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      Prologue: In Search of New Encounters


      One day, I, Arata Toudou, a corporate grunt working in Japan, died of overwork. However, it was because a god made a mistake, and in apology I was allowed to reincarnate in another world.


      And if I’m reincarnating, I might as well ask...


      Tired of human relationships, and not wanting to have anything to do with anyone else, I wished to be reincarnated on an island without any people. The god granted my request, tacking on two special perks along with it: a powerful body immune to injury and illness, and the ability to copy anyone’s skills or magic just by watching them.


      Thus, on an island without any humans—an island called Arcadia, the Isle of the Gods, where all sorts of nonhuman races coexisted with each other—I was reincarnated in a new body.


      ◇


      It was night. Without quite knowing why, I had come alone to the beach where I had stood right after reincarnating. I could still remember the inspiration that had coursed through me that day when I looked up at the night sky:


      “Let’s do this! I can do this! I’ll live on my own!” I won’t complain that my life is a drag anymore. I’ll lead a fun life on this island!


      “Yeah, that was basically what it was like when I decided to live here...”


      I clambered up a large rocky stretch of the shore, then lay down just as I had on my first day. The same star-studded sky stretched out above me, illuminating the world.


      “I wonder what the me from back then would think if he saw me now...”


      I had started living with Reina, made friends with Luna, Elga, and the other Divine Beastfolk, and was spending my days laughing together with people from all sorts of races, like Tailtiu, Mina, or Katima. I hadn’t asked for that sort of life from the god, but now, I enjoyed it, and I hoped it would go on forever.


      “Did you actually totally see through me, God?”


      I mean, I could never give up the life I had now. The time I spent together with everyone had become something more precious and irreplaceable to me than anything else.


      “I want to see everyone smiling...”


      The objective I had set out for myself at first—surviving on this island alone—had changed into something else. I would become friends with all the races on this island, then hold a grand feast with everyone invited.


      “Let’s do this.”


      Just like my first day, I raised my hand up into the night sky. The one difference was the wish that lay in my heart.


      “I can do this! I’ll hold a great big feast where all the races can get together, laugh, and have a lively time!”


      I shouted my new resolution again and again, just as I had then.


      ◇


      Since reincarnating on this island, I had encountered people from various races and had all sorts of new experiences. Perhaps that was one reason I was hardly ever annoyed by my current life, and why I was able to spend my days comfortably.


      It was especially thanks to Reina, an all-rounder magician with the epithet of “Omnimage.” She could cast many different spells that were essential for everyday life, so even though we were in the middle of a forest, our living conditions were only improving by the day. Also, I had built a neatly paved road connecting the forest where we lived with the Divine Beastfolk village; because of that, other Divine Beastfolk besides Luna or Elga came to hang out, and our lively days continued. It wasn’t just the Divine Beastfolk that showed up either...


      “Sup, bro! Thanks for training with us today too!”


      “Gram, you scoundrel! We Fierce Ogrefolk already have a prior arrangement with him! Do not intrude!”


      “Huuuh?! You guys just bothered him two days ago! Now it’s our turn!”


      Their names were Gram, the Ancient Dragonfolk whose Ancestor was the Divine Dragon Fafnir, and Gyes, the Fierce Ogrefolk whose Ancestor was the Hundred-Armed Giant Hecantoncheir. These two were each the leaders of the other young members of their races, and they had long been at odds with each other. However, this was no ordinary scuffle; they elevated each other, in order to attain the strength necessary for them to receive their Ancestors’ names. So, they hadn’t let Tailtiu, who already had her Ancestor’s name, into their fights, and she had felt lonely.


      “Why are you all here again?! Get out, get out! Today, my darling is going on a date with me!” Tailtiu said. She had come to my house to hang out first, and was now trying to drive away the other two. But they didn’t just quietly take it, and a childish fight began.


      “Dammit, Tailtiu, what are you talking about, snubbing sis like that!” Gram said.


      “Aye! He already has a worthy partner in Sister Reina!” Gyes said.


      “Sh-Shut up, shut up! Yeah, Reina’s cooking is delicious, she’s beautiful, and she’s kind! But I haven’t lost yet!” Tailtiu replied. Not willing to take it lying down, she went on the offensive, getting all fired up. Or rather, she was literally spitting out small flames, perhaps because she was agitated. “Besides, fit males can have as many mates as they wish! So Reina has nothing to do with this! And darling is already head over heels for my charm—”


      “Hah! Unlike a squirt like you, sis has a killer bod!”


      “Take a look at your scrawny physique before you go bragging!”


      “Hrm, hnngh... D-Darling! They’re being mean to me!”


      On the verge of tears, Tailtiu wrapped her arms around me, so I comforted her.


      “Yeah, there, there...”


      To be sure, Tailtiu was still a child, but lately I had been growing more conscious of her as a girl. That was probably due to her kissing me at the feast the other day.


      “Hey, that’s unfair, going to him like that!”


      “Why, you! Where is your warrior’s pride?!”


      “It’s not unfair!” Tailtiu stuck out her tongue, provoking the two of them. The look in their eyes got sharper as well.


      This really is a childish fight, I thought, patting Tailtiu’s head.


      “That’s enough, you three,” I said. “Gram, Gyes, you guys shouldn’t say anything to other people you wouldn’t want them to say to you.”


      “Well, if you say so, bro...”


      “Hrm... Indeed, we were being very immature.”


      They obediently listened to what I said. Though their bodies were large, they really did feel like my younger brothers.


      “Ha ha ha!” Tailtiu laughed. “You just got scolde—”


      “Tailtiu...”


      She instantly covered her mouth with both hands in response to my voice. Then, she looked up at me, with a look in her eyes that said, I’m not saying anything.


      This part of her sure is cute... I thought.


      “All right, now it’s time to make up,” I said to Tailtiu.


      “D-Darling?”


      I separated Tailtiu from me, grabbing her arm and putting her in front of the other two. She frantically struggled to escape. But I was stronger, so she couldn’t get away.


      “Now, you two...” I said.


      “Ah?!” Gram exclaimed.


      “But, brother... We aren’t friends, or anything, so—”


      “Huh? Don’t tell me, you guys can’t get along?” I asked with a smile.


      Instead of a reply, the two of them timidly extended a hand to Tailtiu and shook hands with her.


      “He’s smiling, but that look in his eye...”


      “Unfathomable, as I thought...”


      I had sharp hearing, so I could pick up their quiet whispers, but I pretended to not hear them.


      “Now then, as mentioned earlier, I promised Tailtiu I’d hang out with her today. We’ll have to train another time.”


      “Oh, fine...”


      “Very well.”


      I let go of Tailtiu’s arm, and like a cat, she swiftly got away from Gram and Gyes and hid behind me.


      Well, there was originally a lot of baggage between them, so maybe it’s a bit of a tall ask for them to get along so quickly.


      “By the way,” Gyes said, “I would like to introduce my younger sister to you, brother, so if you don’t mind, would you be able to come to our village some time?”


      “Oh? You have a sister, Gyes?” I said.


      “Indeed.”


      My objective was to hold a big feast with all the races living on this island. I had been wanting to go to where the Fierce Ogrefolk lived at some point, so Gyes’s suggestion had come at just the right time. Then again, I’d already made a promise earlier, so—


      “Hey, you’re secretly trying to get a head start!” Gram yelled.


      “I am not. Besides, you Ancient Dragonfolk already have Tailtiu, so it’s only fair that I get to introduce someone from the Fierce Ogrefolk—”


      “Hey, bro! Come by our place too! I’ll get all the young folks together and we’ll all welcome you!”


      A vein in Gyes’s forehead bulged with anger at Gram’s sudden interruption of his proposal. “You bastard! Do not copy me!”


      “I’m not copying you! You’re trying to introduce only your sister, but we’re gonna have everyone!”


      “Why, you... Always with your dubious logic...”


      “Yeah, yeah, that’s enough,” I said, stepping between them, as they seemed like they were about to start fighting. Some say that friends who fight together, stay together, but if the two of them went all out, they’d blow away the entire area, so I had no choice but to stop them. “I’m interested in both of your suggestions, and I’ll definitely take you up on them another time, but...” I took out Tailtiu, who was hiding behind me and glaring at the two of them. “I promised I’d be with her today. Understand?”


      “Oh... My bad,” Gram said.


      “Apologies...” Gyes said.


      “No problem.”


      After promising to go visit the Fierce Ogrefolk and Ancient Dragonfolk villages in that order, I had the two of them leave for the day. Then, once Tailtiu and I were alone together, I turned to her and saw that she was looking at me with reverence.


      “I knew it! You really are a reliable man, darling. Mhmm, you were cool!”


      “Aha ha ha... All right, let’s go.”


      Although I had said we were hanging out, we were actually just going on a stroll through the sky together. While it did end up turning into a race to see who was faster midway through, and it was hardly what you could call “hanging out,” it was still very much like us. In the end, we returned home, laughing together as we did.


      ◇


      I had received invitations to Gyes’s and Gram’s villages, but I had made another engagement I needed to keep first.


      “I’m glad I can finally show you guys my village,” Katima said.


      “Aha ha, sorry we were late,” I said.


      “There’s no need to worry. I’m forgiving, after all.”


      “Thanks.”


      Right now, Reina and I, as well as Katima, were walking along the top of a mountain with a precipitous cliff.


      The Divine Beastfolk were the only race with whom I had many connections with so far; I wanted to get to know all the others better as well, and see all sorts of people having a fun, lively time together. In order to fulfill that objective, I had arranged to go visit Katima’s village, which she had invited me to previously. I was looking forward to how my encounter with a new race would go.


      “So, Katima, what are the Alfar like?” I asked.


      “It’s a bit hard to put it into words. Hrmmm...” Katima grunted.


      Seeing the confused look on her face, I thought, Darn, I asked her a weird question. I mean, I’d be just as stumped if someone asked me what humans were like. The fact that Katima was seriously trying to come up with an answer in spite of that made me think that she was a surprisingly earnest girl.


      “First of all, we worship the Great Spirits,” she finally said.


      “Yeah, you mentioned that.”


      “And High Alfar like me are blessed by the Great Spirits, so we’re super strong.”


      “Oh, really?”


      “Basically, the Great Spirits are the most amazing beings on this island, and the Alfar, who have their blessing, are the best!”


      I bet the Alfar saying something like that is what got them into a fight with the Divine Beastfolk.


      In that sense, both groups each had their own godlike beings they worshipped, and that was something they couldn’t compromise on. Still, that only meant they just had to show respect for each other’s beliefs. As for me, I didn’t really worship any higher power, and I was pretty sure Reina didn’t either. Speaking of which, the god that had allowed me to reincarnate here had quite a few unfortunate aspects, and it was perhaps doubtful whether I could ever venerate her.


      “Wait, what are High Alfar?” Reina asked.


      “Oh yeah, that’s right,” I said. Katima had mentioned it so casually that I hadn’t given it any thought, but Reina reminded me that this was a sudden new term. I mean, I get the gist of what it means, but...


      “A High Alfr is someone like me,” Katima said.


      “Umm...”


      “Basically, an important Alfr?” Reina asked.


      “Hmph.” Katima nodded, a smug look on her face. It seemed that Reina was correct. Katima was quite the enthusiastic girl, despite how unexpressive she was.


      “Just to make things clear to you, Arata,” Reina said, “Elves also apparently have High Elves, who are their royalty. Elves and Alfar worship different Spirits, but they were originally the same, so that means...”


      “Katima is...royalty?”


      “Hm? What’s with that look?” Katima tilted her head, mystified. “Can’t you see that I’m just oozing dignity from every pore?”


      I looked her up and down, paying attention to every detail. She had somewhat sleepy eyes, and a relaxed, almost careless aura to her. She didn’t possess a shred of royal presence. Also, she’d talked before about how her village had an elder, so it didn’t seem like there were any royalty where we were heading.


      “High Alfar get a share of the Great Spirits’ power when we’re born, which means we grow up strong and protect everyone else. That’s how the regular Alfar are able to live on this island.”


      “I see...”


      “So, maybe we’re less like royalty and more like warriors.”


      As we chatted with Katima, we moved along, eventually coming onto a narrow path looking out over a cliff. It was only wide enough to pass through single file, and if any of us took one wrong step, we’d surely go plummeting straight down to the bottom.


      “The Alfar sure live in an incredible place, don’t they?” Reina mumbled somewhat nervously. In contrast, Katima was advancing forward with practiced movements.


      “We’re people of the mountain, and we worship the Great Spirits of fire, earth, and darkness, after all,” she explained.


      Despite what she said, from my perspective, it seemed more accurate to call this vista a cliff than a mountain. It had an incredibly sheer drop, almost like Uluru in Australia. I’d been curious about this place ever since I happened to catch sight of it when flying through the sky, and it seemed that this was where Katima and her people lived.


      A decent amount of time had already passed since we’d begun walking along the top of this cliff. However, Katima’s village was apparently on an even higher level. It felt like there was still a long way to go.


      “All right, just a bit further,” Katima said. Despite the large stone axe she had slung over her back, her pace showed no signs of slowing.


      Exhaustion doesn’t bother me, so I’m fine, but Reina’s a normal human, so is she all ri—


      “Huh?” I exclaimed.


      “What is it?” Reina asked.


      “Oh, I was just thinking, you look like you’re doing fine.”


      She was sweating a bit, but her pace was the same as usual. I feel like she seemed pretty worn out after we explored the forest together when we first got to this island...


      Reina must have figured out what I was thinking, because she sighed with an exasperated look on her face.


      “Umm... You know I’m living here every day on this island, right? I’m bound to gain some endurance, and I’ve gotten better at controlling my mana too.”


      “Oh, that’s right, and you can strengthen your body too, can’t you?”


      “Exactly. Well, I don’t think that has anything to do with you, but still.”


      She was right; I didn’t need to strengthen my body. I had far more stamina and strength than the average person without using magic. That was why I hadn’t really ever thought about it before, but apparently, Reina had gotten better at magic since coming to this island. I thought it showed tremendous talent to still have room for growth, even though she already had enough magical prowess to belong to the group of the world’s strongest magicians. Unlike me, who had been given some phony ultimate divine power, this was the fruit of her efforts. Maybe Reina would eventually be able to acclimate to the island enough to live on her own.


      “You’re amazing,” I said.


      “Well, humans are built to do what they can to adapt to their environment, whether they want to or not... That reminds me, it was like this when I was with my teacher too.”


      Reina’s eyes were uncharacteristically dull, as if they had lost some of their vigor. She must not have wanted to remember that very much. From what she’d told me about her teacher before, her training had been awfully intense.


      “Oh, but for the record, this place is way tougher, all right?” Reina went on. “I never thought I’d live to see Calamity-class monsters just wandering around the place.”


      “Honestly, I don’t really understand that feeling...” I just saw the island’s monsters as food above anything else.


      “That’s just because you’re you, Arata.”


      “Well, I get that, you know.”


      “Yeah, you’re strange, Arata,” Katima chimed in.


      Umm, Katima? Even I get hurt when you put it so bluntly.


      “Oh, hey, we’re almost there,” Katima said, breaking into a run, and we followed after her.


      “Whoa!” I exclaimed.


      “It’s incredible...” Reina said.


      We could do nothing except share our wonder at the scenery before us.


      “There are houses covering the whole cliff...” I said.


      Is this what it means to live in harmony with the mountain?


      All sorts of houses were lined up in rows along the rock face, yet they had a civilized appearance. I had heard this was a village, but honestly, it was completely different from what I had imagined. In the sky there were slender, draconic creatures flying about and letting out piercing cries, as if to menace those on the ground. It was like a wasteland region you might see in a retro game, and the scenery just screamed “fantasy.”


      “Is this...”


      “Yeah. This is the village where we live.”


      Katima smiled from ear to ear as she spoke, and with the grand mountains in the background, she shone with an enchanting light.
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      Chapter One: The Alfin Village


      I had been envisioning a more relaxed, idyllic place, so the appearance of these dwellings developed in a unique culture went beyond my wildest imagination.


      “How do the Alfar live here?” I asked.


      Their houses were built to cleverly exploit protuberances in the cliff, and those at similar heights had what looked like pathways between them. However, I couldn’t see anything connecting the houses on different levels.


      “We worship the Great Spirits of fire, earth, and darkness, so being united with the mountain makes it so we can feel them even closer to us.”


      “I see?”


      Her reply hadn’t really answered my question, but I thought, Well, okay then. I had made it my objective to one day spend a lively time with people from all sorts of races, which meant I needed to respect their unique ways of life, and make an effort to understand how they thought.


      “Anyway, let’s go to the elder’s house,” Katima said.


      “Good idea,” Reina said. “But...where is it?”


      “Over there.” Katima pointed at the topmost part of the cliff. It seemed small, maybe because it was so far above us, but I could tell that it was the largest, most imposing residence in the village. However, the path to get there was quite steep.


      “Over there, huh...” Reina paused. “I’m an ordinary human, so I’ll die if I fall.”


      “Why are you looking at me while you say that?” I asked.


      “Oh, I was just thinking that you’d probably be fine if you fell.”


      “Could you stop automatically categorizing me as something inhuman? I know I might not seem like one, but I think of myself as a regular person.”


      Reina quietly averted her gaze, putting an end to my comment.


      Seriously, it’s not just Reina—everyone is treating me like that lately. What do they think I am?


      “Would you die if you fell from there, Arata?” Katima asked.


      “Well... I don’t think so...”


      Reina silently looked at me, as if to say, See, I told you.


      No, but... I mean, I’m pretty sure nothing can hurt my body.


      “By the way, when I fell from there, I got hurt, just like anyone else would,” Katima said. “Even though I was only a kid then.”


      “I see, then that means you’d probably be fine if it happened now, so we’re alike,” I said.


      Katima paused. “Y’know, I sort of don’t like that.”


      “Why not?!”


      As we were having this noisy exchange, I felt gazes coming from the houses on the cliff, as if we were being sized up. Looking around, I saw a bunch of people with dark skin and silver hair like Katima, timidly observing us. I wondered what the meaning of their gazes was.


      Katima, who was standing next to me, gave me an answer.


      “Alfar are meek by nature, so everyone’s curious. They’re afraid to come near.”


      “Alfar are supposed to be meek?” I said.


      “It took me some time to understand what Katima said just now,” Reina said.


      “Hey...” Katima paused. “Why are you guys looking at me like that?”


      It’s because someone from a “meek” race wouldn’t come floating down a river, that’s why.


      Regardless, whether she was being truthful or not, the Alfar were just watching us, and they showed no indication that they were going to come closer. Just as Katima said, it seemed best that we first meet the elder who had invited us.


      “All right, I’ll lead the way,” Katima said.


      “Huh?” I exclaimed.


      “Hmph.” Katima clung to the cliff wall, then rapidly scaled it like a rock climber. She was incredibly quick, and she moved way faster than when she was just walking normally.


      “Whoa...”


      “You know, this is a pretty surreal sight,” Reina remarked.


      This was a rude way of putting it, but the first thing that popped into my mind was that she sort of resembled an insect. But then, as I was thinking while looking up at Katima, a gust of wind blew. And the cloth around her waist—


      “Arata!” Reina said.


      “Ah, sorry!” I hurriedly turned my gaze downward. But, I mean, there was no way that was my fault. Katima’s outfit was just some pieces of cloth she had wrapped around herself, and it was already quite revealing, so I could see things that I shouldn’t when she moved like that, gusts of wind or not. Still, the look in Reina’s eyes was scaring me. She’d probably scold me again if I raised my face.


      “It’s good that you sincerely apologized, but make sure you apologize to Katima later, okay?” she said.


      “Okay... Well, not that she cares, I bet.”


      Katima had essentially nothing resembling a sense of shame. And if she did care, she wouldn’t wear what she did. I bet it has something to do with her being an Alfr...but then how the heck is that supposed to be “meek”?


      “It looks like Katima made it to the top, so you’re fine now,” Reina said.


      “Phew...”


      Looking up again, I could see that it really was a huge cliff. Katima was just incredible to be able to climb all the way up it without stopping. I guess they don’t call themselves people of the mountain for nothing.


      “By the way, Reina, can you climb?” I asked.


      “Probably,” she said after a pause. She seemed a bit uncertain, no doubt because she was thinking of the dangers of falling.


      I could probably climb up normally, but I felt like I might accidentally mess up where I was supposed to grab and fall.


      “In that case, I’ll take you along with me,” I said.


      “Huh? Ahh?!”


      I gently put my arm beneath her thigh, then lifted her up. In common parlance, this was called a princess carry.


      “Hold o— Arata! What’s this all of a sudden?!”


      “Well, this way is safe.”


      “I-It might be safe but... You could have just given me a piggyback ride instead!”


      “That won’t work.”


      “Why not?!”


      It was because her large chest would directly assault my back—though of course, there was no way I could actually say that out loud. Also, any other method would make it so I was hugging her from the front; that would probably be more stable, but I didn’t think my heart would hold out, so this way was the most optimal.


      Reina fidgeted around in my arms for a moment, but she didn’t seem upset—just embarrassed—which was a relief. I put some strength into my arms in order to stabilize her.


      “Eeek?!”


      “Hey, Reina, do you think you could wrap your arms around the back of my neck?”


      “Y-Yeah...”


      She squeezed me tightly, and I could hear her breathing.


      You know, there’s no need for her to get so close... I mean, this negates my reasons for not giving her a piggyback ride. And there’s this wonderful scent coming from her hair... This might be bad.


      “Umm, Arata... It’s embarrassing when you’re so quiet...”


      “S-Sorry. All right, let’s go.”


      “...Yeah.”


      I hopped off the ground, then began to leisurely ascend with magic. I could have made it to our destination in no time at all if I’d rushed as fast as I could, of course. But I had to make sure not to drop Reina, which meant I couldn’t use much speed. I definitely didn’t have any ulterior motives for taking longer.


      While telling myself that, I felt the warmth of Reina’s breath, and as I did, I continued my slow ascent.


      ◇


      “We’re here.”


      When I touched down on top of the cliff, Katima, who had arrived before us, looked at me with exasperation.


      “Hey, Arata? I’m really confused right now.”


      “Huh? Why’s that?”


      “I was taught that intercourse between men and women was something more chaste, but you two definitely aren’t.”


      “Chaste?” That’s an old-fashioned way of putting it, I thought.


      I tried looking at my current situation objectively. I didn’t know how many people lived in this village, but I had sensed a large number of gazes. It would certainly be a stretch to say that I was being chaste by carrying Reina in my arms in front of so many people.


      Then, just as I was feeling ashamed over how bold I had been, I heard Reina’s quiet, embarrassed voice.


      “U-Umm, Arata... We’re at the top now, so can you let me down?”


      “Oh, sorry.”


      To be honest, I felt a bit reluctant to let her go, but I definitely couldn’t just hold her forever.


      “Good grief, Reina, you too,” Katima said. “Listen to me, women shouldn’t show vulnerability so easily.”


      “Ah, yeah... You’re right.”


      “Protect yourself. My granny says that men are all wolves, and if you give them any openings, they’ll eat you up.”


      “Okay...”


      Reina was being lectured for some reason, but I wanted Katima to just hold on a moment.


      For now, I won’t contradict the part about men being wolves. But you know, Katima, you should take a good look at what you’re wearing.


      The upper and lower halves of her body—specifically, her chest and waist—were covered up, but that was all her clothes concealed. Her belly button and toned abs were in full view, and her back was pretty much out in the open as well. She was wearing a loincloth, so the silhouette of her buttocks was hidden, but her thighs were bare. If I was to put it in modern-day terms, her outfit was just a cloth bikini with a wraparound skirt—honestly quite revealing by normal standards. Reina seemed a bit bewildered, and that outfit must have been why she found it hard to agree with what Katima was saying.


      “What’s with that look, Arata?” Katima said. “Do you have something you want to say?”


      “Ummm...”


      “Go ahead, hit me with it. I’m an expert, after all. I can take in others’ opinions, and use them to improve.”


      If that’s the case, then I guess I can say it.


      “You know, Katima, your outfit’s a bit suggestive.”


      The other two were silent. Katima had frozen so suddenly that it seemed as if time had stopped. Then, like a rusty gear on a clock, she slowly turned to look at Reina.


      “You hear that, Reina? It’s just like I said: Men are all wolves. It sounds like Arata was getting aroused by my outfit.”


      “Umm, Katima... To be honest, I think your outfit’s a bit lewd too.”


      Katima looked shocked, as if she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “I-I’m not lewd!”


      “Umm...”


      Reina looked at me, as if to ask, What should I do? but I got the feeling that it wouldn’t be very good for a guy like me to give Katima genuine pointers. So, I shot her a look asking her to take care of it. She nodded, looking somewhat embarrassed.


      I went a short distance away, and the two women got to talking.


      “...see?”


      “Ngh, but my granny...this outfit...”


      “But that just goes back to what you said about men and wolves...”


      “Ah, hrm, wahh...”


      All my senses were quite sharp, so I inadvertently picked up parts of their conversation, but I did everything I could not to listen. Some time passed in that way, and then the two of them came over to me. Katima had a flustered look on her face, and her eyes were filled with tears.


      “Arata... I am lewd.”


      “Okay, I really don’t know how to respond to that declaration.”


      For now, I just made sure to explain to her that our environments were different, and that it didn’t mean she was in the wrong.


      ◇


      After Katima eventually recovered from her blues, she showed us into the mansion. Just like in the Divine Beastfolk village, their leader’s house was huge. While the other residents had built their houses in the nooks and crannies of the rock face, this was the only one on the top of the cliff, and it was a sprawling structure. As we moved ahead, we passed by Alfar working in the mansion, and we were eventually shown into a particularly large room. Sitting there was an old man with brown skin and silver hair like Katima’s.


      “Elder, I’ve brought Arata and Reina,” Katima said.


      The elder was silent. He exerted pressure just by his mere presence. Though he wasn’t as imposing as Mina or Suzaku, I could sense that he possessed power on par with one of the Divine Beastfolk. Reina must have felt this too, because she seemed somewhat tense. This was the power of a High Alfr, the protector of the Alfar.


      “Elder?” Katima asked.


      He still didn’t respond. He just sat there without making the slightest movement, like an ascetic monk deep in meditation. With his legs crossed, it’s amazing that he’s sitting so still, I thought, but then...


      “He’s sleeping,” Katima said.


      I had no words.


      “Is this the part where we’re supposed to make a quip?” Reina said.


      The tension disappeared from our bodies, and we couldn’t help but look exasperated.


      “Elder, Elder!” Katima shouted. “Hey, I brought our guests! Wake up! Waaaaake uuuuup!”


      “Bwah?!”


      “Oh, he’s awake.”


      “Yawwwn... Phew...”


      “He fell back asleep.” Katima looked at us, an uncertain expression on her face.


      Don’t look at me like that! I don’t know what to do either.


      First, I looked at Reina. Katima followed suit and looked at Reina too.


      “Come on, you guys. You might be confused, but stop looking at me! Y-Your expressions are just unfair!”


      “But...” we said in unison.


      “No buts!”


      If you asked Reina for help whenever some problem occurred on this island, she would generally take care of it for you—it’s just that she didn’t yet know this had become common knowledge for us.


      ◇


      The elder never woke up, so Katima ultimately decided to show us to her room, but...


      “Oh? Does this mean you’re the village elder’s granddaughter, Katima?” I asked.


      “Yep. I’m pretty important.” Though her expression didn’t change very much, she slightly puffed out her chest with pride.


      That reminds me, she stressed that she was important on the way here, when we were talking about High Elves, didn’t she? She might look like she does things at her own pace, but maybe she actually sets a lot of store in this sort of thing.


      “Well, he only raised me—we aren’t related by blood,” Katima added.


      “Um, what about your parents?” Reina asked.


      “They died when I was still a baby, apparently.”


      Her remark made Reina look a bit uneasy. Still, for all that, Katima didn’t seem to be sad.


      “You don’t feel lonely?” I asked.


      “No.”


      “I see.”


      Then, I felt like I could understand her feelings just a bit. By coming to this island, I had suddenly lost all my relatives, but then I had met Reina, the Divine Beastfolk, Tailtiu, and Mina. The lively days following that were fun; it was like I had gotten a new family I wasn’t related to, and I never felt lonely. Katima must have had the same sort of family by her side too.


      “Is the elder important to you?” I asked.


      “Yep. He’s always kind to me, for one. Well, my granny’s a bit scary, but still.”


      “I see.”


      Despite what she said, there was no resentment there, which must have been because they were family. She sounded a bit childish, and I felt a smile creep onto my face.


      “Anyway, the elder will probably wake up at night, so you can just take it easy until—”


      “Kaaatiiimaaa?”


      “All right, see you guys later. I’m going on a walk!” Suddenly, Katima started to run away with tremendous speed. A small silhouette chased after her.


      “Not if I have anything to say about it!”


      “G-Granny, stop i—”


      The moment Katima stepped foot outside, the small silhouette leaped onto her back, knocking her to the ground. Then, straddling her, it began to restrain her to keep her from moving.


      “Jeez, what do you think you’re doing, wandering off without telling me and not coming back?!”


      “Wai— Granny, hold on! My back can’t bend that—ah!”


      The small person sitting on Katima yanked both of her legs as hard as possible, arching her body backward. That made Katima’s voice grow muffled, and midway through she started letting out panting groans.


      “Ahh...ahh...ahh...”


      “Oh, how pitiful.”


      Then, just when Katima reached her limit, the girl she called granny clapped her hands together and got off her back.


      “Now then, are you two the guests Katima mentioned?” The brown-skinned girl with her silver hair in a ponytail grinned at us, flashing her white teeth.


      ◇


      Reina and I were again shown to the reception room in which the elder was sleeping, where, overwhelmed by the energy of the girl Katima had called “granny,” we were sitting on our knees on the floor. Katima, whose body was still twitching, was with us too; the girl had dragged her here by her legs.


      “Well then, I think it’s about time I introduce myself,” the girl said. “I’m Saria. I know how I look, but I’m a bit more of an old-timer than the both of you.”


      “Not just a bit...” Katima said. “You’re ancien— Hrmph!”


      Saria stepped on Katima’s back, hard.


      “Did you say something?”


      “No...ma’am...”


      “Good.” Saria looked down on her with a smile.


      As far as I could tell, she was about the same age as Katima. However, judging from everything that had been said up until now, and the exchanges between the two of them, she may have easily been many times older than me or Reina.


      “You look confused, but this is normal for Alfar,” Saria said.


      “Then, your elder...” I said.


      “Oh, he’s lived an especially long life.”


      “The elder’s...thousands of years old...after all,” Katima said, gasping for air.


      Their definition of “long” sure is different from mine, I thought.


      “Well, that’s how he is, so when he falls asleep, not much can wake him. Instead, I’ll do the talking,” Saria said.


      “Ah, yes, ma’am,” I said.


      “Oh, there’s no need to be so stiff. You can take it easy.”


      That was a rather difficult ask, looking at the exhausted Katima at her feet. And I could feel a lot of power coming from Saria. Reina must have sensed it too, because she seemed quite tense.


      “Hmm, I guess it isn’t as easy as it sounds to relax all of a sudden, is it? But that aside...” Saria suddenly eyeballed me and Reina in turn. “It sounds like both of you are friendly with the Divine Beastfolk.”


      It appeared that, just as I had heard, the Alfar and the Divine Beastfolk weren’t on very good terms. Saria’s expression had turned sour just from saying their name. What a waste of her beautiful features, I thought, and she suddenly glared at me. It was quite a forceful look too.


      She wasn’t saying anything, so I spoke.


      “Y-Yes? What is it?”


      “Well, you saved Katima, so I won’t hold it against you,” she said after a pause. With that, she diverted her gaze from me to Reina.


      “Huh? What?” Reina said.


      “Is this your woman?”


      “Wha—?!” Reina exclaimed.


      “Uhh, she’s sort of like family, I guess?”


      Reina was shaken, but I knew that losing your composure around people like Saria just gave them more of an opening, so it was best to reply calmly. That must have been why she looked at me with boredom.


      Just as planned.


      But then, Saria shifted her target away from me and to—not Reina, but Katima, who was completely at her mercy.


      “Hey, Katima.”


      “Wh-What do you want?” Katima replied, frightened.


      With a solemn expression, Saria bluntly spoke:


      “Become this guy’s mate.”


      Katima widened her eyes in shock. “What are you talking about, granny?!”


      “He’s a fine man, I tell you. You’re a woman, so do the deed with him already. And then hurry up and give me a grandchild.”


      Then, ignoring me and Reina, the two similar-looking girls fought like sisters.


      “Arata has Reina!” Katima said.


      “Wait a—!” Reina exclaimed.


      “That doesn’t matter!” Saria said. “Any full-fledged woman needs to have the grit to make a fine man hers, even if it means violating him! You’d better not lose to these tits!”


      “Huh? Eek?!”


      Saria suddenly went around behind Reina and lifted up her chest. Then, she began to grope her already quite prominent breasts.


      “They’re huge, and springy too. Not bad, not bad at all.”


      “Um, uh, sto—”


      “Hmm... Now this is something...”


      “Ah!”


      I reflexively turned away, but I could still hear their voices, which meant I couldn’t help but be conscious of them. So...


      “Hey! Where do you think you’re going?!” Saria said.


      “I’ll be right back when you’re done!”


      For now, I decided to make a tactical retreat.


      ◇


      “Phew...”


      Having escaped from Saria’s sexual harassment of Reina, I went outside and leisurely looked out over the Alfin village. In Japan, I’d never seen houses like these, built into the side of a cliff. However, there were no doubt some people who had lived like this somewhere in my world.


      “Still, looking at it again here, it really is incredible...”


      The elder’s mansion was on top of the cliff, so I was looking down from above, but even then I was blown away by the view. It was breathtaking in a different way compared to seeing the scenery from below. The rock walls of the canyon were mostly a reddish-brown, while the houses the Alfar lived in were painted white. I didn’t know why they used white, but...


      “Is it because of some nugget of wisdom they’ve picked up from living like this?”


      The knowledge and wisdom they had cultivated through long experience must have been crucial for thriving here.


      I looked away from the sight below and turned my eyes to the sky, where I saw dragons wheeling about in search of prey. Perhaps they were going after the Alfar.


      “Come to think of it, they’ve been there ever since we got here.”


      Their shrill cries ricocheted off the rock walls, loudly resounding throughout the area. They seemed way weaker compared to Tailtiu, descendant of Bahamut.


      “Still, I guess I don’t really know how strong they actually are...”


      For instance, I could tell that the Divine Beastfolk were strong. And I knew that Suzaku and Mina were even stronger. However, I had basically no idea which of the monsters that inhabited the forest were strong—all of them came across as equally weak to me.


      “Hmmm... I get the feeling that’s going to be a problem.”


      That is to say, I was conceptually aware that Reina was strong for a human, of course, but I didn’t know the maximum level of monster she could take on. I had an unpleasant feeling that this ignorance might one day lead to something terrible happening.


      “Hm?”


      Suddenly, one of the dragons circling around up high dove toward me.


      No way, is it trying to make me its prey? I wondered, and as I did, it plunged past me and into the canyon.


      “Ah?!” I exclaimed.


      “H-Help me!”


      When the dragon rose back into the air, it was holding a small girl between its claws.


      “Wait!”


      I hurriedly extended a hand, but I couldn’t reach the dragon, and it soared away into the sky. It had seemingly been circling around for so long in order to catch some prey.


      The Alfin girl was frantically struggling and stretching out her arm, but the dragon was just too large and powerful. At this rate, she’d end up becoming its meal.


      Looking below, I saw two people who seemed to be her parents, shedding tears and wailing.


      “I have to help her!”


      I hurriedly cast Floating magic, getting closer to the dragon calmly flying away with its newly caught prey. No doubt none of the dragons expected anyone to assault them, the kings of the sky. When the one I was chasing noticed me, it responded with what looked like surprise for a moment, then immediately turned tail and fled.


      “Not on my watch!”


      Its fellow dragons breathed fire at me, but I ignored it and hurtled forward. When the dragons saw me fly out of the flames unharmed, they looked astonished, but my body couldn’t be hurt by attacks as weak as theirs.


      “Give her baaack!”


      The dragon clutching the girl sped up, but I caught up with it and struck it over the head. The impact made the girl slip out of its claws, so I quickly caught her.


      “Ahhh?!” she screamed.


      “Are you okay?” I asked.


      “Ah, ah...”


      She seemed to be so terrified that she was at a total loss for words. Like Katima and Saria, she had the distinctive brown skin and silver hair of the Alfar.


      “GRAHH!”


      “Eek!” the girl shrieked.


      The dragons roared at me, trying to recover their prey. However, they didn’t come any closer.


      “It looks like they know who’s stronger,” I said.


      “Grah... Grahh... Grah...”


      They weakly roared. When I got a bit closer, they backed up a bit. Is their pride keeping them from running, even though they’re totally afraid of me?


      “Well, that’s not my problem.”


      I shot the dragons a sharp glare, consciously upping the pressure. In an instant, they all flew away, scattering like spiders.


      “Whoa...” the girl said. “I’ve never seen Grand Wyverns running away like that...”


      “Oh, so they’re wyverns?”


      I had assumed they were just regular dragons, but apparently they were even weaker than that. The girl’s comment made me notice that, unlike the dragons I had seen up until now, these monsters had long bodies and resembled the wyverns I’d seen in video games.


      I slowly headed toward the Alfin village, lowering my speed in order to not scare the girl. On the ground were her sobbing parents, and Alfar trying to comfort them. I landed close by and let the girl down, and she broke into a run over to her parents.


      “Mommy! Daddy!”


