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      Prologue: Kids Playing in the Snow


      After dying from overwork in my past life, I, Arata Toudou, met a god and was given the opportunity to reincarnate in another world. Apparently, my death had been a mistake on that god’s part. What’s more, I was also given reincarnation perks, like the kind you might see in manga or novels. Since I was feeling exhausted with my personal relationships, I made two wishes: to be reborn on an island without any humans, and to be given a strong body immune to illness and injury. That would have been enough for me, but apparently, godly mistakes were quite worrisome, so as payment to keep my mouth shut, she tacked on the ability to copy anyone’s magic or skills just by watching them. She’d said that it would add a sense of adventure, but I had no desire whatsoever to do battle like in a fantasy manga. Besides, I had wondered at first, what’s the point of all these cheat skills in a place without any people?


      But then, once I actually reincarnated, I wound up being very relieved to have been given those powers. The island where I was going to live—Arcadia, the Isle of the Gods—was inhabited by monsters and fantasy races far more powerful than even humanity’s strongest magicians.


      “Besides, magic is just so convenient for day-to-day life,” I said to myself.


      I hadn’t been in the right mind when meeting that god. Not wanting to have anything to do with others was one thing, but what was I supposed to do in an unknown world with only a tough, healthy body? I had never even lit a proper fire before, so I should have known that there was no way I’d make it trying to live out in the wild. If I hadn’t met Reina at the beginning, I probably would have ended up like a feral child and gnawing on forest trees. The thought alone gave me chills.


      Reina Mistral was one of the world’s most powerful magicians, who called themselves the Seven Celestial Archmages. As we lived on this island together, she had taught me how to use magic, and we had even built a comfy house in the great outdoors. It was a home of my very own, like the one I’d always dreamed of.


      I had made other friends here too, who came to visit me nearly every day—the Divine Beastfolk Luna and Elga, the Ancient Dragonfolk Tailtiu, and the Alfr Katima. There were also two of Reina’s fellow magicians, Zelos and Merlyn, who had come to the island like her. Their relationship with Reina had been strained at the start, but through living together, they had eventually gotten more open and friendly with each other. And finally...


      “Daddy!”


      “Whoa there.”


      A girl with silvery-blue hair spotted me, then happily dove at me. Instead of dodging her, I caught her in midair, and she affectionately rubbed her head up against me.


      “Good morning, Snow,” I said. “You sure are ready to take on the day.”


      “Yep! It’s cold today, and it feels good!” Snow said.


      “Oh, really?”


      This girl who was full of early morning energy—Snow, the Great Spirit of ice—hugged me like a koala. I held her firmly in place with both hands to keep her from slipping from my arms, and she raised her face and patted my cheek. Her chilly hands felt pleasant.


      “Hey, stop that,” I said.


      “Eheh heh heh, no way,” Snow said. She must have found my awkward expression funny, as she grinned with delight.


      It had started when, at the Alfr village, I heard of an incident with the Great Spirits. When I went to investigate it, I had met this girl, who took one look at me and called me “daddy.”


      “There you are, Snow.”


      “Oh, hi, Reina,” I said.


      “It’s mommy!” Snow said.


      The moment her beloved mommy, Reina, appeared, Snow started moving to try and get down from my arms, making the way she had clung tightly to me earlier feel like only a figment of my imagination. I could practically hear her telling me, Hurry, hurry! Feeling a bit lonely, I carefully let Snow down, and she leaped at Reina without so much as a glance back.


      “Mommy!”


      “What’s the rush? I’m not running away,” Reina said, holding Snow and smiling awkwardly. To anyone watching, she would have looked just like a mother doting on a spoiled child.


      “Good morning, Reina,” I said.


      “Yes, good morning, Arata,” Reina replied. “Breakfast is ready, so let’s eat before it gets cold.”


      After our usual morning greetings, the three of us sat down to eat together. It was a very gentle everyday life, the complete and total opposite of the solitary survival lifestyle I had envisioned when I first reincarnated on this island.


      After finishing breakfast, we were leisurely sitting on the sofa next to each other, when we heard the voices of two children from outside.


      “Darliiing! I have come to visiiit!”


      “I’m here toooo!”


      “It’s big sis Tailtiu and Luna!” Snow said, her eyes sparkling with joy. She hopped off the sofa and rushed to the front door.


      Reina and I looked at Snow, for whom it seemed as though everything in the world was nothing but fun. We then unconsciously exchanged glances and smiled.




      Unlike Japan, which had four, well-defined seasons, this island was temperate year-round, meaning it never snowed. But, it seemed that the birth of the Great Spirit of ice had brought about a change in the climate. Once again, a strange phenomenon was occurring, perhaps because of Snow’s power: It was snowing, despite being warm out. Glittering white flakes fell as if it were winter, while the sun shone brightly in the sky. It was mysterious and fantastical, and I felt like it was better to simply enjoy it rather than wonder about why. After all, the common sense from my past life meant absolutely nothing on this island.


      “Yaaay!” Snow shouted. She had even more energy than usual on snow days. When she was like this, Tailtiu and Luna often played with her.


      “All right!” Tailtiu said. “Let’s all make a big snowman today!”


      “Yeah!” Snow and Luna said in unison.


      Tailtiu and Luna must have been overjoyed that Snow called them “big sis,” as they were in an excited mood too.


      Katima tried to put herself in a supervisor position over the three of them, but the kids always dragged her into their play, with unfortunate results. Right now, they had forced her inside a snowman for some reason, with only her arms and legs sticking out.


      Zelos and Merlyn were also here, pleasantly watching the kids play, but they kept their distance. The girls played with no-holds-barred enthusiasm and without a care in the world for who might find it too much, so the two magicians appeared wary after the constant roughhousing they had been subject to. Be that as it may, I could tell that they cared, based on how they always accompanied the girls as their leaders whenever they went somewhere.


      With help from friends like these, Snow was smiling every day, and that made us just as happy.


      “Hey, Arata, hand over the coffee.”


      “Sure, here you go,” I said.


      The one surprise was Mina. She had been coming to our home more frequently than before, which I imagined was because she cared about Snow. She was here today as well, sitting in a chair outside and watching the kids while sipping coffee.


      “Thank you for always playing with Snow,” I said to her.


      Just recently, she had created animals out of ice that Snow would like, and entertained her with them. Even Tailtiu, who normally would have been wary of Mina, had looked at her with respect, so it must have been quite a lot of fun.


      “It’s not like I’m only interested in Snow or anything,” Mina said.


      She’s kind of a tsundere, isn’t she? As soon as I thought that, she kicked my shin.


      “Ouch! That hurts, you know,” I said.


      “Hmph... You don’t even feel pain,” Mina said.


      “Well, it hurts emotionally, I guess...”


      Besides, “ouch” is just something you say on reflex.


      As if in total disregard for my opinion, Mina kicked me in the shin once again.


      It’d be nice if she could stop kicking me and just talk...


      Mina snapped her fingers, and small snowmen appeared where the girls were playing. They began to play too, running around the girls’ legs as if they were alive.


      “You know, you’re unexpectedly good at looking after others,” I remarked.


      “What’s this all of a sudden?” Mina asked.


      “I mean, you play tricks on us, but I get the feeling that you really indulge Luna.”


      Mina looked somewhat surprised by what I said.


      Could it be that she does it unconsciously?


      “Well, simple innocence is a good look for her, after all,” Mina said. “And in all my years, she’s pretty much the only one who’s ever treated me with such familiarity.”


      The look in her eyes softened just a bit.


      We silently watched the girls for a while, and then Mina suddenly muttered something.


      “Just a bit longer...”


      “‘A bit longer’?” I asked.


      “Oh, don’t worry about it. You’ll understand when the time comes.”


      Although Mina usually visited us to kill time, today she seemed to have come for some sort of reason. Judging from how she was acting, it had something to do with Luna, but other than that...


      “Well then, I’ll be back,” Mina said. Apparently she wasn’t planning on explaining anything, as she quickly drained her coffee before disappearing into the shadows without another word.


      “What was that?” I said to myself.


      I looked at Luna again. It was just a fun, everyday scene of them all playing with a snowman Katima.


      “Yaaay!” Snow shouted.


      “H-Hey, Snow!” Tailtiu said. “Don’t drop the Katima snowman on top of me!”


      “Aha ha ha ha ha!”


      Snow may have gained control over her powers after eating the World Tree’s nectar, but that didn’t mean she had lost any of her free spirit. At the end of the day, Tailtiu and Katima were jerked around by her too-free behavior, while Luna watched them and laughed.


      Seeing the kids play was incredibly heartwarming, and as I was watching them, Reina came out of the house and stood next to me.


      “Good grief, their clothes are going to get dirty again,” she said.


      “Ha ha ha. Well, they say kids are outdoor creatures,” I said.


      Suddenly, I sensed a strong energy that I’d grown very familiar with lately, and I looked up at the sky. A small, black void was floating up there, and I could make out a faint, human-shaped silhouette in its depths.


      “Look—that’s Lady Sheryl,” I said.


      “Does she have to peep on us from all the way over there? She could just join us,” Reina said.


      “I’m sure she has her reasons, so let’s let her be.”


      I could sense a similar, strong energy coming from beneath the ground. Lord Zearth was probably hiding there, but I pretended not to notice. It would be insensitive of me to drag out someone who was trying to stay hidden.


      “If Lord Guen isn’t here, it must mean he’s on duty this week,” I said.


      The Alfar needed a Great Spirit to protect their village, so one of them had to remain nearby at all times. Lord Zearth was probably up next for the following week.


      I bet he’ll act selfish again and say he doesn’t want to do it. And, as usual, Lady Sheryl won’t let that go unpunished.


      “It’s like the Great Spirits are just ordinary grandparents now,” Reina said.


      “They’ve been like that ever since the first time I met them,” I said. Though maybe I had just gotten too used to the mood or strange logic of this place.


      “That reminds me, Gyes came by earlier while you were out,” Reina said.


      “He did?”


      “Yes. He sounded like he couldn’t bear Gram bragging about how you had visited him.”


      “Oh...”


      Gyes was the leader of the young Fierce Ogrefolk, while Gram was the leader of the young Ancient Dragonfolk. They sought to be recognized as full adults by learning the names of the Ancestors slumbering within them. They did this by battling strong opponents, so the Ancient Dragonfolk and Fierce Ogrefolk fought together to stimulate each other’s growth.


      Tailtiu had already learned that her Ancestor was Bahamut, and so she had been ostracized from the rest. Regardless of the reason, I couldn’t ignore someone who was feeling lonely, so I’d intervened. After that...


      “I never thought they’d get so attached to me,” I said.


      Then again, Gyes and Gram had already known their Ancestors’ names, only keeping quiet because they didn’t want to leave their friends.


      Anyway, we had decided to hold wildly uneven fights: me versus a combined group of Fierce Ogrefolk and Ancient Dragonfolk. I was invincible, so needless to say, there was no way they could beat me, and they ended in my crushing victory. However, when an all-powerful opponent like me joined, Tailtiu didn’t need to be excluded on the grounds of being unfairly strong. In these fights, she became a vital asset for her team and could enjoy running wild with her fellow Ancient Dragonfolk.


      “Well, I feel like those kids care about strength more than anything else,” Reina replied.


      “Considering that, they still call you ‘sis’ or ‘sister’ like how they call me ‘brother,’” I said.


      “Oh, about that...”


      Wreaking havoc must have really worked up their appetites. Now, it had become custom for everyone to eat a meal after our fights. The two races were usually on bad terms, but during that time only, they got together and had a fun, boisterous time, with Tailtiu joining in as well. In their single-minded admiration of strength, they normally wouldn’t have respected someone like Reina. But not a single one of them would even dare to defy her.


      It had happened when Gyes and Gram got into a scuffle and knocked over some food.


      “You mustn’t waste food,” Reina had said, giving off an incredible pressure that made everyone tremble.


      Reina had lived quite an impoverished life in the orphanage where she had grown up, and on top of that, her magic teacher had forced her to live under harsh circumstances, even to the point of starvation. She knew better than anyone the value of food, and she wouldn’t tolerate anyone who wasted it.


      “Honestly, that was so scary that even I felt like my life was in danger...”


      “But what else was I supposed to do?” Reina said. “It’s wrong to waste food.”


      All the Ancient Dragonfolk and Fierce Ogrefolk had sat down on their knees then and there, bowing their heads deeply to her. It had been thoroughly impressed upon them that there were some people who they just shouldn’t fight.


      That was just one of many moments where I understood that, when she was cooking, Reina was at the top of this island’s food chain.


      “I’ve beaten them up every time, and they idolize me for my strength...but they still listen to you more,” I remarked.


      “C-Can you give it a rest already?!” Reina said. “More importantly, you have to go visit the Fierce Ogrefolk village already, or otherwise he’s going to get all pouty.”


      “Pout” was a rather childish expression to use for the hulking Gyes, but maybe they all looked like kids to Reina. As for me, they were like younger brothers, so I could understand where she was coming from.


      “Yeah, you’re right,” I said. “It’s been quite a while since I made that promise to visit him too...”


      Recently, I had gone to the Ancient Dragonfolk village to visit Tailtiu in order to get a helping of the World Tree’s nectar for Snow, and I had also encountered Gram. Apparently he had boasted of this to Gyes, who had been unable to bear this, as I had promised him first that I would visit. The two of them were rivals who hated to lose to each other, after all, but it didn’t feel right that they were fighting over me.


      “Next time Gyes comes, why don’t we go check out the Fierce Ogrefolk village?” I said.


      “All right,” Reina said. “From what I hear, the Fierce Ogrefolk make the textiles on this island, so I’m looking forward to it.”


      “Oh?”


      The different groups of islanders didn’t all have deep connections with each other, but they did have things they were each skilled at making, which they often used for bartering. Even races that were on bad terms put their conflicts aside when it came to things they really needed. The Alfar and the Divine Beastfolk didn’t get along, but I had heard that they exchanged food and other goods, and the Ancient Dragonfolk’s rare tools were traded around too. It wasn’t like everyone in each race could make things; rather, there were individuals whose duty it was to do so.


      “They also make the clothes that Luna and the others wear,” Reina said.


      “I had no idea.”


      Reina added that the Fierce Ogrefolk were skilled with their hands, so they made all sorts of clothes and tools and bartered with the other races for things they needed, like food. Gyes and the others hardly looked like they could handle such delicate tasks, though; apparently, it was the women’s role.


      Speaking of ogres, they’re wearing Japanese-style clothes too, I suddenly thought.


      “Yeah, that reminds me, Luna’s outfit sort of looks like shrine maiden’s clothing,” I said.


      “‘Shrine maiden’?” Reina asked.


      “Oh, you don’t get that? Umm, in my world...they’re people who serve a god, I guess.”


      “Are they like saints?”


      “Yeah, sort of like that. But the traditions aren’t the same, so their clothes look totally different.”


      I remembered the saint, Ceres, who I had met after she summoned me. She hadn’t been wearing a shrine maiden outfit, but I got the impression that they probably had similar roles.


      “Fierce Ogrefolk clothes, huh...”


      They kind of reminded me of old-timey Japan, and honestly, I was curious. Traditional clothes and kimono carry a certain fascination for men.


      “Brother, are you theeeeere?!”


      My thoughts were interrupted by a shout from some distance away. There was only one person on this island who called me “brother.”


      “Speak of the devil, there he is,” I said.


      “Yeah,” Reina said.


      It was a tough-looking young man with a reddish body, wearing what resembled a martial artist’s uniform. He came over to me with his distinctive ogre horn on full display. The first one to respond was Tailtiu, leading the team of kids.


      “Look, a huge target has just come! After me!”


      “Yeah!” Luna and Snow said in unison.


      “Wh-What are you all doing?!” Gyes shouted. “Why are you throwing snowballs at— Hey, stop tha— Ngaaahhh?!”


      As Gyes stomped over, he was pelted by snowballs from the kids, and he toppled over. He may have been a leader of the Fierce Ogrefolk, but even he couldn’t stand up against a combined barrage from an Ancient Dragonfolk, a Divine Beastfolk, and a Great Spirit.


      “He fell!” Tailtiu said. “Now’s our chance!”


      “Yeaaah!” Luna and Snow shouted.


      “Ngh, oh, ah... Hey?!”


      Children can be cruel. They began a follow-up attack on the fallen Gyes, quickly burying him in snow, which made for a rather surreal sight.


      “At this point, I just feel bad for him,” Reina said.


      “For sure. Let’s stop them,” I said.


      Thus, Reina and I put an end to the kids’ assault and rescued Gyes. We invited him into our home so he could warm himself up, as he must have been feeling cold.
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      Chapter One: How to Convey One’s Feelings


      Gyes was a sort of leader for the young Fierce Ogrefolk, and his Ancestor was Hecatoncheir, the hundred-armed giant. He had cropped white hair and a beard, dark red skin, and a single horn that grew from his forehead. He looked like a proper ogre, and his powerful, toned muscles were like those of a judoka who competed in the openweight division. Sitting on the sofa, he took up as much space as two children, and as he did, he glared at me.


      “How long will it be until you come to our village, brother?! We are ready to welcome you at any time!”


      “Oh, ha ha...”


      “And now I hear that you have already gone to visit those Ancient Dragonfolk?!”


      “Actually, that was because there was a small errand I needed to take care of...”


      It was awfully oppressive when Gyes brought his intense face right up to mine. But it’s the truth. Meeting Gram was a coincidence, and I only went to Tailtiu’s nest...


      When I explained to Gyes that Snow had needed the World Tree’s nectar to control her power, he sat back on the sofa, looking like he had momentarily calmed down.


      “I understand now,” Gyes said. “However, we are still waiting for you, brother...”


      He didn’t sound very satisfied.


      I had once heard that a Fierce Ogrefolk was considered to be more manly the larger his horn was, and Gyes’s horn was an impressive example. So it made for a strange contrast when he spoke in a voice tinged with loneliness.


      Honestly, I can’t tell him that I just forgot...


      I had already promised him, and it was my fault. Sure, all the commotion of going to the Alfr village and welcoming Snow into my family had made me completely forget, but that was no excuse. Not only that, the Fierce Ogrefolk and the Ancient Dragonfolk were like cats and dogs. Gyes had been waiting all this time, only for Gram to boast to him that I had visited the Ancient Dragonfolk village first, so his patience must have reached its limit.


      “My little sister won’t stop talking about how she wants to meet you,” Gyes added.


      “You have a sister?” I said.


      “Indeed. She is quite talented, unlike me. I may be biased as her brother, but she is a wonderful sister. I would love to introduce her to you.”


      The only Fierce Ogrefolk that fought with the Ancient Dragonfolk were men, so I had yet to meet any Fierce Ogrefolk women. Apparently, the men tended to fight against outside enemies, while the women were supposed to protect the home; with how they also wore kimono, I got a similar feeling to historic Japan.


      “Still, your little sister, huh...” I muttered.


      The Fierce Ogrefolk were characterized by their dark red skin, horns, chiseled physiques, and martial arts clothes. So, when I thought of a female version of that, I couldn’t help but envision Gyes’s sister as someone who also had a sturdy, warrior’s physique.


      Is she sorta like an Amazon? I wondered, then shook my head. It was just rude to think that about someone I had never even met.


      I had been able to make friends with the Divine Beastfolk, the northern Great Spirits, and the Alfar, but I still had a long way to go with the other races. And in order to fulfill my dream of holding a grand feast with all the races that lived on this island, I wanted to go out and meet everyone I could.


      “Sorry for making you wait for so long,” I said.


      “Oho!” Gyes exclaimed. “In other words...!”


      “I think I’ll visit you the day after tomorrow, if that’s all right?”


      “Understood! Then, I shall return to my village first and inform everyone!”


      Gyes must have been quite happy to hear that, as he rushed outside. But the instant he opened the door...


      “Darliiing! Hmgeh?!”


      “Nguh?!”


      A small silhouette tackled Gyes right in his stomach, and he was blasted back into the room. On the other hand, the black silhouette—Tailtiu—planted her legs on the spot to keep herself from falling. Nevertheless, it looked like she had hurt herself somewhat on Gyes’s tough stomach, and she held her forehead while tears welled up in her eyes.


      “Ahhh...”


      However, this quickly changed when she noticed me and broke into a smile.


      “Darli—”


      “Daddy!”


      “Hgohhh?!”


      Just as Tailtiu tried to come up to me, a white silhouette—Snow—knocked her over from behind. Seeing them collapse on top of each other was a bit amusing, but Tailtiu had been completely taken off guard by the impact, and it looked like she was in pain.


      ◇


      “Welcome back, you two,” I said. “Did you have fun in the snow?”


      “Yep!” Snow said. “Big sis Tailtiu turned into a snowman!”


      “Oh, really?”


      Last I looked, Katima had been the snowman, but it sounded like the target had changed. When I looked outside, I saw a slightly shivering snowman, which must have been Katima.


      She really puts her body on the line for Snow now, huh? I put my hands together in prayer for Katima, who was basically a stuntwoman at this point. When I looked back at Snow, she was clinging to Tailtiu’s back with a wide smile on her face. She truly loved Tailtiu, so she always tackled and hugged her whenever she had an opportunity.


      “Hm!” Tailtiu exclaimed.


      “Ah!” Snow said.


      With Snow still on her back, Tailtiu got up, then let her down.


      “Don’t I always tell you to stop suddenly hugging me? You’ll surprise me,” Tailtiu said.


      “Aww...” Snow whined.


      “Don’t ‘aww’ me.”


      “But you always hug daddy, right?”


      “Hrm...”


      For a moment, Tailtiu looked back and forth between me and Snow.


      Yeah, both Tailtiu and Luna always hug me out of nowhere...


      “Darling can handle it. He can take any hug, no matter how strong, like the World Tree.”


      “You can’t take it?” Snow asked.


      “I can, if you hug me from the front... But you startle me when you do it from behind, got it?”


      “Okay...”


      Although Snow was still a newborn, she was a Great Spirit, and she was far stronger than any of the monsters on this island. No matter how powerful Tailtiu may have been, she still couldn’t withstand Snow’s tackles without effort. Snow’s power had stabilized considerably after she had eaten the World Tree’s nectar, but she was still a child. She didn’t freeze everyone she touched anymore, but she was actually more powerful than before, and now even Tailtiu fell over when she took one of her surprise attacks. Still, Snow was adorable when she was affectionate to the max, so no one could get angry at her... By the way, Snow seemed to be selective about who she tackled at full power, and I was at the top of her list.


      “So that means darling is totally okay!” Tailtiu said.


      “Yeah!” Snow said.


      Their eyes glinted, and...


      “Darliiing!”


      “Daddyyy!”


      “Whoa there...”


      They came at me at the same time, and the impact pushed me back a little more than usual, but I still managed to withstand it. However, Snow had only just been born, and from what Gram had told me, Tailtiu still had room to grow. No matter how strong I may be, they might blast me away before long, I thought.


      Just then, Luna showed up outside the door, her eyes shining.


      “Oh, everyone’s having fun!” she said. She crouched slightly, then broke into a run.


      “MISTER ARATAAAAAAA!”


      “Hngah?!”


      “Oooh?!”


      “Whoa?!”


      Unable to withstand the unexpected triple attack, I was completely knocked off my feet.


      Actually, Luna’s tackle just now was way stronger than any of hers before...


      Lately, I had finally become self-aware that I was not normal. Even Gaius, the man with the most freakish strength out of all the Divine Beastfolk, had been unable to push me back, so even though there were three of them at once, I was still impressed that they had managed it.


      “Eheh heh heh!” Luna laughed. “I win!”


      “Hey, hold it, Luna!” Tailtiu said. “That was only because Snow and I hugged him first.”


      “Everyone, hug!” Snow said.


      As I watched the three of them make noise while piled on top of me, I thought, Ah, well, I guess none of that really matters.


      “You’re as popular as always,” Reina remarked.


      “Aha ha ha...”


      “Come on, you three, get up now.”


      Reina didn’t appear to mind it too much, and she picked up each of the girls in turn and stood them up on their feet. Luna, Tailtiu, and Snow all obediently went along with it, standing next to each other like they were used to this sort of thing. They almost moved like characters in a kid’s anime I had seen a long time ago, and it felt like they had been completely trained.


      “Now then... Have you all washed your hands?” Reina asked.


      The three of them all silently looked away. They seemed to be invoking their right to remain silent, but Reina had already entered parent mode, so there was no way such a little thing would help them escape.


      “If you aren’t honest, you won’t get any treats.”


      “Not yet!” they said in unison, breaking their silence without a moment of doubt.


      “It’s good you’re being honest. You’ve been playing since morning, and you’re dirty, right? You know what you have to do now?”


      “Wash your hands!”


      “Rinse your mouth!”


      “Take a bath!”


      “The water’s already warm, so go get in now,” Reina said.


      “Okaaay,” the three said simultaneously. They walked away with cute, childish footsteps.


      Although, looking at Gyes, who was doubled over after having been blasted away by Tailtiu, I realized that I would have been much worse off if I were normal. I felt a renewed sense of gratitude over having been given a tough body.


      “You too, Arata,” Reina said.


      “Huh?”


      “They all hugged you after playing in the snow, so you’re quite dirty. Once they come out, go rinse yourself off.”


      “Okay.”


      Now I can’t treat the three of them like kids, I thought, helping up the unsteady Gyes.


      ◇


      The next day...


      “Hmm, now this is an issue,” I said.


      I had realized that we would be leaving the house vacant for a few days while visiting the Fierce Ogrefolk village, and I didn’t know what to do. Zelos and Merlyn would be in trouble if we were gone. Monsters stayed away from their homes while I was around, but with me gone, the magicians might be in trouble. The two of them could defeat a weak monster, but if a strong one like a rabbit appeared, they would have to go through quite a harsh fight. Elga had looked after them out of concern when I went to the Alfr village, but...


      “Sorry, the old lady’s gonna be gone for a while, so I have to stay in the village,” he had said.


      The leader of the Divine Beastfolk, Suzaku, sometimes left their village. On those occasions, it was apparently up to the great warrior Elga to protect the village in her stead. Elga had a strong sense of chivalry and always helped me out one way or another, so I wanted to lend him a hand if he ever needed it, but he insisted that this was his responsibility.


      Livia had also said that it was a wife’s duty to help her husband. But, seeing as she would have to take care of various things around the village and wouldn’t be able to play with Luna during that time, she had asked us to take her along.


      Because of all this, I was at a loss because there was no one to guard the house.


      “What should we do?” I said.


      “I wonder...” Reina said.


      There was the option of everyone leaving together, but then our home might actually get destroyed this time.


      “In that case, I can protect your home,” Tailtiu said while she was playing with building blocks together with Snow.


      “Are you sure?” I asked.


      “Indeed! I was going to make various plans with Merlyn, anyway.”


      I had assumed that Tailtiu was going to ask if she could come along too, but it sounded like she had a previous engagement with Merlyn. She had also gotten oddly close with Zelos lately, and I was struck by how different she was compared to when everyone had been calling her a loner.


      “All right then, I guess I’ll take you up on your offer,” I said.


      “You can count on me!” Tailtiu said. “In exchange, you’re going to have fun with me when you get back!”


      “Okay, I’ll give it everything I’ve got.”


      Thanks to Tailtiu’s offer, the issue with the house was resolved, which meant that Reina, Luna, Snow, and I set off to the Fierce Ogrefolk village.


      ◇


      The Fierce Ogrefolk village was east from the forest where we lived and past the Divine Beastfolk village. Luna knew where it was, so we let her show us the way, and she began walking in the lead while holding Snow’s hand.


      “Big round moon, big round moon, the cute fox is coming to play.”


      “And now here comes the rabbit toooo.”


      I sang them a song that sounded like a nursery rhyme, and the two kids started cheerily singing it.


      Reina laughed. “How adorable.”


      “Yeah, kids sure are nice.”


      We were only walking through a familiar forest, but for some reason I was having a lot of fun. A rabbit actually showed up, as if it had been lured in by the song, but the instant it saw us, it made a look like, Crap! and ran away.


      According to the song, it was supposed to play with the kids, and we were supposed to feel all warm and fuzzy inside, so that’s odd...


      “Wow, it ran away the second it saw you,” Reina remarked.


      “Actually...”


      There was no way the rabbits were sharing my face among themselves, right? It had probably just run away as soon as it saw how strong I was.


      As we were walking along to have a picnic, a familiar village entrance came into view.


      “All right, why don’t we rest here for a while?” I said.


      After arriving at the Divine Beastfolk village, we spread out a tarp beneath a large tree and took our afternoon break. We could have gone to greet Elga and Livia, but they seemed a bit busy, so we would just do it another time.


      “Mister Arata, can I go play with Snow?!” Luna asked.


      “Can we?!” Snow said.


      They looked at me with sparkling eyes. However, my answer was...


      “No, you can’t.”


      “Awww...”


      “Why not, mommy?”


      “Lunch comes first,” Reina said. “I made boxed lunches for you. Arata, get out some water and wash the kids’ hands.”


      “Okay. Come here, you two,” I said. I took out a pouch of water from my Storage spell and washed their hands.


      After hearing the words “boxed lunch,” the kids must have prioritized food over play, as they started washing their hands without any complaints. Then, with their small cheeks packed with Reina’s cooking, they reacted excitedly like usual.


      “From where we are now, the Fierce Ogrefolk village is to the northeast,” I said.


      “Yes. But looking at it like this, the island sure is large,” Reina said.


      We had unfolded the map Elga had given us, and there were many areas we hadn’t gone to yet. Our forest was slightly west of the island’s center, and to the north of there was the Alfr village and the Great Spirits’ abodes. To the northeast of the Alfr village was the rocky peak the Ancient Dragonfolk called home. Even farther north was a string of isolated islands; that whole stretch was apparently Mina’s territory.


