotionally, graduating from the “little-girl gang” to the “girl gang.” A strong sense of sisterly responsibility blossomed within them at the same time.


      Their growth brought one particular thought to mind—I felt like Shii’s speech had improved, particularly her pronunciation. Obviously, I cared about their inner growth and all that other serious stuff. But lately, that one specific thing had been weighing on my mind more than anything else. So I decided to verify it for myself.


      “Hey, Shii. Try saying this: ‘she sells seashells by the seashore.’”


      “She sells clams by the ocean!”


      Hmm... No, not...quite...


      “Okay, how about this instead? ‘How much wood would a woodchuck chuck if a woodchuck could chuck wood?’”


      “How much wood does a woodchuck chuck... Lots of wood!”


      Also wrong, but I could sort of see where she was coming from.


      “‘Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers.’”


      “Umm... Peter has a lot of peppers, huh!”


      True enough.


      The results weren’t exactly what I’d been expecting, but her pronunciation had gotten way better. I actually liked the cute little quirks in the way Shii talked, though I couldn’t ignore this sign of growth either. It left me feeling a mix of happiness and just a touch of wistfulness.


      “Shii, you’re articulating your words so much better now.”


      “Oh reeeally? I didn’t really notice it myself, but I’m happy if you think so!”


      She giggled. That carefree smile of hers was precisely what made her so adorable.


      “Are you learning something at school that’s helping you with your speech?”


      “Ummm... Maybe the music classes? We practice our vocalization while we sing! Music is my second-favorite subject. Magic is first!”


      “Huh, they teach you guys music too? Music is great, isn’t it? I wasn’t exactly good at it or anything in my old life, but I really enjoyed it. Are they teaching you how to read sheet music too?”


      “Yuuup! Although...I have a hard time memorizing that stuff, so I usually have Iluna and the others help me. The notes just look like a bunch of tadpoles to me!”


      “Ha ha, yeah. I can see that. I’m not exactly confident in my sheet music skills either. Iluna and the others can probably read it a whole lot better than me.”


      I mean, I could handle simple scores well enough. But piano? That was practically a secret code to me. Made absolutely no sense.


      We continued chatting about school for a while longer. Once we hit a lull in the conversation, I decided to ask her something else.


      “Sooo, Shii... Is there anything you’d like to do in the future? Any dreams or goals?”


      She didn’t answer right away. Instead, she paused for a moment, like she was deep in thought... And then, she spoke.


      “I dunno yet. I just wanna try lots of stuff! I’m interested in sooo many fun things! Oh! And I still wanna help protect the dungeon since I’m a summon!”


      “You don’t have to worry about the dungeon, kiddo. If there’s something else you really wanna do, I want you to prioritize that instead.”


      But she just shook her head.


      “Nooo. No matter what anyone says, you brought me into this world, Master. That’s at the center of who I am, and it’s something that’ll never ever change! I think the wraith sisters feel the same way.”


      “I see...”


      “So, yeah, I dunno yet, but...one thing I am sure of is that I wanna do things that make people smile!”


      “You do?”


      “Yep! You see, I just love seeing everyone’s smiles! When someone laughs, it makes me happy too! So if I can do that, then everyone, including me, gets to be happy, right? As long as everyone smiles, all is right with the world!”


      Sounds good to me. It was a wonderful dream. Very Shii. She was such a sweet little girl that I almost teared up.


      “So my goal is...you, Master!”


      “Me?”


      “Yep! Because watching Lefifi yell at you when you make her angry is super fun! Especially because you look like you’re having fun too!”


      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. For your information, girlie, it’s not actually fun when she’s chewing me out! Because hello, she’s chewing me out!”


      “Lies! You’re always smiling like a silly person even when she’s chewing you out!”


      “Hearing you put it like that makes me sound like a weirdo.”


      I smiled wryly then. She was probably referring to the times Lefi and I were goofing around with our “arguments.” Still, it was a little awkward to have that—me—be her ultimate goal.


      “Anyway! I don’t know what the future holds, but for now, I just wanna be a big sister that Riu and Sakuya can rely on! So the first step is to just keep doing my best!”


      “Good news, Shii. You’re already a big sister they can rely on.”


      “I hope so! But either way, I’m gonna keep trying even harder!”


      I gently patted her head as she beamed up at me. So this is her dream, huh? I guess I’ll ask Iluna and the others too.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Not long ago, our family had grown by two—Riu and Sakuya. The babies were adorable and precious, and their presence was enough to warm my heart. Riu was always bursting with energy, just like her mom, LewLew. Watching her cute antics was incredibly therapeutic. I could feel my fatigue vanish in an instant.


      Sakuya was a little quieter than Riu, but he was every bit as adorable. The smiles he occasionally flashed were so cute that I felt like my brain might just melt. I also got the impression that he was really observant. Like, when he was playing with toys, he seemed to enjoy himself much more if someone played with him. His level of cuteness was “tengen toppa,” as Yukiki put it. Speaking of that phrase, I wasn’t completely sure what it meant, but judging by the way Yukiki used it, I assumed it was when something had blown past its upper limit. So yes, Riu and Sakuya’s cuteness had reached a level that simply couldn’t be measured. To the point that every single day was a “limit-breaking” experience.


      What was more, my personal opinion was that their arrival had changed everyone else in the family too. Especially the adults. Yukiki had really stepped into his role as a father, and Lefifi and LewLew had embraced theirs as mothers.


      Take LewLew, for example. She used to be a bit of a scatterbrain... Well, she still had her moments, but she’d gotten so much more dependable. She was much quicker at shifting gears mentally, adopting the mindset that if she made a mistake, she just needed to work even harder the next time around. Though Leila and Nell had also started to feel more motherly since Riu and Sakuya were born, the transformation I saw in Lefifi and LewLew felt even more profound. Sometimes, I even caught Leila, who was the closest to LewLew, getting a little teary-eyed at her newfound maturity. The emotional transformation that came from carrying and giving birth to a child must be much more intense than anything I could possibly imagine.


      And just like with the adults, I could see changes in the other children too. Shii, En, and the wraith triplets. Part of that was probably thanks to us going to school, but I suspected that having younger siblings of our own had had an even more powerful impact. A new concept of self had taken root within them—now that we were older sisters, we had to be responsible and live up to that role.


      The change had been particularly striking in someone as carefree as Shii. While her bubbly, whimsical attitude remained the same, I sensed that she’d begun to develop a strong inner core. She radiated a powerful determination to protect Riu and Sakuya in her role as their big sister. I felt that same sentiment coming from En and the wraith sisters too. It was an attitude I aspired to mirror. I wasn’t sure about my own progress, but nothing would make me happier than knowing I’d manage to grow just as much as they had.


      Having said all that...some things never changed.


      “Yuki! I was eating that!” Lefi yelled.


      “Mmm! This! Is! So! Freaking! Good! It tastes even better knowing you were saving it for yourself!”


      Leaning over, Yukiki took a big bite out of the snack Lefifi was in the middle of eating.


      “Why, you! Such a childish thing to do! Not to mention you still have some of your own left!”


      “Lefi, Lefi, Lefi. Dontcha know it’s all about survival of the fittest? Other people’s snacks always taste better than your own. Didja forget that you were the one who taught me that this is how the world works?”


      “I never taught you anything of the sort!”


      “Really? Huh. Maybe it wasn’t you, then.”


      Just like the day they’d first met, the two of them cheerfully threw themselves into a silly squabble. I knew Yukiki would ultimately give Lefifi an equal share of his own snacks to make up for what he’d eaten. But before he did, he just couldn’t resist the urge to tease her a little. Besides, he wasn’t actually that fond of sweets anyway. Given the choice between cake and rice crackers, he was definitely the type who’d take the crackers.


      That said, Lefifi was just as endearing in her own way. Even though she put on a show of being angry, it was obvious to anyone that she was actually having a good time. They really did make a perfect couple. Riu’s and Sakuya’s births naturally meant the grown-ups spent a lot of time taking care of them, which meant Lefifi and Yukiki didn’t have as many opportunities to be openly affectionate as they used to. Still, they managed to find time to flirt and canoodle like that once every couple of days.


      I was happy for them, of course. But honestly...I couldn’t help feeling a little exasperated. “Oh, look. They’re at it again” was always my first thought. Whenever the two of them got like that, the other adults would just watch over them with warm amusement and leave them to it.


      Then again, whenever Yukiki and Lefifi were making a ruckus, it filled the whole house—well, the whole dungeon, with lots of energy and fun. So watching them carry on like that was actually pretty comforting. Just another part of our daily routine.


      En had told me they were just as lively at night too. Apparently, the two of them had a blast spending time together all on their own. Because Yukiki was a demon lord, he didn’t really need to sleep much when he was home, aka in the dungeon. And as for Lefifi, being the Supreme Dragon meant her body was supposedly the strongest in the entire world. In short, nights were very long for the two of them. So even after everyone else had gone to bed, they stayed up, watching over Riu and Sakuya while playing board games or sharing a drink. They made sure to carve out special time just for the two of them.


      I had to imagine that time was absolutely priceless for them. That it was something they couldn’t do without. I couldn’t help but feel a little jealous since I tended to get sleepy almost immediately once night fell. I normally never gave much thought to the differences between our various races. When it came to stuff like that, though, I found myself feeling incredibly jealous.


      At night, I just got so terribly, uncontrollably sleepy. And now that I’d started school, I couldn’t even sleep in anymore. The struggle was real, as Yukiki would say. School was incredibly fun, but I often found myself wishing for ways to make the mornings just a little less grueling.


      Shii, En, Rei, Rui, and Roh were always bursting with energy from dawn till dusk thanks to their races, which also made me envious. The only one who could genuinely empathize with my morning struggles was Emyu, Leila’s younger sister in all but name. As for the adults in the house, aside from Yukiki and Lefifi, they didn’t seem particularly bothered by getting up early, maybe because they were grown-ups.


      Though funnily enough, the one who was the worst with mornings was actually Leila, the most responsible and motherly person in the family. Even setting aside the fact that she stayed up late into the night pursuing her research, she just always seemed incredibly sleepy in the mornings. And that was actually so charming.


      Living in this house, I’d come to appreciate the old saying of “to each their own.” Yet despite our wildly different personalities, watching my family, who were all so close with one another, filled me with a deep sense of peace and brought a smile to my face. I truly believed that if everyone in the world were just like them, this world would be a far more peaceful place.


      And that, in a nutshell, was what my life looked like these days. Lively, joyful, and deeply fulfilling. Day in and day out.


      “Tee hee.”


      “What are you thinking, Iluna?” Shii asked.


      “Iluna...you look happy,” En said.


      “Mmm! Maybe because I am! I was just thinking about how happy everyone looks.”


      “I’m full of happiness! Especially ’cause of these sweets!”


      “They...taste like happiness. That means Leila is the Happiness Master since she made them.”


      “You’re right, En! Leila is the Happiness Master!”


      “Heh. Why, thank you for the compliment, girls.”


      “Ha ha ha! You’ve got a point, kiddos. Three delicious meals a day plus snacks, all thanks to our Leila? That makes us very, very happy indeed.”


      “And yet you just ate my share of that happiness!” Lefi interjected.


      “Oh, stop it, you two. Keep devouring those snacks, and you won’t have any room left for dinner!” Nell chimed in.


      “I second that! Be as lovey-dovey as you want, but I wanna do all the dishes at the same time, so could you save the flirting for after you’ve finished eating?”


      “W-We aren’t flirting!” Yukiki and Lefifi blurted out at the same time.


      No one’s going to believe that.


      And so, another day went by with my family...


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Some time after I’d talked with Shii about dreams, I asked Iluna the very same thing.


      “Hey, Iluna. Is there anything in particular you wanna do in the future?”


      “Something I want to do?”


      “Yeah, like a dream or a goal. Since you started going to school, have you found anything you’d really like to try?”


      She tilted her head at my question, thinking it over.


      “Hmm... I’m not sure if you could really call it a dream or anything...but right now, my wish is to see lots of different things and learn about them.”


      “Such as?”


      “Places and objects, but all sorts of other things too. Spending time with everyone here has made me realize that this world is massive.” Iluna brimmed with a quiet excitement, the look on her face making me think she was gazing into the future. “Ever since I came here, my world has gotten so much bigger. Even then, though, the things I know are so small—insignificant, really—when viewed against the backdrop of this world. And that just feels like such a waste.”


      A waste, huh? Interesting perspective. I understood exactly what she was getting at. In my humble opinion, it was way more fun and interesting to know things than remain ignorant. While some things were probably better left unknown, there were definitely more things that by just knowing them, you gained an advantage.


      That wasn’t a particularly difficult concept to grasp. Sports was a perfect example. If you didn’t know the rules of a game, even watching a heated, intense match might not be very entertaining. But if you did understand the back-and-forth struggle for points, or the intricate, meticulously crafted team formations on a field, then watching that game became a super fun experience. The same went for board game rules or traveling somewhere new. Whether or not you’d taken the time to learn about your destination made a world of difference in how much you enjoyed the trip.


      If you didn’t know anything about something, it was nothing more than ordinary and unremarkable. But if you took the time to learn, that something could turn out to be a flower unlike any other in the world, a newly discovered species of creature, or something so profound it stirred your very soul. That was the true nature of knowledge.


      It was no wonder Iluna felt that staying ignorant was such a waste. If you genuinely dedicated yourself to learning and understanding even academic topics, they would eventually become fun too. Though finding the motivation to actually want to learn in the first place was usually the hardest part.


      “It’s not that I think being ‘insignificant’ is a bad thing, you know. In fact, I believe that the things that truly matter are often hidden within the smallest, most trivial details. Besides, as people, no matter how much of our lives we devote to knowledge, there’s only a handful of things we can ever really understand. Even Leila, who loves learning so much, said that her research is still ongoing.”


      The things that matter are often hidden within the smallest details. A deep sentiment. One that would give even an adult pause for thought.


      “True, true... Reminds me of a popular phrase. ‘Life is a journey of learning that lasts until the very end.’”


      “Exactly! I think the most important thing is to have that attitude, that willingness to learn, that desire to understand. So, yeah...I just want to experience all sorts of things. I’d say that’s my dream.”


      Iluna’s intelligence had been clear to me ever since the day we’d met. But to think she was pondering things like this now was...unexpected, to say the least. In some ways, she might’ve been thinking things through much more earnestly and thoroughly than I ever could. And I was a grown ass man. I should learn from her too.


      And then there was En. I knew about her desire to “live as a sword,” but considering how much both Iluna and Shii had changed...maybe now she had a new dream of her own. Something beyond just living her life as a weapon.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      The greatsword Zaien. Nickname: En. Compared to how she used to be, she now spoke much more freely, asserted herself, and displayed emotions in ways that even those who weren’t part of her family understood. Her new friends at the school she went to in the ovine village perceived her as a quiet, slightly eccentric girl. However, to those who had been by her side all along, her family, the extent of her transformation was striking. Yuki often found himself beaming when he thought about how far she’d come.


      Yet for all the ways En had grown and changed, one aspect of her had remained constant from the very beginning. A character trait she had possessed all along had been honed through her time with Yuki and the others, and it now manifested itself far more openly. And that quality was her unyielding will.


      Some would describe it as stubbornness or pride in one’s craft. Much like the unbreakable blade of her true form, once she set her mind on a course of action, she would never yield. So while her classmates might perceive her as merely a quiet girl, those who truly knew her recognized her as a girl of fierce spirit. Wielded by Yuki, her master, she had plunged into countless battles and weathered the very fires of hell to protect him. Thus, it was simply inconceivable that others defined her as nothing more than a quiet girl.


      However, that didn’t mean she was hardheaded. She listened attentively to others’ opinions, and if she acknowledged their logic, she was willing to adjust her own views. But there was one thing on which she simply could not concede. A conviction she held deep within her heart. On that matter alone, no matter who stood against her, she would never waver. Not even for Yuki, the one she revered as her master and to whom she harbored a love that could only be described as the affection a child had for a parent.


      “...”


      “M-Miss En, hear me out, okay?! I-I... I had a very good reason for this! I had no other choice, you see! I for sure didn’t just make it on a whim to kill some time. And anyone who says that is a filthy freaking liar!”


      “It...has a blade.”
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      Yuki held in his hands an unfamiliar weapon, one he appeared to have crafted quite recently. While it wasn’t unusual for him to make weapons, the problem lay in the fact that this particular creation was shaped like anything but a toy. En’s single, unyielding conviction, the one she would never compromise for anyone, was that she and she alone was the sword meant to protect her master. To lose that conviction would be tantamount to death. It would be akin to her blade snapping in two, rendering her incapable of cutting anything ever again.


      As for Yuki, his own resolve was just as firm. His only main weapon was En. Never would he wield another, at least not in this lifetime. Because if such a future ever came to pass, that would be the very moment En ceased to exist.


      To put it bluntly, then, what he was doing right now was tantamount to betrayal. That was why En felt such sorrow and such anger whenever Yuki held a sword other than herself. She could tolerate the war club since its role differed from her own and it suited her master well, but anything with a sharpened edge was strictly forbidden. She might—might—make an exception for kitchen knives or saws, but anything designed as a weapon was absolutely out of the question.


      If she was being honest, her master’s swordsmanship left much to be desired. In that regard, Nell was definitely the superior talent. Therefore, he simply had no need for any bladed weapon other than herself, the one capable of providing him with the necessary support. Everything else was useless as far as she was concerned.


      “Okay, you’re right, it does have a blade! But I have zero intention of actually swinging this thing in battle! Zero! L-Look, you know how Nell’s been wanting to get strong enough to wield you someday? So she started practicing with a greatsword during training recently, right? Well, I just thought I’d craft a few spares for her to use for that purpose!”


      “Hmph...”


      The weapon Yuki had just finished crafting was enormous. More importantly, its shape bore a striking resemblance to En herself. That was precisely why she had gotten upset. Though, admittedly, she was well aware of Nell’s training. And it was only natural that Yuki would want to craft a fine weapon for his beloved wife.


      In that case, maybe she could be lenient. But she also had no doubt that a part of him simply wanted to give it a try too. Whenever he ventured into the world outside, she was right there by his side more often than not. She could see right through him.


      Thinking he’d suffered enough, she decided to drop the indignant act and hopped onto his lap. She was well aware of how deeply Yuki cherished her, which was why she took pity on him and broached the subject she actually wanted to discuss.


      “Master...are you...a little bored?”


      “I’m only admitting this because you’re the one asking...but, yes. I guess I am.”


      Lately, Yuki had found himself with far less to do. While the daily routine of caring for their newborns had certainly added to his workload, the entire family pitched in to help. As a result, in terms of just physical exertion, he had plenty of energy to spare. In fact, he’d been pretty vocal about wanting to take on more responsibilities. However, everyone in the dungeon, especially the adults, was so eager to help look after the babies that he had decided to step back and let them handle it instead.


      Furthermore, with En and the other girls now attending school, the opportunities for Yuki to wield her as a weapon were few and far between. A situation he himself had wanted, and one that En, conversely, had initially thrown a childish tantrum over, wailing, “I don’t want to!” In the end, he’d gotten his way, but because he no longer carried her around, he ventured into the Demonic Forest far less often. He still went occasionally with his war club to hunt or expand the dungeon’s territory, but he’d stopped going into the western area. He didn’t set foot in completely uncharted territory either. So while he had no desire whatsoever to return to the days when his duties as emperor had kept him constantly out and about, even Yuki found himself admitting, if only to himself, that life was feeling a tad dull at the moment.


      “But! I know this is just a temporary thing. When Riu and Sakuya are a little older, I’m gonna take them everywhere! If I wanna teach them just how vast the world is and how many wonders it holds, we can’t stay cooped up here forever. We gotta get out there and explore.”


      “That’s...exactly what you told me once upon a time, Master.”


      “Oh yeah, I did. And that applies to me too. Since coming to this world and traveling to so many places and experiencing so many things, I feel like I’ve grown a little as a person. Though I still have plenty of room for improvement, of course.”


      “Nuh...uh. You’re the best master ever.”


      “Ha ha! Thanks, kid. But honestly? I’m just acting cool most of the time ’cause that’s how I want you guys to see. To make sure I keep up with the act, though, I still need to get out there, gain more experience, and learn more things. So, En... When I take Riu and Sakuya out to play, I want you to come along with us, okay?”


      “Naturally... I’m your sword, after all.”


      “Yes, you are. I know you won’t let me down.”


      Yuki gently stroked En’s head as she sat on his lap. Such a warm, comforting touch. She loved it when he did that. Because through this body that wasn’t really her own, she could feel the warmth of another’s touch. Because in moments like this one, she could believe that all the things that set her apart—her race, so vastly different compared to the others, or the fact that her true form was that of a sword—were nothing more than minor details.


      “Then...you better not use any weapons other than me. A war club or a kitchen knife is fine, I suppose. I’ll allow a saw. Begrudgingly, of course.”


      “I know, I know! I’m going to hand this over to Nell in a little while anyway, so I won’t actually be using it myself.”


      “Prove...it.”


      “Heh. As you wish, my lady.”


      Yuki smiled, still stroking her head. En returned his smile with a small one of her own, and she didn’t climb down from his lap until she’d gotten her fill of his head pats.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      A few days after asking Iluna about her dreams, I asked En the same question.


      “En. Is there anything you wanna do in the future?”


      “Huh...? To be Master’s sword.”


      The look on her face said, “Why are you asking me something so obvious?”


      “Oh, I know that already. But now that you’re in school and learning all kinds of things, I just wondered if you’d started thinking that maybe you wanna try new things.”


      “My...reason for existing is to be wielded by you. As long as I fulfill that purpose, everything else doesn’t really matter.”


      She never wavers, huh? Hearing her declare that with not a hint of doubt left me feeling...well, a mix of emotions, but mostly just happy.


      “Thanks, En. You know you’re my main weapon now and forever, so if you suddenly decided not to be my sword anymore, I’d actually be in a bit of a bind. But life is long, kiddo. Even if you never compromise on your core belief, I think it’s okay to try your hand at other things. What do you think?”


      “Hmm...”


      She must have understood what I was trying to say, because she crossed her arms and began to consider the matter, her expression thoughtful, serious.


      “First...of all, my very nature is different from everyone else’s.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “I...am a sword. And a sword can only demonstrate its full potential when it’s wielded by someone else. In other words, its fundamental nature is passive. Despite this human form, that truth remains unchanged.”


      I see... That particular way of being was something that we as people could grasp intellectually but never truly understand on a visceral level. Yet it must’ve also been the reason En was so solidly committed to her role as my sword.


      “So...it isn’t really a matter of me setting out to do something on my own. I’m just going along with everyone else. That said...there is one thing that piques my interest.”


      “Oh yeah? Glad to hear it. Tell me more.”


      “Whatever...Iluna decides to do.”


      “Huh?”


      En explained, “She’s...an ordinary girl. Though she has her moments of insight, in terms of her sensibilities and her way of thinking, she’s just a regular girl. And that’s exactly why I’m curious to see what kind of person she’ll eventually become. She’s actually pretty amazing, you know.”


      “Interesting... So that’s how you see her?”


      “Yes... Iluna has what people call ‘charisma.’ It’s especially obvious at school. Everyone listens to what she has to say. They gravitate to her so naturally. Even if she isn’t officially a leader, they all know her name.”


      It was a side of Iluna that we adults had never seen before. To us, she was someone to be sheltered and protected, like a little sister, but among kids her own age, she was apparently someone to admire and look up to. Today I learned.


      “I’m...very curious to see what she will accomplish in the future. What goals she’ll set her sights on. That’s why, if or when she decides to go on a journey, I want to go with her. I think Shii, Rei, Rui, and Roh probably feel the same way.”


      “I see... In that case, I guess I’ll just have to keep my eyes on you girls and see what you all manage to accomplish together.”


      “Yup... You do that. Because we’re going to make the world a much more exciting place.”


      I can’t wait.




      After hearing about the girls’ shared hopes and dreams, I was glad I’d taken the time to listen to them. While taking care of Riu and Sakuya was definitely important, watching over the girl gang as they grew up—and offering them a helping hand along the way—was just as vital a duty for a guardian. One I should never neglect. En’d said she was interested in what lay ahead for Iluna, but as for me, I was just as curious about her future. Shii’s too. All of theirs, really. I was super stoked to see what the future held for them.

    

  

  
    
      Side Story 2: Setsu, Rir, and Yuki


      Setsu, the daughter of Rir and his wife. A young fenrir pup with a silky-smooth, fluffy coat that was soft to the touch. Younger sister to Riu and older sister to Sakuya, and despite the fact that she’d been born only a short time ago, she was growing at a much faster rate than people did. Consequently, she was already capable of expressing herself through her vocalizations, to the point of being able to hold a conversation. Her capacity for understanding had also developed significantly, with her recognizing that her family consisted of far more than just her mother and father. And for a little girl with such a large family, every single day brimmed with excitement and joy.


      “Grr.”


      It was morning. Curled up between her father and mother, she was roused from her slumber by her father’s gentle voice rumbling, “Time to wake up.”


      “Grr!”


      “Grr.”


      To his daughter, who seemed to be replying, “But I’m still sleepy!” Rir offered a smile and asked, “In that case, I suppose you don’t need any breakfast?”


      “Grr!”


      Her sleepiness vanishing in an instant, she sprang upright in a single bound—a sight that caused her mother to chuckle softly. Although Setsu wasn’t a being created by the dungeon itself, perhaps because her father was Rir, she had inherited a certain degree of the powers inherent to dungeon monsters. In other words, she possessed a unique characteristic: As long as she remained within the dungeon’s domain, power flowed into her, meaning she had very little need for food. Whether because she was still a pup or because she also carried the blood of Rir’s wife, she didn’t share his absolute lack of need for sustenance. Nevertheless, both Yuki and Rir had gone to great lengths to confirm that energy was indeed flowing into her from the dungeon.


      However, when it came to dungeon-related matters—specifically, what she was and wasn’t capable of doing—there remained far more unknowns than certainties. Furthermore, given that the still very young Setsu was currently unable to articulate such complex sensations effectively, her parents had decided to simply wait until she grew a bit older before delving into those details. For now, all she needed to do was eat her fill, play and exercise to her heart’s content, and grow up healthy and strong.


      “Grr!”


      After breakfast, she called out “I’m off!” to her mother and set out with Rir for their daily routine, patrolling their territory. That said, since the entire area was already completely under his dominion, the appearance of any hostile creatures was virtually unheard of. So although Setsu overflowed with enthusiasm, what they were doing was really nothing more than taking a leisurely stroll. Rir also harbored a secondary motive for his patrols: giving the monsters under his command a chance to see her face, though Setsu herself remained entirely oblivious to that fact.


      Upon spotting the pair, his subordinates bowed in unison, calling out things like “Good morning!” and “Good morning! It warms our hearts to see you looking so well, little lady.” Aside from the other four monsters in the family’s “pet army,” Setsu still hadn’t the faintest idea who was who under her father’s command. They, however, had already memorized her face, scent, and the unique quality of her magical aura, recognizing her as the daughter of their ruler.


      “Grr?”


      With so many monsters calling out to her, the little pup tilted her head, puzzled, and asked, “Are all these people dad’s friends?”


      Rir nodded in response and offered an explanation. “They’re all members of our pack. Companions whom we are bound to protect. Because being a wolf means forming a pack and living alongside them. Since you were born a wolf cub yourself, you must learn to embrace that way of life.”


      “Grr?” she asked him.


      Translation: “But...they aren’t wolves, are they?”


      Rir simply smiled and replied, “In that case, what about your big sister, Riu? Or your little brother, Sakuya? And what about the rest of our family?”


      “Grr!”


      “Pack mates!” she’d answered instantly.


      Riu and Sakuya were members of the same pack. And by extension, the rest of their family was too. They were part of “mankind” and matured much more slowly than she did. Yet they were undoubtedly her siblings. Her family.


      “Grr!” Translation: “I see! So this is what a pack is! In that case, I have to get along with everyone that’s part of the family!”


      When Setsu reached that realization, Rir licked her in praise. Delighted, she rubbed her body against his leg.


      So they continued their walk. Suddenly, though, Rir looked up at the sky. Setsu couldn’t spot anything in that direction... Actually, she could. Upon closer inspection, something was flying up there. A moment later, she realized exactly what it was. Or rather, he. He radiated an intense pressure, but to Setsu, his presence offered the same sense of security as her father’s.


      “Hiya, peeps! Out for a walk?”


      The one flying overhead was Yuki. He landed near them, made his three pairs of wings vanish, and then gave both Setsu and Rir vigorous, affectionate ruffles.


      “Grr!”


      “Grr...”


      “Ha ha, gotcha. You’re on patrol, huh? Nah, I’m not really here for a specific reason. I was just bored, so I dropped by to hang out.”


      “Grr! Grr!” Reacting instantly to his words, as if saying, “Play with me! Play with me!” Setsu bounded around him and yipped in excitement.


      Yuki happily patted her. Then, tearing a rift in space to open his Inventory, he reached inside and pulled out a ball.


      “All righty! Here we go, girl! Fetch!”


      “Grr!”


      With a light toss, the ball went flying. Setsu, tail wagging furiously, dashed after it at full speed. She soon caught up to the ball as it rolled on the ground. Snatching it up in her jaws, she trotted back to where Yuki was waiting.


      “Grr, grr!”


      “Ha ha ha! Who’s a good girl? You are! Oookay, let’s do it one more time... Fetch!”


      She chased after the ball as he threw it again, going all out with her dash. She simply adored playing with balls, because the sheer act of chasing them down was the most fun thing in the world. That joy was pretty much on the same level as her daily walks with her father. Maybe, just maybe, she liked the walks—no, the patrols—a tiny bit more... No. No, she didn’t. Both were just the best.


      There was also a game called frisbee, which was similar to playing fetch but a little bit trickier. She could manage the running part, but after catching up to it, she couldn’t quite pull off the jump-and-catch maneuver. Still, chasing after that spinning disc was fun in its own way, so as long as someone was willing to play with her, a game of frisbee was just fine too.


      Setsu perceived Yuki as a sort of uncle, a close relative who was always up for a good game. He was a person who carried Rir’s comforting scent, one that made her feel completely safe. While the wild monsters under her father’s command would tense up whenever Yuki appeared, she had never once felt any fear of him, having known him since the moment she was born. Every time they met, he would play with her as much as she wanted, shower her with pets and affection, and even treat her to all sorts of delicious goodies. As a result, she had grown incredibly attached to him.


      Incidentally, Rir would feel a twinge of guilt whenever he saw his daughter frolicking with Yuki so unreservedly, without a shred of shyness or restraint. However, since Yuki himself seemed to be having such a wonderful time, he couldn’t bring himself to protest.


      “Grr, grr!”


      “All right, all right. I’ll throw it as many times as you want, Setsu.”


      And so, Yuki tossed the ball once more...


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Having played to her heart’s content, as well as to the point of utter exhaustion, Setsu finally drifted off into a midday nap. Yuki scooped her up into his arms and headed toward Rir and the den he shared with his little family, intending to lay her down so she could get some proper rest.


      “Grr.”


      “Hey, don’t worry about it. Your daughter is practically mine too. But since she isn’t technically mine, I don’t have to worry about stuff like discipline, so I can just spoil her instead!”


      “Grr...”


      Translation: “Good grief.”


      Yuki shrugged dramatically in response and said, “Ha ha ha! Sorry, sorry. But come on, she’s just so stinkin’ cute! Considering how sensible you and your wife are, though, I’m sure she’ll turn out just fine. Betcha good money she’ll grow up to be a fine young lady.”


      “Grr... Grr.”


      “Yeah, I get that. Lefi’s like that too, but take Lew, for instance. She’s really matured and found her footing after having a kid. I thought I’d grown emotionally too, but she’s on another level entirely. Seeing her, I realized just how incredible mothers really are.”


      “Grr.”


      “That’s true... Which brings me to the question, what about us? As fathers, our duty is to protect our children. But that’s the bare minimum—a fundamental obligation that any parent has to fulfill. It’s a given. So, as for what we can do beyond that... Well, I guess that’s something we’ll have to spend our entire lives figuring out.”