      “Ah, aaaahhh!”


      Like that, the three of them shared a tight, emotional embrace. As I watched them, I felt truly relieved that I had come outside, even if it was only a coincidence.


      “It’s a good thing I saved her in time,” I said to myself.


      The surrounding Alfar were also tearing up as they watched the family. Then, after a while, a young man came up to me—well, he looked young, but because of Saria, I couldn’t actually tell how old he was.


      “Thanks for saving one of our people. Katima brought you, didn’t she?”


      “Yeah, that’s right.”


      “I see. We Alfar are all family, even if we aren’t related by blood. So, you have my deepest thanks.”


      The moment the youth finished speaking, he and the other Alfar nearby all bowed their heads in unison.


      “Oh, um... Please, raise your heads!” I said.


      “But... We had watched you without even showing ourselves, just because you were an outsider. Even though we were so impolite, you...”


      “No, I understand. You can’t just trust someone you don’t know anything about,” I said.


      As a matter of fact, there had also been some among the Divine Beastfolk who hadn’t accepted us at first. That had completely changed around the time I had my sumo match with Gaius, but it wasn’t every day you met someone with whom you could be all buddy-buddy with right away.


      “So, I don’t mind,” I continued. “Of course, the girl who came with me—Reina—thinks the same.”


      “O-Oh... When I saw that it was Katima who brought you, I was wondering what sort of rude people you’d be, but...”


      Katima...it sounds like it was your fault they hid from us at first. Just what sort of life are you leading in this village?


      “Mister!” the girl said, coming up to me with a wide smile on her face as I was thinking about something silly.


      “Hm?”


      “Thanks for saving me!”


      “Yeah, don’t mention it. I’m glad you’re all right.”


      I knelt down, getting face-to-face with her, then patted her head. Though she was somewhat embarrassed, she quietly accepted it.


      ◇


      Then, after receiving a great many welcomes and words of thanks, I once again returned to the elder’s mansion.


      “Arata, the elder’s awake,” Katima said.


      “Huh?”


      Judging from her words and the expression on her face, I thought that maybe, something a bit troublesome had just occurred.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter Two: To Where the Great Spirits Dwell


      When I reentered the elder’s room with Katima, I was greeted by a red-faced Reina and a smirking Saria.


      First Reina’s expression, and now that nasty look on Saria’s face...what in the world did they get up to in the short time I was gone?


      “There’s no point in asking, Arata,” Katima said.


      “Understood.”


      It sounds like I’d best not imagine it.


      Looking deeper in the room, I saw that the elder, who had been sleeping a short while ago, now had his eyes open.


      “Sit over there, Arata,” Katima said.


      “Ah, okay.”


      There was a cushion on the floor next to Reina. I sat on it with my knees, and the elder momentarily stirred. For a while, he said nothing, which produced a constant, silent tension in the room.


      Katima’s expression earlier... What sort of problem is going on? I just hope it’s something I can fix—


      “Zzz...” The elder nodded back and forth once, then twice, as if he were drifting off to sleep.


      “Katima, is he sleeping again?” I asked. “His breathing sure makes it sound like he is...”


      When I spoke, Katima stood up, then brought her face closer to the elder’s ear.


      “Elder! Wake up! Waaake uuup!”


      “Fwah?!” the elder exclaimed, opening his eyes wide. Surprised, he momentarily raised his body, then looked all around himself. “Oho, Katima. Don’t you know that you’ll surprise me when you shout so suddenly?”


      “You just woke up, so why did you go back to sleep again? Didn’t I tell you we have visitors?”


      “What about it? The danger’s passed. I didn’t think there was any need for me to be awake...” The elder smiled gently. Perhaps it was because he already had an easygoing aura, but when he smiled, he seemed even more peaceful. “All that aside, welcome, visitors.”


      “You just said the same thing to Reina when Arata wasn’t here.”


      “Oho, now did I?”


      “Hahh...” Katima sighed.


      It seemed that he had woken up while I was gone, but didn’t remember it very well. I supposed it could be excused, given that he had lived for millennia, but was he really going to be okay?


      “You said that there was some kind of danger, and told us to call Arata...”


      “And now I’ve said that the danger’s passed.”


      “Huhhh?”


      Not much time had elapsed between me leaving and Katima coming to get me. If I was in her shoes, I’d definitely feel confused too.


      “Well, if it’s safe now, then that’s all right,” Katima said.


      Then again, this appeared to be a usual occurrence, and Katima seemed like she didn’t let it bother her too much.


      “You aided my children,” the elder said, slowly looking at me and smiling. “My thanks.”


      “Oh, are you talking about the wyvern from earlier?”


      With that, I finally understood what danger he was referring to.


      I told him that anyone would do the same if that sort of thing happened in front of them, and he said, “Mm-hmm,” and became even gentler.


      “Huh? What are you talking about?” Katima said.


      She hadn’t seen what had happened, so she must not have known what we were referring to. When I explained it to her, she looked happy.


      “I see. So that’s why everyone was surrounding you.”


      “Yeah.”


      Then, as we were talking, I felt a gaze coming from next to me. Reina was shooting me a look that said something along the lines of, Causing problems again?


      It isn’t like that, Reina. I didn’t do anything wrong, and I wasn’t the one who caused it either, I insisted with my eyes. Unfortunately, she didn’t believe me at all.


      “Whoa there, now look at that! They’re staring deeply into each other’s eyes, even though they’re around other people,” Saria said.


      “Reina and Arata are close, after all,” Katima said. “They’re always staring at each other like this, whether we’re there or not.”


      “Wha— Katima?!” Reina said, looking flustered by the two silver-haired girls’ sudden teasing.


      I definitely felt a bit embarrassed right now too. And was that really how others saw us?


      “Anyway, that’s what they’re like, so give it up, granny,” Katima said.


      “Huh? There’s nothing that says you have to keep a man all to yourself. How about you get to snuggling up to him too already?”


      Katima paused. “Elder, granny’s being scary.”


      “Oho ho ho, Saria must really want grandchildren soon. I think I’d like that too.”


      “But basically everyone on this island is like one of your grandchildren!”


      Katima was normally nonchalant yet somewhat airheaded, but right now she was acting a bit like a child. She must have felt less tense now that she was in her own home, as she was showing a different side of herself from usual. It was a nice change of pace.


      “Now then, visitor,” the elder said. “Let me say my thanks again, for saving Katima, and for the matter with the wyvern earlier.”


      “Ah, of course. Though I only did what anyone else would have done...” The elder had bowed his head deeply, so I bowed in response. As a Japanese person, this sort of gesture was a force of habit.


      “Well, anyhow. You’re Katima’s guests, so how about we treat you to a grand welcome?!”


      We all enjoyed some lighthearted conversation, and some food was brought in. The dishes were made with river fish, game meat, and other ingredients that could be found in the area, all thoroughly seasoned and incredibly delicious. The drinks they served were also quite flavorful. As I had my fill, Saria told me all about the village. She was a skilled conversationalist, and I had a fun time listening to her, but she seemed to have the bad habit of embellishing her stories—Katima had to correct her several times.


      “Katima’s playing the straight man... Even though she’s supposed to be the one who plays the fool,” I said.


      “Who are you calling a fool?!” Katima retorted.


      “I mean, you’re usually pretty absent-minded,” Reina said.


      “Not you too, Reina... I’m serious and dependable, aren’t I?”


      I looked at Saria, who had an expression on her face like she wanted to say, No way, and I could tell that what Katima said didn’t have a shred of truth to it.


      I had seen a new side of Katima, eaten delicious food, and enjoyed some conversation. It was looking like our encounters here in the Alfin village would become pleasant memories for us.


      “By the way, I haven’t seen the Great Spirits lately...” Katima suddenly said when all the dishes were cleared.


      “Is that different from how it used to be?” I asked.


      “Yep. They would come near the village every once in a while and watch over us...”


      The Alfar were a race that worshiped the Great Spirits of fire, earth, and darkness. They could only live their lives peacefully and without worries because the Great Spirits were there to protect them.


      “I think that probably has something to do with the wyvern attack today,” Katima added.


      “Do they not usually attack like that?”


      “Wyverns that have strayed from the flock come by sometimes, but that’s pretty much it. They know what’ll happen to them if they mess with us, so they hardly ever come as a group like that. I mean, they shouldn’t...”


      I had definitely felt like there was an abnormally large number of wyverns when I looked up at the sky. If the wyverns were regularly going after the Alfar like that, it would mean the Alfar’s livelihoods were under constant threat. Judging from their reactions when I had saved the girl, I could tell that they hadn’t ever had to deal with something like that up until now.


      “Something might have happened to the Great Spirits...” Katima said.


      This was the first time I’d ever seen Katima look so uneasy. That just showed how meaningful the Great Spirits must have been to them.


      “Why don’t we go check it out?” I asked.


      “Huh?”


      “We’ll go to where the Great Spirits live. Seeing them in person is better than just worrying here, right?”


      Once we got there, we would no doubt learn what was going on. If there was nothing wrong, then no big deal, and if there was, we might be able to help out. At least, that was the intention behind my proposal, but Katima shook her head.


      “A-Alfar could never do something so disrespectful as going to the Great Spirits’ abode... I can’t.”


      “I see.”


      The Great Spirits were like gods to the Alfar, so going to see them in person must have been blasphemous.


      “If that’s the case, then I’ll go.”


      “What?”


      “I’ll just act like I wandered in by accident, so it’ll be fine... Right?”


      I looked at the elder and Saria. After a moment’s thought, they shook their heads.


      “The place where the Great Spirits live is very dangerous,” the elder said.


      “He’s right,” Saria said. “We couldn’t just ask you to put yourself in danger like that, no matter what we may be dealing with. And I’d feel bad if the Great Spirits got angry and killed you.”


      “Oh, you don’t have to worry about that part,” I said, smiling. As I did, I released a small amount of my power. “My body is probably tough enough to withstand whatever the Great Spirits might throw at me.”


      Saria and the elder reacted with surprise.


      The strongest beings on this island—Suzaku and Mina—didn’t treat me like something monstrous for nothing. I could probably pull off a win in a serious, all-out fight against them, though I didn’t ever plan on it. That meant the same applied to the Great Spirits, who were on their level. Well, it’s not like I’m going to try to make the Great Spirits angry...


      “Certainly, if you’re going, you may very well...” The elder paused. “Sorry, but please, go check on the Great Spirits.”


      After learning of my power, they bowed their heads and made a request of me.


      ◇


      Setting off from the Alfin village and heading north, we came to a large cliff that was so steep it could be called precipitous.


      “Hello? Are the Great Spirits here?” I asked.


      I received no response.


      “Katima?”


      “Y-Yeah... Normally, the Great Spirit of earth is here...”


      There was just a cliff and a deserted wasteland around us; it seemed totally inhospitable. There was nowhere to hide, either, so we’d know instantly if anyone was present. But this was, apparently, the abode of the Great Spirit of earth.


      “It looks like no one’s home right now,” I said.


      That being said, I was sure even Great Spirits had days when they wanted to get out of the house. So, I set up a tent just in case, and decided to wait for their return.


      “Hmph,” I grunted.


      “You’re good at putting up tents,” Katima remarked.


      “Well, I’ve been living on this island for a while now, after all.”


      I had gotten much better at outdoorsy things since coming here. Although I hadn’t used it recently, Reina’s military tent was designed to be easily laid out anywhere, so I quickly got it ready to use. I was taking out furniture and other objects that would make it easier for us to live in the tent, when Katima nervously spoke to me.


      “Hey, Arata... Maybe I should have asked this earlier, but why am I here too?”


      “Huh? I mean, I need someone to show me the way.”


      “But what will you do if the Great Spirits get mad at me? I don’t want to be hated...”


      First, the way she had been acting in the village, and now this; Katima seemed to be quite reluctant to visit the Great Spirits.


      But are they really going to get angry at her for this? It’s hard to imagine that someone so inflexible that they would lose their temper over such a little thing would be able to unite an entire race on an island like this, especially with all these paramounts around...


      “Hmm... Well, I think everything will be fine,” I said.


      “You’re being way too optimistic...”


      It was a slight shock to hear that coming from Katima, who was usually so optimistic herself. Still, a change in one’s circumstances could change all sorts of other things. This must have meant that the Great Spirits were so important to the Alfar that they could make even Katima feel anxious.


      “Anyway, it’s already getting dark, so why don’t we go to bed early?” I said.


      “Yeah... By the way, where should I sleep?”


      “Huh? In the tent, like you normally would.”


      The tent I had borrowed was quite large; five people could easily live inside it. It was more than enough for just two, so what was she so confused about?


      “Hmm... I’ll feel bad for Reina... But she didn’t react when she heard just the two of us were going, so it didn’t seem like she was conscious of him...”


      “Katima?”


      “Okay, Arata, just make sure you apologize to Reina later.”


      “Why this all of a sudden?!”


      What in the world is going on in that head of hers? Even though she slept like normal when she came to hang out at our house too...


      “I think you’re probably going to get stabbed one day, Arata.”


      “Like I said, why?! And by who?!”


      As we had this exchange, we went to bed, but the next day and the day after that, there were no indications that the Great Spirit would return.


      “What should we do?” I said.


      Eventually, Katima answered, “It’s clear that the Great Spirit of earth isn’t coming back, so we have no choice but to go to the next one.”


      And so, we began to head still further north, over the top of the precipice. After scaling it with Floating magic, we found ourselves in a vast, barren land without a trace of plant life. Further ahead, there was a massive active volcano.


      “The Great Spirit of fire should be living about midway up the slope of that mountain,” Katima said.


      “I see...”


      Maybe this won’t be such a casual trip after all.


      Firedrakes flew about in the sky, while rocky, lizard-like monsters crawled around all over the place. It wasn’t like they could hurt me, but I couldn’t very well take down all of them either. Even monsters had a right to live, and more importantly, we hadn’t come to disturb the ecosystem.


      “What will we do?” I asked.


      “We’ll just go straight ahead, and blast away any monsters that bother us,” Katima replied.


      “O-Oh?”


      Katima made a light swing with the stone axe she always used, brimming with fighting spirit. But, her way of doing things was awfully violent. That seems like it would anger the Great Spirits more than anything else... Are you sure about this? I thought, and as I did, I followed after her.


      Then, one of the rocky lizard monsters noticed us and attacked.


      “Hmph!” Katima made a swing with her axe. The lizard took a direct hit and went soaring far away, then collided with a firedrake flying gracefully through the sky and sent it plummeting to the ground.


      “Now, who’s next?” Katima said with a glare, sending the lizards scampering away. After that display of their relative positions on the food chain, their instincts had selected flight. The firedrakes in the sky were much the same, and before I realized it, all the monsters in the area were gone.


      “Y’know, Katima...”


      “Yeah?”


      With how you suddenly showed up in the middle of all those monsters, you’re sort of like an invasive species that disrupts an ecosystem.


      I thought about saying that, then stopped myself. I got the feeling that it could be turned back and applied to me just as well.


      “It’s nothing,” I said. “Anyway, let’s keep moving.”


      “You’re giving me a weird look... Now I’m curious.”


      “Oh, don’t worry about it.”


      We continued walking as we had before, heading toward the volcano, which had been constantly erupting for a while now. I suddenly had a thought: Will I be fine even if I get swallowed up by lava? I hadn’t even been slightly burnt when I was engulfed by Tailtiu’s flames, so I had just sort of assumed that I’d be all right, but I also got the feeling that lava was an exception. In manga or video games, it was common for strong enemies to be defeated by dropping them into lava.


      “Oh, but I guess they generally come back even after they’re dropped in lava, don’t they?” From that perspective, maybe I really would be fine.


      As I contemplated these unproductive thoughts, Katima kept on knocking monsters into the sky. I was simply following behind her, so it was like I was just going on a leisurely stroll to a volcano.


      “Oh, it erupted again,” I said. Normally, this would be an incredible event, but for me it left about as mundane an impression as seeing Mount Fuji from the Shinkansen—I felt nothing special at all.


      As we walked through the area around the volcano, I also noticed something: it didn’t feel as hot as I had expected. It was at times like this when I felt thankful for my divinely crafted body.


      “Katima, do you not feel hot here?” I asked.


      “We Alfar are beloved by the Great Spirits of fire, earth, and darkness, so no,” she replied.


      It was written all over her face that she was proud of that fact. I could tell from her lack of sweat that she wasn’t putting up a front either. Having said that, it did seem like lava was too much for her, as you might expect, and she was giving the red rivers running across the ground a wide berth. As for me, the lava occasionally brushed my feet but didn’t cause any particular problems, so I just proceeded straight ahead.


      Katima silently looked at me, then at the running lava, then back at me.


      “What’s with that look?” I asked.


      “I think you’re definitely weird, Arata.”


      I paused. “Not at all.”


      “Normally, you wouldn’t stick your feet in lava.”


      No, look, it’s like when you’re a kid and you get a new pair of rain boots, and when it rains you jump into a puddle.


      I wanted to say that, but I couldn’t. After all, someone who hadn’t lived on modern-day Earth wouldn’t get the example.


      “Come to think of it, the Great Spirits also raced and did things like that on the lava,” Katima said.


      “Oh, that sounds fun.”


      “Your response just now tells me that you really should be more aware that you’re weird, Arata.”


      Y’know, Katima’s words have been kinda prickly lately.


      “A-Anyway, let’s move onwards,” I said. “If the Great Spirit of earth isn’t coming back, that must mean they’re with the Great Spirits of fire or darkness, right?”


      “Yeah... I think they all got dragged into some sort of incident.”


      The Great Spirits were some of the beings on this island who belonged to the category of paramount. They possessed equal power to someone like Mina or Suzaku, and they had lived here for more than a thousand years; they would surely be able to solve most issues themselves. The fact that they still weren’t coming back could only mean that an issue unforeseen even to them had occurred.


      “I just hope I can solve it with brute force,” I said.


      “If you think you can solve things with force that the Great Spirits can’t, you’re definitely crazy.”


      “Katima, I can have my feelings hurt too, you know. I really wish you would be a bit kinder.”


      “Sure, if you start saying more normal things.”


      Katima sure was harsh.


      When we reached the abode of the Great Spirit of fire at the base of the volcano, it was also deserted.


      “No one’s here either,” Katima said.


      “Does that mean they’re all at the Great Spirit of darkness’s place?”


      “Maybe... I know where it is, but...” Katima looked even farther north.


      We had walked directly north from the Alfin village and made it to the cliff where the Great Spirit of earth lived. And now, we had come to a volcanic region even farther north. According to Katima, the Great Spirit of darkness lived in a place again to the north of here.


      “Well, we’ve come this far, so we have to go now,” I said.


      “Yeah...”


      We set up our tent in a spot that seemed like it’d be least affected by the lava, and we spent the night there. However...


      “Unlike the Great Spirit of earth’s abode,” I said, “the erupting volcano was really loud, and I didn’t get much sleep...”


      “I was so worried that I’d be swallowed up by lava while sleeping that I could hardly take it...”


      Why had we ever thought it would be a good idea to try and camp in a place like this?


      Still sleep-deprived, we both headed straight north. It had seemed faster to do some climbing on the way rather than take a detour around the volcano. By taking that route, we exited the volcanic zone surprisingly quickly.


      Waiting for us on the other side was a vast wasteland, with a precipitous cliff at the end.


      “We’re here, but... It sure is deep. I can’t see the bottom,” I said.


      A cliff like the one we had scaled when coming here was now stretching out below us. There was just an unbroken darkness, and nothing could be seen in its gloomy depths, as if it continued all the way to hell.


      “All right, now why don’t we get going?” I said. But when I looked over my shoulder, Katima was shaking her head and on the verge of tears. “What’s wrong, Katima? We can just go down using Floating magic, can’t we?”


      “It’s impossible to use magic in the Great Spirit of darkness’s abode.”


      “Oh... So that’s how it is.”


      I looked over the edge of the cliff again. As I did, I picked up a fist-sized rock nearby and tried dropping it into the darkness, but no matter how much time passed, there was no sound of it hitting the ground.


      “I see,” I said. I did some light warm-up exercises, then looked down off the cliff. “Now, why don’t we get going?”


      “Right now, when I look at you smiling as you’re about to jump off the edge without a second thought...I feel afraid, Arata.”


      “Huh? But we won’t know if the Great Spirits are there or not unless we jump, right?”


      “I’m saying that no matter how tough I might be, you need to get it through your head that this drop is high enough to kill me!”


      Despite myself, I doubted her. Ever since getting this body, my sense of fear had grown awfully weak. Or maybe my intuition was just malfunctioning.


      “Then, what are we going to do?” I asked.


      Katima just let out a whine.


      “The elder asked us to look for them too... Well, I’m fine with going down alone, I guess.”


      Katima looked at me, then at the darkness beyond the edge of the cliff, then back at me.


      This is giving me a bit of déjà vu.


      Her gaze wavered many times, then, as if she had made up her mind, she cleared her throat.


      “I’m an Alfr with a sense of responsibility.”


      “In other words?”


      “I’m saying I’ll jump off for you, all right?! Now hurry up, Arata! We’re going before I lose my nerve!”


      She held out both hands, adopting a pose like a child asking to be carried, and I did as she asked. I looped one arm under her thighs, giving her a princess carry, and then...


      “All right, I’m jumping off.”


      “Ah... Uh... On second thought—”


      With that, I promptly leaped into the darkness.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter Three: The Great Spirit of Darkness


      From the top of the cliff, the darkness had looked endless. And even after I jumped into it, it truly did feel like it would go on forever.


      “Are you all right, Katima?” I asked.


      “I-I’m fine, but how much longer are we going to fall?!”


      “Hmm...”


      It felt less like skydiving and more like sinking into the ocean. I couldn’t tell up from down, much less see anything in this pitch black void. The darkness was so pure that, rather than there being no end in sight, I suspected that there was no end at all.


      “What do we do? This is some sort of magic, isn’t it?”


      Even someone like me, who had given up his sense of fear, could tell that this situation wasn’t good. It might have been different if there was a clear enemy, but we weren’t being attacked or anything; we were just trapped in this magical void, and I had no clue how to escape.


      “It’s no use, Arata. I’ve heard of a spell like this one.”


      “Huh?”


      “This is Darkness Prison, the ultimate sealing magic the Great Spirit of darkness uses on anyone who does something bad. They say only one person has ever managed to escape...”


      Katima’s voice was tinged with resignation. However, if even only one person had escaped before, that meant we still had a chance.


      “So how did that person escape Darkness Prison?”


      “Some say it’s because they already possessed the power of darkness. Others say that they used brute force...”


      “I see.”


      That was quite simple and straightforward. I had assumed this was an endless void where it was impossible to do anything, but I could definitely break out if I tried hard enough.


      “That sounds like a plan. Katima, hold on tight so you don’t fall, okay?”


      “Arata?”


      “I’m about to go all out.”


      I momentarily released the tension from my body, entrusting myself to the darkness as I slowly fell. This would be my first time ever consciously wielding my full power. To prepare myself to unleash it, I took slow, deep breaths.


      “A-All out? I don’t like the sound of that...”


      “I’ve never used all my power before, so to be honest, I’m feeling a bit scared too.”


      Still bewildered, Katima clung to me like a frightened child.


      Yeah, darkness sure is scary.


      “I suspect you’re misunderstanding something right now, but I’m just going to ignore you,” Katima said.


      I’d been afraid of the dark too, when I was much younger. Nondescript art of balloons hanging on the wall of my bedroom would look like killer clowns, or my body would freeze up while I was sleeping as if I were being possessed by a ghost, and so on. It was the nature of darkness to make anything feel scary, even commonplace things.


      “All right, let’s do this,” I said.


      Up until now, I had almost unconsciously gone easy on every living thing I’d been up against. This time, I resolved to deliberately exert my power. My body began to faintly glow with a white light—I understood that this was the color of my mana. Katima had said that it was impossible to cast spells in this world of darkness, but it seemed that what she said wasn’t absolute.


      “TAKE THAAAT!”


      I thrust my fist forward with everything I had. The white light that had been concentrating in my body tore through the darkness like a beam.


      “Huh? Huuuhhh?! My Darkness Prison is being blown aw—”


      An unfamiliar woman’s voice reverberated through the entire space. Then...the darkness vanished, and before I knew it I was standing on solid earth. I had assumed that I was trapped in darkness, but it seemed that I had been on the ground the entire time.


      “It’s all right now, Katima,” I said.


      “O-Ohh... Ohhhh?”


      “Katima?”


      In my arms, Katima was rocking her head from side to side as her eyes spun. It didn’t seem safe to let her down yet, so I kept holding her as I looked up at the sun in the sky above us.


      We appeared to be at the bottom of a fissure in the earth, with cliffs stretching out on either side. Having said that, it was far from any ordinary fissure; it was so large that an entire dragon, to say nothing of a human, could fit inside.


      “So this is what it looks like down here...”


      The cliffs towered far above us, and I couldn’t see the spot from where we had jumped. We had probably fallen more than a kilometer down.


      “I-Is this...the abode of the Great Spirit of darkness?” Katima said.


      “Oh, Katima. Are you all right now?”


      After a pause, she answered, “Yeah... Well if I had to say, I’m definitely not fine, but I can at least stand.”


      With that, I let her down on the ground. She surveyed our surroundings, her head still wobbly.


      That reminds me, she said she’d never been to the Great Spirit of darkness’s abode before, so is it really that unusual of a place?


      “Now I’ve gone and done it,” Katima said. “I’ve come to the abode of the Great Spirit of darkness, said to be the most terrifying out of all the Great Spirits...”


      “Oh, really?”


      Katima nodded. “The Great Spirits of fire and earth interact with us Alfar relatively often, but I’ve hardly ever seen the Great Spirit of darkness.”


      “Huh, wow...”


      “So, I don’t really know much about her. But I hear she’s way scarier than any of the other Great Spirits if you make her angry.”


      That doesn’t sound good. Reina told me to be careful because I’m not very good at reading the room—I’d better follow her advice.


      However, we weren’t looking for a fight. We had only come here to check on the Great Spirits because we were worried, so surely they wouldn’t treat us with hostility.


      “All right, let’s just be careful not to make them angry,” I said.


      “Yeah. Honestly, I’m not expecting anything from you, but I can appreciate that you’ve got good intentions.”


      “Don’t you think that’s harsh?”


      “No?”


      I see...


      It seemed that my recent actions had caused Katima to lose much of her trust in me. Still, I would simply have to regain it. In order to restore my good name, I resolved to act sensibly when the Great Spirit of darkness appeared.


      “By the way, what do we do from here?” I asked.


      “I don’t think there’s anything we can do, except keep moving forward.”


      The fissure extended in a perfectly straight line from east to west, and we had to choose one direction or the other. But Katima looked west, without a trace of hesitation in her eyes.


      “Is it that way?” I asked.


      “Probably. I can feel the power of the Spirits from there.”


      I paused. “You’re right. It’s kind of a strange feeling, different from magic.”


      I’d never met any Spirits up until now, but when I focused my senses, I could detect a mysterious energy welling up in that direction. I also sensed more power than I ever had since coming to this island. That was no doubt the Great Spirits.


      “Listen to me, Arata! I’m telling you one more time, just in case: Don’t behave impolitely around the Great Spirit of darkness!”


      “It’s all right! You can count on me!”


      Katima hesitated. “This is the first time I’ve ever heard you give such a confident answer. It kind of scares me...”


      “Aren’t you being harsh?”


      “Of course not.”


      She’s being sort of cold, isn’t she? Still, it’s not like I’ve done anything to offend the Great Spirits as of now, so—


      “Actually...I did blast away that Darkness Prison, didn’t I...”


      Did I mess up already? But all the paramounts I’ve met until now were reasonable people, and there was nothing else I could do back there... Anyway, I’m sure it’ll be fine.


      While telling myself that, I walked toward where the Great Spirit of darkness was no doubt waiting for us.


      ◇


      I had met many types of people on this island, including Luna, Elga, Tailtiu, Suzaku, and Mina, and they had all treated me kindly. So honestly, I had been optimistic—or rather, I had assumed most things I did would be excused.


      “Y’know, my back sorta feels tingly... Hm?”


      As we walked through the fissure that was the abode of the Great Spirit of darkness, we eventually reached a large, open space. The first thing I saw was a grand temple that looked completely out of place. And then, I saw a black-haired woman wearing a black dress standing at its entrance.


      “C-Could that be...” Katima stopped in her tracks, petrified.


      The woman’s waist-length hair was like the black of night. She was glaring at us with her arms crossed, not even attempting to hide her irritation.


      Oh, she’s mad, all right.


      This was the first time on this island I had ever encountered someone who was so obviously letting their hostility show.


      “Great Spirit of da—”


      Before Katima could finish speaking, countless dark spears appeared above our heads, their points aimed right at us. It was clear that we would be instantly skewered if we so much as twitched.


      “Ahhh... I-I told you, Arata! I told you I wasn’t expecting anything from you!”


      “Aren’t you being unfair?”


      “Not at all! I mean, the Great Spirit of darkness is angry! You’ve got to apologize right now!”


      “I’ll have to get closer if I want to apologize...”


      There was still some distance between the temple and where we were standing. She could probably hear me if I shouted, but I got the feeling that would just make her even angrier.


      “Okay, Arata. First, we have to take off everything we’re wearing and show that we won’t put up any resistance.”


      “You’re telling me to get naked here? I feel like that’d only provoke her more.”


      The Great Spirit of darkness can’t have been interested in seeing me naked. If I tried stripping as an apology, she would definitely skewer me for being a pervert.


      ◇


      It seemed that Katima was quite at her wits’ end.


      “So... Would you mind telling me why you’ve broken my barrier?”


      Although there was some distance between us, I could hear a voice that felt as if it were echoing inside my mind. Next to me, Katima looked surprised, so she must have been receiving the same voice as well.


      “If you’re here for a fight, then I’ll accept your challenge... But I’m busy dealing with a couple of idiots at the moment, so I’ll make it quick.”


      With a whistle of air, three of the black spears flew at me. I was about to move my arm to grab them, when I realized they weren’t actually aimed at me. As I remained still, they buried themselves in the ground at my feet with a thunk, thunk, thunk.


      “You could see them?”


      “Uh... Yes, I could.”


      “All right—”


      Another spear came flying toward Katima standing next to me—and this time, it was actually going to hit—so I caught and stopped it.
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      “Huh?” Katima exclaimed. She had a dazed look on her face, probably because to her it seemed as if a spear had suddenly appeared right before her eyes. Though she was a member of the powerful High Alfar, she definitely fell short compared to the paramounts that made this island their home.


      “Hey, if I hadn’t stopped that just now, it would have hit Katima.”


      “You’re right. But you did stop it, so isn’t it fine?”


      “It isn’t.”


      That moment, the black spears floating in midair rained down on us all at once. I grabbed them in my fists and crushed them one by one, each breaking apart with a dull sound. The shattered spears fell to the ground, steadily covering the earth with a black corrosion. I had a bad feeling about such an ominous sight.


      “First off, we didn’t come here to fight. So—”


      I sensed an unpleasant mana coming from the ground, so I instinctively stomped as hard as I could. With a tremendous crash, the earth shook, the mana dispersed, and I heard a faraway sound like a volcano erupting.


      That wasn’t my fault, was it?


      “Arata...” Katima said.


      “It isn’t what it looks like. Probably.”


      “I’ve decided that I’m not going to believe you anymore.”


      Why has her trust in me only been dropping since we started our journey?


      “If that girl is a child of the Alfar, then who are you?”


      “Oh, are you going to listen to us now?” I said.


      For a moment my vision turned dark, and suddenly the Great Spirit of darkness was right in front of me. Katima was still next to me, but the temple was now much closer than before as well. It seemed that during that moment, we had been brought to this spot.


      Reina had once mentioned that Teleportation magic was the domain of the gods, which meant it was impossible for humans to cast. The fact that the Great Spirit of darkness had used it so casually just went to show why she was one of the most powerful beings on this island, and I felt impressed despite myself.


      “It’s because I don’t want to waste any more time,” the Great Spirit explained. “Now hurry up and tell me why you’re here.”


      “U-Um, Great Spirit! My name is Katima!”


      “Yes, and...?”


      “Lately, we haven’t seen the Great Spirits who usually always watch over us. We got worried, and...”


      Katima shrunk before the Great Spirit of darkness, who had a grim look on her face, but she nevertheless spelled out what was happening as best she could.


      ◇


      Katima talked about how the two Great Spirits had disappeared, and how monsters in the area were now targeting the Alfar. Then, she said she was worried that the Great Spirits might be suffering from a problem that even they couldn’t solve.


      The Great Spirit of darkness showed that she was willing to listen. Then, when Katima got to the end of her story, the Great Spirit’s grim expression turned into one of exasperation.


      “Good grief... You came all this way because of that?” she asked.


      It seemed that she had grasped that we weren’t her enemies.


      “I-I’m sorry,” Katima said.


      “It’s all right. I’ll overlook you blasting away my Darkness Prison.”


      Katima’s face brightened at those words.


      “Anyway, I see what’s going on,” the Great Spirit continued. “If you’re looking for fire and earth, they’re here.”


      “Really?!” Katima said, sounding relieved.


      I was also glad, as we wouldn’t have to spend any more time searching. However, looking at the expression on the Great Spirit of darkness’s face, I couldn’t help but get the feeling that something troublesome was afoot.


      “Yes, but...I’m at a loss,” the Great Spirit said.


      “Is there some sort of issue?” I asked.


      “I think it’d be faster for you to see it in person. Come with me.” Without waiting for a reply, the Great Spirit entered the temple.


      “I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” I said.


      “But the Great Spirit said to follow her, so we have no choice but to go.”


      “Well, yeah, I guess so.”


      Feeling a bit apprehensive about what could be waiting for us, we stepped foot into the temple of the Great Spirit of darkness.


      ◇


      The Great Spirit of darkness told us to call her by her name—Sheryl—since things would get complicated with three Great Spirits at once.


      Lady Sheryl led us inside the temple, which had a beautiful interior with white walls and pillars. Lit candles produced a special ambience, and the place sort of reminded me of a final dungeon in a video game.


      “Whoa...”


      From time to time, I spotted old stone statues that resembled gargoyles, or emblems that looked like magic circles whose meanings I didn’t understand. All these things gave off an aura of fantasy. There were all sorts of architectural features to fuel a man’s adolescent daydreams, like staircases that split in two halfway up.


      Did I just catch a glimpse of a treasure chest? I thought. I didn’t stop for a moment to question why a treasure chest was sitting in the middle of a temple. I mean, this is a matter of aesthetic beauty, after all...


      As I was feeling secretly excited, Lady Sheryl looked at me with exasperation.


      “Do you always gawk at others’ homes, or is this place really that unusual?”


      “It is unusual. I rarely got the chance to see anything like this where I’m from.”


      While there may have been chapels or other buildings modeled after temples in Japan, this was the first time I’d been anywhere that so closely resembled a dungeon. I had read about futures with vast virtual-reality worlds in books, but I hadn’t been able to simulate the experience of going into a video game in the real world. That was exactly why seeing this temple firsthand was so, well...


      “I don’t think there’s a man alive who wouldn’t get aroused by this place,” I said.


      “You should be hanged for saying such a disgusting word,” Lady Sheryl said.


      “Why?!”


      “Actually, Arata... I think that word choice was awful too.”


      “Again, why?!”


      I mean, it’s exciting! You’d definitely get hyped if some epic music started playing here, right?! Lady Sheryl’s and Katima’s eyes are getting cold and it’s freaking me out... Help me, Reina...


      “Just so you know, Arata...” Katima began.


      “Y-Yeah?”


      “I think that if Reina were here, she would give you an even colder look.”


      “How could that be?”


      I don’t even know what’s happening anymore. However, it seemed that I had made some kind of verbal slip. I’ll be more careful in the future... Now, I have to do something about this unbearable mood.


      “By the way, why are the other Great Spirits here?” I asked, changing the subject. “They each live somewhere else, don’t they?”


      “Yes, well... It’s for a very, very stupid reason,” Lady Sheryl mumbled ambiguously, without saying anything else. It didn’t seem like she was in the mood to explain, and she briskly walked ahead of us.


      Katima and I exchanged looks at the Great Spirit’s attitude, then cocked our heads.


      ◇


      We were brought to a large, round chamber, just like an ancient colosseum. It was ringed by tiered seating, and in the center, a black orb bobbed calmly in midair. The orb was packed with a tremendous amount of mana; it was enough to intimidate even myself, so it had to be quite a lot.


      According to Reina, there were many powerful monsters on this island, but I’d never really been afraid of them. I was confident my body would withstand most things...rarely, however, when I was in front of people like Suzaku or Mina, there were times when I felt my back prickle. Lady Sheryl, the Great Spirit of darkness, belonged to that category as well, and this orb she had no doubt created caused a similar sensation. Also, Lady Sheryl simply had an aura about her like a pompous queen, which made me feel anxious.


      “What is this place?” I asked.


      “It’s a colosseum where I kill time,” Lady Sheryl said. “Normally, I capture monsters and make them fight each other over there, but now...”


      Surprised by this sudden admission, I whispered into Katima’s ear, “That’s pretty scary, huh, Katima?”


      “Did you not think about what might happen if I agree with you? Well, Arata? I’ll die, did you know that?” Katima looked up at me, all the light gone from her eyes.


      “S-Sorry.”


      She was right—it certainly wouldn’t be pretty if an Alfr like her agreed with what I said.


      “I can hear you two.”


      We both tensed up and looked at Lady Sheryl. She had a certain distinction as a paramount, and there was this aura to her that told me it wouldn’t be wise to argue against her.