      “It’s been a long time since then, but this place over here is where I first came to on the island,” I said, pointing to the western shore adjacent to the forest and feeling somewhat inspired.


      Apparently, there were more Divine Beastfolk than the other races, and they had control over a large area. Having said that, it wasn’t like there were any power struggles, and the islanders didn’t seem to mind it all that much.


      “Mommy, that’s where I was born!” Snow said.


      “Hee hee, that’s right,” Reina said.


      Snow had finished her lunch and was sitting in Reina’s lap. She was pointing at the abode of the Great Spirit of darkness, Lady Sheryl.


      That reminds me, Lord Guen and Lord Zearth have their own abodes, so will Snow find her own place to live too someday? That makes me feel a bit...lonely.


      I was thinking like a father unable to let go of his child. But Great Spirits lived for millennia, unlike us humans, so she would leave me eventually. I would never be able to live forever, so we would eventually have to say goodbye...


      “Daddy?” Snow said.


      “Oh, it’s nothing,” I said.


      I was getting all sentimental, but that sort of thing was still a long way off. Also, it would just be proof of Snow’s growth. It might eventually come time for us to part ways, but I had to be with her until then.


      “This is our village,” Luna said, pointing at the map.


      “Whoa,” Snow said.


      The Divine Beastfolk, Ancient Dragonfolk, and Alfar all had different lifespans from humans. And the same went for different humans. Goodbyes could come at any time, whether it was when we graduated from school, changed jobs, or when someone passed away. That was something we all had to overcome and move forward from...


      “Oh...”


      I suddenly remembered Mina’s and Suzaku’s words.


      “Boredom kills immortals, or so they say.”


      “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.”


      The paramounts of this island lived practically eternal lives. Despite that, some of them had disappeared, for various reasons. Among them, the phoenix and the oldest vampire had existed here since time immemorial. Just how many meetings and farewells had they experienced?


      “Eternal life, huh?” I said.


      “Arata, are you really all right?” Reina asked.


      I paused. “Yeah. I’m fine.”


      “Okay...”


      Reina just tilted her head, puzzled, but Snow in her lap stared intently at me. Then, she hopped up, came over to me, and sat on top of my crossed legs.


      “What is it?” I asked.


      “I’m sitting on your lap, daddy!” Snow said, leaning her small back against me while looking up at me and smiling. Her eyes were pure, as if to say that both the present and the future would be nothing but fun. They were so dazzling and filled with hope that they dispelled all my vague worries.


      “Even though you’re the Great Spirit of ice, your back sure is warm, Snow,” I said.


      “Heh heh heh.”


      With her still in my lap, I looked at the map again. A short distance northeast from the Divine Beastfolk’s territory in the east was the region of the Fierce Ogrefolk. We were headed to the village in that area where they all lived, and if we hurried, we could make it in a few hours. However, I wanted to take it slow and enjoy the journey this time, so we had settled on leisurely walking, then camping on the way there. This was yet another thing we could do because of Reina’s Storage magic, which I had also learned from her. When I thought about it that way, I once again realized how truly lucky I was to have met Reina in the beginning.


      “What is it this time?” Reina asked.


      “Oh... I was just thinking that I’m really glad I met you.”


      Reina looked surprised. “H-How do you get to that all of a sudden? Jeez...”


      I suppose my comment had come out of nowhere...but it was what I really felt. No matter how much trust you might build up with someone, more often than not it wasn’t clear if you didn’t put it into words. More importantly, I wanted to properly convey my gratitude to her.


      “Daddy liiikes mommy,” Snow said.


      “Aha ha ha, you’re right about that,” I said.


      I was sure she was talking about me liking Reina as a person, not romantically. But I was also aware that I had been attracted to Reina for a long time now. When I glanced at her, she was blushing and fiddling with her hair. She always did that when she was embarrassed.


      “Daddy, do you like me?” Snow asked.


      “Of course I do. And you like me and mommy, don’t you?” I said.


      “Yep! I also like big sis Luna! And big sis Tailtiu!”


      “I like everyone!” Luna chimed in.


      “That’s great,” I said.


      Katima had just naturally been left out, but Snow had said they were friends earlier, so she probably liked her too.


      “You’re always so direct, Arata,” Reina quietly mumbled as we were all smiling and talking.


      I could pick up those sorts of comments because my hearing was sharp, but I made it a rule to not listen to anything people didn’t tell me themselves. I mean, otherwise it’d just be unfair. But right now, I couldn’t help but prefer this sort of slightly awkward relationship we had, and I was just putting things off.


      Eventually, I’ll have to properly convey my feelings too. It definitely won’t be long until that day comes.


      While I thought this, we all laughed together.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Two: The Fierce Ogrefolk Village


      After having a fun time camping between the areas where the Beastfolk and the Fierce Ogrefolk lived, we climbed up the mountain. It was by no means a steep path, and everyone in the group was physically fit, so we didn’t have to worry at all about running out of steam. The always lively Luna and Snow took the lead.


      We arrived in the village of the Fierce Ogrefolk just as the sun was reaching its highest point in the sky.


      “Here we are! The Fierce Ogrefolk village,” Luna said, proudly extending her arm.


      “Whoa,” Snow exclaimed, her eyes shining with interest. She reacted this way to anything she saw for the first time, but honestly, I was pretty blown away too.


      “No way...” I said.


      There was a gigantic and striking torii gateway at the entrance, and a massive hole behind it. When I peered down below, I saw an enormous, green-tinged hot spring giving off steam.


      “I’ve never seen such a large hot spring,” Reina remarked.


      “Yeah, that’s certainly impressive,” I said.


      This hot spring appeared to not be for bathing, but for holding runoff from the mountain source. Apparently, it was arranged such that once a certain amount of spring water collected, it flowed off somewhere via wooden buckets.


      “It’s sorta like Kusatsu Onsen,” I mumbled to myself.


      “‘Kusatsu’?” Reina asked, picking up what I said.


      “Oh, I mean, it’s similar to a hot spring town in the country where I used to live.”


      “Your old home...” Reina muttered, a solemn expression on her face.


      There was a long staircase a short distance away, with Japanese-style homes built alongside. Clouds of steam were drifting everywhere, and the scenery was just like that of a historic hot spring town. The village townscape and the large number of springs put me in a vaguely nostalgic mood.


      “Races from all over the island come to visit the hot springs here more than anywhere else,” Luna said.


      “Wow,” I said.


      Now that she mentioned it, it wasn’t only Fierce Ogrefolk who were here. Actually, I could even see some people I recognized from the Divine Beastfolk village walking around like normal.


      “They don’t get into fights with each other?” I asked.


      “Huh? What are you talking about, Mister Arata? There are hot springs here, so why would anyone fight?”


      “Oh, okay.”


      I had assumed that each race had its own conflicts, like how the Divine Beastfolk and the Alfar didn’t like each other very much, or how the Fierce Ogrefolk and Ancient Dragonfolk fought... But from how Luna put it, it sounded like all those things were trivial in the face of the hot springs. To be honest, I could definitely understand that feeling. Who had time to get into a fight when there were such wonderful hot springs right here?


      “Everyone’s clothes are a bit like Livia’s and Luna’s,” Reina remarked.


      It wasn’t only Fierce Ogrefolk and Divine Beastfolk; Ancient Dragonfolk and some people who looked like Elves were all wearing kimono. These were different outfits from what they usually wore, but the clothes looked natural on them, so this must have seemed strange to Reina, who had never seen them like this before. As for me, I just thought that this was what everyone wore at hot spring towns, but since apparently there were no kimono or yukata on the continent, Reina’s intellectual curiosity was piqued.


      “Yeah. Yukata are a must when you’re at a hot spring,” I said.


      “Is that so? Why could that be?” Reina asked.


      She looked somewhat mystified, but I didn’t know enough to be able to explain it, so I was a bit at a loss. Good question... Why do people wear yukata at hot springs? All I can say is that it’s just the culture.


      “Reina in a kimono...” I mumbled. When I pictured it in my mind, I felt like it would really suit her. I mean, to be honest, I really wanted to see her in one.


      “Ah! So you have come, brother!”


      I wasn’t indulging in any impure daydreams or anything, but this sudden greeting startled me. Looking in the direction of the voice, I saw Gyes, coming up to us in his usual martial arts uniform.


      Next to him was a petite girl with silver hair that was pinned back by a flower ornament, with loose locks of hair in the front. She was wearing a white kimono with a black stripe and a red flower pattern—this must have been the little sister Gyes had mentioned. She looked to be a bit younger than Reina. Unlike Gyes, her skin was so white that it made me wonder whether she had ever been out in the sun; that negated my view of Fierce Ogrefolk as all having dark red skin. But her crimson eyes and the horn sprouting from her forehead were undeniable proof that she was one of the Fierce Ogrefolk, and I unconsciously stared. Even though her appearance retained some immature features, she was still eye-catching, and she was sure to be seen as an unparalleled beauty in a few years’ time.


      “Heh heh heh...” Gyes chuckled happily, and relaxed his rugged expression. He must have been pleased by my reaction. “Allow me to introduce her! This is my little sister, Sakuya!”


      “I am glad to meet you, Lord Arata. My name is Sakuya.”


      “Ah, yeah. Nice to meet you,” I said.


      A pure and pretty sound echoed throughout the area, and I noticed that it had come from the small bell at Sakuya’s waist. I looked at her again, and saw that she was smiling elegantly.


      All the women I met on this island had given off an internal strength...but I couldn’t sense any such thing from her. In fact, she even felt ephemeral.


      Could it be that she has a weak constitution?

    

  

  
    [image: insert2]
  

  
    
      Sakuya slowly raised her face, then turned to Reina.


      “Lady Reina, I am pleased to meet you as well.”


      “Yes, I am glad to meet you too, Sakuya. But there’s no need to be so polite.”


      “Then...Reina? You do not need to be so polite either, so—”


      “Hi there! I’m Snow!” Snow said energetically, interrupting Sakuya. But, Sakuya didn’t react negatively; actually, she bent her knees and made her eyes level with Snow’s.


      “Snow, is it? Hello there.”


      “Yoo-hoo, Sakuya!” Luna said.


      “Hello, Luna. Yoo-hoo to you as well.”


      The two of them must have already known each other, as they exchanged casual greetings.


      The gestures Sakuya made were always pretty, and at the same time she felt sort of otherworldly. She could easily have been accused of being too polite with everyone, but it didn’t come off as disagreeable—just natural.


      I guess this is what it means to be well-liked...


      “What do you think, brother?!” Gyes asked. “Sakuya is a wonderful girl, is she not?!”


      “Oh, yeah,” I said. “It’s like, she’s a type of girl I haven’t gotten to know until now.”


      If I had to say, she was similar to Livia, but when I considered Livia’s attitude toward Elga, I got the feeling that they approached things differently. Sakuya was like a flower that would wilt away if you didn’t protect her.


      “I would like to have Sakuya guide you around the Fierce Ogrefolk village!” Gyes said.


      “Oh, what about you?” I asked.


      “There is a fight with the Ancient Dragonfolk soon. I cannot afford to miss it! Well then, another time!”


      Gyes seemed quite pumped up, probably because he was going to tell Gram that I had come to his village. With a loud stomping, he left.


      “Oh...”


      Fighting with the Ancient Dragonfolk was like an important ritual for the young Fierce Ogrefolk. But that hardly seemed like an excuse to immediately disappear, not when he had so insistently demanded that I come for a visit.


      Sakuya must have noticed what I was thinking, as she suddenly bowed her head.


      “Um, I am sorry for my brother’s impoliteness.”


      “Oh, no, it’s nothing you need to apologize for,” I said. Gyes was the one in the wrong. “I’ll have to punish him the next time we all train together.”


      “Punish, you say? Tee hee, quite so. Such a brother could use some punishment.”


      Sakuya sounded slightly amused. Her elegant laughter had a mysterious charm, and I couldn’t help but feel a bit restless.


      All the girls I know are so strong...


      Though they would get angry at me if they found out I was thinking that, so I definitely couldn’t say it out loud.


      “Then, shall we go?” Sakuya said.


      The village was brimming with the smell of the hot springs. I followed after Sakuya, feeling like memories of home were going to come back to me.


      “Oh,” I called out.


      “Yes? Can I help you?” Sakuya asked.


      “I mean...”


      After walking for a while, I got the feeling that we had passed by people from all kinds of different races.


      “Everyone comes here to bathe in the hot springs,” Sakuya explained.


      “Huh.”


      People from foreign countries often visited Japan’s hot springs too, so maybe they were just a universal attraction.


      “Daddyyy,” Snow said.


      “Hm? What is it?” I asked.


      “Gimme a ride on your shoulders.”


      Snow was lifting her arms and pleading with me, so I picked her up under her armpits. Then, I set her on my shoulders, and she placed her hands on my head like she was used to this.


      “I feel like I’m already totally familiar with that position by now,” Reina remarked.


      “I’m taller than mommy!” Snow boasted above my head.


      “Yes, that’s right,” Reina said.


      I didn’t really get what Snow was so proud about, but the two of them looked like they were having fun, so I supposed it didn’t matter. But, Snow, do you think you can stop slapping daddy’s head?


      “That’s a weird smell!” Snow suddenly said.


      The smell of the hot springs was gradually getting stronger. She didn’t seem to find it unpleasant, though; she was just getting excited over an unfamiliar smell.


      “Are you having fun?” I asked her.


      “Yeah!”


      When she got excited, she yanked on my hair. Do I have to worry about going bald? Well, my face didn’t burn from Tailtiu’s flames, so I guess I’ll be fine... I’ll be fine, right?


      “Is this the smell of the hot springs?” I asked.


      “Yes, it is,” Sakuya replied with a smile, and pointed at a mountain. “There are several mountains in our village, and in the past, a volcano erupted and made cracks form in the ground, which is where the water comes from.”


      “Oh, really?”


      “You know, it makes your skin more clear than a regular warm bath, and it’s healthier too.”


      “It makes your skin clear...” Reina mumbled with great curiosity after hearing the explanation, and looked at Sakuya. Sure enough, her skin was incredibly clear. Reina moisturized before going to bed, but I got the feeling that Sakuya’s skin was more hydrated than hers.


      “Can you tell me what sorts of effects the water has?” Reina asked.


      “Yes, of course,” Sakuya replied.


      Even in another world, beauty was important to women. Sakuya smoothly answered Reina’s questions. At some point, Reina had stopped speaking in a polite register, and Sakuya had accepted this, so from an observer’s perspective, they looked like close friends.


      Y’know, watching these two gorgeous women talk sure is a feast for the eyes.


      “Mister Arata!” Luna said. “They’re all eating dumplings over there!”


      “Dumplings!” Snow said.


      Meanwhile, the two of them seemed to have a more utilitarian view of things.


      There was an old Fierce Ogrefolk woman surrounded by children enjoying some dumplings. Luna was grabbing and pulling my arm, while Snow tried to steer me by my hair. At this point, resistance was futile, and I let them guide me over to greet the old woman who was making dumplings.


      ◇


      After everyone had some dumplings, we continued our tour of the village. Since it had been built in the middle of the mountains, there weren’t many places that felt flat. I nodded in greeting to some Divine Beastfolk who passed by us as they came down the slope, presumably coming back from the hot springs.


      “There really are all sorts of people here,” I said.


      “Everyone comes here to visit the hot springs,” Sakuya said.


      “Hot springs, huh...”


      I had been reminded of Kusatsu Onsen at the entrance, but now that we had walked around the village, it really did feel like a hot spring town. The Elves, Divine Beastfolk, and everyone else were wearing yukata like it was only natural, and it was enough to make me almost forget that this was a fantasy world.


      Suddenly, I spotted someone wearing a kimono. It was a Fierce Ogrefolk woman, which must have meant that the people who actually lived in this village wore kimono as well.


      “Are you curious about the clothing?” Sakuya asked.


      “Yeah. There’s a similar kind of outfit where I’m from,” I said.


      “Oh my, is that so?”


      “Well, it’s more like that’s what people in the past wore. I’ve never actually worn one myself.”


      I had heard that there was all sorts of etiquette around kimono, but apparently, they were being worn more casually in recent times as well. Young people in particular cared about looking good in photos, and many of them wore trendy kimono to events. As for me, I had never worn kimono in my day-to-day life. There was no way I could, because I would just stand out way too much.


      “I’ve never seen clothes like that where I live, so I’m curious,” Reina said.


      “I bet you’d look really good in one, Reina...” I said, unconsciously letting my thoughts slip out. Not only that, she seemed to have heard me.


      “R-Really?” She looked a bit embarrassed. “Then, maybe I’ll try one on...”


      “Oh my! I take it that you are all interested in kimono, then?” Sakuya said. “Well, by all means, please try one on!”


      “S-Sakuya?” I said.


      Though she was smiling in a ladylike manner, I could feel a strange pressure. It was as if I were in the presence of a powerful and inescapable foe...


      With her eyes sparkling, Sakuya entered a house without letting us get a word in edgewise. She was our guide, so we had no choice but to follow. Or rather, there was a certain air about her that made it impossible to refuse.


      “Welcome. Come inside,” Sakuya said.


      When we entered, we were greeted by rows of multicolored kimono. I had seen stores that sold kimono before, but only from the outside. Now that I was surrounded by kimono, it was a stunning sight.


      “Whoa,” I said.


      “This is incredible...” Reina said.


      “So pretty!” Snow said.


      There were kimono with a wide range of patterns—including flowers, dragons, and animals—and they felt intimidating, as if each one had been made by an expert craftsman with fabric of the highest quality. Actually, I did genuinely sense some sort of strange power at work.


      “Tee hee! To tell the truth, when I heard you all were coming, I went all out in preparing these,” Sakuya said.


      “‘Prepare’?” I said.


      Umm, that makes it sound as if she made all these...


      “You know, Miss Sakuya is the best out of all the Fierce Ogrefolk at making kimono!” Luna said.


      “Huh? Then, does that mean all of these are hers?” I said, surprised. I mean, there were quite a lot of them.


      “Th-That’s incredible,” Reina said.


      “Oh, not at all. This much is normal,” Sakuya said.


      Sakuya explained that Fierce Ogrefolk women made clothes like this and gave them to members of the other races. However, I was certain that she was just being modest. I mean, it really was incredible.


      “Also, Luna,” Sakuya said. “Every weaver has their own distinctive style, and no one is the best.”


      “But I like your clothes the most!” Luna said.


      “Tee hee hee! Thank you very much.”


      They were like close sisters. Watching them was heartwarming.


      Be that as it may, the kimono only got more splendid the longer I looked at them. If Sakuya really had made them, then I could definitely see why Luna had called her the best out of all the Fierce Ogrefolk.


      Luna liked Sakuya’s kimono the most, and she apparently always wore them. As a matter of fact, the kimono Sakuya made were apparently popular with various races for their vivid dyes and meticulously detailed patterns.


      “Now then, I will be right back once I get everything ready,” Sakuya said.


      After leading us into a room with a straw floor in the back of the building, she closed a sliding door and left us. She was treating us to perfect service, as if we were guests at a hot spring inn.


      “Ahh...”


      I was starting to relax, perhaps because I was feeling nostalgic over the atmosphere, which resembled historic Japan. Luna had already laid down on the straw floor mats, and Snow had emulated her. As for me, I suppressed the urge to lie down, in part because I was a guest here.


      “Actually, I think it’s kind of unexpected,” I said.


      “Huh? What is?” Reina asked.


      “Oh, I mean when I came to this island. Elga told me that the young Fierce Ogrefolk can be violent, so I should be careful...”


      But now that I had actually come to their village, my impression of them was completely different. They made clothes and gave them to other races, and they also had dealings with all sorts of people in this town.


      “He said that they were quite rational people, actually,” Reina said.


      “Huh? Did he?”


      “Yes, he did. Though he did mention that the young Ancient Dragonfolk are hot-blooded, and that it could be dangerous if you got caught up in their fights.”


      “Oh, okay.”


      It sounded like I had been somewhat mistaken. Sure enough, since coming to the village, I had seen all sorts of races, but none of the Fierce Ogrefolk had done anything to them as far as I could tell. If anything, they were a rather considerate and gentle race. I corrected my understanding of them.


      “Yeah, I guess you really have to meet them first,” I said, admonishing myself for basing my impression of them off of my assumptions. Gyes, for example, was big and gave off a lot of pressure, but outside of his fights with the Ancient Dragonfolk, he would never do anything to hurt a soul.


      “At any rate, I wonder what she could be preparing,” Reina said.


      “I’m just as curious,” I said.


      I remembered the pressure Sakuya had given off the moment I’d said that I was curious about kimono. She had been acting exactly like someone who had found another who shared the same interests as them.


      “Everything is ready. This way, everyone,” Sakuya said.


      There was an unmistakable feeling of excitement in her ladylike words and tone of voice. This was clear to all of us, and we felt somewhat uneasy about whether we would be able to keep up with her.


      “This room right here,” Sakuya said.


      It was somewhat small compared to where we had just been. There were several kimono in sizes for both adults and children.


      “This is...” I said.


      “Since you’ve all taken the time to come, I’ve selected kimono I thought might suit each of you,” Sakuya said.


      I didn’t know much about kimono, but they all had pretty colors and patterns, which made me think that they would fetch an incredibly high price if they were sold in Japan. Was it really all right to let us wear such precious clothes so easily?


      “Yaaay!” Snow shouted.


      “So pretty. Can I really wear this?” Luna asked.


      “Yes, of course you may,” Sakuya said.


      However, my small worries were of no concern to the kids. They had immediately started laughing as they picked out which kimono to wear together. Sakuya looked at them with a smile and went to help them choose, carefully explaining every particular point about each kimono. I was worried that the kids would find it boring, but in part thanks to Sakuya’s aura, they listened quietly. They probably didn’t understand the significance of what she was saying, but they had to have gotten the gist, namely that the kimono were incredible.


      In the midst of all this, the adults—Reina and I—were still standing at the entrance to the room.


      “Is it really all right?” Reina wondered.


      “Well, I’m sure it’s fine,” I said. “Sakuya looks like she’s having fun too.”


      “Yes, right.”


      With some hesitation, we entered the room as well and browsed the kimono. I touched one, wondering what sort of fabric it was made of. It felt as soft as powdered snow.


      This one is definitely expensive...


      While I was lost in thought, I realized that the kids had already finished.


      “Very well. If you have already decided, come to the room over there,” Sakuya said.


      There was a large mirror in a room leading to the back, where young Fierce Ogrefolk women were waiting.


      “I’ll be back, daddy,” Snow said.


      “Don’t bother the nice ladies, okay?” I said.


      “I won’t.”


      Snow went into the room, happily hugging her chosen kimono close to her chest.


      As I wondered which one to pick, I caught sight of a bluish kimono. This looks nice, I casually thought, picking it out. It was heavier than I expected, which must have been a sign that it was solidly made.


      “Are you interested in that one?” Sakuya asked.


      “Yes, I think I am, though it’s not for any particular reason,” I said.


      “For this sort of thing, choosing based on feeling is just as fine. Now, men should go this way.”


      Sakuya led me into a room different from the one where Luna and Snow had gone. I’m changing, so it makes sense that men and women are separate, I thought.


      When I opened the door...


      “Welcome!”


      I was greeted by two Fierce Ogrefolk men in unison, both wearing only waistcloths. They were waiting there, posing like they were showing off their muscles for some reason.


      I silently closed the door and pretended I hadn’t seen them.


      “Sakuya, I think that was the wrong—”


      “Wait a minute, young man! Why did you close the door?!”


      “Now then, it’s time to get changed!”


      “Whooooaaa?!”


      The moment I turned my back to them, the door opened, and a hand reached out and seized me. Then, before I could say anything, I was forcibly dragged into the room. I unintentionally fell on my backside, then looked up to see the two of them watching me with a strange look in their eyes.


      “Call me Ao.”


      “Call me Aka.”


      “I-I’m Arata...”


      They were spitting images of each other, except for the color of their skin—the first was blue, while the other was red, which I supposed made sense, seeing as their names were the Japanese words for those colors. They were slender compared to Gyes, but both of them were nothing but muscle, and it felt like they were the personification of leanness. For some reason, a fairy tale I’d once read about a red and blue ogre crossed my mind.


      “Heh heh heh...” Ao said.


      “Why don’t we get started?” Aka said.


      “Now, let’s see,” they said in unison.


      The two of them reached out to me while grinning, so I unconsciously batted away their hands.


      “Oh...” I said.


      “Why do you reject us?”


      “We were simply trying to help you get up.”


      “Oh... You know, well... I’m really sorry.”


      There was no reason for it. If I had to say, it was that my body had instinctively sensed danger. As I stood up by myself, they looked somewhat sulky.


      “One cannot put on a kimono by themselves, can they, Sir Arata?”


      “That is why we would like to help you.”


      They reached out their hands again, so I batted them away. Both of them looked at me silently, before Ao spoke.


      “Why do you reject us?”


      “I’m sorry,” I said. I couldn’t tell them that I had done it unconsciously, out of an instinctual fear, so I just honestly apologized. I knew they didn’t mean anything by it; this was pure reflex.


      “Umm, first, I have to take off my clothes, right?” I asked.


      “Yes. We shall undress you.”


      “No, thank you,” I refused, remaining firm on this point, and took off my coat. Then, I took off my pants as well, leaving me in only my underwear, and the two men’s gazes turned serious.


      “Oho...”


      “Wh-What is it?” I asked.


      They took a step forward, so I took a step back. I just had the feeling that they were after something of mine.


      “Aha, aha, I see. A splendid body, not at all inferior to ours.”


      “Indeed. And those lean muscles! How wonderful...”


      “May I embrace you for a moment?”


      “You may not,” I said.


      “Hrm, I see...”


      They at least didn’t seem to mean me any harm. I mean, I had known that from the start, but I had still sensed something else unpleasant rather than hostility.


      “Well, you are the young master and the young lady’s friend, after all. It would be wrong of us to interfere too much. Right, Ao?”


      “But, Aka, what’s there to fear from a little interfering?”


      “I see.”


      “Don’t ‘I see’ me,” I said.


      Why are they making an expression like they’ve just said something clever?


      “Oh, it’s just a joke.”


      “Indeed. You are the young master and the young lady’s friend, after all.”


      I’m sure they think they’re smiling cheerfully, but their eyes are laser-focused on my body...


      Well, when in Rome, do as the Romans do. I didn’t know how to properly wear a kimono, so I had no choice except to rely on them.


      “Umm, then, thanks for the help,” I said.


      “Indeed, leave it to us,” Aka said. “First, you may put on these tabi.”


      “Once you are done, next is the hadajuban,” Ao said.


      “And then, the nagajuban.”


      They each picked up articles of clothing one by one, telling me their names as they handed them to me. Tabi were split-toed socks worn with traditional straw or wooden sandals. On the other hand, I had never seen a hadajuban before, but apparently it was like an undershirt for kimono. The nagajuban was like a kimono, but it went on beneath it. I took it, then quickly put it on.


      “Whoa there. You cannot wear it so loosely.”


      “Huh?” I said.


      “He who controls the nagajuban controls the kimono.”


      “Yes, those are words passed down by the Fierce Ogrefolk. One mustn’t cut corners here.”


      The two of them came up to me together, then carefully adjusted my nagajuban from top to bottom.


      That’s all well and good, but their gazes and the pressure is intense. Also, I highly doubt that those words are really being passed down by the Fierce Ogrefolk...


      “Hrm, well, I suppose this is good enough.”


      “Indeed. You have a fine body, so it looks stylish on you.”


      Be that as it may, the two of them moved briskly, and the nagajuban which I had been wearing loosely now fit perfectly on my body.


      “Th-Thank you,” I said.


      I was only changing clothes, but for some reason I was hit by a wave of exhaustion.


      “Now then, it’s time for the main event!”


      “Yes! This is what you are about to wear!”


      Taking out the blue kimono I had chosen, the two of them once again approached me. They made suspicious grabbing motions with their hands, and I almost reflexively batted them away, but I restrained myself and allowed them to fit the kimono.


      “Put the sleeves in place like so...”


      “And adjust the collar...”


      “Then fix the waist in place for a moment... Hrm, you really do have a fine body.”


      “Smooth out all the wrinkles, then take the sash and tighten it... What a wonderful figure.”


      While adjusting my kimono, they were putting into words what they were doing... But do you think you could be quiet, if possible? The regular compliments on my body are really freaking me out.


      “Now, for the final touch!”


      “This haori!”


      They handed me a haori—a jacket usually worn over a kimono—like they were bestowing a legendary weapon upon me. I stood in front of the mirror, and I saw myself there in my splendid kimono, looking like someone out of a historical drama.


      “Whoa...” I said.


      “Mhmm! Yes! Excellent!”


      “And the base is nice as well! You won’t find someone that can wear a kimono like this just anywhere!”


      I had been thinking this for a while now, but the two of them were amazing at giving compliments. I knew they were only being polite, but they gave really detailed praise, which sort of created the illusion that I had gotten much more incredible myself.


      “Ha ha ha! With this, you’ll be a real lady-killer!”


      “Indeed, indeed! But, Sir Arata, know that we will not stay silent if you make a move on the young lady!”


      Though they were joking, their expressions were quite serious. It sounded like they really adored the young lady, aka Sakuya.


      “The young lady told us that once you were done, you could wait in the room you took a break in earlier.”


      “It’s more work and it takes longer for women to get dressed than men!”


      Yeah, that makes sense, I thought. Also, there were three of them, so it seemed like they’d have a lot of things to take care of.


      “Understood,” I said. “Thank you, both of you.”


      “Why, it was our pleasure!”


      “Indeed! We got the opportunity to savor your fine body!”