      Their expressions serious, man and beast walked on in silence for a moment. A question with no single, definitive answer. Now parents themselves, they pondered the matter for some time in a companionable silence...until finally, Yuki spoke up.


      “I’m glad I have you, buddy. My wives aside, if I had to name the one true partner I’m bound to for life, the one I share a common destiny with, it’s you. As long as I’m with you, no matter how scary an enemy or how insurmountable an obstacle, I know we’ll find a way to make it work. So cheers to our future together, yeah?”


      “Grr.”


      With a smile, Yuki stroked Rir as the fenrir rubbed his head against him. The gesture was remarkably similar to the one his daughter had made not too long ago.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: Lew’s Family and Leila’s Family


      That day, taking Rir with me, I left the dungeon for the first time in a long while. Our destination was a city in the Kingdom of Alisia, the country situated closest to the Demonic Forest. Specifically, we were headed to the frontier city of Alfiro. Since I’d installed one of my special doors near it a while back, traveling back and forth was a literal snap.


      The city currently served as Nell’s base of operations. Nowadays, she handled her duties as the hero with the casual air of a part-timer, and it was a place I shared deep ties with too. It was the very first city I’d ever visited in this world. I felt a pang of nostalgia as I remembered the time Lefi and I had come here as tourists.


      However, since my previous visits, the city had undergone significant changes, the biggest one being airships. Airships, soaring through the sky. With an established air route passing through Alfiro now, the vessels were constantly coming and going. You could see the station functioning as a fully operational hub. While the scale didn’t rival the Reauxgard Empire’s because of various nations having pooled their resources there, a decent number of airships had already been mass-produced here. Maybe that was why the city seemed way more bustling with life than it used to, and I got the impression that the number of shops and other businesses had increased significantly too.


      The most striking difference had to be the fact that humans weren’t the only inhabitants of the city anymore. While they still made up the majority of the population, anywhere you looked, you could see members of other races walking the streets like it was the most normal thing in the world. That probably explained why we found ourselves on the receiving end of quite a few curious stares. Despite suppressing our auras as much as we could, folks here must’ve sensed the sheer power we possessed. Only natural when it’s me and Rir, I guess.


      Then again, seeing as we’d visited this city a bunch of times, and given that our duo had become reasonably well-known, the city guards didn’t immediately snap into combat formation and rush toward us anymore. Instead, they just snuck glances in our direction, looking a little uneasy. After all, the kingdom’s high-ranking officials were well aware that I lived in the Demonic Forest, so they’d probably issued specific instructions to the guards regarding how to handle me.


      Anyway, the reason we’d come here today was to make contact with the Groll clan, aka Lew’s family, who were supposed to be stationed in Alisia as diplomatic envoys. Now that things had finally settled down a bit at home, I’d decided it was time to tell Lew’s parents that she’d given birth.


      “Mr. Yuki! And Rir too! Over here!”


      Nell waved enthusiastically in our direction when she spotted us. Since I’d let everyone in the dungeon know yesterday that we’d be heading into town, it was her job to look after us today. I knew how complicated things could get if Rir and I went out alone, so as always, she was our designated liaison-slash-guide within the Kingdom of Alisia.


      “Sup? How’s the old man—I mean, the mayor doing?”


      “Well...not exactly great, mostly because he’s swamped with work right now. Thanks to the population boom, there’s been talk of expanding the defensive walls. He and a few of his people went off to the capital to consult with some dwarven artisans, so he isn’t actually here at the moment. I tried letting him know you were coming, but he was nowhere to be found.”


      So he’s away on business, huh? I’d been hoping to drop by and pay my respects to the old coot since it’d been a while, but clearly, that would have to wait for another time.


      “Huh. Okey dokey, then. I guess adding more walls makes sense. Even though this side of the Demonic Forest is basically part of Rir’s territory now, that doesn’t mean every single inch of it is under his direct control.”


      “Grr.”


      Translation: “That certainly sounds like it will be a massive undertaking.”


      In that case, it was no wonder the mayor wanted the dwarves’ help. Moments like these were when you could really sense how much this world had changed.


      “I couldn’t agree more,” Nell replied. “I’m well aware that my own sense of reality has grown quite warped thanks to you two, but no matter how weak they are, monsters are still a threat. It’s just that when I’m at home, I tend to forget that real fast.”


      “Wow, never expected to hear a line like that coming from the fraidy-cat who showed up on my doorstep.”


      “Urk... I’d really prefer if you just forgot about that whole incident.”


      “Oh, you mean being spooked by the wraith sisters, going weak in the knees, and freezing up in terror?”


      “Stooop!” Nell was playfully—and rather adorably, I might add—pummeling me with her fists.


      “Mwa ha ha ha! Ow, ow! All right, all right, I get it, I’m sorry! I forgot, I forgot! Memory banks completely erased!”


      “And keep it that way!”


      “Aye, aye, cap’n!”


      Cheeks still pink, she cleared her throat to compose herself.


      “Ahem. Right. Lew’s relatives. Follow me, please. I’ve been dropping in every now and then to check up on them, but they seem to be having a bit of a hard time adjusting to human society.”


      Rir and I followed her, making our way deeper into the city of Alfiro.


      “Makes sense, considering the environment here is completely different from anything they know. It’s probably a struggle for everyone else too, not just the folks from the Groll clan.”


      “True. There have been a few slipups here and there, but overall, the integration process seems to be going smoothly. In that regard, our family is way ahead of the curve. We’ve already mastered interspecies relations!”


      “Yeah, seeing as not a single one of us belongs to the same species as anyone else. Actually pretty impressive when you think about it. Well, Riu’s the exception since she was born a werewolf like her mother.”


      The wraith triplets were technically the same species, but those three were practically a single entity anyway, so they didn’t count.


      “Sure, but even though her race says ‘werewolf,’ she still has your blood in her too, Mr. Yuki. So compared to a purebred werewolf...I’d say she’s a special case.”


      “She took a liking to Rir right off the bat, though.”


      “Most likely her werewolf blood kicking in,” Nell said with a laugh.


      Good point.


      “This is just a guess, but I think any child we have will likely be human. In the same vein, any child you have with Leila will likely end up being ovine.”


      “You know...I think you may be right about that one.”


      “Take Sakuya, for instance. His stats page has him as a member of dragonkind like Lefi, but I’m almost positive he’s inherited your blood even more than Riu. The blood of a demon lord. Well, technically a Supreme Ruler. Speaking of, I know it’s a bit late to ask, but what exactly is a Supreme Ruler?”


      “Your guess is as good as mine.”


      As we chatted, we arrived at a building frequented by many therianthropes. It appeared to serve as something of an embassy for that species. I asked Rir to wait for us outside, then followed Nell inside.


      “Hello there, Ms. Wilari!”


      “Oh, Nell! Hello to you too. Been a while since we last saw you here. And this gentleman here. Could he be...your husband?”


      The woman Nell had called out to was a werewolf I didn’t recognize. The two of them seemed to know each other well, though, judging by their easygoing attitudes.


      “Hi. I’m Yuki. I’m Nell’s husband, and...Lew’s too.”


      “That commanding presence... Yes, indeed you are. A pleasure to meet you. My name is Wilari Groll, and I’m part of the staff here. Nell has always been so very good to us.”


      Her features didn’t resemble Lew’s, but since she said she was a Groll, she must’ve been a relative.


      “Oh no, the pleasure’s mine. Thanks for being friends with my wife.”


      “Wilari and I usually grab lunch together whenever our schedules align. We chat about all kinds of things, mainly our pain-in-the-neck husbands.”


      “Tee hee. I’ve heard quite a few stories from her, Yuki.”


      “Uhhh, you have?”


      “I have.”


      “She has!”


      Watching the two of them cackle gleefully, I could only smile wryly. Her friendship with Nell drove home the point that she was building a social circle for herself out in the world. Good stuff.


      “Right, then. What brings you both here today?”


      “Well...Lew and I just had a baby, and we wanted to share the news with her parents.”


      “Wh-What?! My lady gave birth?!”


      Wilari shot up, her chair clattering. “My lady.” LOL.


      “Goodness! I’d heard word of her being with child, but the babe is already here?! I-I can’t just stand here doing nothing! I must... I must prepare a celebratory gift! The whole clan needs to host a festival, but— No! I have to send a message first! I need to arrange for an airship immediately!”


      “Oh yeah, if you could reach out to them, that’d be great.”


      And then, looking absolutely harried, like she couldn’t stay put for another second, Wilari dropped everything and scurried off toward the back of the building. Leaving the two of us standing there. Well, at least it was super obvious just how much Lew was loved by her relatives. That, above all else, was a wonderful thing.


      “Nell, you’re her friend, aren’t you? You didn’t tell her?”


      “About that... She went back to her hometown for a bit. Truth be told, it’s been about three months since I last saw her. I knew she’d be here today, though. Besides, I figured you would probably want to share the news yourself.”


      “Fair enough.”


      I didn’t know if she’d been posted here on assignment or what, but it made sense that there were times when she returned to her homeland. Or in the werewolves’ case, their village. Now I understood why she’d told Nell it’d been a while.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Not long after, Wilari managed to get in touch with Lew’s parents. I’d assumed they wouldn’t show up for a while yet because they had responsibilities of their own and, more importantly, lived far away. Welp, I’d assumed wrong.


      “Hello, father, mother.”


      “Stop that. Hearing you call me ‘father’ makes my skin crawl.”


      “Does it? I, for one, don’t mind being called ‘mother’ at all. After all, we’re family now.”


      Lew’s dad scowled at me, while her mom beamed. As it turned out, they’d arrived just a short week after Nell and I had met with Wilari. So “fast” was an understatement. They’d probably started getting ready the moment they’d gotten the news, maybe even boarding an airship the very next day. Otherwise, there was no way they could’ve made the journey this quickly.


      “Then...may I call you ‘mother’ as well?”


      Lew’s mother smiled warmly as she responded to Nell, who’d come along to help welcome them. “Why, of course! Tee hee... I feel as if I’ve gained another daughter, which couldn’t make me happier. Don’t you agree, darling?”


      “...I don’t know how to answer that question.”


      I caught his quick glance, a silent plea for rescue. Smiling wryly, I chimed in.


      “Instead of standing around chatting, let’s head home, especially since Lew and the others are waiting. Also, and I’m sorry for the short notice, but we actually have another set of guests scheduled to visit today.”


      “Is that so? Not unexpected. And who might they be?”


      “Leila’s family. She’s my demon wife. They’re members of the ovine race.”


      Yeah, so, the plan was that as soon as Iluna and the girl gang finished school for the day, Leila’s mentor, Madam Eldgalia, along with Leila’s younger sister, Emyu, would also drop in for a visit. Iluna had mentioned wanting to bring Emyu over to our place. That was when I’d realized that I’d never actually invited her family over before, so figuring why not, I’d invited them too. That was when I’d thought that Lew’s parents wouldn’t be arriving until later, but as it’d turned out, they’d happened to show up at the exact same time.


      Well, technically speaking, they’re kinda sorta distant relatives from now on... Right? Are they though? How does this even work? I wasn’t entirely sure, but it certainly couldn’t hurt for them to get acquainted. We’d just go with that.


      “Ah, the ones with the ram horns. Very well. I would very much like to make their acquaintance.”


      “One is a very good-natured older woman, and the other is an adorable little girl, so I think you’ll get along with them straightaway!” Nell chimed in. “Although the little one is a bit shy around strangers, so if you could just keep that in mind...”


      Chatting as we went, we headed for the door located near the frontier town of Alfiro and returned home.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “Oh... Oh my! So this is her... My grandchild!”


      Lew’s father gently lifted Riu into his arms.


      “Dah! Au!”


      “Ha ha! Riu, is it? Yes. Yes, she certainly carries the blood of a werewolf. And she bears a striking resemblance to her mother too, eh?”


      “Au? Bah.”


      Lew’s father cooed at Riu, his face melting with pure adoration.


      “I’ve never seen you make that face before, father.”


      “Tee hee. Then you should know he had the very same look when you were born, Lew.”


      “Really? Are you sure? The strict, stern man I know?”


      “S-Stop spouting such nonsense, woman!”


      “Oh, do forgive me, darling. Though perhaps you ought to take a look at your face in a mirror right now.”


      “I cannot help it. My granddaughter is simply too sweet.”


      “True enough, I suppose,” Lew’s mom said, beaming with delight.


      “Can’t help it, huh?” Lew grinned mischievously.


      Meanwhile, Belgrus averted his gaze in embarrassment. Just that little exchange made it clear to anyone watching how close they were as a family.


      Even when meeting her grandparents for the very first time, Riu didn’t cry or fuss in the slightest when they picked her up. Was my kid a genius? But maybe that was just because she was a therianthrope too. The species had an incredibly keen sense of smell, which I knew all too well, having spent so much time Lew. So I suspected Riu recognized the scent of her grandparents as being the same as her own and instinctively understood that they were family.


      “Th-This is a baby... A baby! Look, Madam Sage!”


      “Heh. Ah yes, indeed he is.”


      “He’s... He’s so tiny!”


      “Well, naturally. Considering he is a babe.”


      “I... I can hardly believe that something this small is capable of sustaining life... Life truly is amazing!”


      “It is. To live is a wondrous thing, simply by virtue of existing.”


      Beside Riu’s family stood two members of Leila’s family, hovering over Sakuya. Judging by her reaction, Emyu had never seen a baby before. She gazed at him with a combination of intense curiosity and timid apprehension.
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      “Hmm, hmm, hmm... Such tremendous power he possesses. I suppose that isn’t much of a surprise since he is the child of a demon lord and the Supreme Dragon. His flow of magic is very unique as well.”


      “I-I can sense that too. His aura is unlike anything I’ve ever encountered. Or anyone in the ovine clan.”


      Iluna replied then.


      “Wow! The ovine people really do have a knack for that sort of thing. My teacher, the Spirit Emperor, said the same thing about him, but I still don’t get it.”


      “Me either!” Shii exclaimed. “To me, Riu and Sakuya are just! Just plain cute!”


      “That...is the absolute truth. Babies are cute.”


      “Aren’t they?! As a proud member of the Hooray, Babies Are Cute! Committee, I’d like to state that I completely agree with Shii and En! So hooray, babies are cute!”


      “Hooray! Cute!”


      “Hooray... Cute. You say it too, Emyu.”


      “Huh? H-Hooray? Cute?”


      “Excellent! I hereby declare that Emyu is now an official member of the Hooray, Babies Are Cute! Committee!”


      “Yaaay!”


      “Yay...”


      As Shii and En clapped enthusiastically, Emyu looked on in bewilderment, unable to keep up with our kids’ antics. Has the “committee” Nell founded really managed to survive all this time without disbanding?


      “Mrs. Nell, I hesitate to say this, but it looks like our girls have picked up some seriously weird habits.”


      “They have not! I mean, Riu and Sakuya really are the cutest things ever, so nothing they just said is a lie, okay?”


      The hero gave a firm, emphatic thumbs-up.


      Watching the rowdy kids, Madam Eldgalia smiled on in fond amusement.


      “Ha ha ha! Goodness. Energetic, aren’t they? Did you know that you can tell a fair bit about a household just by observing its children? It warms my heart to see that they’re getting along as well as ever.”


      “Gah ha! I apologize for the ruckus. Since our family has grown, the noise level has gone up a notch or two.” Lefi explained.


      “Oh, speaking of! Listen to this, father, mother! Besides Riu and Sakuya, Lord Fenrir also has a daughter now, and she is just so cute! We think of her as Riu’s younger sister and Sakuya’s older one. You should see how close the three of them are!”


      “What?! My lord has a child now too?! Why, that is truly a magnificent cause for celebration!” Lew’s dad crowed.


      “Oh my, which makes these children a charming sibling trio, hm?” Lew’s mom said.


      “Hmm, hmm hmm... A fenrir cub, you say? Now that is something that piques my interest as well.”


      “Then I guess I better go grab Rir and his family. Gimme a sec, yeah?”


      With that, I left the living room.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Lew’s father, Belgrus Groll, had a thought.


      My granddaughter is just too adorable.


      So much so that it was almost a problem. Just looking at her made him break into a goofy grin. His granddaughter’s younger brother was adorable too. Very much so. And yet, to his own chagrin, he simply couldn’t help but find his granddaughter even more adorable. In fact, he wondered if she might just be the most adorable being in the entire world.


      “Ooh? Aaai? Au!”


      “What is it, little one?”


      “Uuu! Eee, au!”


      “Mm-hmm, mm-hmm... Yes, I see. I have not the faintest idea what you’re saying. Regardless, you are absolutely charming.”


      “Abwa! Bwa, au!”


      She stretched out her tiny arms and legs as far as they would go, patting and touching him with wide-eyed curiosity. Her little ears twitched and swiveled this way and that.


      “Darling?”


      “What is it?”


      “You’re getting a tad embarrassing, so won’t you please come back to your senses now?”


      “I have been perfectly sane the whole time.”


      “If you say so. At any rate, have some tea.”


      “Father, I’ll take Riu now. I’m glad to see her in such a cheerful mood today.”


      “Bah. Fine.”


      He handed his granddaughter to his daughter with great reluctance, then took a sip of his tea. It was delicious.


      “Ha ha ha! Your father really is quite a character, hm?”


      “Honestly? This is the first time I’ve ever seen him act like this, and it’s utterly mortifying.”


      “That’s just how fathers are, I suppose. I heard from Iluna and the others that your husband was much the same for some time after your child was born.”


      The woman chatting and laughing with his daughter belonged to the ovine race. Her name was Eldgalia. She was a relative of the Demon Emperor’s—rather, Demon Lord Yuki’s wife, which meant that, by extension, a bond had now been forged between their families as well.


      Belgrus cleared his throat loudly and did his best to compose himself. Though no one else present was fooled.


      “My apologies. This is my first granddaughter, you see, and I suppose I became a tad...emotional.”


      “Ha! Mother was right about you losing your mind for a bit there!”


      “Silence, Lew.”


      “Oh, don’t worry about that at all. I completely understand how you feel. These little ones are sweet enough as they are, but if Leila were to have a child, thereby making me a grandmother as well, I’m sure I’d be just as overjoyed as you are.”


      Just then, two others joined the conversation. A woman who, like his daughter, was a wife of Demon Lord Yuki’s, and a girl who appeared to be her younger sister.


      “Is that right, Madam Sage? When you took us in, you seemed rather indifferent about the whole thing, so all this time I’ve just assumed you weren’t actually happy to have us.”


      “What big sis said! All I remember is being absolutely buried under a mountain of homework!” Emyu added indignantly.


      “Naturally. You two were—and still are—impudent chits with brains that work a little too well. I remember thinking, ‘Well, I’ve gone and saddled myself with a couple of nuisances here.’ I’d have much rather spent that time on my research.”


      “Hmm... As a fellow ovine woman, I can’t say I disagree with you...”


      “Ugh! I hate the fact that I actually agree!”


      “Your people truly have a sharp edge, eh, Leila?” Lefi remarked.


      “Evidently, Emyu is following in our footsteps just fine.”


      “It’s our fate, I suppose.”


      “Our fate indeed, Madam Sage.”


      “I guess there’s no fighting fate,” Emyu mumbled.


      It wasn’t entirely clear what they were getting at, but as the three mused on the matter with deep solemnity, Yuki, who had stepped out of the room moments earlier, returned. And scampering about at his feet was a small, fluffy ball of white fur. A fenrir pup.


      “Hey, hey! I brought Setsu along!”


      “Grr?”


      Perhaps unsettled by the presence of so many unfamiliar faces, the pup seemed a bit wary. She clung to Yuki’s leg, trying to hide her body behind him while cautiously observing the group.


      “Setsu, don’t be scared. They’re all family. Go on and say hello.”


      “Grr!”


      At his words, her wariness vanished completely, proof of her absolute trust in Yuki. She stopped hiding and stepped forward.


      “Oh my goodness! Madam Sage, look! She’s so cute!”


      “Oho... Isn’t she just? Moments like these, it pays to live a long life.”


      “So this little one is Lord Fenrir’s child? Incredible!”


      “Aren’t you the sweetest thing, Setsu? Our Riu’s little sister, hm?”


      “That’s right, mother! She’s Riu’s younger sister and Sakuya’s big sister! Wait, where are Lord Rir and his mate?”


      “They said that if they showed up in person, everyone would probably feel intimidated, so they decided they’d pop by later instead.”


      “Ohhh... Yeah, I guess you’re right, my lord.”


      “Blast... I hope we did not discomfit them.”


      In truth, Belgrus realized that had they actually made an appearance, he at the very least would have felt intimidated. Even now, standing face-to-face with the fenrir cub, he found himself feeling just a tad flustered.


      “Okay, Setsu! Let’s play together!” Iluna said, excited.


      “Emyu, here! She loves this ball. Go ahead and throw it!” Shii added.


      “Setsu...just loves playing with balls,” En chimed in.


      The fenrir pup wagged her short tail vigorously, brimming with energy, and fixed her eager gaze upon them.


      “R-Right! Here I go!”


      “Woof! Woof!”


      The little wolf bounded joyfully toward the rolling ball, snatched it up in her jaws, and trotted right back to the ovine girl.


      “Woof!”


      As if saying, “More! More!” she tapped lightly against the girl’s knees with her front paws. A charming little gesture to catch her attention. A heartwarming moment that made everyone smile.


      So her adorable antics continued.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Night fell. Belgrus was in the inn that, unbeknownst to him, Yuki had built in a way that replicated the style of traditional Japanese ones. Having already stayed there twice before and thus grown somewhat accustomed to the place, he sat on the engawa, the wraparound porch, and quietly sipped the sake his son-in-law had prepared for him.


      When he gazed up at the sky, he saw the stars, shimmering brightly. When he cast his eyes farther in the distance, he could see mountains and forests, steeped in darkness, lying beyond the grasslands. However, according to his son-in-law, this was a “closed space,” a realm from which one could never actually reach those distant lands. It certainly didn’t feel that way, yet he knew it must be true because Yuki had told him that the entire area was enclosed by walls on all sides. In fact, this place existed within the confines of a massive cave. A belated sense of the sheer otherness of a demon lord, and the labyrinth under his control, washed over Belgrus.


      “Haah...”


      Nevertheless, while Yuki’s very nature might have been alien to him, Belgrus had by now come to understand that the man himself was, at heart, just an ordinary young fellow. That, no doubt, was the reason he had stepped down as emperor. Such a title wasn’t meant to be carried upon the shoulders of a mere youth. Come to think of it, though, he seemed to have done a surprisingly good job in the role while it’d lasted. He undoubtedly possessed those innate qualities befitting a true ruler. To some extent, at least.


      “Heh... I wonder what kind of person Riu will grow up to be.”


      His granddaughter would be raised with a demon lord as her father, amid their delightfully eccentric family. Belgrus found himself looking forward to it immensely. He wondered just what kind of child she would eventually become. As he sat there, savoring his sake in solitude, his wife entered the room behind him.


      “Mmm... The bath here truly is such a delight. If there’s one thing I envy Lew for, it’s being able to enjoy it every single day.”


      Wisps of steam still rose from her body. Though the two of them were spending the night, the other two, the members of the ovine clan, had departed shortly after dinner. That was when Belgrus had learned of the door connecting their village directly to this place.


      “Yes, I quite enjoyed it myself. To be able to soak in it every day, eh... I suppose I may be a bit envious too. A private bath along those lines might be a bit much for our home, but I think our village could do with at least one large public bathhouse. Mayhap I’ll propose the idea once we return... How about a nightcap? Courtesy of our son-in-law. It is very good.”


      “Just a sip, then... Oh my, it is delicious.”


      “Drink up, since I certainly cannot finish this all on my own.”


      “Tee hee. In that case, I gladly will.”


      With a sweet smile, Belgrus’s wife took a seat beside him. The two of them sat in silence for a time, savoring the taste of the sake.


      “My dear.”


      “Yes, darling?”


      “We had a wonderful day today, didn’t we?”


      “Tee hee. We certainly did.”


      The couple beamed at each other, then, gazing up at the moon, timeless in its beauty even as an artificial creation, they raised their cups and drank.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Our family had gotten pretty used to our new routine with Riu and Sakuya. Even when the two of them cried, the situation rarely devolved into total chaos anymore. The adults could handle things by themselves if they needed to now, and our days had settled into a calm, steady rhythm. They weren’t just new additions to the family now; they’d become inseparable parts of our family.


      We’d also started taking them out for walks more often, so their little world was gradually expanding. What I found particularly fascinating was how apparent the differences in their personalities were, even during something as simple as a walk. When Riu encountered something new, she either got excited and curious, or she went in the complete opposite direction and got kinda scared. Thanks to the therianthropic traits she’d inherited, her senses were much sharper than Sakuya’s. That was probably why she was sensitive and disliked loud noises. Just the other day, the sound of something falling had startled her so badly that she’d burst into tears.


      Then there was Sakuya. While he also got excited and curious when encountering new things, he showed a distinct tendency for observing each new object or sight with careful, deliberate scrutiny. Nothing really scared him, and he wasn’t all that timid either, even in places he’d never been before.


      Their behaviors were different when it came to toys too. Riu tended to show interest in all sorts of things, her attention flitting from one to another. Sakuya, on the other hand, usually played only with the specific toys he took a liking to. The kid had extremely particular tastes, apparently. In that sense, I thought he bore a slight resemblance to En, an artisan with unyielding standards.


      And Riu? She totally took after Lew. It wasn’t even a question. She approached everything with boundless energy and was open to everything around her. It wouldn’t be an understatement to say that she was Lew’s Mini-Me.


      “So whaddya think, Sakuya? About the world outside.”


      “Grr.” Rir wanted to know too.


      Riding on his back, swaying gently with his movements, I held Sakuya in my arms as we took a stroll through the Demonic Forest. Today was actually his first visit here. Until now, our walks had been confined to the meadow area inside the dungeon. I’d originally planned on bringing Riu along too, but she’d ended up drifting off to sleep before we left, so I’d left her with Lefi and the others.


      Faced with the new sights in the Demonic Forest, Sakuya remained silent. All he did was gaze intently at his surroundings. My intuition told me that he understood that this place was fundamentally different from the meadow area. He was too used to the scenery there to stare at it so attentively. Not to mention that the quality of the mana here had to feel vastly different as well.


      “Living in this world means you’ll have to learn how to fight too. No matter what happens, you have to make sure you can always stand firm on your own two feet and keep moving forward. To grit your teeth and hold your ground with sheer stubbornness... ’Cause in this world, you need strength to back up your very existence.”


      Living was hard. This world, in particular, was a lot less forgiving than the one I’d known in my old life. Even though the various races had started working together and improving their relationships, the threat posed by monsters was as real and present as ever. In this world, mankind wasn’t at the top of the food chain. Even if you managed to carve out a place for yourself way up in the hierarchy, countless creatures still stood above you. Look up, and you’d find a disparity in power so vast and absolute that there was just no end to it.


      That would be especially true for my boy. At this point, it was all but certain that he was destined to lead a life filled with trials and tribulations. Then as his father, it fell to me to teach him the ways of life—and the ways of battle. He’d need both to overcome those challenges and rise above them. That was my duty, one that I was looking forward to enjoying for the rest of my life.


      “Grr.”


      “Ha ha, yeah, I’m counting on you too, buddy. Did you hear that, Sakuya? He says that once you’re big enough, he’ll let you ride on his back and give you a taste of what it’s like to fight powerful enemies. Man oh man... Son of mine, looks like life’s gonna be quite the roller coaster for you.”


      “Ah? Uwau?”


      “Don’t you worry about a thing, though. Your dad is actually a pretty decent fighter himself, and on top of that, your mom is the strongest being in the whooole wide world. We’ll make sure to protect you, no matter what. Seriously, nobody’s stronger than your mom. It’s actually a real problem for me, since she’s got me completely under her thumb these days. Ever since you were born, that dang Lefi’s gotten even bossier.”


      “Grr...”


      “Just don’t go blabbing about this little convo, and she’ll never find out. Easy peasy, Rir, old buddy, old pal.”


      He chuckled wryly in response.


      “Oh, by the way, have you started teaching Setsu how to hunt yet? She must be hella smart by now.”


      “Grr, grr.”


      “Gotcha. I guess that makes sense.”


      Setsu loved playing with balls. The moment she spotted one, her tail would wag furiously, and if you threw the ball, she’d chase after it at full speed. But thinking about it now, wasn’t that basically just practice for chasing down prey? Plus, judging by the way she went about it, she seemed to have a natural talent for hunting. Though she showed her klutzy side every now and then, considering she was born a fenrir, the idea that she wouldn’t be able to fight was honestly unthinkable.


      “Every time I see that little girl chasing after a ball, I think to myself, ‘Yeaaah...she really is your kid.’”


      “Grr...”


      “Ha ha ha! Did Mrs. Rir think the exact same thing? I’m impressed, dude. Your wife really does keep a close eye on everything.”


      Setsu definitely took after her dad the most despite having inherited traits from both parents. The only difference between them was that while Rir was usually the one who had to handle any trouble, Setsu was the one causing that trouble now, dragging everyone else along for the ride. Well, little girls are all the cuter when they’re that energetic and tomboyish.


      Lost in my thoughts while still riding on Rir’s back and bouncing Sakuya in my arms, I sensed a few familiar presences drawing near.


      “Well, well. Look what the bakeneko dragged in.”


      Four monsters emerged, lumbering into view. Orochi the giant serpent, Yata the giant crow, Byaku the bakeneko, and Seimi the water sprite. It wasn’t Sakuya’s first time meeting them, so I would’ve been perfectly fine with them in their natural, chill habitat. But they’d gathered here specifically after I’d spoken to them not too long ago about us visiting today.


      I’d told them, “You guys don’t have to make a fuss or anything. Just relax and do what you always do.” Byaku, her expression dead serious, had replied, “It would be rude for us not to show our faces, Master!” And immediately after, Seimi had chimed in, “We just want to spoil the babies rotten, that’s all!” When I’d heard that, Orochi and Yata, who were terrible liars, had instantly averted their eyes. So that little exchange with them had told me that they genuinely wanted to welcome our newest additions from the bottom of their hearts.


      “Look, Sakuya. This is the pet army. Say hi to everyone.”


      “Dah. Auuu.”


      He probably didn’t actually understand what I’d said, but as he gazed at the pet army, Sakuya let out happy little babbles. In moments like this, the pets’ reactions tended to follow a predictable pattern. Orochi and Yata fidgeted because they were flustered, Byaku just greeted him with a soft meow, and Seimi drifted closer to me, floating around in delight. The two dudes, Orochi and Yata, thought of themselves as awkward, so they worried that they’d accidentally hurt the small and fragile babies if they were careless. After having Iluna and the rest of the girl gang making them dance in the palms of their hands, I’d figured they’d be used to kids by now. But maybe babies were a different thing altogether?


      “Au. Aaah buu.”


      Perhaps intrigued by Seimi’s airy movements, Sakuya reached out a hand toward her. In response, she shifted a portion of her water-like body toward him. My son squealed with delight as he reached out to touch her “limb.” And then, in the very next instant...


      Seimi’s body gave off a soft, faint glow. While I stood there frozen in shock, Sakuya pulled his hand back, and the light faded away. Without thinking, I glanced down at the child in my arms. He’d been bursting with energy just moments ago. Now, he blinked sleepily a few times before drifting off to sleep, all in the span of a few seconds.


      “...What the heck just happened?”


      I turned my gaze toward Seimi, but she just hovered there, looking back at me with an air of innocent confusion. Did her bewilderment mean his touch hadn’t produced a physical sensation of some kind?


      “Wait... Huh?”


      Gazing down at the sleeping Sakuya, I suddenly realized something. I had no idea what exactly he’d done, but I knew one thing for sure—he’d acted with clear and deliberate intent. The proof lay in the fact that a new title had appeared in his stats: Lord of Monsters.




      Lord of Monsters: One who communes with the hearts of monsters and rules over them. Though their races and tongues may differ, they nonetheless revere their lord, follow him, and together overcome every hardship.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “Hmm... I see. As expected. Or perhaps I should say, he truly is your son, eh?”