      “Anyway, I couldn’t very well let those idiots fight here, so I tossed them into my Darkness Prison,” Lady Sheryl explained.


      “‘Those idiots’?” I asked.


      “The Great Spirits of fire and earth.”


      The moment I heard that, I thought, Ahh, I see. That must be why I feel such powerful energy coming from that black orb.


      “All right, now that we know the Great Spirits are okay, why don’t we get going?” I said.


      “Arata... I think it’s important to have the courage to face up to things, even if you don’t want to.”


      “It’ll be fine. I’ll stay in the Alfin village for a while and drive away the monsters.”


      I wasn’t certain about this, but I got the feeling we shouldn’t remain here any longer. After all, Lady Sheryl was already glaring at me with sharp eyes like a predator.


      “By the way, your name’s Arata, isn’t it?” she said.


      “Well then, Lady Sheryl, thanks for having us.”


      “You seem rather extraordinary. I’ll put you inside there for a minute, so go talk some sense into those two idiots.”


      That instant, the ground beneath my feet suddenly disappeared. I looked down and saw that at some point, I had been instantly moved to a place in midair over the center of the colosseum—and of course, there was nowhere for me to stand. If I didn’t do something, I would fall and be swallowed up by that orb.


      However, I could fly after having memorized a Floating spell that Mina had used once.


      “All right...”


      “Fall.”


      “Huh?”


      The moment I heard that voice, I felt a shock, as if I had been forced to bear a tremendous weight, and at the same time I accelerated toward the ground. This is probably Gravity magic, I thought, making an educated guess with my video game knowledge. As I was sucked into the orb, I thought, Yeah, Lady Sheryl really is scary.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter Four: A New Encounter


      I felt as if I were slowly sinking through an endlessly deep ocean. This Darkness Prison was a mysterious place; it was shrouded in blackness inside, but unlike last time, I could see my surroundings like normal.


      “Now then...”


      I looked around, but I couldn’t find anything. However, I could tell that there were two powerful individuals locked in battle far away. When I focused my consciousness in that direction, my body slowly began to move. It was a different feeling from Floating magic and took some getting used to, but I gradually came to understand how to move around.


      “Are the Great Spirits of fire and earth the source of this power?” I wondered aloud.


      As I unsteadily proceeded through the darkness, I could tell that I was coming upon a great energy. It was similar to Suzaku or Mina, and it made my back prickle.


      “Oh...”


      Far away, I saw two beings cloaked in mana. They appeared to notice my presence at the same time, and they turned their murderousness toward me.


      “Uh... I don’t want to fight.”


      I raised my hands to show that I meant them no harm, and they ceased their hostility as well. I was relieved for a moment, but then a massive gout of flame and a meteor came flying toward me out of the darkness.


      “Now hold—”


      Each was about as powerful as one of Tailtiu’s beams of light. I was startled, but I somehow managed to smash them. When I looked for the source of those spells, I saw two people who seemed like Great Spirits looking back at me with surprised expressions.


      “It’s been a while since I’ve had this feeling.”


      I’d gotten too used to everyone waving away all my feats with, “Well, that’s Arata for you.” Honestly, it was a little sad.


      The Great Spirits soon readied their next attacks, but before they could finish, I approached them.


      “Stop, stop! I’m not trying to hurt you, so please calm down!”


      “What?!” they exclaimed in unison.


      “My name’s Arata! Lady Sheryl suddenly tossed me in here. I’m just an ordinary person!”


      This was no doubt an unusual situation for both of them as well, so it seemed better to quickly explain things rather than do anything stupid. It must have worked, because as I spoke, they stopped looking like they were about to attack me. After a while, the Great Spirit of fire—Lord Guen—opened his mouth, his flaming hair waving like a lion’s mane.


      “You mean to say that you’ve come to stop us from fighting?”


      Perhaps because of his large frame or the power he possessed, his mere presence there made me feel as if I were standing next to the sun. While he had a human form and spoke like an old man, he was no doubt an avatar of fire. Right next to him, I could feel just how powerful he was. His casual kimono, cloaked in flames, and the sword at his waist gave him an aura like that of an old-fashioned chivalric warrior. He looked so cool that, as a guy, I admired him.


      “What is Sheryl thinking, letting a human in here?”


      Standing next to Lord Guen was the Great Spirit of earth, Lord Zearth.


      Is he supposed to be a spirit? He’s clearly a robot...


      He looked like a futuristic robotic weapon, and he spoke like one too. Though his body was clad in metal, his slender figure gave him a sleek appearance like something out of a boyish daydream. I could almost imagine his arms transforming into drills. There wasn’t a guy alive who didn’t think robots were cool, and after seeing Lord Zearth, I was honestly feeling pretty thrilled.


      “Well, setting aside whether you can call him human, I’m with you,” Lord Guen said.


      “Oh, I am a human,” I said.


      “Oh, come on. No human could survive our attacks.”


      Don’t you think you’re being a bit harsh to someone you only just met? Actually, I’m surprised they even know about humans. That reminds me, Suzaku and Mina did too, so maybe everyone who’s lived on this island for a long time does.


      “So, have you heard why we are here?” Lord Zearth asked.


      “Huh? Oh, not at all, actually. I was just told to talk some sense into you two. I don’t really know what’s going on.”


      “Darn, I’m surprised you came into this Darkness Prison knowing only that,” Lord Guen said.


      It’s not like I came in here of my own free will... But there was no use in saying that, so I just smiled vaguely.


      “Anyway, I don’t know what’s going on between you two, so please, tell me,” I said.


      Both of them fell silent for some reason.


      “Huh?”


      That reminds me, I think Lady Sheryl said something about the reason being stupid...


      “Could it be... Are you two really just having a petty argument?” I asked.


      “As if. It’s just—”


      “There are times when we must not back down, that is all.”


      “Umm...”


      In other words, you’re battling because you each have something you can’t compromise on... Is that right?


      Be that as it may, Lady Sheryl had ordered me to talk them down and bring them back. I could break out of Darkness Prison with force, so I could escape on my own if I felt like it, but...


      Yeah, I’ll definitely get killed the next time I try that.


      Lady Sheryl was already terrifyingly strong, but she had this aura to her that got even more intimidating when you made her mad. Reina was scary like a mother’s scolding, but Lady Sheryl felt more like when the queen bee of the school glared at you. I didn’t think I’d ever be able to stand up to either of them.


      “Lady Sheryl told me to come here, so I can’t back down either,” I said.


      “Ahh...”


      “Hrm...”


      Lord Guen and Lord Zearth looked uneasy. Maybe they were also afraid of being scolded by Lady Sheryl.


      “Well, all right then,” Lord Guen said in resignation, scratching his head and sitting down cross-legged on the spot. Lord Zearth silently followed suit. They seemed like they were finally willing to talk to me.


      The two of them briefly exchanged glances, then turned to me with serious expressions. It looked like this wasn’t just because of that stupid reason Lady Sheryl had mentioned.


      “Let us explain,” Lord Zearth said.


      “Got it.” Matching the mood of the other two, I sat down on my knees in order to listen intently.


      “Long story short, Zearth and I are having a match, and whoever wins gets to be the grandpa of the next Great Spirit to be born.”


      I didn’t reply.


      “I want to be called ‘gramps,’” Lord Zearth said.


      The two then fell silent, perhaps because they were waiting for me to say something. But I just needed a moment to think over what I had just heard.


      The grandpa of the next Great Spirit to be born...


      “I want to be called ‘gramps.’”


      “Oh, all right then,” I said.


      If that’s the case, then I can’t interfere. I mean, they’re serious, after all. Also, I got the feeling that if I stayed here, it would be an outrageous pain in the neck.


      “Well, I’m leaving now,” I said. “Not that I know how to leave from here.”


      I stood up before I heard their replies and turned my back to them, but then, just as I was about to take a step forward, I stopped. At some point...a girl had come right next to me, and was looking up at me with eyes that sparkled azure like gemstones. She was maybe around five years old, with silver, waist-length hair, and she wore a frilly white dress and had an incredibly adorable face.


      She stared intently at me, and it didn’t seem like she was going to move from her spot. I silently stared back at her. I had an awfully bad feeling about—


      “DADDY!”


      With a smile, the girl pointed at me and dropped a tremendous bombshell.
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      ◇


      In front of me was a girl around five years old shrouded in a mysterious aura. And behind me, a pair of Great Spirits were giving off a fearsome energy.


      “Daddyyy,” the girl said, looking at me happily. That word made the two behind me exert an even more intense pressure.


      “Okay then...” I said.


      I’m just going to ignore them for now. What’s going on with this girl?


      “Uhh, first, could you tell me your name?” I asked, squatting down and meeting her gaze.


      “Hmm? I don’t have a name yet, you know?”


      “Oh, I see. Then, why are you calling me ‘daddy’?”


      She tilted her head, confused. Yeah, I think I’m the one who’s most confused here, if I’m being honest.


      “Because you’re my daddy?”


      “Okay. But I’m pretty sure I’m not. Probably...”


      The moment I said that, faint tears began to well up in the girl’s eyes.


      “B-But I could be! Maybe I am your daddy after all!” I hurriedly smiled at the girl and took back my earlier remark, and she once again broke into a cutesy smile.


      “Daddy!”


      “Oof...” The girl hugged me, so I caught her, and she felt a bit chilly.


      There was a quiet rattle. I looked to the source of the noise, and saw what appeared to be a glass marble rolling on the ground. Wondering what it was, I picked it up while still holding the girl in my arms. It was a round piece of ice.


      “What is— Hm?”


      “Zzz...” The strength in the girl’s arms quickly dissipated as she clung to me. It sounded like she had fallen asleep.


      “She just does whatever she wants...”


      Everyone I had met on this island lived as they pleased, but this was the first time I’d seen such a young and carefree girl. Still, this sort of childish behavior was only natural for someone her age.


      “Now then...”


      I couldn’t very well leave her to sleep on the ground, so I turned back around while still holding her in my arms. There, I saw Lord Guen, whose flames had flared up high enough to reach the heavens, and Lord Zearth, who was revving up his arms, which had turned into a pair of drills he had taken out from who knows where. I felt a headache coming on.


      “Let me get just one thing straight... You said your name’s Arata, didn’t you?”


      “Why, you... I cannot believe you were aiming for that position from the beginning... I was careless!”


      “This is all a misunderstanding,” I said.


      Really, it is, so please stop acting like you’re about to kill me.


      “Why don’t we try talking things out?”


      “Impossible,” they said in unison.


      Just about anything sets them off, huh? Who’s said everyone on this island is friendly?! Who?!


      ...It was me.


      “There’s something we’ve gotta do before we talk,” Lord Guen said.


      “Precisely.”


      “You’re joking, right?” I said. “I’m telling you, there’s absolutely nothing we have to do first, nothing.”


      Their mana was rapidly increasing. This was the greatest surge of mana I’d seen since coming to this island. Suzaku or Mina could probably replicate it if they went all out...but those two were surprisingly easygoing—or rather, I got the sense that they never really got genuinely angry.


      “Mhmm... Be quieeet.”


      “Ah...”


      The girl who should have been sleeping in my arms stirred irritably. At the same time, a fierce blizzard assaulted the two Great Spirits.


      “A-Aaaahhhh?!”


      “Hngh, hngooohhh?!”


      The two were instantly frozen solid and sent flying into the faraway distance of the Darkness Prison.


      “Hrmm.” Satisfied now that things had quieted down, the girl once again clung to me and fell back asleep. Thus, I was left all alone.


      “What am I supposed to do now?”


      My only current means of escape was using brute force, so for a moment I calmed myself down. The other two would no doubt regain their cool after a while, and then I could ask them whatever I needed.


      With that plan in mind, I sat down on the spot, hugging the girl to make sure she didn’t fall, and waited for the two Great Spirits to return.


      ◇


      “Dang, I never want to go through that again,” Lord Guen said.


      “How troublesome...” Lord Zearth said.


      After a short while, the two of them returned unharmed. They must have regained their composure, because they weren’t riling up their mana or glaring at me anymore.


      “Welcome back,” I said. “Now then, I genuinely don’t know what’s going on, so could you tell me everything?”


      “Yeah, let’s do that.”


      “Indeed...”


      And so, we three men sat down cross-legged, and I heard from them what had happened.


      It had all begun with signs of the impending birth of a new Great Spirit. There were currently six Great Spirits on this island—fire, water, wind, earth, darkness, and light—and there used to be many more of them in the world. Apparently it was normal for Great Spirits to be born and then disappear, though these things only occurred on the scale of millennia. And now, one thousand years after the birth of the last Great Spirit, a new one had been born. Its element, by the way, was ice...


      “She’s a Great Spirit all right, but there isn’t much of a difference between her and a newborn babe,” Lord Guen said. “So, whenever a new Great Spirit is about to be born, the ones already around look after it.”


      “Generally, the strongest Great Spirit present at the time of birth is chosen to do so, but...”


      They both stared at me, and I quietly averted my eyes.


      In other words, this small Great Spirit had chosen me, as I was stronger than the two sitting in front of me. They had been planning to decide who the girl’s grandfather would be before she was born, so from their perspective, I was just some mysterious guy who had suddenly shown up and snatched all that away. That can’t have been easy for them to accept.


      “So, who the hell are you, anyway?” Lord Guen asked me.


      “I’m a human.”


      “Do not lie.” Lord Zearth said.


      It’s not a lie! Lately everyone’s been saying that I’m my own species, but I’m pretty sure I’m a human.


      Honestly, now that even Great Spirits wouldn’t acknowledge me as a human, I was starting to get seriously worried that they might be right.


      “Uhh, basically, I met a god and they happened to give me some powers,” I said.


      The moment I said that, they sounded just a bit more understanding.


      “Ahh, I see. Well, if that’s how it is.”


      “God can be a fickle one.”


      I’d just said it without thinking, but maybe that god was just a fact of life for the people of this island.


      “Well, anyway, that doesn’t have anything to do with this,” Lord Guen said.


      “Precisely. I want to be called ‘gramps.’”


      Come on, you two, don’t you think that wish is a bit too intense?


      Personally, I just wanted to find some way out of this situation already, and—


      “Oh, I know,” I said. I had suddenly hit upon an idea. “For now, when she wakes up, I’ll try asking her to call you, Lord Guen, ‘grandpa,’ and you, Lord Zearth, ‘gramps.’”


      “That’s my boy, Arata! You’re my son, starting today!”


      “You may call me dad, son!”


      “You guys are way too simple!”


      Still, they looked satisfied, which mattered most. It was best if we could all get along.


      “Now, the question is...” What do I do about this girl clinging to me like a baby koala? “Well, I guess it’ll work itself out.”


      After all, I’ve been able to somehow manage after everything that’s happened up until now.


      I was just relieved that it looked like I’d be able to get along with the two Great Spirits who were now smiling from ear to ear.


      Now that we had made up with each other, I turned to face them, still holding the silver-haired girl. They were silently looking at me with jealousy, which was a bit awkward. Also, I had to finally get around to asking them something that had been bothering me.


      “By the way, how are we supposed to get out of here?”


      “Hm? Oh...”


      “We do not possess any means of escaping Sheryl’s Darkness Prison either.”


      “I see...”


      Then I guess I have no choice but to use force, I thought. As if in response, Lady Sheryl’s voice echoed in my mind.


      “Do that again and I’ll kill you for real.”


      At the same time, the mana enveloping my surroundings faded away.


      “Oh? If it isn’t Sheryl,” Lord Guen said.


      “She was fast this time. I thought we would be trapped in here for years...”


      “Our sense of time sure is different, huh...” I said.


      When the darkness cleared, we were sitting in the center of the colosseum. Up in the stands, I saw a frightened Katima and an exasperated Lady Sheryl. It seemed that they had been able to see what was happening from the outside.


      “First things first, I want all of you to come with me,” Lady Sheryl said.


      “Ah, got it.”


      Still carrying the girl in my arms, I followed after Lady Sheryl. She brought us to what looked like an aristocrat’s dining room, with an opulent table and rows of chairs.


      “Umm...”


      While Katima and I were still feeling confused, Lord Guen and Lord Zearth took their seats at the table.


      “Don’t just stand there. Both of you, sit down already.”


      At Lady Sheryl’s prompting, we took a seat. Round, black, ghostly Spirits brought in cups and dishes of food. Their diligent movements were a bit cute, and I felt my heart grow warmer. Luna and Tailtiu would probably be happy if I brought one home with me.


      “Hey, Arata... What are you thinking right now?” asked Katima, who was sitting next to me.


      “Oh, nothing,” I replied.


      “You’re lying,” she said suspiciously, even as she looked so terrified she could hardly bear it.


      “No, not at all.”


      “Why do you always try to cause problems?”


      “Let me say just one thing.”


      “Spit it out.”


      “I’ve never wanted to cause any problems. Not even once.”


      “Oho, that’s a surprise...”


      Seriously, I’ve never even thought of it. So stop looking at me like I’m some pathological liar.


      “I tried to solve the problem in my own way,” I said. “Then all sorts of things happened, and...I kind of got caught up in it, and in the end...”


      “Well, whatever. Reina’s the one in charge of you, not me. After all this is over, I hope she treats you like the problem child you are.”


      I wordlessly stared at her, as if to say, But Reina’s scolding is scary... Please help me think of an excuse, okay?


      “Just so you know, I definitely won’t help you. I-I won’t! So...don’t look at me like that!”


      The message must have gotten through to her.


      “I mean it! I’m not going to help you!”


      “Yeah, yeah, that’s enough, you two,” Lady Sheryl said, looking at us with exasperation and putting a stop to our comic routine.


      Before I knew it, the table had been filled with hot dishes. It looked like the darkness Spirits had worked hard to cook all this for us.


      “Hm?”


      The black, spherical Spirits gathered, forming into the shape of what looked like a bed floating in midair.


      “You can let her rest there for now,” Lady Sheryl said.


      “Oh, I see.”


      The girl I had been cradling in my arms this entire time showed no signs of waking. I laid her down on the bed the Spirits had created, and they floated away, swaying back and forth. The way they moved was sort of surreal, and fun to watch.


      “Now then, why don’t we get to talking?”


      However, the look in Lady Sheryl’s eyes was anything but fun...


      ◇


      While eating, we recapitulated what I had talked about with the two Great Spirits inside the Darkness Prison.


      There had been signs that a new Great Spirit was about to be born, so the three Great Spirits had gotten together to discuss what to do. Lord Guen and Lord Zearth had both wanted to be its grandfather, and they got out of control. They had been about to start a huge fight to decide who would be its real grandfather, so Lady Sheryl had trapped them in her Darkness Prison.


      “Huh?” I said. “I feel like that’s a bit different from what I heard...”


      Specifically, I was talking about their reasons for being in the Darkness Prison. I had heard it was to look after the soon-to-be-born Great Spirit, but...they were fighting?


      When I tilted my head in confusion, Lady Sheryl sighed and pointed at the other two Great Spirits in order.


      “These two idiots—”


      “I’m not an idiot.”


      “I am no idiot.”


      “They would have blown away this entire area if I’d let them fight out in the open like that.”


      “I see,” I said.


      Lady Sheryl and I looked at the two Great Spirits, and they averted their eyes. It definitely sounded like things could have gotten bad if they’d run totally amok.


      “Hey, Katima...”


      “Stop it, Arata. Don’t even think about bringing me into the conversation right now.”


      “The Great Spirits are a bit airheaded, huh?”


      “Again, I’ll get in big trouble if I say anything! Seriously, cut it out!”


      It was a little fun to watch Katima argue back with teary eyes, so before I knew it, I was teasing her. She didn’t used to be so expressive, but I had seen a lot of new sides to her ever since we had arrived at the Alfin village. I couldn’t help but get into it.


      “Anyway, I understand what’s going on,” I said. The Great Spirits’ conversations had given me a good grasp on the kinds of people they were—and also that Lady Sheryl, who I’d been told was the scariest of the three, was actually the most sensible. “So, what should we do now?”


      My eyes were pointed at the girl sleeping on the bed made of darkness Spirits. She may have been a newborn Great Spirit, but she looked like just a small, ordinary girl.


      “You’re going to be responsible for her and protect her, of course,” Lady Sheryl said.


      “So that’s how it’s going to be, huh?”


      “Of course it is. She might cry and get out of control if we separate her from you, after all.”


      I glanced at the small girl again. Despite how she looks, she blasted away Lord Guen and Lord Zearth, didn’t she?


      “For now, is it all right if I discuss this with my household?”


      I needed to thoroughly explain everything to Reina in particular, because otherwise she’d get angry. Also, she was definitely going to shoot me a look like, You did something again, didn’t you, Arata?


      “That’s fine, but bring the girl with you,” Lady Sheryl said.


      “Yeah, that’s what I expected.”


      Still, I’d feel bad for her if I left her behind and she cried, especially when she’s so attached to me.


      “Mhmm...” The girl was sleeping soundly and peacefully.


      I gently stroked her hair, and it felt pleasantly cool.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter Five: Return


      Everyone was done with their respective explanations, and I had gotten a grasp on what was going on with the Great Spirits, which meant there was no need for us to stay in the temple any longer.


      “Well then, we’re going back to the Alfin village,” I said.


      “All right. Once these two idiots have reflected on their actions, I’ll send them over there,” Lady Sheryl said.


      And so, with Lady Sheryl’s temple behind us, Katima and I began to walk. The silver-haired girl who didn’t even have a name yet was still sleeping in my arms.


      “Hey, Arata... Are you sure it’s okay to leave them like that?”


      “Don’t even think about it, Katima.”


      “But...” She tried to look back at the temple, but I stopped her.


      “If you look back now, you’ll never make it back home.”


      Katima paused, then said, “Yeah, you’re right.”


      I increased my pace just a bit, and Katima sped up to match me.


      “Heeeeeeyyyyyy! Help meeeeeee!”


      “I am going tooooo! So let me out of heee—”


      “YOU SHOULD BOTH BE ASHAMED OF YOURSELVES!”


      “Gehh?!”


      “Hghooohhh?!”


      No matter what we felt coming from behind us, whether it was a shock wave strong enough to shake the earth or a violent storm of mana, we didn’t look back. After all, it would definitely be a real headache if we brought back Lord Guen and Lord Zearth in the state they were in now.


      “The Great Spirits are making such weird sounds... What is the Great Spirit of darkness doing to them?!” Katima said.


      “I said don’t do it, Katima! Don’t think about it, and just look ahead!”


      Katima sobbed. “I want to know... I want to know...”


      There was no way to tell what Lady Sheryl was doing to the other two as they occasionally let out strange cries. All we knew was that it couldn’t have been a very pretty sight.


      “I suddenly really want to see Reina right now...”


      “Me too... I want to see the elder and my granny...”


      Ignoring the repeated odd voices, we hurriedly left the temple of the Great Spirit behind us.


      ◇


      We returned using the same road we had come on: the steep mountain path through the volcanic zone with lizard-like monsters appearing in great numbers. As Katima mowed them down, we traveled along, eventually arriving at the Alfin village.


      “I...made it! I made it back to the village!” Katima said.


      “Yeah, it feels like it’s been forever since we left.”


      On the journey out, we had camped for several days in order to search for the Great Spirits, but the village was close enough that it didn’t take much time at all to return without stopping. Even so, it still felt like we had been gone for a long time, probably because our encounter with the Great Spirits had been so eventful.


      I glanced at Katima, who was feeling moved just because she was back, then looked all around us at the white houses lined up along the reddish-brown rock face. This was something I had thought when I first got here too, but the view really was amazing.


      “Mmm... Daddy... Where am I?”


      “Oh, you’re awake.”


      I met eyes with the girl who had been peacefully sleeping in my arms ever since we left. She blinked her round azure eyes and turned her head every which way, looking at the scenery around her. She seemed to have completely woken up.


      “Do you want to go down?” I asked.


      “Hrmm.”


      I felt the arms around my neck tense up. She must not have wanted me to let her down.


      “Okay,” I said.


      With no other choice, I kept holding her. I felt a certain warmth coming from her, the kind only a child possessed. At the same time, this coincided with a slight chill, which was a strange sensation. I couldn’t see her face, but for some reason I could tell she was looking everywhere.


      “Oooh...”


      I heard a faint, surprised voice close to my ear. It sounded like she was impressed after seeing the Alfin village. I found her movements a bit funny, and a smile crept onto my face.


      “Do you like it?” I asked.


      “Yeah! It’s amazing!”


      Though she was a Great Spirit, she was still a newborn child. Everything she saw must have been unfamiliar and deeply interesting to her.


      “First, we’re going to the elder,” Katima said, then excitedly grabbed onto the rock wall and began to climb.


      At this rate I would catch sight of her lower half, so I hurriedly used Floating magic to chase after her. When I flew through the air, the girl in my arms laughed with delight.


      “Oooh!”


      “Hold on tight so you don’t fall, okay?”


      “Yaaay! Wow, wooow!”


      Such innocent joy made me feel a bit happier myself. Since we were already in the air, I played with her, raising my speed and twirling around, and she cackled happily, so I went even—


      “Arataaa!” Katima shouted. “If you get too carried away and keep doing all that stuff, Reina’s going to get mad at youuu!”


      “Ah.”


      She was right. I had been having such a good time that I might’ve gotten a bit carried away. Reina would probably have given me a strange look if she’d seen me.


      “Is it over already?” the girl asked.


      “We have to go back first, so...”


      “Aww, too bad...” She looked at me, a bit disappointed. She was like a child reluctant to go home from an amusement park, and I could empathize with what she was feeling somewhat.


      “Let’s play again later.”


      “Yeah!”


      If I’d had kids in my past life, would they have been like this?


      Katima, who had climbed to the top of the cliff first, looked at me with exasperation.


      “You’d be a terrible father, Arata.”


      “Whaaat? But I’d play together with my kids, you know?”


      “Then you’d just be adding another big kid to the bunch and making it harder on Reina.”


      Hey, I get that I’m an inconvenience to Reina, at least. But don’t you think treating me like a kid is too harsh?


      “Are you still a kid, daddy?”


      “Not at all. I’m a grown-up already.”


      “Whoa, you’re awesome, daddy.”


      “See?” I said confidently.


      “I don’t know what you’re being so smug about, but I’m going,” Katima said, looking a bit irritated.


      We arrived at the entrance to Katima’s house, only to meet Reina just as she was coming out.


      “Ah, Reina. We’re back,” I said.


      “We just got here,” Katima said.


      “Welcome back, Arata. You too, Katima and—” Reina smiled gently, then froze. Her eyes were on the small girl clinging to me.


      “I’m going in first,” Katima said.


      “Hold on, Katima. We’ve done so much together already, so why don’t we stick with each other until the very—”


      “No. I don’t want to be dragged into this.”


      I tried to capture her but she deftly fled. However, if I got serious, even Katima wouldn’t be able to—


      “Hey, Arata? I think I’d like to ask you a question, if you don’t mind,” Reina said.


      There was a momentary pause.


      “This isn’t what it looks like,” I said.


      “Oh? But I haven’t said anything yet, have I?”


      I shot Katima a pleading look, but she returned a look of her own: Give it up.


      What a pointless exchange!


      “Arata?”


      “This is a misunderstanding...”


      Reina’s meaningful gaze was freaking me out. This was an island with all sorts of paramounts living on it, but I still felt like she was the strongest one of all.


      “Who is this girl—”


      “MOMMY!”


      “Huh?”


      The girl clinging to me quickly got down from my arms, then went straight to Reina and hugged her leg.


      “MOMMYYY! MOMMYYY!”


      “Huh? Huh? Huh?”


      Reina was completely lost. Meanwhile, the girl kept gleefully repeating, “Mommy!”


      Honestly, I don’t really know what’s going on, but... You can do it! Keep at it so Reina doesn’t feel like scolding me anymore!


      I decided to cheer on the girl with everything I had.


      ◇


      For some time, the girl kept calling Reina “mommy” while I sat down on the ground on my knees and waited penitently. Reina hadn’t told me to do this or anything; I had simply done it of my own volition, because I had felt like it was something I should do.


      “Now then, would you mind telling me what happened?” Reina asked. She stood looking down on me while the girl still clung to her leg.


      Katima, who had come back with me, had taken refuge a short distance away, as if to say, Let sleeping dogs lie.


      “Did daddy do something bad, mommy?”


      “No. He just likes sitting like that, that’s all.”


      “Hey, just—”


      The girl stared at me questioningly.


      “Yeah, actually... Aha, ha ha ha.” I laughed vaguely, and the girl seemed satisfied.


      “Oh, okay!”


      The most baffling part was that, since I had sat on the ground like this of my own will, Reina wasn’t actually wrong.


      “By the way, why are you calling me ‘mommy’?” Reina asked the girl.


      Good question. I know she calls me “daddy” based on how powerful I am, but why is Reina “mommy”? If it was just because she was a strong woman, then the girl would have chosen Lady Sheryl, even though she had been sleeping. And Katima was stronger than Reina too.


      “It’s because daddy really cares about you!”


      For a moment we froze at the girl’s innocent words.


      Of course Reina was special to me. But that was as family, and... Actually, she’s an incredibly attractive woman, too, and I do want to take good care of her, but I feel like those two things aren’t quite the same...


      I glanced at Reina, and she was blushing from apparent embarrassment.


      “Mommy?” the girl said.


      “Umm, right now, I need to talk with Ara—with daddy, so could you go play over there for a bit?” Reina pointed at Katima.


      “Huuhh...”


      The girl sounded a bit unhappy. Then, Katima looked at us with surprise, as if to say, You’re dragging me into this?!


      “If you’re a good girl, I’ll play with you later, okay?” Reina said.


      “Really?”


      “Yes, really.” Reina patted the girl’s small head, giving off a kind aura, as if she were the girl’s real mother.


      “Okay, I’m gonna play with Katima over there!” the girl said obediently, then left.


      Katima was looking up at the sky with a conflicted expression on her face, honored over being selected as the playmate of one of her beloved Great Spirits and at the same time scared of the imminent danger to her life.


      “Well then...” Reina said.


      “I’m sorry.”


      “I haven’t said anything yet, for one. Have you done something requiring an apology?” Turning away from the girl and toward me, Reina put her hands on her hips and looked exasperated.


      No... I mean, I’m sure she has no clue how to react when I suddenly bring a child along with me, especially when she calls us her “daddy” and “mommy.”


      “I’m not angry or anything, and you don’t have to sit like that either,” Reina said.


      “Really?”


      “Jeez... You’re an adult, so don’t talk to me like a child.”


      “Ah...”


      She was right; maybe I had sounded childish just now. I knew I was too old to be acting like this, but for some reason I unconsciously got this sort of way around Reina. She wasn’t angry though, so I stood up, then looked at Katima and the girl.


      “Now then, can you explain everything from the beginning?” Reina asked.


      “Okay...”


      I told her about how it had all started when the Great Spirits had stopped showing up at the village, putting the Alfar in more danger.


      “You know all of that already, Reina, but...”


      I continued, talking about how we had gone to see the Great Spirits to learn why they had stopped coming. We met them, talked to them, and heard about what was going on. Then, a new Great Spirit was born. The other Great Spirits had been trying to become her guardian, but I ended up taking on that role, which solved the problem. Lord Guen and Lord Zearth were busy being punished by Lady Sheryl, but it was only a matter of time before they returned to the village.


      After explaining that much, I thought, Actually, I didn’t cause any problems this time.


      “Well, that’s how I ended up looking after the newborn Great Spirit. Wait, Reina, what’s with that look?”


      Once she heard my orderly explanation of what had happened at the temple of the Great Spirit of darkness, Reina had an expression on her face that said, I knew it.


      “Oh, I was just thinking, ‘No matter where you go, you’re still Arata.’”


      What’s that supposed to mean? I wondered, but if I knew one thing, it was that whatever her answer might be, it wouldn’t be a pleasant one, so I refrained from asking.


      “Still, a Great Spirit, huh?” Reina paused. “I’ve come across them in documents and legends, but I never thought I’d see one in person.”


      “Are they really that incredible?”


      “They’re so incredible that nothing I say could convey to you how incredible they are. Anyone would call me a liar for claiming to have met one.”


      I’m sensing a subtle acidity in what she’s saying. I’m just imagining things, right?


      “You don’t really seem surprised when you hear the words ‘Great Spirit’ anymore, do you, Reina?”


      “Well, I have to get used to this island eventually.”


      The Divine Beastfolk, the Ancient Dragonfolk, the True Ancestor Vampire, and all the other races—everyone we met was beyond the bounds of Reina’s common sense, so it stood to reason that she’d grow accustomed to them at some point.


      “If anything, being called ‘mommy’ is more surprising. Or rather...” Reina paused, then whispered, embarrassed, “I didn’t dislike it...”


      She may not have intended for me to hear it, but my hearing was sharp, so I picked it up anyway.


      “At any rate, about looking after that girl, I’m fine with it,” she said.


      “Sorry for not consulting you first.”


      “It’s all right. I can see that she’s attached to you, and I’d feel bad for her if I separated you two.”


      I looked over and saw that the girl was pulling on Katima’s thick hair and laughing. Also, the ground at their feet was strangely frozen, and it looked like Katima might— Ah, she fell over.


      Katima’s eyes filled with tears of pain, or maybe for some other reason, and the girl laughed again and continued to pull her hair. It looked like Katima was a fine playmate for her.


      “So, what’s the girl’s name?” Reina asked.


      “Huh?”


      “What do you mean ‘Huh’?”


      There was a silence between us.


      Oh, right... She doesn’t have a name yet, does she?


      “I think names are very, very important,” Reina said, smiling stiffly.


      Crap. This is what she looks like when she’s at her angriest...


      “There were five people there, right?” she went on.


      “Y-Yeah...”


      It had been me, Katima, Lady Sheryl, Lord Guen, and Lord Zearth. For beings that lived eternally like Great Spirits, a name might not have been much of a concern. However, Katima and I definitely should have cared more.


      “There’s nothing preventing you from giving her a name now, is there?” Reina said.


      “You’re right. I’m going to be raising her, after all, so this is as good a time as any...”


      We both looked at Katima and the girl. Katima was face down on the frozen ground, and the girl was pulling her around like a sled. By now, she was going along with whatever the girl did to her—or rather, she had this expression on her face like a hermit who had attained a state of acceptance for all things. In contrast, the girl looked like she was having a very fun time.


      “Now, why don’t we go into the elder’s house?” Reina said. “Then, let’s give the girl a name she likes.”


      “Good idea.”


      We had to help Katima soon, otherwise I didn’t know whether her heart would hold out. It had gotten bad enough that even Reina’s anger had disappeared.


      Thus, treading across the frozen ground, we headed to rescue Katima while the girl did whatever she liked to her.


      ◇


      When we entered the elder’s house, he was sleeping, as usual. Saria was out on patrol to protect the villagers.


      “So, that’s why I’d like for just us to pick a name for her,” I said. I was sitting cross-legged on the floor, and the girl, who was nestled snugly in my lap, looked up at me.


      “My name?”


      “It’ll be awkward without one. Tell us if there’s one you like.”


      “A name... Okay!”


      Although she was technically a newborn, she had a firm grasp on the meanings of words. She seemed to have as much knowledge as her appearance would suggest.


      “Hm?” I casually glanced at Katima, who had a meek look on her face. “What’s wrong, Katima?”


      “I don’t care what you say, it’d be outrageous for me to give a Great Spirit their name. There’s no way I can do it...”


      “Oh, I see.”


      The Great Spirits were like gods to the Alfar. Though the girl belonged to a different element from the ones Katima worshiped, there still must have been issues with naming her.


      “You don’t wanna, Katima?” the girl said.


      Katima whimpered. The girl gave her a somewhat sad look. It seemed that by playing with her, the girl had come to trust her.


      “For us Alfar,” Katima said. “Um... The Great Spirits are mighty beings, and...”


      “You won’t help mommy and daddy?”


      Katima whimpered again and looked at me and Reina, at a loss.


      “I’m sure it’ll be all right, Katima,” Reina said. “She’s saying she wants you to work together with us, after all.”


      “Yeah,” I said. “Also, it’s not like we’re guaranteed to pick the name you come up with.”


      “Fine,” Katima said after a moment of indecision. “Great Spirit, I will come up with a name together with everyone.”


      “Yaaay!” The girl happily threw up her arms, hitting me right on the chin.


      “Ungh!” I grunted. I wasn’t hurt at all, but it had been so sudden that it was quite the shock, and I was surprised.


      But, it might be pretty bad if Reina or someone else got hit with this...


      “Daddy?”


      “Oh, it’s nothing.”


      Everyone on this island was powerful, but surprisingly, they also had perfect control over that power. They restrained it when Reina and the other magicians were nearby, and they seemed to have instinctive restraints as well. One time, Tailtiu and Zelos had gone hunting together, and Tailtiu had casually slapped him on the back. Zelos was sent flying with tremendous momentum, but he survived. It normally would have been a severe enough blow to kill him, and Tailtiu had panicked, but then she had felt relieved that he was alive, even as she found it strange. When I asked Mina about it, she had said that it was because of the island’s barrier. Apparently, “Attacks that aren’t meant to kill won’t ever lead to the death of their target.”


      I had replied, “So that means when I was uninjured by Tailtiu’s flames, or by all those other attacks, it was because of the barrier?”


      “No, it’s just because you’re a freak of nature,” Mina had said.


      I just didn’t get it.


      “Anyway, why don’t we move on and think of a name?” I said.


      “She’s the Great Spirit of ice, right?” Reina asked.


      “Yes, you are, aren’t you?” I asked, patting the girl’s head.


      “Yep!” the girl replied. Then, in order to prove it, she suddenly released her mana.