      Maybe it was because we had gotten to know each other a bit better, as my fear had subsided compared to at first... The key words being “compared to at first.”


      As I was waiting in the first room, I could hear children’s cheerful voices coming from the other side of the sliding door. But just as I thought, Are they almost done? it suddenly got quiet.


      “What happened?” I wondered.


      Suddenly, the door opened and Sakuya appeared.


      “Thank you for waiting, Arata,” she said.


      “Ah, yeah, no problem...”


      I had been completely prepared for Snow and Luna to come and each hug me in quick succession, but even after waiting for a while, neither of them showed up. For just a moment, the tension in my body subsided. Sakuya must have seen this, as she smiled with amusement.


      “They’ll ruin their kimono if they run around while all dressed up,” she explained.


      “I can’t believe that’s all it takes for them to sit still...”


      “They are respectful children, you know.”


      They definitely are, but I’m pretty sure it’s even more in kids’ instincts to move around... Sakuya sure is amazing to be able to make them sit still.


      “As I thought, you look lovely,” Sakuya said. “The kimono suits you very well.”


      “Thank you,” I said. “That’s because Aka and Ao helped me get dressed.”


      “Tee hee! Out of all the Fierce Ogrefolk, those two are especially good at that. Though you might not think it at first,” she said. She spoke somewhat playfully, yet at the same time she was curiously ladylike.


      Now that I had put on a kimono of my own, when I looked at Sakuya, I realized that the way she wore hers was quite neat. Her white kimono didn’t have a single sign of wear, and it fit perfectly—or rather, nothing seemed out of place. When I looked closely at her silver hair, I saw that her wavy ponytail was curled and kept in place by a comb with a red flower, which seemed rather complicated. I didn’t know anything about hairstyles, so I couldn’t really put it in words very well, but I suspected that it took an incredible amount of effort. Yet there were no signs of it coming undone, and it really matched her kimono. Compared to her, the way I usually dressed myself was downright sloppy.


      I probably would feel that way even in this kimono if Ao and Aka hadn’t helped me.


      “Tee hee hee! Everyone looks so good in their kimono,” Sakuya said.


      “Can I come in yet?” Luna asked from beyond the door.


      “Yes, you may.”


      “Hooray! Let’s go, Snow.”


      “Okay!” Snow said.


      Luna and Snow came in, holding hands.


      “Ta-da!” Luna said.


      “Daddy! Look at me, look at me!” Snow said.


      They spread their arms and showed me the designs on their kimono. Unlike Luna’s usual white and orange shrine maiden outfit, hers was black with a pattern of slender red flowers in bloom, along with several small foxes. Snow’s was white and adorned with faint blue snowflakes. Luna’s hair was the same as always, but Snow’s had been pulled back behind her head and pinned up with a snowman hairpin to match her kimono. They happily showed me their backs and explained the various details of their kimono. They looked absolutely delighted by their outfits.
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      “Both of you look so cute,” I said.


      “Yaaay!” Snow exclaimed.


      “Sakuya did it for us!” Luna said.


      They reacted to my compliment by smiling even more brilliantly, which made them look all the more charming. Sakuya’s expression had also softened when she saw them looking so proud.


      “Oh?” Sakuya said, suddenly looking beyond the door.


      Come to think of it, where’s Reina? I wondered.


      Sakuya quietly went outside.


      “But... But... Mommy’s really pretty,” Snow said.


      “Totally! Miss Reina’s super cute!” Luna said.


      “Oh, really?” I said. I inadvertently gave a half-hearted reply, but what else was I supposed to say? I mean, I had been filled with anticipation ever since I heard that we were going to wear kimono. I was doing everything I could to keep that from showing on my face.


      “Oh, Reina, there’s no need to be embarrassed,” Sakuya said.


      “Um, but... I really don’t look strange?” Reina asked.


      “It’ll be all right. It suits you so well.”


      I could suddenly hear Reina’s voice, which made me tense up a bit. And then, she appeared, with Sakuya pushing her from behind.


      Reina was wearing a red kimono adorned with white and gold flowers, and a black sash. Her long hair was tied up to one side and spilling down the front from her shoulder, but maybe it had been curled somewhat, because it had mild waves, which gave her a different aura from usual. On the other side, she wore a flower hair ornament. Everything about her was incredible, from her arms in the soft, long sleeves of her kimono to the fleeting glimpses I caught of her neck. Her outfit paired so well with her eyes that her very existence seemed like a work of art.


      I just stood there silently.


      “Arata?” Reina said, gazing up at me. Unlike her usual, dignified air, her expression was a mixture of slight uneasiness and embarrassment.


      “Cute,” I finally said.


      “Hwah?!”


      “Oh, I mean... That was just... I wasn’t thinking.”


      To be honest, I had been captivated. I’d carelessly let slip what I was really thinking, basically.


      “Oh... Well, thanks...”


      “Yeah...”


      Acting like this... What am I, a middle schooler?!


      But Reina was just that pretty and cute right now. I couldn’t help but stare. She still seemed slightly embarrassed, but she kept looking back at me.


      “Umm, it’s embarrassing when you look at me like that...” she said.


      “Oh, sorry,” I said.


      “You two are wonderful together,” Sakuya said, laughing.


      We both started. It was instantly obvious that she was talking about our kimono, but it had sounded as if she meant we looked wonderful as a couple, which made me feel all the more embarrassed.


      “You really are staring just at Miss Reina, Mister Arata!” Luna said.


      “Me too!” Snow said.


      With those words, I finally managed to collect myself, and I looked at everyone again.


      “Yeah, you guys are all cute and pretty,” I said. Snow and Luna smiled innocently.


      “Yaaay!”


      “Hooray!”


      Reina also had a calm smile on her face.


      “Now that you’re all dressed up, why don’t we go on another walk through the village?” Sakuya said, clapping her hands together.


      The kids raised their arms in joy. I, of course, had no objections, and Reina couldn’t have had any either. We put on the sandals Sakuya had gotten for us and went outside.


      Even though it was the exact same scenery as earlier, a simple change of outfit made it feel as if we had arrived somewhere far away. There was a leisurely flowing river, the smell of the hot springs wafting in from afar, and the sound of the wind. All of these things put my mind at ease, and just walking felt wonderful.


      “Hm-hm-hmmm.”


      Luna must have been in a good mood as well, because she was humming while she walked. Copying her, Snow began to hum as well. Everyone around us seemed to find them a heartwarming sight. Soon, they had gathered attention from all the adults, as if they were idols.


      “Those two sure are close,” Sakuya said.


      “Snow likes to copy everything she can. She often imitates Reina too,” I said.


      “It was a real surprise when she copied one of my spells,” Reina said.


      Snow had copied Reina as she was practicing her magic, and cast a spell similar to hers. The fact that Snow could pull something like that off in just a single try at her age really made it clear that she was a Great Spirit.


      “Well, she’s just like a certain someone who likes to copy others,” Reina added.


      I was silent.


      “Do you think Snow’s unexpected love of copying is your influence?” Reina asked me.


      I averted my gaze.


      It must not be a pleasant feeling to have the power you’ve spent all your life diligently studying be copied by someone with cheats from a god...


      “Ha ha, I’m just joking,” Reina said. “I’m enjoying my time on this island thanks to you, so I don’t mind it.”


      “If we’re talking about that, then you’re exactly the reason I’m having such an enjoyable time, Reina,” I said.


      If Reina hadn’t been here, my life on this island would have been much harsher. I probably wouldn’t have lost to any monsters, but there was no telling whether I would have been able to get to know so many different people. Because of that, I was incredibly grateful to her.


      “You two really are wonderful together,” Sakuya said.


      This time, it was clear what she meant, and both Reina and I fell silent.


      “I am very jealous of your relationship,” Sakuya went on.


      “Huh?” I said.


      Unlike her regular, kind tone of voice, what Sakuya had just said was vaguely tinged with melancholy.


      What could that be? I wondered. I looked at her, trying to discern some meaning, but she wore the same expression on her face as usual.


      “Right now, the young Fierce Ogrefolk men, including my brother, are all out, but they will return in the evening. Why don’t we have dinner together?” Sakuya said.


      She hadn’t been speaking that loudly, but the two kids walking up front turned around and responded.


      “Food?!” Luna said.


      “Food!” Snow said.


      Their minds were probably totally occupied by thoughts of the upcoming meal.


      “Yes, and I would like to take this opportunity to show off my cooking,” Sakuya said.


      Divine Beastfolk and Alfin cuisine had felt rather crude, but what would it be like here? The Fierce Ogrefolk lived in a manner similar to humans, so I got the feeling that they would be somewhat different from all the other races I had seen up until now. Not to mention, this village vaguely reminded me of Japan, so I was very much looking forward to the food.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Three: The Fierce Ogrefolk Girl


      The kimono was less restrictive than I had expected; that was how I first realized that they were comfortable to wear. Kimono were reserved for important events like weddings or coming-of-age ceremonies, so walking around a hot springs town with one on was a nice, special feeling.


      “They just have endless energy,” Reina said, exasperated, as she watched Luna and Snow walk ahead of us.


      Having visited the village countless times, Luna repeatedly gave explanations to Snow, who was excited to see all the new things.


      “They really look like sisters when they’re like that,” Reina said.


      “Yeah. Add Tailtiu, and that makes three,” I said. If Snow is the youngest sister, then who would be the oldest? “Would they all be the youngest?”


      “Ha ha, what? Then, they wouldn’t just be sisters, they’d be triplets.”


      “But, you know, with how Luna acts, she doesn’t really strike me as the oldest.”


      “Well...Tailtiu isn’t quite the oldest-sister-type either.”


      “I know, right?”


      I guess it’s not like someone’s personality determines their birth order.


      Whether Luna or Tailtiu was the oldest, it didn’t change the fact that they were both Snow’s big sisters.


      By the way, Sakuya felt like the oldest of them all to me. She was two years younger than Reina, but she was dependable, looking after Snow and Luna even at this moment. The lively girls had grown attached to her, and they were listening to her with such respect that it surprised me. If it were Elga, the two of them would probably keep running around and playing without stopping for a second.


      “Now then, everyone, shall we head to my home?” Sakuya said.


      “Sure. And thanks for having us,” I said.


      “Thank yooou!” Snow and Luna said in unison.


      Our tour of the Fierce Ogrefolk village was over, and it had gotten late enough that the sun was beginning to be steeped with red. With Sakuya in the lead, we went up the paved mountain roads of the village. After walking for a while, we reached an area with rows of wooden houses.


      “My and my brother’s house is over there,” Sakuya said.


      Gyes and Sakuya’s house... Something felt a bit off about those words.


      “Umm... What about your parents?” Reina asked awkwardly. She must have thought that their parents not being there meant that they had passed away.


      However, Sakuya didn’t seem particularly bothered, and just pointed farther up the mountain.


      “Our parents live up there.”


      The road still continued in that direction.


      “You live separately?” I asked.


      “Once Fierce Ogrefolk are over the age of ten, we come down from that mountain and live here. Then, once we gain the name of our Ancestor, we return to the mountain.”


      “Oh, really?”


      The other races don’t have that custom, but I guess this sort of thing does exist, I thought, impressed.


      “So, we are the ones who serve the visitors to the hot springs and the other places you just saw,” Sakuya explained.


      “Oh, so that’s why there were so many young people.”


      “Yes.”


      But isn’t it hard without any help from the men? I wondered. Earning the name of one’s Ancestor required a great deal of power, which was why Gyes trained himself by fighting Gram and the other Ancient Dragonfolk. But then, how were female Fierce Ogrefolk supposed to find out their Ancestors?


      As I was thinking this, Reina asked first.


      “How do women learn the names of their Ancestors?”


      “We women learn once we take a husband and receive their seed.”


      “Wha—”


      Reina looked flustered by this remark out of left field. Heck, I was just as startled. I mean, anyone would be surprised to hear a word like “seed” suddenly coming from the mouth of a pure-seeming girl like Sakuya.


      “Is something the matter?” Sakuya asked incredibly calmly. In contrast, Reina’s face had turned bright red.


      “No, wait, huh? Um... When you say... That’s...”


      Reina was quite bad with indecent topics, like when Mina teased her. It was made all the more awkward for her by the fact that Sakuya was being totally earnest.


      “Leaving behind offspring and continuing on to the next generation is very important, you know,” Sakuya said.


      “Well, yes, that’s true, but...”


      Sakuya was about as serious as she had been when expounding on kimono earlier, and Reina was beginning to lose ground.


      Actually, is it even all right for me to be listening to this?


      I glanced at Snow and Luna ahead of us. They were having fun, jumping on rocks in a creek.


      Aww, it makes me feel all warm and fuzzy inside.


      I was sure they wouldn’t slip and fall into the creek, so my only worry was that they’d get their borrowed kimono dirty.


      When I looked back to Reina and Sakuya, it seemed that Sakuya had completely triumphed.


      Well, Sakuya’s around the age of a middle or high schooler. She’s at that time in her life when girls want to talk about love.


      “The Fierce Ogrefolk are a race that seeks strength,” Sakuya said. “Therefore, for women, the strength of the man who will become their mate is very important.”


      “Y-Yes, I see...”


      The issue was that her values were different from human ones, and that every single word she spoke was natural and utterly lacked any hesitation. Reina probably would have been able to fight back if this were like Mina’s antics. This reminded me that Tailtiu had once said something about how it was only natural to be attracted to strong males, and that she wanted to give birth to strong children. She had been saying less of that kind of stuff lately, but maybe that meant she had found something within herself more important to her than strength.


      “However, even more important than that is love,” Sakuya said.


      “L-Love?” Reina asked.


      “From what I have seen, you and Arata appear to be deeply in lo—”


      “S-Sakuya, that’s enough! No more! This conversation is over!” Reina shouted, but Sakuya didn’t stop.


      “Strength, looks, charm... Certainly, these things may be important to both men and women. But I think that it’s love that matters most. For there to be someone that makes you want to love them ever deeper, why, even the barrier of race...”


      Sakuya looked as if she were envisioning someone specific. This was completely unlike her usual reserved, ladylike self, and it was incredibly alluring. It was clear that she was very fond of the person she had in mind.


      “Sakuya?” Reina asked.


      “Ah.” Sakuya looked like she had realized what she was doing, and her expression returned to normal, but Reina didn’t fail to notice it. “Yes, is something the matter?”


      “Do you really think you can brush aside that look just now?”


      Reina smiled sweetly, while Sakuya averted her gaze, looking like she was maintaining her composure, yet also just a bit embarrassed. Even I could tell what that behavior of hers had meant. From the looks of things, their situations were now reversed.


      “Could you tell me about them? The person you love, I mean,” Reina said.


      “Oh...” Sakuya blushed slightly. Though she had just been talking on and on about instincts, she did appear to feel shy about romance, at least. “Aww, well...”


      “Hee hee hee, there’s no use in hiding your face.”


      Embarrassed, Sakuya had covered her face behind the sleeves of her kimono and was shaking her head, while Reina, who had been subject to a harsh assault by her, was animated now that she had secured an opportunity to counterattack. Reina was always being teased by Mina, but she rarely ever went on the attack herself, which I thought was unusual for her.


      Actually, come to think of it, this was the first time I had ever seen Reina like this.


      Do they actually get along quite well with each other?


      Katima was just about the only girl close to Reina’s age, but while the Alfin girl seemed frivolous, she was actually surprisingly guarded. She definitely thought of Reina as a friend, but compared to how she acted around me or Snow, I could sense some distance between them. Reina must have understood this too, as she maintained the right distance in her interactions with Katima. However, she treated Sakuya like a friend of the same age.


      “Now, who could it be, I wonder...” Reina asked. “You’ve already said this much. Won’t you tell me?”


      “B-But... Have mercy, Lady Reina.”


      Even watching from a distance, I could tell that Sakuya wasn’t genuinely uncomfortable.


      Sheesh, she sure is eye-catching.


      From Reina’s perspective, everyone we’d met on this island were akin to gods. Even if they were friends or good neighbors, she still must have had some reservations. As one of the Seven Celestial Archmages, there had to have been many days where she felt tense. But the way she was acting with Sakuya right now was like how a high school girl might treat a friend. She seemed to really be having fun, and Sakuya appeared to be enjoying herself as well.


      “Aww...” Sakuya whined. “Can you promise not to tell anyone?”


      “Yes, of course,” Reina said. She glanced at me, so I covered my ears with both hands. I would accidentally hear her if I didn’t.


      By the way, Luna and Snow were looking down on the village from what appeared to be a viewing platform quite a ways away while horsing around. We had walked for a while on the mountain road, so the giant spring source we had seen at first appeared much smaller.


      Sakuya seemed to whisper something in Reina’s ear. Reina looked somewhat surprised at first, then for some reason, her expression changed to a happy one. She began to say something, then instantly looked at me and closed her mouth, but she was grinning. Regardless, it looked like it was all right for me to listen now, so I lowered my hands.


      “I’ll be cheering you on, Sakuya,” Reina said. “After all, it was written in a book that love burns brighter the more obstacles are in its path.”


      “Th-Thank you...”


      I wondered why Reina was so oddly enthusiastic, but it was probably best that I didn’t ask. I mean, it didn’t seem like anything good could come from a guy like me barging into their conversation. I pretended to have not seen anything, and went to catch Snow and Luna as they were running around.


      “Run awaaay!” Luna said.


      “Run awaaay!” Snow said.


      Sensing my intentions, they started to play tag while gleefully screeching.


      “Gotcha,” I said, wrapping my arms around Snow from behind.


      “Eek! Let goooo!” she said, flailing her arms and legs and kicking me in the stomach.


      “Oof,” I grunted. There was no damage, but I reflexively let go, so Luna rescued her and they made their escape.


      I looked back at Reina and Sakuya, wondering whether they were done yet, but they were still chatting. Still, it looked like they had gotten to know each other a lot better, which was nice.


      “But it’s a hard situation for a guy like me to join...”


      Left alone, I casually headed over to Snow and Luna. Having finished playing tag, they had crouched down as if they were watching a line of ants walk by.


      “What are you doing?” I asked.


      “Oh, daddy!” Snow said.


      As if to apologize for running away earlier, Snow came and hugged me the second I spoke. She had gotten stronger than before, so this surprise tackle had an effect, and I let out a grunt.


      “Nguh...”


      Still, I was a father. It was my duty to take my child’s tackles with a smile on my face.


      “Can I join too, Mister Arata?” Luna asked.


      “All right, come at me!” I said.


      “Hooray!”


      It was an even more powerful tackle than Snow’s. This time I had been fully prepared, so I firmly caught her, and let the two of them dangle from my arms.


      “Whoooa!”


      “Yaaay!”


      They must have been pleased, as Snow took up her usual position riding on my shoulders, while Luna clung to my back. If anyone saw us, they’d probably think we looked crazy...


      “So, what were you doing?” I asked.


      “We were looking at that!” Snow said, pointing at the ground.


      Right there was a familiar-looking piece of metal with only its face exposed. There were two mysterious green lights—or rather, eyes... And it looked quite out of place.


      “What are you doing, Lord Zearth?” I asked.


      “I am just earth!” he said, startled, before slowly disappearing into the ground as if nothing had happened. All that remained where I had been looking was a section of smooth road without a trace of anything unusual.


      While I stood there silently, the two kids sticking to my body looked at the ground and laughed happily.


      “Gramps!” Snow said.


      “Aha ha ha! That’s weird!” Luna said.


      When I tried probing the area with all my power, I sensed the self-proclaimed “just earth” moving beneath the surface at tremendous speed, but I decided to overlook it.


      Actually, he really is fast... And he’s already gone from my detection range.


      “It’s time to go, you guys!” Reina said, calling on us from the front of Sakuya’s house a short distance away.


      “Okaaay!” the kids cheerfully replied in unison, then ran over to her.


      “I’ll go too,” I said.


      I’ll pretend I didn’t see that just now. I mean, I don’t really like thinking about Gramps stalking his granddaughter.


      ◇


      Sakuya’s house had the atmosphere of a traditional Japanese inn. It was built so that we could look down on the foot of the mountain from the window of our room, giving us a sprawling, picturesque view of the massive spring source and the townscape reflecting the light of the evening sun.


      “I believe my brother will return shortly, so I will prepare dinner,” Sakuya said.


      “Thank you,” I said.


      Sakuya bowed deeply from a kneeling position, pressing the tips of three fingers on each hand on the floor like a landlady at a traditional inn, then left the room.


      “We’re heeere!” Luna said.


      She immediately lay down on the straw mat floor, while Reina sat on a cushion with a happy Snow in her lap. Sakuya was making dinner, so we were the only ones here.


      “This is sort of relaxing,” Reina remarked.


      “Yeah. It has a nice atmosphere,” I said.


      The house itself was built with wood, and it gave off the feeling of good old-fashioned Japan. The Divine Beastfolk village was also all wood buildings, but this place had a slightly more cultured atmosphere that I was personally more familiar with.


      “It’s interesting that, despite all living on the same island, each race has a different lifestyle,” Reina said.


      “Yeah, you’re right,” I said.


      Come to think of it, the Alfar lived totally differently from the people here. Then again, the Fierce Ogrefolk and Divine Beastfolk interacted with each other and lived in nearby areas, so it was somewhat mysterious that there were cultural differences between them. This island might have been large, but it was still only about the size of Hokkaido. Not to mention, the islanders all had enough physical power to move from one end to the other on their own two feet.


      In that case, you’d think it would make sense for their cultures to closely resemble each other...


      “What if there’s something instinctive to it?” I said.


      “Maybe... Ah, look over there,” Reina said.


      I followed her gaze and looked outside the window, where I could see a group of Fierce Ogrefolk by the torii at the village entrance. It seemed that Gyes’s group had returned. Even from this far away, it was clear that they were in high spirits, which must have meant that the day’s fight had ended in a good result.


      “That reminds me, Gyes should already know the name of his Ancestor. Is he going to be okay?” I said.


      “You mean, for him to not go up the mountain?” Reina asked.


      “Yeah. From what Sakuya said, they have to go live on the mountain once they learn their Ancestor’s name.”


      It must have been proof that they were of age. As of now, about the only ones who had gained their ancestor’s name were Gyes in the Fierce Ogrefolk and Gram and Tailtiu in the Ancient Dragonfolk, but it made me wonder whether it was fine for them to keep doing the same things as always.


      “Gyes must still be at that age where he wants to stay with his friends, but still...” I said.


      “Well, everyone already knows, so maybe they just don’t mind,” Reina said.


      “I see. That could be it.”


      Gyes had suppressed himself because he wouldn’t have been able to stay with them if it was found out that he knew his Ancestor’s name. I had resolved that by beating everyone to a pulp, but if the village’s customs were an issue, then I would have to keep it a secret.


      “Daddy, mommy? What’s wrong?” Snow asked.


      “It’s nothing,” Reina said. “We’re just talking about how everyone wants to stay with their friends.”


      “You want to be with Katima, Tailtiu, and Luna, right, Snow?” I said.


      “Yeah! I love everyone!”


      Snow smiled innocently, and as I patted her head, the sliding door opened and Sakuya came in.


      “Dinner is ready, everyone. It seems that my brother will still be a while, so let us finish before him.”


      “It looks like he just got back, so is that all right?” I asked.


      “Yes, it is. If we keep waiting, your dinner will get late.”


      True, Reina and I might be fine, but the kids must be starving.


      “All right then. Apologies to Gyes, but let’s go.”


      ◇


      We were led to a place with a row of serving trays. There was rice, grilled fish, miso soup, dried seaweed, eggs, pickled vegetables, and a small selection of other vegetables. It was as if Sakuya had followed a list of typical Japanese cuisine to the letter, and I couldn’t help but widen my eyes.


      This is pretty good, I thought. It was a bit too old-fashioned for me to call it the taste of home, but it still had this wonderful atmosphere that brought back memories of my old life.


      “I hear that you are a master chef, Lady Reina,” Sakuya said. “I hope it suits your taste...”


      “I-I wouldn’t call myself a master or anything,” Reina said.


      “Daddy?”


      As I unconsciously stared, Snow sitting next to me looked up at me with curiosity.


      “Oh, sorry. I was just feeling a bit nostalgic,” I said.


      It wasn’t like I wanted to go back to Japan. This body, after all, had been given to me by a god when I reincarnated. So these feelings must have originated in my spirit, from my past life.


      “It feels like the food from home,” I said.


      “This is your food?” Snow asked.


      “It’s similar to the food in the place I used to live, I guess.”


      Snow stared intently at my food. Actually, you have your own, so you can just look at that.


      “Oh, really?” Reina said. “So this is what the food is like where you’re from...” She looked at the lined-up dishes with a serious expression on her face.


      That reminds me... Reina said that, rather than rice, bread was the main food in the region where she lived. Is the continent like Europe?


      “It’s similar, of course,” I replied, “but that’s all, and—”


      “Sakuya,” Reina said, speaking over me. “Could you teach me how to make this later?”


      Sakuya just smiled.


      “Reina?” I asked.


      “I always add a lot of seasoning to my cooking, and it tends to get boring. I’m just not very good at this sort of thing, and it’s also better to have more of a repertoire, that’s all.”


      “I see...”


      Reina gave her reasons somewhat quickly, like she was making an excuse, but it probably wouldn’t be conceited to think that she wanted to know for my sake. That made me feel happy.


      Just as the mood was about to get weird, Snow and Luna spoke.


      “Your food is always tasty, mommy.”


      “Yeah, your food is delicious, Miss Reina.”


      “Hee hee, thanks, you two,” Reina said.


      “I like your food too, Reina,” I said.


      Sure, thinking back on it, much of Reina’s cooking was well-seasoned. Meanwhile, the food on this island was, for example, just ingredients served as is. It certainly tasted good, but the islanders moved around a lot, so maybe Reina’s strongly flavored dishes were more to their taste.


      “All right then, let’s eat,” I said.


      Still, that was one thing, and this was another. I certainly didn’t dislike the Japanese-style cooking we had been served, and I definitely wanted to enjoy the taste of home. I picked up my chopsticks, but just when I was about to start eating, the door behind me opened.


      “Ga ha ha ha ha! Hey, Sakuya, I just got back! Oho, is it your dinnertime as well, brother?! Then, I think I shall—”


      “Brother dear, please wash yourself off in the hot springs first.”


      The day’s fight must have been quite fierce, as Gyes’s robust body was coated with dust. Perhaps because of this, I could sense a pressure coming from Sakuya that I hadn’t ever felt before.


      Gyes paused, then spoke.


      “Well then, see you all later!”


      And with that, Gyes left like he was making his escape.


      However, it seemed that this kind of exchange was a familiar one. For a moment, it had been noisy, but it quickly got quiet again.


      “Umm,” I said.


      “Apologies for the commotion,” Sakuya said, “I expect my brother will soon return, so please take it easy until then.”


      In the midst of all this, the kids didn’t seem bothered at all, and they had already started eating.


      “DE-LISH!” Luna shouted.


      “SOOO GOOD!” Snow shouted.


      Reina and I looked at them and smiled, then we dug in with our chopsticks. Speaking of which, the kids were using spoons and forks. Reina wasn’t used to chopsticks and struggled quite a bit with them at first, but she soon got the hang of it. I was really impressed with her skill.


      ◇


      After we ate dinner, Snow used my lap as a pillow to sleep, as being full had made her tired. Luna was nodding off as well, and she looked quite sleepy.


      “Both of them look so tired,” Reina remarked.


      “Yeah. Maybe it’s because they played a lot during the day,” I said.


      Snow’s face as she peacefully slept was like that of an angel.


      “Anyway, I’ll take them to the room,” Reina said.


      “Will you be fine alone? Should I go too?”


      “If Luna can walk by herself, I’ll be all right. Luna, are you awake?”


      “Mmm, I can walk...”


      She sounded pretty tired, and her reply didn’t quite match Reina’s question. She stood up on her own, so I thought she seemed like she would be fine, but she was shaky.


      “I don’t know about this,” I said.


      “I’m fiiiine,” Luna said.


      “You heard her,” Reina said. “Well then, Arata, can you give Snow to me?”


      “Sure. Snow, let’s go beddy-bye in the room, okay?”


      Snow must have thought that I was going to wake her up, as she changed positions and grabbed tightly onto me. It was only a small child’s resistance, and her clinging to me like this actually made it easier for me to pick her up.


      “Hmph. Here you go,” I said, standing up.


      “Come here, Snow,” Reina said.


      “Mm...”


      Although Snow was reluctant at first, once she realized Reina was the one talking, she accepted it and relaxed her strength. Then, after Reina took her in her arms, she went limp and started breathing steadily.


      “Well then, thanks for taking care of them,” I said.


      “Sure thing. You can take it easy, Arata.”


      Reina left, following after Luna who was unsteadily walking ahead.


      “Tee hee hee,” Sakuya laughed. “What a truly wonderful family.”


      “Family... Yeah. Those kids are my precious family now.”


      For Luna too, the word “family” felt like a better fit than “friend.”


      I had been alone when I first came to this island, but before I knew it, my household had gotten rather large. When I thought back to my daily life, I saw that Snow, Luna, and the others always made me feel more alive. At the same time, their usual behavior also sometimes made me nervous... I unconsciously smiled awkwardly.


      “Though they’re always doing something to scare me,” I said.


      “You’re a father, and the backbone of the family, Lord Arata.”


      “But am I really up to the task?”


      “Their joyful expressions tell me everything. You are a great, unfellable tree, and I think that is why they can be at ease at your side.”


      “I’d be glad if that’s true.”


      While I was enjoying chatting with Sakuya, a noisy stomping could be heard coming from the other side of the sliding door.


      “How are you, brother?! Taking it easy?!” Gyes asked.


      “Hey, Gyes. Yeah, Sakuya has been treating me very well.”