      After I’d explained the events that just transpired, Lefi murmured that in a strangely thoughtful tone.


      “Uhhh, I gotta admit, I’m not following here.”


      “The ability to manifest the appropriate ability for any given moment is nothing less than the power of a demon lord,” Leila chimed in, agreeing with Lefi.


      Well, when you put it like that...I guess it makes sense. Adapting to the situation and shifting the form of your vessel accordingly was, in fact, the very essence of a demon lord’s power.


      “What about Seimi, then?” Lefi prompted. “Did you note any change within her?”


      “Ooh, yeah, thanks for reminding me. After I checked on Sakuya, I took a look at her, and sure enough, she’d gained a new title too.”


      It was “The Lord’s Friend.”




      The Lord’s Friend: One who has opened their heart to the Lord and become their friend. Though no formal master-and-servant relationship may exist between them, a true and undeniable bond remains.




      When I’d asked Seimi about it, she’d said she felt as though a kind of “link” had been established between her and Sakuya. Since my son had already fallen asleep, she hadn’t been able to verify it, but she’d speculated that it might now be possible for them to communicate with one another much more easily. She’d also suggested that it might be an ability similar to my own, the one I had that allowed me to communicate clearly and effectively with my pets. But judging by the literal wording of the title itself, I got the feeling there was more to it than just that.


      “Fascinating... At any rate, it is a fine power. Not one meant for a life in isolation, but rather for connecting and living with others. You currently have five direct subordinates under your command, however...perhaps this child will one day surpass even that number.”


      “Ha ha, yeaaah, I can see that too.”


      In his own unique way, Sakuya might’ve just been destined to gather and lead monsters like his old man. And the thought excited me. I had to teach him the right way to deal with monsters.


      By the way, if I counted Shii and the wraith sisters, I had more than five “subordinates,” though truth be told, I couldn’t bring myself to view them in that light anymore. I doubted I’d ever send them out into battle again.


      Hey, wait a second. I just remembered that I had one more—the young wolf I’d brought back from the Reauxgard Empire. He was still pretty weak, but once he got a little stronger, there was a solid chance of me adding him to my direct ranks. Surprisingly enough, my pet army had really taken a liking to him, saying things like, “He has a good eye,” “He’s quick on his feet,” and “He has a sense of humor.” I wasn’t entirely sure about that last part...but that must’ve meant he had a high level of intelligence. High enough to make smart decisions when a situation called for it, if nothing else.


      “Sooo I was thinking that we should let Sakuya experience as many different things as possible. The sooner, the better. Even stuff he might be too young for. At the end of the day, I feel like it would all be for his own good, y’know?”


      “Your logic is sound... Especially in light of the fact that this child is destined to experience far more of the world than even you have. In which case, one can never have too many tools in their arsenal.”


      Lefi gave me a firm nod of agreement.


      “The emotional side of me is tempted to say it’s much too soon for that. But I suppose you’re right. With the two of you watching over him, I’m sure we can handle whatever comes our way. Even the world outside.”


      Leila, on the other hand, looked a tad concerned.


      “You need not worry so, Leila. Experience does not mean we will drag him onto a battlefield. Sightseeing would be more than enough to start. As for teaching him the actual combat arts in earnest... Well, naturally, that will have to wait until he has fully matured. Until then, I think keeping it lighthearted, much like a game, would be just fine.”


      Sightseeing equals a trip, which...I can totally get behind.


      “I know I probably should’ve asked this way sooner, but at what age do families usually start teaching their kids how to fight in this world? Generally speaking.”


      “We dragons can use magic from the moment we are born, swatting aside any run-of-the-mill monster without so much as breaking a sweat.”


      “Not to be rude, but the strongest race doesn’t have the right to add their two Dungeon Points to this conversation.”


      “How dare you?!”


      Feigning indignation with her usual dramatic flair, Lefi ruffled my hair vigorously, leaving it a tangled mess. While I let her have her way, I turned to Leila and posed the question again.


      “So what’s the answer, Leila?”


      “In our clan, formal instruction in magical techniques begins around the age of three. However, to ensure children perceive magic as a natural, everyday occurrence, we use it to soothe and entertain them even during infancy.”


      “Ah, so that’s why you’re always showing all kinds of things to Riu and Sakuya.”
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      I’d seen Leila using magic to entertain them whenever she took care of them. In fact, at her suggestion, the rest of us occasionally put on magic shows for them too. Now I understood why she’d done it—it was actually part of the ovine educational curriculum. I’d just assumed she’d been demonstrating magic because it made the babies happy. Although...that was probably part of it as well. After all, whenever Leila looked after them, her expression was so soft and blissful. And let me tell you, seeing the absolute genius’s face melting with tenderness was a magnificent sight to behold.


      “In clans where the warrior’s path is both a birthright and a livelihood, I’ve heard that some will take their children out on hunts mere months after they’re born. Evidently, they do this to accustom the infants to the scent of blood and the atmosphere of battle—to instill in them the understanding that the exchange of life and death is simply a part of daily life. In fact, I believe that’s precisely what Lew’s people, the werewolves, do. If a child is a boy, they start that training at a particularly early age.”


      That’s just the kind of world we live in, huh? One where such extreme measures are absolutely necessary. It might seem like a barbaric custom to an outsider. But in order to survive here, it was a necessity.


      “Did someone say my name?” Just then, a yawning Lew, who’d been napping in the room next door, poked her head in.


      “You are up already, Lew?” Lefi said. “You could have slept a bit longer.”


      “No, I was just feeling a little drowsy. I’m super energized now! So what were you all talking about?”


      “I was thinking about when to start teaching Riu and especially Sakuya how to fight.”


      Then, I filled her in on our conversation thus far.


      “Aha, I see... He really is your son, isn’t he?” Lew reacted in exactly the same way the other two had. “I think your plan is fine. My clan used to do things like that too. Of course, we took every possible precaution to ensure safety, but we were taught from a young age that fighting is unavoidable if you want to survive, and that sometimes surviving means taking others’ lives. I remember learning that myself.”


      A cruel lesson, but that was reality.


      “Gotcha... Well, we can figure out the exact details on when to teach them swordsmanship and magic later. Since the babies have settled into a routine too, how about we all go on a trip together?!”


      “A fine idea. I believe Nell mentioned she would be able to take some time off in the near future as well. As for Iluna and the lasses’ schooling... I imagine the ovine will be flexible enough to accommodate us.”


      “A trip, my lord?! That sounds amazing! Where are we going?”


      “Weeell, if we’re talking human countries, I’ve actually been wanting to visit the Ellane Allied Federation for a while now, so that would be my first pick. If we’re heading to the demon world, then I vote the capital, ’cause we haven’t been there as a family. We also have the option of visiting the therianthropes’ homeland so Lew can introduce Riu to her people. That’ll be a bit of a trek, though.”


      The Ellane Allied Federation was a nation that had rapidly risen to prominence after developing airships and utilizing them effectively during the Great War. I’d been itching to go there at least once.


      “While I appreciate the thought, my people can wait a little while longer. I’ve already introduced her to my parents, after all. Honestly, we could probably hold off until Riu’s old enough to really understand what’s going on.”


      “You’re the boss. Lefi, Leila, what do you two think?”


      “I will defer to Lew as well. I am content with whatever you lot decide.”


      “Since you already installed a door to the demon world, we could easily make a day trip to the capital. Then it comes down to whether we wish to take a longer excursion, in which case, we can go to Ellane, or a shorter trip, in which case, we can go to the demon world’s capital. We can decide after we check with Nell and the girls about their schedules. How does that sound?”


      “I have no objections.”


      “I’m all for it too!”


      “Count me in! Riu, Sakuya, didja hear that? We’re going on a trip! A real adventure! We’re gonna see all sorts of amazing things!”


      When I spoke to the two of them, they looked up at me and responded with their baby babbles. So cute.

    

  

  
    
      Side Story 3: Eldgalia’s Disciple Observation Journal


      It has already been several years since my disciple, Leila, left our village. For those of the demon race, a span of less than a decade is but a fleeting moment. Yet somehow, it feels as though her departure took place a very long time ago. Likely because, upon our reunion, I found that she had matured beyond anything I could have imagined.


      She had grown weary of our village, a place where one can claim that research far more advanced than anywhere else in the world is being conducted. That is simply a fact. So she left in search of a greater unknown... And before I knew it, she had become a servant to a demon lord. Now, she is his wife.


      In truth, it isn’t uncommon for members of the ovine race to leave our homeland. No matter how far research advances within our borders or how much knowledge is accumulated here, one must venture out into the world to acquire new knowledge. Naturally, though it depends on the specific field of study, research simply cannot exist without fieldwork. To learn of new magic, one must first encounter it.


      My disciple, Leila, didn’t focus her research on any single specific discipline. Anything that piqued her interest became a subject of study. She cast her net wide but shallow. No. On second thought, wide and deep—that was her approach to her studies.


      At the very core of her being lay a desire to unravel at least one of the fundamental mysteries of the world. To that end, she sought knowledge indiscriminately, grasping at whatever she could find to bring her closer to that goal. While magic seemed to be her primary interest, she was the sort of girl who would dabble in anything that tickled her curiosity, regardless of the subject matter. Conversely, if something failed to capture her interest, she could display a surprising detachment.


      She devoted herself to her studies day in and day out, rarely making friends, yet never succumbing to idleness either. It wasn’t that she lacked social skills. I could certainly sense her respect for me as her mentor, as well as her affection for her adoptive younger sister, Emyu. However, even among our people, whose way of life is admittedly somewhat eccentric, Leila’s chosen path could be described as extreme.


      Nevertheless, my disciple—the same woman who embodied the very thirst for knowledge characteristic of the ovine—has, for reasons involving some shift in her mindset I can’t quite fathom, settled down to become a wife and mother. And though the infants she tends to aren’t her own flesh and blood, the sight of her soothing them is that of a mother through and through.


      Unbeknownst to me, she’s matured not only in intellect, but in both body and spirit as well. She was always a quick-witted and capable little thing. I had long known she possessed the dexterity to handle any task with effortless grace, but I never imagined she would grow into such a steadfast and devoted mother.


      When I beheld that particular expression on her face...I must confess, I felt my tear ducts acting up. A moment of uncharacteristic weakness.


      And it is at times like these that one truly feels the weight of one’s years. As one grows older, one really shouldn’t become so sentimental. There was my disciple, who had once seemed more detached from the ordinary world than any of us, with a look of utter bliss within the bosom of her family.


      Now that the demon lord has established a “door” allowing for easy passage between our worlds, one can truly say that we’ve become neighbors. Which is precisely why I hope to continue fostering a warm and close relationship with them all for many years to come...


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Having written those thoughts in her journal, Eldgalia heard the sound of her door opening and set down her pen. Only one other person currently lived in this house with her.


      “What is it, Emyu?”


      She turned around to find her younger adopted daughter standing there, looking rather sleepy.


      “Sage... A letter arrived for you...”


      “Oh? Is that so? Thank you. Hmm... Ah, a job.”


      Eldgalia began to read through the letter.


      Even among the ovine, she was a particularly renowned Savant. Her exceptional prowess in analysis, deduction, and reasoning was widely celebrated, not only within her own village but throughout the outside world as well. For that very reason, requests seeking her expertise would occasionally find their way to her doorstep.


      “Hmm? An archaeological survey? That sounds interesting.”


      The nature of the commission was to assist with the exploration of a certain ruin, one where her clan had been spearheading excavation efforts. Although they had determined that the site wasn’t a labyrinth, its architectural style was unlike anything the ovine had ever seen before. And that was usual, considering they were experts in such matters. In other words, the prevailing theory was that the ruins had been constructed by a completely unknown civilization.


      Evidently, the magical mechanisms designed to preserve the ruins over the centuries had succumbed to the elements and ceased functioning. Due to the passage of time, the structure had partially collapsed. Consequently, no artifacts or relics of any kind had been recovered. Only three empty chambers filled with nothing but sand and dust had been discovered within the complex.


      However, given the sheer scale of the ruin, the notion that there were only three rooms inside was implausible. Furthermore, a mysterious magical energy, one with no discernible source, emanated from deep within it. The researchers had therefore hypothesized that some magical means were concealing additional chambers farther inside the complex, and for the job of analyzing that phenomenon, she had been singled out as the ideal candidate.


      The venture promised to be interesting. In particular, the fact that it involved something completely unknown roused her curiosity immensely. Every single member of the ovine clan would feel their heart race at such a prospect.


      “Another long journey away from home, Sage?”


      “It seems so. I’m not sure exactly how long it will take, but I expect it will be quite some time. Still, now that we have that airship, traveling back and forth will be much easier than it used to be. An honest to goodness lifesaver.”


      Though Emyu was still just a child, leaving her behind on her own wasn’t a problem. While perhaps not quite on the level of her first disciple, Eldgalia had spent years training the girl. As a result, she, too, was more than competent enough to handle all the household chores and cooking on her own.


      “I see...”


      Eldgalia immediately grasped the underlying reason for the slightly wistful note in the girl’s voice.


      Because we visited them.


      An understandable reaction. Much like Eldgalia’s first disciple, Emyu had lost both of her parents before she was old enough to remember them, and Eldgalia had subsequently taken her in. Children like them weren’t common, yet neither were they rare. Such was the harshness of simply surviving in this world. Back when Leila was still around, this child could indulge in the comfort of her affection. But after she’d left, though Emyu had put on a brave front, insisting, “I’m not a child anymore!” Eldgalia had witnessed moments of profound loneliness time and again.


      Unlike her first disciple, who possessed a natural knack for maintaining a healthy distance from others despite having a somewhat detached nature, this child wasn’t particularly adept at social interaction. It was only recently, after meeting Iluna and the other girls, that Emyu had managed to make close friends. Before then, she had rarely, if ever, spent time playing with anyone.


      Perhaps because she was, for better or for worse, smarter than most, conversations with her peers were awkward, rarely lasting long. However, Iluna and her sisters lived by an entirely different set of values. Their mindsets and perspectives diverged so completely from the norm that, ironically, those very differences allowed them to get along splendidly with Emyu.


      So, as the days passed, the ache of Leila’s absence began to fade into the background... Yet seeing that family together earlier in the day must have resurfaced those old feelings.


      Eldgalia smiled a gentle, knowing smile as she addressed her second disciple.


      “Since we’re on the subject, Emyu, it’s high time you started some field training of your own. Why don’t you come with me on this investigation?”


      “Do you mean it?! Really, really?!”


      “Of course. It might be premature for most children, but for you, I’m confident the experience won’t go to waste, even at this stage. And when it comes to things like this, experience is everything.”


      “I-I’ll go! I’m going! I really want to go to the ruins!” Her second disciple nodded vigorously, all traces of sleepiness having vanished in an instant.


      Pleased by the child’s enthusiasm, Eldgalia continued, “We’ll be leaving the village by the end of this week at the very latest, so make sure you have everything ready. I’ll notify the school, but it is your responsibility to finish any assignments or coursework you’ve been given before then.”


      “Yes, ma’am! Gosh, I can’t just sit around! I’d better get straight to it, knock out all that boring homework, and pack what I need!”


      “Hold it right there, young lady. You need to sleep tonight— Well. Just like that, she’s gone. Those rascals have infected her too, eh... Though I really shouldn’t be surprised at this point.”


      No matter what, her daughters would always be her family. And considering how self-aware both of them had grown up, perhaps it was inevitable that they had turned out this way.


      Imagining the sight of her second disciple stumbling out of bed the next morning in a groggy daze, Eldgalia smiled ruefully before turning her attention back to her desk.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: Let’s Go on a Trip Together


      “We’re going on a trip!” Iluna shouted.


      “The Trip Festival is officially open!” Shii cried out.


      “A...magnificent festival,” En said. “We could hold it every day... No, wait, not every day. School is fun too.”


      “Hmm... Hmmmm... Yeah! I like the School Festival life too!” Shii added.


      Then, the wraith sisters began dancing around, like they were performing a ritual and chanting, “It’s a festival! A festival!” So. Freaking. Adorable.


      “Aha ha ha! Yup, our Trip Festival sounds wonderful!” Nell said with a laugh. “I’m really looking forward to it too. If it’s the week after next...I think I should be able to take an extended leave!”


      “All right, then let’s lock in that schedule. Girl gang, plan accordingly. I’ll handle the official stuff and let your teachers at school know.”


      When it came to traveling far in this world, just getting to your destination ate up a serious number of days. Fortunately, the airship route from the Reauxgard Empire to the Ellane Allied Federation took less than half a day. So even with a three-day, two-night itinerary, we’d have plenty of time to enjoy ourselves. And as for the return trip? We didn’t have to worry about that thanks to our dungeon return devices. Before the invention of airships, a schedule like this would’ve been completely impossible. In a sense, you could call this an “international trip.” Even in my old life, trying to squeeze a trip like it into just one or two nights would’ve been pretty grueling.


      “Will do! Oh, but wait, Emyu and Madam Sage aren’t at home right now.”


      “Huh? Really?”


      “Yep! I heard they went off to do research at some ruins.”


      “Oh yeah? Probably has something to do with the sage’s work, then.”


      Leila chimed in at that point.


      “Most likely, yes. Even when I still lived in the village, we often received requests from people seeking her assistance.”


      “Makes sense. In that case, Leila, can you handle the school side of things? I’m gonna head over to the Reauxgard Empire to check on the status of the airship and whatnot.”


      “Of course. Leave it to me.”


      “Then the rest of us will have to think of what Riu and Sakuya may require during our travels. In the worst case, we can likely resolve any issues with his DP ability, but we also cannot rely on that entirely.”


      “I agree, Lefi. Good thinking.”


      “I have an idea!” Nell raised her hand excitedly. “We should prepare some nice clothes for them to wear when we go out!”


      “Me too!” Iluna followed. “I’ll have their favorite toys ready in case they start crying!”


      “I...think the stroller is absolutely essential,” En added. “I’ve never actually seen one in the outside world, but I just know it has to be convenient.”


      “Um...” Shii faltered, trying to think of something. “Ummm... Ooh, I know! I’ll learn some lullabies so that they have an easy time on the trip!”


      After her, Rei was the first of the wraith triplets to speak up. “Then I’ll learn how to dance!” Next, Rui chimed in, “D-Dance? Then... Then I’ll do that too!” And finally, Roh said, “I need to work on my illusion magic so I can calm them down.” Okay, so none of them had actually said anything, but their sentiments came through loud and clear.


      “Ha ha! All righty, since everyone knows what they’re doing, let’s get to it!”


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      And so, everyone got to work on their respective tasks prepping for the journey. The womenfolk bustled about, packing stuff up and debating back and forth over every little detail. Unlike previous trips, they now had the added task of packing for Riu and Sakuya, but they seemed to enjoy it, giggling and chatting away the whole time. It was... Well, it felt like a quintessential example of how women enjoyed themselves. I’d left the entire process in their hands, and judging by the scene before me, it was probably a good idea if I didn’t try to interfere. Far be it from me to ruin all the effort they put into preparing for this trip.


      While that meant we’d probably have a fair amount of luggage, for our family, at least, that was absolutely no problem. All we had to do was take our bags and either stow them directly in my Inventory or tuck them into the spatial-magic pouches that everyone carried. That way, we could travel completely hands-free. Easy peasy.


      As for me? I paid a visit to the Reauxgard Empire to book our airship passage to the Ellane Allied Federation and to notify their embassy of our impending arrival. Although I was no longer the emperor and hadn’t been for quite some time, I figured it wouldn’t be good form to just show up unannounced just because we were private citizens now. Obviously, though, that was actually what I would’ve rather done. I personally found all this fussing over formalities to be a nuisance for both sides, but at the end of the day, it was common courtesy.


      So, while I was in Reauxgard to provide an update on our plans, I thought I’d take the opportunity to pay my respects to the current emperor as well. Unfortunately, he turned out to be so swamped with work that he was practically dizzy with exhaustion and on the verge of nausea. When I mentioned wanting to see him, his aides told me, “If you would like to request an audience, His Majesty would undoubtedly make the time. However...” I wasn’t a complete idiot. I could pick up on what they’d left unsaid, so I decided to spare him the trouble by leaving a brief message for them to pass on to him. Dude was really throwing himself into his duties as emperor. I was fine with him working hard so long as he didn’t work himself into the ground.


      A demon lord who worries about proper etiquette. Ugh, only weaklings do that. Oh well. Right now, I was a demon lord, a guardian, a husband, and a father. Let’s just say that the three-quarters of me that wasn’t a demon lord were the parts that cared about stuff like manners. That way, when I did act as a demon lord, I didn’t have to hold back with my lawlessness. I could send the world into an uproar, people screaming in terror left and right! Mwa ha ha ha!


      “Yuki, why are you making such a vacant, dare I say imbecilic, face?”


      “No reason. No reason at all, my dear.”


      And just like that, the day of our departure finally arrived. We were waiting at the airship terminal in the Reauxgard Empire, ready to board. The place was bustling with activity. Lots and lots of people coming and going. At this point, you could almost call it the beating heart of the entire nation. It was designed to pump blood throughout a massive body, enabling the physical form to function at its absolute peak.


      Since the Reauxgard Empire and the Ellane Allied Federation shared a border, taking the most direct route via airship got you to your destination in about five hours. Precisely because of their close proximity, prior to that war breaking out, the two countries had frequently been at odds over border disputes and similar issues. Conflicts that had ultimately served as catalysts for their involvement in said war. That being said, it was very unlikely that another war would ever erupt between them again. The potential economic losses were simply too massive. If such a conflict were to occur, it would inevitably trigger intervention from other nations. Most notably, the Demon King himself would probably step in.


      While the Reauxgard Empire served as the primary hub for trade with other races, the Ellane Allied Federation functioned as the central transit point for all airship traffic. The number of routes that passed through the federation was nearly double that of any other nation. As a result, even if the empire happened to be closer in terms of a straight line, it was usually faster in the long run to make a stop at the federation before continuing on to your final destination. Although their specific roles differed, the airship routes of both nations had now become inextricably woven into the economic fabric of the entire region, so any unilateral actions taken by either side would be met with serious disapproval. Gradually, undeniably, the new geopolitical order was beginning to solidify.


      “Guys, look! Ship 7! That’s the one we’ll be boarding this time. Riu! Sakuya! Check it out! We call that an airship.”


      I pointed up at the vessel soaring overhead, showing it to our littlest ones in their stroller. Speaking of, a contraption like this didn’t actually exist in this world. This particular unit was a custom-made DP item. And that was why we’d been drawing quite a few curious and somewhat bewildered stares from passersby. Still, given how incredibly convenient it was, it went without saying that I was keeping the thing. Maybe I’d even start a new trend here in this world—the “stroller craze.”


      As for its two passengers, Riu’s ears twitched back and forth as she observed her surroundings with a mix of wariness, anxiety, and curiosity on her face, while Sakuya, completely unfazed by anything, was knocked out. He’d been feeling pretty sleepy all day today. I’d said it before, but I still thought it was crazy that their personalities were so apparent right from the start. It made sense, though. Riu being a therianthrope meant her senses were hella sharp, and that sensitivity meant she was quick to pick up on subtle shifts in the environment.


      “I’m sooo excited to ride an airship again!” Iluna exclaimed.


      “They’re just so much fun! I’m gonna be glued to the window forever!” Shii followed up.


      “I...could spend an entire day doing nothing but looking at the scenery drifting by,” En added.


      The girl gang, including the wraith triplets, gazed out at the airship through the windows in the waiting area, unable to conceal their bubbling excitement.


      “I’m actually a little worried that the babies might start crying,” Lew said. “The atmosphere and smells inside an airship are pretty unique, not to mention the constant vibration.”


      “Yeah, maybe, especially since you got kinda airsick yourself last time. I’m worried about Riu, since her senses are so sharp. As for Sakuya... I actually think the little dude might not be bothered at all.”


      “Both Riu’s ears and nose are keen, after all. As for Sakuya, I think he inherited Yuki’s insensitive nature, and I mean that in the best way. Though when he does cry, he does it with gusto.”


      “Yeah, if something doesn’t sit right with them, these two really let loose, huh? Crap, now I’m starting to feel more than just a little anxious.”


      “Well, fear not, ladies and gent!” Nell joined the conversation then. “For I have the perfect solution for their crying! I can cast a sound-blocking barrier. So even if they start wailing in perfect sync, not a single sound will leak out to bother others!”


      “That’s our hero for ya! A real lifesaver. Then let me name that spell. I christen it...The Hero’s Lullaby Magic!”


      “Um...I did say it was just a sound-blocking barrier, right? But I suppose that works too!”


      “Nell, you have been getting a tad too carried away lately... Not that it is a bad thing, mind you.”


      “You haven’t seen anything yet, Lefi! Right, Mr. Yuki?”


      “Indeed. Legend has it, or perhaps it doesn’t, that the very word ‘hero’ actually translates to ‘one who gets carried away.’”


      “So it may be true, or it may not be, hm?” Leila remarked in a teasing tone.


      “All right, all right, that’s enough goofing around,” Lew cut in. “The airship’s about to arrive at the docking bay, so let’s get ready to board!”


      “Yes, ma’am,” I replied.


      “Okay!” the others said.


      Clapping her hands together to rally our group, Lew led the way aboard. It only took the crew half an hour to resupply and do their thing, then the airship slowly began to move. Fortunately, we were once again ushered into the VIP lounge, though this time around, the amenities seemed even more upscale, making for an incredibly comfortable experience. It was so quiet that you’d never guess you were inside an airship. We couldn’t feel a single vibration. If you didn’t look out the window to see the scenery going by, you’d easily believe you were just in a hotel room. The airship industry must’ve been raking in an outrageous amount of money. That was probably how they could afford to pour so much into luxuries like this. I’d also heard that despite churning them out like nobody’s business, supply still couldn’t keep up with the sheer demand.


      “Lew, how are you feeling?” I asked.


      “I’m good! I think I’ll be just fine this time around. Gosh, this room is incredible. It doesn’t even feel like we’re flying!”


      “Agreed. Human technology truly is a marvel. As these advancements continue, they will eventually lead to the sorts of devices found in our home, akin to the technology from Yuki’s previous life.”


      “True. Though in some ways, I’d say this world has already surpassed that. At the very least, the ability to completely eliminate the sensation of flight like this is a feat of engineering that didn’t exist back in my old life. So, Riu, Sakuya, what do you two think? How does it feel to fly through the sky... Uh-oh, did you fall asleep again, bud?”


      “Aha ha ha! He was actually awake just a moment ago, Mr. Yuki, but he must have drifted off while listening to us chat. Riu’s taken a real liking to the ship, though.”


      “Riu, stare as much as you want, but remember that a proper young lady keeps her mouth closed!” Lew admonished her jokingly.


      “Tee hee. Isn’t she just adorable?” That came from Leila.


      Still in the stroller, Riu was gazing out the window, completely captivated by the view outside. Her ears twitched, her little tail wagged back and forth, and she stared wide-eyed with her mouth agape. With a wry smile, Lew gently nudged her chin to close her mouth for her. Yup, she really is adorable.


      As for Little Brother Sakuya, it looked like today was a sleepy day for him. He’d woken up once during boarding and once after we’d gotten to our room, half listening to our conversation. But somewhere along the way, he’d fallen asleep again.


      “Interestingly, he seemed quite excited yesterday as he watched us prepare for the journey,” Lefi remarked. “It was almost as if he sensed something was afoot. That is likely why he is out of energy now.”


      “Ooh, I know how that feels!” Shii exclaimed. “I get so excited before a picnic or something that I can’t even fall asleep! It happens to everyone sometimes, doesn’t it?”


      “Yup... You just can’t help getting excited the day before.”


      “But you bounce right back to full power after just a little break, Shii, En,” Iluna grumbled. “I wish I could do that too. As for Rei, Rui, and Roh... Well, they don’t even sleep in the first place.”


      “I can relate, Iluna!” Lew said. “My lord and Lefi have so much energy, no matter how little they sleep. I’m always thinking how much I envy them for that.”


      “You say that as if you aren’t quite the early riser yourself, Lew,” Leila said. “The same goes for you, Nell. How you can look so fresh the morning after a late night of work is beyond me...”


      “Hey, I don’t have a built-in resistance to sleepiness! I simply push through it because I’m a soldier.”


      “I’m no superman either. Whenever I’m away from the dungeon, I actually end up sleeping for a looong time. The only ones who are actually resistant to sleepiness in every sense are Lefi and Lew.”


      “LewLew, you traitor...” Iluna moaned dramatically.


      “It seems you and I are cut from the same cloth, Lew,” Lefi added.


      “Huh? Wait, really?”


      We all laughed at Lew’s look of utter bewilderment.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      So went our very comfortable journey through the skies. On our previous trip, we’d spent several days inside the airship, but since this one would last only a few hours, I mostly just relaxed inside. I did take Riu and Sakuya out once, carrying them both in my arms, to the glass-paneled rear deck so they could see the scenery outside. But Riu got scared and started crying, so with a chuckle, I took them back to our cabin.


      Though Sakuya hadn’t cried, he’d seemed more interested in the other passengers around us than in the view outside, staring at the people intently. He must’ve found the sight of so many people who weren’t part of our family novel and fascinating. There’d been plenty of people back at the boarding terminal, of course, but he’d been asleep at the time. He really was quite the character, especially with his people-watching hobby. I got the impression he was more interested in the things people did than his toys, though he loved those too.


      Since several hours had already passed since we’d boarded in the early afternoon, the view outside was nothing but total darkness now. If we were back on Earth, I was sure I’d be able to see the glow of street lamps and city lights down below. But in this world, it was just pitch-black. That said, the starlight looked absolutely stunning against that backdrop, so the darkness wasn’t such a bad thing after all. A sky filled with stars. Remembering what I did of the night sky in my old life, I was probably the only one who could fully appreciate the magnificence of such a sight.


      But then, even that view began to change. Lights began to appear on the ground below, scattered here and there at first, then gradually increasing in number until everything had gotten pretty bright. Not quite on the scale of my old world, but bright nonetheless. Lighting up the night in a display that rivaled even the starry sky above.


      I was almost positive the light was coming from the capital city of the Ellane Allied Federation. Wow...that’s incredible. Given that the country had managed to develop airships, it stood to reason that its technology was probably way more advanced than other nations’. And below us lay the proof.


      “Look!” Iluna exclaimed. “Everyone, look! It’s so beautiful!”


      “Ooh!” Shii squealed.


      “What...a lovely night view,” En said.


      Just moments ago, they’d been busy chatting away, but after noticing that the scenery outside had begun to change, the girls once again pressed their faces against the windows. The wraith sisters, hovering weightlessly just above the others’ heads, were just as transfixed.


      A short while later, the airship began its descent. The lights below steadily got closer. Eventually, we reached the landing zone, then a gentle jolt signaled touchdown. An announcement to disembark came from the crew. Following their instructions, we filed out of the airship...only to see a familiar figure waving enthusiastically at us.


      “Master Yuki, over here!”


      “Whoa! Captain!”


      The man who’d called out to us was wearing a military uniform. His name was Genaus Lorraine. He was an officer of the Ellane Allied Federation, and also someone with whom we’d had a surprising number of run-ins ever since we’d rescued him and his airship from an attack by ladybug-like monsters back when we were traveling to the Dragon Hamlet. Some time ago, on our trip to the ovine village, he’d been gracious enough to let us board the airship under his command. That was when he’d met my family. Looks like the government here’s gone out of their way to assign him as our liaison since he knows us already.


      “You came all this way just to welcome us?”


      “Of course! With guests of your status arriving, how could I possibly decline the honor of serving as your guide? And a pleasure to see you all again, madams and misses alike.”


      He bowed to the ladies with a flourish. They greeted him back, the girls with boundless energy and the women with poise and grace befitting their years.


      “I see you’re all as lively as ever. I quite like that about your family, Master Yuki. By the way, news reached me of your wives expecting... I take it these are the little ones?”


      “Yup. This one here, with her twitchy little ears, is the older one, Riu. And the one over here, staring at you so curiously, is the younger one, Sakuya. You two, this gentleman is your dad’s friend, Captain Genaus!”