      The temperature of the room dropped rapidly, and the girl’s body became cold to the touch. Katima and Reina looked a bit chilly. Actually, this was less because it had gotten colder, and more because of the girl’s powerful mana.


      “Hold on, stop!” I said. “That’s too much for them to handle, so no more, okay?”


      “Huh? Ah...” The girl noticed what was happening to Katima and Reina too, and instantly dispersed her mana. She seemed to also understand that it was her fault, and she looked like she was about to cry. She whimpered, then said, “Sorry.”


      “Y-You didn’t do anything wrong, Great Spirit... I’m...fine,” Katima said.


      “Y-Yeah, it’s all right,” Reina said. “You don’t have to apologize.”


      “But...” the girl said.


      It was difficult for me to gauge how powerful the girl was. But Reina must have gotten more accustomed to the island lately, because she had stopped getting sick when exposed to mana from Elga or others around his level. The girl must have been immensely powerful, as even Katima, who was quite strong, had seemed pained by her mana.


      “Daddy...”


      “You don’t have to look so sad. Besides, they both say they’re fine. But you’re powerful, so make sure to be as careful as you can, okay?”


      “Okay...” Despite what the girl said, her eyes were filled with tears, and she looked dejected.


      As I wondered what to do, Reina stood up and came over to us.


      “See, I’m fine.” She picked up the girl in my lap, then gently patted her on the back.


      “Mommy?”


      “No one’s afraid of you, okay?”


      “Okay.” The girl had been about to cry, but now she squeezed Reina, relieved. She looked just like a child clinging to her mother, and her expression was somewhat bright.


      “Whoa... You’re amazing, Reina,” Katima said.


      “Yeah, I could never do that,” I said.


      I had the ability to copy any kind of magic, but this definitely wasn’t something I could mimic—this was Reina’s own power. I felt a newfound sense of respect for her.


      “Now, let’s come up with a name for her,” I said.


      “Yeah,” Reina said.


      The girl seemed to have really taken a liking to being in Reina’s arms, and she had left my lap. It felt a bit lonely, but that was neither here nor there.


      “They say people’s names often express their essence, so maybe we should give her a name that has some sort of association with ice,” I said.


      “Let’s just be sure to give her a name she likes,” Reina said.


      As I watched the excited girl, I wondered what sort of name would be best. Ice, spirit... I thought back to the various manga and myths I’d read before reincarnating here.


      Suddenly, Katima raised her hand.


      “For the Alfar, the Great Spirits are strong, noble, and supreme beings.”


      “Okay,” I said.


      “Therefore, I have an idea. I believe it’s necessary we give her a wonderful, awesome name that lives up to that.” As she spoke, Katima stood up. She must have thought of quite a good name, as she looked a little proud. “A certain history book tells of a spell passed down by the ancient Alfar. It’s supposed to be able to defeat anything in a single hit...the ultimate ice spell.”


      “The ultimate ice spell...” Reina looked at Katima, curious.


      However, I felt a bit apprehensive about where she was going with this.


      “Exactly,” Katima continued. “The ultimate ice spell, said to be used by the ancient Alfar. I think the Great Spirit of ice is worthy of carrying on that name. It’s called Eternal Force Blizza—”


      “NOOOOO!”


      “Nghaaaah!”


      Before Katima finished speaking, a burst of mana resembling a violent snowstorm blasted her away. She was sent out the sliding door, flying all the way to the cliff.
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      “Aaaaaahhhh...”


      Katima’s screams reverberated throughout the canyon before eventually fading away entirely. It seemed that she had fallen all the way to the bottom of the cliff.


      We were silent.


      “No!” the girl shouted.


      Reina and I exchanged glances, wondering what to do. The girl looked angry.


      “Jeez, you can’t do something like that so suddenly,” Reina said.


      “Oh,” the girl said in a small voice. “Mommy... I’m sorry.”


      “You apologized, so it’s all right. Now, was it really that bad?”


      “I want a cuter name,” the girl said, sulking. She seemed to really dislike the name Katima had tried to give her.


      Yeah, it doesn’t really sound like a name you’d give to a girl—or anyone, for that matter.


      “You’re a girl, so you don’t want a name like that, do you?” Reina said.


      “No...”


      As Reina and the girl spoke, I made a mental note to be more careful as well.


      “Th-That was horrible...” came a voice as a hand appeared from outside.


      “Welcome back, Katima,” I said.


      Her hair was disheveled after crawling up the cliff back to the house, but aside from that, she looked unhurt.


      That makes her pretty weird too, doesn’t it?


      “Arata... You just welcomed me back like it was totally normal, but I went through a lot, you know.”


      “You say that, but you’re pretty tough.”


      “You’re the last person I want to hear that from.”


      I don’t know what I’m supposed to say...


      The girl was looking at Katima warily, even though she had been so attached to her earlier. Kids sure can be cruel.


      “G-Great Spirit... What was it about that name that displeased you so?” Katima said subserviently.


      “I want a cuter one!”


      “Arata! Was that name not cute?!”


      “Well... No, not at all.”


      Katima looked flabbergasted.


      Wait, did she think it was?


      If so, then unfortunately, we would have to eject her from the committee to decide the girl’s name.


      “Th-Then, you and Reina should just pick a cute name yourselves!”


      “Hmmm...”


      “Let me think...” Reina said.


      Will we be blasted away like Katima if we choose poorly? Well, I’d be fine, but it’d definitely be bad if that happened to Reina.


      “Daddy, mommy, give me a cute name.”


      “You sure are upping the pressure...” I said. I looked at the girl again. She had beautiful silver hair and azure eyes like sapphires. Cradled in Reina’s arms, her small body was adorable, almost like a snow fairy...


      Snow, huh?


      “Snow.”


      Reina and I happened to mumble the same English word, and our voices synchronized. That moment, the girl shone with a bright light.


      “I like Snow! That’s the name mommy and daddy gave me! I’m Snow!”


      As she spoke, she was smiling from ear to ear and had sprouted a pair of small, white wings.


      ◇


      “Snow, Snow, Snowww.”


      The girl—Snow—must have really liked the name Reina and I had simultaneously mumbled, because she had been in a cheerful mood since then. She came up to me, pointed at herself, said, “Snow,” then went over to Reina and did the same. Right now, she was repeating her name in front of Katima again and again, probably because she still remembered what had happened earlier.


      “She sure likes her name,” Reina said.


      “No doubt,” I said.


      With her snowy silver hair, and her appearance like a small fairy, the name was pretty fitting for something we had come up with on the spot. At the very least, it was much better than the dangerous-sounding Eternal-so-and-so that Katima had proposed.


      “But I didn’t think you’d come up with the same name as me, Reina.”


      “Me neither. But...”


      She looked at Snow, so I followed suit. Snow was saying something to Katima, who looked a bit confused. Both of them had silver hair, which made Katima look almost like a girl bewildered by her young little sister’s peculiar behavior, and it was pretty entertaining.


      “When I saw her, I remembered a snow fairy I saw in a picture book long ago,” Reina said.


      “I thought of something similar, I guess.”


      Even though we were from different worlds, maybe our impressions were the same in the end. Of course, that god was probably the only reason I could understand the language here, but...


      Suddenly, beyond the sliding door through which Katima had been sent flying, I saw some small, white stuff falling from the sky in the passage connected to the outside.


      “It’s snowing,” I said.


      “Oh?” Reina said.


      We went out into the passageway and looked up. Flecks of snow carried by the wind fluttered down from the clear sky, falling on the Alfin village.


      “Whoa...”


      “So pretty,” Reina said.


      The snow reflected the sunlight as it fell, and it was enchantingly beautiful; before I knew it, I was captivated by the sight. However, on this island, the temperature was generally quite uniform in each region, and the Alfin village was on the warmer end. This out of season snowfall could only mean—


      “It’s snowing! I love snow!”


      At some point Snow had come over to us, and was raising her arms while looking up at the sky. With glittering eyes she stared at the snow, like a girl seeing it at a ski slope for the first time.


      “Is this your power, Snow?” I asked.


      “Hmm?” She tilted her head. It seemed that this wasn’t something she had done intentionally.


      “Normally it’d be impossible to control the weather... But well, she was born on this island, after all,” Reina said.


      “Mommy, am I amazing?”


      “Yes, you are. You’re so amazing that I’m surprised.” Reina patted Snow’s head, and she laughed proudly.


      “Hee hee!”


      She looked curiously adorable like that, and at the same time a bit silly.


      “The Alfar are coming out to see what’s going on too,” Reina said.


      “Oh, you’re right.” Katima said. She came up next to us and peered down off the cliff from the passageway.


      Alfar were coming out of their strikingly painted white houses and looking up at the sky. The elder’s house was built on top of the cliff, so we could see everything going on in the village at a glance. The adults looked up with great curiosity at the beautiful falling snow, while the children were joyfully playing around.


      “Snow never falls around here, so a lot of them are seeing it for the first time,” Katima explained.


      “Huh... By the way, have you ever seen snow, Katima?” I asked.


      “Yeah, I once went on a tour of the island, and I saw some when I went to the north.”


      When I heard the word “north,” the first thing that popped into my mind was the small vampire who always came to play tricks on us. That reminds me, she said her best magic was ice or darkness magic, didn’t she?


      “Back then, the True Ancestor treated me like some sort of trespasser, and it was horrible,” Katima went on.


      “I see. I’m surprised you made it out alive.”


      “I’m a High Alfr, and I’m stronger than a regular Alfr, after all.”


      I got the feeling that if you were up against Mina, that wouldn’t be the issue, but then again, while she may have enjoyed teasing people, she never killed anyone. She had probably clutched her stomach and roared with laughter while watching Katima run around crying.


      “Daddy, uppies!”


      “Hm?”


      “I wanna see too!” Snow raised her arms and requested that I pick her up.


      Those small, fluttering white wings on her back sure are cute.


      “All right, come here.”


      “Yaaay!”


      I picked her up, and she looked down on the Alfin village. While the Alfar had been slightly cautious of the snow at first, now that they knew it wasn’t harmful, both the adults and the children were enjoying the sight of it falling.


      “That looks fun!” Snow said.


      “You’re right, it does. You did all this, Snow.”


      With her twinkling, sapphire eyes, Snow looked happy too.


      “It really is a magical sight,” Reina mumbled as she came up next to me, fascinated.


      The snow fell, reflecting the sunlight as it did, piling up on this cliff which could only be found in nature. This sight was probably something unique to this world.


      “This world really is amazing,” I remarked.


      Every day, there was always something new. It was fresh, fun, and—


      Suddenly, I saw Reina with the snow in the background. I felt a certain beauty in her, like she was in a painting depicting a passage taken from myth.


      “What is it, Arata?”


      “Oh. Uh, actually, it’s nothing.”


      It would be a bit embarrassing to say that I had been enchanted by her. Since meeting Reina, I had figured out a while ago that she was a beautiful, attractive girl, but the sight of her just now had taken me a bit off guard.


      “Mommy, you’re pretty.”


      “Tee hee hee, thanks, Snow.”


      Snow must have wanted to go from me to Reina, because she reached out her hand. Then, the moment Reina took her into her arms...I saw an image of Reina, embracing a black- and red-haired baby, and I was startled. It had only been for a single instant, but it was as if I had caught a glimpse of my own future, and I felt myself blush. Even though my imagination was just running wild, it had been strangely vivid and realistic, and I had panicked.


      I think I’m going to take what just happened to my grave.


      “The concept of time doesn’t exist on this island, so perhaps you saw the future.”


      “Huh?” I exclaimed.


      “Ah, elder, you’re awake,” Katima said.


      Before I knew it, the Alfin elder had come up next to me. How long has he been there? I didn’t notice him at all.


      “Waking up is one thing, but I hardly ever see you get up and move around,” Katima said.


      “Oho ho ho. Even when you’ve lived as long as I have, this isn’t something you get to see every day.” The elder slightly widened his eyes concealed behind his white eyebrows, then happily looked up at the sky.


      “By the way, um... About there being no concept of time... What do you mean by that?” I asked.


      “Hm? Ahh, it’s just the ramblings of an old man. You may pay it no mind.”


      That doesn’t make me any less curious...


      The elder must have picked up on my feelings, because after a moment’s thought, he spoke.


      “Hrm... It’s like this: I’ve lived for over a thousand years, but I might know a Great Spirit that was born only five hundred years ago one thousand years ahead of time.”


      “I don’t really get what you mean, but... Actually, aren’t Great Spirits born every thousand years?”


      “As I said, you may pay it no mind. Regardless... Even gods can’t comprehend this island, you know.”


      With that said, the elder climbed over the passageway railing, huffing as he did...then he leaped right off the edge of the cliff.


      “Huh?” I exclaimed.


      “E-Eldeeeerrr!” Katima shouted.


      “Whoa, he’s flying,” Snow said.


      The elder fell with outstretched arms, like a flying squirrel. And we all looked down on him as he did.


      “EVERYBODYYYYY! WE’RE HAVING A FEAST TO CELEBRATE THE BIRTH OF A NEW GREAT SPIRIIIIIT!”


      I thought you weren’t supposed to be able to move that quickly?!


      As I watched the elder fall while shouting, I shouted in my mind, which I suppose was an understandable reaction. This was just so radically different from what I’d seen of the elder up until now.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter Six: The Alfin Feast


      The sun had set, and the Alfin village, surrounded by cliffs, was cloaked in darkness. The glow of the torches gave the snow slowly floating down from the sky a magical light, creating a mysterious, beautiful scene. Normally the area would have been shrouded in silence, but tonight, people were energetically moving all around, and it had turned into a raucous occasion.


      “Great Spirit! These are fresh mushrooms I picked on the mountain!”


      “Great Spirit! These are fresh shoots I picked on the mountain!”


      The newborn Great Spirit, Snow, was at the center of the festivities, sitting at the spot prepared for her at the head of the table. For the Alfar, her birth was equivalent to the birth of a god, and even the usually meek people of the mountain were getting into a partying mood, unable to hide their excitement. Alfar were coming up to her one after another with gifts of wild vegetables, all so they could get a glimpse of the Great Spirit of ice.


      “Daddy...”


      “Hey, it’ll be all right,” I said.


      Because of this, Snow was a bit frightened and hid behind me. The Alfar certainly didn’t mean to scare her, but it was intimidating for young children to have adults approach them.


      “I mean, it’s pretty hard to know what to do when someone brings you raw wild vegetables...”


      “Well, we Alfar live in harmony with the mountain,” Katima said. “We generally eat anything we pick raw.”


      “Hmm...”


      They say “when in Rome, do as the Romans do,” and I’d probably be fine no matter what I ate, but... Reina looks a bit at a loss too.


      She also seemed to have no idea what to do with the vegetables the Alfar had pulled from the ground and brought straight here. As for Snow, there was a steadily growing pile of gifts in front of her—all freshly foraged vegetables—and she wasn’t touching a single one. Just as Katima said, we could probably eat them as-is, but we weren’t in the habit of consuming raw vegetables, so the sight made us a bit hesitant.


      “You don’t have to force yourselves,” Katima said.


      “But if we don’t, we’ll have nothing to eat,” I said.


      “Hrm... You’re right.”


      It would be horribly impolite to take some food out of my Storage spell in the middle of the feast and ignore everything we’d been served, no matter what it may have been. However, Snow would get hungry at this rate...


      “In that case... Reina, can you use these to make something?” Katima suddenly suggested.


      “Huh?” Reina said, looking surprised.


      “You’re always cooking tasty stuff, right?” Katima said. “The other Alfar are just partying on their own anyway, so I think it’s fine for you to do what you want.”


      Some Alfar were playing limbo and clapping along to music, while others were spitting flames from their mouths and getting pumped up. Some of them were even break dancing while holding torches; they were really letting loose. Katima was right; everyone was enjoying themselves however they pleased.


      “I’m telling you, don’t worry about it,” Katima said. “I don’t care, and actually, I’m more interested in Reina’s cooking.”


      “Well, maybe you don’t care, but...” I said.


      “Yeah...” Reina said.


      I mean, no matter what they might be serving us, isn’t it super rude to start cooking at a feast they’re putting on for our sake, using the ingredients they gave us? I thought.


      Then, Snow, who was clinging to my back, came around me and spoke.


      “Mommy’s making food?”


      “Hm?” I replied.


      “I wanna eat mommy’s food too!”


      Snow looked at Reina with a twinkle in her eyes. They were brimming with anticipation, and we didn’t have it in ourselves to refuse her.


      ◇


      In the end, Reina decided to cook something after giving in to the pure light of Snow’s eyes. When I explained things to Saria, she got all the necessary kitchen tools ready right away.


      “Is it really all right?” I asked.


      “Of course it is,” Saria replied. “Anyhow, it’s a request coming right from the Great Spirit herself.”


      Basically, she was saying that the Great Spirits took precedence over everything else for the Alfar, which meant no one would have any complaints. Thanks to that, everything had been set up quickly, and Reina was now in the middle of cooking. Oil she had poured into a big, round pot was simmering from the heat. Next to that, there were numerous vegetables coated with white batter.


      “Whoa...” Snow watched Reina with great curiosity as she cooked, and when Reina noticed this she smiled.


      “Watch out, you’ll get oil on you if you don’t move away.”


      “Aww, but I wanna keep watching you, mommy.”


      “Oh, jeez... Can you take care of her, Arata?”


      “Sure,” I said. I picked up Snow beneath her arms and gave her a ride on my shoulders.


      “Wow, I’m so hiiigh!”


      “Oil won’t reach you here, so you can watch now.”


      “Yaaay!”


      I thought she would be able to get closer on my shoulders, and that it would be easier to see. She also seemed to just like being up there, and she sounded happy.
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      After a while like this, the Alfar congregated around us too, curious about Reina’s cooking.


      “Katima, I thought no one was going to care,” I said.


      “Some of them don’t.” Katima pointed at an Alfr doing the limbo alone. They, as well as another who was break dancing, occasionally shot furtive glances at us, looking quite frustrated.


      “Oh, come on. They’re just trying to compete with us.”


      The one playing limbo had started clapping their hands and trying to liven things up, while the one break dancing had started to execute some flashy moves. Both were making a last-ditch effort to recapture their audiences. However, the other Alfar didn’t so much as look at them; their undivided attention was on Reina and Snow. We had ended up completely stealing the show, and I felt just a bit sorry.


      “It’s all right, Arata. In this world, it’s eat or be eaten. They shouldn’t have let their audience get taken.”


      “That isn’t something you should be saying right now...”


      “Daddy, I wanna see closer!”


      “Yeah, yeah.”


      Reina looked at Snow smiling happily, and she smiled slightly herself. “Jeez, Arata, you really are her daddy already.”


      “If I’m her daddy, then you’re her—”


      I was too embarrassed to say “mommy,” but Reina must have understood because her face turned a bit red. We both stood there quietly, in a somewhat bittersweet mood amid the sound of boiling oil and flames.


      “I think it’s impressive that you guys can flirt so much with all these people around,” Katima said.


      “Huh?” I said.


      “Ah...” Reina said.


      “Mommy and daddy really like each other,” Snow said.


      When I looked back at my surroundings, the Alfar had indescribable expressions on their faces. The adults seemed to be reminiscing about their own youths, while the children’s eyes shone with anticipation for what was coming next. Finally, the people dancing some distance away seemed frustrated that we had stolen even more of the attention away from them.


      “Ah!” I exclaimed.


      “Th-The oil’s about ready! It isn’t safe, so move away, Arata!” Reina said.


      “As if some oil could hurt Arata,” Katima said.


      “No quips, Katima!” Reina said. “Now, move away, move away!” Flustered, she put the battered vegetables into the pot. There was a sound of rushing bubbles, and an appetizing smell wafted through the air.


      This is definitely going to be delicious.


      “It smells tasty,” Snow said.


      The Alfar who had been looking at us sweetly moments ago were now staring at the food Reina was making while doing their best to wipe away drool. And I, as well as Snow on my shoulders, were doing the same. The only exceptions were the Alfar that were still dancing. But upon closer inspection, saliva dribbled from their mouths too.


      “Yeah, nothing can beat Reina’s cooking,” I remarked.


      Though we belonged to different races, her food had brought our hearts together as one. That is to say, everyone was thinking, Hurry up and let me eat already.


      ◇


      “Wow, this is great!”


      “Am I dreaming?! Are these really the same vegetables we’ve been eating?!”


      Voices like these could be heard coming from all over. They sounded like this because of the vegetable tempura Reina had made. Up until now, they had eaten their vegetables raw, and coating vegetables in batter and deep-frying them was a cooking method they had never encountered before.


      “I feel like everyone on this island exaggerates things way too much,” Reina said.


      “Well, that’s just how delicious your cooking is, Reina,” I said.


      Some of the others we knew, like Luna or Elga, had been shouting at the sky less lately, perhaps because they had gotten used to Reina’s cooking. It had been a while since I had seen anyone shouting with total abandon like this.


      “Mommyyy...”


      “Yeah, yeah. Hold on a moment, okay?”


      We had returned to the head of the table and were watching the Alfar, when Snow turned to Reina and opened her mouth like a baby bird. Reina deftly used a pair of chopsticks to feed her a small slice of cooled-down tempura.


      “Mmm! Mmmmm! It’s so good!”


      Snow placed one hand on her cheek and waved the other up and down, emphasizing how tasty it was. She was incredibly adorable, and watching her made me feel warm and fuzzy inside.


      Immediately after finishing her first bite, she said, “Mommyyy,” and opened her mouth, requesting more tempura.


      “Oh, you’re so needy,” Reina said, smiling awkwardly and feeding Snow another bite.


      With twinkling eyes, the girl repeated the same motions as before. She must have really liked it.


      “Then, I think I’ll go get some too,” I said.


      The tempura on the serving dish had originally been the vegetables the Alfar had brought for us. I took a bite of one of the deep-fried shoots, called taranome. It had none of its usual bitterness; instead, a sticky sweetness spread throughout my mouth.


      “Now this is good...”


      By the way, I had liked the crispy parts of vegetable tempura whenever I ate at Japanese restaurants. This taranome was no exception; its crispy leaves were packed with the unique, savory flavor of tempura, and it was supremely delicious. At the same time, the root had a soft texture, which was so good I felt like I could go on eating it forever. There was also udo, fuki, koshiabura, and kogomi... They probably went by different names in this world, but every single one of these similar-looking vegetable tempura were incredibly tasty.


      “But this just makes me want some white rice...”


      From what I’d seen, there wasn’t any in the Alfin village. I regretted not putting some of the rice we had been given by the Divine Beastfolk into my Storage spell.


      “Still, Reina’s food is as tasty as ever.”


      I looked at Katima, who was gobbling down one piece of tempura after another. I remembered the first time we had met. She had been like this then, too, when eating grilled sweetfish together with Luna.


      “So this is called tempura?” Katima said. “I’ve never had it before, but I feel like salt would go well with this...”


      “Oh, then why don’t you go get some from Reina?” I said.


      “No, I’m good.” Katima suddenly stood up, then hurried off somewhere. She soon returned, carrying a pretty rock crystal.


      “What’s that?” I asked.


      “Alfin rock salt.”


      Its name was more straightforward than I had expected. It was pink, tinged with a bit of red, and much more beautiful than any of the rock salt I’d seen in my past life.


      “That looks good,” I said.


      “It’s the best. It’s so good that there was once a struggle between us and the other races over it.”


      “Wow... I didn’t know stuff like that used to happen.”


      “It was way before I was born.”


      However, a struggle between the races on this island was bound to balloon out of control. If something like that happened now, Reina and the other humans would be in danger, so I’d definitely have to stop it.


      “Now, we all trade with each other,” Katima went on, “but this is precious, top-quality rock salt, so the other races have a hard time getting their hands on it. No one is willing to give it up for cheap.” As she spoke, she ground the salt, then started to sprinkle it on her tempura. When she was done, she concealed the chunk of salt in her loincloth before eating. “Mhmm... This is the best.”


      “Uh, hey, Katima?”


      “Not happening.”


      “I haven’t even said anything yet.”


      “C’mon, I said Alfin rock salt is rare, didn’t I? There’s hardly enough for me to have any as is.”


      “Hmm.”


      I see...


      “But, it’s good, right?” I said.


      “It’s the best.”


      I silently stood up, then went over to Snow, who was stuffing her small cheeks with tempura like her life depended on it.


      “Ah, daddy!” she said.


      “Is that tasty, Snow?” I asked.


      “Yeah! Mommy’s food is really tasty!”


      “What is it, Arata?” Reina asked, tilting her head in confusion at my sudden visit.


      “Oh, you see, Katima has this super tasty rock salt, but she won’t share any.”


      “Huh...”


      At that moment, Reina looked at Katima. Her eyes were like those of a hunter who had just spotted her prey.


      “Ulp!” Katima exclaimed. “What’s with that look?! This rock salt is mine!”


      “I bet the tempura would taste even better with that salt...” I said.


      “We could definitely use some of it...” Reina said.


      “H-Hngh...” Katima flinched, but then she stood up to defend her property. She must have judged that it would be unwise to stay here any longer, because she looked like she was getting ready to flee.


      “Does salt make it even tastier, daddy?” Snow asked.


      “It does. That’s what Katima said earlier, after all.”


      “Really...”


      That instant, a U-shaped wall of ice appeared, blocking Katima’s escape route.


      “Ah! Wh-What’s—”


      “Katimaaa.” Snow toddled over to Katima. Her wide grin was probably terrifying to Katima in that moment.


      “L-Lady Snow! Could this be your doing?!” Katima said.


      “I wanna eat with that salt too!”


      “B-But...”


      “I can’t?”


      Snow held out a bowl with a piece of tempura in it to Katima. The Alfin girl looked up, but nothing was there except the round full moon and the stars dotting the sky.


      “Ngh... I guess I have to.”


      Resigned, Katima sprinkled rock salt on Snow’s tempura. Reina and I also brought our dishes and lined up behind Snow.


      “Then, I’ll take some too,” I said.


      “Me too,” Reina said.


      “I’m not giving any to you guys!”


      “Mommy and daddy can’t have any?”


      “Ah! Nghhh...”


      While glaring at us with frustration, Katima sprinkled the Alfin rock salt on our food. When I took a bite of the newly seasoned tempura, my mouth was filled with a new, delicious taste.


      “Oh! This is great,” I said.


      “Yes, it truly is,” Reina said. “I wonder if we could have more...”


      “I-I’m warning you, I won’t give you any more! Absolutely not!”


      Katima embraced her rock salt, trying to protect it this time. I felt like it was about time we gave it up. However, for a child, it was a different story.


      “Katimaaa.”


      “Y-Yes? What is it, Lady Snow?”


      “Seconds!”


      Eventually, Katima said, “Okay.”


      As she sprinkled salt on Snow’s tempura, she quietly sobbed. Watching her, we both thought that we’d take pity on her after all.


      “Hey, Arata, Reina! I don’t care how much you hold out your dishes, I’m not giving you any more, you hear me?!”


      Yet, it seemed that, independently of my thoughts, my body was demanding salt.


      It is what it is. I mean, human beings are creatures that require salt.


      “Aww... So much of my salt’s gone...” Katima gloomily looked at what she had left.


      “I wonder if we’re in the wrong here after all,” Reina said.


      “Umm...” I thought for a moment. “Oh, I know. Hey, Snow.”


      “Hmm?”


      “I want you to say this to Katima.” While wiping Snow’s mouth as she sat on my lap, I whispered into her ear.


      “I should say that?”


      “Yeah. Do you think you can do it?”


      “For sure!”


      Snow stood up, then walked with her small legs over to Katima.


      “Katimaaa.”


      Katima flinched, probably wary that Snow’s slightly cutesy voice meant she was back to beg for more salt. However...


      “Thanks! I love you!” Snow said, looking up at Katima with a wide smile.


      “Oh, Ohhhh?!” Katima trembled. “What kind words! I love you as well, Lady Snow!” She was so thrilled that it was hard to believe she had been down in the dumps just moments ago. It seemed that Snow’s words had had quite the effect.


      “Yeah, Katima’s definitely better when she’s cheerful,” I said.


      “Hey, Arata?” Reina said.


      “Huh?”


      “To me, Snow’s ‘I love you’ sounded more like ‘I love your salt’...”


      “Reina, you aren’t supposed to mention that part.”


      Reina smiled slightly and nodded, and she didn’t press the subject any further.


      ◇


      The next morning, I was sitting with Katima and the village elder.


      “Thank you again for everything you’ve done for the Great Spirits,” the elder said.


      “Oh, I didn’t really do anything,” I said.


      “That’s wrong, Arata,” Katima said. She was looking at a spot below my eyes—at a cheery Snow who was sitting snugly in my lap. “You were made the foster parent of a Great Spirit. That’s just incredible.”


      “I don’t know what you want me to tell you.”


      I really hadn’t done anything. I had simply gone to where the Great Spirits lived and talked to them. This girl had gotten attached to me out of nowhere, that was all.


      “Well, you’re Arata after all, I guess,” Katima said.


      “In any case, you’ve formed quite the wonderful connection here, Katima,” the elder said. “You’d best treasure it.”


      “Hrm, I know...”


      Even Katima, who had been so free and uninhibited at our house, had been surprisingly sensible since returning to her village. Getting the opportunity to learn about a different side of hers made me feel glad to have come on this journey.


      “Daddyyy,” Snow said.


      “Hm?” I said.


      “Can I go over to mommy?”


      “Sure, but do you know where she is?”


      “Yeah. Mommy’s mana is warm, so I can tell.”


      Reina was together with Saria in the kitchen, which meant she was some distance away, but Snow’s intuition as a Great Spirit or something must have given her a grasp on Reina’s location. The girl hopped out of my lap, then quickly walked out of the room with short footsteps—but not before turning around for a moment at the doorway.


      “Goodbye!”


      “Yeah, take care, all right?” I said.


      “Okaaay.”


      I watched Snow go with a smile on my face. The elder smiled gently too.


      “How adorable. It’s been a long while since I’ve seen the birth of a new Great Spirit.”


      “‘A long while’? I don’t think anyone would get a chance to see that at all,” Katima said.


      “Ahh, but if you live long enough, you’ll witness it a few times.”


      “Maybe, but that’s only once in a thousand years...”


      Do the Alfar really live that long? Judging from Katima’s reaction, I feel like the elder might just be an exception.


      “Lord Guen and Lord Zearth were quite precious little things when they were born,” the elder said.


      “Those two?” I asked.


      “Indeed. Lady Sheryl already existed when I was born, and she doted on each of them a great deal.”


      There was the physically imposing Lord Guen, with a flaming mane like a lion, and Lord Zearth, whose entire body resembled a robot’s. Then, there was Lady Sheryl, raising the both of them. I had seen what their relationship was like a few days ago, so I could understand, but I found it hard to imagine Lady Sheryl affectionately bringing up children.


      Actually, does Lord Zearth even grow in the first place? Also, I guess that makes Lady Sheryl the oldest out of the three, huh? They say a Great Spirit is born once in a millennium... That must mean she’s at least three thousand years old...


      For a moment, I felt a shiver run down my back. It was an ominous premonition, as though a shadow from the depths of hell was softly stroking my back. I’m going to stop thinking about this now.


      “By the way,” I said, “is there anything I should be careful of when raising a Great Spirit?”


      “Great Spirits are nature itself,” the elder said. “Lady Snow choosing you means she saw it to be the most natural course. So, there’s nothing you need to worry about.”


      “Is that really all there is to it?”


      “Indeed, it is.”


      I had never raised a child, not in this life or my previous one. I was anxious about all sorts of things, but...


      “Snow already feels like a part of the family, and that’s not going to change,” I replied, causing the elder to smile again. “It looks like Snow has taken a liking to you too, Katima, so could you keep being her playmate?”


      “Uh, o-of course. It’s an honor to be a Great Spirit’s playmate... Yes, that’s right, a tremendous honor...”


      Katima was slightly averting her eyes, probably because of the severe treatment she had already received from Snow. However, Katima did seem to be the girl’s favorite, so she’d just have to put up with it.


      “Hm?” I suddenly glanced at the elder, whose head was nodding back and forth. I couldn’t see his eyelids because of his bushy eyebrows, but this had to mean...


      “Zzz...”


      “Oh, he fell asleep,” Katima said.


      “It must be because of all that partying yesterday,” I said.


      The kind old man had a very small body and hardly did anything at all, yet at the feast he had nimbly moved around. He had been so spirited, especially when teaching the dancing young Alfar various things, that it had made him difficult to approach, like Reina when she was cooking.


      “All right, I guess it’s time we got going then,” I said.


      “Yeah, good idea,” Katima said.


      We went together to the kitchen, where Saria was in the middle of teaching Reina Alfin cuisine.


      “Oh, Arata,” Reina said.


      “Daddy!” Snow said.


      The sight of the three of them wearing aprons was sort of homey, and as a guy, it made me a bit glad to see. I especially felt this indescribable ticklishness in my heart when Reina and Snow came up to me.


      “I was thinking we would leave soon,” I said.


      “Okay. I just finished learning a few things, so this is good timing,” Reina said.


      An appetizing smell wafted over from the pot behind her. That’s probably tonight’s dinner, I thought, getting a bit excited.


      “Daddy! I helped out too!” Snow said.


      “Oh, really? That’s great.”


      “Yeah!”


      She smiled as I patted her head. Then, I picked her up and held her in my arms, and she clung to me like a koala. She felt pleasantly chilly.


      “Hey, Katima,” Saria said.


      “What, granny?”


      “Reina’s a better student than you, so I’m making her my granddaughter.”


      “Hey, Arata, don’t you think this old hag is too harsh?”


      Katima must have felt insulted by what Saria had said, because her eyes were welling up with tears. Honestly it was kind of funny, and I had to resist the urge to grin. Katima seemed quite serious, so I had to keep a straight face for her.


      Saria gently patted Katima on her shoulder.


      “It’s just a joke, Katima, a joke.”


      “Really?”


      “But you’ll pay for calling me a hag.”


      Katima tried to scamper away as fast as she could, but she couldn’t escape with her shoulder in Saria’s grip. She was thrown out into the passageway outside the kitchen. Then, as if to add insult to injury, Saria sat atop her back and bent her body backward.


      “G-Granny! No more! I can’t take any more of this! My back doesn’t bend that—ah.”


      The moment after Katima breathed out one final, quiet sigh, her body went limp. Saria stood up, dusted off her hands, then came over to us with a triumphant expression.


      “She’s my idiot granddaughter, but be good to her, you hear?”


      “Y-Yes, ma’am...”


      I glanced at Katima, who was twitching like a fish out of water.


      Well, she seems pretty tough, so she’ll be fine... Right?


      ◇


      My original purpose in coming to the Alfin village was to deepen my relationship with the people of Katima’s home town. I never thought I would end up meeting the Great Spirits and welcoming a new member of my family, but it had definitely been a fun trip. Now that it was time for us to return home, I felt a certain loneliness.


      “I’ll visit you guys again soon,” Katima said.


      “You’re always welcome. And not just you; we’ll be glad to see anyone,” I said.


      As we made our way out of the Alfin village, the villagers who had hidden in their houses at first were gathered at the entrance to see us off. Every one of them was smiling.


      “Mister!”


      “Hm?”


      The girl I had saved from the Grand Wyvern came up to me. She was similar in age to Snow, and they had played together at the party.


      “Come play again, okay? Snow too!” she said.


      “Thanks. And we’ll definitely come again,” I said.


      “Daddy, I wanna go down,” Snow said.


      “Hm?”


      When I let Snow down from my arms, she created a pair of ice sculptures that looked like herself and the girl. It was an incredibly sweet gesture.


      “Here you go!” Snow said.


      “Wow! Thanks!” the girl replied.


      While everyone was watching over the two kids, Katima went up to them, looking somewhat flustered.


      “D-Do I not get anything? Um, one of those things where I’m together with you, Lady Snow.”


      “You want one too, Katima?” Snow said.


      “Y-Yes, I do!”


      “All right, here you go!”


      Snow created a statue modeled after the two of them next. Katima was very moved by it. The scene really made me realize how much the Alfar venerated the Great Spirits.


      “All right, we’re going now,” I said.


      “Thank you very much, everyone,” Reina said.


      “Bye-byeee!” Snow said.


      Thus, we left the village behind while the Alfar waved at us. Reina and I had been living alone before this trip, but now there would be three of us.


      We descended the mountain the same way we had come, then walked along the river. And when we’d finally arrived home, someone was waiting for us.


      “’Sup. You guys sure took your time.”


      Standing there with an uncharacteristically troubled look on her face was the leader of the Divine Beastfolk—Suzaku, also known as Phoenix.


      I get the feeling that we’ve been thrown right into another problem.


      With that thought in my mind, I entered the house.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter Seven: The Divine Beastfolk Incident


      I invited Suzaku inside and heard her out. She told me that there was a disease spreading among the Beastfolk. Paramounts like the Divine Beastfolk rarely got sick, but normal Beastfolk could.


      “Still...” Suzaku paused. “The Beastfolk are resilient. Normally they get better after a bit of rest, but...”


      The reason for Suzaku’s troubled expression was the disease’s severe symptoms. Some of those who had been infected could hardly move.


      “This sort of sickness is something we Divine Beastfolk don’t experience, so I really don’t know what I’m supposed to do.”


      “I see,” I said.


      I, of course, knew nothing about diseases either. There was nothing I could think of beyond sleeping and eating well.


      “Is there anything you can do, Reina?” I asked.


      “It’s hard to say until I see the symptoms myself. And physical injuries are one thing, but I haven’t studied how to cure diseases, so I don’t think I’ll be of any help.”


      “Oh...”