      “Oho! I see, I see!”


      He plopped himself down right in front of me, and Sakuya swiftly stood up and placed his dish in front of him.


      “The food looks great again today!” he said.


      “Would you like any sake?” Sakuya asked.


      “Indeed I would!”


      Gyes seemed slightly prideful, like a nobleman, but maybe this was normal for the Fierce Ogrefolk.


      I had a sudden thought. Gyes has Sakuya, but his other relatives don’t. How are they doing?


      “Hm? Did you not drink any, brother?”


      “Well, the kids were just here.”


      “That won’t do. This is your long-awaited visit, so have some of our prized sake.”


      Gyes poured some sake from a dried gourd into a cup, then handed it to me. He drained his drink, refilled it, then raised it in a toast. I followed suit, and Sakuya opened the sliding door leading to the outside.


      “Whoa...” I said.


      The moon shone its beautiful light into the room, illuminating me and Gyes and making the sake sparkle.


      “We call this stuff ‘Ogre Moon.’ It is for celebrations,” Gyes explained.


      “But this isn’t anything really worth celebrating, is it?” I asked.


      “What are you saying? Our brother has come to visit our village. There is nothing more worthy of celebration than that.”


      Gyes thought highly of me, but really, the only thing I had done was use my power to make him listen. Still, when I said that he didn’t have to treat me with such reverence, he just replied that that power was what mattered to them.


      “Now then, brother, we Fierce Ogrefolk will be in your hands.”


      “I haven’t really done anything, though. But all right then...”


      We toasted, then drank together. Sakuya watched over us with a happy smile on her face.


      ◇


      I had already known this, but my body could really hold its drink. Maybe it automatically broke down alcohol, because I never felt intoxicated. The sake we were drinking was quite dry, but even that tasted delicious, and I felt like I could have as much as I wanted. Meanwhile, in an unexpected twist, the fierce-looking man sitting in front of me was a lightweight.


      “Y’know, this guy’s jus’ amazing!”


      “Yes, I am aware.”


      “Tha’s right! He can take on me n’ Gram, and jus’ crush us!”


      As a dead-drunk Gyes treated Sakuya to tales of my heroic feats, he looked just like an obnoxious drunkard. Still, Sakuya must have been used to seeing her brother like this, as she listened while smoothly replying.


      “Your cup is empty,” Sakuya said. “Allow me to refill it.”


      “Thank you,” I said.


      She could show concern without forgetting me, her guest too. I could really see why Gyes loved to boast about her.


      “Brother! You lis’nin’?! Sakuya’s a great girl!”


      “Yeah, she is. I think she’s wonderful.”


      “Oho! I knew you’d agree! Ya’ know your stuff!” Gyes was gladdened by what I said, and he took another gulp, then let out a loud, “Pwah!”


      By the way, after Gyes had reached a certain level of intoxication, Sakuya had swapped out the contents of his cup, and now he was drinking nothing but water. I secretly glanced at Sakuya, and she was smiling like a mischievous child. That must have been a face she showed only to her brother.


      “And hear this! There’s a buncha guys who wanna marry her! She’s popular! But! All of ’em are weaker than me!”


      “Well, yeah, I bet they are.”


      Although he was so shamefully drunk, Gyes was the leader of the young Fierce Ogrefolk. And, he already knew his Ancestor’s name, which made him far more powerful than any regular Fierce Ogrefolk. There was no way any of the guys who weren’t yet adults could stand a chance against him.


      “Fierce Ogrefolk women’re happy when they marry strong guys!”


      “Yeah, uh-huh. I heard that.”


      “Right! Ya’ get it!”


      Get what? I turned to look at Sakuya again, but she just smiled awkwardly.


      “He will be satisfied if you just listen to him,” she said.


      “Ah, I see.”


      “Brudderrr!”


      And now he can’t even say “brother” right. Actually, if he’s only been drinking water for a while now, why is he getting even drunker?


      “And y’know! Since Sakuya was thiiis small of a baby, I’ve been raising her the whoooole time!”


      “Hm?”


      Gyes made a gesture like he was pinching a bean with his fingers. Is he exaggerating that much to be funny? But jokes aside, the fact that Gyes had brought her up since she was an infant had to mean...


      “He has been especially strong since birth, so our parents placed much of their hopes in him,” Sakuya explained. “They sent him down here at a younger age than usual, and he has looked after me ever since.”


      “I see...”


      I got the feeling that she had purposefully omitted the part about herself. Even if Gyes had been sent down the mountain as a child, that couldn’t have been a reason to send Sakuya down as a baby. Still, it wasn’t my place to press her on something she was deliberately keeping silent about.


      “Oh, please don’t worry about it,” Sakuya said. “All of the villagers are like family, and I have my brother. I don’t feel lonely at all.”


      She smiled, as if she had sensed what I was thinking. Her smile didn’t have a trace of gloominess, and I could tell that it was what she truly felt.


      “But, I gotta marry her off eventually!” Gyes said, lifting his cup and draining it in one go again.


      “At least you know that,” I said.


      “Being a wife means being happy!”


      By the way, I definitely couldn’t notice that our conversation was looping. I was speaking with a drunk, after all, and it would be impossible to have a proper conversation anyway.


      “Brother, I think you should marry Sakuya.”


      “Hm?”


      Wait, I get the feeling that our looping conversation suddenly took a step forward... But I must be imagining—


      “You’re strong! Even stronger than me! I hate it, but Gram’s about as powerful as me, and you’re way, way stronger than both of us!”


      “Well, I did get this power from a god.”


      “That’s how we get our power too! So we’re the same!”


      Is that really true? I guess their Ancestors are like gods, in a way...


      “‘Course, I know ya’ got sister, brudder! But! Strong men show how reliable they are by taking a buncha wives! Tha’s how it is on this island!”


      He was not only genuinely starting to become incoherent, what he was also saying had gotten to be absurd. I think it’s about time to end this, I thought.


      Sakuya quietly went up to her brother’s side.


      “Brother dear? You have been drinking too much.”


      “Sakuya! Whadda you think?!”


      “I think Lord Arata is a very wonderful person.”


      “Yeah, yeah! Brudder’s amazing!”


      “However, your respected brother will be embarrassed if you say such things to him. So, I think it’s time to wrap this up.”


      Sakuya moved her hand around to Gyes’s back, then began to pat—


      “Hmph.”


      “Eeep?!”


      No, she swiftly wrapped her arm around Gyes’s neck and choked him. Despite her quiet “hmph,” there was a tremendous noise, and Gyes’s eyes rolled back into his head. He collapsed forward, unconscious.


      “My brother can’t hold his drink, but he gets quieter when you do this,” Sakuya said.


      “Oh...”


      Seeing her looking a bit proud, I decided to consider this to be normal physical contact between siblings. And, well, it was Gyes’s fault for getting drunk.


      “By the way, Gyes said all that, but you have someone you like, don’t you?” I said.


      “I do. Unfortunately, I do not think my brother will ever approve...”


      “I see... Well, if you ever need it, I’ll help convince him.”


      Sakuya smiled happily. Illuminated by the moonbeams shining in, her smile was dreamlike and ephemeral, and very beautiful.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Four: Moonlight Hot Spring


      Let me say something first: There was absolutely nothing I could have done about this.


      “Oh, it’s daddy!”


      The Garden of Eden stretched out before my eyes. Actually, it isn’t a garden, but a hot spring...


      “Huh, Arata? No way! Why?!”


      “Mister Arata’s here too!”


      All three of them had different reactions. I was at a hot spring, so naturally, I was naked, and they of course weren’t wearing anything either.


      I have to avert my eyes... I pretended to think, while remembering what had happened a little while earlier.


      ◇


      It was after Gyes fainted and Sakuya took care of him.


      I was enjoying some time alone, gazing at the moon and drinking sake, when Sakuya came back, having finished cleaning everything up. She recommended that I take a soak in the hot spring.


      “Lady Reina and the others have already gone in,” she said.


      “Oh, all right. But I thought Snow and Luna already went to sleep...”


      “Apparently, the moment they were about to go to bed, they felt wide awake. Both of them were just full of energy.”


      Sakuya appeared to have mixed feelings, as if she had seen a heartwarming sight that had also been a tough situation. Snow must have really been a handful.


      “Yeah, that’s how it can be sometimes,” I said.


      Children were mysterious creatures; there were times when, as soon as you thought they were sleepy, they suddenly woke up and got incredibly hyperactive. And Snow’s power is enough to overwhelm Tailtiu and Katima too...


      “When I mentioned the hot springs, their eyes lit up and they wanted to go, so I showed them there first,” Sakuya said.


      “Oh, you did? Then, do you think you could take me there too?”


      “Certainly. I will prepare towels and a change of clothes later, so allow me to lead the way.”


      I left the house together with Sakuya, and there was a large wooden building just a short distance away. That appeared to be the changing rooms, which connected in the back to one of the Fierce Ogrefolk’s renowned hot springs.


      “A hot spring, huh...” I said to myself. To be honest, I was really looking forward to it. I liked hot springs so much that I was sure that there wasn’t a Japanese man alive who didn’t. “Everyone who’s worked at a black company has dreamed of going on a hot springs tour at least once.”


      “What is a black company?” Sakuya asked.


      “Oh, it’s the place where I used to be, sort of,” I said evasively, smiling. Nothing good could come of me going into all the details.


      I was sure that there were exceptions, but everyone probably thought about going on a vacation like that at least once. Quitting your exploitative job and taking a road trip around Japan, or going on a hot springs tour were standard daydreams. For that matter, not going anywhere and just endlessly browsing the internet once you actually quit was also standard. Still, there was absolutely nothing wrong with that. It was fine to have dreams about the future when times were rough, and there was no requirement to actually make those dreams a reality.


      “This way,” Sakuya said.


      “Whoa, impressive,” I said.


      When I went inside the wooden building, there were entrances on the right and left.


      “The left is the men’s changing room, and the right is the women’s,” Sakuya said. “Tee hee hee, today it’s reserved for your exclusive use.”


      “Oh? Is that all right?” I asked.


      “Of course it is. A certain someone gave me some advice, saying that I should do it for my important guests.”


      “Wow... That sort of makes me feel guilty.”


      Still, having a hot spring all to myself was really like a dream. I would have to thank the person who had given Sakuya that advice.


      “Now then, I will get your change of clothes, so please, take your time.”


      “Thank you.”


      I watched Sakuya go back to the house, then went into the changing room and took off my kimono. I’ll feel bad if I wrinkle it, but I have no clue how to fold a kimono, I thought, but then I spotted a clothes hanger for kimono which resembled one I had seen on TV.


      “I’ll put the sleeves through here, and then I can just ask Sakuya later.”


      When I finally opened the door, I was greeted by a sprawling hot spring filled with a huge amount of water.


      “Whoa, this is awesome!”


      Upon a closer look, the water was an opaque, milky white. The hot spring was surrounded by trees and rocks, making for a very nice, natural atmosphere. Additionally, the hot spring itself was quite large, and because I couldn’t see to the back because of the steam, I decided to take a loop around.


      Is it really all right for me to have such an incredible place to myself? But, since it’s such a generous favor, I’ll enjoy it as much as I can.


      “I mean, the place is completely booked, after all... Hm?”


      For just an instant, I felt as though I had glimpsed the silhouette of a person in the steam...


      “Am I seeing things?”


      Sakuya had said that the hot spring was fully reserved, so we had to be the only ones here. Men and women split up at the changing rooms, and if it was connected inside for mixed bathing, then Snow’s and Luna’s voices should have been audible. I couldn’t hear them, so it seemed the women’s bath was quite far away.


      “Still, this really is incredible.”


      Obviously, there were no showers, so I filled a bucket with hot water and used a small towel from my Storage spell to quickly dry my body. When I got into the water, it was a bit hot, but pleasantly so.


      “Come to think of it, it sure is mysterious that I’m fine submerging myself in lava, but hot spring water still feels warm.”


      Either way, I had been given this body by a god, and this worked out well for me, so there was no use thinking too hard about it.


      I walked into the water for a bit, immersing myself up to my shoulders.


      “Phew, that feels nice...”


      As I took it easy, mumbling “That hits the spot” to myself, I saw another silhouette moving in the steam.


      “This time, I know I saw something.”


      Maybe it was one of the wild animals that lived on this island. Normally, I would have caught and made a meal out of it, but I would feel bad capturing it while it was relaxing in the bath, so I decided to leave it be.


      That thought suddenly made me want to bathe in the hot springs with a bunch of animals, like something out of a manga. Because of this body, I’d be fine even if I was attacked, and no one was watching, so it was fine to mess around a bit, right?


      Thinking that, I walked through the steam, wondering what sort of animals had gotten in the water, when...


      “Oh, it’s daddy!”


      “Huh, Arata? No way! Why?!”


      “Mister Arata’s here too!”


      I stood there silently. Snow ran like crazy through the water to try and hug me. But, it would be way too awkward if she hugged me in my current state, so I hurriedly crouched down and embraced Snow with the upper half of my body. By the way, my mind was currently in a state of total confusion.


      “Yaaay! Bath with daddy!”


      Snow was cute when she was having fun. There was of course no way I would ever get aroused by this girl who loved me as her father. My eyes were on Reina, who had frozen, unable to comprehend the situation. There was also Luna, who was standing uncovered, seemingly without a care.


      I had seen Reina’s body before, but she was truly pretty. Her red hair was all tied back, and she had a pair of impressively large breasts. Then, she had a contrastingly thin waist, and lustrous thighs and legs, which all seemed to me like a work of art.


      After looking over her entire body, I moved my gaze back to her face. Her eyes were wet with tears and she was trembling, yet she appeared to be unable to grasp what was happening.


      Even though I knew it was wrong, after looking Reina up and down several times, my gaze was suddenly diverted to the side. Contrary to Luna’s usual childlike behavior, I could clearly see the womanly shape of her body. She was still growing, of course, but whether I wanted to or not, it made me realize that she, too, was a woman.


      Oh no, this is bad. Really bad!


      Fortunately, the water was a cloudy white.


      If I can just submerge myself right now—actually, just look away, me!


      Despite what I told myself, my body wouldn’t listen at all, and I ended up full-on staring...


      “T-T-T-...”


      “What is it, Miss Reina?”


      “TURN AWAAAY!”


      “Sorry!” I said.


      Blushing bright red, Reina covered herself with her arms and submerged herself in the hot spring. The impact made water splash everywhere, but I was in no state of mind to be worrying about that. I hurriedly averted my eyes.


      “Daddy, go over to mommy. We can all get together!”


      In the midst of this, I felt Snow’s words to be all too cruel.


      ◇


      If I were to tell my past self that, in the future, I would be bathing in a fully reserved hot spring together with a beautiful girl and we would both be naked, he would no doubt say this: Keep dreaming.


      “Arata... You can’t look over here, got it?” Reina said.


      “I-I know...”


      Right now, Reina and I were back-to-back in the spacious hot spring. Through my back I could feel the heat of her body, which was warmer than the water, and I could directly sense her heartbeat, perhaps because she was nervous. Why were we back-to-back? Well, if we moved any farther apart, Snow got angry.


      “Mommy and daddy, you have to get along!”


      These were unforeseen circumstances.


      When Snow saw Reina agitated and me flustered, she must have sensed something. Perhaps she had thought that if she didn’t do anything, we would move apart. And so, she had ordered us to get close to each other. It was nice that she was trying to be aware of our feelings, but the current situation was part of a world children just didn’t understand. However, unable to defy her, we were now sticking close to each other in the hot spring.


      I shifted my hand, thinking that I’d try and support my body, but it brushed against Reina’s hand.


      “Ah,” I exclaimed, pulling my hand back.


      I felt incredibly embarrassed for some reason, even though our hands brushing against each other was hardly anything worth worrying about at this stage.


      Is this supposed to be one of those hot spring health benefits?


      “How did this happen?” I said.


      This situation required several conditions to be in place. Obviously, the first was that Reina and I had to enter this hot spring at the same time. Only Sakuya, who had guided us here, could have done that, but she hardly seemed like the type to pull a prank like this. Actually, maybe the Fierce Ogrefolk didn’t have our sense of shame, and thought it was fine for men and women to see each other naked... But that would raise a question: Why did they always wear clothes? If it weren’t embarrassing for them to go naked, then a strong race like the Fierce Ogrefolk would have no need to wear clothes, and there would be no point in having separate changing rooms. Above all else, Sakuya had gotten bashful when Reina questioned her about the person she liked. This meant that they felt at least some embarrassment about relations between men and women.


      “Bath with everyone!” Luna said.


      “Baaath!” Snow said.


      The kids circled around the large hot spring, going all the way to the edge. Meanwhile, we adults were stuck trying not to look at each other, unable to leave until the two of them were satisfied.


      “You didn’t do this on purpose, did you?” Reina asked.


      “Of course not,” I said. “Sakuya told me that this place was fully reserved for us. And besides, it’s separated by gender, and I went into the men’s bath.”


      “That’s what I thought. You wouldn’t do something like that anyway...”


      We had been living together until now, and I was confident in the trusting relationship we had built. Additionally, I had an inkling as to who might have manufactured this situation. It was someone annoying, the kind of person who did everything they could to constantly tease us.


      “So that means...”


      “Yeah, it has to be...”


      It seemed that both of us had realized the same thing.


      “This is Wilhelmina’s doing!”


      “This is Mina’s doing!”


      The moment we spoke in unison, a swarm of small bats gathered from the sky, then took human form. Appearing with the moon to her back was the True Ancestor Vampire, her golden hair flowing behind her.


      “Mwa ha ha ha... Gah hah hah! Hee hee! What are you guys even doooing?! Getting all buddy-buddy while naked togetheeer?!”


      She appeared to be truly delighted from the bottom of her heart, roaring with laughter while pointing at us with tears in her eyes.


      She only just showed up, but her attitude is already pissing me off!


      “Ahh, damn, my stomach hurts!”


      “You sure look like you’re enjoying yourself!” I said.


      “Because I am enjoying myself!” Mina flailed her arms and legs about in midair, as if to agitate us.


      Dammit, she’s even more cocky than usual because we can’t stand up!


      “La la! La la!” Mina taunted.


      “No, Reina, you can’t,” I said.


      “I know. I know, but... Gah!” Reina said.


      Normally, Reina would have instantly attacked Mina, but Mina must have known this, as she was purposefully staying out of her sight. Mina was in a spot where Reina would have to turn toward me if she wanted to cast a spell, which went to show just how nasty she was.


      “Oh, but still, both of you just make it too easy!” Mina said.


      “So you did do this!” I said.


      “Do what? Speak to Sakuya and reserve this entire place? Remove the partition between the men’s and women’s baths? Or maybe, use magic to make it so Snow’s and Luna’s voices wouldn’t echo?”


      “Everything! All of it!”


      “Then you’re correct! Yes, it was all me!” Mina gave me a thumbs up and roared with laughter, flashing her fangs.


      Ahh, dammit, she really is wicked.


      She had even made sure that I wouldn’t hear Snow or Luna when I came into the hot spring. I had assumed that we were just too far away, but actually, my hearing should have picked them up even at a long distance. The total quiet should have made me suspicious from the start.


      “Say, Reina?” Mina said. “How are you feeling right now?! Is your heart thumping with excitement, now that you’re bathing together with the man you love? Is your mind running wild with anticipation, imagining everything that might be waiting for you after this?!”


      “O-Oh, shut up! I’m not telling you anything!” Reina said.


      “Thanks for your delectable shame!”


      They were speaking past each other. Mina derived sustenance in part from others’ feelings of embarrassment, so to her, Reina must have been a delicious feast.


      “Oh, and Arata?” Mina said. “Why won’t you turn around? You’ll be able to see Reina’s naked body.”


      “I would never do something that would make Reina uncomfortable.”


      “Huh? Is that thing dangling from your crotch just for show?”


      “Y-You’re being way too vulgar.”


      And now she’s getting annoyed at me? She really is the worst.


      I wished that she would at least stick to something less explicit, like, “And you still call yourself a man?”


      “How about I let you in on a little secret?” Mina said. “If she really hated it, she would just leave without a second thought. But the fact that she’s still here with you like this means, well, she clearly wants you to look at her, even if it’s against your will.”


      Behind me, Reina made a motion like she was surprised.


      Don’t worry, she can’t fool me.


      I glared at Mina, firmly conveying my intentions to her. She sighed, fed up.


      “Hahh, you’re hopeless.”


      “You know, I’ve just about had it with you,” I said. I knew those kinds of threats were meaningless, but I couldn’t help but say something.


      “Hrm...” Mina’s expression turned unusually solemn, and she fell silent for a moment. “I see. In that case, let me change the script. How about this?”


      What in the world could she possibly be planning?


      Just as I thought that, Mina’s body turned into a swarm of small bats. Then, I heard a voice that sounded like it was echoing in my own mind.


      “Since I’m already here, why don’t I join you?”


      In the moonlight, a suddenly naked Mina slowly descended before me.


      “Huh?!”


      Her body was immature, but needless to say, she had a fullness to her chest that men didn’t. Right away, I tried to close my eyes, but—


      “Look at me,” Mina said.


      They just wouldn’t close. I was still able to blink, but I could no longer tear my eyes away from Mina.


      Why?! Magic shouldn’t work on me, so what’s going on?!


      “Umm, Arata?!” Reina said. “What are you doing?”


      “Ah, Reina,” Mina said. “Since I’m here, I just thought that I might as well take the liberty of joining you. Hey, Arata, you’re staring too much. Is my body really so interesting to you?”


      I know you’re doing something!


      I tried to say this, but for some reason, the words wouldn’t come out.


      Could she be manipulating the atmosphere?!


      “Arata?! Why aren’t you saying anything?!” Reina said.


      “Heh heh heh, it seems that he’s so enraptured with my body that words have failed him.”


      “Arata, she’s lying, right?!”


      “Now, you may stare as you please.”


      Even when I tried to turn my face away, I couldn’t move.


      When Mina stood up in the hot spring, drops of water trickled from her pristine skin, which was alluringly erotic. Her golden hair was beautiful, and her body under the moonlight was so finely shaped as to be perfect, enough to make me believe that a god had created her in the pursuit of pure beauty.


      What? No! I don’t want to think these kinds of thoughts! So why?!
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      “Hmmm? What’s with that look? Oh, but of course. You want to see more of my back, and my entire body, and not just the front?”


      “Say something, Arata!”


      Despite Reina’s pleas, whether I wanted to or not, I just couldn’t look away from Mina.


      While I was frozen, Mina slowly pulled up her hair, then turned around. She had a slender, flowing body from top to bottom. She was so beautiful that I felt as though I could stare at her forever, and I—


      “Arata!”


      Suddenly, a pair of red eyes filled my vision. This is Reina’s face, I realized, and that moment, all the strength left my body.


      Mina quickly let go of her hair and turned back to me, then mumbled something meaningful.


      “Hrm, I see. So this sort of thing actually works... I think I’ve got it now.”


      “Are you okay?! Do you recognize me?!” Reina said.


      “I-I’m fine now... She was doing something weird to me,” I said.


      Reina stood in front of me in full view, as if she no longer had anything to hide. She probably didn’t realize how she looked right now. She was just filled with genuine worry for me.


      I get that, but...


      “Yes, I know,” Reina said. “The one in the wrong is definitely...”


      She turned around and fixed her eyes on Mina, no doubt glaring angrily at her.


      But Reina, I’m sorry. Everything, from your back to your thighs, is totally exposed, and my head isn’t working right anymore. I’m truly sorry for being born a man...


      “Wilhelmina, today is the day that I’m going to make you regret everything you’ve done!”


      “Now, now, hold on, Reina. There’s something you should know...” Mina began.


      “What is it?!”


      Oh no, don’t listen to her, Reina. Once you hear it, you’ll—


      “Arata is gawking at your butt right now.”


      We were both silent.


      “Arata... Your eyes are closed...right?”


      Reina turned around slowly, like a rusty hinge. Her face was bright red, as if to say, She’s lying, right?


      I, of course, wanted to reply that she was. However, Mina’s words were the pure and unvarnished truth, and I was at a loss.


      Reina and I met eyes for a while.


      It’s hopeless. It’s really hopeless.


      I mean, nothing strange was being done to me at this point. I was simply unable to look away because of my weak will.


      In an outburst of emotion, Reina let out a silent scream and once again sat down in the milky-white hot spring. She had done the same thing earlier, but unlike when the steam had obscured her somewhat, this time she must have been able to tell that I had seen her from up close. She looked genuinely embarrassed and unable to speak.


      As for me, I couldn’t stand up or move due to certain circumstances...which meant I ended up just staring right at Reina’s completely embarrassed face.


      “Kha! Ha ha ha ha ha! Are you trying to make me die of laughter?! Eeee hee hee hee!”


      Meanwhile, just one person—Mina—laughed with utter delight.


      “Aww! Mommy and daddy, that’s not fair! Me too!”


      Snow splashed through the water and leaped between me and Reina, looking quite joyful. However, thanks to her, I was finally able to regain some of my composure.


      “Oh, did you come to get in the hot spring too, Mina?” Luna asked.


      “You’re here, Luna? Yes, the Fierce Ogrefolk and I are old friends, being fellow demons. I often visit this hot spring.”


      “Huh. I didn’t know that.”


      Mina seemed to have lost most of her interest in us, perhaps because she’d had her fill of laughter. She was just soaking in the water and had begun pleasantly chatting with Luna.


      “By the way, Luna, how have you been feeling?”


      “Hmm? What are you talking about?”


      “Lately, you’ve gotten a bit more agile, or you’ve had more of an appetite than usual, right?”


      “Huh? Did I tell you that?”


      “No, it’s just...” Mina looked up at the moon, her gaze pregnant with meaning. “It’ll be the day after tomorrow. I imagine you’ll have a certain dream.”


      “A dream?”


      “Yes. But, well, it won’t be a bad one. Still, just in case, make sure you stay close to him.”


      Mina’s eyes met mine. Unlike earlier, she pierced me with a rather serious gaze.


      “You’ll be in the Fierce Ogrefolk village for a while, right?”


      “Huh? Oh, yeah. I’ve come all this way, so I want to see the sights,” I said.


      “Then, while you’re here, be sure that you all sleep together.”


      Normally, I would have thought that this was a joke meant to tease Reina. However, Mina had always treated Luna with care, and she looked oddly solemn right now, so I just nodded.


      “Daddy... I wanna get out,” Snow said.


      “Oh, yeah. Should we go, then?”


      “Yeah!”


      That said, I still can’t stand up...


      “Sorry, Luna, but can you do me a favor and take Snow and Reina with you?” I asked.


      “Is Miss Reina okay?” Luna asked. “Her face is totally red.”


      “I think she’s feeling a bit overheated, I guess? I can’t take her, so if you could...”


      Reina had completely lost balance and her eyes were spinning, which really did make it look as if she’d gotten dizzy from the heat. Still, it was probably just because her embarrassment had exceeded its limits.


      “Okaaay,” Luna said. “Let’s go!”


      “Yeah! Pick me up later, daddy!” Snow cleverly demanded.


      Luna pulled Snow away and took her and Reina out of the water.


      “Now, Arata! This is your chance! You can still catch a glimpse of Reina’s exposed butt!” Mina said.


      “You really are like a dirty old man! And can you please put on some clothes?!” I said.


      “What idiot wears clothes in a hot spring?”


      “Gah, whatever! You always have a comeback, don’t you?!”


      While cackling, Mina began to relax in the hot spring.


      “So, what was that about earlier?” I asked.


      “Hm? You mean when I captivated you?”


      She definitely did something to me, preventing me from moving... I was cocky because I thought I had an invincible body, but what if things that don’t inflict any injuries still have an effect? Well, I can worry about that later. More importantly...


      “No, I mean with Luna.”


      “Oh...” Mina looked up at the nearly full moon. “Do you know what causes the inhabitants of this island to remember their origins?”


      “Huh? The Fierce Ogrefolk and Ancient Dragonfolk say that they remember once they fight and get stronger.”


      “That’s right. Once they gain a certain amount of strength, they remember automatically. But...even though Luna’s already more than strong enough, she still hasn’t remembered.”


      “Huh?”


      “Well, I know why. But it isn’t my place to interfere.”


      Mina stood up and floated into the sky. Before I knew it, she was already clothed in her usual black dress.


      “If it were a full moon tonight, I would have had even more fun.”


      I was silent.


      “Don’t overthink it. I mentioned this to Luna too, but it certainly won’t be all bad. But... Just keep this in mind: Luna is still Luna.”


      With that, she quietly disappeared into the faraway sky. Normally, she would have gone away while roaring with laughter, so an odd mood remained.


      “‘Luna is still Luna,’ huh? I mean, of course she is.”


      Luna was the first girl I had met on this island. She was the reason I had met Elga and Tailtiu, and gotten to make friends with everyone here. So, if something serious was about to happen to her, then...


      “I’ll be sure to save her.”


      I could never be hurt, no matter what happened. That meant I could use this god-given body for everyone, not just myself.


      “Well then...”


      Finally able to stand up, I headed to the changing room. Then, when I casually entered...


      “It’s daddy!” Snow said.


      “Wha— This is the women’s!” Reina said.


      “Huh?! I’m sure I went into the men’s siiiiide!”


      Eeee hee hee hee!


      I felt as though I heard that voice echo directly in my mind.


      While thinking, This has to be her fault! I fled outside and ran in the opposite direction.




      About Mina’s prank—by the sound of things, Sakuya hadn’t really been aware of what she had done. That was a relief... If Sakuya had enjoyed being complicit in such a nasty trick, I might have lost my ability to trust others.