      “Ha ha ha! You can call me ‘Uncle Genaus’ if you’d like. Nice to meet you both. Oho, very charming indeed!”


      “Right?”


      You have a good eye, Captain.


      Acting just like a doting uncle, he started playing peekaboo with my babies. But he snapped back to reality once he noticed the warm, amused looks the rest of my family was giving him. He cleared his throat and composed himself.


      “I’d love to stay and chat a while longer, but it’s getting late, and you must be exhausted after such a long journey. Let me show you to your hotel first.”


      “Thanks, appreciate it.”


      And that was how we officially entered the Ellane Allied Federation.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      We followed the captain and checked into a luxurious hotel located just a few minutes’ walk from the airship terminal. The structure and decor were so exquisite that the hotel would easily qualify as high-end even by the standards in my previous life. Naturally, my family was absolutely buzzing with excitement.


      Hell, the place might even be more comfortable than the imperial castle back in Reauxgard. The main reason being that every single item here reminded me of my old world. Judging by the design of everything, convenience seemed to be the name of the game, with unnecessary frills stripped away, as well as consideration for the guest being evident in every little detail. From the ergonomic shape of the handrails on the staircase to the staff’s attentive service, and even the amenities provided in the rooms. This place probably offers one of the best lodging experiences in this entire country, huh? Yet for all that, it felt like I could sense the federation’s very spirit in its design—the same spirit that had given birth to the airship.


      This country had been founded when a number of autonomous city-states banded together to stand against foreign powers. That was why it didn’t adhere to a monarchical system. Instead, the federation governed itself through a parliamentary system, with its top leadership determined through elections. It was an extremely similar political structure to the one in my previous life, though I had to admit, I marveled at the fact that they’d succeeded with a system like this in this particular world.


      I’d always assumed that the reason most nations in this world were monarchies wasn’t simply because the era was “older” than that of my past life, but rather because this world was fraught with so many greater dangers. For example, consider a scenario where a powerful monster suddenly appeared and a military force had to be dispatched to deal with it. Under a monarchy, the number of people required to make such a critical decision was significantly smaller. Of course, I was no expert on politics, so I assumed the system here had been devised to mitigate any potential drawbacks, but maybe this country’s fundamental nature was exactly why I found myself sensing echoes of my old life. Given its origins as a confederation of autonomous city-states, Ellane had prioritized commerce from its very inception. Then the resulting competitive spirit must’ve been what was driving the continuous improvement of services like the ones found in this hotel.


      “Riu, Sakuya, this is a hotel! What do you think?”


      “Au, baaa!”


      “Uuu?”


      “Ha ha ha!” Lew laughed. “Gosh, you two are just so cute! This hotel really is so lovely, isn’t it? Such a welcoming vibe!”


      “It certainly does feel cozy here, doesn’t it?” Leila remarked. “Seems like every single detail was chosen with the guests’ comfort in mind.”


      “Exactly!” Nell chimed in. “That’s just what I was going to say!”


      “Ohhh reeeally?” teased Lew.


      “Yes, really.”


      “All right, you lot. I know we are all excited to stay here, but it is getting rather late. Save some energy for tomorrow lest you oversleep.”


      “Good point, Lefi dearest. Let’s take turns with the bath and then hit the sack for the night. The bathhouse here looks pretty spacious, so Iluna, Shii, and En, why don’t the three of you go in first? Rei, Rui, Roh, don’t you go wandering out of the room on your own like you usually do, okay? There are other guests staying here.”


      “Yes, sir!” Iluna and Shii responded.


      “Yes...sir,” En said at the same time.


      The wraith triplets scowled at me in mild annoyance, like they were saying, “We get it, we get it!” I knew they wouldn’t actually go around playing pranks on total strangers. Still, I couldn’t help but get a liiittle anxious whenever I took my eyes off of them.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      The next morning.


      “Did you rest well last night?”


      “I did, thanks. This really is a nice hotel, seriously. My peeps were going absolutely nuts over it. So pretty and welcoming. They could not stop raving.”


      I chatted with the captain in the hotel lobby. My family wasn’t here anymore. After getting some tips and recommendations from the captain, they’d headed out earlier to check out the city. For this three-day, two-night trip, the plan was to spend today and tomorrow sightseeing around the capital. I’d be joining them a little later.


      I’d noticed a group of people who looked suspiciously like security personnel tagging along behind them. Given the country’s standing, they couldn’t exactly send my family out on their own without some kind of escort. With Lefi and Nell on the trip, the chance of any actual mishaps was virtually zero, so I suspected that the government’s real objective was to prevent anyone from trying to cause trouble for us.


      “I’m glad to hear that. You may have already guessed, but this is the most luxurious hotel in the entire country, far too expensive for me to afford on my salary alone. I’ve always wanted to bring my wife here for a stay at least once, but when you factor in the cost for two people... Well, it’s simply out of the question on a military officer’s pay.”


      “Ha ha, oh yeah? In that case, assuming you have room in your schedule, why don’t you bring the missus along and stay here tonight as our official hosts? If I asked the higher-ups real nice and told them I want to ‘deepen our bonds of friendship with Captain Genaus’s family,’ I bet they’d be more than happy to make it happen.”


      “Oh, no, I couldn’t impose... Then again... Hmm... Yes, a request of that nature would almost certainly be granted. My wife would be delighted too. Are you absolutely sure?”


      “Yeah, just leave it to me. I mean, you’ve done so much for me, Cap. So? Do you approve or deny my request?”


      I directed my question to an elderly lady seated on a nearby sofa. She blinked, her eyes widening for a moment from surprise, before her face broke into a sunny smile.


      “Why, certainly. I shall have a room reserved for the couple. Captain, do be sure to inform your wife later.”


      “Thank you very much, ma’am! Hold on... You realized, Master Yuki?”


      “Well, yeah. You were so tense, how could I not?”


      He’d been acting just a little too fidgety. All it’d taken was a quick scan with Analysis to figure out why, especially after a look at his her titles. Because the woman on the sofa was no ordinary lady. She was the federation’s head of state.


      “Now I know why you were staring at me so intently, my lord. Honestly, Captain, and after I specifically told you beforehand not to let my presence distract you.”


      “M-My apologies. I’m...not exactly adept at handling situations like that.”


      No wonder the captain had been more nervous than usual, which was hilarious to me because he’d stood his ground against the Demon King himself, but the moment he was back home, he turned into this anxious guy. Learn something new every day. Anyway, back to the leader at hand. While I’d heard that Ellane’s leader was a woman, she was more interesting than I’d imagined. At the very least, she had a pretty playful streak.


      “Heh. You know I’m only teasing. I understand, though. You are a soldier through and through. A pleasure to meet you. My name is Vegarda Farentia, and I’m currently entrusted with the governance of this nation. May I address you as Demon Emperor Yuki? Or Your Majesty, perhaps?”


      “I stepped down as emperor, so neither. Both of those titles always made me wanna laugh anyway, so just ‘Yuki’ is fine.”


      “Is that so? Then I’ll compromise and call you ‘Master Yuki.’ Allow me to express my sincere gratitude for visiting our country on this occasion. We shall do our utmost to ensure you and yours enjoy your time here.”


      “The pleasure’s all mine. I’ve actually wanted to visit for a while now. I was curious to see what the birthplace of the airship was like, but more than that, the captain really talked up the federation the last time we met, and that got me even more excited to come.”


      “We did have such a conversation, eh?”


      “In that case, I suppose I’ll have to give him a raise. Hmm, what else... I have just the thing. Starting today, I appoint you as a special foreign affairs officer. You may retain your current military rank, of course. Though in light of your participation in the war and other accomplishments, I imagine you’ll be promoted to major general in the very near future.”


      “Huh?! W-Wait just a moment, ma’am! My apologies, but I’m entirely unfamiliar with this new position you speak of...”


      “Naturally. I just created it now. In short, it means I am entrusting you and you alone with the duty of attending to Master Yuki whenever he happens to visit. Rest assured, you shall be properly compensated for your work.”


      The captain’s face twitched in shock, but he was a soldier through and through like she’d said earlier, and he immediately composed himself.


      “V-Very well. As you wish...”


      “Congrats, Cap. Funny enough, this works out perfectly for me too, ’cause having you handle things makes my job a whole lot easier.”


      “Master Yuki, at the risk of sounding rude...it feels as though my entire world has been turned upside down ever since I met you.”


      “Ooh, if that’s supposed to be a pickup line, I gotta admit, it just might work.”


      “You are testing my patience, sir.”


      Vegarda and I burst out laughing. Watching us, the captain just sighed wearily.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Having left Yuki back at the hotel, his family strolled through Luvalta, the capital of the Ellane Allied Federation. The wraith triplets were pushing Riu’s stroller in their doll forms while Shii pushed Sakuya’s. Lefi and Lew had taken turns pushing them at first, but the girls had insisted on taking over the task themselves. Between the unfamiliar contraptions and clearly nonhuman beings pushing them, passersby stared at the group in wide-eyed shock. They had grown accustomed to receiving such attention, however, so none of them paid it any mind.


      “Gosh, this country is absolutely fascinating!” Nell said. “So different from both Alisia and Reauxgard. It feels like their technology is advanced in every way.”


      “Agreed. Those things called ‘street lamps’ are truly remarkable. I assume they all light up once night falls?”


      The creations known as magic lamps that had caught Lefi’s eye were lined up at equal intervals along the road. While they didn’t appear to be installed on every single street, a considerable number were positioned along well-maintained thoroughfares such as the main boulevard. Though currently unlit, it was obvious that they would cast a brilliant glow once night descended.


      Streetlights hadn’t yet been widely adopted in other nations. While magic devices capable of emitting light indoors—comparable in brightness to what Yuki had known in his previous life—did exist and were surprisingly common in private establishments, no other country possessed the resources to implement such lighting on a public scale. In contrast, the Ellane Allied Federation had already achieved widespread adoption of the technology, a development that had actually originated from its research into airships.


      In order to facilitate the takeoff and landing of airships during the night, research had been conducted to ensure the landing fields remained illuminated. The resulting technology was subsequently applied to city streets. As a result, it was still a relatively novel sight even to the people of Ellane.


      “Back in my village, though the district around the academy is quite well lit, we certainly don’t have lighting systems extending all the way out to public roads like this. And the streets themselves are so pristine too.”


      “Yeah, the ovine village is beautiful at night too, Leila!” Iluna exclaimed. “The school has lots of lighting too.”


      “Master’s demon lord castle is pretty at night too! Even if nobody ever actually uses the lights!”


      “Because the castle is a tad too vast, Shii,” Lefi replied. “The areas we use as our living quarters and the inn are cozy enough.”


      “Living...in our home makes it easy to forget that light is a precious commodity. That’s why the ovine village and this city are so out of the ordinary.”


      “What En said. My hometown doesn’t have anything like this. Candles are the main source of light there. I really wish they’d adopt this lighting technology and the airships, because I honestly feel like I’d just end up depressed if I went back for a visit...”


      Lew gazed into the distance, a wistful look in her eyes.


      “Do not tell us that is the reason you were so reluctant to visit your village when we were choosing a destination for this trip.”


      “Can you blame me?! I’m just so used to our lifestyle in my lord’s dungeon, so of course I’d want to avoid going back to that backwater countryside as much as possible.”


      “You certainly have some choice words for your own birthplace...”


      “There aren’t even any hotels there since we don’t get tourists. And not to sound like Nell, but we don’t even have any proper bathhouses either. When I lived there, I didn’t mind it one bit, but now... Well, living there again definitely wouldn’t be possible.”


      The other adults couldn’t help exchanging wry smiles at Lew’s frankness.


      “I can relate. Now that I can come home whenever I want, I really would rather not go back to my days of sleeping in the dorms... It gets lonely without you all.”


      “The same goes for me. Should we have a contest right here and now to determine whose way of life was the most wretched before arriving in the dungeon, I would likely place first. I wager the only reason I managed to survive such a miserable existence for a century without suffering any ill effects whatsoever is my durable constitution. Perhaps that is also why I never thought to change my environment.”


      “Since we’re on the topic of terrible habits...I’m ashamed to admit that when it came to my research, I very much threw the very concept of a healthy lifestyle out the window...”


      “Even now, if we leave you alone for too long, you slip right back into your old ways, Leila,” Lew teased. “That’s why you can’t ever be alone. You’re stuck with us forever, okay?”


      “Tee hee. Well, if Mother Lew commands it, I suppose I have no choice but to obey.”


      “LewLew really has turned into a real mom, huh? She’s so dependable.”


      “Yup, she is! Isn’t that right, Sakuya?” Shii asked the baby boy.


      “Isn’t...that right, Riu?” En asked the baby girl.


      “Oh, and of course, you’re dependable too, Lefifi!” Iluna added. “Still the rock-solid pillar of our home!”


      “A pillar that stands shoulder to shoulder with Master!”


      “I...would maybe say ‘wall’ instead, but I agree.”


      “Gah ha ha! Thank you for the compliments, little ones.”


      “Jeez, I feel sort of embarrassed now.”


      They continued chatting as they strolled along, taking in the sights of the city. Even when traveling to new places, they ultimately found that simply talking to one another was the most enjoyable part of all.


      “A-Anyway, look over there!” Lew exclaimed. “A souvenir shop with so many things to buy. I think it would be fun to check it out.”


      “Ha ha ha! If Mother Lew says so, let’s do it!”


      “Indeed!”


      “I wonder if they sell any interesting magic devices.”


      Just as the group started heading toward the souvenir shop, Sakuya, who had been observing the cityscape with keen interest, suddenly stretched his hands out in a completely different direction.


      “Ooo, aaah.”


      “What’s the matter, Sakuya?”


      Shii, pushing his stroller, paused for a moment to check on him.


      “Ahhh, buuu...”


      “Do you...wanna go this way?”


      His little hands kept waving in a specific direction. Shii looked that way, but there was nothing there. Only a deserted back alley. Puzzled, she pushed the stroller a short distance down the alley and looked around. Sure enough, though, still nothing. As a dungeon summon, Shii possessed senses far sharper than any human. Yet even she couldn’t sense anything.


      “There’s nothing here, Sakuya.”


      “Auuu, oooh.”


      “You still wanna look? Okay, just wait a second. Let me get— Huh?”


      Turning to look behind her, Shii finally realized the truth. Everyone else had vanished from the spot where they had been standing just moments before.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      She looked to the right, then to the left. Nobody. For the diminutive Shii, all the foot traffic obstructed her view a bit, but she still couldn’t spot any of her family members’ familiar faces.


      They had mentioned stopping at a shop, so she assumed they must have entered one of the many lining the street... Except she had no idea which one since she’d been lagging behind. The moment she could no longer sense their presence, she decided to head back to the main thoroughfare to search for them.


      A girl of boundless curiosity, Shii had a slightly scatterbrained streak, at least compared to Iluna and En. Her mindset was along the lines of, “It’s okay even if I mess up because my family will be there to catch me!” She also had a live-in-the-moment philosophy of “As long as it’s fun right now, it’s all good.” And lastly, she was a tad needier than Iluna and En, wanting to be pampered by the adults.


      But she knew exactly where to draw the line when it came to what mattered. Having originally been summoned as a monster tasked with defending a dungeon, she had an unwavering spirit, the resolve to stand her ground and fight for what was important to her. Though she wasn’t as obstinate as En.


      And now, with Sakuya in tow, there was only one thing she needed to prioritize above all else: protecting her little brother with every ounce of her strength. That, and nothing else. Everything else was trivial.


      She immediately turned to pull the stroller back the way they came...but Sakuya stopped her.


      “Ahyoo, iooou!”


      “You still wanna go this way?”


      “Iiiuuu! Oooh!”


      She couldn’t tell if he was actually answering her, but he stretched both of his little arms desperately toward the depths of the alleyway, as if resisting her attempt to turn back. Such a display of intense fixation was a rarity for this particular baby. Even when he was completely engrossed in his toys, he had never once shown this level of single-minded obsession before.


      Turning back was definitely the smarter choice here. Yet she hesitated. If Sakuya wanted to go this way so badly, maybe there really was something there. Something they needed to see right now.


      Shii knew he was no ordinary child. Being of monster stock herself, she might have grasped that truth even more intuitively than his parents. Riu was perfectly normal; her sweet, adorable little sister. Of course, he was her sweet, adorable little brother too. Truth be told, though, he was anything but normal. He possessed something their group of siblings didn’t. Something that even their parents lacked. Considering how insistent he was being, then, perhaps following his instincts was the best choice.


      “Hmm... Hmmmm... Okay, why not?!”


      For someone who rarely bothered with deep thoughts, Shii had actually pondered the issue for a while. And in the end, she had decided to stop thinking about it altogether. As for their safety? Well, if push came to shove, their family, especially Yuki and Lefi, would find them. She’d leave the matter of their reunion to them. In the meantime, she’d do what Sakuya wanted and take a look at whatever it was in the direction he pointed. This was a vacation, after all. A little bit of adventure wouldn’t hurt, right?!


      “All righty! We’re going on an adventure! An! Ad! Ven! Ture! Don’t you worry, though, ’cause Big Sister Shii will protect you! So let’s go, Sakuya!”


      “Awoo!”


      She beamed down at him, then pushed the stroller forward, taking them deeper into the winding alleyway.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      After leaving the hotel, I immediately headed to where my family was. But I found them panicking when I finally caught up with them.


      “Shii and Sakuya are...missing?”


      “Y-Yes! Wh-What do we do?! We went into a shop, but when we realized they hadn’t followed us in, we went back out to look, and they were gone!”


      “Forgive me, Yuki! I should have been the first to notice! To have been entrusted with the care of our children, only to be so incompetent...”


      Nell and Lefi looked absolutely frantic. Riu suddenly burst into tears, probably sensing the adult gang’s mounting anxiety. Lew, Leila, and the wraith sisters did their best to soothe her.


      Okay, so. These are the facts. They were on their way to a souvenir shop and had been together right up until they went inside, when everyone’s attention shifted to the stuff being sold there. In the brief instant they looked away, Shii and Sakuya vanished from sight.


      We were on one of the capital’s main streets. That meant lots of pedestrians and carriages rumbling past. Obviously, we didn’t have cell phones. Even for grown-ups, getting separated here would make it incredibly difficult to regroup. Which was exactly why it might’ve actually been a blessing that Shii was the one lost.


      “And what in the hell were you lot doing this whole time?” Next to me, the captain snapped angrily at his subordinates, the SP agents who’d been secretly tailing my family as their bodyguards.


      “O-Our deepest apologies, sir! We’ll dispatch a search party immediately!” one of them replied.


      I’d said goodbye to the captain and Ellane’s head of state at the hotel earlier, but once word had reached him about the situation, he’d rushed to rejoin us. I mean, taking your eyes off the people your people were supposed to be guarding, then one of them ending up lost, certainly qualified as a monumental blunder. I kinda felt sorry for them. Don’t wanna be in their shoes right now.


      “Then do it. Contact the capital garrison as well. Have them mobilize immediately and seal off the entire area—”


      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Everyone just calm down for a second.” Before this whole thing spiraled into a diplomatic incident, I spoke up with a wry smile. “Shii’ll be fine. She’s not some helpless little kid. Besides, I can check on them right now.”


      “Oh! Yes! How could I have forgotten you have the power to communicate with the monsters of the labyrinth!”


      “Do you now?” the captain asked. “Because you’re a demon lord, I’m assuming?”


      “Something like that. Just make sure you don’t tell anyone, yeah? Okay... Shii? Shii, can you hear me?”


      I’d activated the dungeon’s Remote Communication function, which allowed me to establish contact with my summons. And almost immediately, she responded.


      “Hi, Master! I can hear you!”


      Hearing her cheerful voice, I realized she hadn’t gotten herself mixed up in any trouble, and I let out a relieved sigh.


      “Good, we’re connected. Kiddo, I almost had a heart attack when I found out you disappeared.”


      “Tee hee! Sorry!”


      “What happened? Did you get lost?”


      “Nope! Actually, Sakuya suddenly wanted to go somewhere! So I figured we’ll follow his lead!”


      Did he really?


      “Gotcha. Okay, I’ll head to you guys. Where are you right now?”


      “A narrow alleyway!”


      A narrow alleyway, huh? Good chance there are plenty of those around here. Hmm... If I flew around and scouted the area, Maps, one of the dungeon’s core functions, would fill itself in. Once that happened, I’d be able to tell friend from foe. Then it was time for me to go look for them.


      “Roger that. I’m coming right now, so just wait for me. And remember, if things get dicey, make sure you run away, okay?”


      “Okay! See you soon!”


      With her sunny voice ringing in my ears, I ended the link.


      “They’re good. Apparently, Sakuya just really wanted to go somewhere.”


      Everyone breathed audible sighs of relief.


      “See? We told you so. Shii might be a little scatterbrained, but she’s not reckless, especially not now, when she has Sakuya with her. She’s not that thoughtless. I’m sure she had a good reason for doing what she did.”


      “Yup... Ever since we got a little brother and a little sister, she’s been acting like a proper big sister. She may still be a bit carefree, but when you need her the most, you can rely on her.”


      As Iluna and En finished speaking, the wraith sisters nodded vigorously in agreement, like they were saying, “Yeah, exactly!” Unlike the adult gang, the girl gang didn’t seem particularly worried. A testament to just how much they trusted Shii, no doubt.


      Despite her adorable appearance, Shii possessed abilities far beyond those of any ordinary person. While she was a little too naive, which made her a little too trusting, with Sakuya by her side, she wouldn’t do anything genuinely reckless. And if the worst did happen, she could always use her dungeon return device to make her escape. I knew just how much that girl had grown up. Besides, though she was a child, and yes, a bit of a scatterbrained one at that, she wasn’t so young that she needed a parent watching over her every single move. So I just had to stay calm and find them.


      “Y-Yes... Yes, you are right. Apologies. I let the situation get the better of me. I really must pull myself together.”


      “On that note, Lefi, I’m leaving things here in your hands. Go grab lunch. Don’t worry, I’ll find them. And Cap, no need to send for reinforcements, but just a heads-up that I’m gonna be flying up there.”


      “Right, understood.”


      Then, I unfurled my three pairs of wings and soared up into the sky.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “Is it this way, Sakuya?”


      “Uuu!”


      Now that she’d gotten in touch with Yuki, Shii felt reassured and headed in the direction Sakuya was pointing. The clamor of the city faded behind them. Despite it being the middle of the day, the path they traveled was dim, as almost no sunlight reached it. Though they had strayed just one street away from the main avenue, they didn’t pass a single soul. It felt as if they had stepped into an entirely different world.


      “Tee hee hee! This is so exciting! Sakuya, we’re at a fork in the road! Which way?”


      “Aauu! Eeoo!”


      “Got it, this way!”


      Sakuya used his whole body to show her which path to take. With her sense of adventure thoroughly piqued, she energetically pushed the stroller forward. But a moment later, she noticed something amiss. Magic. An alien energy enveloped her body, like she’d entered someone’s domain.


      It wasn’t a dungeon. Her intuition told her that much. But there was something about the place... The very fabric of space there had been altered in a way that made it feel akin to one.


      “What is this? Some kind of magic? What do you think, Sakuya?”


      “Abuuu? Aaau?”


      “You think so too? Then we know for sure that something’s going on here! It feels even more like a real adventure now!”


      His reaction told Shii that he had indeed sensed something. Something that she herself hadn’t been able to. She hesitated for a moment, but seeing his eagerness to continue, she decided to keep following his lead. They’d come this far, so they might as well see it through.


      She took him deeper into the unknown. She didn’t fear the darkness. She didn’t fear the unknown. On the contrary, such things thrilled her, what with their unique scent of adventure.


      Guided by her “Sakuya Radar,” she pressed onward. What baffled her was the utter absence of anyone’s presence. There had been no foot traffic since they had first ventured into the back alley, but now, she couldn’t detect a single soul in any of the buildings on either side. It felt less like a city and more like a ghost town.


      She wondered if the magical energy she’d felt earlier had been some kind of magic to keep people out. As she considered the issue, she glanced curiously at her surroundings. Then, a small tunnel suddenly materialized right in front of them. Rough and unadorned, it looked like it had been crudely hollowed out of the solid wall. A faint glimmer of light marked the exit at the far end, but otherwise, there was no light to be found.


      “Sakuyaaa. Don’t tell me we’re supposed to go through that.”


      “Aooo!”


      In answer, he strained his little body forward as if eager to venture into the tunnel ahead. So she took a step inside.


      She would never realize that no tunnel had ever actually existed there.


      Klatter. Klatter. The sound of the baby stroller echoed through the tunnel, which proved to be much longer than she had anticipated. Just as the thought that This is taking forever! flashed through her mind, they emerged on the other side at last.


      Into a separate world.


      Peace and calm. Sunlight glittered through the gaps in the trees, their leaves swaying gently in the breeze. A neatly paved stone path stretched out before them. Though the passage of time had left cracks in places, it was obvious that the path was meticulously maintained and kept clean.


      A small stream flowed right alongside, leading to a beautiful pond over which a bridge spanned. She could just make out the silhouettes of fish swimming beneath the surface. The area appeared to be enclosed by walls on all four sides, something that gave the illusion of buildings, but the dense foliage obscured them from view, so she couldn’t tell.


      And then...a beautiful, elegant garden stretched out before her. Like a secret, charming little world of its own.


      “Wow!” Shii gasped in wonder.


      It was hard to believe that this place was in the very heart of the capital city! And yet, it had to be more than two kilometers in diameter. If you included the tunnel they had walked through to reach it, just how enormous was this complex? Because in terms of space, its very existence should have been impossible.


      But those questions did not occur to her. She was captivated by the garden’s sheer beauty. That was when the unexpected happened.


      “To think...that I have a guest...”


      The voice was a whisper, like the rustling of leaves stirred by the wind. Judging by its timbre, it belonged to a man.


      “Who are you, mister?” Shii called out, her guard raised ever so slightly.


      An answer came back in a tone that sounded vaguely amused.


      “Hmm... Who am I, eh? I am but a fading remnant. Or perhaps a dying phantom. Something along those lines.”


      “Huuuh? I don’t get it!”


      As Shii tilted her head in confusion, the whispering voice chuckled, even more amused now.


      “Bah ha ha... I suppose not. Very well... You may call me Mort.”


      At that moment, something emerged from deep within the trees, almost coalescing into existence—a four-legged skeleton. His flesh had completely rotted away, leaving behind nothing but bone, making it impossible to tell what kind of creature he had once been. However, having met Rir before, Shii observed his gait and wondered, Is he a wolf? His frame must have been massive when he was alive. Even now, reduced to bones, he stood as tall as the surrounding trees.
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      The grotesque skeletal beast was terrifying enough to make any child burst into tears. But neither Shii nor Sakuya perceived skeletons as inherently frightening, so neither of them reacted negatively. He must be a rare race or something! That was all she thought, while Sakuya, who had yet to learn what skeletons actually were, simply studied the creature with wide-eyed curiosity.


      Shii had been alert, ready to flee at a moment’s notice should he attack, but it didn’t take long for her to let her guard down. She realized that everything would be just fine when she spotted his long, bony tail wagging back and forth. Just like Rir’s when he was in high spirits.


      And because she was a monster herself, she was sensitive to signs of hostility, and she sensed absolutely nothing of the sort from the skeleton. Only a palpable delight. Similar to the affection grandparents might show toward a grandchild visiting them after a long time.


      He seemed kinda surprised earlier... Maybe he was lonely because no one ever visits? Shii decided to apologize for trespassing on his territory.


      “Hello there, Uncle Mort! I’m Shii! I’m so sorry for wandering in here without asking!”


      “I do not mind. For this place is a land long forgotten, awaiting its own ruin. Had you been enemies, I would have been compelled to erase you. Yet you two are clearly no foes of mine. And...I sense the presence of someone familiar. Is that your younger brother, perchance?”


      As he posed that question, the skeletal beast settled himself down a short distance away from the two of them.


      “Yep! We’re not related by blood, though. His name is Sakuya. Isn’t he super cute?”


      “Well, well... The young of any living creature are charming little creatures, but to think he did not weep upon seeing me... Tell me, why do you not find me frightening either?”


      “Well, our family is made up of all kinds of different races! You may be a rare sight, Uncle Mort, but that’s not enough to scare us away!”


      “Oho, truly? Color me intrigued by this family of yours. Are they not here with you?”


      “Nope! We got separated! We were gonna go back to everyone, but then Sakuya sensed something, so the two of us came over here instead!”


      “Hmmm. He must have sensed my double-layered barrier. Impressive for one so young. Also, Shii, I am hardly at an age to be called ‘uncle.’ I have long since passed the stage where my body even ages, for I am nothing but bones now.”


      “Oh, really? But, Uncle Mort, your bones are so pretty! That’s why I thought you were young!”


      “Bah ha ha! ‘Pretty bones,’ you say? Do you know, I do not think I mind hearing that.”


      The skeletal beast chuckled. And he was genuinely pleased. Objectively speaking, his appearance was such that it wouldn’t have been surprising for people to faint in terror. Yet here was a girl, a slime by the looks of her, addressing him with the adorable nickname “Uncle Mort,” alongside a human child observing him with rapt attention. For a beast-turned-skeleton who had lived through an unimaginably vast span of time, this was most certainly a new and refreshing experience.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “What...is this?”


      Up in the air, I’d started my search for Shii, but then, something strange showed up on the Maps display. Well, more like didn’t show up. There was a specific spot that remained stubbornly blank, as if that particular area belonged to an entirely different zone. I should’ve been able to see it down below with my own eyes, but nothing.


      This had never happened to me before. The blank zone was located right next to the spot where I’d been just moments ago. Since I couldn’t find the blue dots representing my allies—Shii and Sakuya, in this case—anywhere on the map, they had to have been inside that mystery section.


      “Is there a dungeon there?”


      The fact that no one was in the area even when I looked with just my eyes implied that, despite appearing unremarkable at first glance, that specific space was actually in a different dimension entirely. Lefi hadn’t mentioned it at all, which meant that even she had failed to notice the anomaly. Then the captain and the other locals probably hadn’t noticed it either. Although the area showed up as a blank spot on Maps, the vicinity of it was otherwise lined with buildings, just like any other part of the city.


      But...Lefi had seemed pretty hyped up about our trip, so it was entirely possible that she’d simply overlooked it. Besides, this was our first time visiting Ellane. Even if she had sensed something odd, she might’ve simply assumed, “Hmm, I suppose that is just how things are here.”


      “Welp. Guess I’ve got no choice but to go in and see for myself.”


      I’d been flying pretty high to get a wide view of my surroundings. Now, I went down lower, entered the blank zone, and... Huh? The moment I detected a strange energy signature, it vanished. Maybe...there wasn’t actually anything there.


      Did I miss the entrance? Something told me I had. That there was more than met the eye. This was supposedly just a normal corner of the capital. As proof, Maps had filled in the blank spot. Wanting to confirm my suspicions, I flew up high again and saw that the area had reverted to being a blank spot.


      “You can’t get in unless you follow the proper procedure, huh? This has to be spatial magic.”


      Like Inventory or the special doors that linked various points within a dungeon. Fundamentally speaking, spatial magic was magic that manipulated phase space. It existed here, but also didn’t at the same time. It existed over there, but also didn’t at the same time. By using it, you could either link spatial coordinates together or sever their continuity.


      Shii and Sakuya had most likely slipped into the “other side” of this space. I, however, had missed the entrance. What I’d just stepped into was the “front side.” I’d assumed I’d be able to find them quickly, but it had started to seem like it would be surprisingly difficult. I knew I couldn’t do it alone. That meant I should take Lefi...and Leila too, just in case.


      “Son of a bitch... Why is there something like this right in the middle of the capital?”


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “Then Lefifi got all mad! Master tried to run away super fast, but she caught him and beat him up real good! But, but they’re actually really close! It might sound like she’s always mad at him, but that’s just how the two of them communicate!”


      “Bah ha ha! I see. A truly amusing pair. I imagine every day is quite lively for you all.” The skeleton laughed, its jawbone rattling rhythmically.