      I’d sort of become used to Reina seemingly knowing everything, but apparently even she had her limits. Well, medical care definitely required expertise, so that was to be expected.


      “I wonder if we know someone who understands this kind of thing... Like Mina, maybe,” I said.


      Suzaku made a face. “Her, huh?”


      Had something happened between them in the past? I’d heard that they had been on this island the longest out of anyone.


      “Do you two not get along?” I asked.


      “Oh, we did. Back in the day, we’d fight to the death all the time.”


      I’m pretty sure that means you don’t get along.


      Suzaku must have understood what I wanted to say from the look I gave her, as she gave an awkward smile.


      “We were by far the hardest to kill out of anyone on this island, you see, so we didn’t need to hold back when fighting each other. If anything, we were close.”


      “I see.”


      The True Ancestor Vampire and the Phoenix—the fellow immortals had apparently always smashed their excess power into each other, and it sounded like the damage they had caused had been immense.


      “Wait, but...if you’re close, then can’t you just get her to look after the sick?” I said.


      “Not a chance. In her eyes, we’re traitors.”


      “Traitors...”


      Mina didn’t seem the type to hold a serious grudge like that, but...


      “Unlike us, she’s alone,” Suzaku explained.


      “Alone?”


      “That’s right. It was intense, let me tell you, back when we still wielded our powers.” With a faraway look in her eyes, Suzaku began to recount her story. It was of an age on this island when the beings called paramounts wielded their great power with impunity.


      “Every one of us was crazy strong, and we always fought to the death to decide who was the strongest, or something ridiculous like that...” Suzaku paused. “But then we grew older and found more things to protect. We gradually stopped fighting, but...”


      I was silent.


      “Of course, some kept at it. But those guys disappeared, one by one. For some, their time had come; others just died in battle. At any rate, we mellowed out with the passing of time...besides Wilhelmina, that is.”


      Suzaku and the other Divine Beasts had the Divine Beastfolk and the Beastfolk. The Great Spirits had the Elves and the Alfar. And the Ancient Dragonfolk and Fierce Ogrefolk had their own people. They all had found things they needed to protect, things more important than showing off their power and running amok, and so they had ceased their conflicts. That left only a single, solitary being: the True Ancestor Vampire.


      “By the end of it all, Wilhelmina was the only one who still wanted to fight. And nobody would accept her challenges anymore.” Suzaku sighed, a somewhat lonely look on her face. “Still, as someone who’s had her fair share of fights to the death, I can understand where she’s coming from. If she thinks we’ve betrayed her, then so be it.”


      “Did Mina not have any underlings?” I asked.


      “Actually...I heard a while back that she made just one person into her underling, before coming to this island... But she said that she’s not making any more.”


      “Ah, I see.”


      Did that person change something in her?


      “Well, that’s just how she is. I doubt she’s going to lift a finger to help us.”


      Despite all that, I feel like she’s helped out Elga’s romance, looked after Luna, and gotten pretty involved by her own choice... Then again, maybe this was some sort of distinction that only Suzaku and Mina understood.


      “If even you guys don’t know what to do, then I’m at a total loss,” Suzaku said.


      “Are there any races on this island that know a lot about diseases?” I asked.


      “Who do you think we are? None of us get sick easily.”


      Medicine only existed to solve the problem of illness. The people of this island lived without worrying about such things, so medicine was basically the furthest thing from their minds.


      “Merlyn might know something,” Reina finally mumbled.


      “Oh?”


      Merlyn was the name of one of the Seven Celestial Archmages, who had the epithet of “Divine Water.”


      “She’s not an expert in medicine or anything,” Reina said. “But water magic often overlaps with that field, so any water magician at her level should have some knowledge.”


      “I see. All right, why don’t I try asking her?” I said, standing up. When Suzaku stood up as well, I added, “I’ll go get her, so you can just wait for me.”


      “Not happening. I’m the one asking for a favor, so it’s only right that I go too,” she said.


      She was amazingly powerful, and the most important person in the Divine Beastfolk village, so I could respect her for doing these sorts of things properly.


      “Where are you going, daddy?” Snow asked. She had been exploring the house, and came up to me when she noticed I was about to go out.


      I squatted down to make my eyes level with hers, then patted her head.


      “I’m just going to see a friend to ask for a favor, so can you wait with mommy?”


      “Okay.”


      Suzaku looked mystified. “I’ve been wondering for a bit now, but she’s a Great Spirit, right?”


      “Oh, so you can tell those sorts of things?”


      “That’s all she can be, considering the mana she has. But... Huh...” Suzaku looked at me and Reina with amusement, then her mouth curved into a mischievous smile. “Mommy and daddy, was it?”


      “Is this really the time to be teasing us like that?”


      “I guess not. But just you wait until things settle down. I have lots of questions for you. I’ll get some good drinks too.”


      I followed after Suzaku as she headed outside. Merlyn’s home was just nearby. It was built in a somewhat stylish manner, with white walls that reminded me of her.


      “Oh, is she not here?” I said.


      “Seems so,” Suzaku said. “No one’s inside.”


      I tried ringing the bell out front, but I didn’t sense anyone coming to answer. If Suzaku said she couldn’t sense Merlyn either, that meant she was definitely away. As I wondered whether we should wait for her to return, Zelos noticed us.


      “Hey, you’re back! What’s going on?”


      “Oh, hi, Zelos. Actually, I want to talk to Merlyn about something.”


      “If you’re looking for her, she went out together with Tailtiu, who came here early this...morning.” Zelos’s eyes locked on Suzaku.


      He looks afraid, but what’s there for him to be so afraid of after all this time? Since he’d been training and hunting with Elga and Tailtiu, I had been under the impression that he had gotten used to the island.


      “Hey, Arata? Who is that?”


      “Oh, yeah, this is the first time we’ve spoken, isn’t it? I’m Suzaku! I’m in charge of the Divine Beastfolk!”


      “Ah, I see.”


      Zelos and Merlyn had gone to the Divine Beastfolk village on their own, but it sounded like they hadn’t ever had the opportunity to talk to Suzaku. I knew that they each had been building their own individual relationships, but I didn’t know the specific details of every one.


      “My name’s Zelos.”


      “Hey, you’re a flame user, right? That’s a great choice. I think I like you!”


      “Thanks...”


      It was a bit surreal to see the small Suzaku interacting with the bulky Zelos in such an overbearing manner. But it also felt like it suited them.


      “It’s as if she’s the daughter of a yakuza boss and he’s her bodyguard, or something,” I said.


      Or like the head of a group of delinquents and a subordinate. Needless to say, Suzaku, who was clapping Zelos on the back while laughing, was the former, while Zelos, who had shrunk into his large body somewhat, was the latter.


      “Oh, that’s right.”


      I thought that Zelos might be able to help out with the disease. I explained the situation to him, but unfortunately, he apparently knew just as little when it came to medicine. However, just as Reina had said, he added that Merlyn was knowledgeable about that sort of thing and might be of help.


      “Do you know where Merlyn went?” I asked.


      “To the river,” Zelos replied. “She said she’s going hunting there while Tailtiu guards her.”


      “Okay, got it.”


      There was no telling when Merlyn would return if we waited here. We decided to go check out the river, then come back if she wasn’t there. Even if we passed by each other, I’d informed Zelos of the situation, so she would wait for us. Also, there was a smoothly paved footpath I had built to the river, so we should be able to see her. Then again, the forest monsters sometimes damaged it, so I would have to fix it up...


      “Come to think of it, you can sense the presence of others, can’t you?” Suzaku said. “So there’s no worry we’ll miss each other.”


      “Yeah, but... To be honest, someone on Merlyn’s level gets drowned out by the forest monsters, so maybe not.”


      “Then can’t you just search for that brat of Bahamut’s with her?”


      “Oh... You’re right.”


      There weren’t very many on this island who were as powerful as Tailtiu. The monsters ran away when they sensed her, so there should be an empty area around her.


      “Huh? I can’t tell where Tailtiu is either,” I said.


      “That must mean she’s hiding on purpose,” Suzaku said.


      “Why would she do something like— Oh, maybe it’s for Merlyn’s training.”


      Monsters disappeared when they realized that Tailtiu, who reigned at the top of this island’s ecosystem, was nearby. That wouldn’t be good for Merlyn’s training, so she must have been purposefully erasing her presence.


      Suzaku reacted with some surprise at my conclusion.


      “It sure is strange to see one of the Ancient Dragonfolk acting for someone else’s sake.”


      “Is it?”


      “Yep. You see, they value skill above everything else. They might occasionally obey someone stronger than them, but they never do the opposite. So, I mean...” Suzaku lowered her voice to a somewhat lonely whisper. “The times sure have changed, haven’t they?”


      When I saw her like this, I could sense the long years of experience behind her youthful appearance. Perhaps in her own way, Suzaku cherished the old days when she could wreak havoc as she pleased.


      “From my perspective, it feels like she’s really grown,” I said.


      “Well, I guess that’s how you might see it.”


      Tailtiu hadn’t been very good at those sorts of tricky things, but she must have learned in order to help out Reina and Merlyn. In that sense, maybe Suzaku was right, and things really had changed. But I thought this was a good change.


      “Oh, there they are,” I said.


      We came out of the forest to the river, where we found the two people we were looking for. They were facing a massive monster that looked like a snake with legs. I’d never seen one before, but it seemed weaker than, say, an Emperor Boar.


      “A basilisk, huh?” Suzaku said.


      “That name sounds familiar. Is it dangerous?” I asked.


      “Well, they aren’t too strong... But they’ve got some pretty powerful Mystic Eyes. Anyone caught in them won’t be able to move.”


      Oh yeah, basilisks can turn whoever they look at to stone, or something like that.


      “Wait, doesn’t that mean they’re super strong?” I asked.


      “Mystic Eyes don’t work on me or the Divine Beastfolk, so no. But for a human at her level...”


      Merlyn and the basilisk were motionlessly staring each other down. What if she’s already been hit by the Mystic Eyes, and she can’t—


      “Ah!” I exclaimed.


      As I was thinking, the basilisk lunged at Merlyn. If she really couldn’t move, then this was serious. I picked up a rock at my feet and wound up to throw it. But just then, Suzaku grabbed my arm.


      “Suzaku?!”


      “Calm down. If things really get dicey, Bahamut’s brat will take care of it.”


      “Oh...”


      She was correct; Tailtiu was right next to Merlyn. If Mystic Eyes didn’t work on the Divine Beastfolk, then they would naturally be ineffective against her too.


      The basilisk opened its large mouth, preparing to sink its teeth into Merlyn, but that instant—


      “I have my pride as a Celestial Archmage too, you know!” Merlyn shouted, sweeping her arm to the side. A fine thread of water appeared, slicing apart the basilisk’s body.


      “Whoa!” I exclaimed.


      “That’s a pretty interesting spell she’s got there,” Suzaku said.


      “She wasn’t able to beat the island’s monsters before...”


      Had Merlyn gotten stronger since coming here? Now that I thought about it, Reina also occasionally went hunting together with Luna, for monsters she hadn’t been able to defeat at first. It felt like everyone was getting stronger.


      “Hm?”


      The two halves of the basilisk were still wriggling around. The upper half slowly crept up on Merlyn, who had her back turned.


      “Watch out!” I said.


      With tremendous speed, unthinkable for a monster that had just been sliced in two, it once again pounced on Merlyn. By the time she noticed, the basilisk’s gaping maw was already closing in around her.


      “Not so fast!” Merlyn said. “I’ve lived on this island where I might die at any moment, and you don’t think I have a few tricks up my sleeve?!”


      The basilisk’s fangs pierced Merlyn—or that’s what I thought, but they suddenly stopped short, halted by a layer of water surrounding her.


      “Good grief, the monsters here really are absurd, to be able to move even after they’ve been cut in half... But, this is it!”


      The water protecting Merlyn coiled around the basilisk instead, trapping it inside a sphere. The monster desperately flailed around trying to escape, but it was only half of a body after all. Unable to make use of its full power, it couldn’t move well. After a while, the basilisk blew a large stream of bubbles out from its mouth, then lost all energy and stopped moving altogether. It appeared to have suffocated.


      “Hmph, well that’s more or less how these things go,” Merlyn said.


      “Whoa,” I said.


      As Merlyn brushed her hair back and made a pose, she struck me as a cool and capable woman. I unconsciously clapped my hands and walked up to her, and she looked a bit embarrassed. And the moment she saw Suzaku, she went pale.


      It looks like a true paramount is still an object of fear for her.


      “DARLIIING!”


      “Whoa!”


      Tailtiu, who had been carefully observing until just moments ago, crashed into me, as if to say that she was done holding herself back. I was used to this sort of thing, so I caught her like I always did, and she nuzzled her head up against me. She had stepped on and crushed the wriggling bottom half of the basilisk on her way to me, but I decided to pretend I hadn’t seen that.


      “Hrm? I get a sense that you’re different from usual, darling.”


      “Huh? You do?”


      “Yes, I can smell the scent of a female besides Reina on you... No! You aren’t cheating on her, are you?!”


      “Uhh...”


      She was probably referring to Snow, but I was at a loss as to how to explain it to her.


      “It’s a long story, so I’ll explain it to you later. Just know that I’m not cheating,” I said.


      “I see. Very well.”


      Even as Tailtiu spoke, she rubbed up against me, trying to get her scent on me. I let her do as she pleased and looked at Merlyn.


      “Actually, I tracked you down here because I need to talk to you, Merlyn.”


      “M-Me?”


      I looked at her pale face and felt sorry. Maybe I was being too abrupt.


      “Oh, if it isn’t the leader of the Divine Beastfolk,” Tailtiu said.


      “’Sup, Bahamut’s brat. Long time no see,” Suzaku said. “But we’re not here to talk to you today.”


      “Oho... But I just found something I need to talk to you about.”


      “And what’s that?”


      “Finding out why you were walking together with my darl—mhmph.”


      The situation seemed like it was about to turn explosive, so I quickly pressed Tailtiu’s head into my stomach.


      “Whoa there, Tailtiu, take it easy,” I said. “Suzaku isn’t here to pick a fight either, so leave it at that, okay?”


      “Hrmm...” Tailtiu sounded miffed.


      “I guess I’m not,” Suzaku said.


      The both of them suppressed their bloodlust, and Merlyn finally seemed relieved. I could understand why; if Tailtiu and Suzaku clashed right now, it would definitely be way more intense than anything she’d gotten used to at this point.


      “Just when I think I’ve gotten stronger since coming here, this happens,” she said.


      “Aha ha ha.” I laughed. “What you did just now was still pretty amazing.”


      “As a Celestial Archmage, and as one of humanity’s strongest magicians, I can’t very well let myself be treated like a common nobody forever.” Then, she muttered self-deprecatingly, “I still have a long way to go.”


      Despite what she said. I thought it was amazing she was now able to defeat monsters that she once couldn’t. Zelos was training too, wasn’t he? Maybe he was also doing everything he could to become stronger and survive here.


      “So, what did you chase me all the way here with someone like that for?” Merlyn asked.


      “Oh, about that...” While embracing Tailtiu, I conveyed what Suzaku had told me to her.


      Merlyn seemed to catch on easily.


      “I see... Is it an epidemic?”


      “No clue,” Suzaku said. “But if you know about that sort of stuff, can you take a look at them?” She bowed her head.


      I thought honorable people like her, who made sure to show up in person when asking for a favor for the sake of others, were cool.


      Merlyn looked surprised to see Suzaku bowing her head, and for a moment she froze. After a while, she awkwardly walked up to Suzaku.


      “Well, I do owe a lot to the Beastfolk, so I’ll examine them.”


      “I’m in your debt.”


      “Umm... You can pay me back another time.”


      Then, just as we were about to go to the Divine Beastfolk village together, there was an interruption from Tailtiu, who had stepped away from me.


      “Wait, Merlyn! We were supposed to practice together after this!” she said.


      “Practice?” I asked Merlyn.


      “Ohh...” She looked a bit troubled, perhaps because she had an idea of what Tailtiu was referring to.


      Why’s she glancing at me and acting awkward? I wondered.


      “Hey, Bahamut’s brat. Is it really more important than examining the sick Beastfolk?” Suzaku asked.


      “Hrm... It’s not like you’re in some sort of hurry, are you?! She promised me first! Promises are important too!”


      Tailtiu and Suzaku once again got into a staredown. If I had to say, I’d rather Tailtiu be patient with us for a bit, but like everyone, maybe she had some things she couldn’t compromise on. I considered going to ask her what was going on, but then someone pulled my arm.


      “She’ll just get even more sulky, so you don’t have to go,” Merlyn said.


      “Oh, but—”


      “I’ll talk to her.”


      Merlyn headed to where the two were sending off waves of bloodlust. Her expression was tinged with fear, but even so, she didn’t stop, which was pretty incredible.


      “Come over here, Tailtiu,” Merlyn said.


      “Hrm? Listen, Merlyn, promises are important!”


      “Yes, I’m aware. But you know, this is another tactic.”


      “What?”


      Tailtiu’s bloodlust disappeared, and she obediently followed after Merlyn. It was almost like they were sisters, but ones who had completely different vibes.


      “What’s all that about?” Suzaku said.


      “No clue,” I said.


      The two were squatting down and talking about something together. I could listen in if I tried, but I knew I shouldn’t eavesdrop.


      Tailtiu seemed a bit surprised by what Merlyn said, then looked satisfied, and she soon returned in a good mood. In contrast, Merlyn seemed somewhat worn out.


      “I will see you later, darling! Be careful!”


      “Huh? Oh, yeah.”


      Tailtiu was acting markedly different from before, but if she was fine with it, then I’d let it be. She turned into her dragon form and left for her dwelling, leaving me to wonder about her total change in attitude.


      “What did you say to her?” I asked.


      “That’s a secret,” Merlyn said. “But you’ll need to hang in there from now on...”


      “Seriously, what did you say?!”


      I really wished she wouldn’t say things so ominously. All sorts of people were already getting mad at me for the problems I’d been causing lately, even though I wasn’t trying to do anything wrong...


      “Well, now that we’ve decided to go, we should go stop by and see Reina first,” Merlyn said.


      “We aren’t going directly to the village?” Suzaku asked.


      “I don’t know what sort of disease we’re dealing with, but I’ll need some basic tools. I washed up on this island with nothing but the clothes on my back, but Reina brought all sorts of useful things. Let’s borrow them from her before we go.”


      “I see,” Suzaku said, impressed.


      Suzaku must not have known much about diseases. Then again, that sort of thing had completely slipped my mind too, so I wasn’t one to talk.


      When we returned home to get the tools, we saw Snow playing with Zelos, and Merlyn was surprised again. However, examining the sick was our first priority, so we headed to the village.


      “I’m expecting a full explanation from you about what happened once we’re finished,” Merlyn said to me.


      “Okay...”


      But I got the feeling that no matter what I said, she would give me a funny look anyway. I’ll just tell her everything that happened, from the beginning.


      As I was occupied, we arrived at the Divine Beastfolk village. And there, we saw the Beastfolk suffering from disease.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter Eight: Orc Disease


      Merlyn gathered all the sick Beastfolk in Suzaku’s mansion, where she examined them in turn.


      “I suspected this when I heard that it was affecting Beastfolk. It’s Orc disease,” Merlyn said.


      “Orc disease?” I asked.


      “What the heck is that?” Suzaku asked.


      “It’s a highly contagious disease that affects only Beastfolk. It causes a fever, but it’s rarely fatal, so you don’t have to worry about that, at least.”


      “I see...” Suzaku seemed relieved. But Merlyn had a grim look on her face.


      “What is it?” I asked.


      “There’s no established cure for Orc disease yet. The only way of treating it is to keep the patient in a sanitary place, and make sure they eat proper meals so they can keep up their strength...”


      “Okay. Then, I’ll do that.”


      “There’s no way I’m letting you do all that on your own,” Suzaku said. “Let me—”


      “Hey, elder!”


      “Huh?”


      Elga had come in, interrupting Suzaku. He seemed flustered.


      “Luna’s sick too!” he said.


      “What? Luna?” I asked.


      “But why?” Suzaku paused. “She hasn’t inherited the name of her Ancestor yet, but she’s still a Divine Beastfolk, you know?”


      “As if I care! What am I supposed to do?!” Elga said.


      He seemed truly worried, in a manner so unlike his usual, composed self. Well, I could understand why; now that I had seen how the Beastfolk were suffering, I could tell that this disease was quite dangerous.


      “She’s not going to die, so just calm down,” Suzaku said.


      “But—”


      “I’m telling you to calm down, idiot!”


      “Guh?!”


      Suzaku moved faster than my eyes could follow, planting a fist into Elga’s stomach. Elga was an elite Divine Beastfolk warrior, but even he must not have been able to withstand a sucker punch from Suzaku, as he fainted.


      “Dammit, he always freaks out when it’s about Luna...”


      “Will he be all right?” I asked.


      “Of course he will. I went easy on him too.”


      She said that, but that blow had sounded quite intense. I supposed that wasn’t important now.


      “So, can Divine Beastfolk catch this disease too?” Suzaku asked, turning to Merlyn.


      Merlyn nodded. “I can’t say for certain, but we’d best assume so.”


      “Huh... If that’s the case, we definitely can’t care for them ourselves...”


      “No, you can’t. First, do you think you could get together the Beastfolk and Divine Beastfolk who aren’t sick yet, and have them leave the village? In the meantime, we’ll take care of whoever’s sick.”


      It sounded like this Orc disease was more serious than we had anticipated. Luckily, I was immune to all sickness, so there was no chance I’d catch it. Plus, the disease was supposed to only affect Beastfolk, so Merlyn would probably be all right too.


      “Don’t worry,” Merlyn said to me. “Thanks to my water magic, I have a high resistance to disease. Even if it’s some new strain, I won’t get sick that easily.”


      “I see...”


      “But, let’s refrain from bringing Reina or Zelos here. If it turns out to be some other disease, there’s no telling how a pair of humans might be affected.”


      Merlyn wasted no time in getting her equipment ready. I assisted by taking out what we’d borrowed from Reina. Suzaku bowed her head, looking a bit gloomy.


      “I’m sorry,” she said.


      “Please, don’t worry about it,” I said.


      “Yes, I don’t mind,” Merlyn said. “As I said earlier, I owe a great deal to the Beastfolk—and besides, I’ve come this far already.”


      Suzaku looked somewhat relieved by that. It was surely difficult to accept that even the almighty strength of a paramount couldn’t protect one’s fellow villagers from disease. Everyone had their strengths and weaknesses, so we needed to each do what we could.


      “I swear I’ll repay this debt,” Suzaku said.


      “I’ll be looking forward to it,” Merlyn replied.


      “Me too,” I said.


      It was no doubt best for Suzaku that we accepted her offer, instead of making things weird by refusing.


      “So for now—”


      “I know,” Suzaku said, interrupting Merlyn. “I’ll take Elga and the other Divine Beastfolk, and we’ll leave the village for a while. I’m counting on you guys to take care of the rest.”


      With that, they all left, leaving just me and Merlyn behind.


      “Now then, don’t plan on having any time to sleep,” Merlyn said.


      “Got it. You can work me as hard as you need. Let’s take good care of them.”


      Merlyn’s instructions were quite simple: Clean the beds of the Beastfolk, and make them eat so they got enough nourishment. That was all.


      “C’mon, Luna,” I said.


      “Ugh... I’m so tired...”


      “Even if you’re tired, you have to eat.”


      I fed soup to Luna, who was so weak that she seemed like an entirely different person from the energetic girl I knew.
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      Merlyn had said that the disease wasn’t life-threatening, but she still seemed totally exhausted.


      “It tastes horrible...”


      “Sorry about that,” I said.


      Merlyn had given me a recipe that was supposed to be good for sick people. I had tried my best to make it, but apparently it didn’t taste very good.


      “C’mon, you can do it,” I said.


      “Ugh... I wanna eat Miss Reina’s food...”


      Despite what Luna said, she finished the soup, and I tucked her in to get more rest. The fever must have tired her out, because she immediately fell asleep. I then went over to the Beastfolk to feed them in the same way. In the meantime, Merlyn cleaned each of their houses.


      We repeated this for three days. The disease was not one that lasted for long, and more and more Beastfolk gradually recovered.


      “Leave as soon as you’ve gotten better!” Merlyn said. “Don’t be naive and think that you’re immune now!”


      The Beastfolk must have felt indebted to Merlyn after everything she had done for them, because they all complied, obediently leaving the village.


      Another three days passed.


      “I’M BAAACK!”


      “That’s wonderful, Luna,” I said.


      “Yep! Thanks, Mister Arata! Thanks, Aunt Merlyn!”


      “You can thank me by not calling me Aunt!”


      “Okaaay!”


      Now that Luna, whose symptoms had been quite serious, had recovered, everyone was back to normal. But that didn’t mean we could let our guards down. We didn’t know where the pathogen causing the disease had originated, so for the time being, we cast Purification magic everywhere.


      “You really are a freak of nature, aren’t you?” Merlyn said.


      “Can you not say that?” I said. “It’s hurtful.”


      The reason for Merlyn’s comment was because I had learned Purification magic from watching her, then cast it all over the village. It would have normally taken her an entire day or more if she’d done it alone, but my mana was inexhaustible and I finished in only an hour. I had done this many times over the course of the day, so maybe I should have expected her to treat me like that.


      “Let’s keep an eye on things for another two days, just in case,” Merlyn said. “Is that fine with you?”


      “Of course.”


      I did as she said, continuing to cast Purification magic over the Divine Beastfolk village. Merlyn checked over my work to make sure I didn’t miss anything, and then...


      “Dude, I can’t thank you guys enough!” Suzaku said.


      “I’m glad everyone’s back and healthy again,” I said.


      “Yeah! Hey, Merlyn! You did great too! If there’s anything you want from me, just say the word!” Suzaku loudly announced.


      Merlyn started to think about that. I was reminded of when Suzaku had said the same thing to me, and I had considered asking her about how to escape the island. In the end, Reina hadn’t wanted to leave, so I had never gotten the chance to ask, but this was a dangerous place for Merlyn and Zelos. Maybe she would—


      As I was thinking, Merlyn seemed to make up her mind, and she spoke.


      “Well...”


      Her request was an unexpected one.


      ◇


      While Arata and Merlyn were at the Divine Beastfolk village, Reina was at home with Snow, when she heard a familiar noise coming from outside.


      “Oh, that sound...” Reina said.


      “Mommy?” Snow said.


      “I’m going outside for a bit, so stay here and eat your food, okay?”


      Reina went out and looked up at the sky, where she saw a black dragon spreading its great wings and descending toward her. Midway through its descent, it shone with a bright light, turned into a humanoid girl, and landed on the ground.


      “Darliiing, I have arrived! Huh? Darling?”


      “If you’re looking for Arata, he isn’t here,” Reina said. “He’s still at the Divine Beastfolk village.”


      “What?! Hrmmm... He still hasn’t returned, even though I came all this way to see him? But he just went somewhere recently, and I haven’t been able to meet him lately...”


      The “recently” Tailtiu was referring to was his trip to the Alfin village. Arata had been busy and often away from home, so perhaps she was feeling somewhat lonely. Although Tailtiu had recently started interacting with more people thanks to Arata, she had originally been an outsider among the Ancient Dragonfolk and had led a solitary life. She was incredibly shy, so Arata’s absence must have been a cause for unease.


      Then, there was Reina, in whose nature it was to look after others. There was no way she could ignore Tailtiu, not when she seemed so lonely.


      “Well, Arata might be gone, but since you’re here, would you like some tea?”


      “Reina... Indeed. I think I will accept your offer!”


      Reina unconsciously smiled, amused at how delighted Tailtiu was to receive an invitation.


      Tailtiu had visited this house many times already, and she entered as if it were her own. There, she came across someone she didn’t know.


      “Tasty!”


      “Hrm?”


      It was Snow, seated in a chair and holding a fork and spoon in either hand while enjoying her meal. She noticed the visitor and looked at her with curiosity, her mouth dirty with food. And Tailtiu was just as curious. They stared silently at each other for some time.


      “Who are you?” Snow asked.


      “I should ask you the same thing,” Tailtiu replied.


      The two were frozen. Watching them, Reina found the way they were acting to be a bit comical.


      “Ah, mommy! Welcome back!” Snow said.


      “I’m back, Snow,” Reina said.


      Snow excitedly got out of her seat and leaped into Reina’s arms. Reina caught her and gave her a hug, wiping off the girl’s mouth as she did. They looked just like a family who had already spent years living together.


      “Hey, Reina, who is she?” Tailtiu asked.


      “Come to think of it, I haven’t introduced you yet,” Reina said. She set Snow down in front of Tailtiu, who had a suspicious look on her face. “This is Snow.”


      “I’m Snow!” Snow said, pointing at herself at breaking into a bright smile.


      “Mm-hmm, quite the spirited greeting, Snow. I am Tailtiu! I am an Ancient Dragon, whose Ancestor is the mighty Bahamut!”


      “Bahamut! Awesome!” Snow’s eyes twinkled.


      “Hey, Reina! This girl knows her stuff!”


      Reina found it funny how happy Snow was, and she couldn’t keep herself from smiling.


      “But, really, who is she?” Tailtiu asked.


      “Umm, it’s hard to explain...”


      “I’m mommy’s girl!”


      “‘Mommy,’ of course... ‘Mommy’?! Does that mean... No!” Tailtiu’s pupils dilated, and she looked at Reina.


      Seeing this, Reina realized that Tailtiu was definitely misunderstanding the situation. But Tailtiu wouldn’t even give her a chance to explain things.


      “Is she your daughter with my darling?! When did you two make a baby?!”


      “We didn’t!”


      “You didn’t? Then who did you make babies with? Is it Zelos?”


      “I’d never! And stop talking about making babies! I haven’t even been here long enough to have a child that’s grown so much!”


      “Hrm...”


      Reina lifted Snow under her armpits and held her up to Tailtiu, and the two of them stared at each other again. While Snow had a big, happy grin on her face from Reina holding her, Tailtiu’s expression was grim.


      “Somehow, I feel like her eyes resemble darling’s...”


      “You’re imagining things!” Reina said. “Just let me explain! Snow, go eat your food.” She sat down Snow, who was having fun dangling in her arms, back in her chair, then told Tailtiu about what had happened recently.


      When Arata and Katima went to the Alfin village, the Great Spirits had been missing. Then, the two of them left together to find out why. There, they met the Great Spirits and witnessed the birth of a new Great Spirit.


      “I have to say, it’s very much like darling for that to happen.”


      “Yes, it truly is,” Reina said.


      Whenever Arata went somewhere, he ran into a problem, then brought something back with him. The mysterious part was that he got to know more people that way.


      “Well, that’s one of the good things about him,” Reina said.


      “Indeed.”


      Arata might not have realized it himself, but him reaching out was the reason so many different races gathered here. Tailtiu knew this very well. He was why she had gotten to know the people she could now call her friends.


      While the two of them were thinking about Arata, Snow suddenly blurted out, “Mommy, I finished all my food!”


      She had a look on her face like she wanted to be praised.


      “You cleaned your plate! Good job,” Reina said.


      “Yeah!”


      Snow’s mouth was dirty, but she didn’t try to wipe it off. She seemed to be aware of this, but wanted Reina to wipe it off for her.


      “This is a Great Spirit?” Tailtiu asked.


      “Have you never met one, Tailtiu?” Reina asked.


      “When I went to steal the World Tree’s nectar...”


      “‘Steal’?”


      “I-It’s nothing! Wh-When I went to the Elf forest, I didn’t come across any of the Great Spirits there!” Tailtiu looked at Snow with curiosity. “I definitely sense a strong energy coming from her, though. Also, does this mean she’s the origin of the female scent I smelled on darling back then?”


      “I’m strong?” Snow said.


      “You’re no match for me, but you are decently strong.”


      Though Snow had only just been born, she was still a Great Spirit. Her power was worthy of a paramount, and it was enough for Tailtiu to acknowledge her.


      “Still, I’m not really sure it’s all right for her to call darling daddy, and you mo—”


      “You’re so strong and cool, big sis Tailtiu!” Snow said.


      “All right, Reina. I think I’m going to love her like she’s my little sister!” Tailtiu said, doing a total about-face. As a former loner, it was rare for her to come by a girl who adored her unconditionally. More than anything, she was starving for friends and family, and she had always yearned to be called a big sister.


      “Okay, Snow! Let me give you a hug!” Tailtiu said.


      “Yaaay!”


      The second Tailtiu wrapped her arms around Snow, she let out a strange-sounding shout of “Pyeaahh?!”


      “Tailtiu? What’s wrong?” Reina asked.


      “Sh-Sh-Sh-Sh-She’s... She’s freezing.”


      “Huh? Really?”


      Shivering, Tailtiu gave Snow to Reina, then fled outside.


      “What happened?” Snow asked.


      “Beats me,” Reina said.


      Snow felt a bit chilly, but even when Reina held the girl in her arms, it didn’t seem that cold. If anything, she felt pleasantly cool.


      “Wait, why is Tailtiu’s mana surging?!” Reina said.


      Confused, she hurried outside while still holding Snow. She found Tailtiu warming herself beside a fire she had started. Next to her, Zelos was bringing fresh firewood, working to increase the heat of the flames.


      “Zelos? What’s going on here?” Reina asked.


      “Hey, Reina,” Zelos said. “No clue. She just suddenly said she was cold, and demanded I get her some wood... See?” He shot a look at Tailtiu, who was shivering and had tears in her eyes.
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      “Zelos!” Tailtiu shouted. “The fire is weak! Make it hotter!”


      “How about you just breathe some fire yourself?” Zelos said.


      “The logs will instantly evaporate if I do that! S-So colllld... I-I can’t control my temperaturrre...”


      Tailtiu looked so cold Reina felt sorry for her. However, the sun was up in the sky and the weather was nice—it was hardly cold out.


      “What if...” Reina thought that maybe Snow was the reason, and she decided to try giving her to Zelos. “Zelos, can you hold her for a moment?”


      “Huh? Whoa, she’s freezing!”


      Surprised, Zelos quickly gave Snow back to Reina. His hands were a bit red, like they were frostbitten.


      “Is she really that cold?” Reina asked.


      “I usually always surround myself in mana, but you can see what happened to me. So yeah, she’s pretty cold.”


      “I see...”


      “Mommy?”


      “It’s nothing. You’re fine.”


      Reina hugged Snow to comfort her, as she sounded worried, then patted her back, and the girl squeezed, returning the hug. Snow still didn’t feel as cold to her as the other two said; maybe she was unconsciously controlling her temperature. “Come to think of it, there was a presentation at an academic conference that said dragons aren’t very good at regulating their body temperature...”


      “Oh, yeah, I remember that,” Zelos said.


      Perhaps Tailtiu felt so cold because she had been thrown off by the sudden change in temperature.


      “Snow, can you control how cold you are?” Reina asked.


      “Hmm? I dunno.”


      “I see. Oh, well, all right.”


      Reina set Snow on the ground and wondered what to do. She then heard Tailtiu’s voice.


      “Zelos! Zelooos! The fire is weak! Bring me more wood!”


      She must have gotten much warmer compared to earlier, as her voice sounded less shaky.


      “Snow, mommy needs to talk to those two, so can you go back home before me?” Reina asked.


      “Okay.”


      As Reina watched Snow obediently return home, Zelos came back from adding wood to the fire.


      “So, what’s the plan?” he asked.


      “Arata was also fine with touching her, so for now, I guess all I can do is tell her not to hug anyone else besides us. It doesn’t sound like she’s aware of it herself.”


      “Huh, I guess that’s it then...”


      As they reached their conclusion, they watched Tailtiu smiling while warming herself by the fire.


      “The problem now is that there’s no one who can look after her when you and Arata are gone...”


      “We’ll just have to make sure that doesn’t happen.”


      “I’m counting on you. Tailtiu might die if you leave her alone with Snow.”


      “I-I’m telling you, I can’t! I really, really can’t!” Tailtiu shouted, shaking her head vehemently. Everything that had happened to her must have really taken its toll. It didn’t matter how attached Snow was to her—these were two different issues. And Tailtiu was confident she’d be able to escape if Snow tried to hug her.


      “It doesn’t look like Tailtiu’s ever going to be able to look after Snow at this rate,” Zelos said.


      “But Snow didn’t mean to make her cold, you know?”


      “Yeah, yeah, I know. You can see what happened to me, so I bet everyone on this island will be mostly fine. Except for Tailtiu, I mean.”


      The issue was less that Snow was stronger than Tailtiu, and more that she was a bad match. Tailtiu wasn’t good at regulating her temperature, so for her, Snow was like a natural predator.


      “Still, you’ll just have to make sure that Snow is more careful,” Zelos added.


      “Yes. Also, I’ll try asking around to see if anyone has ideas for how to solve—”


      Just then, a magic circle suddenly appeared at their feet.


      “Wh-What’s this?!” Zelos exclaimed.


      “I-Is it a summoning circle?!” Reina said.


      They were well versed in magic, so they could predict what was going to happen next.


      “Y-You guys? What’s that?!” Tailtiu said. “Right now, I have a feeling something incredibly bad is going to happen!”


      It was the same magic circle as the one that had summoned Arata.


      “Um, hold on!” Tailtiu continued. “Darling is already gone, so if you guys disappear now, I’ll have to look after the Great—”


      “Tailtiu!” Reina shouted. “Take care of her for—”


      The magic circle at their feet gave off a blinding flash. Reina was the first one to vanish. Zelos looked at Tailtiu with pity.


      “Well, whatever happens, we’ll be all right. We’re Celestial Archmages, the strongest magicians on the continent, after all.”