      However, it seemed that Sakuya had taken Mina at her word when she said that Reina and I were married, because after changing into a yukata and returning to our room, there were two adult-sized futons laid out right next to each other. The kids’ futons were a short distance away. Without saying anything, Reina and I quietly moved ours to different positions.


      Thus, even though Mina was still toying with us all the way until the very end, the four of us went to sleep alongside each other.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Five: Faint Feelings of Love


      The next day, Sakuya and Gyes had work, so we ended up spending it leisurely sightseeing. Fierce Ogrefolk men didn’t just fight all the time—they also had regular jobs.


      The weather was mild, and my hair fluttered in the gentle breeze. A creek, so clear that fish could be seen swimming in it, shone with the reflected light of the sun. Just walking around felt good, and I was relaxed.


      “Ah, it’s gramps!”


      I saw Lord Zearth in the direction where Snow was pointing, camouflaging himself as the ground with only his face exposed. When he realized that we had spotted him, his face gave off a green glow, and he zoomed underground until he was out of sight.


      “Hey, Arata, was that...?” Reina said.


      “Don’t worry about it. It’s nothing,” I said.


      I had seen something similar the day before, so I didn’t pay it any mind, but maybe it was a bit scary from an ordinary perspective.


      Still, being hated by Reina was even scarier. She had forgiven me for last night, as there was nothing I could have done, but it was impossible to not be conscious of it, and there was still this awkward distance between us.


      In the midst of all this, I remembered what Mina had said, sounding unusually serious.


      “Just keep this in mind: Luna is still Luna.”


      Speaking of Luna, she had gone Zearth hunting together with Snow. Specifically, they were playing a game to see which of them could stomp on his exposed face first. I guess it was sort of like Whac-A-Mole.


      “Is it okay for them to be doing that to a Great Spirit?” Reina asked.


      “He looks like he’s having fun, so it’s probably fine,” I said.


      If he disliked it, he wouldn’t have been repeatedly sticking out his face like that. He was no doubt thinking that this was a chance to play with Snow and get a lead on Lord Guen. Any of the Alfar would probably go pale if they saw it, but I could just get him to resolve that issue himself.


      “Oh, that’s right, Arata. Sakuya says she wants to get your advice about something.”


      “Advice?”


      “Yes. I heard what it’s about, but she wants to talk to you directly.”


      “Okay, got it. I really appreciate all she’s done for us, so I’d like to help however I can.”


      As we were walking through the village, we came across Gyes diligently working in a field. It was, well, amusingly surreal to see a rugged man like him hunched over and engaged in detailed labor.


      “Hey there, Gyes!” I said.


      “Hm? Oho, is that you, brother?!”


      Noticing me, Gyes stomped through the field over to us. Another familiar young Fierce Ogrefolk man—Roman—also noticed me, but he kept on working.


      “That looks like a lot of work,” I said, impressed.


      “Ha ha ha! This is nothing for someone who trains as much as I do!”


      He made it sound easy, but the field he was in charge of looked quite expansive. If he was tending to it together with just Roman, it had to be a considerable burden. Actually, now that Gyes is over here, Roman is working alone. Is that all right?


      “You left Roman by himself, though,” I said.


      “Indeed I did! You came at just the right time, so I am taking a break! That fellow is too serious, but he will rest on his own eventually.”


      “Well, if that’s how it is... Ah!”


      At some point without me noticing it, Snow had gone into the field. Reina maintained a vegetable garden around our house, but maybe Snow had just never seen such a large field, as she was looking out over it with curiosity. This wouldn’t have been an issue if she were a normal girl, but she was the Great Spirit of ice. If she used any of her power, the vegetables they had spent all that time growing might be spoiled.


      “I’ll go get her,” Reina said.


      “Me too,” Luna said.


      “Okay, thanks, you two,” I said.


      They entered the field as well, chasing after the runaway Snow. Roman must have been concerned too, as he stood up and went over to her.


      “Sorry,” I said. “I feel like we’re getting in your way.”


      “Oh, certainly not. No Fierce Ogrefolk are so petty as to be angered by a child,” Gyes replied with a smile.


      Just as he said, when Roman went up to Snow, he started telling her about something. He gave the same explanation to Reina and Luna when they caught up, and it looked like he was going to let her get some hands-on experience with farming.


      “That reminds me, Roman’s sorta like a big brother to everyone,” I said.


      “Indeed,” Gyes said. “He is physically weak, but his will is strong. We all depend on him.”


      As I was watching over them noisily having fun, Gyes continued in a serious voice.


      “To be frank, I would like your advice, brother.”


      “Hm? This is new for you.”


      Whether it was the Fierce Ogrefolk or the Ancient Dragonfolk, they always wanted to resolve things themselves, perhaps because they took pride in their strength. This tendency was especially pronounced in Gram and Gyes, and this was the first time either one of them had asked me for advice.


      “It’s about Sakuya,” Gyes went on. “She appears to be interested in a certain man.”


      “Oh, really?”


      It hadn’t seemed like he’d noticed that at all last night, but apparently I was wrong. Still, it would be odd for me to know about it, so I feigned ignorance.


      “She is my little sister, but I have raised her since she was a baby, so I also think of her as a daughter.”


      “Okay...”


      “That is exactly why I want to have her marry a man who she can be happy with.”


      Gyes was still young, but when he got serious, he had an air of experience. That just showed how dear Sakuya must have been to him.


      “It is a Fierce Ogrefolk woman’s happiness to marry a strong man. So, I want him to be a man who is stronger than me. But...”


      Gyes looked up at the sky. A pair of birds were flying together, as if they were each relying on the other.


      “Right now, there are no men stronger than me in this village.”


      “Yeah, I bet there aren’t.”


      It wasn’t simply because Gyes was the only one who had inherited his Ancestor’s name. He had been the leader of the young Fierce Ogrefolk since before then, fighting the Ancient Dragonfolk. This meant he was the strongest out of all his peers, and that his desire to have Sakuya marry a man even stronger would go unfulfilled. Well, I personally believed that she should decide who she wanted to marry based on whether she liked them, rather than their strength. Sakuya herself had said that what really mattered was love, so strength can’t have been the be-all and end-all for her. If Gyes knew that she had someone she liked, then he should just sincerely celebrate—


      “And yet!” Gyes said. “A man has appeared who is stronger than me!”


      “Hm?”


      “And moreover, it seems that this man is the one she is interested in!”


      “Huh?”


      “Yes, why hide it? Sakuya loves you, brother!”


      This sudden reveal made me freeze for a moment, unable to respond. Or rather, I had only just met her yesterday, so that had to be impossible. But Gyes seemed to be certain.


      “Just so we’re on the same page, you know that we only met yesterday, right?”


      “I do! But I have spoken at length to Sakuya about how amazing you are. After seeing you in person, she fell in love after feeling your strength firsthand! It only makes sense!”


      “It doesn’t make sense at all...”


      Gyes continued speaking as if it were the truth, leaving me in my bewilderment. He soon got off track from where we had started, and he ended up going on about how amazing I was, and how wonderful of a girl his sister was.


      “So then, Gyes... You wanted my advice?”


      “Ah! That’s right! Although, after all this, surely you understand, yes?”


      Gyes was grinning happily, but I couldn’t help but focus more on the crimson-haired girl slowly approaching from behind his back. He had gotten so absorbed in talking to me that he hadn’t noticed her at all...


      Anyway, I shook my head and made eye contact with her.


      Gyes is just saying all that, okay?


      “My sister is more precious to me than my life, but if I can entrust her to anyone, it’s you, brother! Therefore—”


      “Quite the interesting conversation you’re having, now isn’t it?” Reina said.


      “Brother, why don’t we continue this at my home, just between us men?”


      “Too late,” Reina said.


      Thus, Reina, who knew that I wasn’t the person Sakuya liked, began to thoroughly drill that fact into Gyes. He said something like, “If it isn’t him, then who?! I will not allow it to be anyone weaker than me!” but Reina was on Sakuya’s side, and she flatly dismissed him. If he truly cared about Sakuya, she said, then he would have to trust her.


      “Ahhhh...” Gyes whined. “No matter what you say, that is the one thing I cannot abiiiide!”


      “Ah, hey, hold on!” Reina said.


      No longer able to bear Reina’s lecture, Gyes ran away.


      Still, I can see where Reina’s coming from...


      “Daddy! Potato!”


      With her face, hands, and kimono covered in dirt, Snow proudly showed me what looked to be a sweet potato.


      Uh-oh, I thought, but Sakuya had said that it would be all right if they got the kimono dirty, so I guess it was fine.


      “That’s amazing,” I said.


      “Eheh heh heh! I dug it up with big sis Luna!”


      While stroking Snow’s soft hair, I wondered whether I might end up like Gyes if she ever suddenly said that she was going to get married. He must have found it impossible to keep his cool when he thought about how his sister, who he had raised with care, might be taken away by some unknown man.


      “Just so you know, I won’t approve of you marrying any man who isn’t stronger than me,” I said jokingly.


      “Arata, what are you talking about?” Reina said. “Snow won’t get married.”


      “Right...”


      I got the rare urge to retort back at Reina: Learn from others’ mistakes.


      “But I’m gonna be with mommy and daddy forever!” Snow said.


      “That’s right. Together forever,” Reina said.


      “Yaaay!”


      They really look like mother and child when they’re like that, I thought, looking at Luna.


      “Here goes!” Luna said, pulling up a massive potato.


      “Whoooa! Luna, no waaaay!” Roman said, surprised.


      Finding this funny, the three of us burst into laughter, feeling happiness in these everyday things.


      ◇


      That night, once Gyes had succumbed to drunkenness and gone to sleep, I received a request for advice from Sakuya.


      “To tell the truth... Lord Gram, of the Ancient Dragonfolk...”


      When I heard that, I racked my brains, thinking, What am I going to do? I mean, I can really see where Gyes is coming from...


      Actually, Gram being the person Sakuya had feelings for was within expectations. However, that didn’t mean this matter could be easily resolved; it was actually going to be quite difficult.


      “How long have you liked him for?” I asked.


      “Um... Actually, a long time ago, he saved me...”


      When Sakuya was still very young, she had gone to watch one of the fights with the Ancient Dragonfolk. Gyes had told her not to follow him, but well, she had been a kid. Sulking that her beloved older brother wouldn’t pay attention to her, she had defied his directions, and then a stray projectile had come flying toward her.


      “Hey, you all right?”


      Just when she was about to get seriously hurt, Gram had rescued her. And when she cried from how afraid she was, he had patted her head. She had been in love ever since.


      “Wow...” Reina said.


      “Ahh... So embarrassing...” Sakuya said.


      Reina reacted happily to Sakuya’s love talk. I could see why; it was definitely a situation that felt like it would appeal to women. Actually, even a guy would want to try something like that once.


      Because Sakuya had been so young, Gram must have seemed to her like Prince Charming on a white horse. Apparently, since then, she had asked Gyes about Gram every time he returned.


      “When I heard my brother’s stories, my feelings quickly overflowed...”


      Gram was one of the most powerful Ancient Dragonfolk. Gyes was the only one who could fight him head-on, and he was also the closest person she could ask about him. And Gyes had gladly obliged, thinking that she wanted to hear tales of his own heroic exploits... Yeah, that’s about what I’d expect.


      “However, I do not think my brother will ever accept it,” Sakuya said.


      “From how they see each other, probably not,” Reina said.


      “Yes... So, I have kept my feelings to myself, and—”


      “Are you sure?” I said. “I think you might be surprised.”


      The two of them looked perplexed.


      “What makes you think he’d allow it?” Reina asked. “You know how much they dislike each other, don’t you?”


      “Actually, I don’t think they’re all that unfriendly.”


      “Really?”


      Sure, the two of them fought all the time, throwing insults at each other whenever they met. But, I believed that that was because they saw each other as equals.


      “I think they both so fiercely hate to lose because they recognize each other’s strength,” I said.


      “I don’t really get it,” Reina said.


      “Umm... Does my brother truly recognize Lord Gram’s strength?” Sakuya asked.


      “Yeah. So, I don’t think you have to give up,” I said.


      Sakuya broke into a bright smile. She looked happy, and bashful at the same time. It was a very charming expression; if Gram saw it, he would probably fall for her in an instant.


      “You can do it, Sakuya!” Reina said.


      “Yes, I am glad I asked you for advice,” Sakuya said.


      The two of them seemed happy, but some issues came to my mind.


      “Still, there are a few other problems...” I said. Honestly, whether Gyes would approve was only the start. “The first is how Gram feels.”


      “But Sakuya is such a lovely girl! It’ll definitely be all right!” Reina said.


      “I see... You’re surprisingly clumsy with this sort of thing, Reina,” I said.


      “Clum...sy?” She widened her eyes at my blunt reply, and froze up.


      “Oh, I didn’t mean to say—”


      “You didn’t mean to say it out loud? So it’s what you really think of me?”


      I averted my eyes.


      Reina could do anything, but it appeared that she was unfamiliar with the fine points of romance. That reminded me that Tailtiu was getting love advice from Merlyn, not Reina. Maybe she had instinctively sensed something.


      “About Gram’s feelings... First of all, does Gram know you, Sakuya?” I asked.


      “Umm...”


      “And, since then, you haven’t gone to see the fights between the Ancient Dragonfolk and Fierce Ogrefolk, have you?”


      Sakuya paused, then said, “No, I haven’t.”


      That means it’s pretty unlikely Gram knows her. And it’s hard to imagine Gyes or the other Fierce Ogrefolk mentioning her either...


      “What was a dramatic encounter for you may have just been something ordinary for Gram,” I said.


      “But Sakuya felt like it was fate. Gram could’ve felt the same thing when he saw her!” Reina protested.


      I think I’ll just ignore her for the moment.


      “So first, I think you have to start with that,” I said.


      “You mean, get Lord Gram to know me?” Sakuya said.


      “Yeah. Before anything else, you’ll have to get Gram to want to make you his lover too.”


      Be that as it may, there were still more issues. What did the Fierce Ogrefolk think of love with other races anyway? For Tailtiu, she didn’t seem to mind, but...


      “Wait, huh? That reminds me, if an Ancient Dragonfolk and Fierce Ogrefolk get married, which of them will raise their children?”


      The island might have been large, but it was still only the size of Hokkaido at most. If this wasn’t the first example of this sort of romance, then there should have been others who had experienced the same thing.


      “After the child is born, it is raised by the side whose Ancestor’s power it has more strongly inherited,” Sakuya said.


      “Is that something you can tell?”


      “Yes. So, if I and Lord Gram... If we are blessed with a child, we would raise it in the village of the Ancestor it has inherited.”


      “Huh...”


      Does that mean there are people from other races in the Divine Beastfolk village too? I don’t remember seeing too many of them...


      “Once the child has grown up somewhat, the parent returns to their own village,” Sakuya explained.


      “Ah, I see.”


      That would definitely make it so there were less people who remained in the other villages. It wasn’t like all the villages had lots of children—and besides, none of the races died easily. They lived incomparably longer lives than humans, so maybe their reproductive instincts were weaker.


      “Still, if that’s the case, then it doesn’t sound like there should be any issues with romance between the two of you,” I said.


      “Yes,” Sakuya said.


      “By the way, has there ever been love between Ancient Dragonfolk and Fierce Ogrefolk in the past?”


      “Not as far as I am aware.”


      I had heard that the two groups had always fought like cats and dogs. With Sakuya, the actual situation was a bit different, but the current mood was definitely not a welcoming one.


      “Still, there’s a first time for everything,” I said. “Let’s stop worrying about that, and just go for it.”


      “All right!” Sakuya said.


      With that, our course of action was set. First, we would have Gram and Sakuya meet. We would be introducing her through me, so he definitely wouldn’t brush her off. But just in case, in order to not spoil his impression of her, it would probably be best to keep it quiet that she was Gyes’s sister. After that, it would be up to the two of them. We would create an opportunity for them to get to know each other better, but it would be wrong of us to interfere in their business any more than that.


      “So, what do you think?” I asked.


      “Thank you very much!” Sakuya said.


      “Oh, not at all, I’m doing this for my dream, after all.”


      “Your dream?”


      “Yeah.” I replied confidently. “Holding a grand feast with all the races on this island.”


      “Oh my... What a lovely dream.”


      “Thanks.”


      In order to make it a reality, I would need the cooperation of both the Ancient Dragonfolk and the Fierce Ogrefolk. If Gram and Sakuya hit it off, I’d be another step closer.


      “With that, I’d like your help when the time comes,” I said.


      “Of course,” Sakuya said.


      From that perspective, this plan is actually an important mission for my own goals, isn’t it?


      I wasn’t planning on meddling, but I still hoped everything went well.


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


      “All right!” Sakuya said.


      Next, we devised a plan to create a meeting between Gram and Sakuya. At times, Reina smugly revealed some piece of knowledge she had picked up in a book, which I looked upon with a bit of pity.


      The night wore on, and then it was the next morning after our leisurely day in the Fierce Ogrefolk village.


      When I awoke, there was a beautiful, blonde woman sleeping beside me, and I could do nothing except freeze.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Six: Luna’s Ancestor


      When I woke up, there was an absurdly beautiful woman right in front of me. For a moment, I wondered whether I was dreaming, but it was way too vivid to be a dream.


      “Mhmm...”


      When she stirred, the futon slid to the side, exposing her voluptuous body. She was wearing a child-sized yukata that didn’t fit her at all and just barely covered her.


      The one who had been in that spot until last night was Luna. This woman had the same blonde hair as her and was wearing the same yukata. That meant she...


      No way.
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      “Hrm... Ah, Mister Arata, morning.”


      “Luna?”


      “Hm? Yeah, I’m Luna.”


      “Why the heck do you look like...that?”


      “Like what?” Luna looked down at herself. She had a thoroughly adult body, different from her previous, childlike figure. “Hmm?”


      She drowsily stood up, then looked down at her almost completely exposed body once again. She looked at her front and at her back, spinning around, all while tilting her head in confusion, and then...


      “My tails got bigger!”


      “Is that all?!”


      In a certain sense, her utterly carefree reply made me feel relieved that she was still Luna.


      ◇


      The situation being what it was, I made Luna change clothes while I went out to get Sakuya. Then, when I could finally look at Luna without having to avert my eyes, I tried to figure out what had happened.


      “So, do you have any idea why you might have gotten bigger?” I asked.


      “I dunno!” Luna said.


      “Oh...”


      The beautiful woman—Luna—smiled from ear to ear. She looked so unfamiliar that I was at a loss as to what to do. Snow was delighted by Luna’s sudden change in size, but I was still unsure how I felt about it. As for Sakuya, she said that she had never heard of such a thing happening. I was having her entertain Snow for the time being, but...


      “Hey, can I play with Snow and Sakuya too?” Luna asked.


      “Uhh...”


      “Isn’t it all right for now?” Reina said.


      “Well, I guess just thinking about it isn’t going to help us figure anything out... Sure, it’s all right.”


      “Yaaay!”


      Luna joyfully left, but I couldn’t help but feel like she looked off, maybe because an adult woman was moving around like a child...


      “I still can’t get used to it,” I said.


      “Me neither... By the way, Arata...” Reina said.


      “Hm?”


      “Am I wrong, or were you really staring at Luna just now?”


      I averted my eyes. In my defense, I definitely hadn’t been looking at her in a dirty way. However, it was my male instincts—or, I mean, there were all sorts of reasons why my eyes might be locked onto her.


      “Well, fine... So, what do you think we should do?” Reina asked.


      “You don’t know about any other past examples of this?”


      “Magicians can extend their lifespans with mana, or make themselves look younger... But this is the first time I’ve ever seen anyone grow up so suddenly.”


      “Oh...”


      If Reina didn’t know, then there was no way I’d ever figure it out. Regardless, it seemed like our only option was to go back to the Divine Beastfolk village and ask Suzaku, Elga, or Livia for more information.


      “Luckily, it looks like Luna’s enjoying it, at least,” I said.


      “Yes. The one saving grace is that it doesn’t look like she’s hurt.”


      Luna played with Snow just like she had when she looked like a child, while Sakuya watched over them from a short distance away. It’d be a super peaceful and tender atmosphere, if only...


      “Actually, is this what Mina was talking about?” I said.


      “It certainly won’t be all bad. But... Just keep this in mind: Luna is still Luna.”


      She had definitely said that. This meant she had known that this would happen. If she said that it wasn’t all bad, then it seemed fine to believe her.


      “If there really were any problems,” I said, “then Mina wouldn’t ignore it, not when she treats Luna so affectionately. So, I think it’ll be fine for the time being.”


      “I agree. But if she knew about this, then she could have just told us ahead of time!”


      “Ha ha ha...”


      Well, the fact that she had deliberately kept quiet probably meant she was watching us with Farseeing magic or something and laughing at us. That’s the kind of person she was.


      “Now, why don’t we get going?” I said.


      We changed out of the kimono we had been wearing during our stay in the village and into our usual outfits. Luna’s clothes no longer fit, so she had gotten an orange kimono from Sakuya and changed into it.


      “Thank you for everything, Sakuya,” I said.


      “It was my pleasure. I really enjoyed our time... And, you gave me hope.”


      If I was going to bring Sakuya and Gram together without Gyes finding out, then I definitely couldn’t do it during their fights. On the other hand, Sakuya also usually had work, so she wouldn’t be able to come out right away. But sooner or later I would be able to manufacture a coincidence that allowed them to meet.


      “Next time, you should come visit us,” Reina said.


      “It’ll be difficult to do right away, but I’ll create an opportunity to introduce you and Gram to each other,” I said.


      “All right, then, I would absolutely love to go,” Sakuya said.


      After making that promise, we went to leave the house. But then, there was a noisy stomping from afar, and Gyes and—


      “There’s a whole bunch of them!” Luna said.


      “We Fierce Ogrefolk have all come in order to give you a grand farewell!” Gyes said.


      The young Fierce Ogrefolk were all there. For some reason, they all lined up in two rows and formed a path for us, then bowed their heads.


      “Brother! Sister!” Gyes went on. “I would like to express my sincere gratitude to you for listening to my request and taking the trouble to come to our village!”


      “Thank you very much!” the rest of them said in unison.


      Uh, they’re acting kinda like yakuza. It’s freaking me out...


      “Whoa...” Snow exclaimed.


      Snow seems really curious, but I’m begging you, don’t get any strange ideas from them. Also, are you guys not going to acknowledge how Luna looks?


      Oh, and I almost forgot...


      “Hey, Gyes?” I said.


      “What, brother?!”


      “I came here after you asked me, but actually, I’d like to ask you a favor too.”


      “Oooh...”


      Why do you look overwhelmed with emotion just because you heard I’m going to ask you for a favor? I mean, I guess I’m no better because I called coming to hang out here a favor, but...


      “If it’s for you, brother, anything!”


      “Really? In that case, I’ll let you know when the time comes. Please remember that.”


      “You can count on me! I swear upon the name of my Ancestor that I will do everything in my power to be of help!”


      All right, now I’ve got him on the record.


      I felt a little sorry for Gyes, who had absolutely no clue what I was going to ask of him. But this was for Sakuya, who I also owed. Then again, I wasn’t planning on doing anything that Gyes really wouldn’t be able to stomach. I just thought that this would be a good extra push, if it was necessary.


      I looked at Sakuya. She must have understood what I meant, as she looked a bit happy.


      “All right then, let’s go,” I said.


      “Yes, let’s go,” Reina said.


      “Okay!” Luna said.


      “Daddy! Let me ride on your head!” Snow said.


      “Yeah, yeah.”


      I set Snow on my shoulders, and we went down the path lined by all the Fierce Ogrefolk, making our way out of the village.


      “That was fun! Let’s come again!” Snow said.


      “For sure,” I said.


      It sounded like the princess on my shoulders was greatly satisfied as well.


      This place brought back memories of Japan, and it was really comfy.


      Upon thinking that, I suddenly realized that I had changed. I used to hate my life in Japan. Even after coming to this island, I had wanted to just forget it all. But now, I was feeling nostalgic.


      “I guess that must be a sign of how much I like my current life,” I said to myself.


      Everything was so different compared to when I had been under constant mental stress. Knowing that made me feel happy somehow.


      I poked Snow’s cheek. She giggled with joy, then slapped my head. This sort of little horseplay was a lot of fun.


      “Well, that aside...”


      I looked ahead of me, at the beautiful woman who looked like a genuine princess. Well, it was Luna, but while there had been an incident, we’d gotten closer, and it had been a fun trip.


      “Now then, are you fine with us stopping by the Divine Beastfolk village?” I asked.


      “Sure thing!” Luna said. “Oh, since you’re visiting, come see Grr and Garr!”


      “Yeah, that reminds me, I haven’t seen them lately.”


      There had been fewer opportunities for those wolf puppies to come visit us. From the sound of things, they had grown up a bit and their instincts had grown stronger, so they needed training.


      “Elga’s looking after them, so I haven’t been able to see them either...”


      “I see. I’ll ask Elga, so let’s see them together.”


      “Okay!”


      Even though her body had grown larger, Luna was still Luna. Those were Mina’s words, but I thought the same. There was no need for me to change how I treated her.


      Eventually, we reached the Divine Beastfolk village. Guided by Luna, we went to Grr and Garr.


      “Grrr!”


      “Garrr!”


      “Ah, hey! You guys better not be leaving without my permission!”


      Two wolves rushed out at us, ignoring Elga’s command.


      “Aren’t they kinda big?” I said.


      “Whoa...” Snow exclaimed in surprise.


      The black-and-white wolves had grown to be way larger than me. I stopped them as they tried to jump at me, and as I did, I looked at Luna, and thought, Why is everyone growing up?


      ◇


      Grr and Garr were two Bloody Wolf pups for whom Luna was acting as a substitute mother. They used to be small enough to both fit in my lap with plenty of room to spare, but now they were about as large as I was. However, they still loved to receive attention, as they tried to lick my face while I was doing everything I could to hold them back.


      “Weren’t they still puppies when I saw them the other day?!”


      Elga said that he would explain things to me, so for now I entered his and Livia’s home. I didn’t even realize it until I went in, but this was the first time I had visited his place. They must have been the type of people who preferred to keep things simple. There were few things inside, with a brazier in the center—something I had only ever seen on TV. I sat next to Reina, while Elga sat across from us. Livia was currently away, so Luna and Snow were playing with the grown-up Grr and Garr outside.


      “How did they get to be so large?” Reina asked.


      “Well, it’s their growth spurt, after all...” Elga said.


      “Growth spurt...” I said with skepticism. First Luna, and now the two pups. What was going on with this island?


      We must have looked confused, as Elga’s expression turned a bit awkward.


      “Uh, my bad. That was a joke. They’ve already made a contract with Luna, so it’s sorta like they were pulled along by that.”


      “A contract?” I unconsciously repeated. This was the first time I had heard that word since coming to this island.


      “Yeah, a master-servant contract. It takes effect as long as they both agree to it, and they’re pretty close, after all.”


      “Huh...”


      “Unlike regular animals, monsters attack people on instinct. They won’t grow attached to you, even if you raise them from childhood. A contract releases them from those instincts.”


      “I see.”


      They’re this friendly because Luna has a contract with them? But when I hear the word “contract”...it’s like a video game.


      “Well, anyway, there’s no harm in it,” Elga said.


      “Okay...” Reina said. “That would be nice if it were true...”


      She sounded like she still had more to say, which must have been about Luna. Judging from how Elga was talking, he seemed like he knew something, but...


      “Is this about why Luna got bigger?” Elga asked.


      “Yeah,” I said. “She ended up like that overnight. It was a real shock.”


      “Ha ha, yeah, anyone would be surprised by that.”


      He was laughing now, but back then, I had thought my heart would stop. Nevertheless, Elga didn’t seem worried at all.


      “Is Luna going to be all right?” I asked.


      “Yeah, she’ll be fine. She’s like that because her mana rapidly increased after she learned her Ancestor’s name. She’ll be back to normal in a day.”


      “Oh, really?”


      “That’s a relief...” Reina said.


      We each let out a sigh in unison. Luna may have been in good health, but we had still been worried that there might be some sort of issue.


      “If anything, this is a happy occasion,” Elga said. “And, keep this a secret from her, but we’re already getting ready to hold a feast.”


      “Hm? So that means everyone knew Luna was going to learn her Ancestor’s name at this time?” I asked.


      “Yeah.”


      So that’s why Elga’s been so busy lately.


      For the Divine Beastfolk, learning the name of one’s Ancestor was proof that one had become an adult, and it was a significant event. Not to mention, it had happened to a girl he loved like his own daughter. I could definitely see why he was so fired up.


      “Well then, we’ll have to hold a celebration for Luna too,” I said.


      “Yes, definitely,” Reina said.


      Now that that’s decided, I’ll have to get a present for her, I thought, but then I couldn’t come up with anything she might want besides food. It’d be nice if it was something that could last as a memento...


      “Any ideas?” I asked.


      “I wonder...” Reina said.


      The two of us fell into thought, but we had a hard time coming up with anything good. As we wondered what to pick, Elga looked at us with a curiously tender expression on his face.


      “Sorry. The feast’s gonna have to wait until the old lady comes back.”


      “Oh, then we still have time,” Reina said.


      “Something Luna would like... Food?” Elga said.


      “Aha ha ha, I thought the same thing, but I’d like it to be a memento,” I said.


      “She’ll be happy no matter what you give her, so just think of something that works. Don’t stress too much over it.”


      I looked outside. Luna and Snow were each riding on a grown-up Grr and Garr and running around. I didn’t quite know how to put it, but seeing them so free made me want to join them.


      “Maybe I’ll have them give me a ride too after this...”


      “Me too...” Reina said.


      Honestly, it looked pretty fun.


      ◇


      After we enjoyed ourselves for a while, Elga called, so we went over to him together.


      “Yeees?” Luna asked.