      Shii, fearless and with a natural talent for making friends instantly, could converse cheerfully with anyone without batting an eye, no matter how ghastly looking they were. As for the beast, it had been ages since he’d last exchanged words with another living soul. Simply having someone else around, someone to talk to, felt far more comforting than he’d anticipated. Moreover, listening to the small, adorable slime girl chatter away so earnestly was a genuine delight for him. Thus, their casual conversation flowed easily.


      “Yup, yup! It’s gotten even livelier since Riu and Sakuya were born! Oh, Riu is my little sister, and also Sakuya’s big sister. Unlike him, she’s just a normal baby, so it’s my job to protect her! I protect him too, of course!”


      “Is that so? You have a wonderful family, eh, Sakuya?”


      “Auuu, abau.”


      Though the beast possessed no actual eyeballs, Sakuya could clearly feel his gaze in those empty sockets. The child babbled something unintelligible in response, looking thoroughly pleased with himself.


      “Ooooh, I think Sakuya likes you a lot, Uncle Mort! He loooves people-watching, and he’s having a lot of fun watching you!”


      “Bah ha ha! So he has taken a liking to this old pile of bones? The last person to speak to me thus was my master.”


      “Huh? You had one too, Uncle Mort?”


      “Aye. I lived in the wild originally, but one day, I did battle with him—and lost. I thought he would kill me, but instead, he said, ‘Live by my side.’”


      “Wow! He sounds super cool!”


      “Indeed. He had a most excellent sense of style, loved a good joke, and overflowed with love. He was the finest master one could ask for. Even now, I can see him like he is still here.” The happiness in his voice said more than words regarding how the skeleton beast felt about his master... Then, his tone shifted, becoming more serious as he murmured, “Perhaps...this is a sign.”


      “A sign of what?”


      He turned his gaze away from the two children and looked toward the garden.


      “Shii. Tell me, what do you see when you look at this place?”


      “A pretty garden!”


      “Heh... I am glad. Though it used to be even more beautiful than this.”


      “Really?”


      “Aye. You see, I am the guardian hound of this place. By my master’s command, I have stood watch over it all this time. But...look. Look at the cracked flagstones. Look at the sculptures, overgrown with moss, their intricate details beginning to crumble away. Even the plants and trees are slowly withering... At my full strength, it would never have come to this.”


      Just like he’d pointed out, parts of the garden showed a lack of maintenance. One might not notice at first glance because anyone would describe it as a beautiful garden imbued with a profound sense of tranquility. Yet if one were to examine every detail piece by piece, they would see the long passage of time etched into the very fabric of the place. The weathering. The decay.


      “Even after all my flesh fell away, leaving nothing but this skeleton, I still intended to stand guard over this place. The vestiges of days gone by remain nowhere else but here. And even after becoming a relic left in the past, I continued to cling to it.”


      The beast stared off into the distance. How far was he looking?


      “Uncle Mort... You really love this place, don’t you?”


      “More than anything. Even more than this body of mine.” Emotion filled his voice. Was it self-deprecation? Scorn at how pathetic he was for continuing to cling to this world even after having been reduced to a form that could scarcely be called alive? Or was it melancholy for the garden, decaying right alongside him? “However...perhaps I finally have the courage to let it all go.”


      Then, he lumbered up from where he sat on the ground.


      “Instead of boring ourselves by simply standing around and staring, I shall give you a tour. You are my first guests in so long, after all. Come, come.”


      “Yaaay!”


      “Auuu, baaau.”


      Shii pushed Sakuya’s stroller, following close behind the skeleton beast.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “This is... Yes, there is definitely something here. A barrier... No, it must be spatial magic, just as Yuki said. Leila, what do you think?”


      “It feels as though two spatial axes are overlapping here. There is a ‘front’ and a ‘back.’ However, unless you enter in a very specific way, you’ll simply be repelled and spat back out to the front.”


      “Yeaaah, that’s what I was thinking too.”


      After I’d gone back to the others to grab Lefi and Leila, we’d headed on foot toward the blank zone where the Maps function didn’t work. Right now, we were standing at the point that appeared to mark the boundary of that zone. Their expressions serious, they scanned our surroundings, investigating the spatial anomaly.


      “Yuki, you believe the two of them are inside this place?”


      “Yeah. I can’t get a reading on Maps for this specific section, but I also don’t see any blips for friendlies aside from you two anywhere in the area. I doubt they’ve wandered off that far, which leaves only one conclusion: Shii and Sakuya must be inside somewhere.”


      That might have been the reason we’d lost sight of the bodyguards too. Spirited away, huh? A faint prick of anxiety stabbed at me.


      “Shii, can you hear me?”


      “Master! What’s up?”


      Her voice came back as cheerful and energetic as ever. All still seemed good on their end.


      “We think we’re pretty close to where you are, but we can’t find you guys. Can you tell me where exactly you are?”


      “Umm... In a garden!”


      A garden? Was there actually something like that inside this space?


      “We’re just taking a nice stroll through the garden right now! So take your time! We’re not in a rush.”


      “Got it... Just to make sure, though, you’re both safe, right?”


      “Totally and completely!”


      On that note, I ended my Remote Comm link with Shii.


      “What did she say?” Lefi asked me.


      “That they’re taking a walk in a garden. Which means it’s on the ‘other side’ of this space.”


      “Oh? What matters is that they are safe. But now I am wondering why there is a garden right in the middle of a capital in the first place. What an incredibly intricate piece of magic... Even I could not sense it until we were this close.”


      “Your guess is as good as mine. And if you couldn’t, then the captain and the others probably have no idea something like this exists here either.”


      Was it a coincidence that the coordinates happened to overlap? Or had the city sprung up here because this anomaly was already present?


      “All right, I think I have a general idea,” Leila started. “It goes like this...”


      Leila cast a spell, and in the very next instant, the atmosphere around us transformed. The hustle and bustle of the city became distant. A tranquil silence replaced it. Although the scenery remained unchanged, it felt like we’d been transported to somewhere completely different. As if time itself had come to a standstill.


      “Whoa... What did you just do, Leila?”


      “I confirmed that the ‘other side’ exists right here, then I analyzed the coordinates from the ‘front’ and established a connection.”


      I had no idea what she was talking about, but one thing was clear: Leila was a genius.


      “You’re amazing, you know that? Lefi, can you do something like that?”


      “No, it is impossible for me. Such intricate manipulation of magic is precisely where I am weakest. If I were to attempt it, my mana would likely run wild, leaving nothing but a scorched wasteland in our wake. Truly impressive work, Leila.”


      “Tee hee. My mentor is quite adept at this kind of analysis, so she gave me a very thorough education on the topic. That being said...it seems that alone wasn’t enough to get us to where those two are.”


      She was right. Despite the atmosphere having changed, our surroundings had stayed the same. We were for sure on the “other side” now, but the same rows of buildings still stretched out beside us, and there was no sign of the garden Shii’d mentioned. More than anything, the space still wasn’t mapped out for me. Meaning I still had no idea where the two of them were.


      “Given how elaborate the mechanism is to even arrive here, it will not be easy to find them. We will likely have to navigate a maze of some sort.”


      “Which begs the question, how the hell did those two even get in here?”


      “Shii certainly could not have done it on her own. But Sakuya is with her.”


      “Yuuup.”


      I found myself nodding in agreement with Lefi. Our boy possessed a power that was a mystery even to us. It was totally possible that power had somehow activated and drew them into this mysterious space. The Spirit Emperor had told us that he was destined to lead a life full of twists and turns, after all. Then maybe, as his parents, we needed to be prepared for him to pull stunts like this from time to time. There’s a thought.


      “In any case, the first thing I’d like to do is gather more information on this ‘other side.’ We won’t find them if we just go stumbling around blindly.”


      “Good idea, Leila, let’s do that. What do you think, Lefi?”


      “I have no objections. As I said just moments ago, since we still cannot sense any trace of them, we will need to venture beyond this place and into yet another distinct realm. I suspect that is precisely what the garden Shii mentioned is.”


      Can someone remind me why we came here again? I could have sworn it was to go sightseeing and not on some odd quest. Jeez Louise.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “Was that your master?”


      “Yup! And Sakuya’s dad! He’s out looking for us.”


      “Should you not rejoin them?”


      “Nope! Talking with you is way more important right now, Uncle Mort!”


      “I see...”


      Pushing the baby’s stroller, Shii walked next to the skeleton beast as he plodded along.


      The gentle rush of a nearby stream filled the air. Sunlight filtering through the trees illuminated the path ahead of them, accompanied by the scent of flowers drifting on the wind. The garden was a lot bigger than Shii had imagined. It was enclosed on all four sides by structures resembling building walls, but due to the distortion in the very fabric of space, it looked impossible to breach those walls. Moreover, one couldn’t even enter this garden without following a precise procedure. Consequently, the likelihood of an outsider, someone unaware of the proper entry method, stumbling upon this place by sheer accident was virtually nil.


      Although she hadn’t initially thought of the place as a dungeon, she noticed certain characteristics that bore a resemblance to the meadow area back in her home, prompting her to ask, “Is this place a dungeon?”


      “Nay. It differs from a true labyrinth. Yet...it is something akin to one. Whereas this place requires the constant application of mana to sustain the magical elements that define its spatial structure, a labyrinth maintains itself without any such intervention... Ah... In short, you could say they are distant relatives.”


      “Ohhh! So they’re related!”


      Naturally, Shii only understood the “relatives” part of his complicated explanation. The guardian seemed to smile ruefully for a fleeting moment, the delight returning to his face as he resumed his tour of the garden.


      He spoke as if showing off his own personal treasure. His tone remained solemn and dignified throughout, but the excited wagging of his bony tail betrayed him. Shii listened with a beaming smile because she knew how much fun it was to speak to someone about her own treasures.


      “Forgive me. I have done nothing but boast. I hope I have not bored you too much.”


      “Not even a little bit. It’s obvious that you really love this place, Uncle Mort, and I love that!”


      “I-Is that so? To think I am such an open book at this age...”


      “Don’t be! We’re all like that whenever we talk about stuff we love!”


      Faced with Shii’s trusting innocence and absolute sincerity in her words, the skeleton beast felt a twinge of embarrassment. He cleared his throat to disguise his flustered state.


      “Right, then. There is one more thing I wish to show you both.”


      And so, he led her onward until they arrived at a small shrine. Built of stone, it looked almost like an organic extension of the garden. But for some reason, unlike anything else here, it felt unmistakably older. Much, much older.


      Except the shrine itself didn’t register for Shii. What entranced her from the moment she saw it was the object resting at the very heart of the shrine. Something white, made of a material that resembled bone. It floated there all on its own, like some sort of sacred relic. At first glance, it looked so worn down that one could hardly determine what it used to be... Judging by the vague shapes reminiscent of a hilt and guard, however, it was almost certainly a sword.


      The blade itself was gone, though. It had snapped off at the base, leaving the weapon unable to even serve as a makeshift knife. It was in such an awful state that one could touch what remained of the blade with their bare hands and walk away without a scratch. In its current condition, the sword was devoid of any offensive power.


      Still, the overwhelming pressure radiating from it signaled that it was no mere broken blade. It felt as if one might end up physically flattened. The weight was even more intense than the hostility Lefi directed at her enemies. Shii, who hadn’t shown a shred of fear until this moment, felt her courage falter for the very first time. She almost recoiled out of instinct, but Sakuya gave her the strength to stand her ground.


      “Aooo, uuu.”


      As if he were saying, “It’s okay, it’s okay,” he reached out with his tiny hands to grasp hers, resting on the side of the stroller. The warmth of his touch calmed her, and she turned to the skeleton beast.


      “Uncle... What is that?”


      “The core of this garden. It is the reason this place continues to exist, as well as why I am still able to retain my consciousness.”


      He then approached the small shrine and carefully took the decaying sword into his jaws. Returning to the pair, he did something unexpected and hung the sword on the stroller with the utmost care, ensuring Sakuya wouldn’t be harmed.


      “Shii. When Sakuya grows up, I want you to give him this sword.”


      “Are you sure? Isn’t it your treasure?”


      “Aye. But it is time to let it go. Just as my body was on the verge of crumbling to dust, one bearing the scent of the Age of the Gods appeared before me. Perhaps...this was my true purpose all along.”


      “What’s the Age of the Gods, Uncle Mort?”


      “The distant, distant past. And the duty of a relic from the past is to aid those living in the present. To help them weave the threads of life... Heh. ‘Rejoice in life,’ was it? Aye. Aye, how nostalgic.”


      Shii didn’t fully grasp the meaning of those words. But she felt the beauty of them. They sank deep into her heart, those words brimming with vitality.


      “Rejoice in life... I like it!”


      “Wonderful, is it not? A saying of my master’s friend’s. When he indulged in spirits a tad overmuch, he would oft repeat it, and my master always responded with a look of utter exasperation. But deep down... Deep down, he was quite fond of those words, you see. Very fond indeed.”


      “You were all so close, huh?!”


      “Aye. Just like your family.” The same cheerful note in his voice, the guardian hound continued, “That sword possesses immense power. For now, though, it lies dormant. It must not be wielded recklessly. For great power can bring about great calamity.”


      “Yup... I know that too. I promise I’ll tell Master—Sakuya’s dad and his mom everything you told me.”


      The skeleton beast nodded, satisfied by her response.


      “The sword’s name is Haldys, and its divine verse is, ‘Show your courage, blade of mine.’”


      “‘Show your courage...’”


      “It is heavy. A weapon to be drawn only when the burden becomes truly unbearable. Make sure you tell Sakuya this as well.”


      “Okay... I will.”


      His nonexistent eyes filled with deep affection as he gazed upon the two children, and his tone became less serious, a hint of playfulness infusing it.


      “By the by, Shii, back when I still had flesh upon my bones, before I became ‘Mort,’ I went by a different name. Would you like to hear it?”


      “You have another name, Uncle Mort?! What is it?!”


      “As you wish. I was once a subordinate of the First Demon. His watchdog, Cerberus. But now... Now, I am simply Mort. Your friend, and Sakuya’s.”


      A small part of Shii understood the significance of his introduction, his revelation.


      “Friends forever. I’ll never, ever forget you.”


      The skeleton beast—Cerberus—smiled. In the very next moment, Shii’s vision suddenly warped. It felt just like that liminal state between sleep and wakefulness, neither fully dreaming nor fully awake. The garden blurred. The serenity and the scent of the trees receded rapidly into the distance. Only his final words echoed...


      “Shii, Sakuya, I am glad to have met you. Thank you.”


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “Huh?”


      Shii found herself standing in a back alley, her hand resting on Sakuya’s stroller. The path she was on was so narrow that three people standing side by side would barely fit. There was no greenery, no calm. Only the faint murmur of urban noise. An utterly unremarkable back alley.


      The garden was gone. The guardian hound was gone too. Like a dream, everything had vanished and transformed in the blink of an eye.


      “...”


      But she knew that what they had gone through wasn’t a dream. The proof lay in the hilt of a sword devoid of its blade hanging from Sakuya’s stroller. It continued to radiate the same tangible pressure as before, an intensity capable of striking fear into the heart of anyone who looked upon it. A testament to that everything had, in fact, been real.


      And there was one more thing—an unfamiliar accessory wrapped around her wrist that wasn’t there before. Crafted from a beast’s fangs, the bracelet was a bit too large for her wrist, hanging loosely. Even so, she had no doubt it had been made specifically for her. Because etched on it were the words “Always treasure your family, Shii.”


      “Uncle Mort...”


      She felt a pang of sadness when she looked at it. She had been so excited to make a new friend, only to learn now that she would never see him again. Everything he’d said came flooding back to her.


      “I am but a fading remnant. Or perhaps a dying phantom. Something along those lines.”


      “At my full strength, it would never have come to this.”


      “Just as my body was on the verge of crumbling to dust, one bearing the scent of the Age of the Gods appeared before me.”


      He must have reached his limit. Reduced to bone, he had been hanging on by a thread, teetering on the very edge of complete disintegration. Or perhaps... Perhaps his limit had actually been exceeded long ago. Because had he not forcibly prolonged his existence through the power of this sword?


      If it were just a matter of extending his life, he might have been able to keep going for a while longer... But to stand guard over the same place, a place no one else knew, and to do so all alone... Just how profound must his loneliness have been?


      For Shii, who adored the time she spent with her family and would much rather be surrounded by the people she loved, such a state of existence was utterly unimaginable. Then amid such harrowing solitude, how deep must his joy have been when he’d finally found Sakuya, a being worthy of becoming his successor?


      He had entrusted the very thing he had protected all those years, even after being reduced to bone, to a child he had only just met. No one could ever fathom the true depth of his emotions. So...had they managed to bring him a sense of fulfillment? Had they succeeded in lightening the burden on his heart? Even just a little?


      “We’re so lucky we got to meet Uncle Mort, huh, Sakuya?”


      The baby noticed the sudden change in the atmosphere too, because he looked around with a puzzled expression, peering in every direction. He seemed to be most concerned about the skeleton beast, who had been right beside them just moments ago, having vanished from sight. He kept making soft, questioning sounds.


      “We can’t ever forget him, even after we grow up, okay?”


      “Iiiooo?”


      “Yup, we have to remember him forever. ’Cause... ’Cause you and I are the only ones left now who know about him.”


      “Urrrgh... Waaah! Gyaaaooo!”


      As if he’d understood Shii’s words, Sakuya burst into loud, wailing sobs.


      “Ngh... Hic...”


      Tears welled slowly in her eyes too. Choked, stifled sobs slipped out. Sounds someone must have heard, because...


      “Shii! Sakuya!”


      A voice called out to them from a distance.


      “Nnngh! You’re here!!!”


      Looking up through watery eyes, Shii saw Yuki, Lefi, and Leila at the far end of the path. They rushed over to the children in a panic. Lefi was the first to act, lifting Sakuya from his stroller to soothe him while Yuki and Leila hurried to Shii’s side.


      “Wh-What happened, kiddo?! Are you hurt?!”


      “N-No, it’s not that. I just... I feel so sad... Hrngh... Waaah!!!”


      Unable to hold it in any longer, Shii wailed just like her little brother. Her vision blurred by her tears, she saw nothing but an empty alleyway before them. An ordinary street found in any city inhabited by people, stretching out into the distance. For reasons she couldn’t quite articulate, she found the sight terribly, hopelessly sad.


      Seeing the pain she was feeling, Yuki crouched down beside her and began gently stroking her head, trying his best to soothe her. Leila knelt down on her other side, rubbing her back in a comforting gesture. All the while, Shii clung tightly to Yuki, her little hands balled up in his shirt, and wept inconsolably. It was the only way she could say goodbye to the skeleton beast...


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      After finding Shii and Sakuya thanks to the sounds of their crying, we breathed a sigh of relief. Neither of them was hurt. Though we hadn’t been all that surprised to find the baby crying, the fact that even Shii had burst into tears made it impossible for us to ask her what happened. So we waited for them to calm down, and after a while, she finally stopped crying long enough to tell us the story. But it was so hard to wrap our heads around everything that all we could do was scratch our heads, bewildered.


      “Another God Sword, huh...”


      I picked up the battered, worn-down weapon.


      “The same kind as the one in your possession, Yuki?”


      The bone-like texture. The overpowering aura... No doubt about it. This thing fell into the same category as the God Spear and God Staff I had. Never imagined it’d show up like this, though. Hell, it’d never even occurred to me that the God Sword would end up finding its way into our family.


      My mind drifted back to the shadow play Lúin had shown me, which had depicted exactly what’d transpired during the Age of the Gods. He was the deity in my God Spear. If I remembered right, the one wielding the God Sword had been the God of Demons. One of the original demons, who, for the sake of love, had dragged the other deities into a war that engulfed the world. The sword being here suggested that this area must’ve been that particular deity’s domain.


      Then there was the bracelet on Shii’s wrist. It looked like it was made of fangs or claws.




      The Guardian Hound’s Bracelet: When its owner faces peril, a magical clone manifests to provide protection. The solitary beast grants his trust only to his master, yet he opened his heart to friends.




      It exuded an overwhelming aura of power, like stuff I made from Lefi’s fangs and claws. Not to mention that crazy ability. I couldn’t even imagine what kind of clone it summoned. Probably something out of this world, literally and figuratively.


      Even if the bracelet only manifested just a third of Lefi’s power, that would make this artifact beyond “national treasure” level, pushing it right into “lost technology” territory. But for better or for worse, it was an accessory. As long as Shii took care of it and didn’t brag about it, we shouldn’t have any issues on that front.


      The real problem here was the sword. Weapons in the God Series were the most powerful in this world. They were so dangerous, in fact, that no one was supposed to know that they existed, much less actually have a few. They could penetrate the incredibly tough hides of dragons, the strongest race in this world. That fact alone should’ve been enough to tell anyone of the threat they posed.
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      “Hey, Shii. Did this beast friend of yours... Uncle Mort, was it? Did he mention anything specific about this sword?”


      “Yup. He said it was for Sakuya. He asked me to give it to him once he got a little bigger. He also warned me that it’s incredibly powerful, so we shouldn’t go around using it recklessly.”


      So it’s for Sakuya.


      “Anything else?”


      “Um, let’s see... Its name is Haldys. He said something about a ‘divine verse’ too. How did it go again... Oh yeah! ‘Show your courage, blade of mine.’”


      A divine verse, huh? It probably meant the command phrase required to trigger the third evolution of a God Series weapon. And now we knew what it was for this sword. Cool. Cool, cool, cool, cool, cool. Translation: We had no idea what any of this meant. That was the silent consensus the three of us adults here came to.


      Just as we’d been about to begin our search for the kids in the hidden space, the atmosphere around us had shifted abruptly again, reverting to its original state. We’d panicked for a second, afraid we’d been kicked out from the “other side” and back into the real world. But then we’d looked around and realized that, somehow, without us even noticing, Shii and Sakuya were standing in the alleyway behind us, both in tears. And they’d brought a God Sword and a bracelet with them.


      Judging by her account, they’d walked through a hidden tunnel inside the alley, emerged into a place resembling a garden, and spent a while chatting with a skeleton beast named Mort. I was pretty sure Mort was no longer among the living. On top of that, the reason we’d all been tossed out from that hidden realm and returned to the “front” was most likely because that alternate dimension had ceased to exist.


      Based on what Shii’d told us, this Mort character had almost certainly been alive since the Age of the Gods... Although “alive” wasn’t quite the right word. He was a being who’d existed without end since that time, making him one of the Spirit Emperor’s peers. And he’d been standing guard over this God Sword right here.


      Where do I even start to make sense of this? The whole thing just sounded so unbelievable that I was at a complete loss on how to process it.


      I knew one thing for sure, though: Shii had managed the whole ordeal on her own, without any help from us. We’d decided to go on a trip specifically to give the kids some new experiences, and this was what’d happened right off the bat. Sakuya’s Luck stat never ceased to amaze me...


      As I stood there, struggling to find the words, all I could do in the end was smile ruefully when Shii looked at me, her face a mix of concern and anxiety.


      “Um, Master... Do you think... Do you think I made Uncle Mort even a little bit happy?”


      “Then...you’re positive he passed away?”


      “Yup... He told me so himself. That he was on the brink of crumbling completely and that this sword was the only thing keeping him alive.”


      Given the immense mana the God Sword possessed, it was very possible for one to sustain the life of a single living creature indefinitely. But even with that power, surviving all the way from the Age of the Gods couldn’t have been a walk in the park. His flesh had rotted away, leaving him as nothing but a skeleton. No brain, no heart. Only bones. And still, he’d existed, all alone. Even if it was a fate he’d chosen for himself...that must’ve been a living hell.


      “He gave us these amazing gifts, and he was sooo kind to me and Sakuya. But then...he vanished, just like that. I just wonder if I managed to repay his kindness, even in the smallest way.”


      I didn’t have an answer for her, and her eyes grew teary again. I thought for a moment about what I should say, and then I spoke.


      “Shii, when Uncle Mort said goodbye to you, was he crying? Or was he smiling?”


      “He was...smiling. He told me, ‘Thank you.’”


      “That’s your answer, then, isn’t it? I don’t know what kind of life Uncle Mort lived. I don’t know what thoughts weighed on him as he spent all that time completely alone. Maybe that time was painful for him. Maybe he was lonely all along. But...if he managed to smile at the very end...then it was a good life. Wouldn’t you say so too?”


      Shii looked up at me, mulling over my words, digesting them, thinking them through. Her expressions had grown more complex too. She wasn’t usually the type to think too deeply about things. Her impulsive, optimistic nature was both her greatest strength and her greatest weakness. But look at her now, capable of taking in something so important and thinking it through on her own. Even in a heavy moment like this, I could feel how much the kids had grown.


      I met her gaze and continued speaking, my tone gentle yet firm, trying my best to reassure her.


      “Don’t worry. He definitely felt your kindness. If he hadn’t, he never would have entrusted you with something like this.”


      They’d met Uncle Mort because Sakuya had sensed him. And he’d been able to face his final moments in peace because of Shii’s kindness. I had no doubt about either of those things.


      As an outsider and a stranger, I could only imagine what it must’ve been like for him. But to hand over something he’d spent his entire life protecting, right up until the modern era... Nobody made that kind of choice on a whim. If he hadn’t genuinely taken a liking to Shii and Sakuya, he never would’ve done it.


      “Do you really think so?”


      “I do. So, Shii, don’t ever forget him. Keep him in your memories. Always. That’s the greatest gift you can give him.”


      “Yeah... Yeah, you’re right!”


      She nodded vigorously, and though a faint sadness colored her expression, she beamed at me. With that smile of yours, and that kindness...I’m sure you can save the whole world, kiddo.


      Just then, Lefi chuckled and said, “You have surely worked up an appetite. Everyone is waiting. Come, let us enjoy lunch.”


      “Shii, what would you like to eat?” Leila asked.


      “Your cooking, Leila!”


      “I second that,” I piped up.


      “Agreed,” Lefi added.


      “Perhaps we could dine on something from this country for now?” Leila replied, her cheeks pink.


      Cracking up, we started the walk back to the others. On the way, I peered down into Sakuya’s face. He’d finally stopped crying thanks to Lefi. Our tiny hooligan was nestled securely in the cradle of his mother’s slender arms.


      “Seriously, dude, how are you such a handful, even as a baby? Got your old man worried about what you’ll be like when you grow up, y’know? Make sure you thank your big sister Shii for what happened today.”


      “Uuu... Aooo?”


      “You got it. Master the art of saying ‘Thank you’ and ‘I’m sorry,’ and you’ll find that navigating relationships with people goes pretty dang smooth. But jeez... This must be what they mean when they say raising kids is hard. And if Riu grows up to be a tomboy... Yeah, dad’s gonna be in over his head.”


      “Should that happen, I shall be the one to watch over them. That will leave you free to tear your hair out as you see fit.”


      “Oh, so you’re not actually offering to lighten my load, then?”


      “They have several mothers, but only one father. Therefore, the duties of a father fall solely upon you. Since you are the one who took us as your wives, you had best do your utmost.”


      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.”


      While we bantered, a thought suddenly crossed my mind. The monster known as Uncle Mort had described Sakuya as “one bearing the scent of the Age of the Gods.” I could see exactly what he’d meant by that.


      Sakuya had been born into this world with a truly unique magical signature—a fusion of my demon lord magic and Lefi’s as the Supreme Dragon. Shortly after his birth, she’d gazed at him and said that his energy bore a strong resemblance to the Spirit Emperor’s. In other words, it was something people might call “divinity.” Now, we had official confirmation that our child was somehow connected to the Age of the Gods. Not that it really mattered. No matter who or what he turned out to be, our only role as parents was to love him unconditionally. Or maybe I’m just seeing what I wanna see.


      The only concrete fact was that Sakuya had suddenly wanted to go somewhere. According to Shii, it’d all started when, out of nowhere, he’d insisted on heading deeper into the alleyway. Following his lead, they’d pressed on and eventually emerged into a garden.


      That implied that my son had sensed something. Something compelling enough to have made him want to break away from his family just to reach it. Was it possible, then, that the master—the god—Uncle Mort had served had...called for him? Maybe the deity, unable to bear watching his loyal hound endure a life of solitude any longer, had wanted Sakuya to step in and do something to help him. That explanation made way more sense to me than the idea that Sakuya had just happened to stumble upon a hidden pocket of space tucked away in a freaking alleyway.


      Of course, choosing the Ellane Allied Federation as our destination had been pure chance. So regardless of the details, one thing remained indisputable: my son’s insane luck factor. It felt like I’d gotten a small taste of the many predicaments Sakuya was bound to end up in throughout his life.


      With a wry smile, I gently stroked his head. A beautiful face, so much like Lefi’s. And those adorable, squishy little horns, as soft as cartilage.


      So be it.


      What’d happened today was definitely just the beginning. There’d be a lot more where that’d come from, so he was destined for all sorts of crazy stuff. But Sakuya was a boy. That meant he’d have to face whatever hardships befell him and take care of them on his own. He could lean on his family when he needed to, and others too, but in the end, he’d have to stand firm on his own two feet and walk forward. I had no idea what kind of troubles might come crashing down on him... As his parents, though, our only duty was to protect him with everything we had.


      We’re rooting for ya, buddy. Once you’re old enough to drink, let’s raise our glasses together and toast to the things that didn’t kill us having made us stronger.

    

  

  
    
      Side Story 4: Rir and the Others in the Dungeon at That Time


      While Yuki and his family were enjoying their time in the Ellane Allied Federation, Rir, entrusted with the dungeon’s defense, and the other pets ventured out of their territory in the Demonic Forest and into an area inhabited by hostile monsters. They weren’t on a patrol. No, their goal was to teach Rir’s daughter, Setsu, how to hunt.


      Growing at a rate much faster than any races of man, Setsu had been the size of a small dog at birth. Now, though, she was roughly the size of an average wolf. In terms of her personality, she was still very much a spoiled child, because even taking her rapid growth into account, she was only just entering toddlerhood. But she was large enough now to learn how to hunt. Moreover, she was intelligent enough to comprehend the lessons her parents and the other pets taught her.


      In the wild, creatures learned how to hunt at a very young age. Of course, in light of the fact that Yuki and everyone else she knew doted on her so much, the life she led could hardly be described as truly wild. Nevertheless, now was the time to have her experience her first hunt, starting with some very weak prey. It was worth noting that the decision hadn’t been Rir’s, but his wife’s.


      He and Setsu were currently accompanied by the four other pets. The area they had entered lay outside the Demonic Forest, inhabited only by monsters weak enough for Rir to handle on his own. So bringing along such a large force, relatively speaking, was very much overkill.


      When his wife had seen the extra—and unnecessary—reinforcements, she had given him a smile that was both rueful and exasperated. He, in turn, had refused to meet her gaze and left their den with their daughter and his subordinates. Perhaps Yuki’s overly doting parenting style had rubbed off on him? Or was this simply how all parents ended up behaving?


      Faced with such overwhelming power, most monsters would have fled the moment they sensed the group’s presence. However, Rir and his companions were creatures of the wild themselves, so they knew exactly how to handle such situations. Rir was far more skilled at hiding his aura than Yuki and the pet army. In fact, he was so good at it that even a creature as massive as Orochi wouldn’t be able to find him if that were his goal. And by the time he was spotted, it would be too late.


      “Grr.”


      Rir instructed Setsu to do exactly as he’d taught her, and to stay calm.


      “R-Rff!”


      A touch nervous, she nodded back, her expression fiercely determined.


      The fenrir pup loved any and all physical activity, and often frolicked with a ball. To her, hunting was simply an extension of her playful nature. It was only natural, then, that her spirits would be running high.


      The monster they’d chosen as their quarry for this hunt? A horned rabbit. True to its name, it was just a rabbit with a horn growing from its head. For those of Yuki and Lefi’s caliber, the monster was so weak that just unleashing the full force of their aura was enough to kill it. Even Iluna and the girls could defeat one with their level of magic.


      Having said that, its horn gave it offensive capacity. Despite being incredibly weak, horned rabbits were remarkably agile. One risked being on the receiving end of a counterattack if they let their guard down, so it served as the perfect training partner for a fenrir’s first hunt.