      “No one is worried about you! More importantly, I—”


      “Later, Tailtiu. Keep your chin up.”


      “Wai—”


      Zelos vanished too, leaving Tailtiu all alone. Silently, she decided to run away as if nothing had happened. But the moment she was about to take a step...


      “Huh? Mommy?” Snow said. She had come outside, perhaps because she had been feeling lonely in the house by herself.


      Seeing her, Tailtiu looked up. The vast, blue sky was incredibly pretty, but her heart was overcast.


    


  



  

    

      Interlude: The Saint and the Celestial Archmages


      The demon-possessed Fallen Saint—this was the name by which the once-venerated Saint Ceres was now known.


      “Those Church bastards. They don’t care how much Ceres has done for other people...” Ellie muttered in the middle of their travels to escape their pursuers, though she also knew that there was nothing that could be done.


      The Holy Church was the most widespread religion on the continent, and it was also well-known for showing its adversaries no mercy. Although the saint and her party had been on a journey to save the world, they had found themselves in harsh circumstances now that they had gotten on the Church’s bad side. No matter where they went, everyone already knew the names of the Fallen Saint Ceres, the Dark Hero Ark, and the Witch of Destruction Ellie. They were hounded at every turn, and survival was becoming less certain by the day. Therefore, they had decided to place their faith in the words of Wilhelmina—the one who had saved them—and continue their travels to the island where the gods lived: Arcadia.


      “Ark? Ellie? Are both of you doing all right?” Ceres asked.


      The three of them were taking a break in the middle of their getaway through the mountains. Unlike their usual journeys, the greatest strain was on their minds, as they had to constantly watch their backs.


      However, the two of them replied to Cere’s question with a smile.


      “Of course I am,” Ellie said.


      “Me too,” Ark said. “Actually, what about you?”


      Anyone could lose heart in such dire circumstances, but they were strong. That was why Ceres, too, wanted to be someone who they could proudly call a friend.


      “I am,” Ceres said. “I may no longer be a saint, but that hasn’t changed what I can do.”


      Ceres’s vestments were already quite dirtied. The same was true of Ark’s armor, as well as Ellie’s robe.


      The Holy Church would no doubt stop at nothing to kill them. For these three, whose enemies could be lurking around every corner, staying in one place for too long could put innocent people in danger. That was simply something they couldn’t abide by. This journey was very different from their previous one, where they had been hailed as saviors and welcomed wherever they went.


      “Jeez, even though you’d never find anyone as innocent as these two...”


      The others didn’t seem to hear Ellie’s mumbling, and they all began to get ready for dinner. Suddenly, Ark, who was stirring a pot of food, broke out into laughter.


      “Although... ‘Dark Hero,’ huh? Heh heh...”


      “Are you stupid, Ark?” Ellie said. “What are you so happy about?”


      “I mean, doesn’t it make me sound stronger than just ‘Hero’?”


      Ellie paused. “Well, I know ‘Dark’ doesn’t mean ‘evil,’ but it sure feels like it.”


      “Hmm, but you know...” Ark thought about something for a moment. “They call you the Witch of Destruction, Ellie.”


      “Yes, and...?”


      “Don’t you think it’s more fitting for the Dark Hero to be the one at the Witch of Destruction’s side?”


      “Huh?!” Ellie blushed at this sudden remark, then glanced at Ceres, who was watching their exchange with a warm smile. “Y-You idiot! What are you even saying all of a sudden?!”


      “Ow?!” Ark exclaimed. “Why are you kicking me?! I just meant that it’s nice we’re together.”


      “Ngh... You’re doing it again! And you, Ceres, stop smirking!”


      “Isn’t it fine?” Ceres said. “Now that I’m the ‘Fallen’ Saint, we’re all peas in a pod.”


      “Jeez... I’ve had it up to here with both of you airheads...”


      For a while now, Ellie had thought that someone like her wasn’t fit to be in a party with the hero and the saint. The Witch of Destruction’s power was closer to evil than good; at the very least, she had thought many times that she was different from these two paragons of virtue. For that reason, she was honestly glad to hear them say she was together with them.


      “She’s embarrassed,” Ark said.


      “Yes, she is,” Ceres said.


      “I am not!” Ellie said.


      Even if the world was her enemy, she would protect these two.


      “What a delectable smell... Yes, very...very delectable.”


      When they heard this voice from out of nowhere, the three party members sprung into action. Ark was up front, and Ellie was right next to him. Ceres stood a short distance behind, ready to support them. After taking up combat positions, they glared at the person who had spoken.


      “Careful, Ark!” Ellie shouted. “She’s no ordinary foe!”


      “I know...”


      To any stranger, the woman with loose, waist-length blonde hair must have seemed just like a nun of the Church. However, the waves of ominous mana she was giving off made it clear that she was nothing of the sort.


      “Must you glare at me so? Tee hee hee... You’ll excite me,” the woman said.


      “Who the hell are you?!” Ark shouted.


      “A gold cross, and a red habit...” Ceres said. “No... Could it be?”


      Even if one combed the entire continent, they would be hard-pressed to find anyone whose mana rivaled Ellie’s. And out of those few exceptions, Ceres only knew of one magician who, despite being a nun who had sworn a vow of noble poverty, wore a habit that suggested the color of blood and flaunted gold, the symbol of greed.


      “Number Four of the Seven Celestial Archmages, Carla Margueritte?!”


      “Tee hee! It’s an honor that a cute li’l saint like you knows my name.” Carla’s mouth twisted into a nasty and decidedly unholy grin as she unleashed an even more powerful burst of mana.


      “Ngh?! Why is one of the Celestial Archmages coming after us?!” asked Ark.


      “We received a request from the kingdom to capture you, you see. Though, honestly, I couldn’t care less about them...”


      “Ark! Ceres!” Ellie shouted. “She may be a Celestial Archmage, but there’s only one of her! Together, we can—”


      At that moment, a wind blew.


      “Ellie, watch out!”


      “Huh?!”


      Ark’s sword blocked an invisible blade of wind at the last moment. At the same time, a purple-haired knight appeared out of the gales sweeping over the area.


      “Now that all the actors are in place, why don’t we formally introduce ourselves?” Carla said.


      However, the knight was silent.


      “As you know, I am the Eternal Darkness, Carla Margueritte—Number Four in the Seven Celestial Archmages. And this is...”


      “The Divine Wind, Seti Baldur—Number Three in the Seven Celestial Archmages,” the knight said.


      “Now with that out of the way, we’re here to capture you all.”


      Carla spoke with a smile on her face, while Seti was expressionless. They were a pair of opposites, but the powerful mana slumbering within them was enough to call them genuine monstrosities.


      “All right then, let’s begin.”


      Contrary to Carla’s carefree tone, a tremendous amount of mana was erupting from both of them. They ranked highly, even among humanity’s strongest magicians; their power was truly overwhelming and terrifying. The hero’s party had been moving through sparse regions and avoiding attention in order to dodge their pursuers, yet they had been cornered and forced into a fight.


      “First, a short test,” Seti said, firing off countless wind blades at tremendous speed. As they noiselessly bore down on the party, Ark stepped forward to protect the other two.


      “Hraaaahhh!”


      “Oho... Not bad.”


      Ark cut down each of the wind blades one after another, but it was clear that he was giving it his all. The concentrated mana in Seti’s attacks were simply so dense and powerful that Ark couldn’t afford to hold back.


      “Ark! I’m blowing them all away together!” Ellie said. She conjured a mighty fireball from the staff in her hands, then let it loose to disperse the wind blades. This devastating spell could instantaneously evaporate any ordinary monster, but...


      “Okaaay, don’t mind if I do,” Carla said.


      A shadowy cat appeared from the ground and opened its mouth wide, swallowing the fireball whole. It looked cute, but the mana contained within its body was frankly absurd; the sharp contrast belied its mistress’s grotesque true nature.


      “Tch!”


      “You know, girls shouldn’t click their tongues like that,” Carla said.


      “Shut up! Now take this!”


      “Oh?”


      As Ellie cried out, a black haze leaked from the shadowy cat’s mouth, and the creature burst open. The fireball that had appeared to have been completely absorbed had contained the power of Destruction.


      “Wonderful,” Carla said. “Is this the rumored power of Destruction?”


      “I’m not done yet!” Ellie said. Countless smaller orbs of fire appeared around her and shot out toward the two Celestial Archmages. “Ark! Get out of the way!”


      “Got it!”


      “O ruinous hellfire, burn my foe to ash!”


      Just as Ark leaped aside, fire rained down from above.


      Ellie was the Witch of Destruction; each and every spell touched by her mana was imbued with the aspect of Destruction, granting them abnormal ferocity.


      But the two Celestial Archmages, as different as they seemed from each other, both stood directly in the path of this shower of fire while wearing the same expression.


      “How fun!” they both said.


      Seti conjured even more wind blades than before, while Carla transformed her own shadow and produced an endless number of whips. The two of them had absolute confidence in their magic.


      “Why youuuuuu!” Ellie shouted.


      “Aha ha ha ha ha ha!”


      “Mwa ha ha ha ha!”


      These elite magicians had not known true danger in so long. They sounded absolutely ecstatic to be able to once again experience the thrill of a life-and-death struggle.


      It was the proper duty of a magician to research and master one’s magic, and the Celestial Archmages were no different. However, these two were unorthodox, even among their fellow magicians, by making it their primary goal to fight and defeat many enemies. While Carla Margueritte derived pleasure from asserting her dominance over opponents, Seti Baldur sought to test himself against ever stronger foes. They were certainly beyond the realm of normality, but this had nevertheless allowed them to approach the pinnacle of magic.


      “Is that all?” Seti asked.


      “Tee hee hee. That made for a pleasant warm-up,” Carla said.


      They didn’t have so much as a scratch on them. Ellie’s all-out attack had been completely neutralized. She had never experienced anything like this since inheriting the mantle of Witch of Destruction.


      “Y-You’re both freaks!” Ellie shouted.


      “‘Freaks’? I’ve heard that word so much I’ve grown bored of it,” Seti said.


      “So, it really isn’t hurtful at all, you know,” Carla said.


      Though Ellie was overwhelmingly talented, her opponents had far more experience and thus outclassed her. Regardless of her future potential, at present, she simply couldn’t measure up.


      “Calm down, Ellie,” Ark said.


      “But...”


      “I’ll take the front, you take the rear. And don’t forget: We have Ceres.”


      Ceres had been continually boosting her mana since the beginning of the fight—on Ark’s command. She was going to use the summoning magic she had already used many times before to rescue them.


      “After fighting these two, I’ve learned that we still aren’t strong enough to beat Celestial Archmages. But...”


      “So we’re stalling for time, huh?” Ellie paused. “Well, fine. Let’s do this thing.”


      The two of them stepped forward. At the same time, Seti and Carla laughed.


      “Done with your little timeout?” Carla said.


      “Then let’s continue,” Seti said. “Amuse me.”


      All four closed in. At that very moment, a white magic circle appeared between them.


      “It’s coming!” Ceres said. “Ark, Ellie! Over here, both of you!”


      “Got it!” Ark said.


      “It was a lot faster this time!” Ellie remarked.


      The two of them fell back to Ceres’s position as the magic circle gave off a blinding radiance. This was the light of hope that had saved them from peril many times already.


      “Is this the saint’s summoning magic?” Carla said.


      “It was called humanity’s secret weapon... I’m going to enjoy this,” Seti said.


      The two magicians full of bloodlust smiled, sensing the energy of a potential new threat. They purposefully allowed the spell to work, looking forward to the fight to come.


      A man and a woman were summoned.


      “Wha—” the pair exclaimed in unison. They almost appeared surprised and bewildered by this sudden turn of events. And Carla and Seti reacted in much the same way.


      “Huh?”


      “What?”


      They let out dumbfounded voices without thinking, taken aback by how totally unexpected the new arrivals were.


      “No way... Reina?” Carla said. “Aren’t you supposed to be dead?”


      “Zelos? Is that really you?” Seti asked.


      “Huh? Wait, you’re Seti!” Zelos said.


      “Oh? Um... Carla?” Reina paused. “Huh? Does this mean we’re on the continent?”


      There were now seven humans in this vast, mountainous region, all of them stunned and bewildered. Seti and Carla were astonished to see their colleagues who should have been dead, making them wonder if this was even real. Reina and Zelos were equally surprised by this sudden turn of events, and looked around to try to understand what they’d just gotten into. As for the hero’s party...


      “Zelos? And Reina too? The Flame of Ruin and the Omnimage of the Celestial Archmages?!” Ark wondered aloud.


      “Oh, come on! How did Ceres summon enemy reinforcements?!” Ellie said.


      Ark and Ellie couldn’t help but panic at the thought that Ceres’s summoning had only served to bring in more opponents. This had definitely never happened before.


      “C-Could it be? Huh?” Ceres cocked her head, somewhat mystified in contrast with her friends. “I sense something from those two... Oh, is that Lord Arata?”


      “Huh?” Reina exclaimed. Though she had been unable to comprehend what was happening, she suddenly heard a familiar name and turned around. “Did you say ‘Arata’ just now?”


      “Huh?”


      “Do you know Arata?”


      “Um, I... Yes, I do. Lord Arata once saved our lives.”


      “I see... That must mean you’re the ones he mentioned...” With that, Reina turned to Carla and Seti. “Now then, Carla. Are you after these three?”


      “Hmmm? Reina, could it be that you’re going to protect them? Even though we’re both Celestial Archmages?”


      “It’s funny you say that, even though you’ve never once considered me a peer.” Reina looked at Zelos and Seti, who were talking off to the side. The two of them had never gotten along. Reina could sense mana surging in both of them as they spoke, perhaps because they were getting increasingly heated. This meant that even though neither of them knew what was going on, they had no intention whatsoever of resolving things peacefully.


      “Tee hee. Tee hee hee,” Carla giggled, clearly wishing for the same thing. She had already recognized Reina as an enemy, and was giving off a powerful aura of mana behind her.


      “How strange,” Reina said.


      “Hmmm? What is?”


      “I used to think you and Seti were really strong. I was even afraid of you...”


      Though they were all Celestial Archmages, there had been a large power gap between those ranked fourth and fifth, and Reina was ranked the lowest of all. So, she had thought of Carla and Seti as true monstrosities, but...


      “After everything I’ve been through,” Reina said, “you two seem downright puny.”


      “Someone’s terribly confident, Number Seven, li’l miss Rei-na?” Carla said, emphasizing each syllable.


      “If it seems that way to you, then I must really be confident. After all...it’s because I’ve learned what real strength looks like.”


      The moment Reina finished speaking, her mana skyrocketed. It far surpassed Carla’s, and it showed no signs of stopping. Nearby, Zelos was emitting a similar level of mana, overwhelming Seti.


      “Huh?!” Carla exclaimed. “How could this—”


      “Well, since we’re old friends, I’ll only chase you away,” Reina said.


      “Ngh?!”


      The Celestial Archmages each cast their signature spells, and the fight was quickly decided...in Reina and Zelos’s crushing victory.


      “Reina, you traitooor! I’m reporting you to Number Ooone!”


      “Yeah, yeah. Tell my teacher whatever you want, just get out of here already.”


      “We’re going, Seti— Wait, he’s already left!”


      After easily repulsing the two magicians who should have been ranked higher than them, Reina and Zelos were somewhat surprised. Then again, perhaps it was only natural, in a sense.


      “I suppose this was bound to happen after living on that crazy island,” Zelos remarked.


      “Well, yes...”


      They had been conscious of this growth, but they honestly hadn’t thought the change would be so significant.


      “Umm...”


      As the two of them were once again reminded of just how absurd the island was, Ceres approached them from behind.


      “Hm? Oh, are you all right?” Reina said.


      “Yes. Thanks to your aid, all of us are unhurt... But, well, was that okay?”


      She was asking whether Reina was sure it was all right for fellow Celestial Archmages to fight each other.


      “You’re Saint Ceres, aren’t you? And that’s Ark the Hero, and the magician Ellie?”


      “Huh? Yes... That’s true, but...”


      “I thought so. You look just like how Arata described you.”


      “L-Lord Arata... He mentioned my name?!”


      The moment Reina brought up Arata, Ceres acted like a believer feeling deeply moved that the god she served had remembered her.


      “Yes, but he said it was a dream. Someone who’s never lived on the continent wouldn’t know the names of the hero or the saint, so I instantly realized he had gotten himself dragged into something yet again.”


      “Oh, Lord Arata... I knew he was a merciful god...”


      “What in the world did he do to inspire such devotion?” Reina muttered, exasperated that Arata had gotten himself involved in yet another strange issue.


      Next to her, Zelos spoke, looking like he was at a loss.


      “What do you think all this is?”


      “Who can say? All I know is that Arata’s involved.”


      “Ahh, I see. Then I guess there’s nothing we can do,” Zelos said, expertly giving up. He was well aware that Arata was an incredible troublemaker, and that there was no getting out of the messes that he dragged everyone into.


      Ellie approached Ceres, who was shedding tears of joy. The saint was speaking nonsense.


      “So then, what’s your connection to Arata?” she asked.


      “Huh? Oh, hi there, little girl. What do you want?” Zelos asked.


      “Hey, I’m not a little girl! My name’s Ellie, and I’m the Witch of Destruction!”


      “The Witch of Destruction? You?”


      They had heard that name once or twice before coming to the island. She was said to be a great magician, powerful enough to rival the Seven Celestial Archmages. Zelos looked Ellie up and down, scrutinizing her; she hid her body, sensing something indecent in his manner.


      “Creep.”


      “I’m not interested in some brat’s body!”


      “Zelos?” Reina said. “I thought you were spending an awful lot of time with Tailtiu...”


      “Hey... Knock it off, or I’ll send you flying, got it?”


      Ark was watching the chaos unravel from the side, and he wondered when they would actually get to the point. But he also thought it was no wonder they were joking around, seeing as such a powerful threat was now gone. Ellie and Ceres looked like they were having fun, too, so he thought, Well, all right, and a smile crept onto his face. He realized that he was also feeling much more relaxed himself.


      “C’mon, you two, let’s thank them for helping us,” he said.


      “Ah, that’s right,” Ceres said.


      “Oh,” Ellie said.


      Standing in for all three of them, Ark stepped forward. “Thank you very much for saving us when we were in danger.” He bowed his head, and Ceres and Ellie followed suit.


      “Well, it was very sudden, but Arata does know you, after all,” Reina said. “Besides, I never liked Carla anyway.”


      “I just wanted to smack that bastard Seti, so don’t worry about it,” Zelos said.


      From Reina and Zelos’s perspective, those two could hardly be called friends—actually, they were practically enemies. Everything that had happened may have been just a set of overlapping coincidences, but this had still been a good opportunity for them.


      “By the way, how do you two know Lord Arata?” Ceres asked.


      “Oh, about that...”


      Reina was about to explain, but then for a moment she hesitated. She had realized that it was quite difficult for her to find the right words to describe her and Arata’s relationship. They were friends, certainly, and good ones too. However, she felt that something closer would maybe—


      “I’m Arata’s pal, and she’s his wife.”


      The moment Zelos spoke, Reina’s face flushed bright red.


      “Hey?!”


      “Huh? What is it?”


      She was about to beat up Zelos for saying something so outrageous, but then Ceres interrupted her.


      “Oh my! You are Lord Arata’s wife, Lady Reina?!”


      “N-No, I’m no—”


      “Ahh, I can see now that you have the beauty of a goddess... Yes, yes! I understand!” Ceres raised her voice excitedly, completely trusting Zelos. She believed Arata was the incarnation of a god and the world’s messiah, so his wife was just as deserving of her devotion. Kneeling on the spot, she looked up at Reina, who no longer had any clue where to even begin to correct these misunderstandings.


      “He must have fallen in love with you when you were a Celestial Archmage,” Ceres continued. “Um... If you don’t mind, could you tell me about how you first met?!”


      “I-I’m saying I’m not Arata’s wife or anything like that, okay?!”


      “But, Reina,” Zelos said, “I don’t think anyone’s going to believe you. Not if they’ve seen how you guys flirt all the time.”


      “Flirt?! We do nothing of the sort!”


      “Lord Zelos, please tell me more about it! I would absolutely love to add it to my book on the salvation of Lord Arata that I’ve been slowly writing!”


      Reina was totally overwhelmed by Ceres’s uncontrolled passion. Ark and Ellie looked exasperated, but because it had been a long time since Ceres had smiled so sincerely, they didn’t even consider reigning her in.


      “Deny it all you want, but you even had a kid with him,” Zelos said. “You make her call you guys ‘mommy’ and ‘daddy,’ too.”


      “You know that Snow isn’t ours!”


      “A child too?!” Ceres said. “S-So that means you two went...all the way...together? B-But of course! It’s only natural for a husband and wife!”


      “S-See, Zelos?! You’ve let this girl’s imagination run wild! Ah?!”


      Ceres suddenly grabbed Reina’s hand. There no longer appeared to be a shred of sanity remaining in her eyes.


      “Lady Reina. The great god that created the universe once said this: Children are the world’s treasure! And also that the process of making them—that is to say, intercourse—should not be concealed, that it ought to be completely open!”


      “I’ve never heard of a god that says that! Ahh, Zelos, how are you going to fix this now?!”


      “Pfft, bwa ha ha ha! Crap, my stomach hurts!” Zelos said, bursting into laughter as he watched Reina’s predicament.


      Reina swore that she would use all her power to crush him to a pulp after this.


      “Lady Reina! Do tell, do tell!”


      “Ah, uhh...”


      The saint innocently pressed her for details. The only other person who was so insistent when asking about her and Arata was Wilhelmina. But unlike the vampire’s wicked intentions, Ceres showed nothing but pure goodwill, so Reina had no clue what to do anymore.


      “Oh...”


      Just then, a magic circle once again appeared under Reina and Zelos. It was exactly the same shape as the one that had brought them here, but it would no doubt send them back from where they came.


      “Huh? Excuse me, Mr. Magic Circle?! I haven’t finished yet, so stop trying to return them without my permission!” Ceres said, desperately trying to stop the magic circle. However, summoning magic functioned by returning the summoned creature back to its original location once the specified issue was resolved. Now that the Celestial Archmages had been repelled, it was only to be expected that the spell would try to return its summons.


      “Oh, so this is it, huh?” Zelos said.


      “Well, this is a summoning, after all...” Reina said.


      Though it had all happened without any warning, they were knowledgeable about summoning. They had known that eventually, they would be able to return to the usual island.


      “Are you sure about this, Zelos?” Reina asked. “You’re finally off the island.”


      “Huh? Well, yeah, I guess so. I mean, my life there isn’t half bad, and more importantly, I’ll get even stronger than I am now if I stay.”


      Zelos had trained a great deal up until this point in order to reach the pinnacle of a magician’s potential, but he had hit a plateau after becoming a Celestial Archmage. Now that he had learned he still had room to grow, he was brimming with the desire to become even stronger. His time on the island was trivial compared to how long he had spent training, yet his powers had improved enough to where he was able to crush an opponent who had been in a class above him. As a magician, that wasn’t something he could afford to overlook.


      The magic circle glowed even brighter. It seemed that this really was the end.


      “Well then, goodbye, Ceres,” Reina said.


      “It was fun being on the outside after so long,” Zelos said.


      “Um, wait! I would still like to ask you more about Lord Ara— Ah...”


      Reina and Zelos disappeared with smiles on their faces. Left behind, Ceres sat down hard on the spot.


      “Aww... I thought I’d be able to hear more about Lord Arata...”


      “Jeez, Ceres!” Ellie scolded, exasperated. “Could you have been any more indecent?”


      “Ellie? But...”


      “Aha ha ha,” Ark laughed gently, walking up to Ellie. “Still, isn’t this a good thing?”


      “Huh?” Ellie said.


      “After all, this means that the connection Wilhelmina talked about has gotten stronger again.”


      “Oh...”


      “Hey, you’ve already established a connection. If you really want to meet Arata, I’m sure you’ll be able to reach the place where we are.”


      “Today’s encounter was just another connection,” Ark went on. “At this rate, we’ll definitely make it to Arcadia one day.”


      “I see... Yes, I see!” Ceres stood up, full of energy again.


      She sure is a simple girl, Ellie thought.


      “Well, the two of them looked like they were having fun...so I’m sure the island is a great place,” Ellie said. “In that case, let’s get moving right away. The sooner we get there, the sooner we’ll get a break from being chased around all the time.”


      “Definitely,” Ceres said.


      “Right,” Ark said.


      And so, the three of them once again began to walk. Their goal was Arcadia, the island where the gods lived. The journey of the saint, the hero, and the Witch of Destruction would continue.


      ◇


      The very first thing that Reina and Zelos caught sight of when they returned to the island was Tailtiu.


      “Wh-Whoooaaa! You guys are finally back.”


      The girl was shivering next to the fire while giving Snow a piggyback ride.


      “Ah, mommy!”


      “See, she’s back, just like I said! S-So get off of me already!”


      “Okay! Mommyyy!” Snow hopped off Tailtiu’s back and jumped up at Reina.


      The girl was a bit chilly, but at the same time, she had a child’s unique warmth and cuteness, and Reina felt herself smile.


      “I’m back,” she said. “By the way... Are you all right, Tailtiu?”


      “I-I am the Ancient Dragon Bahamut! O-Of course I’m all right!”


      She wasn’t convincing anyone by hugging her knees and shivering in front of the fire, but Reina decided to let it pass.


      “Zelos! Zelooos! More heat!” Tailtiu said.


      “Yeah, yeah.” Zelos picked up a nearby piece of firewood and threw it on the fire. While he was at it, he hit Tailtiu directly with a flame spell. She looked refreshed by the warmth, as if she had gotten into a hot spring.


      “Why’d you give her a piggyback ride when you knew you’d get colder?” Zelos asked.


      “Sh-She wouldn’t stop crying for her mommy if I didn’t, so... Well, I had to!”


      “O-Oh... I see. You sure hung in there...”


      It sounded like Tailtiu had been humoring Snow like that the entire time Zelos and Reina had been gone. To Zelos, Tailtiu had a lot of guts for putting up with that, despite getting so cold just from being hugged.


      “Sh-She’s darling’s child, after all...”


      “No, seriously, you’re incredible...”


      At that moment, Zelos swore that he would be on Tailtiu’s side from now on.


      As for Snow, she was in Reina’s arms, clinging to her like a koala.


      “Did Tailtiu play with you?” Reina asked.


      “Yep! I love big sis Tailtiu!”


      “Is that so? Then, I’ll have to thank her later.” Reina patted Snow on the back, and the girl quickly fell asleep. She must have been tired from all the playing she had done.


      “Sh-She’s certainly cute while sleeping,” Tailtiu said.


      “She’s cute when she’s awake too,” Reina said.


      “When she’s awake...she looks like nothing but a demon to me...”


      At odds with her words, Tailtiu looked at Snow with affection. The two of them seemed to have formed some kind of bond in the previous few hours.


      As they all spoke, they sensed a familiar presence nearby.


      “Hey there!”


      “It’s Arata,” Reina said.


      “Darling?! Darliiing! Praise meee!”


      Tailtiu quickly got up from beside the fire and dove toward Arata. Watching her, Reina remembered her earlier conversation with Ceres.


      “My relationship with Arata...”


      Just what was it, exactly?


      As Reina held Snow in her arms, she suddenly realized that, to anyone looking in from the outside, they appeared every bit like husband and wife. The thought made her blush.


      Arata was there, with Merlyn beside him and Tailtiu still attached to his waist. Then, there was Zelos next to her right now. The two magicians she’d originally been on bad terms with were now her friends, and there was even a girl in her arms who loved her as her mother. Reina’s surroundings had rapidly changed since coming to this island, and she found all those changes to be pleasant ones.


      “Family, huh?” she muttered.


      Beyond just her and Arata, she felt like that word best described her relationships with everyone there, including the friends she’d met on the island.


      “Ha ha...”


      When she put it into words, she felt her chest grow warm. That made her happy somehow.


      She slowly walked over to join everyone else.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter Nine: Visitors


      A week had passed since the incident with the Divine Beastfolk had been resolved. Thanks to Merlyn, the village had regained its usual liveliness. Luna was up and running around by now—perhaps because, as a Divine Beastfolk, she had already been resilient—and the rest of the Beastfolk were in good health too. There were no new infections, and it seemed safe to say that the disease had completely run its course.


      “We never figured out where it actually came from, did we?” I said.


      “Beats me... But personally, I couldn’t care less, as long as everyone in the village is okay,” Suzaku said.


      It had been several days since that exchange. Suzaku had offered me a gift as thanks for my help, but these sorts of things were a matter of give-and-take. When I said that, she had actually gotten angry and said that she wouldn’t be satisfied until she did something.


      “Now, what do we have here?”


      I was relaxing in the hammock in my yard, twirling a feather around while Snow slept on my stomach. In the end, Merlyn and I had each received one of Suzaku’s feathers. I didn’t really know what to do with it.


      “Daddy...”


      “Watch out, Snow. Don’t fall.”


      As I was thinking, Reina came up to us.


      “You know, Arata... I’m sure there’s no use telling you this, but that feather is something truly incredible.”


      “Oh, is it?”


      But it’s just a feather...


      “Phoenixes are creatures of legend on the continent, so it’s not like anyone knows exactly how much their feathers are worth, but even with just one you’d probably be set for life many times over.”


      “Whoa. But...money doesn’t really mean anything on this island.”


      “You’ve got a point... But there are all sorts of ways you can use that feather. Like as an ingredient in alchemy, or as the core of a magic item... I can see why Merlyn was so excited.”


      “You don’t say...”


      It sounded like phoenix feathers were very precious to magicians and had many different uses. I guess they’re pretty valuable items in video games, too, aren’t they? I thought. Merlyn had been so happy to get one of Suzaku’s feathers that she looked ready to jump for joy. Be that as it may, I wasn’t a magician or an alchemist. All I could do was use it as a pretty decoration for my room.


      “In that case, I’ll give it to you,” I said.


      “Huh?”


      “You can turn this feather into something useful, right?”


      “Well, yes, I can... But you’re giving away something so valuable, just like that?” She looked somewhat bewildered.


      From what I’ve heard, I bet this is worth more than precious gemstones. I could probably get a few more from Suzaku if I ask, but...


      “Then why don’t you make something with it?”


      Reina hesitated for a bit, but eventually said, “Sure. Do you have any ideas?”


      “Oh, uhh...”


      I hadn’t been thinking of anything, so I had trouble coming up with a response.


      Oh, I know. And since it’s so precious...


      “Something matching would be nice, maybe.”


      “‘Matching’?”


      “Like, something everyone can have, that goes together. Me, you, Snow, even Tailtiu and Luna.”


      “Matching, huh...”


      “Yeah. We aren’t related by blood or anything, but we’re still like family, so I want something to represent that.”


      Reina blushed slightly, then nodded. “Understood. But I’m not very good at that sort of thing, so don’t get your hopes up, okay?”


      “You always say that, but every time you come up with something that surpasses my expectations.”


      I knew that from anyone else’s perspective, Reina’s “not very good” meant she was on a professional level. She was skilled enough to be called “Omnimage”—as in, omnipotent magician—after all. And, she had come up with ways to handle all sorts of situations since coming to this island, so I was sure she’d make something wonderful.


      “I’m looking forward to it,” I said.


      “Come on, I said not to get your hopes up.”


      “Mmm...” Snow breathed out. I rubbed her back as she slept on my stomach, and I started thinking excitedly about what Reina might make.


      Suddenly, I sensed mana coming from the sky.


      “Oh, that mana... It’s Mina.”


      “She picked an odd time to come,” Reina remarked. She had also noticed Mina’s presence, and made a somewhat sour face.


      Well, I could understand why she would make a face like that. Mina took supreme pleasure in seeing us embarrassed, and on top of that, Reina was her favorite, so she had experienced the worst of her harassment.


      “Hahhh ha ha ha! It’s been a while, you two!” Mina said.


      “Welcome back, Mina,” I said. “It’s rare to see you here now.”


      “I learned that you two have gotten yourselves into an amusing situation, you see. So even though the sun is out, I happened to drop by!”


      Normally, the True Ancestor Vampire came to see us with the moon at her back. But today, even though the sun was still ascending into the sky, she was oddly high energy. This might be bad...


      “Were you watching us with your Farsight magic again?” I asked.


      “Yes, I was. I’ve always got my eye on you and your routine flirting.”


      She sure peeps on our lives a lot, like someone with too much time on her hands who endlessly watches videos and browses social media on her smartphone.


      “I think we have a right to privacy, just as much as anyone else.”


      “And I’m supposed to care about that? I’m a True Ancestor Vampire, you know.”


      It sounded like she wanted to imply that she wasn’t bound by our flimsy human etiquette.


      “Now then, is this the rumored Great Spirit?” Mina said.


      “Hmm? Mhmm...”


      Snow stirred, and for a moment I thought she had woken up from all the talking, but she just seemed a bit irritated and quickly fell back asleep. With her on top of me, I couldn’t move an inch, so I was still lying in the hammock.


      “Mwa ha ha! I see, yes, I see... This is quite nice, isn’t it?” Mina said.


      “Your expression definitely doesn’t say that.”


      She had a thoroughly nasty grin on her face. Well, her nastiness lies in the fact that she bothers others, but she doesn’t actually do anything dangerous, so I guess it could be worse?


      “So, why are you even here?” Reina asked. “Don’t you sleep when the sun is up, Wilhelmina?”


      “I already said why, didn’t I? I’m here to see the Great Spirit.”


      “Just so you know, if you so much as touch her, I’ll make you pay.”


      With rare hostility, Reina was seriously threatening Wilhelmina. Even though she knew how much stronger the vampire was, she protectively stood in front of Snow.


      Wilhelmina just fell silent, widening her eyes in surprise.


      “Mina?” I asked, looking mystified despite myself.


      “Heh... Oh, it’s nothing. I’m just recalling fond memories, that’s all.”


      Reina didn’t say anything.


      “Reina, I don’t think Mina would ever do anything seriously bad, so don’t get too angry at her, okay?”


      “Arata...”


      Hugging Snow so as to not wake her up, I got out of the hammock. I was going to set her down there, but she clung to me tightly, so I kept her in my arms and stood next to Reina.


      “She’s all right. See?” I said.


      “I’m sorry,” Reina said. “I was just a bit on edge...”


      “Well, Snow’s precious, after all.”


      I gave Snow to Reina, and the girl clung to her, almost making me feel like I had only imagined her earlier stubborn refusal to leave me. She’s just in it for herself, huh? I thought, smiling.


      “Even when you two act like that, you’re still going to insist that you aren’t married?” Mina said. Though she usually looked at us with a smirk on her face, now she sounded somewhat exasperated.


      She could say what she wanted, but we were family, not husband and wife, and Reina knew that as well. I sort of had the feeling that this distinction was very important.


      “Well, anyway, I see what’s happening with the Great Spirit of ice now. I was thinking I’d offer to look after her, but...” Mina paused. “Oh, don’t glare at me like that, Reina. It’s not like I’m planning on messing with you guys with all my power. Not yet, that is.”


      It would be nice if she didn’t word things in such an unsettling manner. But Reina’s attitude was a bit excessive too, and that was an issue in its own right, though it was probably because she saw herself as Snow’s mother.


      “Reina, Mina is just here to see Snow, okay?” I said.


      “Right,” Reina said after a pause.


      I patted Reina’s head, and the stern look in her eyes gradually softened. She butted her head against my chest, which must have been a sign for me to keep going.


      “At last, you’re shamelessly creating your own little universe together,” Mina said.


      “Well, I’m already used to your teasing,” I said.


      “Is that so? Then I’ll have to come up with some new techniques.”


      It would be nice if she didn’t come up with anything of the sort. Nevertheless, she derived sustenance from others’ shame in the same way we enjoyed eating tasty food, so she couldn’t stop.


      “Mmm, who’s that?”


      “Oh, Snow woke up,” I said.


      In Reina’s arms, Snow rubbed her eyes while looking at Mina. She had a tendency to silently stare at others. When she met someone new, the first thing she did was watch them. She seemed to be able to sense something when she did that.


      “I see...” Mina opened up her hand, and an ice crystal appeared in her palm. Then, like a magician revealing a bunch of playing cards, she sent countless crystals flying high into the sky.


      “Whoa!” Snow exclaimed.


      “How about that?” Mina said. “I can do this too.”


      Before the crystals came falling back to the ground, they attached to each other, forming into birds and fluttering through the sky. Reflecting the light of the sun, the ice birds playfully darted around as sparkling particles of frost floated to the ground.


      “Wow, wow!” Snow said. She stretched her short arms out as far as she could to try and grab one of the birds, even though there was no way she would reach them. That made her seem just like a child her age. She was overjoyed, and she looked excited.


      “Ha ha ha! How long has it been since I’ve inspired such innocent delight? To my surprise, it’s not so bad,” Mina said. She extended a finger, and one of the birds landed on it. Then, she slowly walked up to Snow and showed it to her.


      “Birdie!” Snow said.


      “That’s right.”


      Snow held out both hands, and Mina gave her the bird. It flapped its small wings, moving just like the real thing.


      “Oooh!” Snow exclaimed.


      “I make it move, see? So it won’t run away.”


      Then, Mina waved her arms just like a conductor, and the birds all simultaneously began to fly in sync with her motions. It was as though she was at the center of her own orchestra, and it was a beautiful sight.


      “How pretty,” Reina said.


      “Pretty!” Snow said.


      Even Reina next to me had dispelled her earlier caution, and was watching with fascination.