      “C’mon, Luna, I told you not to play so much,” Elga said.


      “Awww, so what?”


      Even when her body got bigger, Luna still acted the same. Elga didn’t seem to be worried about the change in her appearance, and he just treated her like normal.


      “Good grief... So, who’s your Ancestor?” Elga asked.


      According to him, once Divine Beastfolk learned their Ancestor’s name, it automatically got etched in their soul and they became able to tell who it was. This meant knowing everything that one’s Ancestor had experienced, which could be quite painful depending on the person, but Luna didn’t seem to be suffering.


      “Dunno!” Luna said.


      “‘Dunno,’ huh? I’ve never heard that name before. What kind of Divine Beast are they?”


      “I said, dunno!”


      Elga froze up, while Luna titled her head in confusion.


      “Divine Beast Dunno... I can’t even imagine it.”


      “Uh, Elga, when she says ‘dunno,’ that means she doesn’t know,” I said.


      Elga stubbornly tried to make Divine Beast Dunno into a real being, maybe because he didn’t want to accept it. However, when Luna woke up, she had only said that her tails had gotten bigger. It was obvious that she hadn’t inherited so much as a fragment of her Ancestor’s memory.


      “Th-That’s impossible!” Elga said. “Just look at her! Luna has her Ancestor’s power... Hey, Luna? Has anything changed with you?”


      “My tails got bigger!”


      “Oh...”


      Elga suddenly got a faraway look in his eyes. It seemed that he was finally beginning to accept reality. If what he said was true, then one’s Ancestor’s name made one stronger. But if you asked me, while I could definitely sense an increase in Luna’s mana, there hadn’t been any extreme changes besides her appearance.


      “What am I supposed to do?” Elga said.


      “Is this bad?” I asked.


      “I’ve never seen this before. I have no clue whether it’s anything bad or not.”


      Luna was fidgeting, like she was beginning to get bored of staying here.


      “Hey, Luna, are you really all right?” I asked.


      “You too, Mister Arata? My body and my tails got a bit bigger, that’s all.”


      She must have been annoyed by us asking her the same questions over and over. She looked at me, as if to say Can I go now? so I nodded, and she went off to play with Grr and Garr.


      “Ah, me too!” Snow said, leaving astride Garr.


      She’s cute... Yeah, she’s cute... But...


      “I’m beat... I guess there’s nothing to do except keep an eye on her,” Elga said.


      “Suzaku might know something,” I said.


      “Maybe. She’s supposed to come back the day after tomorrow, so I’ll try asking.”


      “Hm, got it. Anyway, Luna’s body is going to be back to normal tomorrow, right?”


      “Under normal circumstances.”


      We were already well outside the bounds of normality by now, though. That must have been why Elga sounded so unsure.


      “Hey, Elga. Would you mind if we stayed the night?” Reina asked. She must have been worried about Luna too.


      Elga nodded in agreement, and it was decided that we would be staying in the Divine Beastfolk village.


      Then, it was the next morning.


      “Yaaay! Good morning, everyooone!”


      Luna must have been happy that we were staying at her house. Coming to wake us up with a cheery voice as always, Luna—


      “Yep, she’s the same as yesterday,” I said.


      “Nothing’s changed,” Reina said.


      As before, she was moving around like a child while in her grown-up form.


      “Are you kidding me?” Elga said.


      “Oh my,” Livia said.


      A short ways away, the both of them had bewildered expressions on their faces. However, Luna herself seemed to not mind at all, and she was all smiles.


      “For now, it looks like all we can do is wait for the elder to return, then check with her to see if anything like this has happened before,” Elga said, looking both at a loss and exasperated.


      Luna was playing together with Grr, Garr, and Snow, the same as always. She was full of energy and having fun, and she seemed to be fine.


      Suzaku had been around since ancient times, so she had to know something about this. We decided to put off our search for answers and go back to our everyday lives.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Seven: Tailtiu’s Growth


      When I returned home after having been gone for several days and went into my room, I found Tailtiu sleeping, curled up in my bed. She had kicked off the covers and was lying with her stomach exposed, mumbling as she took what looked like a truly relaxing nap. Her staying here during our absence had created a safe zone that monsters avoided, so I was nothing but grateful.


      “Thanks, Tailtiu,” I said.


      “Mmm...”


      I sat on the bed and caressed her hair. She regularly demanded that I pat her head, so this was my way of showing thanks. After a while like this, the sunlight shining in through the window must have woken her up, as her eyes fluttered open.


      “Darling?” she said drowsily.


      “Yeah, it’s me. I’m back, Tailtiu.”


      At that moment, Tailtiu widened her eyes. Then, she got up from the bed and immediately hugged me with joy.


      “Darling, darling, darliiing!”


      She must have felt lonely, as she needily nuzzled her head up against me. This side of her is still pretty childish, huh? I thought, but her affection did make me feel glad, so I sincerely accepted it.


      After a while, Tailtiu calmed down and we went to the living room together, where Snow was playing with blocks together with Reina. By the way, Reina and I had made these blocks by hand.


      “Ah!” Snow exclaimed when she noticed Tailtiu, breaking into a delighted smile.


      Tailtiu must have realized what was about to happen, as her face stiffened and she turned her back to Snow.


      “IT’S TAILTIUUUUU!” Snow shouted.


      “Hwaaah?!” Tailtiu said.


      Snow’s tower of blocks came loudly crashing down, but she didn’t care. She put both arms ahead of her and dove with full power at Tailtiu’s back, then clung to her.


      “Tailtiu, Tailtiu, Tailtiu, Tailtiu!”


      She rubbed her head up against Tailtiu with everything she had.


      I think I’m getting déjà vu here...


      “She really likes Tailtiu, doesn’t she?” Reina said.


      “Aha ha ha, she doesn’t care at all about her blocks,” I said.


      “Jeez. I’ll have to teach her to put away her toys when she’s done with them.”


      Even as she spoke, Reina put the blocks back into Snow’s toy box. While helping her, I watched over Snow as she wrapped herself around Tailitu.


      “H-Hey, Snow! I get it! I will not leave, so calm down! I feel like it gets a bit colder when you get excited...”


      “It’s! Been! So! Long!” Snow said, stressing each word.


      “PGYEEAAH!” Tailtiu screamed. Snow had lost control over her power because of how hyped up she was.


      I felt a bit bad for Tailtiu, but this was just one of the ways Snow expressed her love, so she would have to hang in there.


      ◇


      Snow, perhaps because of all the playing she had done with Tailtiu, got tired and soon fell asleep. Finally freed, Tailtiu lay wearily on the couch.


      “Th-That was awful...” she said.


      “That’s just how Snow shows that she loves you. Don’t hold it against her, all right?” I said.


      “H-Hrm... I know that. But, I wish you would tell her to be just a bit calmer...”


      “Aha ha ha...”


      As I laughed ambiguously, Tailtiu shot me a look of scorn.


      She loves you so much that she wouldn’t listen to me even if I asked, so I think you should just give it up.


      “Thanks for doing this, Tailtiu,” I said.


      “Hrm? It was nothing. That is just what we do for each other, darling!”


      Despite what she said, she was the reason we had been able to visit the Fierce Ogrefolk village. I had just been talking with Reina about how we should do something to thank her.


      “Is there anything you want from me?” I asked.


      “Well...” Tailtiu began, then silently turned her face away.


      “Tailtiu?”


      “Hrm, hrmmm...”


      What could it be? I wondered, waiting for her to reply, but she wouldn’t look back at me.


      After a while, she whipped her head back around as if she had made up her mind, then, in a loud voice, she made a bashful declaration.


      “Y-You will go on a date with me!”


      ◇


      There was still time in the day before it got dark. Also, if Snow found out that me and Tailtiu had been hanging out together without her, she would cuddle me or cry with everything she had; either way, the damage to us would be enormous. So, we ended up going out now, while she was still sleeping.


      “All right, we’ll be back,” I said.


      “Okay, take care,” Reina said.


      After Reina saw us off, Tailtiu and I walked alongside each other through the forest, illuminated by the sunlight filtering through the leaves of the trees. Yesterday had been hectic because of everything with Luna, so this sort of leisurely time was the best.


      “Reina was awfully calm about this... But Merlyn says victory goes only to those who seize their opportunity. I-I will seize this opportunity.”


      Tailtiu mumbled to herself, trying not to be overheard. Well, I could hear her regardless, but it was probably best to pretend I couldn’t.


      “By the way, what did you do while you were looking after the house, Tailtiu?” I asked.


      “I used my mana to mark your house and keep monsters away, and had a study session with Merlyn.”


      “You were studying?”


      “To refine our feminine appeal!”


      “I-I see.”


      My intuition told me that I had best not pry any further.


      Tailtiu listed off what she had done one by one, counting on her fingers.


      “Also, I went hunting with Zelos, and I helped Merlyn with her training...”


      “You sure did a lot. By the way, what sort of things did you do to train?”


      “I just got together a lot of monsters and had them surround those two.”


      I envisioned Zelos and Merlyn going pale with terror, shouting “Don’t mess with the Celestial Archmages!” at the top of their lungs. I bet I’m not far off from the truth. At any rate...


      “Was it fun?” I asked.


      “Indeed! Zelos and Merlyn are both great people!”


      “They sure are.”


      When I came to this island, Tailtiu had been all alone, without any friends. But now, she had gotten closer to all sorts of people, and now no one would call her a loner.


      “What did you all do, darling?!”


      “Well...”


      I told Tailtiu about what had happened in the Fierce Ogrefolk village: We had all had a good time in the hot springs and wore kimono. As you might expect, I left out the part where Mina made us bathe together...


      “Oooh, sounds fun...”


      “You should come with us next time.”


      “But, the Ancient Dragonfolk and Fierce Ogrefolk do not get along.”


      “Hmm...”


      Despite what she said, lately those groups had been teaming up to try and defeat me once they were finished fighting each other. They didn’t really seem all that unfriendly. They sort of embodied the saying, “friends who fight together, stay together.” One Fierce Ogrefolk girl even had feelings for an Ancient Dragonfolk man.


      “Sakuya wouldn’t mind,” I said.


      “Is that Gyes’s little sister?”


      “Yeah. I think she’d welcome you.”


      Tailtiu thought for a moment. “Then, could you go with me next time?”


      “Of course.”


      She broke into a bright smile.


      This part of her sure is cute, I thought, as we continued our walk through the forest.




      It was almost evening, and we wanted to be back before it got dark, so we were on our way home from the forest. Tailtiu had been very lively at first, but now she felt somewhat distant.


      “All right, it is time... I am going to say it...”


      “What is it?” I asked.


      She had been whispering the same thing for some time now, and I was waiting for her to speak up, but she always fell silent. This had kept repeating until we were about to reach home, when...


      “D-Darling!” Tailtiu must have finally summoned her resolve, as she raised her voice.


      “Hm?” I turned around, then patiently waited, looking at her serious expression.


      “O-Oh... Um, well... What am I supposed to say?”


      “It’ll be all right, Tailtiu.”


      “Huh?”


      I bent over slightly, meeting her gaze, then continued.


      “You have something you want to say, right? I’ll wait for as long as you need, so take your time.”


      Tailtiu audibly gulped. She still seemed nervous, but unlike earlier, she took slow, deep breaths. Once she had calmed herself down a bit, she spoke.


      “I-I... I don’t want to go home today.”
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      I was confused. She doesn’t want to go home? Like, to her home?


      Tailtiu lived alone in the Ancient Dragonfolk village. Recently, she had been spending all her time living in and protecting my home, so maybe she had gotten lonely after spending a lively day with us.


      “Okay, then you can spend the night at my place,” I said.


      “Eh?”


      “Huh? I mean, you don’t want to go home, right?”


      “Oh, actually, that isn’t it... Merlyn said...”


      “Merlyn?”


      “Ah! N-Nothing!”


      I wondered why she had suddenly mentioned Merlyn’s name, but the two of them had been close lately. Maybe they had slept in the same bed together while looking after my home.


      Aha, is that why she would be lonely sleeping by herself?


      “Then, let’s stay together tonight,” I said.


      I doubted I would need to get Reina’s permission for Tailtiu to stay. There was even a room for her in our house, and Snow would definitely be overjoyed to have her over. Snow was so full of energy that she could be a handful, but she was adorable, so I didn’t mind.


      “Together, with you, darling?”


      “Yeah. Oh, or we could take out the tent for once and all sleep there.”


      I had brought up the idea of doing so a while ago, but we still hadn’t followed through.


      “Ooh... That sounds fun!”


      “Right? Then, let’s talk to Reina once we get back.”


      Then again, it’s already late, so maybe we should do it tomorrow.


      While walking, we came out of the forest, and there were three houses with their lights on. Unlike the big city, the forest was illuminated only by fire and the light of the stars. It was sort of magical and comfy.


      Suddenly, I felt curious about how Tailtiu had been acting earlier.


      “By the way, were you about to say something?”


      “Enough of that already!” She turned around smiling, flashing her teeth. “After all, you will sleep together with me today, right, darling?”


      Then, she ran over to my home, while I just slowly followed after her.


      ◇


      With one thing or another always happening, there was never a shortage of problems in my life on this island. It all began the day after everyone, including Tailtiu, had slept together. When Luna came to visit, her body was still not back to normal.


      “Yoo-hoo! I’m here to plaaay!”


      Her voice was as lively as always. It sounded a bit more mature, perhaps because she had grown up, but her natural innocence was still there.


      “Ah, Tailtiu!” she said.


      When Tailtiu saw the grown-up Luna, she froze on the spot. Although I had explained the situation to her the day before, it must have been different to actually see Luna in person.


      “Tailtiu?”


      As Tailtiu stared at Luna, mystified, she eventually rebooted.


      “Wh-Who are yooooou?!” she shouted somewhat angrily, pointing her finger.


      “Who? It’s me, Luna.”


      “I-I know that! But, what about that...that body!”


      Tailtiu sounded frustrated, while on the other hand, Luna showed herself off, looking a bit proud. She waved her especially impressive tails.


      “Eheh heh heh. I’m all grown up now.”


      “Y-You just went and became an adult without me... That’s unfair!”


      “Oh, is that it?” I said.


      Maybe they shared some sort of understanding between the two of them, but personally, I wished they’d be a bit more concerned or think about other, more important things... But still, they looked sort of childish like that, which was heartwarming.


      But just as I thought that, Tailtiu, who had gone around behind Luna, suddenly grabbed and lifted up Luna’s breasts, as if to show them off to me.


      “I mean, darling!” she said. “Just look at Luna, at this...this...this chest! She’s become like Reina!”


      “Ah, awawawa?!” Luna exclaimed.


      “Hey! Will you stop that, Tai—”


      “Seeee?! I knew you were looking at her indecently!”


      Oh, not at all, not at all. How could I ever look at Luna like that?


      At least, that’s what I wanted to say, but right now Luna was a tremendous beauty. Her body was perfect too, and when Tailtiu highlighted it like that, well, what was I supposed to do?


      “Hrm, hrmmm.”


      Tailtiu seemed dissatisfied with my response. She brought her hands down so that Luna’s thin waist was visible, even through her kimono, and...


      “And look at this silhouette! Sh-She’s a grown-up woman! Like Merlyn!”


      “Eheh heh heh.”


      “I-It isn’t fair!”


      Luna just let Tailtiu do as she pleased, not seeming to mind all that much. She must have thought this was a new kind of game or something. However, this game was a bit too provocative for me.


      “Hrm, hnnngh! Me too!” Tailtiu said.


      “Huh?” I said.


      “I will also become an adult! I will become an adult and make you fall for meeee!”


      With that, she fled outside. When I followed after her, she went into Merlyn’s house.


      “‘Become an adult’? Ah, I think I’m getting it now,” I said.


      Then, I heard Tailtiu’s voice coming from inside:


      “Please, Merlyn! Make me an adult with a hot body!”


      “It’s the crack of dawn! What could you possibly want right now?!”


      “I will make my darling fall for me!”


      There was a short exchange of “Please!” and “No way!” before Tailtiu was thrown out of Merlyn’s house. She gloomily shuffled back to me, which must have meant that things hadn’t gone well. And, she looked sad, with faint tears in her eyes as she hugged me.


      “Darliiing! Merlyn wouldn’t help meee!”


      “Well, I can see why she didn’t.”


      Actually, this is cute in its own way...


      I felt like I had gotten less and less sure about what sort of relationship the two of them had lately.


      Suddenly, I heard a voice.


      “Men who make women cry are just the worst!”


      “Huh?”


      I looked around, but I couldn’t see where it was coming from. But a moment later, Mina smoothly appeared from my shadow.


      “Right, darling?” She looked at me with a teasing smirk.


      “Why are you here at a time like this? It’s still morning.”


      “What are you talking about? Weren’t you the one who told me to come while the sun was still high in the sky?”


      “Well, yes, but...”


      It went without saying, but vampires were usually active at night. Mina was no exception. She only comes in the morning when she’s cooked up something obnoxious... Of course, she pulls plenty of obnoxious schemes at night too.


      “It’s Mina!” Luna said. “Hey, look at me, look at me! My tails got bigger!”


      “Hey, Luna. Impressive,” Mina said. “Ha ha, it reminds me of Tamamo.”


      “Tamamo?”


      “She’s your Ancestor. Then again, just as Phoenix calls herself Suzaku, it isn’t a name of a race, but of a person.”


      “Oooh! So my Ancestor is Lady Tamamo!”


      “She was quite an irritating one.”


      “Oh, wow!”


      Luna got excited and fluttered her tails as she listened to Mina talk about her origin. Though she must not have had anything to say about Tamamo being irritating, as she ignored that part.


      “You just revealed her Ancestor’s name like it’s nothing,” I remarked.


      “Hm? Yes, well, everyone from back in the day knows her. I’m sure Suzaku knew from the start,” Mina said.


      “Oh, really? It would’ve been nice if she’d at least mentioned it to Elga or someone...”


      It made it feel as if all the time we’d spent worrying about who Luna’s Ancestor was had been a waste.


      “Well, Tamamo was a bit special...”


      “Special?”


      “Oh, it’s nothing. But... They truly resemble each other.” Mina sounded a bit nostalgic as she spoke.


      Tamamo was the legendary fox spirit, said to have used her beauty to bring about the downfall of an ancient Chinese dynasty...


      “Enough of that,” Mina said.


      “Huh?”


      “You were just imagining her, weren’t you? But you’d best stop there.” She looked at me straight on with an unusually serious expression. “In the outside world—or maybe in your world... I don’t know what she was like there, but don’t carelessly imagine beings who cross worlds.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “I mean that fantasy is best left as just that: fantasy.”


      What could she possibly be talking about? I couldn’t quite understand it, but I got the feeling that what she was saying was incredibly important.


      “Do you not get it?” she said.


      “No.”


      “Then you’re fine as you are. This island has been at a standstill until now. It only began to move when you appeared.”


      “Are you sure you aren’t just making things sound as cryptic as possible?”


      “Oh, that’s exactly what I’m doing.”


      Mina smirked meaningfully, like how she always did when mocking others. That attitude of hers made me feel a bit relieved. What she was talking about had to be something very important, but at the same time, it was probably for the best that I didn’t know.


      “Now then, I didn’t come here today to talk about that.” Mina looked away from me and toward Luna, then contemplated something for a moment.


      “Mina?” Luna asked.


      “Oh, but it would be a waste to let this opportunity pass me by.”


      Then, she turned her eyes to Tailtiu, with the same look in her eyes she always got when she came up with a new prank. Absolutely nothing good could come of this.


      “Hey, Bahamut’s brat.”


      “Hrm, what?” Tailtiu said. “Just so you know, I haven’t forgotten how you deceived me last time! You said that drinking your blood would make darling fall for me, but it just made me act funny, and it was super embarrassing!”


      “Huht? I don’t remember something from so long ago.”


      Tailtiu must have been referring to the blood wine. I didn’t know about that exchange between them, but I could imagine how it must have gone.


      Tailtiu warily kept her distance from Mina and slowly came over to me. However, the moment Mina spoke, she stopped in her tracks.


      “You want to be an adult, don’t you?”


      “Can I really?” Tailtiu mumbled, a slightly suspicious look in her eyes.


      “Who do you think I am?”


      “Uh, Tailtiu... Mina just wants to amuse herself by teasing others. You’re seriously better off not listening to her,” I said.


      “Hey, Arata, look here,” Mina said.


      “Yes, what—”


      Mina, who had just had a childlike body, had transformed into an alluring beauty. Her outfit was rather risqué, revealing a great deal of cleavage and leaving her legs exposed. Not only that, she had gotten Luna next to her, and had opened up her kimono at her chest and was showing her off to me.


      “Ahh! Again, darling?!”


      “Y-You’re wrong... This isn’t what it looks like!”


      Actually, what has been going on lately?! Since coming to this island—or rather, since getting this powerful body, I’ve been maintaining as much self-restraint as possible with this kind of thing, and she’s trying to ruin that!


      “C’mooon! You always try as hard as you can to put up a front, but just a bit of provocation, and this is how you end up,” Mina said.


      “Ngh?!” I grunted.


      “Well, I get it. You’ve been consciously doing everything you can to hold yourself back, after all. But,” Mina added, grinning, “once lost, self-control isn’t easy to regain.”


      As she chuckled, she looked very different from how she usually did.


      I stood there silently.


      I knew all that. When I came here, Reina, Luna, and everyone else had been friends. Then, we had become family, and the urge to protect them had grown stronger. But lately, a different feeling had been developing: possessiveness. Not the desire to protect, but to make something one’s own.


      “Your body may be invincible,” Mina went on, “but, as I learned in the bath recently, your mind is not.”


      “Ngh...”


      “Mwa ha ha! Now... I think I’ll toy with you as I please!”


      What is she, an evil final boss? Everything she says is just awful!


      “So, Bahamut’s brat? What will you do?” Mina asked.


      “Hngh...” Tailtiu grunted.


      “If you join me, you’ll definitely be able to win Arata over in his current, weakened state.”


      “Ah, ahhhh...”


      “You can’t, Tailtiu!” I said. “See that face?! She looks super evil!”


      “As you can see, I can change into an adult form, and if you so desire, I can even make him yours,” Mina said. Having returned to her original size, she showed off that she could freely change size while trying to tempt Tailtiu.


      Tailtiu slowly and unsteadily went over to Mina.


      No, you can’t! This is wrong!


      I tried to shout this, but there was no response. It was like she couldn’t hear me at all. Did Mina do something to her? I wondered.


      Then, I heard a voice echoing directly in my mind.


      Mwa ha ha! I just fiddled with the air around you to shut you up, that’s all.


      You really waste your skills on the most pointless things, don’t you?! I thought back.


      Magic that didn’t directly affect me would probably work. But this was nothing but plain old harassment!


      Mina hadn’t taken away my freedom of movement, so if I could just grab Tailtiu’s arm...


      Whoa there, not on my watch.


      Black tentacles swiftly extended from the shadow of my outstretched arm, restraining me. But, since these had a physical form...


      I stomped my feet, trying to tear apart the tentacles, but this time the ground got softer and I lost my balance. That made it so I was unable to sever them. More shadows came from various angles and began to bind my entire body.


      Dam...mit.


      They moved in time with my own movements, which made it hard for me to focus my power. Because of this, the shadow tentacles reached their targets, and I was stuck in place. When I looked at Mina, she was grinning smugly. As all of this was happening, Tailtiu had made it near to her.


      “Heh heh heh... Now then, I shall turn you into an adult,” Mina said.


      A noise I couldn’t hear earlier had suddenly become audible. Then, the moment Mina was about to softly touch Tailtiu’s head—


      “I! WILL MAKE HIM FALL FOR ME! MYSEEEEELF!”


      This sudden shout right in front of Mina made her widen her eyes in surprise. At the same time, the shadow tentacles weakened their grip, and I managed to slip out.


      “Hey, Bahamut. You know that I can turn you into a grown-up and make him fall for you, yes?”


      “Ngh... But he wouldn’t like that! So, I’m fine as I am now!”


      The two of them glared at each other silently, and stopped moving.


      “Pfft.”


      However, Mina broke the silence with a laugh, as if to say that she didn’t have the patience for this. But it was unlike all her other laughs so far, which had been amused laughs that came from mocking others. It was vaguely unsettling.


      “Of course, of course!” she went on. “So you’ve grown in that way, have you? Ha ha ha, I see!”


      “Wh-What is it?” Tailtiu said,.


      “Oh, don’t worry about it! Yes, this island has already begun to move, which means that this sort of thing is possible too, isn’t it?! Ahh, how nice! What a truly wonderful feeling!”


      Mina wasn’t doing anything purely dangerous, like releasing her mana. But her ferocity was on full display, and she gave off a threatening aura. Tailtiu slowly backed away, bewildered by this irregular behavior.


      “Hee hee hee! Ahh, how funny! I can’t stop laughing!”


      While Tailtiu and I were confused, Luna was the only one to call out to Mina like normal.


      “Are you okay, Mina?”


      “Ah, Luna?” Mina paused. “I’m fine. I just got a bit carried away.”


      “Oh, okay.”


      Mina reverted to her usual expression, perhaps because Luna had directly spoken to her.


      “How about you?” Mina asked. “Are you enjoying yourself right now?”


      “Yeah! With Mister Arata, Miss Reina, and Tailtiu, I keep making a bunch of new friends, and I’m having fun,” Luna replied without hesitation.


      “I see...”


      Mina narrowed her eyes as if she were looking at something blindingly bright, then patted Luna’s head. Luna was currently about as tall as Reina, so Mina had to stretch to reach her, which made for a very surreal sight. Even then, the two of them looked like close sisters, with Mina being the older and Luna being the younger.


      “Then, I’ll have to protect the way things are now,” Mina said.


      “Huh?”


      Suddenly, black mana erupted from Luna’s body and swirled around her.


      “What are you doing, Mina?!” I exclaimed.


      It was a terribly intense and ominous energy. In terms of pure power, it was enough to rival the Great Spirits, and it was without a doubt at the level of one of the paramounts.


      “Hrm, hnnngh?!”


      Next to me, Tailtiu was also watching the energy with caution. Although she was still a child, she had already inherited her Ancestor’s name, so if someone like her was so wary...


      “Hmm? What’s this? It tickles...” Luna said.


      “Don’t worry, it’ll soon be over,” Mina said.


      Luna herself must not have thought it was a big deal, as she went along with whatever Mina was doing. Sure, Mina hardly seemed like she was going to seriously try to harm us, but this power...


      “Arata, just shut up and watch.”


      Just when I was about to move, Mina pierced me with a serious look. But there was no hostility in it. She just stared right at me, and I stopped.


      “Heh, good boy.”


      Standing still, I watched as the ominous mana accumulated in Mina’s tiny hand. After a while, it turned into a small black orb like a gemstone, and settled in the middle of her palm.


      “Ahh! I got smaller?!”


      “Huh?”


      While I was distracted by the mana, I heard a sudden shout from Luna, so I looked at her. Standing there was the same small Luna as usual, wearing a baggy kimono.


      “But I just got bigger too...”


      “Don’t look so sad, Luna,” Mina said. “Trust me, you’ll grow up without having to rely on that sort of power.”


      “Aww...”


      Mina consoled a slightly sulky Luna. They were talking to each other like real sisters, and I could tell that the earlier wariness was dispersing. However, unlike usual, everything Mina said was pregnant with meaning, and I had no idea what she was truly after. Even if I asked, she would probably just evade the question. Come to think of it, unlike everyone else, I got the feeling that Mina was the only one who drew a clear boundary with us—or rather, with me.


      “Now then, I’m sure you have plenty of things you’d like to say...” Mina tossed me the round, black gemstone. “I’m leaving this in your safekeeping.”


      “Um, I don’t really know what I’m supposed to do with this...”


      “As you can see, it contains a ridiculous amount of mana. Don’t go breaking it, now.”


      With that, Mina melted into the shadows, even though the sun was still rising. She had disappeared, and I couldn’t sense her nearby, so she must have gone back home.


      “What was all that?”


      There had been no explanation. She had just said what she wanted to say, then left me with this confusing orb. Normally, I’d think that I was well within my rights to be angry at her, but it seemed everything she’d done was for Luna’s sake.


      I looked at the black gemstone in my palm. I no longer sensed the ominous mana from earlier, but its radiance gave off a devilish charm, enough to make me feel as if I’d be sucked right into it.


      “Hah hah haa!” Tailtiu laughed. “With this, we’re back to normal!”


      “Great, and just when I was bigger than you too...” Luna said.


      “Such tricks are not allowed!”


      “But you’re getting help from Aunt Merlyn!”


      “Merlyn and I are friends, so it’s fine!”


      “Whaaat?! That’s just unfair!”


      “It is not!”


      I watched them bicker. Their noisy arguing was heartwarming, and my earlier uneasiness completely disappeared.


      “Don’t fight, you two,” I said. “Since Luna’s here, why don’t I call Snow, and we can all play together?”


      The moment I said that, they moved quickly. They dashed into the house, and it turned into a game with Reina involved.


      By the way, after loudly calling Merlyn “Aunt,” Luna was later captured by her and forced to correct herself to “Miss.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Eight: Tamamo


      When I woke up, I was in a white void.


      “Huh? Where am I?”


      Something about this felt familiar. Soon, I realized that this was where I had met the god after dying of overwork in my past life.


      However, when I looked around, no one else was here.


      “Actually, I’m pretty sure I went to sleep in my house...”


      Just this pure white, totally empty space was enough to make me feel afraid. What if my entire life on the island up until now had been a dream, and I was in the afterli—


      “Good evening.”


      “Ah?!”


      Someone suddenly appeared in front of me. I leaped backward in surprise, distancing myself from them.