      This particular horned rabbit hadn’t yet detected their presence. At least for the moment. Rir, of course, was a master of stealth, but Setsu had also been diligently practicing how to suppress her aura and blend into the foliage. The real challenge lay in what came next. The pup had to charge in with an explosive dash and take her prey down with a single strike before it even realized what was happening.


      Tense but focused, Setsu began to inch closer, closing the distance between them until she was within striking range. Just then, as if sensing something wrong, the horned rabbit lifted its head from the grass it had been grazing on, its whole body jerking in reaction.


      Realizing she’d been spotted, Setsu exploded from her low crouch, shooting forward with the speed and precision of a loosed arrow. Since she was roughly the same size as an ordinary wolf, her top speed was likewise on par with one, perhaps actually even surpassing it. Sensing the enemy closing in and realizing it was too late to flee, the horned rabbit aimed its prized horn directly at her.


      Setsu flinched and recoiled in fear for a brief instant when she saw the sharp tip pointed right at her. But she couldn’t stop. Not now. With a “Here goes nothing!” attitude, she charged straight ahead.


      “Grr! Graaar!”


      Though still a pup, she was nonetheless a fenrir. While not on the same level as dragons, fenrirs had the potential to be contenders for the top of this world’s hierarchy. Her instincts guided her before her mind could process anything, her body moving on its own. At the very last moment, she shifted her feet quickly to feint, then lunged in from the side before the horned rabbit could react and sank her teeth into it. Her fangs pierced through its fur with ease, tearing deep into the flesh of its neck. Struck in a vital spot, the monster twitched violently before going limp almost immediately. It stopped moving, and the light faded from its eyes.


      “Rff!”


      Setsu gripped her prey in her jaws, blood dripping from her mouth, and bounded back to Rir’s side in sheer delight.


      “Grr, grrrr.”


      He began licking her bloodstained body like he was commending his daughter on the success of her very first hunt.


      The four who had been keeping a subtle watch over their surroundings—Orochi, Yata, Byaku, and Seimi—also gathered around to shower the pup with praise. Overjoyed, wagging her tail furiously as she proudly showed off her catch to everyone, Setsu turned to Rir.


      “Rff, rff?”


      Translation: “What do we do with it now?”


      “Grr.”


      Answer: “This is the very first life you’ve taken. You have to eat it, and you have to do so with gratitude.”


      Upon hearing that, Setsu happily proceeded to devour the horned rabbit with gusto... Only to mutter a single growl that translated into “blech.” It wasn’t tasty at all.


      Rir chuckled softly at her honest response. She usually ate the meat of prey rich in mana—creatures from the dangerous depths of the Demonic Forest. Or, failing that, the delicious, seasoned meat that Yuki would bring to them. Such plain, unadorned meat, lacking both magical potency and proper butchering, was utterly unappetizing to her now.


      “Rff, rff.”


      She whined, spitting it out.


      For his part, Rir could sympathize. Instead of scolding her for being a spoiled brat, he said, “I can conjure up some seasonings. If we grill the meat with those, I’m sure it’ll taste delicious,” and proceeded to build a bonfire for his daughter.


      Thanks to his time living with Yuki and the others, Rir had become quite adept in unexpected ways. He could start a fire easily, grill meat without Yuki’s assistance, and he had acquired the skills necessary to handle simple cooking tasks. Taking the horned rabbit meat that Setsu had unceremoniously spit out, he utilized the authority over the dungeon granted to him by Yuki to produce some seasonings. Then, using his mouth and forepaws with surprising dexterity, he skinned the rabbit, rubbed the seasoning on it, and began to grill it.


      Thanks to Yuki, Rir possessed the second-highest level of authority within the dungeon. While the adult gang, including Lefi, also had limited powers, he possessed a far deeper understanding of the dungeon’s inner workings than any of them. He effectively served as a second demon lord, wielding enough power to keep the dungeon running smoothly even in Yuki’s absence. He would never dream of tampering with the dungeon without his master’s express permission, though, so he usually only exercised his power in situations like this. For example, purchasing a specific item from the DP Catalog when the need arose.


      “Grr.”


      “Rff... Rff!”


      At Rir’s announcement that the meat was ready, Setsu took a tentative bite of the roasted horned rabbit, and...liked it! She started devouring it ravenously. Rir smiled ruefully to himself, thinking that they could probably never go back to living a purely wild existence. In the meantime, his daughter finished her meal in the blink of an eye.


      “Rff!”


      “Grr.”


      When she exclaimed, “I want to hunt more!” Rir simply nodded. Seeing her so giddy with excitement, he understood that allowing her to go on another hunt in this state might be somewhat risky. But he didn’t caution her, because even if she suffered a mishap, he and his subordinates could step in to cover for her. Getting hurt wouldn’t kill her either.


      There were some things one couldn’t understand without experiencing them. In fact, a little bit of suffering in the process was often far more valuable than a hundred bits of knowledge in theory. Conversely, if the next hunt went just as smoothly, it wouldn’t hurt to let her walk away today with nothing but a sense of accomplishment. That would also build her confidence and serve as a stepping stone for future endeavors. Aside from his duties managing the dungeon, lately, Rir had been thinking of nothing but Setsu’s upbringing and education. In that sense, he was confident in the soundness of his plans.


      With that decided, his four subordinates returned to their posts to keep watch over the perimeter, while Rir and Setsu set off together in search of their next prey. Suddenly, Yata, who had been keeping an eye on a wide area from overhead, let out a sharp caw to alert the father-daughter pair to danger. An enemy.


      A moment later, Rir sensed its presence. The creature was still some distance away. They could avoid being detected themselves if they chose to. However...the timing couldn’t have been better.


      “Rff?”


      Curious, Setsu asked him what Yata said.


      “Grr.”


      Translation: “My prey is here this time, so let your father show you how he does things.”


      Rir led his daughter in that direction. It didn’t take long to encounter the enemy either. They spotted it after advancing for about ten minutes.


      Thud, thud. Its heavy strides quite literally shaking the ground, the creature burst through the undergrowth and revealed itself. A cyclops. A one-eyed giant.


      Wearing only a tattered loincloth, it gripped a massive club, a weapon that looked as if it had been carved from a giant tree trunk, with one hand. Though humanoid in form, it was a race that was treated as nothing more than a monster. Cyclops were ferocious creatures lacking the intelligence required to coexist with others.


      As creatures of the wild, a cyclops wouldn’t approach a group like Rir’s under normal circumstances. However, for the sake of Setsu’s hunt, they had completely masked their presence. That was why this particular cyclops was unaware of the vast gulf in their power.


      “R-Rff...”


      The fenrir pup whimpered, frightened by the enemy’s colossal size and overwhelming aura.


      “Grr.”


      All Rir told her was to “watch closely.” Then, he stepped forward.


      “Baaawww!”


      The cyclops let out an intimidating roar. The air itself vibrated from the sheer volume radiating from the monster’s massive frame. Setsu instinctively flattened her ears, tucked her tail between her legs, and recoiled in fear. Rir, however, remained completely unperturbed. What a racket, he sighed in annoyance.


      Perhaps irritated that its would-be victim showed no fear whatsoever, the cyclops let out another furious bellow, trampling trees as it charged forward, hoisting its enormous club high into the air. The distance between them shortened rapidly. In the very next instant, the giant, now within striking range of its target, swung down its weapon...but never made contact.


      Because without it noticing, Rir had moved to the cyclops’s blind spot directly behind it. A moment later, blood erupted from its massive body. Splurt, splurt. A single blow, and it was over. Before the cyclops even realized what was happening, it was sliced clean into three parts. Its club went spinning through the air, along with the severed arm still clutching it, before crashing to the ground, followed a second after by its humongous body toppling over with a resounding thud.


      Everything had happened so fast that Setsu hadn’t even been able to follow it with her eyes. Overwhelmed by the scene, she froze in stunned silence for a little while. Then, the sight of the enemy slain in a single blow while her father stood there unscathed finally registered in her mind.


      “Rff, rff!”


      Hopping up and down in sheer excitement, she cried out, “Daddy, you’re amazing!”


      “Grr, grrr.”


      Eyes soft, Rir responded with a gentle rumble. “A fenrir’s weapons are their fangs and claws. And speed above all else. If you’re faster than your opponent, you can land your attacks first and dodge theirs. You can stay one, even two steps ahead. To be fast is to be strong. That is why I want you to play to your heart’s content, move your body as much as you can, and eat plenty. I’ll teach you how to hunt little by little, but for now, your top priority is simply to grow big and strong.”


      “Rff...?”


      Setsu looked up at him with a hint of anxiety in her eyes, asking him if she could really become like him when she grew up.


      “Grr.”


      Licking her face encouragingly, Rir answered, “You’ll be fine. You are our daughter, after all. I know you’ll be strong. And should the day come for you to protect your younger siblings, I know you’ll do so with all your might. And as for you...your mother and I will always be there to protect you.”


      Setsu gazed up at her father. Her huge, gentle, powerful father. She said nothing for a moment, then gave him a spirited yip and nod. That was the day she discovered her biggest goal in life.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: Back on That Tourist Life!


      There was still a bunch of stuff I didn’t understand, and plenty of things I needed to think over, but for now, Shii and Sakuya were safe and sound, so we linked back up with everyone else. The rest of my family had hunkered down in one of the nearby restaurants, though they hadn’t ordered anything yet, probably because they were too busy worrying about us. So we decided to sit down and have lunch once we got back.


      The captain and the rest of his people were the ones who looked most relieved to see our kids unharmed. Shii—actually, Sakuya, you owe them a huge apology for all the trouble you caused. The captain tactfully excused himself from our impromptu family reunion, while our bodyguards quietly slipped back into their positions to watch over us. Which left just me and my family.


      “The important thing here is that you’re both safe, and I couldn’t be more glad!”


      Nell let out a heartfelt sigh of relief, which we could all relate to.


      “I’m sooo sorry for making you all worry! We just went off on a little adventure!”


      After finally getting a handle on her emotions thanks to a good, long cry, Shii, starving by this point, apologized as she munched away on the fries we’d been served. It was pretty late in the afternoon now, and we normally would’ve finished lunch ages ago.


      “Weeell...it is hard to resist the call of adventure!” Iluna remarked.


      “Yup... But we were worried,” En added. “From now on, you have to take us along on your adventures too.”


      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry! I’ll make it up to you...mentally!”


      “Oh, so that’s how, hm?”


      Hearing that exchange between the girls, Nell looked pointedly at me.


      “What?”


      “That turn of phrase sounded awfully familiar, like something I hear from a certain someone quite often.”


      Realizing exactly what she was getting at, I cleared my throat to cover a sudden wave of self-consciousness, then pulled myself together and addressed the group.


      “All right, all’s well that ends well. Since we’re all together now, once we finish eating, we’re hopping back on that tourist life to do some serious sightseeing! I made sure to ask the captain for all the best spots too. First things first, though, we gotta refuel, so let’s kick these steaks’ butts, yeah?”


      “No objections here! I swear to stand my ground and fight this steak without giving up a single inch!”


      “Likewise... This towering mound is a worthy adversary. As a blade honed through countless battles, my blood stirs with excitement.”


      Eyes gleaming with excitement, Iluna and En looked ready to devour the massive platter of meat. This restaurant was another place the captain had recommended to us, specifically because it accommodated families. Ours was the type to share food, whether from a communal hot pot or a collection of side dishes on huge plates for everyone to help themselves to.


      But a custom where everyone gathered around to share from a single ginormous platter wasn’t something you saw much out in the world. Even back in my old life, outside of Asia, very few countries practiced that style of dining. So finding an establishment like this one that served food on large, communal platters was actually pretty tough. What was more, judging by the outside alone, this place was most definitely a high-end restaurant. It would be one thing if this were a casual diner or something, but how many fine dining establishments out there actually served food this way? The service was excellent too.


      Let me tell you a little secret—a surefire way to determine if a restaurant was legit top-tier the moment you walked through the door. Drumroll, please... If the staff saw Shii and the wraith sisters walk in and didn’t bat an eye!


      “I’d rather have these veggies today! They’re stuffed with mana! I bet Rei, Rui, and Roh can eat them too!”


      “Good girl, Shii,” Lefi praised her. “Iluna, En, you must eat your vegetables as well.”


      “But, Lefifi, you don’t even eat veggies yourself. Wait, no... I just realized that you have been lately!”


      “Heh. I am a mother now, after all, and I do not wish to set a bad example for Riu and Sakuya. Although personally, I still do not see the need to go out of my way to eat grasses.”


      “Stop calling plants ‘grasses,’ woman. The only reason you can even get away with eating the way you do is ’cause you’re a supreme being. Regular folks like us have to eat balanced diets.”


      “I’m not sure I’d put you in the ‘regular folks’ category either, my lord. I agree with the rest, though. Eating vegetables keeps your skin all supple and shiny!”


      “I don’t have any skin that will get rough, but I still love veggies!” Shii said.


      While we’d all been surprised by Shii’s love of vegetables at first, En was fairly neutral about them, neither loving nor hating them. That said, potato salad and kinpira gobo were her favorites. She was always pestering Leila to make them for her.


      Iluna’s preferences varied depending on the vegetable itself, but she absolutely detested tomatoes and green peppers. She was very much like other kids in that sense. Otherwise, she didn’t think much of veggies in general. She’d started eating them little by little lately, but not to overcome her aversion. She just forced herself to because the adults encouraged it. I honestly admired her willpower. But she could manage things like lettuce, cabbage, and broccoli, which made me wonder what set them apart...


      Of course, the undisputed veggie hater in our family used to be Lefi. Unlike the rest of us, she could survive entirely on sweets and experience absolutely no side effects. No rough skin, no getting sick, nothing. Being a supreme being, she didn’t really need to eat much at all, as long as there was enough mana. I could probably get by on nothing but cake for three meals a day for a century straight too, though I’d probably get sick of it in no time.


      Thinking about that made me realize all over again how creatures at the pinnacle of this world were extraordinary in every conceivable way. Or maybe it was just that magic, that fundamental force, was omnipotent. A few years had passed since I’d started living with Lefi, but I’d never once seen her get sick. Well, aside from the morning sickness during her pregnancy. Once she’d gotten pregnant, she’d cut back on sweets and focused on eating three balanced meals a day. Even after giving birth to Sakuya, she continued to eat her vegetables diligently to make sure the babies didn’t grow up to be picky eaters. Kudos, dearest wife of mine.


      “Mmm...” Iluna mused. “You’re right! I’m not a little kid anymore, so I really should eat my vegetables... Besides, if we’re picky eaters, then Riu and Sakuya will be too, and we can’t let that happen!”


      “Good...point,” En said. “If we say something doesn’t taste good, they will probably end up thinking the same thing. Then again, there aren’t many dishes made at home that aren’t delicious.”


      “Eating is happiness!” Shii crowed.


      “Very commendable attitudes from all three of you. Nevertheless, if there’s something you genuinely dislike, you don’t have to force yourselves to eat it. After all, some foods simply don’t agree with a person, no matter how hard they try.”


      “Facts, Leila. Gotta be bugs for me. I had to eat them one time back when I was still working in Reauxgard, and I deadass thought about ending it right then and there.”


      Being a picky eater was very undignified for the Demon Emperor I’d been, so I’d just switched off mentally at the time and eaten the dish anyway. As far as the taste went...while technically edible, it’d been sorta sour. If I hadn’t shut my brain down, the visuals would’ve been too much to handle. That was also when I’d learned that a surprising number of “high-class ingredients” in this world were actually super freaking grotesque. Barf.


      “Huh? But you eat shrimp, my lord. And octopus and squid too. I was totally under the impression you had a taste for the exotic.”


      “I mean, I wouldn’t call those exotic... Though I guess if you don’t have a culture where eating them is the norm, they would count as exotic. Basically, if you haven’t been exposed to something on a daily basis since a young age, you can’t really bring yourself to think of it as food. Meaning if the adults won’t eat something, the kids won’t either.”


      “You’re right, Mr. Yuki, it really does come down to culture. Take the elves, for instance. Their diets revolve around whatever bounties the forests provide. If they saw a table piled high with meat like this, they’d probably think, ‘Absolutely not!’ That’s the tricky part about cross-cultural exchange.”


      “Which brings me to this point: In a family like ours, where we’re all from different races, we owe a huuuge debt of gratitude to Leila for coming up with a different menu every day that everyone can enjoy. So thanks for everything, Leila. I love you!”


      “G-Goodness, Master Yuki, will you stop that?”


      “Ooh, nice work, my lord! You actually made her blush! We need to snap a photo and keep it as an heirloom to be treasured for generations to come!”


      “To control the food supply is to control life itself... So it turns out the real head of our household is Leila!”


      “Lew, Nell, when we return home, I’m putting you two on a diet of nothing but kelp.”


      “Nooo! Leila, we’re just kidding! You looked so adorable just now that I couldn’t help myself!”


      “I’m sorry too! It was a joke, nothing more! I love you too, Leila!”


      “Mm-hmm. Kelp is officially on the menu for you, Lew.”


      “Why only me?!”


      Laughing, we enjoyed our late lunch.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      After our filling lunch, we got back to sightseeing. First on the agenda was the souvenir shop we hadn’t been able to explore properly because of Shii and Sakuya’s disappearance. Saving souvenir shopping for the very end of a trip might’ve been the norm for most people since buying things early just left you lugging around extra baggage, but that wasn’t a problem for my family. We each bought whatever we wanted within our respective budgets. I stocked up on a massive amount of meat, both for the pets keeping watch back home and as a gift for Rir and his family. I’d spotted some seasoned meat that looked particularly tasty.


      I’d thought about getting toys or something similar instead for Rir’s family because of Setsu, but I’d ultimately chosen not to since the pup was perfectly happy as long as she had a ball to play with. She was growing like a weed and ate a staggering amount every day, with her appetite growing alongside her body, so meat made much more sense as a gift. Setsu was still baby-sized compared to a full-grown fenrir, but in real terms, she was actually pretty big already. I had a feeling she’d be even bigger by the time we got back home.


      I bought so much meat that the shop probably mistook me for a wholesaler or something, but considering my significant contribution to their bottom line, I figured they wouldn’t mind. And with our shopping spree finished, we moved on to our next destination: the grand cathedral just a city block away.


      “Wow, it’s amazing!”


      “So big!”


      “The...stained glass is magnificent.”


      The girl gang squealed in delight. The wraith sisters looked thrilled too, doing their own little version of the wave in excitement.


      “How enormous... It might even be bigger than the one back in Alisia,” Nell said.


      “That one was built with practicality in mind, right?” I replied. “This one, on the other hand, feels...I dunno, more commercial.”


      The exterior of the cathedral alone told me that no expense had been spared in its construction. Ornate stained glass windows were set into the walls everywhere you looked. The structure boasted spires and intricate designs, as well as a gorgeous bell tower as the centerpiece. It was made to be shown off. If I had to choose something from my old life to compare it to, it would be...the Notre-Dame. Even its scale and form were pretty similar to that iconic building.


      I wouldn’t’ve been surprised to learn that the sheer majesty of this cathedral was enough to draw in believers. Maybe that was part of the intent behind the design. In comparison, the one in Alisia, which I’d visited too, had been built in a fairly simple style. Despite the organization being called simply the Church, it maintained a standing army in the form of an order of holy knights, and it even had a hero on its roster, giving the whole place a distinctly military atmosphere. The people here and in Alisia worshipped the same deity, a goddess revered among humans, but the differences between this grand cathedral and the other one just showed how dramatically things differed from one country to another.


      Several museums also stood nearby, probably to attract more visitors to this district. I saw an art museum and another dedicated to the city’s history. There were also plenty of restaurants.


      In light of what’d happened to Shii and Sakuya, I wanted to head straight for the history museum to see if I could find any info on this country’s past. But it wouldn’t hurt to be patient and take our time checking things out in order. Starting with the cathedral, of course.


      Thanks to being a major tourist attraction located in the nation with the highest number of airship routes in the world, the place was teeming with visitors from a variety of races. After humans, the second most common people seemed to be dwarves, followed by demons. The number of dwarves made sense, since their race as a whole were craftsmen by nature. Their curiosity about Ellane’s technology was the most likely reason they were here.


      “Okay, peeps, listen up. We have to be quiet and respectful inside. No shouting, even if you get excited, got it?”


      “We know, Yukiki, we know! We’re not dummies. We know when we’re supposed to be quiet!”


      “Yup... We won’t make that much noise.”


      “I dunno...” Shii said. “I’m actually a little worried I’ll forget and squeal in excitement...”


      “In...that case, one of us will cover your mouth for you.”


      “Ooh, yeah! That works! Thanks!”


      “Does it really?” Iluna questioned with a bemused smile.


      Then, we followed the crowd into the grand cathedral. The inside was every bit as magnificent as the outside—spacious, stunningly beautiful, and lavish. The floors were paved with polished marble. I was a bit surprised to find that there weren’t too many of the long pews typically found in churches. Thinking about it, though, I figured that was on purpose, to allow visitors to wander throughout the space.


      More than half of the ceiling was covered in paintings, illuminated by the light streaming through the stained glass windows and the glow of a massive chandelier. Pathways ran along the walls on both the left and right. The ceiling was so high, I estimated that the building was at least three stories tall.


      At the very back of the main hall stood a collection of statues flanked by an enormous pipe organ that immediately caught your eye. I assumed the statues had been modeled after this world’s various deities. The organ was a thing of beauty, spanning an entire wall and towering all the way up to the ceiling. I’d never seen anything like it until now. And though it wasn’t a full-scale performance, someone was playing it alongside a small ensemble of string players. Almost like background music.


      I’d wanted to show all this to Riu and Sakuya too, but too bad for me, they’d both drifted off to sleep not long after we’d regrouped. Sakuya wasn’t the only one who’d cried his little heart out. Riu had too, so of course the poor little tykes were pooped. So partly because of them, we decided to let the girl gang, bursting with energy and eager to explore, do their own thing in here for a bit. I entertained the idea of having one of the adults accompany them, but I figured they’d be fine, especially since we still had the bodyguards the government had sent along. They were probably on even higher alert after the incident earlier.


      “All righty, kiddos, we’ll be taking it easy and looking around here. We’ll head to the next spot in an hour or so, so meet us back here then. And if anything happens, come straight back. Got it?”


      “Yup! See you later!”


      “It’s adventure time!!!”


      “I...think this place will be worth exploring.”


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Lefi watched the girls head off in high spirits. The trio walked side by side, while the other three floated above them. Their bond remained as close as ever, yet things had also changed in many ways since the early days.


      “Something on your mind, Lefi?”


      “Well...I was just thinking how much they have grown up,” she replied to Yuki’s curious question.


      The most significant change was likely the fact that the adults were now comfortable enough to allow the girl gang to explore on their own, even while traveling. They would never have allowed such a thing just a short while ago. Naturally, danger had been a factor, but to put it more simply, there had been a time when they just couldn’t be left unsupervised. The girls had always been quite mature for their age, but children were still children, and it was their guardians’ duty to look after them.


      And until recently, Iluna and the others had actually preferred to stay with the adults. That was another reason. But now, they’d reached a point where the grown-ups could let them venture out on their own like this. And Lefi genuinely believed that they would be just fine.


      Given how Shii and Sakuya had ended up separated from the group not long ago, she couldn’t say she didn’t worry at all. But as long as they stuck together, she was sure they could handle most situations on their own. For that matter, even Shii had managed their predicament on her own and returned safe and sound with Sakuya. The same scatterbrained girl who rarely thought too deeply had taken the time to think things through, take action, and make her way back with her little brother.


      When did they grow up so much? She had sensed their emotional maturity deepening bit by bit ever since they’d started attending school. In hindsight, however, Lefi believed the changes had begun even before then. Was the first time she’d felt it perhaps around the time she’d discovered she was pregnant?


      Regardless, how quickly the time had flown. For dragonkind, a decade was nothing more than recent. And any period shorter than that was akin to a mere week or a month for them. A flash, really.


      Since she had begun living with Yuki and the others, Lefi’s sense of time had also shifted. It no longer matched the dragons’, instead now aligning more closely with those in her family. Their days were noisy and bustling. Each was so full that the few years she had spent since meeting Yuki felt as long as the millennium that had preceded their encounter.


      And yet, even within this unique flow of time, it felt as though the girls had grown up in the blink of an eye. Perhaps that was what raising children meant. The sensation was likely something that every parent experienced.


      Was it Yuki who had once said that the flow of time was relative, something that changed depending on one’s own perception? Children grew, both in body and spirit, in places and ways unknown to their parents, eventually blossoming into adults themselves. She was certain that Riu and Sakuya, too, would grow up in the blink of an eye.


      That was why this moment was one she should treasure. Why every single second that passed was vital. For a day exactly like today would never come again.


      She had lived for a thousand years without ever realizing that truth. But now, at long last, Lefi understood it. And that...that was a stroke of fortune beyond compare.


      As if sensing the sentiments she wished to convey, Yuki smiled at her gently.


      “They’re not so little now, huh? Hard to notice when you’re with them every day, but looking back at just this past year, they’ve changed so much. On that note, I think you ladies have too, and I’m not just saying that to flatter you.”


      “Do you really think so?”


      Lately, he’d been telling his wives that they’d become much more motherly. For Lefi, there had been a significant shift in her mindset. In her day-to-day life, her top priorities were Riu and Sakuya. Even when she tended to her own affairs, thoughts of them always lingered in the back of her mind. They have become the very center of my world. And she honestly didn’t think that was a bad way to live at all.


      However, if asked whether she was doing a good job as a mother, she still couldn’t answer with confidence. Only a few months had passed since she’d become one. She was doing what she could, one step at a time, yet she very much felt as if she were still in the trial-and-error phase.


      “Trust me, I know. I’ve been right there with you guys the whole time. The one who’s changed the least is probably...me. Which is why I feel like I gotta rush to catch up.”


      As for Yuki, Lefi supposed some parts of him had changed since they’d first met, but she also felt that the parts of him that hadn’t far outnumbered them. He’d always been the caring type. She knew he felt a strong sense of responsibility to act as a proper guardian, a substitute parent of sorts, for Iluna and the other lasses. She knew he strove to be the pillar of the family and support them all.


      So in that regard, Lefi felt as if he’d changed very little, even now that he was a father. His silliness remained much the same, and his love for joking around hadn’t faded one bit. Not to mention his childish side. Above all else, though, that unyielding core of his had neither broken nor bent. He continued to hold fast to his convictions.


      “Well...you are doing a fine job, both as a husband and as a father.”


      “You think so?”


      “I do. And this comes from a wife who has been watching you all this time, so you can trust me. That is not to say I do not have my complaints about you, for I do. Plenty of them. But since you do handle a few things quite well, I suppose I can give you some grace.”


      “‘Plenty of complaints,’ huh?”


      “Of course. So I suggest you do your best to improve.”


      As the two of them chatted, Nell, who’d been listening in, chimed in with a laugh, “Don’t you worry, Mr. Yuki! Even though Lefi talks a big game, she’s absolutely head over heels in love with you! A textbook ‘prickly on the outside, soft on the inside’ type!”


      “Th-The nerve! I am not, you daft dolt!”


      “You definitely are, Lefi, even after becoming a mother,” Lew teased. “That’s a good thing, though!”


      “I agree,” Leila said with a chuckle. “I know all is right with the world when you’re at your most cantankerous, Lefi.”


      “Fine. I see you lot are spoiling for a fight, eh? Then you had best be prepared to face the wrath of the Supreme Dragon!”


      “Ya know, it feels like forever since the last time I heard you go on about being the Supreme Dragon.”


      “My lord is right, Lefi. You haven’t been threatening us with that very much lately, have you? Maybe because being a mother is more important now than being the Supreme Dragon?”


      “You said it, Lew,” Nell piped up.


      “I concur.”


      “...None of you fear me anymore, do you? Curses.”


      Her family howled with laughter as she sighed wearily.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      On their own for the next hour, the excited girls set about exploring the interior of the grand cathedral. The unfamiliar environment, so beautiful and intricate, stirred their sense of adventure. The first thing they did was stop to listen to the quartet’s music after Shii said she wanted a closer listen to the pipe organ.


      For a moment, the musicians appeared surprised by the sight of children belonging to races they had never seen before. However, being professionals, they quickly regained their composure. They continued their performance without missing a beat, playing with a jaunty flair that seemed specifically tailored to delight the children. After listening to a couple of pieces and applauding with delight, the girls moved on to a full-scale exploration of the cathedral, starting by ascending the grand staircase situated nearby to reach the upper floors.


      The building stood five stories tall in total. While the central great hall rose to a height of three stories, the two towers flanking it on the left and right extended all the way up to the fifth floor. Since there were no other buildings of the same height in the area, the view from the very top was magnificent, making it one of the cathedral’s most popular spots.


      “Aha ha ha!” Shii cackled. “This staircase is huuuge!”


      “If we were wraiths too, we could just whoosh right up there,” Iluna remarked. “I have to admit, I’m a little jealous.”


      “This...is nothing. You can make the climb easily too if you train, Iluna.”


      “Just so you know, I actually have above-average stamina for our age! I realized that you girls are the weirdos when we started school.”


      When the girl gang finally reached the top, they pressed themselves against one of the massive windows.


      “Yaaay! We’re here! Sooo pretty!”


      “Is that the hotel we’re staying at? It looks just as lovely from this angle... And gosh, that building over there is humongous!”


      “Look...airships. They’re flying all over the place.”


      “This country is sooo interesting! It’s full of things I’ve never seen before!”


      “Yup... I’ve traveled to all kinds of places with Master, but this one feels a bit different. The dwarves produced all kinds of things just like here, but their focus was strictly on refining existing technologies. Then there’s the people of this country. They’re creating entirely new things.”


      “Wooow! I don’t really understand the technical stuff, but when I grow up, I definitely wanna travel everywhere!”


      “Before...you do that, Shii, I think you should learn more about different cultures.”


      “Nooo! No studying!”


      “Aha ha ha! En’s right, though. The more you know about a place, the more you can enjoy traveling. Rei, Rui, and Roh, what do you think?”


      When Iluna posed the question, Rei was the first to answer with, “I like traveling, but I think I’m fine with just doing it every once in a while.” Next was Rui, who replied, “Our home is a dungeon, and there’s no place like it anywhere else in the world!” Finally, Roh said, “But if the three of you go somewhere, I’m definitely coming!”


      “I...agree that our dungeon is the best place to be. We’re truly blessed. Even if we venture somewhere far away, we have our dungeon return devices, so if we ever want to head back, we can do it instantly. Makes things so easy.”


      “Tell me about it! Yukiki even installed those special doors for us, and thanks to them, we can commute to the ovine village every day. I think we have it really, really good, girls... I’m honestly not sure I could survive living anywhere else anymore.”


      “’Sides, the wraiths and I start to get weak if we stay away from the dungeon for too long!” Shii reminded the others.


      “Oh, I totally forgot about that. Are you feeling weak now too?”


      “Nope! A few days is a breeze. Right, Rei? Rui? Roh?”


      Rei said, “No problem at all.” Rui added, “I think we’d be fine for about two weeks.” And Roh mused, “Just on feeling, I guess we might start getting weak if we stayed away for a month or so?”


      “A month, huh... A long time, but also not... Okay, I’ll remember that! Make sure you tell us if you don’t feel good, though.”


      “Yup... Easier for us to help when you let us know exactly what’s going on.”


      “You got it!”


      The wraith sisters followed Shii by raising their hands in unison to signal that they understood. Then, they all gazed at the scenery outside for a while in comfortable silence before Iluna spoke again.


      “Hey, Shii... Whatever happened earlier, you don’t have to push yourself, you know?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “If you’re hurting inside, if things are painful for you right now, you don’t have to force yourself to smile.”


      “...”


      Iluna and the others had realized that Shii wasn’t quite back to her usual self yet, that she was deliberately acting extra cheerful just to keep everyone from worrying. Shii was always sunny, born to be the life of the party. That was why they had figured out right away how upset she was, very unlike her usual self. And that left the other girls to worry about her.


      Shii’s expression turned sheepish for a moment when she realized they’d seen right through her. She opened and closed her mouth a few times, struggling to find the words...before finally nodding.