      “The Ice Birds of the Forest... What do you think? Quite the performance, right?” Mina said. Snow looked at her with eyes sparkling in adoration, which she seemed rather pleased about. “Heh heh heh, it’s also been a while since someone’s given me such a pure look.”


      “What do you expect from the way you usually act?” I said.


      “How rude. I have always been trying to communicate with you—in my own way, that’s all.”


      “Then do things that make us happy, like this.”


      “I think I’ll pass. I mean, why should you care what I do? Just be happy on your own.”


      Why did Mina have this sort of nasty streak to her? I mean, as far as I’d heard, she usually lived by herself in a castle on an isolated island to the north, so she was probably feeling lonely.


      “Do you not make any underlings, Mina?” I asked.


      “Shall I turn you into one?” Mina’s expression suddenly turned serious, but only for a moment. She instantly returned to her usual, slightly contemptuous look. “It’s just a joke; don’t take it so seriously. Besides, I’m not strong enough to turn you into my underling right now, even if I wanted to.”


      For just that moment, Mina had seemed to me like a completely different creature from her usual self. She gently petted Snow’s head, as if that strange discomfort I felt had never existed.


      “Now then, your name is Snow?” she said.


      “What?” Snow replied.


      “Hrm... You can’t control your power yet, can you?”


      Mina lifted her hand. Her palm was covered in a thin layer of frost.


      Snow seemed to unconsciously judge whether others were her friends. Reina and I only felt a bit chilly, while Zelos got pretty frozen, and Merlyn couldn’t even touch her. And for some reason, Tailtiu felt cold even though Snow had taken a liking to her, but I thought that was because Snow trusted her and was sure that she would be all right. Snow appeared to like Mina, but she didn’t seem to think of her as someone very friendly—probably because Reina was wary of her.


      “Is it because she’s still a newborn?” I said.


      “I suppose I’ll pretend that’s why,” Mina said. Then, she left, slowly taking flight.


      “Are you leaving?” I asked.


      “I am. I’ve gotten to see plenty of your flirting for today, after all.”


      Why does she constantly say that sort of stuff?


      Reina and I weren’t trying to act all lovey-dovey, but Mina’s taunting still made us feel a bit embarrassed.


      “Oh, and by the way...” Mina said. “About that Great Spirit. It’ll be tough for just the two of you to take care of her. If you need anything, I’m willing to lend a hand.”


      “Help, from you?” Reina said. “What’s gotten into her...”


      “Hey, Arata,” Mina said. “Your wife’s having trouble accepting kindness from others.”


      “I’m pretty sure that’s your own fault, Mina,” I said.


      She stared at me with disgust, but her behavior up until now was the issue here, no matter how you sliced it. Also, I made sure not to respond to the word “wife.” She would go right back to teasing me if I did.


      I stared back at her, trying to convey that, and she snorted with boredom.


      “Good grief. And to think I came all this way just for you, even though the sun was still out...”


      “Would you like to take something home with you?” I asked.


      “Next time, I’m going to amuse myself thoroughly, so no, I don’t need anything.”


      And now she was thinking about meddling with us again. She wouldn’t come visit us in broad daylight for any other reason. Still, she was only doing it to have fun, and she never did anything that actually put us in danger, so it would probably be fine.


      “Well, see you later,” Mina said.


      “Yeah, take care,” I said.


      “Bye byyye!” Snow said, waving her small hand at the sky.


      Mina smiled a bit at this, then briefly waved back and left.


      “Jeez, she’s always, always bothering us,” Reina said.


      “Aha ha ha... Still, I think beneath all that, she came to see us because she was worried.”


      “I wonder sometimes...”


      At some point, the ice birds had disappeared. There was only one left in Snow’s hand, but even that was no longer moving.


      “Oooh... Pretty...” Snow said. She stared at it like a child who had just received her first doll. Although, maybe for her, she was happier to get something made of ice rather than a cute doll.


      “Anyway, we’ll have to do something to thank Mina next time,” I said.


      “If you say so.”


      Reina didn’t seem entirely satisfied, but she still nodded her head.


      ◇


      It was several days after Mina’s visit. I was home alone, unusually enough. Reina had taken Snow out for a walk together with Tailtiu, who had come for a visit. It seemed that Snow had gotten to be good friends with Tailtiu while I wasn’t looking. I remembered what had happened when they saw each other earlier.


      “Big sis Tailtiu! Let’s play!”


      “W-Wait. S-Stay away, Snow! Do not get any closer!”


      “BOOM!”


      “HNWAAAHH?!”


      I had been witness to this sort of interaction often lately, and I thought it was sweet. Although Tailtiu, who was being assaulted, seemed to be genuinely struggling.


      “Still, it’s nice that they’re close...hm?”


      There was a sudden, powerful surge of mana outside. It felt familiar, and I went out to investigate.


      “Am I interrupting anything?”


      “Oh, I thought it was you, Lady Sheryl. No, not at all, welcome. What’s going on?” I said.


      For a moment, she looked uneasy, like she didn’t quite know how to reply, but in the end she must have given up on trying to explain things to me.


      “Things have gotten to be a bit of a headache, so help me out,” she said briskly.


      Before I could reply, I was enveloped in a black shadow. Then, when I regained my senses, I was in the colosseum in Lady Sheryl’s temple. Moreover, there was a black orb right in front of me—her Darkness Prison.


      “Umm, Lady Sheryl, I’m getting a bit of déjà vu here...”


      “I can see why. I’m sure your prediction is spot-on.”


      “Could you at least tell me what in the world is going on first?”


      Another issue with the Great Spirits? I give up...


      If nothing I said could change what was going to happen, then I wanted to get an explanation, at least.


      “Fine... You remember when those idiots got into a fight?” Lady Sheryl began.


      “Yes, I do,” I said. The “Gramps Affair”—that was what I had taken to mentally calling the whole thing. “But I thought that we all agreed that I would tell Snow to call both of them what they wanted to be called...”


      After all that, neither of them had seen Snow once since then. That was because Lady Sheryl was preventing them.


      “Actually, is there anything wrong with just letting them see her?” I asked.


      “You make it sound so simple. If they run wild and wreak havoc on the land, are you ready to be held responsible?”


      “Oh...”


      I couldn’t say anything when she put it like that. As a matter of fact, the Emperor Boar’s rampage had been enough to transform the forest a great deal. If an islander that was far stronger used their full power, the results would be far worse. However...


      “Huh? But on this island, doesn’t the terrain return to normal on its own?” I asked.


      The parts of the forest the Emperor Boar had wrecked had gone back to their original state at some point. It was mysterious, but I had just chalked it up to this being a fantasy world.


      “There’s a force at work that is always restoring the island,” Lady Sheryl explained. “But it can only handle the destruction that common monsters can cause. If someone like us uses their full power, it’d take much longer for things to return to normal.”


      “I had no idea...”


      “It’s no wonder you didn’t. We don’t have any occasion to use our power these days. Now then...” Lady Sheryl extended a hand out to the Darkness Prison, and the darkness gradually dissipated. “In the end, those idiots started fighting over who gets to be called by their nickname first...”


      The darkness cleared, and inside I saw the two Great Spirits, their bodies practically covered with wounds. They were glaring at each other so intensely, like they each had the fate of an entire species resting on their shoulders.


      “Aren’t they taking this a bit too seriously?” I said.


      “That’s the problem with them: They always do,” Lady Sheryl said.


      The two Great Spirits were surely aware that they had been released from the Darkness Prison, but they seemed to have no intention of stopping their fight. They started scuffling and shouting at each other.


      “So, what do you want me to do?” I asked.


      “They’ll be at this forever if we let them. Just choose who gets to be first.”


      From a glance at their brawl, I could tell that neither of them were holding anything back. They were fighting in earnest just to be called “grandpa” first.


      “Um... I feel like whoever I don’t choose will hold a grudge against me for as long as I live.”


      “And in exchange, the one you do choose will protect you for life,” Lady Sheryl said.


      That’s hardly a fair trade...


      “Maybe I should just bring both of them to Snow and have her choose...”


      “That’s fine with me, but you’ll have to rein them in if they get out of hand.”


      “Understood.”


      I went down into the colosseum and stepped between the two Great Spirits.


      “Ngh, what’re you doing here?!” Lord Guen said.


      “Do you mean to interrupt our sacred battle?!” Lord Zearth shouted.


      Both of them shot hostile glares at me. Their looks were so intense that anyone else in my shoes might have died on the spot.


      “Setting aside whether this is sacred, Lady Sheryl said it was all right for me to take both of you to Snow. Or would you rather keep fighting?”


      “All right! Let’s go, Zearth!”


      “Indeed!”


      “It doesn’t take much for them, does it...”


      I smiled awkwardly as they shook hands, so perfectly in sync that it was impossible to imagine they had been fighting just moments ago. We headed over to Lady Sheryl.


      “I heard the gist of what’s going on,” I said to them. “Even I don’t know who Snow is going to pick first.”


      “Yeah,” Lord Guen said.


      “Indeed. I am fully aware,” Lord Zearth said.


      “So, if you aren’t chosen, please don’t run wild and destroy things.”


      They suddenly fell silent.


      “I don’t have to take you with me, you know.”


      “F-Fine, okay!”


      “I promise!”


      “All right.”


      With this, they probably wouldn’t wreak havoc around my house now.


      “By the way, Arata...” Lord Guen said. “Is there anything you want? Whatever it is, just spit it out.”


      “I am the Great Spirit of earth,” Lord Zearth said. “I shall grant all of your wishes.”


      And now they’re clearly trying to buy me off...


      “Just so we’re clear, bribing me won’t make Snow like you any better.”


      “B-Bribe?! Don’t say it like that! I’m just asking a pal of mine what he wants, that’s all!”


      “P-Precisely! I simply asked you what you want, son!”


      They frantically tried to deny it, but they were totally trying to butter me up, and Lord Zearth had begun treating me like a son at some point.


      “There’s nothing I want or wish for that I’m willing to accept from either of you. So please relax, and accept your fate.”


      When we returned to Lady Sheryl, she glared sharply at the two of them.


      “We’re going to go to his house now, so you had better behave yourselves. Got it?”


      “Y-You don’t have to keep telling us! Right, Zearth?!”


      “Indeed!”


      Really? I thought, feeling slightly uneasy, but I was glad they wanted to see Snow.


      ◇


      Enveloped in Lady Sheryl’s darkness, I immediately arrived at the entrance to my home. I could sense people inside, which meant that Reina and the others must have returned from their walk.


      “Anyway, I’m going to go explain things to them,” I said.


      “Hold on,” Lady Sheryl said.


      “Huh?”


      “If you speak with them alone first, these two might not be satisfied with the result afterward. So I’m going too.”


      I could see that the two Great Spirits were on edge. Maybe Lady Sheryl was right, and they would complain if I met with Snow first where they couldn’t see.


      “Understood,” I said. “Then please, come with me.”


      “All right.”


      And so, I went inside with Lady Sheryl, and Reina came over to us right away. Snow was snugly nestled in her arms like a koala—her favorite way to be held.


      “Oh, welcome home, Arata... And who is this beautiful woman?”


      “Hey, I’m back,” I said. “I can explain, so can you stop looking at me like that?”


      Specifically, she was looking at me like I had brought home another problem. I mean, she wasn’t exactly wrong, but I definitely wasn’t the one who had brought them, so I wished she’d let me deny it.


      “This is Lady Sheryl,” I said. “She’s the Great Spirit of darkness I talked to before.”


      Reina looked surprised. “So that’s her.”


      After I explained everything that was happening, Reina reacted with exasperation.


      “Well, I see now. Snow?” Reina lightly rocked Snow, waking her up.


      “Mhmm?”


      “Your grandfathers are here to play, and they say they want to see you.”


      “Grandfathers?”


      “By the way, Lord Guen says he wants to be called ‘grandpa,’ and Lord Zearth wants to be called ‘gramps,’” I said. Then, there was a moment of silence. “Snow?”


      Snow was just staring quietly at Lady Sheryl. She seemed like she hadn’t fully woken up yet.


      That reminds me, she fell asleep right after she was born, so this is her first time seeing Lady Sheryl. I wonder how she’s going to react...


      “It’s grandma!”


      Snow hopped out of Reina’s arms and hugged Lady Sheryl. She seemed to have recognized the Great Spirit as someone who would protect her.


      “Grandmaaa!”


      Lady Sheryl was taller, so Snow was hugging her waist. She gently patted the girl’s head, and stroked her cheek. “Have you been well?”


      “I’m with mommy and daddy! And I made friends!”


      “Well, I’m glad to hear that. And you have a wonderful name too. How nice.”


      “Yeah!”


      Lady Sheryl looked gentler than I’d ever seen her, and I unconsciously froze up. She used to feel like an intimidating person, but the difference was so stark that my impression of her had been completely turned on its head.


      “Do you know Guen and Zearth?” Lady Sheryl asked.


      “I do!” Snow said.


      “All right. Well, they say they want to see you, so let’s go outside together.”


      “Okay.”


      We watched the two of them go. But would this really be all right? Lady Sheryl seemed like she would keep things from getting out of hand, but then again, it’d definitely be an issue if I ignored them and let them blow away the house.


      “I’m just going to go check on them, okay?” I said.


      “Yes... Please do,” Reina said.


      Outside, Zelos and Merlyn were off to the side, looking somewhat wary. Tailtiu was protectively standing next to them. However, the two of them didn’t appear to see the Great Spirits as threats, in part because they were in front of my house, but perhaps their caution was understandable, seeing as three powerful beings had suddenly appeared. As for the all-important Snow, she was staring intently up at the two Great Spirits.


      There was a moment of silence. Lord Guen and Lord Zearth must have felt nervous, as a strange tension filled the air. What’s with this mood? They’re only trying to get her to call them nicknames...


      It was silent for a moment longer...and then Snow pointed at Lord Guen first.


      “Grandpa!”


      “ALL RIIIIIIIIIIIGHT!”


      “HNGHOOOOOOHHH?! WHYYYYYYYY?!”


      Lord Guen raised a joyful shout of victory, making his flames flare up, while Lord Zearth let out a despairing cry. But then, this changed when Snow slowly shifted her finger over.


      “Gramps!”


      “WOOOOOOO! OOOOHHH! OOOOOOOOHHH!”
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      You guys are going way too overboard about this...


      Lord Zearth was so fired up that there was even steam coming from his metal body.


      Snow watched the two of them with a smile on her face, totally unaffected.


      That girl’s going places someday, I’m sure of it.


      “H-Hey... Can I give you a hug?!” Lord Guen shouted.


      “What?! U-Unfair! No sneaky head starts!” Lord Zearth said.


      “Who’s sneaking?! I’m asking her a question! Right, Snow?!”


      “Hmm...”


      While I was annoyed that they were getting into another childish fight, Snow thought for a moment, looking at Lord Guen.


      “You look hot, so no!”


      “Wha?!”


      “Heh, heh heh heh... Then shall I give you a hug?!” Zearth asked.


      “Hmm...” Snow fell into thought again.


      But Lord Zearth’s body was made of metal, and he was currently expelling steam due to how excited he was. In other words...he looked searing hot.


      “You look hot, so no!” Snow said.


      “Hnghaaah?!”


      Then, Snow left both of them, going over to Lady Sheryl.


      “Grandma! Uppies!”


      “Sure thing. Hold out your arms,” Lady Sheryl said.


      “Hm!”


      In contrast with her usual, intimidating aura, Lady Sheryl picked up and held Snow with incredible kindness, as if she were being affectionate with a grandchild. Then again, Lady Sheryl appeared young, so she looked less like Snow’s grandmother and more like her mother.


      “H-Hey, that’s unfair, Sheryl!” Lord Guen said.


      “Exactly! Let us hold her too!” Lord Zearth said.


      “Both of you are too loud and hot. You’ll scare her.”


      Lady Sheryl pointed her finger at them, and a black vortex appeared. It instantly sucked them in, and they vanished.


      “Whoaaa. They’re gone,” Snow said.


      “Y-You definitely don’t go easy on them...” I said.


      “Hmph. Don’t worry, this sort of treatment is nothing for them.”


      The vortex slowly shrank, then disappeared completely.


      I bet that’s the spell Lady Sheryl uses to move around. I didn’t know you could use it like that...


      “By the way, where did you send them?” I asked.


      “The Alfin village. The Alfar will no doubt be worried if their Great Spirits don’t show their faces soon.”


      “Yeah...”


      That must mean the Great Spirits hadn’t even gone to the village once since then. Their presence kept away monsters, so I wished they would make sure to spend time there.


      “Grandma, I want down,” Snow said.


      “Oh, really?” Lady Sheryl let down Snow, who ran right over to Tailtiu.


      “Wh-Why are you coming here?!”


      “Tailtiu, let’s plaaay!” Snow dove into her as hard as she could. This would normally have been a heartwarming sight, but...


      “Don’t think I’m going to just take it forever! Zelos Guard!”


      “Hey, why, you! Gaaahh?! C-Coooold!”


      Forced to be Tailtiu’s shield, Zelos caught Snow, then instantly dropped her onto the ground and conjured flames. He had been protecting himself with mana when touching her before, but this time he had been taken by surprise, so he seemed quite cold. Apparently, Snow hadn’t yet fully accepted him.


      “They look like they’re having fun,” Lady Sheryl remarked.


      “Yeah, they do,” I said. “Everyone’s getting along well with Snow.”


      “I see...” Lady Sheryl smiled as she watched Snow chase Tailtiu around and laugh innocently.


      “But, it looks like she doesn’t have complete control over her power yet,” I said.


      Once Snow caught Tailtiu and hugged her, Tailtiu warmed herself up by the fire along with Zelos. They didn’t really notice it, but Snow looked like she still wanted to play more.


      “She can control herself with Reina, though...”


      “That’s the girl she called ‘mommy.’” Lady Sheryl paused. “At any rate, I’ll have to give you something as thanks for taking care of Snow.”


      “Oh, we don’t need anything. We’ve been having a lot of fun since she arrived.”


      Snow appeared to not yet think of Merlyn as a friend, and she didn’t really get close to her. However, she also didn’t look like she was going to mess with the two warming themselves around the fire, so she just paced aimlessly around them.


      “If she could control her power better, it would be much easier for everyone to play with her...”


      “Well, in that case, you could just give her a taste of the World Tree’s nectar,” Lady Sheryl said.


      “What’s that?”


      “When Great Spirits are born, they only learn how to control their power once they’ve had some of the World Tree’s nectar.”


      “Oh, is that so?” I paused. “But why didn’t you mention this before?”


      “I forgot. I mean, this only happens once every thousand years...” Lady Sheryl awkwardly averted her eyes.


      Still, it made sense when she put it like that. Setting aside whether I’d even live to be a thousand, I wasn’t confident I’d be able to remember things from that long ago either.


      “So, where can I get this nectar?” I asked.


      “At the Elf village. The other Great Spirits besides us protect the World Tree.”


      According to Lady Sheryl, protecting the World Tree used to be the duty of all Great Spirits. They had all come to the island together with the tree, but after some time, their enemies had all disappeared, and Lord Guen and Lord Zearth had left in search of freedom.


      “I see...” I said. The two of them definitely didn’t strike me as the type to stand guard over a single place for long. “By the way, why did you leave the World Tree, Lady Sheryl?”


      “I hated the other Great Spirits, that’s why.”


      “I-I see...”


      Well, no matter how strong the monsters on this island may have been, they had no chance against a Great Spirit. Maybe it made sense that she would want to leave, as the other Great Spirits were already more than powerful enough. Also, I sort of got the impression that the Great Spirits I hadn’t seen yet were the more diligent type.


      “They aren’t diligent or anything. Just inflexible,” Lady Sheryl said.


      She must have really despised them, because she looked a bit irritated. At times like this, the best course of action was to show them a child’s smile.


      “Come here, Snow,” I said.


      “Okaaay!”


      She quickly toddled over, and I lifted her up and gave her to Lady Sheryl. Just as I predicted, she wasn’t able to stay irritated. When she took Snow, her mood softened.


      “Do you want to play more with everyone, Snow?” I asked.


      “Yeah! I wanna play more with Katima and big sis Tailtiu!”


      “I see.”


      That means I have to hurry up and go get that nectar, I thought. As I did, Tailtiu, who must have warmed up a lot, came over.


      “Darling, do you want the World Tree’s nectar?” she asked.


      “Oh, you were listening.”


      “Yes... By the way, I have some.”


      “Huh?”


      “I heard it was tasty, so some time ago I went and stol— I mean they shared some with me.”


      “Were you about to say that you stole it?”


      Tailtiu awkwardly averted her eyes. It sounded like she had taken it by force.


      “There’s no need for you to worry,” Lady Sheryl said. “It’s their fault for letting it get taken.”


      “Is that really how it works?” I asked.


      “Yes, it is. The Elves might not agree, but the Great Spirits there don’t mind.”


      Even though it was their duty to protect the World Tree, it was apparently not a big deal if the nectar was stolen. I still didn’t totally buy it, but if Lady Sheryl said so...


      “Wait, what’s that about the Elves? I feel like that might be an issue.”


      “Not really,” Lady Sheryl said. “They’re terribly stubborn, so it’s not like they’d give it to you, even if you asked.”


      “Oh...”


      But does that really make it okay to steal? I wondered, but maybe that was just how the people on this island lived. Elga had mentioned that the Divine Beastfolk had some exchanges with the Elves, so I had been considering going to meet them eventually, but this would definitely postpone my plans.


      “By the way, are you sure she can have the nectar? Isn’t it precious?” I asked Tailtiu.


      “Indeed. But it wasn’t any good, so I have extra. I’m not going to eat it, so you may do with it as you wish.”


      “Oh, really? Thanks, Tailtiu.”


      “In exchange...” Tailtiu smiled from ear to ear and spread her arms. “You will give me a hug!”


      “Umm, like this?”


      I did as I was told and embraced her. Her body was small and childish, but she still had a feminine warmth and softness to her, and I felt just a bit tense despite myself.


      “Mhmm! Mhmm, indeed! This powerful squeeze is just what I’d expect from you, darling! Right now, I am incredibly pleased!”


      “I’m glad you like it.”


      “Hmph. With this, I’ve taken a small lead in the war for the position of first wif—”


      “I wanna join too!”


      Suddenly, Snow, who had gotten jealous of me and Tailtiu hugging, slipped out of Lady Sheryl’s arms and onto the ground. Then, without stopping, she latched onto Tailtiu’s leg.


      “Hug!”


      “PGEEAAAHH!”


      A scream loud enough to reach the depths of the forest resounded throughout the area.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter Ten: The Nectar of the World Tree


      “Now that I’ve seen Snow looking well, I’m going home.”


      With that, Lady Sheryl had left, vanishing into darkness.


      “I-I’m exhausted... That was so mentally draining,” Reina said.


      “You did a good job,” I said.


      Reina was lying wearily on the sofa, and I set a cup of coffee next to her to show my appreciation. I wasn’t as into coffee as she was, but I had recently learned how to grind the beans, and making coffee was actually starting to become a sort of secret hobby of mine.


      “Lady Sheryl usually seems composed, but she was absolutely crazy about Snow,” I remarked.


      “You can really tell that she cares a lot about her...”


      The entire time, until Lady Sheryl left, she had asked us all sorts of questions, like about whether we were feeding Snow a balanced diet and weren’t letting her be picky, or about whether Snow was being selfish. She had grilled us on all sorts of little details and applied a lot of pressure, making sure we were suitable parents. She had also fussed over the cleanliness of our home; when she touched the windowsills with her finger to check for dust, she had seemed just like a mother-in-law.


      “But, hey, it’s a relief she likes you,” I said.


      Judging from how Lady Sheryl acted around the other Great Spirits, she was a stickler for order. The result of her inspection had been satisfactory, and in the end she had complimented Reina profusely, even saying that she would love to have a daughter like her. I was glad that everything had ended on a good note.


      “I’m definitely relieved, but she didn’t have to be so intense...” Reina said.


      I sat next to her, and she rested her head on my shoulder.


      “But, I’m glad she accepted me as Snow’s mother,” she said.


      “Yeah. Me too.”


      Snow was the Great Spirit of ice—naturally, her power was enormous, far surpassing Reina’s. I knew that was why Reina had been secretly worried whether she would really be a good mother for her. But just by looking at how attached they were, it was unthinkable that anyone else could ever be Snow’s mother. Snow absolutely adored Reina, and Reina cared deeply for Snow herself.


      “All right then, I’m going to Tailtiu’s place now,” I said.


      “Okay, take care... Though I guess there’s not much point in me saying that to you,” Reina said.


      “Well, I don’t think I’ll get hurt or anything.”


      While Snow was playing outside, I had told Reina about the World Tree’s nectar. It was at Tailtiu’s house, so the plan was for me to take the opportunity to drop by for a visit.


      Outside, Tailtiu and Snow were in the middle of a game of tag.


      “Yaaay,” Snow said.


      “I-I said I’d play with you a bunch later, so not right now!” Tailtiu shouted.


      Zelos appeared to have already been caught, and he was shivering by the fire. Merlyn, who must have gotten closer with Snow while I wasn’t looking, had also been captured, and she was frozen in front of the fire.


      “Snow, come heeere,” I said.


      “Ah, daddy!”


      While receiving a tackle from Snow that was weaker compared to Luna’s or Tailtiu’s, I lifted her up and gave her a ride on my shoulders. While she seemed to like being held in Reina’s arms, this was her favorite thing to do with me. How cute and childish, I thought.


      “Are you all right?” I asked Zelos and Merlyn.


      “Y-Yeah... Well, this is just...what kids do, after all,” Zelos said.


      “Y-Yes... So I don’t mind...or anything,” Merlyn said.


      Their teeth chattered as they spoke.


      I have to hurry up and give Snow that nectar so she can control her power.


      “All right, Tailtiu, let’s go,” I said.


      “Mhmm!” Tailtiu exclaimed, turning into her dragon form. She had an armor of black scales, and claws powerful enough to seize any monster. Honestly, I liked this form of hers; she was the ruler of the sky, possessing enormous strength, like something straight out of a fantasy story.


      “Whoooa! Whoooa! Whoooa!” Snow exclaimed. She moved excitedly on my shoulders, pulling my hair. I couldn’t see her, but her eyes were probably sparkling with joy right now.


      “Ah, yes, I suppose it is the first time Snow has seen me like this... What do you think, Snow?!” Tailtiu asked.


      “So cool! You’re so coooool, big sis Tailtiu!”


      “Heh heh heh, I knew you had a good eye!” Tailtiu was greatly pleased by how excited Snow was. “But, no touching right now, understand?!”


      “Whaaat?!” Snow said.


      “D-Don’t act so surprised! If you touch me when I’m flying, I’ll fall, duh! M-Make sure you hold on tight to her, darling.”


      “Yeah, I know.”


      I was able to fly with magic, so I could just follow behind her, but Tailtiu had insisted that I ride on her back. That said, she would get cold if I set Snow down next to me, so I still had her in my arms. As Snow sat snugly in my lap, I really got the feeling that she was still just a small child.


      “All right, then let’s go!” Tailtiu shouted. “Hold on tight to my scales so you don’t get thrown off, darling!”


      “Yaay!”


      “Yeah.”


      When Snow and I replied, Tailtiu began to flap her massive wings. She ascended at a leisurely pace, going all the way up into the sky.


      “Wooow! Amazing, amazing, amazing!” Snow said.


      “Gah ha ha ha ha ha! How is it, Snow?! I’m pretty awesome, aren’t I?!”


      “Yeah! You’re so cooool!”


      “Ahh hah hah hah! Then how about I show you to my home!”


      The two of them laughed together, as happy as could be. This isn’t the same Tailtiu that everyone used to call a loner, is it? I thought, feeling moved.


      The angle at which Tailtiu was flying changed. We were now moving parallel with the ground, soaring through the clouds like an airplane.


      “Hey, that’s the Alfin village,” I said.


      Peering below, I could see various locations on the island. It was as large as a continent, so I didn’t recognize everything, but I knew more now compared to when Suzaku had shown me the island from her back. I really had grown more familiar with this place.


      “Wow...” Snow said. Her eyes were sparkling, and she looked absolutely delighted to be getting her first view of the island from the sky.


      “It sure is pretty,” I said.


      “Yeah!” Snow replied.


      We exchanged looks and laughed together.


      Tailtiu lowered her altitude slightly.


      “We’re almost to where the Ancient Dragonfolk gather, so I’m going a little lower,” she said.


      “Okaaay,” Snow replied energetically in my place.


      After a while, we entered a rocky, mountainous region.


      “The area around these mountains is Ancient Dragonfolk territory,” Tailtiu said.


      “Huh, so it’s here...”


      There were several lofty peaks, and many small ones besides. On closer look, there were large openings that looked like caves dotted about—these were the Ancient Dragonfolk’s dens.


      Tailtiu went slower, flying closer to the peaks.


      “Unlike other races, we haven’t built a village. We basically just all live together.”


      “Oh, I didn’t know that,” I said.


      “Big sis Tailtiu, what’s that?” Snow asked, pointing at a massive stone tower that stretched skyward up from the center of the entire area. It was clearly not a natural object, and I got the feeling that it held some sort of special meaning.


      “That’s the Ancient Dragonfolk’s meeting hall. All the old geezers get together there sometimes and talk about things. They love their high places.”


      From the sound of things, she didn’t really think very highly of them. She had broken the ice with the young Ancient Dragonfolk, but she must still have been on bad terms with the older ones.


      “Hm, and what’s—” I noticed some dragons watching us from a short distance away. I didn’t recognize them, which meant it wasn’t Gram or any of the others I knew. They looked like they were trying to size us up.


      “You don’t have to worry about them, darling.”


      “Oh, really?”


      “Indeed. They’re weaker than me, anyway.”


      There wasn’t a hint of disdain in her voice; she sounded like she was simply reporting an objective fact. Before, she would have said it like she was trying to puff herself up, but she had grown up a bit since getting to know Gram and the others.


      “So she doesn’t have to force herself to butt in, huh...” I said to myself.


      “Hm? Did you say something?” Tailtiu asked.


      “Oh, I was just thinking that you’re pretty cool, Tailtiu.”


      The current Tailtiu would no doubt be able to resolve any lingering bad feelings on her own. She had become a fine Ancient Dragonfolk.


      “Whoa... Daddy! Dragon!”


      “Yeah, that’s right... Wait, is that Gram?”


      Unlike the dragons that were just watching from afar, another one was clearly approaching us. It was Gram, one of the young Ancient Dragonfolk who trained together with the Fierce Ogrefolk.


      “Heeey, bro! I knew it was you! You should’ve told me you were coming!”


      Gram flew around Tailtiu and waved his tail. I couldn’t help but be reminded of a big dog.


      “Is he your friend, daddy?”


      “Yeah, he is. He can be a bit crude, but he idolizes me, and he’s close with Tailtiu too.”


      “Whoa.” Now that Snow had learned that he was a friend, she appeared a bit less cautious.


      “Don’t fly around me, Gram!” Tailtiu shouted. “It’s annoying!”


      “Huh?! What d’you want, Tailtiu?! You can’t tell me what to do!”


      I thought they were closer... Well, they say friends who fight together, stay together, and they’ve always been like this, haven’t they?


      “Sorry for not letting you know I was coming!” I replied, raising my voice over the sound of the wind.


      “You’re always welcome, bro! Heck, why don’t I call up everyone you’ve helped out?!”


      “No need for that! I’m just visiting Tailtiu for a bit, that’s all!”


      “Roger that! Hey, Tailtiu! Better behave yourself, or you’re gonna have to deal with me, got it?!”


      “Oh, quiet! Go away already!”


      Tailtiu’s patience must have run out, because she opened her mouth and breathed fire at Gram.


      “Hey! You brat!”


      Gram quickly dodged the flames, but he definitely took offense. Even though Tailtiu was trying to move away, he got into a fighting mood and glared at her, giving indications that he was about to attack.


      “Tailtiu!” I said. “Don’t do stuff like that to your friend!”


      “But, darling...” she whined. “He’s so annoying!”


      “Oh, jeez... Sorry, Gram! Tailtiu looks like she’s sorry too, so forgive her, okay?!”


      “Grrrr!” Tatiltiu growled, as if in response to what I said.


      “There’s no way she’s sorry, bro!” Gram said. “She’s acting like she’s about to shoot something at me any moment!”


      “C’mon, Tailtiu, settle down,” I said, gently rubbing her back. Her growl subsided.


      “More,” she said.


      “I’m gonna touch big sis Tailtiu’s back too!” Snow said.


      “Ah, you can’t, Snow. You’ll startle her if you do that now,” I said.


      The moment Tailtiu heard Snow’s voice, she jerked in surprise. Though she couldn’t see Snow, it seemed that she could sense from her voice and her actions what she was about to do.


      “D-Don’t do that, Snow! Later! I’ll let you touch later, so stop!”


      “Aww...”


      “You’re a good girl, so be patient, okay?” I said.


      Snow looked a bit bored, so I consoled her with a pat on the head. Once she got a taste of the World Tree’s nectar at Tailtiu’s home, I would be able to let her touch Tailtiu as much as she wanted, but right now it would definitely be unwise.


      “Gram! See you next time!” I shouted.


      He slightly bowed his head and left.


      I’ll definitely come for a proper visit next time.


      “Hmph, interrupting our date...” Tailtiu grumbled.


      “Aha ha ha,” I laughed. “Actually, will we be there soon?”


      “Indeed. My nest is over there.”


      It was a solitary, rocky peak a considerable distance away from the others. We were soon right above it, where I saw a large, open cavern at the summit. It almost felt like we’d be sucked into the planet.


      “Inside that hole is where I sleep,” Tailtiu said.


      “Huh...” I said.


      “Wow! So big!” Snow said.


      “Heh heh heh. Now, I’m going down.”


      Tailtiu slowly descended into the spacious and cool cavern. It was quite deep, but there was still a good deal of sunlight because of the large entrance.


      When Tailtiu landed, she turned into her human form and looked at me.


      “How is it, darling? This is my home!”


      I saw a large patch of what looked like straw—that was where she usually slept. It seemed that she stayed in her dragon form while she was here. Besides that, there was a heap of various objects near the wall, but that was it.


      “Yaaay!” Snow shouted. She ran around everywhere, as if to make up for all the time she had been unable to move about.


      I worried that she might trip and fall. That was when I noticed a spot on the smooth, even floor that was oddly indented.


      “What’s that?” I asked.


      Tailtiu must have noticed my gaze, as she happily pointed at the spot. “That’s the mark you left when you sent the Emperor Boar flying here, darling.”


      “O-Oh... I see...”


      Did I really launch such a huge boar all the way over here? I know I’m repeating myself, but things sure could get bad if I use too much power.


      “Actually, this means I damaged your home... It’s a bit late now, but, sorry,” I said.


      “Don’t worry about it! Thanks to that, I was able to meet all of you!” Tailtiu said.


      Yeah, if that Emperor Boar didn’t show up back then, or if I didn’t launch it in that direction...we might never have met Tailtiu. Thinking about it that way, it sure is an incredible coincidence, huh?


      Tailtiu clung to my arm, looking up at me with cute eyes.


      “Back then, it felt like fate...”


      “Tailtiu?”


      “If you received such a passionate proposal, wouldn’t you think you were fated to become their mate?”


      “Ah ha ha ha...”


      I felt like Tailtiu had been getting a bit more attractive lately. She’s been getting aggressive, ever since that business with the Ancient Dragonfolk and the Fierce Ogrefolk. And I hear Merlyn’s been teaching her a few things too. If she gets any bolder...


      “Darling?”


      “Oh, it’s nothing.”


      I patted her on the head, and she smiled, looking incredibly pleased. She had always done everything she could to convey her affection to me. She wouldn’t stay a child forever; one day, I’d have to respond to her feelings seriously.


      “How strange. Merlyn said that you can get any man to instantly fall for you if you bring up fate... But darling is the same as always,” Tailtiu whispered.


      She can’t have meant for me to hear her, but my sharp ears just so happened to pick up what she said.


      Well, I guess as long as she’s saying things like that, she’s still just a kid.


      “Anyway, can I get the World Tree’s nectar?” I asked.


      “Hrm, right,” Tailtiu said. “I have to hurry up and do something about that girl over there who’s watching me like a hawk...”


      Snow seemed to have gotten bored of running around, and was now staring intently at Tailtiu. She was only remaining under control because I had forbidden her from touching Tailtiu, but it seemed like that would only work for so long.


      “Just wait a moment. Got it, Snow? Hold!” Tailtiu said. While keeping Snow in check, she went over to the heap of various things. After a while, she brought back a jar shaped like a goldfish bowl. It was sealed with what resembled a cork, and it looked pretty airtight. “This is the nectar of the World Tree.”


      Inside the jar was a golden, honey-like liquid. It glistened brightly in the sunlight, making it look beautiful and vaguely magical.


      “So pretty...” Snow said.


      “How are you supposed to drink it?” I asked.


      “No clue,” Tailtiu said. “I just used a wooden stick to scoop it out. It wasn’t very good.” She made a sour face.


      But it looks pretty tasty, at least...


      “Let me go find something,” Tailtiu said.


      “Okay.”


      I decided to crack open the seal. It gave off a nice, slightly sweet scent.


      “I don’t ever use utensils, after all... Oh, does this work?” Tailtiu asked, bringing over a gold spoon that seemed incredibly expensive.


      “Are you fine with Snow using it?”


      “Of course. I just found it lying on the ground when I was on a walk.”


      Apparently, Tailtiu was in the habit of going on solo walks and collecting all sorts of shiny things. I can’t imagine gold has much value on this island, but someone had to have been using this, right?