      It was a woman with long, golden hair in a ponytail, eyes captivating enough to charm all who looked at them, and a flawless figure that was sure to be popular with the opposite sex. She was wearing white Japanese clothing in a loose fashion, and looking at me while hiding her mouth and giggling.


      “Oh my, did I startle you?” she said.


      “Who are you?” I asked after a pause.


      “Let me see... You may call me Tamamo.”


      “Tamamo...”


      That was the name of Luna’s Ancestor, who Mina had talked about this morning. She was also a famous woman in my world, known for her beauty which could bring ruin to a country.


      “Tee hee hee, the ‘me’ of your world has gotten up to some rather entertaining things, hasn’t she?”


      Did she just read my mind? I wondered. Then, I remembered what Mina had said to me:


      “Don’t carelessly imagine beings who cross worlds.”


      She had spoken in an unusually serious tone. If I was to interpret that at face value, it could mean that anything I imagined would directly come to pass.


      “There is no need to worry,” Tamamo said, continuing as if she had once again read my mind. “Now that Wilhelmina has thoroughly stripped me of my power, all I can do is exert influence by intervening in dreams, as I am doing now... Wahhh...”


      Still concealing her mouth, she now began to fake cry. I could tell that it wasn’t genuine, but at the same time, it made me feel like I had to do something to console her.


      What’s with her?


      She was right there, but she also seemed to be somewhere else, like I was seeing an illusion.


      “Do you know Mina?” I asked.


      “Yes, we knew each other for a very long time. Suzaku as well, to give another one of your acquaintances.”


      They knew each other—past tense. In other words, the woman in front of me must have lived back in the day.


      “But I hear that, back then, you fought with Mina and the Divine Beasts?” I said.


      “They say friends who fight to the death together, stay together.”


      What was I supposed to say to that?


      “Everyone who lived back then was searching for a place to die,” she explained.


      Sure, that might have been true for immortals like Mina or Suzaku. But, while Tamamo was a paramount, she shouldn’t have been immortal. And yet she had fought to kill the others, and sought death...


      I got the feeling that I shouldn’t think about it any further, so I actively changed the subject.


      “Why did you appear before me?” I asked.


      “Could you please get back the power Wilhelmina stole from me?”


      “Not happening.”


      “Oh?”


      Tamamo looked surprised at having been rejected so strongly. It was as if she were confused by the idea of a human not listening to what she asked of them.


      “I see. So Wilhelmina intentionally gave it to you.”


      “I knew it. You were doing something to Luna.”


      “Tee hee hee...”


      She had a mysterious allure. I answered her questions, even when it felt unwise to do so, and I couldn’t help but wonder what she was thinking. However, my gut was warning me that continuing to listen to what she said would be dangerous. She was probably using Charm, or some sort of mental magic.


      She’s definitely bad news...


      Even kings of old had destroyed their countries, unable to resist her seduction. The only reason I could remain in my right mind now was thanks to my divine cheats.


      “Now then, to continue our talk,” Tamamo said. “That black gemstone you were given? It is my negative energy that has been sealed away.”


      “Didn’t I tell you no?”


      “And why should I accept that answer?” Smiling bewitchingly, Tamamo continued, as if to say that she didn’t care about what I wanted.


      Her words were selfish and egotistical in every way, and she gave me no chance to speak. Despite that, I still felt compelled to listen to her.


      “Well?” I said. Before I realized it, I was prompting her to continue.


      “Right now, my descendant, Luna, has lost nearly all of her power. In just a few more days, the mana of the creatures on the island will impact her, and even surviving will be a struggle for her. This will surely be fatal.”


      “What?!”


      Alarm bells were going off in my head. There was no intention behind what Tamamo said. She was just putting together one word after the other without a care for anything, even for whether she was lying or telling the truth. And yet, everything she said rang true to me.


      “What can I do to help Luna survive?” I asked.


      “That black gemstone you were given... My power, in other words—you simply have to give it back to her.”


      “Is that really true?”


      “Tee hee hee...”


      It didn’t look like she had any intention of answering me. She had to be lying.


      “But, Mina wouldn’t steal Luna’s power just for her own amusement, would she?” I asked.


      I deliberately didn’t say that it was Tamamo’s power. Because even if it had once been hers, it was Luna’s now. I glared at Tamamo, trying to convey that to her.


      Tamamo just smiled, and she didn’t deny it.


      What’s with her?


      “Wilhelmina is not satisfied with the current state of things on the island,” she said.


      “What does that mean?”


      “It is an old story...”


      Tamamo changed the topic out of nowhere. But, I still couldn’t help but listen attentively to what she said. She had to have been doing something, though I didn’t know what.


      “She desires the world to be like it once was long ago: a brutal world, where the strongest fought to kill one another.”


      I remembered the lonesome mood Mina sometimes gave off. Suzaku had also talked about how everyone had left Mina behind. For some reason, Mina remained alone, without creating any underlings. I had heard all sorts of things since coming to this island. So, Tamamo’s words sounded like the truth.


      “My power will trigger the change she wishes for. Do you understand?”


      So please, fight Wilhelmina to the death.


      Those words blended in my mind like background noise, and something in my body resisted them. However, some mana rushed over me, slipping past my resistance—


      “Ah?!”


      An intense smack echoed out all around me. It was the sound of me hitting my own cheek as hard as I could. Unfortunately, it didn’t hurt all that much, but the impact was still tremendous.


      “Phew,” I breathed out.


      “To think that even that wouldn’t be enough... Are you truly human?” Tamamo asked.


      “People ask me that a lot.”


      Tamamo, who had seemed so calm, frowned for the first time. She must have been absolutely confident in her own power.


      Nevertheless, that had been a rather close call just now. Her power probably made you believe that lies were the truth. It had been strong enough to make even me almost lose my senses for a moment. It was easy to tell just how dangerous that could be. Though I didn’t want to imagine it, if Tamamo used her power and, for example, said something like this to the residents of the island...


      “The other races are coming to destroy you.”


      They probably had a high resistance to that sort of thing, and there was no way to know whether it would have an effect...but it could potentially lead to a situation where all the island’s residents had to act to protect their fellow villagers. This could only lead to a war with the very survival of their race at stake.


      “Well, maybe Mina does want that,” I said. But, after spending some time with her, there was just one thing I was sure of. “Still, she isn’t the kind of person to harm others for no reason.”


      “Mwa ha ha! Well said.”


      “Huh?!”


      With that, the pure white space loudly shattered like glass.


      Up in the endlessly dark sky, the round moon was visible, in front of which floated a human silhouette. The figure slowly descended, and a beautiful woman, shadowy like a moon goddess’s lover, alighted upon the ground. She appeared different from her usual childlike form, and for a moment I was unsure whether it was really Mina. But the woman looked like her, if she were to grow up.


      “Mwa ha ha... It’s been a while, Tamamo.”


      “Yes, it truly has.”


      The two women, each of them catastrophically beautiful, stood facing each other. That was all, and yet the area was enveloped in a tremendous pressure of a sort I’d never felt before, even on the island. If this was their full power, then...


      “How disappointing,” Tamamo said. “I thought I would only need just a little more.”


      “You’re wasting your time,” Mina said. “He’s far more of a monstrosity than you think.”


      “It seems so. I certainly didn’t expect my Charm to be broken. That was a real confidence-killer. Waahh.” Tamamo once again fake cried. It was a cute gesture, but unlike earlier, I didn’t feel anything alluring in it.


      “Hmph, you’re free to amuse yourself using my name as much as you like, but if you’ve failed, then hurry up and hand over your power already,” Mina said.


      “I know, I know. Tee hee, it was fun to chat with someone after so long. I’ll fade away now.”


      The two of them had a conversation I didn’t understand, and then Tamamo’s body began to turn into a cloud of golden particles.


      “Well then, Arata. Until we meet again.”


      With that, Tamamo completely vanished, turning into a white gemstone and falling to the ground.


      “Hmph, she’s always a pain in the neck.”


      The adult Mina picked up the gemstone and tossed it to me. As I hurried to catch it, I realized it was the same as the black orb I had been carrying earlier.


      “Hey, once you wake up, give it to Luna to eat.”


      “Ah, okay.”


      Mina was the same as usual aside from her appearance, and I felt a bit bewildered by her. She had to have been watching our earlier exchange. And...I felt like there was some truth in what Tamamo had said.


      “Umm, Mina?” I said.


      “Hm? What?”


      “You still want to fight, don’t you?”


      Mina looked up at the sky. She was silent like that for a while, then abruptly spoke.


      “I do.” She smiled, looking a bit lonesome. “But there isn’t a single person on the island who shares that feeling anymore. Everyone—Phoenix, the Great Spirits, the Ancient Dragons, and the Fierce Ogres—they all found things to protect. And everyone who kept fighting like idiots died.”


      “Mina...”


      “So, th-that’s enough already.” As she spoke, Mina floated up into the sky.


      “Wait!”


      Without thinking, I abruptly grabbed her arm. If Mina went away right now, then I would never be able to hold a grand party with everyone on the island... And more importantly, I had been suddenly overcome by the worry that Mina would disappear.


      “What do you want, Arata? You have Reina and Bahamut, so what are you laying your hands on me for?”


      “That isn’t it...” I wasn’t sure what I wanted to say myself. But I felt uneasy, like I had to put something into words. “You aren’t trying to fade away, are you?”


      “Hah, never.” She grinned like usual, as if to say that that was impossible.


      “Boredom kills immortals.”


      Mina was silent.


      “That’s what you said to me when we first met.”


      When she heard me, the light went out from her eyes for a moment. She had definitely said that. Maybe it had only been a figure of speech, but looking at her now, I was spurred on by anxiety.


      “After coming to this island, I found a dream that I want to pursue.”


      “Is that so?” Mina said briefly, then silently looked at me with a rare, kind expression.


      “It’s to hold a grand feast with everyone who lives on the island...”


      “Then go ahead and do it. There are all sorts of troublesome characters you haven’t met yet, but...I’m sure if there’s anyone who can pull it off, it’s you.”


      “I want you to come too, Mina. And of course, I want you to enjoy it from the bottom of your heart.”


      She was silent.


      “You can’t fade away, okay?”


      “You sure are an idiot...”


      For a moment, Mina was surrounded by a whirl of darkness, and then she was her normal self.


      “Don’t worry, I’ll still be around... After all, I’ve found a new source of amusement in the both of you!”


      There was a delighted look in her eyes, like she was playing a practical joke on me.


      “I’m going to keep on humiliating you, all in search of the finest flavors, so brace yourself!”


      Mina vanished into the darkness with loud laughter. As for me, I stood there alone and stared at where she had just been.


      “That reminds me, how am I supposed to get out of here?”


      This was probably some kind of dream, so I supposed I would wake up on my own once enough time passed.


      In that carefree mood, I thought about how Mina had just been acting. She had been back to normal in the end, but really...




      Suddenly, I awoke. It was still dark outside, and I could tell that it was late at night. Had the earlier exchange between Tamamo and Mina really been a dream?


      Regardless, when I tried to get up, I noticed that my entire body felt off.


      “I can’t move...”


      I could hear the breathing of someone asleep nearby. When I turned my head, there was Snow, clinging to my arm. On the other side was Tailtiu. With both arms restrained, I was going to have a hard time moving.


      “Why are they in my room?”


      If my memory was correct, they had said something about having a girls’ night, so Tailtiu, Luna, and Snow should have all been in Reina’s room. I had been alone when I fell asleep...


      “Mmm... Daddy...”


      “Oh well...”


      I would feel bad if I woke them up by moving.


      “I guess I’ll just stay here.”


      While staring at Snow’s angelic face, I decided to kill time and think about Mina.


      ◇


      The sun began to rise, and light shone in through the window. Snow woke up first. Like a toy whose power had been turned on, her eyes snapped open, and they were shining.


      “Daddy!”


      “Good morning, Snow.”


      “Yeah!”


      She squeezed the arm she was hugging.


      There was no clock, so I didn’t know precisely what time it was, but it was really childlike of her to wake up with the sunrise. Seeing her being as affectionate as could be bright and early in the morning, I couldn’t help but think that she was like an angel, whether she was asleep or awake.


      “Am I turning into one of those parents who gets too attached to their child?” I wondered.


      “What’s wrong?” Snow asked.


      “Oh, it’s nothing. By the way, didn’t you go to bed in Reina’s room last night?”


      “Hmm? Huh, where’s mommy?”


      She didn’t seem to have much memory of it. But still, she had probably just gone to the bathroom in the middle of the night or something, then come back to my room when she was done.


      “Maybe she’s still asleep,” I said.


      “Oh... Hey, daddy, let’s play!”


      When she woke up, the first thing she wanted to do was play. That totally childlike side of her made me unconsciously smile. I would have loved to play, but Tailtiu opposite her was still sleeping, so I couldn’t get up.


      “We will, once Tailtiu wakes up,” I said.


      “Tailtiu?”


      It seemed that Snow had been so focused on me that she hadn’t realized Tailtiu was there. With eyes once again shining with happiness, Snow got up, then used me as a platform from which to dive onto a peacefully sleeping Tailtiu.


      “Tailtiu, leeeet’s plaaay!”


      “Gah?!”


      And so, even though it was still early in the morning, my hectic day began.


      ◇


      While Reina made breakfast, I leisurely drank coffee and watched Snow and Tailtiu play together like usual. But then, I noticed that Luna still hadn’t woken up.


      “It’s rare for Luna to not be up by now,” I remarked.


      “Huh? Oh, you’re right...” Reina said. “She was still sleeping when I got up.”


      Luna was generally the first to awaken out of everyone. Of course, that didn’t mean she had to get up early, but after my dream, I felt a bit uneasy.


      “Can I go to your room and check on her?” I asked.


      “Sure, please do.”


      In Reina’s room, I noticed that her bookshelf and desk were well-organized, which I thought was very much like her. In the middle of all that, I looked at Luna, who was sleeping in a futon—


      “Luna?!”


      She looked ill and in distress, like she was having a terrible nightmare. When I hurried over to her, her breathing was heavy and she was covered in sweat.


      “Are you all right?!”


      “Mm-hmm, ngh...”


      Her condition was so bad that she couldn’t even respond. She clearly looked worse than when she had been sick with Orc disease recently, and I panicked.


      “I’ll go get Reina, so just hold on!”


      Back then, I had only done what Merlyn had told me to do. I went to get Reina, thinking that it’d be best to have someone with even a bit of medicinal knowledge look after Luna, rather than do anything stupid myself.


      “Luna?!”


      “Big sis Luna?!”


      The three of them rushed over, but because this could potentially be another contagious disease, I told Snow to stay outside the room. Then, while Reina was examining Luna, Tailtiu said that she would go get Merlyn and left.


      “This is no contagion,” Reina said.


      “Huh?” I said.


      “It’s mana deficiency... Her body simply doesn’t have enough mana.”


      “Isn’t that dangerous?”


      “It wouldn’t be an issue for an ordinary human. But...”


      Mana was nothing more than energy used for casting spells, and humans didn’t need it in order to live. Because of that, mana deficiency would normally be fine for humans, but according to Reina, things were different for Beastfolk like Luna.


      “Luna is a Divine Beastfolk, and they consume more mana than normal. If things go on like this...”


      Reina stopped speaking and lowered her eyes. The situation was just that bad. But when I heard that, I felt relieved.


      “I’ll be right back!”


      I returned to my room and got out the orb Mina had entrusted to me. It had been an ominous black when I received it the day before, but now it was pure white, as if it were made of the first winter snow.


      “Reina, she should be fine if we give her this to eat!”


      She paused. “What is that?”


      “Well, it’s Luna’s solidified mana from yesterday...”


      I recounted the events of the previous night. Normally, I would have dismissed them as only a dream, but now I could say with confidence that those things had actually happened.


      Reina listened solemnly, then nodded.


      “Got it.”


      I gave the white orb to her, and she brought it up to Luna’s mouth. I wondered whether Luna would be able to swallow it, with how heavy her breathing was, but maybe she instinctively sensed that it was her power, as she gulped it down.


      “Ah?!” I exclaimed.


      The change arrived at once. A cloud of golden mana instantly swelled out from Luna’s body, then gradually concentrated around her. The pained look on her face faded away, and her breathing began to stabilize as well.


      Just when everyone was feeling relieved that she would be all right, the door flew open.


      “Luna!”


      Merlyn’s frantic expression showed just how worried she was. When I explained things to her, she looked relieved, and it made me feel a bit happy to see that she cared for Luna.


      “I understand what’s going on now...but there’s no telling what might happen now that she’s rapidly taken in all that mana. I’ll look after her here for the time being,” Merlyn said.


      “Thanks, Merlyn,” Reina said.


      “It’s nothing you need to thank me about.”


      Reina and Merlyn had been on bad terms when they came to the island. But now, I could hardly sense that sort of mood from them; they just seemed like close friends.


      “Hurry up and get better, Luna,” Tailtiu said, worried.


      “Luna...” Snow was right next to her, looking anxious as well.


      When I saw how concerned everyone was about Luna, it was really clear to me just how loved that bright and energetic girl was.


      “Hm?”


      “What is it, Arata?” Reina asked.


      “Oh...”


      I sensed Mina’s presence outside the house. But she wasn’t coming inside, which seemed to indicate that she had no desire to interfere any more than she already had.


      “I’m going to go tell Elga and Livia what’s happening,” I said.


      While everyone was watching over Luna, I left the house and headed to the Divine Beastfolk village. On the way, I stopped in the middle of the forest and turned around.


      “Mina?”


      “Right here.”


      “What’s wrong? If you’re worried about Luna, then it’s fine for you to go into my house.”


      Reina was wary of Mina because she always played pranks, but she genuinely cared for Luna. Reina knew that as well, so she would no doubt let her in.


      “Oh, but I’m not that type, now am I?”


      “You really don’t have to worry about that sort of thing.”


      “It’s important to maintain an image.”


      Mina sounded a bit flippant, but she was probably genuinely concerned about Luna. Otherwise, there was no way she would have gotten up so early in the morning.


      “So, is there something you want from me?” I asked.


      “Hm... Right.”


      She sounded unusually evasive. As I wondered what in the world it could be...


      “About last night... Well, you know. You don’t have to tell Luna about Tamamo.”


      “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      Sure, I had gotten a bit of a dangerous vibe from Tamamo, but she hadn’t struck me as a genuinely bad person at all. And as for Luna, she must have wanted to know about her Ancestor...


      “She’s a being that lives in illusions. The more you become aware of her, the more pronounced her presence gets.” Mina paused. “If Luna just so happens to get to know her on a deep level, she could very well come out again.”


      “So, you mean Tamamo will borrow Luna’s body?”


      Mina nodded.


      Does that mean that Luna will disappear? If so, then apologies to Tamamo, but I would have to do everything I could to keep that from happening.


      Mina continued. “As of now, you and I are the only ones that know about her—oh, and Phoenix too. If that’s all, then nothing will happen to Luna.”


      “Does Tamamo get stronger the more people know about her?”


      “She does. That said, she just used her power yesterday, so she won’t be able to do anything for the time being.”


      Suddenly, I wondered what Tamamo was after. If she genuinely wanted to materialize in the real world, then there were plenty of other ways to do it...


      “Her words don’t mean anything. She’s, you know...the kind of being that just amuses herself by doing meaningless things,” Mina said, then turned her back to me. It sounded like she had come to give me that warning.


      “Thank you,” I said.


      If Mina hadn’t come to warn me, I probably would have told everyone exactly what I had seen in my dream. Then, Tamamo’s power would have grown, and she might have taken over Luna’s body.


      I then remembered something Tamamo had said:


      “She desires the world to be like it once was long ago: a brutal world, where the strongest fought to kill one another.”


      “But don’t you want Tamamo to come back, Mina?”


      “Didn’t I tell you in the dream? I’ve had enough already.”


      After leaving behind nothing but those detached, emotionless words, Mina vanished from sight. Since yesterday—and honestly, even before then—I had somehow felt that she’d become unstable, emotionally speaking. I had been worried about her all this time, but now...


      “I know what I have to do.”


      I wasn’t sure whether it would actually be good for Mina, but...


      “If she truly wants to fight to the death...”


      Then I’ll fight with all I’ve got.


      As one of her friends on this island, I wanted to grant her wish.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Nine: Coming-of-Age Ceremony


      “I’M BAAAACK!”


      Early in the morning, this voice echoed throughout the house. It woke us up from our sleep, and we immediately went into the room of who had spoken—Luna.


      “Oh! Good morning, Mister Arata!”


      “Good morning, Luna. It looks like you’re better now!”


      “Yeah! I feel great! Better than ever!”


      It seemed that losing Tamamo’s power had been the cause of her mana deficiency after all.


      Luna immediately tried to go run around, but Merlyn caught her by the scruff of her neck.


      “You may be feeling better now, but if you hadn’t regained your mana, you would have been hurt by the mana from powerful monsters, and you would have died! You’re going to spend today resting in bed!”


      “Whaaat?!”


      “Don’t give me that!”


      Luna had apparently been in real danger after losing most of her mana. Merlyn knew this, which was why she was speaking to Luna with a serious expression.


      “That’s right, Luna!” Tailtiu said. “I was worried about you too!”


      “Me too!” Snow said.


      “Aww...” Luna must have realized that she had made everyone worry about her. She looked dejected and stopped talking back.


      “There, Luna, now get in bed,” Merlyn said.


      “Okaaay...”


      In the end, after being carted off to bed, Luna obediently pulled the covers over herself and didn’t try to go outside anymore. For a kid like her who always wanted to play, it must have been torture to have to take it easy when she was feeling fine. But still, she must have realized that she had made everyone worry, as she seemed a bit down.


      “Hey, Luna? If you’re still feeling good tomorrow, do you want to go somewhere?” Elga asked.


      “And if we’re going somewhere, then we should all go together,” Livia added.


      Both of them had also stayed over at our house the previous night out of concern for Luna. Elga spoke in an uncommonly gentle voice, perhaps because he was relieved to see that she was all right.


      “Really?” Luna said.


      “Yeah. Think about where you want to go,” Elga said curtly, then stood up. He went to leave the room, but I stopped him.


      “What?” he said.


      “Won’t you stay by her side for the day?”


      “Tch, fine.”


      He returned to the bed as though he had no other choice. He’s never honest about his feelings, is he?


      Nevertheless, he and Livia had been worried the most about Luna out of anyone. That was why I wanted him to be by her bedside today.


      “Still, I was really scared there for a while, so I’m glad she’s all right,” I said to myself.


      Mina had given me advance warning, so I’d had some idea of what was happening, but the others had to have been freaked out. As a matter of fact, even now that Luna had gotten better, they were all staying in her room and watching over her.


      “Tomorrow, is everyone gonna play with me?” Luna asked.


      “Of course,” I said.


      “Why don’t we all have a picnic together?” Reina said.


      “Yeah!” Luna said. “Then, today... I’ll rest and take it easy!”


      And so, while lying in bed and talking with everyone, she felt excitement for tomorrow.


      ◇


      In order to tell Suzaku that Luna had recovered, I ended up going to the Divine Beastfolk village in Elga and Livia’s place, as they couldn’t leave Luna’s bedside.


      “Yeah, sorry about the trouble,” Suzaku said.


      “Oh, it’s no trouble at all. Luna is a precious friend,” I said.


      “Huh, I guess so...”


      She sounded gruff, but I could sense the feeling in her words. Both the Beastfolk and the Divine Beastfolk were like her children. She truly cared about them, so she had no doubt also had her worries.


      “I also met Tamamo directly, and she told me some things,” I said.


      With that, Suzaku got a stern look in her eyes. Even Mina was wary of Tamamo, so Suzaku also must have known full well what she was like.


      “Did she say something?” Suzaku asked.


      “Not really... She just seemed to be worried about Mina.”


      “Huh... Well, they were close, after all.”


      Suzaku puffed on her pipe, a faraway look in her eyes. It seemed that some moments would never fade from her memory, no matter how much time passed.


      “Mina told me not to tell anyone about Tamamo,” I added.


      “She did, did she? I guess it goes to show just how much she cares about Luna,” Suzaku said. Then, she quietly muttered, “She sure has changed.”


      When I came to this island, Luna and Mina had already been close, so I didn’t know much about how Mina used to be. At the very least, I got the feeling that Luna was quite special to her.


      “Divine Beasts aren’t immortal; we’re just strong, pure and simple. Besides exceptions like me, that is.”


      Suzaku’s expression as she spoke was as serious as could be, so I just silently nodded.


      “So, naturally, that means that once you die, it’s over. But not for Tamamo. Even if she dies, she reincarnates and revives.”


      “And she does that by stealing Luna’s body, right?”


      “More accurately, by stealing the body of one of her descendants, but yeah. Well, this time, Wilhelmina took care of things before that could happen, so as long as everything’s normal, Luna will be fine.”


      “Oh, really?”


      That was a huge relief. Mina had also said that Luna would be all right, but I had still been worried. It was a weight off my shoulders to hear this from the leader of the Divine Beastfolk.


      “Well, just play with her like you always do,” Suzaku said. There was a tinge of kindness in her eyes, and it was clear to me just how much she cared for the Divine Beastfolk children.


      “Hey, Suzaku?”


      “Hm?”


      “Tamamo said that Mina wasn’t satisfied with the way things are on the island.”


      “Uh-huh... Hmm, she may be right.” Suzaku nodded. “In a way, we communicated with each other through our fights.”


      She added that, unlike the other races, Mina lived alone, without anything to protect. Fighting to the death was the only way she felt alive.


      “Do you think she wants to live like how you all used to, with everyone fighting all the time?”


      Suzaku paused. “She definitely isn’t satisfied now, as far as I can tell.”


      “Then—”


      “But I can’t say that means she isn’t enjoying her time now either,” Suzaku interrupted. “She looks like she’s having fun when she’s around you and the others, at least.”


      I was silent.


      “If it’s still bothering you, then why not give it a shot?”


      “Huh?”


      “Back in our day, when we fought and tried to kill each other, it generally helped us get across what we wanted to say to the other person.”


      As Suzaku said that rather unsettling thing, she smiled, amused.


      However...Mina was an immortal vampire, and I had a “healthy body” from a god. Maybe it wouldn’t be a bad idea to get into a serious brawl for once.


      “I think I’ll try fighting her...”


      “Yeah, go for it. At the very least, she won’t turn you down. This is coming from me, and we had it out for millennia, so you know I’m right.”


      Suzaku’s words were encouraging, and I got the sense that she was putting her friend in my hands. They really trusted each other, though they would definitely deny that if I said it to them.


      We talked for a while after that, then we parted, and I returned home.


      “Welcome back,” Reina said.


      “Ah, I’m back, Reina... It feels weirdly quiet.”


      “Luna gets in a playing mood when everyone’s around, so I had them leave. Snow’s out playing with Tailtiu right now.”


      “Oh, I see.”


      I went to check on Luna, and only Elga and Livia were left. It felt like a family get-together, so I silently went back to Reina without butting in.


      “Does she seem all right?” I asked.


      “She’s been fine so far, but...”


      Apparently, Luna never found out her Ancestor’s name. I thought it was for the best, but at this rate, she would never be able to have a coming-of-age ceremony.


      “What did she say?” I asked.


      “She said, ‘If I don’t know, then oh well.’”


      That definitely sounded like something Luna would say. At any rate, if she didn’t mind, then it was no issue.


      “Well then, why don’t we hold a party with everyone next time, to celebrate Luna’s recovery?”


      “Hee hee,” Reina laughed, amused by what I said.


      “What is it?”


      “Tailtiu and Snow said exactly the same thing.”


      Hearing that, I could imagine that they had said it out of care for Luna. If everyone was saying the same thing, I could see why Reina had laughed.


      “All right, then it sounds like we’re all in agreement,” I said.


      “Yes,” Reina said. “Since it’s a special occasion, let’s hold a big one.”


      And so, we smiled and discussed what we would do for the party.


      ◇


      For Divine Beastfolk, learning the name of one’s Ancestor and inheriting their power was proof that one had come of age. Adults could wield the power of beings like Fenrir, Leviathan, or Behemoth. Although Luna hadn’t been told that her Ancestor’s name was Tamamo, she had inherited her power and could now use it.


      “For some reason, Luna can’t find out her Ancestor’s name!” Suzaku said. “But, she definitely inherited their power! So you all had better not complain, and celebrate Luna becoming an adult!”


      “Yeaaaahhh!” everyone cheered.


      Normally, it would have been impossible for Luna to become an adult without knowing her Ancestor’s name, but Suzaku had made the executive decision to overrule that. Well, the other Divine Beastfolk didn’t mind in the first place...


      “In the end, they just want to party,” I said to myself. When I saw all of them celebrating Luna while shouting as loud as they could, I thought, If they’re having fun, then I guess it all works out.


      When the feast began, Reina’s cooking was served, and everyone gathered around to be first to have some.


      “Hey! No cutting in line, Tailtiu!” Reina said.


      “Hngh! How did you figure it out?!”


      “It’s obvious! And you too, Luna! No using Tailtiu as a decoy!”


      “Wah?!”


      “Both of you! If you want to eat, line up like everyone else.”


      “Okaaay,” they said in unison.


      While Reina was handling the kids, the food she had brought disappeared in the blink of an eye.


      “I’ll have to make a bit more next time,” Reina said.


      “I feel like what you made now was already plenty, though,” I said.


      Reina was incredibly passionate about cooking. She must have chosen the path of a magician because she happened to have a talent for it, but if her wish to become like the nuns in her orphanage had been granted, she definitely would have been a wonderful mother.


      “Anyway, she’s really having fun,” Reina said.


      “Yeah, she must be pretty pleased, now that she can use her power,” I said.