      “You’re right... The thing is...there was this skeleton beast uncle that I became friends with. But now, he’s...he’s gone. I’ll never get to see him again, and that makes me feel so, so sad.”


      She hadn’t gotten over it. How could she have? The smallest thing made memories of what had happened earlier that day come flooding back, bringing her to the brink of tears. A dull ache throbbed deep in her chest. No one could sort out their feelings so quickly.


      “I think that’s okay, though... I’d rather feel sad than nothing at all. I wanna hold on to these feelings forever. So...I’ll be okay! I’m sorry. I’m sorry for making you all worry.”


      Her words revealed a depth of emotion they rarely saw in the normally carefree Shii. Iluna and the other girls understood what she meant, though, and that was why they said nothing for a time. They didn’t know what to say.


      “I have an idea, then. Why don’t you tell us all about him? About this skeleton uncle friend of yours! So we can remember him too.”


      “Yup... We want to know more about him.”


      The wraith triplets drifted closer to give Shii their full attention.


      “Okay... Okay, I will! Thanks, girls. Where to start...”


      And so, they talked. For a long, long time. They laughed, they cried, they shared their joys, and they vented their frustrations.


      In a world unseen by adults, children experienced myriad things, felt myriad emotions, and in doing so, nurtured their own hearts.
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      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Our tour of the cathedral came to an end exactly as planned. The girl gang enjoyed exploring the inside to their satisfaction, while the adults just sat back and relaxed. Once the hour was up, we moved on to the art museum right next door.


      That building was huge too, housing a considerable amount of artwork. As soon as we entered, the adult and girl gangs went their separate ways again, with the former still bursting with energy, their curiosity piqued. But unlike them, I wasn’t nearly as thrilled as I had been at the cathedral. The reason? Simple, really: I lacked the ability required to really appreciate art.


      I’m sorry. I really am. I just don’t get fine art...


      For example, when I’d looked at a Picasso in my old life, I hadn’t understood its message. To me, it’d just looked like a weird painting. The same went for whenever I encountered avant-garde sculptures or abstract art. The only reaction I could muster was a bewildered, “Hmm...”


      Luckily for me, though, I wasn’t the only one who felt that way.


      “Sooo...is this supposed to be amazing?”


      “I would think so. After all, they went to the trouble of putting it on display like this.”


      Responding to my remark, Lefi tilted her head thoughtfully, her expression mirroring my own as she gazed at the same painting.


      “Say, Yuki... Do you not think this one is rather beautiful?”


      “Huh? Huh. It is. Landscape paintings are nice ’cause they’re so easy to understand.”


      “Indeed. Simplicity is a virtue. As for those ‘objet d’art’ or what have you, to me, they look like nothing but junk.”


      “Shh! Not so loud... Though I gotta admit, I feel the same way.”


      Lefi and I spoke to each other in hushed tones while keeping an eye on the girl gang. At least they seemed to be genuinely enjoying the art in here. Nell and Lew were having a pretty enthusiastic conversation too as they walked around admiring things.


      “Perhaps we simply do not have the sensibility to appreciate art.”


      “Yeaaah...”


      Just then, Leila chuckled softly.


      “There’s no need to overthink it. An object acquires value precisely because others deem it valuable. I recommend you look for something you like, whether it be because you find it beautiful or because it leaves an impression on you. Let me give you an extreme analogy. If everyone looked at a pebble and declared, ‘What a masterpiece!’ that pebble would instantly become a valuable treasure.”


      “You have a point, Leila... Anything in here strike your particular fancy, then?” I asked her.


      “I rather like this painting.”


      “Yeah? Hmm... Just looking at it makes me feel kinda uneasy.”


      The piece she pointed at was nothing more than a portrait of a man gazing out at the viewer. But...maybe because of the color palette or the fact that you couldn’t tell where he was looking, I found it unsettling. It wasn’t a horror piece, but I was pretty sure I’d scream if I stumbled upon it in the dead of night. Frankly, I had to question the taste of anyone who liked it.


      Speaking of, Leila beamed at my response.


      “Yes, yes! It’s nothing more than a painting. Merely an arrangement of colors applied with paint. And yet, for whatever reason, it rouses a hint of anxiety in the viewer... Isn’t it fascinating to wonder what exactly is at play evoking such feelings?”


      Welp. Now I know how Leila enjoys art.


      “I think you two would find the museum much more enjoyable if you tried to find paintings that resonate with you on an emotional level. The children seem to enjoy it that way without even having to think about it. You can really feel the wonder in their hearts. Though for Nell and Lew, I do believe the paintings are mostly just serving as fodder for their chatter.”


      Fair enough. She wasn’t wrong about Nell and Lew either. If you listened closely to their conversation, it went something like this:


      “I ended up covered in paint once. It just would not come out, and my mother gave me an earful about it.”


      “I bet the same thing will happen to the babies once they’re older. The good news is that it shouldn’t be too much of a hassle since we have a washing machine at home.”


      “So true. I love that we don’t have to put in any effort or worry about our hands getting all dry and chapped.”


      Considering the content of their conversation, I couldn’t be sure they were actually enjoying the artwork. That meant they were the same as me and Lefi. Excellent.


      “Childlike wonder, huh... I doubt there are many adults out there as mentally mature as me, so that’s gonna be a tough one to pull off...”


      “I could have sworn I just heard some utterly preposterous drivel, but I shall do you a favor and pretend I did not. Right, then, let me see if I can practice some of this ‘childlike wonder’... Yuki, what say you of that? A lush green, very soothing for the eyes.”


      “I say you’re right. But that’s not a work of art. That would be a potted plant.”


      “Then how about that over there? It is upholstered in leather, looks quite pleasing to touch, and seems like the sort of objet d’art that would melt all your fatigue away the moment you sat on it.”


      “Sure. But that’s not a work of art either. It’s just a sofa for taking a break.”


      Well, well, well. Look at my wifey, cracking some pretty sophisticated jokes.


      Banter. That was how we managed to enjoy our visit to the museum after all.


      As for Riu and Sakuya, Riu had woken up first, right around the time we’d left the cathedral. But judging by the way her ears kept twitching nervously and the wary look on her face, the sheer number of people seemed to make her a bit uneasy. Afraid she might burst into tears at any moment, the adults took turns holding her, passing her from one person to the next, as we walked through the museum.


      Sakuya, on the other hand, was still asleep. But he did wake up every now and then, looking around like he was searching for something specific. If he didn’t find it, the waterworks would start, at which point we soothed him back to sleep and kept him cozy in his stroller. A hunch told me he was searching for the creature Shii called “Uncle Mort.” Whenever Sakuya cried, Shii looked like she’d burst into tears too. Considering how quickly those two had warmed up to him, I wished I could’ve talked to the guy myself.


      “So, Riu, whaddya think of the art museum? Anything here catch your eye?”


      “Uuu... Au...”


      Little hands fisted in my shirt, she glanced around a bit, but she didn’t seem particularly interested in any of it. Even though all this unfamiliar stuff must’ve been frightening to her, which I felt bad about, the way she clung to me so desperately was... Well, it was freaking adorable.


      “Riu, you’re a little scaredy-cat, huh?” Lew commented with a rueful smile. She’d walked over to check on her and Sakuya.


      “She is indeed,” Lefi replied. “We shall teach her little by little that there is nothing to fear in the world outside.”


      Chuckling, I said, “Not all that surprising considering how sharp her senses are. Once she’s a little older and used to the concept of sound, I’m sure she’ll settle down.”


      Our conversation reminded me of what Lew’s father had mentioned when he and her mom had come to visit us. He’d said that Lew’d been sensitive to sounds when she was young too. That was probably a good thing for us to keep in mind while raising Riu. I guess that’s just how therianthropes work.


      “Gosh, I just can’t get enough of Sakuya’s squishy little horns or Riu’s cute ears!” Nell cooed over them. “Look at them go! I can tell exactly what she’s feeling just by watching how her ears move.”


      “The movements of her ears and tail truly do match her emotions, don’t they?” Leila agreed. “Which is exactly what makes therianthrope girls so very charming!”


      “I third that. She inherited both from her mother, whose ears and tail I also love.”


      “W-Will you all stop it?! Come on, focus on sightseeing! We’re at an art museum we’d never normally visit! Sakuya, you can be my buddy this time. I’ll show you whatever you want!”


      “And how are you gonna do that when he’s asleep?” I asked her.


      “He likely does not even understand where we are right now,” Lefi added.


      Also a good point.


      After that, we continued our leisurely stroll through the museum. Despite our jokes, we actually enjoyed ourselves a lot more than expected. Sure, I didn’t spend much time studying the art itself, mostly just glancing at the pieces in passing while chatting about whatever with my army of wives, which turned out to be the real highlight. But it was still fun. What it boiled down to was that as long as I was with my family, I could have a good time just about anywhere.


      The original plan had been to visit a natural history museum next, but we ended up spending so much time at the art museum, staying right up until closing time, that we had to push that part of the itinerary back to tomorrow. Oh well. Them’s the breaks.


      So we went back to the hotel and headed to the dining hall for dinner. To no one’s surprise, the food was delicious. It was a buffet-style spread, so we were free to eat as much of whatever we wanted while relaxing and chatting among ourselves. The perfect way to end the day.


      And just as we’d discussed that morning, the captain and his wife came to stay at the hotel, giving us the opportunity to socialize and build a deeper rapport with them as well. Women really are something else. My wives and the captain’s wife hit it off instantly, becoming friends in no time and talking a mile a minute about all kinds of things. Never mind that most of their conversation revolved around their husbands, who sat off to the side sipping on alcohol with amused smiles.


      Then, we said goodbye to the couple and headed back to our respective rooms. The girl gang was exhausted from a day on the move, so Iluna went straight to bed after her bath. Shii reverted from her human form to her original slime form to sleep. The wraith sisters also slipped out of the dolls they’d been possessing to rest. Riu and Sakuya conked out the moment we finished giving them their baths.


      Only En was awake, joining the adults as a few of us enjoyed some drinks. She sat with us, munching on snacks while we played cards together. Drinking and playing cards or board games was basically the adult gang’s routine back home, but for some reason, doing it on a trip made it even more fun. Maybe because we were more excited than usual. The alcohol started taking its toll after a few rounds, though. Most of us were too tipsy to play properly, so we decided to call it a night and went off to our respective beds.


      What a great day. Yeah, there’d been a bit of chaos involving Shii and Sakuya, but even that was just another charm of traveling. Actually...no. That wasn’t true. If problems kept cropping up at this rate, we’d be in serious trouble. So I really, really hoped nothing else happened. On this trip, at least.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      The next day, after eating breakfast at the hotel and getting ready for the day, we headed for the cathedral district as planned and entered the history museum. It was the place I’d been wanting to visit the most. The architecture was even more magnificent than the art museum’s, spanning both the main building and annex. Even Leila, who rarely took an interest in things like this, was familiar with it because of the sheer scale of the design, which was a major reason it was so well-known. She looked super cute with her cheeks flushed with excitement, especially since it wasn’t something you saw every day.


      Having said all that, I would honestly rate this museum a tier lower than the one in the ovine village designed specifically to attract tourists. But comparing it to that place wasn’t fair. If anything, that museum was the exception, not the norm.


      Inside, it was even more spacious than I’d expected. I doubted we’d be able to see everything even if we spent a whole day here. Maybe it’d been the right call after all to schedule it for today instead of going yesterday. But today was the last day of our trip, and we still wanted to see other things, so we were probably gonna have to cut our visit short. Although I was totally fine with extending it if Iluna and the rest of the kids wanted to hang out here longer.


      On a related but also unrelated note, the God Sword passed down to Sakuya by his and Shii’s friend was one of the main reasons I’d wanted to visit this history museum. Said sword was currently stowed away in Inventory. I planned to keep it safe until he was old enough to use it. Obviously, it was too dangerous to let him carry it around right now. It’d be like handing a nuclear weapon to a child. And not just any nuclear weapon either; one that would blow up in his face if he mishandled it.


      I still had no clue what that monster—Uncle Mort, as Shii called him—had been thinking when he’d handed it to her for safekeeping for Sakuya. But there was no freaking way I could let a kid walk around with something like that, so Uncle Mort would just have to forgive me for taking it away from him for the time being. Though he’d probably known anyway, since he’d told her something along the lines of “Give it to Sakuya once he’s grown.”


      Maaan, Inventory sure is getting full with so much dangerous stuff in there now. I’m gonna have to be extra careful, especially with the items that’d cause immediate disaster if I pulled them out by accident.


      Anyway. Back to the present, we started our tour of the museum, and...


      “Is this all there is?”


      Excavated artifacts. Handicrafts. Weapons and armor. Items that showcased the origins of the Ellane Allied Federation. Interesting stuff for sure, but not exactly what anyone would call a broad collection... Maybe that wasn’t the right way to describe it, though, because the sheer volume of information impressed me.


      The problem was that it didn’t go back far enough in terms of time. The focus seemed to be on the last century or two, specifically the time period when the city-states had first gotten together and formed the Federation. But what I wanted to know was what’d come before all that. The more ancient history. The oldest items on display dated back about a thousand years—weapons, magical tools, and the like. While there were some exhibits covering that era, it was still nowhere near the Age of the Gods.


      I guess I shouldn’t be surprised... After all, we were talking about this world’s extremely distant past. A time so far back that even dragonkind, with their incredibly long life spans, struggled to trace history to that point. It was probably almost impossible for humans, who rarely even made it to a century, to continuously pass down the history of such a distant time period. The dwarves had managed to preserve their oral traditions throughout the ages, but in my opinion, they were the exception, which made it even more remarkable that their history had survived at all.


      It probably would’ve been faster to just meet with the Spirit Emperor again and ask him about this region. He had to know something, at least. He might even know something about the skeleton who’d called himself “Mort.”


      Aaand that’d just made me realize that Shii and Sakuya had basically walked away with an incredibly important cultural artifact that belonged to this country. It wasn’t that Ellane officially owned it, per se, but the sword did exist within the country’s borders. And it wasn’t just any artifact, but one from the Age of the Gods, an era of unparalleled historical significance.


      Shiiit... Then should I pay them for it or something? I didn’t plan on telling anyone in this country about the God Sword, or about the entity known as “Uncle Mort.” Frankly, the people here were better off not knowing about them. If they found out, they’d feel the need to take action, but if they remained blissfully ignorant, then as far as they were concerned, things like them just didn’t exist.


      I was ninety-nine percent sure that the God Sword was nothing but a source of trouble. Hell, I didn’t want the damn thing either. If Uncle Mort hadn’t asked Shii to keep it safe for Sakuya, I would’ve tossed it the second she’d put it in my hands.


      That was the sheer power possessed by the weapons in the God Series. However. The fact that we’d wound up with the sword without the people of this country even knowing was exactly why I felt like I should do something to pay them back somehow. I thought the world of the Ellane Allied Federation, so I couldn’t just turn a blind eye and sightsee like nothing happened. The guilt would probably eat me alive.


      That said, since I wasn’t the Demon Emperor anymore, what exactly could I do? Maybe something to do with monsters? Hmm... That might work, actually. If they had any issues or trouble caused by monsters, I’d take care of the problem for them. The country was currently in the process of expanding its trade routes, so there had to be places where they were forced to take detours because of monster infestations. And hunting them down would benefit a whole lotta folks, including me. Would that really be a fair trade-off, though? Maybe not, since the mere existence of the God Sword meant I’d still end up taking far more than giving.


      Then I guess I’ll just have to chalk it up as a personal debt I owe to this country. What else, what else... Ooh, I know! Once Sakuya’s old enough to make his own decisions, I’ll just dump the whole thing on him and make it his problem. Ha ha ha! I’m a genius! I was actually kinda looking forward to seeing the annoyed look on my son’s face and hearing him go, “Ugh, seriously?” as he reluctantly did his duty to this country because I’d told him to.


      Anyway, since it didn’t look like this museum had any real info I could use, the best thing to do was just enjoy myself.


      “Well, someone’s in a pretty good mood, huh, Mr. Yuki?”


      Nell looked up at me from next to me.


      “I sure am, and I have been for a while now. Just rockin’ out with my... Ahem, never mind. Point is, I’m having a blast on this trip with everyone. Did you know I love museums? Because I totally do.”


      “I did. You have a real obsession with history and whatnot, don’t you?”


      “I’m not gonna get on my high horse by saying stuff like ‘we should reflect on the wisdom of our ancestors,’ but ruins and stuff are just so cool, y’know? Doesn’t just looking at them make your heart race?”


      The past, in and of itself, was the stuff of fantasy for me. Old manuscripts, mysterious artifacts—it was all so freaking exciting. And if there happened to be a hidden code or cipher tucked away somewhere? Even better! In my past life, I’d been obsessed with movies like The Da Vinci Code. I’d even watched every single film featuring a certain whip-cracking professor who hated snakes. So one of the best things about this world was that all the cool, fascinating things I’d only seen in movies actually existed!


      “You really are just a big kid at heart, aren’t you? I bet Sakuya is going to turn out just like his dad. At the very least, you’re not shy about following your own curiosity, huh?!”


      Nell laughed as she gently poked Sakuya’s chubby cheek in his stroller. In response, he grabbed her finger and played along, babbling happily at her.


      Sakuya seemed much more settled today. He still looked around wide-eyed and got a little fussy from time to time, but as soon as one of the moms stepped in to soothe him, he calmed right down.


      Incidentally, neither him nor Riu stopped crying when I tried to soothe them. In fact, they usually just wailed louder, escalating into full-blown fits, thrashing around like I was beating them or something. So I was only allowed to hold them when they were already in a good mood. Seriously, no word of a lie. Nothing I did ever worked with them. Whenever I tried to put them down for a nap, they just stared at me blankly, their expressions asking, “What the heck are you doing?” Then they’d coo at me, eager to play instead.


      But whenever Lefi and the others picked them up to calm them down or tuck them in, presto change-o! They either stopped crying or fell asleep instantly. Well, sometimes they didn’t stop crying depending on the reason they’d started in the first place. Sleep wasn’t an issue, though. All hail the moms and the deep-sleep rays they must be emitting from their bodies.


      What exactly was the difference between a mother and a father anyway? A mystery for the ages.


      “Buau! Iiia!”


      Something must have grabbed Sakuya’s interest, because he suddenly let go of Nell’s finger and began looking at the exhibits.


      “What caught your eye, bud?”


      “Good question, Mr. Yuki... Is that a bow?”


      “I’d say so. Missing its string, though. And...kinda weird-looking too.”


      “To think he’d be drawn to a weapon like that... You have excellent taste, Sakuya! Your mother couldn’t be more delighted to see her son developing such a wonderful hobby!”


      “Nell, please, for the love of all that’s good and right in this world, stop trying to raise the babies to be bath and weapons maniacs.”


      “Aww! But I’m just trying to teach them about all the incredible things this world has to offer!”


      “Except you’ve been going overboard lately...”


      When had Nell gotten like that? I guess it didn’t really matter since she was a babe. But still.


      If we kept talking about weapons, she might go completely off the rails, so I cleared my throat and changed the topic.


      “All righty, let’s see what’s got our little dude so into this bow. Hmm, hmm... No way... You have got to be kidding me...”


      “Mr. Yuki, that look on your face... Don’t tell me it’s a relic from the Age of the Gods?”


      “Yuuup.”


      The plaque read, “A bow excavated from ruins near the capital, Luvalta. Based on the materials and craftsmanship, it’s at least two thousand years old. However, due to the excessively high concentration of mana contained within, pinpointing its exact date of origin remains impossible.”


      I hadn’t realized it myself at first glance, but the moment I used Analysis to check, the truth became clear.




      The Infallible Bow: When imbued with magic, its effective range extends, and its arrows actively home in on their target. Long ago, during the Great War of the Gods, the people took up arms to aid the divine and fight alongside them. Thus were heroes born. They struck down their foes before meeting their own ends.




      While this particular bow didn’t seem to be part of the God Series, it’d probably been crafted by the people of that ancient era. Clearly, this region’s ties to the Age of the Gods ran deep. The bigger question, though, was how the hell had Sakuya even zeroed in on this particular weapon out of the countless exhibits on display? Because I’d already confirmed that he didn’t have the Analysis ability. Jeez, little man, you have a sixth sense or something for this kinda stuff?


      “I gotta admit, I’m actually starting to get a little scared of showing him any more of this museum.”


      “Aha ha...ha ha... I mean, seeing and learning about all sorts of things can’t be a bad thing, right? So we should let him get used to the variety of life while he’s still young, Mr. Yuki.”


      “We’ll just have to make sure we teach him the right way, so his sense of normal doesn’t end up completely warped.”


      “Well...that isn’t a huge responsibility at all. Not one bit.”


      Listen up, Sakuya. The things you’re just oh-so-casually stumbling upon one after another are things that should be classified as legendary. Finding even a single one is enough to warrant headlines screaming “The Discovery of the Century!” So don’t you forget that.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Night.


      “Phew! I’m beat. My legs are killing me!”


      “Me...too. But I had fun. It’s the best going to all sorts of places together.”


      “Yup, yup! It was such a good time!”


      Their sightseeing had come to an end. After touring the museum and its surroundings, browsing for souvenirs and shopping along a different street than the day before, and taking a stroll through a sprawling park, Yuki and the gang decided to have dinner at a restaurant in the capital, having enjoyed its many sights.


      It was a two-story establishment. They sat on the terrace, which offered a gorgeous view of the city at night. As they ate, they admired the beauty of the light cast by the magical lamps. Even after finishing their meal, they were in no hurry to leave, choosing instead to linger and relax. Since they could return home in the blink of an eye, they simply sat there, gazing out at the nightscape, basking in the afterglow of their trip.


      Shii gazed out at the city. At the light that enveloped it. Though the sky above was dark, the city below was brilliant. A dazzling sight that stretched out before her eyes.


      In this world, a setting like this represented an advanced form of beauty, one that couldn’t be seen anywhere else. And yet, Shii found herself thinking of a place far more beautiful. The garden she and Sakuya had visited. So ethereal, so comforting in every way. Also the place where Uncle Mort had been smiling.


      “...”


      Shii wished she had talked with him more. She wished she had listened to more of his stories. More than anything, she wished she’d had the chance to introduce him to her family.


      Whenever she thought of him, an overwhelming sadness washed over her. Since this was a special trip, she had tried her best not to dwell on such thoughts, not wanting to worry everyone. But then, the smallest thing made the memories come flooding back, and she’d find herself on the verge of tears once again.


      I’ll come back here someday. I definitely will. Once I’m a little older and can travel by myself, I’ll buy some flowers as a gift, and I’ll come right back here. And when that day comes, I’ll bring Sakuya with me. He’ll be so big by then. I’ll tell him all about Uncle Mort and the conversations we had. I hope... I hope Sakuya will still remember him then. That would make me so happy.


      “Hey, Master? Can I hold Sakuya?”


      “Mm? Oh, sure. Go ahead.”


      Yuki lifted the baby out of his stroller and handed him over to Shii, who held him gently, carefully, with both arms. She walked over to the terrace railing where the view was the best.


      “Sakuya... Let’s come back together again someday, okay?”


      “Ubu. Aooo...”


      He looked up at Shii, then turned his gaze toward the city lights. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking. But maybe, just maybe, he was thinking of their friend too. Because she knew how attached he’d grown to Uncle Mort as well.


      Seeing Shii overwhelmed by a rush of emotions, Yuki couldn’t find the right words to say. So he only smiled and stroked her head gently. Another wave of sadness washed over her. One so deep that she felt her eyes prick with tears again... But this time, she didn’t cry.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      After our trip came to an end, the rest of the family headed home. They’d gotten their fill of playing tourists in Ellane’s capital. But I didn’t go with them. I’d asked En to stay behind too. She was currently fast asleep in Inventory, understandably tired from all the activity.


      “Captain, I really appreciate everything you’ve done for us. Thanks to you, this turned out to be a great trip. We had a blast.”


      “As a native, those words are the greatest compliment I could receive. Though I suppose I can hardly take all the credit since I was just a guide.”


      The captain and I were chatting in the lobby of the hotel we’d been staying in for the past two days. Considering how late it was, there were almost no other guests in sight. Only the hotel staff was here on duty.


      “Nah, don’t be so modest. Everything went smoothly thanks to your arrangements. And best of all, all the places you recommended turned out to be awesome. Tell your people thanks too. They did a great job guarding my family.”


      I paused for a moment before continuing.


      “By the way, Cap, got any troubles?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Well, if your country has a problem with monsters attacking your airships or them being the reason you can’t expand your air routes, I’d be happy to hunt them down for you or help however I can. You’ve done so much for us, and I just wanna repay the favor.”


      His expression turned thoughtful like he was seriously considering what I’d said.


      “To be perfectly honest, we do have a monster problem on our hands. There are places where we’ve been forced to take lengthy detours simply because one has taken up residence right along the most direct flight path we’d like to establish.”


      Then, he shook his head.


      “However, I must decline your generous offer. While I don’t doubt that a demon lord’s power would make hunting them a simple task, accepting your aid means creating a massive debt between us. I consider you a friend. And for precisely that reason, I don’t want to incur a debt of that magnitude. It isn’t something I or my people could ever hope to repay.”


      Ugggh, his thinking is the same as mine. Since he didn’t know about the God Sword, from his perspective, me stepping in and helping them hunt monsters would definitely equal a huge debt to me. So how the heck was I supposed to convince him? Only one thing left to do now—tell him just a little bit more.


      “Cap. On top of your regular post in the military, your leader made you a special foreign affairs officer too, right?”


      “Indeed she did. My official duty is to act as your host and liaison, though truth be told, I almost feel guilty accepting a salary for it. After all, showing hospitality to a friend who’s come to visit is simply the natural thing to do.”


      He was such a decent, upstanding guy. The embodiment of the ideal military officer.


      “Then that means it’s basically your job to accommodate me as much as possible, right? And as long as I don’t act against your country, you’ll keep my secrets for me? Within reason, of course.”


      “I...suppose. But I have to admit, I’m not sure I want to hear what you have to say.”


      “You’re a perceptive one. No surprise there. Okay, so. This is gonna be kind of...intense.”


      After making sure no one else was nearby, I opened Inventory and took out the God Sword. The instant I did, an enormous, overwhelming pressure surged forth. The captain went rigid, reeling under the force. The only sound he could make was a stifled grunt.


      Even though he was in shape, he was still just a human, so keeping the God Sword near him for too long ran the risk of knocking him out. So once I saw him register the sword’s presence, I immediately put it back inside Inventory.


      “Th-That... Just now...”


      “Oh yeah, that reminds me. I still haven’t thanked you properly for your help when Shii got lost. You did us a real solid, looking out for us, so as a token of my gratitude, I’ll personally take care of the nuisance squatting on that transport route you mentioned.”


      I’d dropped enough hints for him to piece together the general outline on his own. His cheek twitching ever so slightly, and he opened and closed his mouth a few times before finally managing to squeeze out a response.


      “You know, I suspected there was a good reason my subordinates had somehow lost track of her and your boy despite them being highly skilled...”


      “And I’ll say that I’ve taken an interest in your country’s history. I’m sure that little demonstration just now gave you a pretty good idea why.”


      “Stop right there. I saw nothing, and I know nothing. Your sweet little slime girl simply got lost. As for that sword... Probably best if it doesn’t remain within our borders. It’s a seed of calamity.”


      A wise decision, my good man. Much obliged.


      “Now I understand your offer. In short, it isn’t about settling a debt we owe to you, but rather one owed by you? Hmm... In that case, I gladly accept your offer to help us with our monster problem.”


      “If anyone asks, just tell them I owed you a personal favor. Sorry, and thanks. I doubt a monster hunt will be enough to settle the debt I owe, sooo...I’ll watch over Ellane for as long as I live. That’s one promise I can make you.”


      “Heh. With all due respect to you, Master Yuki, it seems my people and I have stumbled upon a stroke of good luck. Better to have a bond of friendship with you than be left holding some inexplicable catalyst for disaster.”


      “I’d be super-duper grateful if you could continue acting as the liaison between us. Once my son is old enough, I plan on making him settle the rest of my debt.”


      “Long live our friendship, then, eh? Right. We’ll discuss the details another time. For now, do bring your family to visit us again. We’ll always welcome you with open arms.”


      “You don’t need to tell me twice.”


      Especially because my fam really liked this place now. And more than anything, this country had become very special to Shii.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      En and I stayed at the hotel for one more night, then boarded a military airship the next day for a monster hunt.


      “This...is so cool. I think I may actually like this better than the passenger ships.”


      “I get it. Military craft really are cool, huh?”


      Deciding that the sooner we got started the better, the captain had taken care of all the necessary formalities overnight. So once we’d finished breakfast earlier, we’d traveled to a military base on the outskirts of the capital in a carriage he had sent for us. From there, we’d boarded the airship, which brought us to now. That level of efficiency was exactly what I expected from a capable man.


      As En and I stood there, captivated by the...the absolute cool factor of the military airship, the captain, who’d been directing his crew and overseeing navigation, called out to us.


      “The enemy is just up ahead. My apologies, but we can’t take you any farther. If we get any closer, we risk the ship being detected and coming under attack.”


      “Got it. Once we take care of the monster, we’ll head back on our own, so don’t worry about us at all. Oh, and feel free to do whatever you want with the carcass. I don’t need it. En, let’s do this.”


      “Yup...”


      Up until now, she’d been staring with wide-eyed delight at the ship. At my words, she gave me a firm nod, then reverted to her true form—a greatsword.


      “I was considering asking you to stay for a spell afterward and relax, but I suspect doing so would be more of a nuisance than a pleasure. So we’ll proceed as you say.”


      “Yeah, I would’ve liked to hang around for a bit longer too, but my family’s already home, and we’re itching to get back ourselves. Next time.”


      With that, I hefted En onto my shoulder and opened the gangway like I owned the damn ship. Wind rushed in.


      “Hey, I just realized this is the third time you’re seeing me off like this, isn’t it?”


      “Heh. Now that you mention it... A strange twist of fate, eh? Until we meet again, young lady, demon lord.”


      “See you around, Cap.”


      “Bye...bye.”


      With a grin, I returned his salute with one of my own, then leaped off the airship. In the middle of the free fall, I busted out my wings, caught the wind, and took flight.


      The exhilarating sensation of my body slicing through the air. I’d always enjoyed flying, but ever since I’d gained my third pair of wings, it’d been even more fun. I could totally see why people who loved motorcycles or cars started obsessing over horsepower.


      On the topic of wings, Sakuya apparently had a pair too, though I hadn’t actually seen them yet. Lefi thought he had them for sure because there was a specific point on his back where the flow of his mana converged. I couldn’t wait for the day when I could fly with my little boy.


      Despite being lost in thoughts like those, it didn’t take long for me to spot my target on the horizon.


      “Is that it? Damn, he wasn’t kidding. That thing is huge.”


      “Yup... But that’s all it is. Just big.” En sounded super nonchalant.


      “Ha ha. Yeah, you’re right. Doesn’t have anything else going for it.”


      Standing there was a colossal, quadrupedal monster easily the size of a three-story building. A gorilöwe. It looked like a cross between a gorilla and a lion, its muscles bulging with explosive power to go with the magnificent mane and pair of horns. The beast didn’t have wings, but its jumping ability was so powerful that if you flew too low, it’d leap up to attack you. I’d even heard tales of it hurling rocks at airships flying at much higher altitudes.


      In fact, there was a reported incident where a military airship flying a recon mission had taken a direct hit from a rock. The craft had barely managed to limp back to base after sustaining heavy damage. Basically, the monster had quite the nasty temper. And to make matters even worse, maybe because of its massive size, its territory was equally vast. Rumor had it that it could appear anywhere within the surrounding mountain range.


      A single glance was enough to tell you that it was strong enough to force a human army to go all out in a fight. So I could see how taking just one out would come at a steep cost for them. That must’ve been exactly why Ellane had left this one alone. No wonder they’d decided it was smarter to take a detour, even if it meant going the long way around.


      In the Demonic Forest, though, it ranked as a mid-tier monster. Maybe even below that. It sure as hell was much, much weaker than any of my pets. And by the looks of it, it wasn’t particularly bright either.