      “Don’t worry about it. It’s their fault for losing it,” Tailtiu said.


      “Well, I suppose so.”


      I first used water magic to clean the spoon, then gave it to Snow. She was cradling the jar of nectar in her arms as if it were hers and waiting for the spoon with bated breath.


      “Yaaay!”


      “Take your time, okay?” I said.


      But she completely ignored me, instantly scooping up a dollop of nectar and shoving it into her mouth.


      “Mmm!” she yelled, waving her arms up and down with a happy look on her face. She must have enjoyed it.


      “Hey, Snow, can I try—”


      The moment I reached out my arm, Snow looked at me with despair, so I stopped.


      “Sorry. It’s all right, you can have all of it.”


      Snow smiled with relief, then took a second, a third, and a fourth bite one after the other, showing no signs of stopping. The amount of nectar, meanwhile, visibly decreased.


      “Ahh...”


      Finally, she excitedly scooped the nectar out until it was all gone, then placed the empty container on the ground and smiled from ear to ear.


      “It was tasty!”


      Suddenly, Snow’s body began to shine with a brilliant light.


      “S-So bright...” I said.


      “Hrm, mm...” Tailtiu grunted.


      We shielded our eyes until the light eventually faded. When we looked at Snow again, she didn’t appear to have changed at all. However, she felt different from before, somehow. It was as if something chaotic had become stable.


      “How do you feel, Snow?” I asked.


      Just as our eyes met, she fell over backward.


      “Snow!”


      I rushed over and cradled her in my arms. She was breathing quietly, as if she were only sleeping. It seemed that she had grown tired after using her power.


      “Hahh...” I exhaled. “That was a surprise...”


      I shifted positions so as to not wake her up, and she clung to me like she always did. While I wondered what I was supposed to do, Tailtiu came up and softly touched Snow’s cheek. Before, any amount of contact would have been enough for her to yelp from the cold, but now...


      “She isn’t cold,” Tailtiu said.


      “Want to try holding her?” I asked.


      “Hrm, all right...”


      I gave Snow to Tailtiu, and she gingerly cradled her. She was tender and careful, like a girl holding her baby sister for the first time.


      “I didn’t think she would be so warm,” Tailtiu said.


      “Right?”


      Snow was very peaceful as she slept. When Tailtiu looked at her, her expression softened, and I thought that she looked prettier and more grown-up than usual.


      ◇


      It was several days after I had gone to Tailtiu’s home. Snow had eaten the World Tree’s nectar, which had made it possible for her to control her power. Thanks to that, Tailtiu could now touch her with no issues, as could the others.


      “I see. I didn’t know about such a thing...”


      “By the way, Katima,” I said. “Why did you come floating down the river again?”


      “Because that’s the fastest way here.”


      “Oh...”


      Well, she kept a tight grip on the log and didn’t almost drown this time, so I guess it’s fine. Then again, she wasn’t very good at swimming, so I thought it was still quite reckless of her to try.


      “It’s nice out today, after all,” Katima said. “My clothes will dry before long.”


      “Yeah, that’s true.”


      She spoke calmly while wrapped in a towel Reina had gotten for her. I wasn’t sure if she had any sense of shame...but I’d gotten pretty used to this sort of thing, so I wasn’t one to talk.


      “Katimaaa!”


      “Ah, Lady Snow... It has been a—”


      “Boom!”


      “Nguh?!”


      Before Katima could finish speaking, Snow charged into her as hard as she could and hugged her. For some reason, Snow had always been able to control her power around Katima, so nothing had changed on that front, but in exchange...


      “L-Lady Snow... Have you gotten a bit stronger?”


      “Hmm... I dunno!”


      “O-Oh, all right...”


      Snow had clearly powered up since eating the World Tree’s nectar, which meant Katima had taken quite a lot of damage. But there wasn’t much she could have done; though the Alfin girl was strong, her strength couldn’t compare to a paramount’s. On that note, Tailtiu could easily take one of Snow’s tackles now, while Zelos couldn’t handle her. But for some reason, Snow could control her strength perfectly with Reina.


      “You sure love Katima, don’t you, Snow?” I said.


      “Yep! She’s my friend! Hey, daddy? Can I play with Katima?!”


      I wordlessly nodded, and Snow looked very happy.


      “Whoa, Arata... Don’t I get a say?” Katima said.


      “Can an Alfr afford to go against a Great Spirit’s wishes?” I said.


      Katima clenched her fist and stood up.


      “Fine. I’m an Alfr who always rises to the occasion when necessary...even though for some reason people always tell me that I don’t! All of that is for today!”


      “So dramatic...”


      But I’d rather she save it for after she changes, if possible. Right now, she was wearing nothing except a large towel she had wrapped around herself, which definitely wasn’t an appropriate outfit for playing outdoors.


      “Oh, but I guess depending on how you look at it, it still covers more than her usual outfit.”


      In the end, Katima left to play with Snow, still wearing only the towel. Well, no one here was going to get aroused by Katima, so I was sure it would be fine.


      “Oh, did Snow go out to play?” Reina asked, bringing some coffee.


      “Yeah, with Katima,” I replied, accepting the coffee from her. From the sofa, I had a clear view through the window of the two playing together. “She sure has a lot of energy, huh?”


      “That sort of makes you sound like an old man, Arata,” Reina said.


      “Whaaat?”


      “I mean, if you’re not doing anything else, then why not join them?”


      “Uh, I definitely don’t think that’s a good idea.”


      Katima was wearing only a towel. And Snow sometimes froze the ground at her feet. That combination was a recipe for all sorts of unfortunate accidents.


      “Oh... I should have dried her clothes first,” Reina said.


      “Maybe, but it looks like they’re both having fun, so it’s probably all right to let them keep going.”


      Just when I saw Katima take a tumble on some ice, I averted my gaze, and at the same time the curtains were yanked closed. Reina wasn’t a Celestial Archmage for nothing—her reflexes were top-notch as well.


      “Did you see anything?” she asked.


      “No, I made sure to look away.”


      “Okay then.” Reina glanced at the curtains, then placed a hand on her lips as if she were lost in thought for a while. The sunlight filtering through the gap in the curtains made her crimson hair shine, which was, well, charming.


      “I’ll sit next to you,” she said.


      “Oh, okay... Reina?”


      Sitting next to me on the sofa, she put her head on my shoulder. It’s like she’s trying to cuddle up to me. What’s gotten into her?


      “It’s because... We haven’t had much time to ourselves like this lately,” Reina said.


      “You might be right about that.”


      There had been times when it was just the two of us in the house, but ever since Snow had come, she was always with us. We could let her outside to play, but up until now she hadn’t been able to control her power around anyone except me and Reina, which had made it difficult for others to entertain her when one of us wasn’t there. So, it had been a while since we had been together like this.


      Suddenly, my left hand and Reina’s right hand touched. I felt her fingers stroke the back of my hand.


      “You’re tickling me, Reina.”


      Reina just replied with a mischievous giggle. She kept caressing my index finger and middle finger in turn. The tips of her slender, pale fingers felt ticklish, and at the same time slightly pleasant. I freed myself from her, and instead grabbed her hand, entwining my fingers around hers.


      “Gotcha,” I said.


      Reina silently looked at our entwined fingers. She blushed slightly, like she had something she wanted to say. But in the end she stayed silent, and for just a moment she raised her face and stared at me, then turned to look back ahead.


      “Boom!”


      “Wh-What?! I, Katima, won’t fall over that easi—geh?!”


      It was the delighted voices of Snow and Katima outside the window. Besides them, I could hear the sound of the forest birds in the background.


      I playfully squeezed Reina’s fingers, and she softly squeezed back. I thought it was funny, and at the same time adorable.


      “What is it?” Reina asked.


      I paused, then said, “Oh, it’s nothing.”


      The curtain was the only boundary separating us from the outside. It was very thin, yet for some reason it felt as though there was a vast distance between us and them.


      I closed my eyes for a moment, and my sharp senses picked up all sorts of small things: the texture of the hand I was holding, the fragrant smell of shampoo, and a slightly quickened heartbeat.


      “I love you.”


      “Huh?”


      Just then, I heard a whisper so quiet that I wondered if I’d only imagined it.


      “Reina, did you just—”


      “No, I didn’t say anything.”


      “Oh, okay...”


      I felt like I could understand why Reina hadn’t said it clearly. We were family, friends, and good neighbors. Our relationship was always comfortable, and I still didn’t want to disturb it. Her actions conveyed to me that she felt the same, which was why she wasn’t seeking a response from me.


      “Ha...”


      “What is it?” Reina asked.


      “It’s just... I think I feel really happy right now.”


      “Ha ha, what’s that all about?”


      I knew hardly anything about the people here, but I had never seen a girl lovelier than her, in this world or the last. It was immensely gratifying that someone like her had such affection for me, and I was glad that we shared the same feelings.


      I squeezed Reina’s hand once again and she squeezed my hand back.


      I never thought that at my age, I’d be doing this sort of bittersweet thing, like a middle school boy who just got his first girlfriend. Well, it’s not bad at all. Actually, it’s pretty nice.


      “Horsey!”


      “Lady Snow! P-Please don’t pull my hair!”


      The curtains in the window fluttered in the wind. The sun peeking through felt curiously pleasant, and my eyelids were heavy. It would probably feel really good if I fell asleep like this.


      “Now, go over there!”


      “As you wish, Lady Snow!”


      “But still,” Reina said, leaning against me just a bit. She was even closer than before, and her body felt incredibly soft and warm. “With Snow and Luna, and friends like Tailtiu and Elga, and also with you by my side...I feel really happy right now too.”


      “Yeah... It’s nice.”


      I turned to Reina. She was raising her face to look at me, which meant we ended up staring right at each other. I felt like I might get sucked into her beautiful, crimson eyes. Her lips were both youthful and soft.


      Oh, crap. I might get carried away here...


      I slowly brought my face closer to hers, and she closed her eyes—and the curtains were suddenly whisked open.


      “Whoa. Mommy and daddy are holding hands. They must really like each other.”


      “You mustn’t, Lady Snow. It’s important we keep quiet and hold our breath so as to not disturb them.”


      Katima grabbed the curtains and yanked them closed. Just like that, our link with the outside was severed as before, but now there was a slight gap, through which I could tell that she and Snow were looking our way.


      Reina and I froze up. Meanwhile, Katima and Snow curiously peeked in at us from outside.


      “There’s some dust in your hair, Reina! Let me get that for you!” I said.


      “Thanks. I can’t see it myself, so you’re a real help!”


      “Sheesh... They sure are awful actors.”


      “Mommy and daddy are still holding hands, so they must really, really like each other.”


      I wish I could ignore the voices coming from outside, I thought, but then I realized that I was in fact still holding Reina’s hand. I was about to release it, when...


      “Reina?”


      “You can just use one hand to get the dust off... I don’t think you need to let go.”


      I paused. “Yeah, you’re right.”


      Ultimately, I pretended to get rid of some dust, gently running my hand through her crimson hair.
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      Her hair is so soft... I felt like I could keep touching it forever.


      “Oho, now they’re getting stubborn.”


      “I wish I was mommy now...”


      “We shouldn’t get in their way... All right, allow me to brush your hair, Lady Snow.”


      “Really? Yaaay!”


      “So for now, shhh, okay?”


      “Okay. Shhh.”


      Actually, Katima? You won’t be getting in our way, so can you just come in already? It’s honestly super embarrassing to keep doing this while someone’s watching me!


      “Arata... That feels good,” Reina said.


      “Ulp...”


      The way she looked up at me with ecstatic, slightly glistening eyes had to be against some sort of rule. It was just too cute. Ahh, Reina right now is just unfair!


      I was certain that Mina would tease us later if she saw this, but I just couldn’t tear my eyes away.


      Should I just give in and hug her?


      The moment that thought crossed my mind, we were interrupted.


      “Yoo-hoo, Miss Reina! I’m feeling better again, so I’m here to play!”


      A now-healthy Luna threw open the door and burst into the room. Surprised, Reina and I returned to our senses, and this time we let go of each other’s hands and separated.


      “Huh? You guys both have weird looks on your faces. Did something happen?” Luna asked.


      “I-It’s nothing!” Reina said. “Welcome, Luna!”


      “Yeah! Snow, Katima, come over here too!” I said. I opened the curtain and stuck my head outside the window, where I saw Katima holding Snow and brushing through her hair. Luna had come up next to me and was also looking outside, smiling.


      “Oh! I didn’t know you guys were there!” Luna said.


      “Here we are. We were having lots of fun. Right, Lady Snow?”


      “Yeah, it was fun!”


      Katima stood up, lifting Snow and giving her to Luna, then climbed inside through the window.


      “Aww, that’s nice,” Luna said. “And what were you two doing?”


      “Oh, well...” I exchanged looks with Reina. We directly communicated our thoughts to each other: We need to bribe those two and act like nothing happened!


      “A-All right! It’s almost lunchtime, so let’s all eat together!” Reina said.


      “Good idea!” I said. “You too Katima, come over here. What do you want to eat?! Today you can ask for whatever you like.”


      “They sure are desperate...” Katima muttered, looking exasperated. But she was the only one who understood the situation at present. That meant everything would be solved if we could just win her over.


      “I wanna eat ice cream,” Snow said.


      “Ah, me too!” Luna said.


      “Okay then, we’ll make some for you once you’re done with your lunch,” I said.


      “Yaaay!” the kids cheered in unison. With this, they wouldn’t be a problem.


      “We can even do something special today, and get all sorts of flavors and pretend to be an ice cream shop,” Reina said.


      “‘Shop’?” Luna and Snow simultaneously tilted their heads. Katima looked like she didn’t get it either.


      Oh yeah, there aren’t any shops on this island, are there?


      Everyone was generally self-sufficient, and they made up for what they lacked by bartering for it. They didn’t participate in commerce, which meant that they must not have understood what we meant when we said we’d pretend to be an ice cream shop.


      “All right, then why don’t we all play afterward?” I said.


      “Yeah!” Snow and Luna shouted together, their eyes sparkling in reaction to the word “play.” It seemed that they didn’t need to understand what an ice cream shop was to know that I was going to play with them.


      “Okay then, I’ll go prepare lunch,” Reina said. “I’ll make you whatever you want, Katima, so come with me.”


      “Hey, Arata...” Katima said hesitantly. “When I think about how she might try to silence me, her smile seems a bit scar—”


      “See you later,” I said.


      “I wasn’t finished talk— Ah, hold on, Reina! I can walk on my own, so you don’t need to pull my neck so—”


      I watched Katima as she disappeared into the kitchen. Then, I explained to the two excited kids what an ice cream shop was.


    


  



  

    

      Epilogue: Family


      It had been a month since Snow became part of our family. Tailtiu and Katima came to visit our home more frequently than before, and Luna often played with Snow like a big sister. Because of all this, not a day went by when Snow wasn’t smiling, and those smiles brought us happiness every day.


      “’Sup, Arata? How have you been?”


      “Oh, hi, Elga. I’ve been having fun, as usual.”


      Today, Elga and Livia had come together. Apparently, Livia was here to talk to Reina, and Elga was accompanying her.


      We thought it would be tactless for us guys to insert ourselves into their conversation, so we ended up going into the forest to hunt. Zelos joined us midway, turning our group into an uncommon trio of men.


      “So what have you guys been up to lately?” Zelos suddenly asked me after we had caught a few birds. He was smirking, and I could sense that he was trying to poke fun at me.


      “Uhh, what am I supposed to say to that?”


      “I’ve heard all about it. You’re making Snow play outside, then secretly getting nice and close with each other, isn’t that right?”


      “Oho... What’s this, Arata?” Elga said. “So you’re actually doing the deed, huh?”


      Zelos’s words had piqued Elga’s interest, and now he was making fun of me too.


      I threw a rock into the sky, but I missed my target by a wide margin. Even though I was hitting everything before... It’s all their fault.


      “You know there’s nothing going on. Zelos, at that time I was just brushing some dust out of Reina’s—”


      “Come on, you guys were holding hands the whole time,” Zelos said. “You have to come up with a better excuse than that.”


      So Katima told him... I’ll have to report this to Reina.


      “How many people know about this?” I asked.


      “Tailtiu got all sulky and asked Merlyn for some advice again, so those two should know already.”


      “Oh yeah,” Elga said, “Luna and Livia mentioned something like that to our elder...”


      “So, basically everyone, then...”


      From the sound of things, Katima had probably also told all the Alfar, and maybe even the Great Spirits. You won’t get away with this, Katima. I would have to teach that loose-lipped Alfin girl a lesson the next time I saw her.


      Zelos plopped down on a nearby log. “So, any progress since then?” he asked excitedly.


      I sat next to him, then breathed an exasperated sigh. “I’m telling you, there’s nothing going on.”


      “C’mon, there’s gotta be something, right? We’re all men here; you don’t have to hide anything from us. We’re rude, vulgar, and disgusting, and we laugh like idiots all the way to the grave. That’s what guy friends are for.”


      “That might be how you see it.”


      Zelos occasionally brought up the Seven Celestial Archmages, and told me stories about their past. Some of the things they’d gotten up to had been pretty out there. The heroic tale of Merlyn sleeping with one hundred men was truly something else, and Zelos’s war stories were very thrilling. The fact that they could laugh as they did now after everything must mean that they had possessed the strength necessary to overcome it.


      “Seriously, it’s nothing,” I said. “Snow’s always at home with us anyway.”


      “Huh... Maybe it’s a problem that you guys had a kid before you could do the deed.”


      “I like my relationship with Reina as it is now.”


      Suddenly, I glanced at Elga, who was remaining silent. He was looking in a different direction from us, and his gaze was on a patch of horny mushrooms.


      “Hey, Elga?” I said.


      “I’m not thinkin’ about anything. Not about wanting to have a kid, or anything like that...”


      “Yeah, because it’d seriously be wrong, got it?” I sighed deeply.


      On Mina’s instigation, Livia had secretly fed Elga those mushrooms, and they had ended up blowing past a bunch of different steps in their relationship and getting married. I had assumed that because of this, he would be more concerned about me, but I guess not...


      “Hey, don’t look at me like that,” Elga said. “I’m telling you, I’m not thinking about it. It’s just...” He must have remembered his own past, because he scratched his head and made a sour face. “I’m just curious, but poison and other stuff like that doesn’t work on you, right?”


      “Huh? No... I don’t think so.”


      “Then maybe it’d be all right? Oh, but—”


      “Hey, you’re making me anxious. If there’s anything that’s bothering you, I’d like you to tell me...”


      Elga had been mumbling to himself for a while now, which made it all the more scary.


      After a moment’s hesitation, he began to speak awkwardly.


      “Ohh, well, about that... To tell you the truth, Livia told me to get you away from the house.”


      Zelos and I fell silent. The fact that Livia had made sure to emphasize this must have meant that she was trying to do something in the meantime. And if it was all to be alone with Reina, then...


      “And by the way,” Elga added, “in the ingredients Livia brought, there were some mushrooms that had a familiar smell...”


      “Zelos! Elga!” I said. “That’s it for today’s hunt! We’re going back right away!”


      “Ah, hey! I can’t move as fast as you—”


      Ignoring Zelos’s voice behind me, I sprinted through the forest in a big hurry.


      “But why Livia?!” I asked.


      “She thinks following Wilhelmina’s advice helped her get together with me, so they’re pretty close!” Elga replied.


      “Could it get any worse?!”


      Coming out of the forest, we were greeted by the pleasant sight of Snow playing with Katima and Tailtiu outside the house. But there was no time to think about that, and I rushed inside.


      “Reina!”


      “A-Arata?! Why are you back so early?!” Reina said, startled by my sudden entry.


      “Just show me those ingredients!”


      There were numerous vegetables lined up next to each other in the kitchen. Several familiar-looking mushrooms were interspersed among them, but...


      “Oh?”


      No horny mushrooms?


      Amid all the tasty-looking wild produce, the mushrooms I had been worried about were nowhere to be found.


      “Jeez, don’t scare me like that,” Reina said. “So, what are you looking for? Those are the ingredients Livia brought.”


      Just in case, I sniffed the mushrooms, but it really seemed like there weren’t any there. I looked at Elga next to me, but he had the same reaction, tilting his head in confusion. And Livia was just smiling brightly.


      “Actually... It’s nothing. Sorry for suddenly barging in like that,” I said.


      “Our bad...” Elga said.


      We left the kitchen side-by-side. In any case, it was a relief that I had been worried over nothing, but I also felt like Reina’s reaction had been a bit strange.


      “I wonder... What about that felt off?” I said to myself.


      I sat down on the sofa and drank some tea, unable to work up the motivation to go back out to the forest and hunt now. Outside the window, the kids were still happily playing.


      “What is it?” Elga said.


      “Do you think Reina was acting weird back there?” I asked.


      “Huh? I didn’t really notice anything.”


      “Hmm...”


      What could it be? I felt like there was something totally different about her than usual...


      “We’re back.”


      “We’re baaaack!”


      “Here we are! Ah, are you all right, darling?!”


      “Welcome back, everyone,” I said. Snow, Luna, and Tailtiu must have just gotten in from playing a lot outside. Their clothes were all soiled. But it’s a kid’s right to get dirty like that, I thought.


      Suddenly, I realized that Tailtiu had said something I didn’t really understand. “What do you mean, ‘all right’?”


      She should know that I don’t ever get hurt...


      “Darling, you rushed into the house while Reina was cooking...”


      “Oh...”


      I realized the origin of my earlier feelings of unease. When she was cooking, Reina got so serious that even the island’s paramounts found it impossible to approach her. She was normally kind, but if you so much as dared to interrupt her or sneak a bite before meal time... Even a Fierce Ogrefolk would turn blue with fear.


      “When I saw you entering and making all that commotion while Reina was cooking... Darling, I thought you were a goner...”


      “Yeah. Miss Reina sure can be scary when she’s cooking,” Luna said.


      “Oh, ha ha ha...”


      Tailtiu started talking about what Reina was like, pulling her eyes back with her fingers and doing an impression of her when she was angry. Everyone knew never to get close to Reina while she was cooking, and even Luna agreed.


      That was what had felt off: When I’d rushed in, Reina had acted normal.


      “Daddy!”


      “Whoa there.”


      A mud-covered Snow tried to hug me, so I caught her before she got any on my clothes. Then, I lifted her up, and she laughed happily.


      “Anyway, you three are covered with mud, so go wash yourselves and your clothes in the river. Tailtiu, Luna, can you take care of Snow?”


      “Indeed!”


      “All right.”


      The three of them happily went outside, the same as when they had come in. As I watched them go, I spoke to Elga, who was sitting next to me.


      “What do you think?”


      He was silent.


      “Don’t avert your eyes! Say something!”


      Elga also knew firsthand just how terrifying Reina could be when she was cooking. That was exactly why he must have realized that my earlier interaction with Reina was so abnormal.


      “Anyway, there weren’t any horny mushrooms,” he finally said. “Isn’t that good enough for you?”


      “Uhh, this is just a hypothetical, but—”


      “Sorry. I don’t want to hear any what-ifs.”


      I had been about to ask, But we couldn’t have seen or smelled them if she’d hidden them in her Storage spell, right? However, before I could, Elga had moved first and covered his ears. It looked like he wasn’t planning on listening to anything I had to say anymore.


      “Well, it’s not like they would work on me, and Snow and the others are going to be eating the same food too...”


      No matter what Livia tries to talk her into, there’s no way she’d mix something into our food, I thought.


      Just then, Reina and Livia came out from the kitchen. Before I knew it, the sun had set, and it was almost time for dinner.


      “Oh? Where did the kids go?” Reina said.


      “They went to the river to bathe,” I replied.


      “Oh, then this is good timing.” Reina went back into the kitchen for a moment, then brought out a single plate of food: sautéed mushrooms, with various kinds mixed together.


      “Wh-What’s this?” I asked.


      “Don’t say anything, and just try it,” Reina replied.


      I looked at Elga.


      “Uhh, these definitely look like horny mushrooms...” I whispered.


      “They’re sliced and the shape’s different, so I can’t tell... Either way, they don’t work on you, so just eat it,” Elga replied.


      That was true. At the very least, I should be fine.


      “Got it. I’ll have some,” I said. I got the plate from Reina and took a bite. The distinctive sweetness of the mushrooms went well with the butter, and it was incredibly delicious.


      “How is it?” Reina asked hesitantly.


      “It’s amazing...”


      My body felt nice and somewhat warm, but it was close to the feeling of eating ginger. I didn’t sense anything strange in it either; it just felt healthy. I forgot my initial caution and dug in, not stopping at all.


      “Hee hee, it looks like he really enjoys it,” Livia said. “You did it, Reina.”


      “Yeah,” Reina said quietly.


      I glanced up, and Reina was slightly embarrassed, while Livia looked at her with satisfaction.


      “What is it?” I asked.


      “This dish has a lot of memories for Reina,” Livia replied.


      “‘Memories’?”


      I looked at the sautéed mushrooms. It wasn’t Reina’s usual, elaborate cooking. If anything, it was a simple dish—just mushrooms fried in butter. But it had this sort of domestic warmth to it, and it was absolutely delicious.


      “When I was a kid, living in the orphanage... The nuns made this for me,” Reina muttered, a bit embarrassed. “It’s my favorite food... So I wanted you to have it.”


      “Oh... Yeah, I love it too.”


      “You do? Ha ha... You do.”


      Reina had a mysterious expression on her face. It was bashful, like she was trying to keep herself from smiling. She was acting almost like a child receiving praise, and I couldn’t help but think it was a bit cute.


      “Is it really that good?” Elga said, reaching out his hand. “Gimme some—”


      “Not now, dear,” Livia said, smacking his hand aside.


      “Ow?!”


      “This dish is part of Reina’s memories. There’s a meaning to having Arata eat it.”


      “Huh? And what meaning is that supposed to—”


      Livia wordlessly smiled, and Elga’s face went taut. For animals, smiles are a sign of aggression.


      “G-Got it...”


      Even though Elga was a paramount, he looked incredibly small, probably because of the pressure Livia was giving off.


      “For that reason, Arata, please understand the responsibility you’re bearing when you eat that, all right?” Livia said.


      “O-Okay...”


      Well, I was hungry, and it was incredibly good, so I of course had no issues with it as a dish. In the end, I ate it all without stopping.


      “It has this nostalgic feeling to it, and it was really good,” I said. “Can you make it again for me some time?”


      “Really?!” Reina exclaimed.


      “Huh? Ah, yeah.”


      “Great.”


      Reina pumped her fist slightly, while Livia looked at her tenderly.


      I’m sure there’s something just between the two of them, but what could it be?


      There was a certain mood that told me I shouldn’t ask why, so I stayed silent.


      “Hey, Livia, what was that, anyway?” Elga asked.


      “Hee hee hee. It isn’t very gentlemanly for a man to pry into women’s secrets.”


      “Huh? Oh...” Elga scratched his head, then clammed up, as if that were the only question he had.


      I would be lying if I said I wasn’t curious too, but Reina looked happy, so it probably wasn’t a bad thing, at least.


      “I’m baaack! Oh, mommy!”


      “Welcome back,” Reina said.


      Clean after bathing in the river, Snow hugged Reina, and Reina smiled her usual, kind smile.


      “Did something good happen to you, mommy?”


      “Does it look like that?”


      “Yeah! You look really happy!”


      Reina laughed. “It’s thanks to Arata.”


      “Whoa...” Snow looked at me and smiled. “You’re awesome, daddy! When mommy’s happy, I’m happy too!”


      And if Reina and Snow are happy, then so am I. Oh, that’s right, I guess—


      “This is what it means to be family,” Livia said.


      Her words smoothly settled in my heart.


      ◇


      That night, Katima joined everyone who had come for a visit, and we had the idea of going stargazing together. When we discussed where would be a good place to go, I abruptly recalled the starry sky I had seen when I had first come to this world.


      After seeing that, I resolved to live on this island, didn’t I?


      It was the location of my first memories here. I wanted everyone else to see it too, so I suggested it, and we unanimously decided to go there. The path was dark, but we were used to it, and we came out of the forest and arrived on the beach.


      “It should be around here,” I said.


      I went ahead while remembering where I had first slept, the sound of the black waves all around me. Finally, I stood on the long stretch of rocky coast facing the ocean and welcomed everyone there.


      “Is this it?” Reina asked.


      “Yeah,” I said. “I was lying down like this right here...”


      I looked up at the sky. As always, it was chock-full of stars, and prettier than anything I’d seen in my past life.


      “Aha ha ha, it really is amazing,” I said.


      “I’m next to daddy!” Snow lay down the same way next to me on the flat, wide-open rocky shore. “Wow! So pretty!”


      “Then, I guess I’ll join you...” Reina lay down next to us, with Snow in the middle. Lined up on the rocks, we looked up at the sky together.


      “M-Me too!”


      “Me too!”


      “Me too...”


      Tailtiu, Luna, and Katima all came over as well. Though the rocky shore was spacious, most of it besides a small area was uneven, so lying down might have been painful.


      “Whoa, seriously? There’s nowhere for us to go,” Elga said.


      “Then, shall we lie down in a circle?” Livia said.


      At Livia’s suggestion, we all moved over a bit. That made it so everyone was lined up, with our heads closest to each other.


      Needless to say, the people living on this island had all seen this starry sky before. I’d occasionally gazed at it alone too. But this was the first time I had ever done it together with someone else.


      “I have only ever looked at this sky by myself before... But seeing it with everyone is special!” Tailtiu said.


      “Yeah, it is,” I said.


      Everyone each expressed their opinions. The one thing they all had in common was that it was more fun and the sky was way prettier when seeing it with others.


      “Yeah... It really is pretty...”


      I had been astonished by this sky when I had first seen it on this island. But now, it felt much more beautiful than it had back then. That was no doubt because I had more people to see it with, and because I had found people I wanted to protect.


      “Daddy...”


      “Hm?”


      Suddenly, Snow next to me raised her hand, as if she were grabbing the sky.


      “What is it?” I said.


      “It’s snowing!”


      “Huh?”


      The sky was clear enough to see the stars, and there wasn’t a single cloud. Despite that, soft, white flakes of snow slowly fluttered down. Reflecting the stars’ radiance, they looked almost like fairies, happily dancing in the sky.


      “Whoa...”


      There was the sound of the waves, the starry sky, and the sparkling snow—it was just like a fantasy world out of a story. Everyone was captivated by the beautiful sight and fell silent, at a loss for words.


      “It’s snowing! It’s snowing!”


      The only one who made a sound was Snow, who continued to shout excitedly. As if in response to her voice, the snow danced and fell from the sky.
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      “Yeah...”


      When I came to this island, I had looked at the sky and made a decision to survive on my own. But now...


      “I want to gaze at this pretty sky together with even more people,” I said to myself, and Reina and Tailtiu responded.


      “Yes. I think I’d like to see this again with everyone too.”


      “Indeed! Me too!”


      Everyone else raised their arms skyward. Our hands all came together in one spot. This had to be a sign of the future, a future where everyone would make my life on this island even more fun.


    


  



  

    

      Interlude: A Third Round-Table Conference of the Seven Celestial Archmages


      Gathered at a certain location on the continent, four magicians encircled a round table.


      “So, even though they’re supposed to be dead, you’re certain Reina and Zelos were there?”


      Zephyr, Number Two in the Seven Celestial Archmages, spoke in solemn tones.


      “Yes, totally,” Carla said. “And Reina was, like, super strong. I didn’t even graze her...”


      “Zelos was incomparably stronger than when he was here as well,” Seti said.


      “Hrm...”


      Zephyr was baffled. Magicians weren’t supposed to be able to get stronger so easily, much less become strong enough to wipe the floor with Carla and Seti, who—despite also being Celestial Archmages—should have been on an entirely different level from Zelos and Reina. But according to them, the two had grown strong enough to be unbeatable. It hadn’t even been a year since the two had disappeared. The notion that they had enhanced their power by so much in such a short time was just absurd.


      “Can such a thing truly be possible?” Zephyr said. As he agonized over this, Number One, wearing a hood, spoke.


      “Carla.”


      “Yeees?”


      “You’re sure Reina reflected your magic?”


      “Yes, totally! All my spells bounced right off, and there was nothing I could do! That’s just unfair!”


      “Mwa ha ha, I see, I see. That must mean the Demon Lord spoken of in the kingdom was genuinely...”


      Zephyr reacted to Number One’s sudden bout of laughter with confusion. The magician normally never showed their emotions, and it had been a while since he had seen them laugh.


      “Wh-What is it?” Zephyr asked.


      “Oh, nothing, I just have an idea of where that spell comes from.”


      Number One removed their hood. They—no, she—had bloodred eyes, blonde hair trimmed evenly to shoulder length, and distinctive, pointy ears. And when she opened her mouth, her teeth were noticeably sharp, like knives. The girl was clearly not human, yet also different from an Elf.


      “Seven Celestial Archmages, I’m issuing a maximum-priority command!” Her loud voice sent a wave of tension through the round table. “Chase after the saint’s party, and obtain information from anyone connected with the Furthermost Lonely Isle! And... Find that island!”


      “Understood!” the other three said in unison.


      Carla and Seti left, while Zephyr alone remained at the table.


      “That was new for you,” Zephyr remarked.


      “You’re right, it was. Mwa ha ha, it isn’t like me to get so worked up.”


      Zephyr was the longest-serving member of the Seven Celestial Archmages, a group Number One had created. The girl showed so few emotions that the other Celestial Archmages wondered whether she felt anything at all. Even Zephyr, who had known her for a long time, had never seen her raise her voice until now.


      “Does this have something to do with that story you told me long ago, about the one who raised you?” Zephyr asked.


      “It does. That reminds me, you might be the only one I’ve ever told...” The girl had a slightly nostalgic look in her eyes. “It’s an old story.”


      Magicians who boasted high mana lived longer and appeared younger than ordinary humans. Zephyr looked like he was in his sixties, but he was actually already past two hundred. And even he hadn’t seen a single change in this girl’s appearance since the day he had met her. It was as if she were no longer bound to the confines of humanity...


      “It’s so old that it’s from before I came to be known as the continent’s greatest magician, and the Fiend of Demise,” the girl continued.


      For someone like her to say that meant it reached the level of myth. Zephyr would be lying if he said that he wasn’t curious as a magician, but nevertheless he didn’t question her any further. He didn’t need to ask her anything; the loyalty he had pledged to her would never falter. So...


      “I will do whatever it takes to find the Furthermost Lonely Isle,” he said. “However...”


      Zephyr had built the Seven Celestial Archmages from the ground up, and that meant dealing with his eccentric fellow magicians and egotistical nobles, and playing up to public opinion. He was utterly exhausted in both body and soul.


      “‘However’?” the girl said.


      Would it be possible for me to take just a short vacation before then?


      “No... It’s nothing.”


      “I see. Then, I’m expecting great things from you, Zephyr.”


      “Certainly! Your wish is my command!”


      Unable to ask for a break, he was a rather poor old magician.


    


  



  

    

      Afterword


      Thank you very much for picking up volume 3 of The Isle of Paramounts: Reborn into a Slow Life Among the Strongest in the World.


      There’s something I’d like to announce first...and that’s that this volume is being released at the same time as the first volume of the manga version in Japan! Everyone on the island—from Arata and Reina, to Luna, Elga, and Tailtiu—is drawn by Yamaura. Seeing them having fun moving around, laughing, and eating tasty food makes for a truly delightful read, so please, check it out!


      Since I’m writing this afterword, I’d also like to touch on the novel. Now that we’re at volume 3, more characters have shown up in the story. The new addition to the main cast is the Great Spirit of ice, Snow! With her entry, Arata and Reina’s relationship has taken another step forward. I picture Snow as a pure and innocent girl, but after reading, what was your impression? I hope she made you think, I wish I could have a daughter like her.


      Also, I’m honored to have Noy illustrate the new characters as well. Snow is too adorable, and Lady Sheryl is beautiful... Every time, I’m blown away by their wonderful work. Truly, thank you very much for always drawing such lovely illustrations! I have no words, except that they’re wonderful.


      The main heroine who graced the cover of volume 2, Tailtiu, has gotten even more attached to Arata in this volume, and she’s become a heroine on par with Reina. I hope you look forward to what sort of tactics she adopts to get closer to Arata next, now that she has Merlyn as her advisor.


      In this volume, Katima had a lot of space on the page, and she showed many different sides to herself. One’s relationships with others are always evolving, and once someone comes to trust you, they’re more open with you than they otherwise would be. The same is true of the denizens of the island; as we see more and more of them, they’re going to show us all sorts of different sides to themselves. As the story progresses, I hope to also be able to show fresh aspects of existing characters as well.


      Additionally, there are plenty of races on the island that haven’t shown up yet. There are the new Great Spirits, and the various members of the Fierce Ogrefolk and Ancient Dragonfolk. There’s also the Elves, who have appeared in name only, and their Great Spirits. Finally, there’s Wilhelmina’s past. Outside the island, there’s the hero’s party on a journey, and the actions of the Seven Celestial Archmages; there are so many things I still want to write about that I’m at a loss (lol). In this way, there are going to be more new characters as the volumes progress, so I hope you look forward to it.


      Thanks to the reprinting of Isle of Paramounts and its popularity, I’ve received multiple offers to put out new series. I have also been given the opportunity to try my hand in new arenas outside of novels, like writing the scenario for an original manga. For this reason, I have nothing but thanks for this series, my readers, as well as everyone who has so graciously worked together with me.


      My aim for this series is for it to be a bright, fun island life. Keeping that in focus, I’m going to do my best to write a story all my readers can enjoy, so I would be grateful for your continued support.


      Heiseiowari
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