      “Graaar...”


      When it spotted us, the monster growled in an attempt to intimidate us. I didn’t see any signs of fear or caution. Obviously, it failed to understand the fact that we were the stronger ones here. Could’ve been that the sheer disparity in our physical size made it impossible for it to conceive that such tiny creatures could possibly be stronger.


      “Sup, Gorillion? Let me teach you a very important lesson: The most vital asset for surviving in the natural world is intelligence. So an idiot like you, with your bluster and ‘look at me’ energy, is destined for an early grave.”


      “You...said it, Master. Intelligence means you have a chance against the strong.”


      “Exactly. And look at you. You’re not only weak, you don’t even have a shred of smarts. That’s how you ended up on our radar.”


      Even if it couldn’t comprehend our words, the monster figured out that we were taunting it. Which was honestly kind of a surprise.


      “Graaaaah!!!”


      Flexing its unnecessarily impressive muscles, it ripped a nearby tree right out of the ground and chucked it at us. The way it did would’ve made a major league pitcher proud. The tree spun end over end like a massive throwing axe as it bore down on us. I ducked beneath it to dodge, then rushed forward.
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      The beast had charged at us immediately after throwing the tree, so with me racing in to meet it, the gap between us vanished in the blink of an eye. Surprised by how close I suddenly was, it raised an enormous fist into the air out of reflex. For all its power, the blow was agonizingly slow. I sidestepped to avoid it, and as I passed by, I swung En upward from a low stance, slashing at the fist embedded in the ground.


      Oh? It was surprisingly tough. I could feel En’s blade slice through the flesh only to be stopped by the bone underneath. My objective had been to sever the limb completely, so for even her blade to fail to cut through was actually pretty impressive. Was my angle off? No biggie, though, because the monster didn’t seem all that experienced in actual combat.


      “Gyaaah?!”


      It let out a pathetic shriek over something that was basically a scratch. Then, flying into a rage, the gorillion began thrashing wildly, flailing both arms in an attempt to flatten me into a pancake. I figured every battle it’d fought until now had been a cakewalk, allowing the beast to reign as the undisputed king of its domain. Unlike the monsters of the Demonic Forest, where pretty much every creature was formidable, so even a strong fighter risked defeat if it let its guard down, this guy had no rivals to challenge it in its own territory. Meaning it’d probably never been injured like this before.


      An opponent who lost their cool was no threat at all. Watch, dodge, and strike. I was sure that if I took a direct hit, it’d hurt like a mother. Then again, “If it doesn’t hit, it doesn’t hurt.” Something like that from that series with giant robots. Well, in my case, even if it did hit, my only reaction would be, “Hey, that stings!”


      The wounds began to multiply across the monster’s body, and blood sprayed into the air. Had it finally realized that it stood no chance of winning at this rate? After I landed another slash across its torso, it recoiled as if afraid, then immediately turned its back to me and bolted.


      When your life was on the line, running away once you realized you couldn’t win was a perfectly valid option. But. He should have done it a lot sooner, while he still had some strength left.


      “The moment you turn your back on me, you’ve lost!”


      I flapped my wings, accelerating with a sharp whoosh, and soared into the sky. Then, I plummeted straight down, aiming for the gorillion’s neck. Considering the momentum of my strike, En’s blade severed the bone cleanly this time. The monster’s head tumbled down with a heavy thud. A split second later, its torso crashed to the ground.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue: Family


      “We’re home!”


      “We’re...home.”


      The rest of the family immediately called out “Welcome back!” when En and I got home.


      “Well done, you two. I take it there was no trouble?” Lefi asked.


      “Easy peasy lemon squeezy. Gave the monster its first and last beating. Riu, Sakuya, Daddy’s back.”


      I ruffled Riu’s hair, then slid both hands under Sakuya’s arms and lifted him up.


      “Son of mine, I went and cleaned up your mess for you. Sure, it was stupid weak, but still, I got the job done. There would’ve needed to be another thousand of those things to make me sweat. So here’s the deal, little bud. Once you’re big enough, you’re gonna have to pay your old man back.”


      “Uuuau?”


      “And...if you ever need a weapon, I’ll help you,” En added. “So you better build up enough muscle to be able to wield me.”


      “Gah ha ha! That sounds like quite a challenge. You had best work hard to measure up to your elder sister, Sakuya.”


      “I...thought about making the same offer to Riu, but it might be a little difficult for her.”


      “We will see, eh? In light of her being a girl, if she is to take up a weapon, she may be better off following in Nell’s footsteps.”


      “Too...bad. In that case, I’ll just have to teach her the basics of swordsmanship with Nell.”


      “Ha ha! Yeah, good idea, kiddo.”


      As we chatted away, Lew poked her head into the room and said, “My lord, do you have any dirty clothes in Inventory? I’m gonna start a load of laundry.”


      “While you are at it, Yuki, I ask that you take out everything, and we can sort it all in one go.”


      “Oh, right, I’m still holding on to a bunch of stuff. Okay, let’s split the load.”


      We went about unpacking and organizing after our trip. For some reason, I found myself actually enjoying the chore. It was hard to describe, but...I could really feel what it meant to be a family, even with the hassle of cleaning up. Maybe it was because of the hassle.


      Family. Somewhere along the way, that word had become perfect for referring to our dungeon gang. As I was now, I owed my life to my family. And I intended to live it for their sake. That conviction was the one and only value that would never change for me, having taken root deep within the very core of my being.


      “Riu, Sakuya...let’s go on another trip again soon.”


      “Yuki, if you are finished over there, come lend me a hand here. With luggage for thirteen people, we will not be done by day’s end unless we—what is the word again? Ah yes, ‘hustle.’”


      “Okay, okay, okay.”


      So I went to help Lefi with the laundry.

    

  

  
    
      Special Story: I Want to Piss Them Off


      I had a thought. My army of wives had become way too responsible recently. To the point that teasing them wasn’t even fun anymore. Especially Lefi and Lew. Ever since the babies had been born, their motherly sides had been front and center.


      I’d been thinking that I needed to step up and be a proper father too, but if you asked me whether I’d actually matured mentally... Honestly? My answer would be, “I’m not sure.”


      Those two, on the other hand, had definitely grown, and not just physically. Their thoughts now revolved around the kids first, then our daily life, and finally, themselves. Whenever I was with them, it was crystal clear that Riu and Sakuya always occupied a corner of their minds, no matter what they were doing. On that note, I’d say I probably only had about five percent of their attention at this point. I guess that’s just what it means to be a dad.


      Considering how responsible they’d become, watching them lately made me feel... Well, like I wanted to pull a prank on them. Or something. No. No, that wasn’t quite it.


      Being that grown-up meant constantly being on high alert. It meant thinking about the family every single day, without a second’s rest. And that was not good. Not good at all.


      The adults had actually set up a schedule with breaks built into shifts, so we all technically had time to relax. But that was different, and the situation remained dire. Wasn’t it my duty as a husband, then, to help my wives chill and have a little fun? Yup, this was just a considerate husband looking out for his wives. Anyone who said I just wanted to mess with them was a filthy freaking liar.


      Hmm. If I’m gonna make my move...Lefi should be my first target. Right now, she was changing Riu’s diaper so she could put the baby down for a nap.


      “There, all done. Sleep soundly, wee one.”


      She held the baby close, rocking her gently. Feeling reassured or clean now that her diaper had been changed, or maybe both, Riu drifted off to sleep in less than a minute. Sakuya was already conked out next to her. I gave Lefi a ten out of ten for her technique. No notes. By the way, Lew was just as good.


      That, right there, was the “Anti-Infant Special Attack Magic” possessed by mothers the world over: Sleeping Hand. It was a spell designed to lull a target into slumber. If that target happened to be an infant, no matter how energetic or powerful they might be, the spell had the power to force them into sleep instantly. Absolutely awe-inspiring... No wonder fathers who lacked the ability often found themselves feeling a bit out of place in their own homes.


      Done tucking Riu in, Lefi let out a tired sigh of relief... The time to strike is now!


      “Hey, Lefi. I brewed some coffee. Want a cup?”


      “Yes, please. Thank— Gack?!”


      She took the cup from my hands, but the moment she brought it to her lips, she almost choked, spitting the liquid out and then clamping a hand over her mouth.


      “Wh-What in the world is this?!”


      “Cola.”


      Yup. Not coffee.


      “Yuki. Why? Why would you go out of your way to put cola in a coffee cup? Answer me!”


      “Heh heh heh. Well, you see...I just wanted to see the look of surprise on your face!”


      “Why are you saying that with such a straight face, you imbecile?! I nearly threw up everywhere! Honestly... Have you no intention of showing appreciation to your wife immediately after she finishes soothing your child?”


      “But I did. With cola.”


      “I should have known better the moment you approached me! This is my own fault.”


      And she was totally right. I’d thought the sweet scent might give it away, but thanks to her taking a big gulp before she could notice, my prank had gone off without a hitch.


      “Tsk, tsk, tsk. You’ve gone soft, Lefi, my dear. Our bond was never supposed to be something so mushy and sweet! Leave yourself open even the slightest bit, and I’ll take your cute butt down. That’s the kind of people we are. Right? Right?”


      “Indeed... Indeed we are. Striking when an opening presents itself. That was the nature of our relationship. Which means...if my husband chooses to act with such high-handed arrogance, then as his wife, I am perfectly entitled to light the beacon of rebellion! Rest assured that I shall keep your punishment mild enough so as not to wake our children!”


      “Mwa ha ha ha ha! And don’t you forget that I’m not the same man I used to be either! The one you see before you today is a demon lord, a husband, and a father! The ultimate life-form! Do you really think such half-hearted restraint on your part will be enough to— Gaaah! Wh-What is this?! The perfect cobra twist?! Wait! Hold on! You transitioned into that move way too smoothly!”


      How on earth could she lock up my joints like it was the easiest thing in the world?! When had she found the time to practice?!


      “Always be prepared, I say! I admit, I let my guard down for a moment there, but do you really think I would not have a contingency plan for dealing with my own husband?”


      “Okay, but what kinda scenarios did you think up that led you to learn a cobra twist?!”


      “Hmph. That is for me to know. You made the first move, so you have no right to complain! All you have to do now is say the words ‘I’m sorry,’ and I may just forgive you. After I pour some cola up your nose.”


      “Uh, I don’t think that counts as forgiveness...”


      After that, true to her word, Lefi paid me back in full. And then some... However! My objective to prank— No, sorry. Since I’d achieved my objective of getting my wife to chillax, victory was ultimately mine. For I was a man who always accomplished what he set out to do. Sucks to suck, Lefi!


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Once my struggle to the death with Lefi was over, I chose Lew as my next target. She had just finished hanging up the laundry and was absolutely smothering Setsu with affection. The fenrir pup had dropped in to play with us.


      “Gosh, you are just so cute!” she crooned, laughing.


      “Rff! Rff!”


      For her part, Setsu barked for more, looking blissed out by all the pats and kisses. I was a little worried that Lew’s face would end up stuck in that grin as she buried herself in the puppy’s soft, warm, utterly sublime fur. Yeaaah, she wasn’t in mom mode anymore. This was strictly Lew’s “me time.” The fact that she’d left Riu in Lefi’s care had been my first clue, of course.


      Generally speaking, Lew took care of Riu and Lefi took care of Sakuya, but they often swapped babies anyway. The level of coordination and cooperation among the wife army had reached a genuinely formidable level by now, one that bordered on terrifying. Lefi and Lew, in particular, maybe because their mindsets had grown so similar as mothers, now operated in such perfect, silent sync that they practically breathed in tandem.


      Back to the present, though, I couldn’t help marveling at how big Setsu had gotten. She was still just as fluffy as ever, but she didn’t look like a cute little ball of fluff anymore. She now had the beautiful, sleek form of a true wolf now. That said, she still acted like a kid. One who demanded the grown-ups’ attention.


      Not that long ago, she was barely big enough to reach the girl gang’s knees. Now, she stood taller than waist height for them. Canids really did grow fast, huh? Whether a fenrir technically counted as a canid was anyone’s guess. Anyway, her rapid growth rate almost certainly had to do with the sheer size a fenrir reached once it became an adult.


      As those thoughts flitted through my mind, I waited for an opening to catch Lew off guard. The wife in question suddenly spoke up. Without ever taking her hands off Setsu or even glancing in my direction, mind you.


      “My lord, I know you’re hiding over there. I also know you’re plotting something.”


      What?! She noticed me?!


      “Why do you look so surprised? I saw you horsing around with Lefi a few minutes ago, so naturally, I thought I was next.”


      “You saw right through me... You don’t disappoint, Mistress Lew! Gladly do I applaud your keen insight! That is precisely what makes you worthy of being a demon lord’s wife.”


      “Now I’m seriously questioning exactly what you look for in a wife, my lord.”


      While we joked around, Setsu charged at me.


      “Rff!”


      “Bah ha ha ha ha! Who’s a good girl? You are! You are! Man, I could touch your fur forever. It’s so fluffy... Like a blanket!”


      “Rff, rff!”


      As I stroked and petted her just like Lew’d been doing, Setsu wiggled in delight, rolling onto her back and showing me her belly.


      “How can she be so adorable?! Her cuteness is just impossible to put into words! Even Leila would have to admit, ‘This level of cuteness is unanalyzable!’”


      “Yeah, Leila’s gotten so much more expressive lately, hasn’t she? She wasn’t ever stoic like En, but her default mode used to be that enigmatic smile. She was always unfazed. But now, she actually gets flustered sometimes. She scowls and rolls her eyes. She sighs. She’s even started slacking off. It feels like she’s finally opened up to us.”


      Hearing all that, someone might assume she’d taken a turn for the worse. But that wasn’t the case at all. Leila becoming vulnerable with us meant she’d reached a point where she felt safe enough to let us see her that way. It meant she was finally able to let her guard down around us. And that was what made me so happy.


      “Still, the biggest surprise lately has definitely been you and Lefi. You guys are basically one ‘mother’ organism at this point. So maybe spare a thought for me, the sole father over here, scrambling to figure out what I can do for you both.”


      “Tee hee. If that’s the conclusion you arrived at after racking your brain, I’m sure everything will work out just fine.”


      “You think so?”


      “I know so! That’s how it’s always been with us, and I’m sure it’s how it’ll always be. That’s exactly why we’ve decided to stick with you. To the very end.”


      “Gotcha.”


      Faced with her such a genuine smile, I felt a sudden flush of embarrassment and broke eye contact with Lew.


      “Wait. Wait just a damn minute! This ain’t right.”


      Whoa, that was close. I nearly let Setsu’s cuteness sidetrack me into my usual banter with Lew. Which wasn’t what I wanted right now! My objective today wasn’t to pull pranks. Nope, it was to help my wives relax and find some healing. What good did it do anyone if I was the one being healed instead?


      “You almost had me there. Just as I’d expect of a demon lord’s wife. A true master at the art of winning people over...”


      “Oh, shoot, that didn’t work? Too bad. I was hoping it would be enough to get you to forget whatever you were planning and be on your merry way.”


      “Y-You mean...that was all calculated?! Wh-When did you learn to wield such sophisticated tricks, my dear?”


      “Tut, tut. You’re so naive, my lord! Have you forgotten that I’m a wife of the most heinous and wicked demon lord to ever exist?! And I should be evil enough myself to suit the title... So using my womanly wiles to their fullest extent is just second nature to me!”


      “Argh! I never imagined you had grown to be this formidable! What a foe!”


      “Prepare yourself, my lord! As a demon lord’s wife, I’ve spent a very long time honing these manipulative magics! And I’ve come to find true joy in committing acts of evil! As one worthy to stand beside the one true demon lord, the day I finally usurp my husband is nigh!”


      As I stood there trembling in fear, Lew flashed me a sly, cheeky grin. She always threw herself into playing along with my jokes. I wished I could marry her. Oh, wait. I already did marry her. Bwa ha ha ha!


      Meanwhile, Setsu watched our entire exchange with a puzzled look on her face, head cocked like she couldn’t make heads or tails of it. Of course, I completely forgot my original goal and ended up just chatting with Lew. It was fun, though, so I’d count it as a win.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      My little prank on Lew—uh, rather, my attempt to help her unwind might’ve ended in failure, but I was a demon lord who didn’t give up easily. Especially when I still had two targets left.


      Nell and Leila. It was time to help them relax too. Soothe away the fatigue of their daily lives. I mean, they had to be exhausted, what with Leila handling the majority of the daily chores and Nell being the only one who worked outside of the dungeon. They were probably just waiting for their husband to come to their aid!


      Then for today, at least, I shall cast aside my role as the Great Demon Lord, bringer of terror, and instead become the Great Demon Lord, healer of hearts!


      Jeez... Even though I was the one who’d thought it, I wasn’t completely sure what it even meant.


      Anyway, since Nell usually didn’t get home until the evening, I decided to go after Leila first. When it came to the division of labor in our family, whoever had a spare moment and noticed something needed doing just went ahead and did it. We didn’t leave everything to one person, nor did we have a rigid chore chart. Somehow or other, we managed to keep the household running smoothly.


      In fact, if the rest of us didn’t step in, Leila tended to finish everything before we knew it, leaving us with nothing to do and a vague sense of guilt. As a result, the adult gang—excluding her—recently found themselves saying stuff like:


      “No, I’ll take care of that!”


      “No, I shall handle this!”


      “No, I’ll do it!”


      “All right, then I’ll take this task, and you all handle the rest!”


      “Hey, no fair, I was going to do that!”


      We all said some variation of that last line. And of course, to no one’s surprise, part of that new routine was Leila watching us with a fond but exasperated smile. Still, there was one area that we left almost entirely to her, and that was cooking. Even if the rest of us pitched in, she was always the one in charge.


      The reason was simple: Her cooking was the most delicious. She had a solid grip not only on our hearts but on our stomachs too. After her, Nell was the second best at cooking, then me, and finally, Lefi and Lew were about equal. If I were to assign scores, assuming Leila got a ten, then Nell’s would be a seven, I’d be at a five, and Lefi and Lew would both get a four.


      As far as my own cooking repertoire went, I could only make simple, “manly” meals, so I didn’t have any real skill. I could handle the basics well enough to put out unremarkable but edible food. It wasn’t the best stuff ever, but it definitely wasn’t bad either. Just somewhere in the middle.


      As for Lefi and Lew, though they used to be completely hopeless in the kitchen, they’d finally gotten the hang of things. They could whip up simple dishes easily now, and they’d even reached the point where they could tackle slightly more complicated recipes. In short, they were basically on my level now. I’d revise my previous scores and say the three of us were all sitting at a solid five at the moment.


      Then there was Nell’s cooking, which was genuinely delicious. It was so good that anyone who tasted it would call her a talented cook. She could make just about anything and had a sensitivity to flavor profiles. She was also the only one among us who could keep up with Leila’s high-level culinary discourse.


      And speaking of Leila, her cooking skills were, in a few words, off the charts. She was seriously in a league of her own. I’d thought this countless times before, but whenever we went out to eat, I found myself thinking, “Leila’s cooking is so much better...”


      The fact that the food I ate every single day was so delicious sent my happiness index through the roof. All of that to say that thanks to her prowess, we’d established a routine where Leila took the lead and handled all the cooking herself. Though, again, we did feel a bit guilty.


      But because of her, we woke up feeling happy at the thought of a delicious breakfast. We recharged with lunch after a morning of work. And at the end of the day, with a dinner so satisfying that it melted away our fatigue and warmed us to the very core, we found a renewed strength to tackle the day ahead.


      Crap, my thoughts are wandering again. Long story short, that was why I couldn’t exactly lend a hand while she was busy preparing our meals. Leaving me free to wreak havoc—I mean, find ways to help her unwind... Ugh, screw it. Too much of a hassle to keep pretending like I’m not up to no good. Mischief it is.


      Pulling a prank during her cooking time would turn everyone in the dungeon against me, and in a home dominated by women, where I already felt like I was walking on eggshells, life would get even more tense. So I figured the perfect time to strike would be when she was relaxing all by herself. Unfortunately, she rarely ever just sat around and chilled alone. Unless she was busy with housework and cooking, or looking after Riu and Sakuya, she was usually immersed in her research or a book.


      You could argue that reading counted as relaxing, but she’d be so focused that I just didn’t have the heart to interrupt her. On top of that, ever since I’d installed the door connecting our home to the ovine village, her birthplace, she’d started making frequent trips there to devour the latest findings. And I did mean devour. The woman was as obsessed as ever with her pursuit of knowledge. To be clear, all of that was great. The downside was that her being so busy drastically reduced my chances to pull a prank on her.


      First, I needed to get a read on her movements. I was sure that skill would come in handy in the long term too. Because a husband who couldn’t do that was a useless sack of crap.


      So, hoping to spot an opening, I began my secret observation of Leila from the shadows...


      “Um...Master Yuki?”


      She turned to look right at me. Busted. Well, that didn’t take long. Lew had spotted me instantly too. My wives really did have some powerful sixth sense or something.


      “How did you even sense me?”


      “Well, I’d hardly call it ‘sensing’ considering how obvious you were being. What, precisely, are you doing?”


      “Monitoring my wife’s movements for any openings.”


      “I-Is that so? Well, I was actually planning to take it easy for the rest of the day, so...I suppose I’m free now.”


      I felt a twinge of guilt, worried I’d pressured her into saying that. But! It was an opportunity, and I couldn’t pass it up. For I am the ruthless, evil Great Demon Lord, who never lets an opening slip! Wait, no. I am the Great Demon Lord, healer of hearts! And now is the time to launch a full-scale, all-out offensive!


      “Okay, Leila, turn around for a sec.”


      “Hmm... I’m not so sure I should.”


      “Look, I promise I won’t do anything weird, so please turn around?”


      “How badly do you want me to turn around, Master Yuki?”


      “To the point that I’d throw my hands in the air and cheer if you did.”


      “Oh? I’d like to see that right now, then.”


      “Hooray! If you turn around, I’ll be even more ecstatic!”


      “That didn’t sound like it came from the heart at all.”


      “Leila, you’re the best! The moment you turn around, my love for you will flow out in an endless river!”


      “So if I don’t turn around, does that mean no river of love?”


      “O-Of course not! I love you anytime, anywhere, no matter what kind of Leila you are! I love you so much! You’re the best wife ever!”


      “In that case, it shouldn’t matter if I stay just like this, hm? After all, you did just say you love me no matter what.”


      “Uhhh... Ummm... Look, I do love you anytime and anywhere, but be a pal and just turn around for a second, okay? Come on. It would make your husband super-duper happy. Pretty please with a cherry on top?”


      “Oh, very well. If you insist, then as your wife, I suppose I shall grant your wish.”


      With a sweet smile, Leila finally turned around. Why did I get the feeling she was toying with me? No, no, it had to be my imagination. Because I was the one pulling the prank here, not her! No healing to be found, only mischief! You probably think you’ve got me wrapped around your little finger, but you’re wrong! Because in the end, you’re still doing exactly what I tell you to do!


      “By the way, Master Yuki...”


      “Yeah?”


      “Should you stick a piece of paper on my back, your dinner tonight will consist of seaweed. And only seaweed.”


      “I-I would never! Honestly, Leila, you say the weirdest things. Do you really think a loving husband such as myself would pull a childish prank like that on my beloved wife?”


      I quickly shoved the piece of paper I’d been in the process of retrieving from Inventory back inside, hiding it once more.


      “I seem to recall you pulling plenty of childish pranks in the past. However, setting that aside for the moment, weren’t you writing something at your desk just a little while ago?”


      “H-Hey, writing stuff down every now and then isn’t a crime! Besides, that has absolutely nothing to do with what’s happening today. If you keep lobbying false accusations, this husband of yours is gonna be pretty freaking upset.”


      “Is that so? Then I apologize for being so suspicious, Master Yuki.”


      “Apology accepted. Everyone makes mistakes. Even you’re allowed to be wrong sometimes. I forgive you.”


      Now what, you idiot?! Think, think! First Lew, and now her? Was this prank gonna be a dud too? No! I couldn’t let that happen! A vengeful demon lord like me wasn’t the type to give up over such an insignificant setback!


      Okay, okay, okay. Leila said, “Should you stick a piece of paper on my back.” In other words, as long as it’s not paper, I’m in the clear! Having thought of my next move, I opened my Inventory again—


      “Master Yuki.”


      “What now?”


      “Should you attach those cardboard wings, the ones you made as toys a while back, to my back, your dinner will be nothing but the leftover hot water used to steep the dashi stock for my miso soup.”


      “Does that even qualify as food anymore?”


      Apparently, in Leila’s mind, attaching cardboard wings to her back was a much bigger offense than sticking a piece of paper on it. Hold on, though. How the hell did she even know exactly what I was gonna put on her?!


      “I am your wife, after all. When I saw those wings simply gathering dust after you finished making them, I wondered if you wouldn’t use this opportunity to finally ‘put them to use.’”


      “Wooow. I gotta say, as your husband, it makes me insanely happy to know that you understand me so well that you can anticipate questions I haven’t even asked out loud yet. I’m so blessed to have you as my wife.”


      Leila’s intuition was so sharp, she might as well have been a psychic.


      “May I take that as an admission of guilt, then?”


      She paused to fake sob.


      “How could you?! I’m absolutely devastated. My sadness is so deep that your dinner will be nothing but hot water after all, Master Yuki.”


      “N-No! I wasn’t planning to do anything like that at all! L-Look!” I wrapped my arms around her then. “I just wanted to surprise you by hugging you from behind like this while your back was turned!”


      “Oh, is that so? It seems I’ve jumped to conclusions once again. Feeling the warmth of my loving husband’s embrace...I couldn’t be more delighted.”


      Leila gave me another sweet smile.


      Urk... I-I admit defeat. I’ve been totally and completely had this time. However! The soul of a demon lord is indomitable! Don’t you dare think I’ve given up!


      Anyway, one thing had been proven beyond a shadow of a doubt today: Leila was, and always would be, the strongest force in our household. Meaning the “Leila Is Supreme” theory was no longer just a theory but an established fact.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      And then there was one—Nell.


      Since she spent so little time at home, you could argue that I had fewer opportunities to mess with her than with anyone else. But that wasn’t a problem for me. Because she was an easy mark. A dupe. Might I even say, the sucker of suckers. So things had to go according to plan with her. I’ve got this in the bag. Mwa ha ha ha!


      Given the time, she’d be back any minute now, so I decided to wait for her. Just as that thought crossed my mind, the front door clicked open.


      “I’m home!” she called out.


      The rest of us answered with a chorus of “Welcome back!”


      “Gosh, I’m beat! Riu, Sakuya, Mama Nell’s home.”


      She tossed her gear aside, shed her light armor to change into something casual, and headed straight to Riu and Sakuya to give them gentle head pats. Then, she flopped down onto the sofa with all the drama she could muster.


      Lately, whenever Nell was at home, she let her guard down completely. We knew just how grueling her days were, so we didn’t bring up work. That said, and my apologies if this sounded harsh, she did have a bit of a needy side. Even in this lethargic state, she’d be happy if I gave her some attention.


      Among my wives, Nell was the most drastic personality-wise, with the huge gap between her no-nonsense, professional side in the world outside and her sweet, clingy side at home. Unlike the rest of us, who spent almost all our time in the dungeon, she had to deal with the stresses of a regular job. So her attitude made sense.


      “Welcome home, Nell. Sounds like you had another tough day.”


      I sat down next to her, and she shifted over until her head lay in my lap.


      “Heh heh heh... I am tired, but if you’re going to let me rest like this, then it all evens out!”


      “Glad to hear it. You can use my lap anytime.”


      While playing the loving husband on the outside, I smirked on the inside as I secretly rifled through Inventory from an angle she couldn’t see. Mwa ha ha ha... Sorry to do this to you while you’re tired, Nell. I may have lost to Leila, but I can’t possibly lose to you. If you wanna blame anyone, blame your own naivete for marrying a demon lord!


      What was I looking for in Inventory? A pair of rabbit ears, the kind that stuck on using magic. Hop, hop, my lovely.


      Pretending to stroke Nell’s head, I sneakily parted her hair...and slid the headband on. Mission accomplished. From this day forward, I dub thee Nell the Rabbit-Eared Hero!


      “I’m assuming the girls aren’t back yet?” she asked me.


      “Nope, they aren’t. The little rascals have been coming home pretty late recently, just playing with their friends after school. It’s a good thing, though.”


      “True enough. Being able to study in such a peaceful environment and play to their hearts’ content with their friends is really a blessing, hoppity!”


      Dwaaah?! Reeling from shock, I somehow held on to my cool and continued talking.


      “R-Right. Exactly. Sending them to that school was definitely the right call. I’d like to send Riu and Sakuya there when they’re older too. I should thank Madam Sage again for making it possible.”


      “You should. Though since that village is populated almost entirely by women, if we send Sakuya there, I bet we’ll just end up with even more things to worry about, hoppity!”


      Impossible! She... She already mastered the rabbit ears?! And she looked crazy cute doing it too! Such a powerful opponent... Too powerful. Not only did she see through my scheme, but she actually chose to play along and turn it to her advantage!


      So. This was the hero. The hope of humanity!


      C-Calm down. Don’t let her freak you out. You’re a demon lord, dammit. You’re the one who’s supposed to be playing mind games! Don’t you dare become a victim of hers!


      “Nell, what are those ears?”


      While I panicked, Lefi asked about Nell’s bunny ears with a perplexed look on her face.


      “Oh, um, Mr. Yuki here really wanted me to dress up as a bunny. So I figured I’d humor him.”
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      “Is that so? Well, do as you please, but if Iluna and the others catch a glimpse of you like that, you will end up embarrassed.”


      “Tee hee. You’re right. But since it’s his request...I’ll just tell them something about how even grown-ups like to entertain themselves like this.”


      “No, don’t! Don’t tell them that! I’m sorry! Forgive me!”


      I apologized instantly. I was no match for her mind games. Just imagining the girl gang staring at me with contempt for playing an “adult game” like this was enough to make even a demon lord like me break out in a cold sweat.


      Damn it... I-Is this another defeat for me? That made three losses in a row... What a disaster. And Nell should’ve been a sure thing too!


      “...Hey, Lefi.”


      “What is it?”


      “In the end, you were the only one who actually fell for my prank.”


      “Meaning?”


      “Meaning you really are the best wife a guy could ask for!”


      “It does not please me at all to be told that in a situation like this!”


      There’s no doubt you’ve become a responsible adult, dearest Lefi. Almost unrecognizable compared to your old self. But deep down, you’re still a chump.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Hello, this is Ryuyu! Thank you very much for buying volume 16!


      This time around, the main story focused almost entirely on the newest additions to the family, Riu and Sakuya. To be honest, writing about them was actually quite a challenge simply because I don’t know anyone with a baby in my immediate circle. So I had to do a lot of research! Lol. I learned a lot, like the age at which babies start showing emotions or when they typically begin to crawl.


      I didn’t explicitly define the timeline, but please assume that the period between their births and the journey to the Ellane Allied Federation spans about three to four months within the story. Maybe even a little longer than that. I tried my best to keep in mind how much they should have grown by any given point while I was writing. Having said that...I’m not sure how successful I was in portraying them as real babies.


      The fact that Rir’s daughter, Setsu, has grown enough to go out hunting also shows the passage of time. That presented its own challenge, since I’ve never raised a dog from puppyhood myself, making it tricky to strike the right balance in her growth. But strictly speaking, Setsu isn’t a dog; she’s a fenrir. And I guess fenrirs grow faster than normal dogs do. Probably. Yeah, let’s go with that.


      I’m really looking forward to seeing how Riu and Sakuya continue to grow and develop within this world. And any children Nell and Leila might have in the future too. I hope to keep writing about such things and more. I’m not done yet!


      Finally, a word of thanks. To my editor—I can’t believe we’ve already been working together on this series for six years now. To Daburyu for the illustrations in the novels. To Note Tono for drawing the manga adaptation. To everyone else involved in the production of this series, and to all of the readers who have picked up this book, thank you from the bottom of my heart.


      Until next time!
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