      Luna was smiling happily, surrounded by the Divine Beastfolk, Tailtiu and Katima, and Zelos and Merlyn. Sakuya of the Fierce Ogrefolk had also come. Everyone was here to celebrate Luna becoming an adult.


      “Okay, here I go!” Luna said.


      Her body shone with light, and she emerged in her adult form, wearing clothes she had gotten from Sakuya.


      There was a joyful cheer of “Ooooh!” while Tailtiu sounded frustrated. Everyone found this heartwarming, and they all laughed together.


      “It’s a nice night,” Reina said.


      “Yeah, it is,” I said.


      The sky was filled with beautiful stars, and the moon was a perfect semicircle. Twinkling sparks and the sound of laughter floated over on the gentle breeze.


      Suddenly, Snow shouted and pointed her finger.


      “Ah, grandpa!”


      “Huh?”


      However, no one was there. I assumed that it was Lord Zearth, sticking his face out of the ground again, but she had called him “gramps”...


      “Hm? Hmmm?”


      I looked to what Snow was pointing at. It was not the ground, but a brilliantly burning torch. When I squinted and focused, I felt like I could just barely make out what appeared to be a pair of eyes...


      The eyes abruptly moved as if startled, then hastily vanished.


      “Aha ha ha,” Snow laughed.


      “Aha ha ha...”


      By the looks of things, it was no longer Lord Zearth’s turn to protect the Alfin village. Those two Great Spirits acted exactly the same... Even though Snow was laughing and having fun, I wished they’d just visit her normally.


      Next time I see Lady Sheryl, I think I’ll snitch on them.


      ◇


      The fun times passed in what seemed like a matter of moments, and everyone was lying on the ground all over the place.


      They’re just like kids, I thought, having a drink while gazing at the moon.


      I suddenly felt someone behind my back.


      “Luna, is that you?” I said.


      “Tee hee, not quite.”


      When I turned around, I saw Luna in her adult form. However, she had a bewitching aura, identical to the Tamamo I had met in my dream.


      “Weren’t you supposed to have disappeared?” I said.


      “I did. The ‘me’ you see here is only a remnant.”


      Tamamo fluidly sat next to me. I silently allowed it, as I didn’t sense any ill will, and she looked at me with confusion.


      “You don’t seem very surprised.”


      Sure, she had said something in my dream about how she had finished what she had come to do... But it had been so abrupt. So, I had expected her to show up again before long.


      “I sort of got the feeling that you were still around,” I said.


      “Is that so...”


      While smiling enticingly, Tamamo held out one of the sake cups from the party, so I poured her some of the Ogre Moon I had gotten from Sakuya. She silently looked up at the half-moon, so I raised my gaze along with her.
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      “Why did you come here, Tamamo?” I asked.


      “I just wanted to breathe some of the outside air...”


      “I see.”


      She was definitely lying. But if that was what she claimed, then there was no need for me to argue with her. Her spirit, or whatever it might be called, really was weak—which made sense, given what she had said about being a remnant. I could somehow tell that she would completely fade away on her own.


      “I thought you showed up to ask for my help,” I said.


      Tamamo looked at me, amazed. She must not have expected me to say that. Then, she clapped her hands together.


      “My, what a surprise. I didn’t think you’d guess it.”


      “That sounds like a lie.”


      “It is a lie.”


      She was as slippery as always. I had no clue whether anything she said was true. Though, naturally, I found it hard to believe that she had mustered what little remained of her power to come and see me again for no reason at all...


      “So, what should I do?” I asked.


      “I want you to fight Wilhelmina to the death,” Tamamo said with a natural smile, like it should have been obvious.


      I replied automatically, as if my answer had been determined from the start.


      “All right, I will.”


      Tamamo must not have thought that I would agree so readily, as she looked surprised. She definitely didn’t know it, but my heart had already been set after my conversation with Suzaku.


      “You aren’t going to ask me why?” Tamamo said.


      “Even if I do, it doesn’t seem like you’ll answer me honestly.”


      “Oh? But that just isn’t true at all.”


      She was playing dumb. But there was no sincerity there. However, if anything was true, it was that she wanted me and Mina to fight. That would end up helping her too. She had said that she was only a remnant of Tamamo, but to me, she seemed more like a ghost. If she had any lingering regrets in this world, it was...


      “You sure have a difficult personality,” I remarked.


      “My, what could that possibly mean?”


      Tamamo hid her mouth behind her handheld folding fan, then stood up, turned her back to me, and began to walk. She stopped for a moment, then looked back.


      “Now then, Arata. I am looking forward to it.”


      “Well, I’ll do what I can. For Mina,” I said, but then I reconsidered my reasons for fighting. “For my dream.”


      “Tee hee hee...”


      This time, Tamamo actually left. Luna would probably go back to being herself tomorrow.


      “You heard him,” Tamamo said—not to me.


      “Why are you such an idiot?”


      My shadow moved, taking human form, and Mina appeared. She looked exasperated, but vaguely happy at the same time.


      “Didn’t I already tell you?” I said. “When I hold a grand feast one day, I want you to enjoy it from the bottom of your heart too.”


      That was why I was going to fight her. If death matches were one of her sources of enjoyment, then I was going to fight her, and do the best I could.


      “I definitely won’t let you die for some ridiculous reason like boredom,” I said.


      “I see... Then, I’ll be waiting for you on the night of the full moon, at the northern castle of ice.”


      Mina smiled more wickedly than I had ever seen her smile before, then vanished into the darkness.


      “All right,” I said.


      I only had one thought: Let’s do this.




      The next day, everyone helped clean up after the party as usual.


      Luna didn’t give any indication that she knew about my conversation with Tamamo. It seemed that while Tamamo was out on the surface, Luna’s consciousness was in a state of total slumber.


      “All right, let’s see who can pick up the most trash!” Luna said.


      “I’m gonna get the most!” Snow said.


      “Don’t think you can beat me!” Tailtiu said.


      Luna was full of energy and working hard to pick up trash together with Tailtiu and Snow. It was nice to watch them get so much done even as they played around.


      “With the kids working so hard, we adults can’t just stand here and do nothing,” Reina said.


      “Yeah. They say you should leave a place cleaner than when you arrived,” I said.


      After we finished cleaning up, we went to say our goodbyes to Suzaku and the other Divine Beastfolk. On the way home, we chatted while walking through the forest, when suddenly, Zelos made an exasperated-sounding comment.


      “Still, it sure feels strange, seeing them like that.”


      “Huh? What feels strange?” I asked.


      Without saying anything more, Zelos directed his gaze ahead. In front of us, Tailtiu was talking to Merlyn about something, and Reina and Snow were holding hands while walking. It was the same pleasantly comfy scene as always.


      “You see, we Celestial Archmages...well, we devote our lives to the pursuit of magic. But look at them—they look just like a normal family.”


      “Yeah...”


      Merlyn was like Tailtiu’s older sister, and Reina was like Snow’s mother. Sure enough, they did look like the picture of an ordinary, commonplace family. That was nothing new for me, but anyone else probably wouldn’t believe their eyes if they saw any of the Celestial Archmages acting like this.


      “Do you not like this sort of ordinary life?” I asked.


      Zelos paused, then said, “I used to hate it, I guess.”


      I had heard from Reina that Zelos Grinder was a man who lived on the battlefield. I wasn’t especially curious about what he had done in the past, so I had never brought it up, but he had no doubt been through a great deal of bloodshed. Perhaps because of that, there were occasionally times when he seemed ill at ease when watching these scenes of everyday life on the island.


      “Peace rots the spirit,” Zelos said. “I thought that my place was on the battlefield, and that I’d live and die fighting, but...”


      He produced a small flame in the palm of his hand. It contained a substantial amount of mana, and at the very least, it was far more powerful than the first spell Reina had shown me.


      “After living here, I’ve gotten even stronger.”


      “Only the strongest can even survive here, after all,” I said.


      “And yet they seem so carefree.”


      I looked at the four ahead of us noisily having fun, and I unconsciously smiled, amused. Who would ever look at that heartwarming sight and think that they were among the strongest beings in the world? Heck, even I might have lived every day in fear if I hadn’t been given my current body. When I put it that way, it made me conscious of just how strong these magicians were, to be able to adapt to this island even though they were really just humans.


      “You sure are amazing, Zelos,” I said.


      “Huh? What’s this all of a sudden?”


      “Oh, it’s just a thought I had.”


      That reminds me, what are the other Celestial Archmages like?


      Reina was ranked seventh, Zelos was sixth, and Merlyn was fifth. Also, I had heard that out of the others, Reina and Zelos had fought and driven away numbers three and four, but...


      “What sort of people are Number Two, and Reina’s teacher, Number One?” I asked.


      “Oh, yeah... About them...” Zelos lowered his voice to a murmur. “They’re genuine monstrosities.”

    

  

  
    
      Interlude: A Chance Encounter in the Coastal City


      For Fallen Saint Ceres, the journey on the run from the Holy Church was a trying one—yet it was also fun at the same time. She got to see the world as her unadorned self, different from the one she saw as a saint. She had her friends, with her through thick and thin, who would never betray her. Having once been just an ordinary villager, she had been elevated to sainthood; since then, every aspect of her life had already been decided for her by the Church. But now, she was able to make her own choices. It used to be so hard to find even small moments of such freedom. So...


      “I can’t believe this is happening...” she said.


      Was this the end of their journey?


      A vast storm had broken out on the ocean—a calamity, wrought by nature. Ceres, her companions, and their fellow passengers on the ship were trapped in this catastrophe, with very little hope of any of them escaping alive.


      “Is this another test?”


      While preparing herself to face death, she thought back to before they boarded.


      ◇


      In order to search for clues about the location of Arcadia—where Arata, the demigod, was said to live—the three members of the party had set their sights on a certain coastal city. The missing Celestial Archmages—Reina Mistral, Zelos Grinder, and Merlyn Mareen—had all left on ships from this city, never to be seen again. Reina, who had been introduced as Arata’s wife, was still alive along with Zelos. Because of that, the Isle of the Gods surely had to lie beyond that ocean.


      Concluding this, Ceres and her friends shook off their pursuers from the Church and finally reached the city.


      “All right, I’ll go gather information.”


      “Yeah. The three who went missing are famous, after all. There should definitely be something out there.”


      Their names were Ellie, the Witch of Destruction, and Ark, the Dark Hero. These two noble people had justice in their hearts, and they certainly didn’t deserve to be seen as evil. They had become fugitives simply for accompanying the Fallen Saint, but they still stayed by her side and never blamed her for it. They were her irreplaceable friends, and she trusted them more than anyone else.


      “It does appear that they came here,” Ceres said.


      Each of them had gathered information and came to the same conclusion: Without a doubt, those three magicians had taken to the seas from this city.


      The issue was their destination.


      “No matter how much I asked, I couldn’t find anything,” Ceres said.


      “No surprise there,” Ellie said. “It sounds like the whole city’s been forbidden from sharing anything about it.”


      Having gotten together in a tavern, they had shared what they had learned. In every account, the Celestial Archmages had set sail on ships carrying many soldiers and a large amount of food and equipment. In the end, however, not a single one of them had returned.


      “This is awkward,” Ark said. “Those were ships operated by the army, so I bet no one knows where they were headed...”


      They racked their brains. Merchant ships had owners that wouldn’t be too hard to track down. But if the army was involved, then wanted criminals like them would just have to give up.


      “Anyway, it looks like we have no choice except to search for an information dealer in this city,” Ellie said.


      “That’s easier said than done, Ellie. Besides, it might be dangerous,” Ark said.


      This was information the army was hiding, after all. Some common dealer in a tavern would probably just feed them a bogus story. They were also criminals, and any carelessness could quite easily be the death of them.


      “Anyway, let’s just retire for the day,” Ark went on. “We can finally sleep in some real beds.”


      “Well, you’re right,” Ellie said. “We won’t have any time to relax, but we’ll be able to defeat anyone that’s after us, as long as they aren’t on the level of Celestial Archmages.”


      “Yes, I agree,” Ceres said.


      They may have gotten used to traveling, but it had been a long journey to get here. This was the first time in a while they were drinking ale and enjoying a proper, hot meal, and it made them feel at ease. And so, as their chatting was getting animated, some people came to the table next to theirs.


      “Oh?”


      “Huh?” Ceres said.


      She was the first to notice a familiar voice. Curious, Ark and Ellie followed her gaze. It was a group of four, and they recognized two of them.


      Everyone was silent. Out of the four, a small, hooded figure was the only one to take a seat, unbothered. Then, after a moment’s confusion, the old magician followed, and then the final two sat down like the others.


      Having just been talking in high spirits moments ago, Ceres, Ark, and Ellie now quietly resumed their meal. However, all of them looked awkward.


      “Oh, come on, there’s no way!” Ellie shouted, standing up and pounding the table.


      The tavern was busy, and there were many rowdy sailors, so nobody paid any attention to her. However, the four sitting next to them could hear her, naturally, and—


      “Why are you here?!” Ellie said.


      “Oh my, what a coincidence.”


      “A coincidence?! As if!”


      Out of the four, the one who reacted to Ellie was the captivating woman—Carla Margueritte. She had a friendly smile on her face, but at the same time her cheek was twitching exquisitely.


      “Sitting right next to us... Are you trying to get into a fight with all these people around?!” Ellie said.


      “Oh, no, this really, totally is a coincidence,” Carla said. “I mean, we’re just here today on a fun little trip.”


      “‘We’?” Ceres said, suspicious. She knew Seti Baldur, who worked with Carla. But who could the other two be?


      “Carla, I’m eating. You’re causing a racket,” came a girl’s voice.


      Carla froze. The hooded figure who had spoken picked up a whole roast chicken and took a hearty bite. They didn’t seem to care at all about the three.


      “Ah, aha ha ha,” Carla laughed awkwardly. “Yes, that’s right... No talking during meals...”


      Carla was said to have an aura of madness about her. And since the Fallen Saint and her friends had squared off against her before, they knew that the rumors were true. But now, she seemed totally cowed. That meant this hooded girl outranked even her.


      “You’re the Fallen Saint, aren’t you?” the girl said.


      “Huh?” Ceres said.


      With just that, the hooded girl silently resumed eating. As one piece of food after another disappeared into her small mouth, she seemed to simply be enjoying a delicious meal.


      “Ummm, by the way, and this is totally not a big deal or anything, but weren’t we supposed to be chasing after the saint’s party and getting information about the Furthermost Lonely Isle?” Carla said. “Maybe I’m wrong, but I’m pretty sure that was our maximum priority mission...”


      With that, the three of them were seized with tension. In their last battle, they hadn’t even been able to beat just Carla and Seti. Now there were more of them. And they could assume that the other two surpassed their companions in power. A fight here and now could really spell the end for them.


      For a single moment, Ceres met the girl’s gaze. The crimson eyes peering out from under her hood seemed as though they could see to the ends of the earth and into the far future. Ceres couldn’t help but stare, forgetting to even feel afraid.


      However, the girl just focused on her meal, as if she couldn’t care less about Ceres, Ark, and Ellie’s worries.


      “Food’s more important right now,” she said.


      This exasperated Carla, who instantly broke into her usual laughter.


      “Well, you heard her. It’s all water under the bridge.” Carla said.


      “Wha?! You can’t be serious!” Ellie said, momentarily flaring up. However, Ark immediately held her back.


      “Ellie. Calm down,” he said.


      Ceres also judged that Carla wasn’t lying, and she stopped Ellie.


      If the magicians did change their minds and this turned into a fight, the three of them wouldn’t be able to protect themselves, and they, along with the rest of the city, would be destroyed. There was just that much of a gap in power between them.


      “Tee hee, good choice,” Carla said. She returned to her seat and resumed her meal—at least, she tried to, only to discover that there was nothing there. “Oh? Where’s my food?”


      Seti was eating what he had ordered himself, while the old magician—Zephyr Antomann, Number Two in the Seven Celestial Archmages—continued his meal unbothered. Carla looked at the hooded girl, who clearly had more plates in front of her than for any single meal, and finally realized that her food had been taken.


      “W-Well, I can just make another order... Ha ha...”


      With a stiff expression, she moved to call over the waitress, but the hooded girl kept her from raising her hand.


      “The meal’s over,” she said.


      “Huh?”


      “We’re questioning them next.”


      “Aww...”


      The girl had eaten plenty and seemed satisfied. Even Carla couldn’t help but feel exasperated at how selfish she was being. Zephyr and Seti said nothing and just ate their own food.


      They truly are awful team players, Carla thought, willfully blind to her own faults. Regardless, she decided to obey their leader.


      “Are you saying that you’re going to fight us here?!” Ellie shouted, panicking at the girl’s sudden shift toward hostility. The people around them were reveling without a care in the world. This was also a coastal city, so some thugs who made the ocean their turf were watching curiously; they had no idea that the people sitting around this table could bring down an entire country.


      “Won’t it also be a problem for you guys if you start a fight in front of all these people?” Ark asked in what he told himself was a calm voice.


      “A fight?” The girl tilted her head, confused.


      Ark found a sliver of hope, thinking that maybe she didn’t want to fight, but then...


      “Between me and you three, I don’t think you could even call it a fight.”


      “Wha?!” Ark exclaimed.


      “What...is...” Ellie said.


      “Ahh?!” Ceres screamed.


      Suddenly, an intense gravitational field appeared, and the three of them crumpled to the floor, unable to resist it. There had been no warning. They couldn’t even tell the moment when mana had been produced. Ark the hero was among the strongest human beings alive, and so were his two companions. But now they were all groveling on the floor, still unable to detect even the slightest prelude to the attack.


      She’s too strong! Ark thought.


      He hadn’t felt all that much of a gap between his power and Carla’s and Seti’s when facing them. He had judged that, depending on the circumstances, he might be able to defeat them, and at the very least, he would eventually catch up and surpass them. But this girl...
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      “A question,” the girl said. “Do you know about the Furthermost Lonely Isle?”


      “The Furthermost...Lonely Isle?” Ark said.


      The gravity weakened somewhat, just enough to let him speak. But neither he nor his companions had the answer the girl was looking for. They only knew the island by the name of Arcadia.


      “Hrm... Let me change my question. I hear you summoned Reina and Zelos. Do you know where they came from?”


      “I...don’t.”


      “I see.”


      “Gah?!”


      With just a few short, emotionless words, the force bearing down on Ark became even greater.


      “Ark?!” Ellie said.


      Under relatively less pressure, she and Ceres tried to somehow break free for Ark, who could no longer even speak, but the girl’s spell kept them in its iron grip.


      “You’re next,” the girl said.


      “I’m telling you, we don’t know!” Ellie said. “We’re searching as hard as we can ourselves!”


      “I see...”


      “Ngh, hmph?!”


      The force of gravity on Ellie increased.


      The hero’s party had once fought as the world’s hope. If anyone who knew how strong they were could see them being defiled like this by just a single person, they would no doubt be horrified. The girl was a true monstrosity, with more power than even a Calamity-class monster.


      Ceres was frantically trying to come up with a way to escape the situation they had found themselves in.


      “Now then, ex-saint. Do you know anything?”


      “No, I don’t...”


      “I know Reina and Zelos have appeared in the Divine Beast Summonings you’ve performed. Does that not mean that you know where they are now?”


      “I don’t know.”


      She truly had no idea. Even the Church wasn’t aware of the true power of a Divine Beast Summoning. All they did know was that when a saint chosen by God was in true peril, she possessed a secret technique that allowed her to call on beings that would protect her. Not to mention, the same individual had never appeared twice for Ceres. The first had been the demigod Arata, the second had been the Godslayer Demon Lord Wilhelmina, and the most recent time had been Arata’s wife and his friend. All of them had been overwhelmingly more powerful than her, Ark, and Ellie.


      Suddenly, Ceres remembered something Wilhelmina had said:


      “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.”


      “A connection...”


      “Hm?” the girl said.


      “I was told that if our connection grew stronger, we would naturally find our way there.”


      Wilhelmina seemed to be the only one who knew everything, so what she said was important to the girl as well. There was a chance she could have just been fooling around, but the gravity with which she’d said it surely had to mean something.


      “I see...” the girl said, sounding just as disinterested as before.


      Ceres braced herself for the gravity to grow stronger again, but then her body suddenly got lighter.


      “Huh?”


      “I appreciate the information,” the hooded girl said. With that, she sat in her seat as if nothing had happened, called over the waitress who was trembling with fear, and began to order more food.


      “Uh, huh?” Ceres said.


      Unable to grasp the situation, she, Ark, and Ellie stood up, not sure of what they ought to do. Should they just beat a hasty retreat, or stay here? Normally, they would have chosen the former, but the girl had just resumed eating like normal. The other magicians must have been used to this, as they weren’t very bothered, and they didn’t direct any hostility toward the three of them either.


      They were still confused, and Ceres, thinking that they’d never get anywhere at this rate, was about to open her mouth to speak, when the girl spoke first.


      “We’re setting sail tomorrow.”


      “Huh?”


      Ceres was less surprised by the idiotic sound she had made and more by what the girl meant. Did she actually just say that—


      “Basically, she’s telling you guys to hop on board too,” Carla explained.


      “Huhh?! Us, with you?! You have to be joking!” Ellie shouted.


      “This is no joke,” the girl said.


      Ellie looked surprised.


      Although they had been practically enemies just moments ago, the girl paid it no mind at all. She continued her meal, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.


      “That connection you speak of,” the girl went on. “If it truly is the final piece necessary to reach the Furthermost Lonely Isle, then why don’t I have you come along?”


      “I see... Quite right,” Zephyr said in agreement, wiping his mouth with a napkin. Taking the lead now, he stood up and went over to Ceres.


      “It’s what it sounds like, Saint Ceres.”


      “Do you actually expect us to listen to you?” Ceres said.


      “What an odd question. If our destinations are the same, then isn’t it best to travel together?”


      He wasn’t wrong. But boarding the same ship meant sharing meals and lodgings.


      “She’s saying you guys are fishy!” Ellie shouted, butting in.


      She had a point; the Celestial Archmages were hardly trustworthy traveling companions. That was to say nothing of the fact that they would be trapped on the ocean with these people who could instantly destroy them.


      “Let’s go with them,” Ark said.


      “Huh?” Ceres exclaimed.


      “Ark?!” Ellie said. “What are you saying?!”


      “Hrm...” Zephyr grunted.


      Even Ark was surprised by the words that had come out of his mouth. The only one who wasn’t was the hooded girl, who was still eating her food.


      “Think about it, Ellie. They’re strong enough to kill us at any time, if they really wanted to.”


      “So?”


      “That also means that they could just knock all of us unconscious and drag us onto the boat.”


      Ellie’s eyes widened in realization. They didn’t need to resort to tricks, so...in a way, they could be trusted. Well, Ceres understood that that was Ark’s reasoning, but it wasn’t so easy to agree with.


      “Besides, we don’t have a ship that can cross the ocean,” Ark added.


      “But if we just hire one here...” Ellie said.


      “We don’t even know how long the journey is, so who in their right mind would come with us? Especially not when we’re headed to a place from which no one has ever come back.”


      Unable to come up with a response, Ellie fell silent. Then, with a confident posture, she faced Zephyr.


      “You’re all going to the Furthermost Lonely Isle, right?”


      “We are,” he said. “We don’t know where it is, or even how to get there... But if what the saint says is true, then I imagine we’ll find our way there.”


      “I see...” Ark said. “Then please let us come with you.”


      He bowed his head as if it were only natural. He was putting it as a request to them, rather than being forced to go. The magicians probably didn’t have an accurate grasp of where the Furthermost Lonely Isle was either. But, seeing as the missing Celestial Archmages had been summoned by Ceres’s spell, the island had to be across this ocean. And if a powerful connection was necessary to reach it, then having the other Celestial Archmages along with their own connections would make for better odds.


      “So this is the hero, eh?”


      It was the hooded girl, and not Zephyr, who mumbled this.


      “At first I thought the saint was the key, so this is unexpected... How amusing,” she said. So far she hadn’t shown interest in anything except eating, but now she looked at Ark with some pleasure. “Zephyr, you are to make certain that they survive.”


      “Your wish is my command.”


      “We’ll be departing early tomorrow morning. Don’t be late.”


      Having had her fill, the girl stood up and started to leave. Zephyr went to pay the bill, and the other two followed after the girl. And as for Ceres, Ark, and Ellie...


      “Hahhhh...”


      They let out a long sigh in unison and sat down, all their energy spent. Then, Ellie, who put her head face down on the table, weakly spoke.


      “Hey, Ark? Are you sure this is all right?”


      “Well...probably.”


      “Okay, I’ll take your word for it.”


      They had just survived an emergency. Now, they would have to travel together with the Celestial Archmages. It had been a lot, but in the end, they were alive, which was all that mattered.


      “I am sure that this, too, is Lord Arata’s providence,” Ceres said.


      “If it is, then he must really love to test us,” Ellie said.


      “Ah, ha ha ha...”


      When they looked back on everything that had happened, there was no doubting that their trials had been far too harsh. But they had still survived. And they would continue to survive.


      “Well, fine,” Ellie said. “Even if it turns out to be some awful voyage where who knows what could happen, we’ll be better off with those four at our side.”


      Ceres looked at Ellie, who was fully ready to use the magicians as shields if push came to shove, and smiled.


      When the next day came, all who witnessed the group boarding the ship Zephyr had arranged would never see any of them on the continent again.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Ten: For a Friend


      It had been two weeks since Luna’s coming-of-age ceremony. Nothing of note had occurred since then, and she had spent every day having fun. She could use her power much more freely now, and sometimes she showed off her adult form for everyone.


      “Now then...”


      At night, I went outside and looked up at the sky. With almost no artificial lighting, the island had a clear atmosphere, and you could see so many stars. With all that, plus the light shining from the full moon, it really struck me that this was not Japan, but a fantasy world. A long time had passed since I had come here, but this starry sky filled my heart with joy no matter how many times I saw it.


      “Let’s go.”


      I used magic to take flight, going through the forest, crossing over the mountains, and past the Ancient Dragonfolk village, heading farther north. When I arrived at the ocean, I saw a chain of small islands. This was the first time I had come to this area, but I found my destination in no time at all.


      “There it is.”


      Out of all the islands abundant with nature, just a single one was covered in ice. In the center was a colossal old castle, just like one you might see in Europe. When I alighted before the towering gate, I heard words echo in the back of my mind.


      “So you’ve come, have you?”


      The gate opened with a dull grinding sound, and I stepped foot inside. The castle was filled with silence, as if the ice had frozen time itself.


      “This really is like a final dungeon in a video game,” I said.


      The first thing that stood out was a long, red carpet. Beyond it was a massive staircase, and many doors and passageways.


      “Don’t get lost. Just look ahead.”


      I again heard Mina’s voice in my mind. I did as she said and went through the door at the end of the staircase, which led to a long and unbroken hallway. I didn’t have a sense for decoration, but there were various vases and other furnishings that even I could tell were expensive. The ceiling was high, and I managed to avoid the darkness thanks to the moonlight steadily shining in through the windows. It would probably take quite a long time to explore this castle, if I ever wanted to.


      “Maybe I’ll bring Snow with me next time.”


      The inside of the castle was quite chilly, no doubt because the island was surrounded by ice. Here, you would be free to do anything and for as long as you wanted, whether it was hide-and-seek or tag. Mina was affectionate with Snow, so she would definitely allow it.


      With these thoughts in my mind, I arrived at the end of the hallway, and a huge door came into view. Mina stayed quiet, and I opened it myself.


      “Welcome.”


      Even though her voice was as quiet as a whisper, it echoed throughout the silent space. This was a dreamlike world, illuminated by just the moon and the stars, without any need for torches. The throne at the top of the massive set of stairs in the back was occupied by a golden-haired vampire, sitting with her legs crossed and looking down on me.


      “It’s a lovely place,” I said.


      “Yeah, I’m proud of this room,” Mina said.


      I got the feeling that if she told me that this place was cut off from the rest of the world, I’d believe it. I might even accept it if she said that this room had been isolated from the entire universe. It was just so different.


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


      “I lost such emotions long ago.”


      She chuckled, looking down on me with her crimson eyes. I felt like I could see darkness spreading within them.


      “Everyone who tried to kill me said that they were doing it for the world,” she went on.


      “I can see why. You can be a real nuisance, after all.”


      “Hey, now. Even I’ll get upset if I hear that you think of me as a nuisance on a worldwide scale.”


      Spreading her arms in a somewhat joking manner, she seemed like she was simply having fun.


      She asked me various questions, seeming as though she was recalling the past and thinking back on it fondly. I replied to each question in turn. This exchange didn’t have any meaning. But it must have been important to her despite that, so I answered her earnestly.


      “Why have you come here?” Mina asked.


      “To fulfill a friend’s wish.”


      “A friend, huh? You sure are an idiot.”


      That must have been her final question. The look in her eyes grew softer, just a bit.


      “Well then, so that you may grant your wish, and obtain glory... Let’s begin!”


      Before I realized it, Mina was clutching a wooden staff tipped with an ice crystal. She nimbly waved it, and at the same time, there was an intense gale of mana.


      “Oh!” I exclaimed.


      Assaulted by wind and cold, I reflexively took several steps backward. But that was as far as I got. My back bumped up against something freezing, and I stopped. When I turned around, I saw that the entire area behind me was taken up by solid ice.


      “As I thought, it didn’t work... Even though that was enough power to freeze any of the monsters on this island solid,” Mina said.


      Her voice came from right next to me. Before I knew it, Mina, who had just been sitting on the throne, was now standing before my eyes.


      “Ah?!”


      “You’re too indecisive.”


      I raised my arm, and just as I did, she lightly placed her hand on my stomach. That should have been all, but I was rocked by an impact as if I had been hit by a dump truck, and I was buried in the wall of ice to my rear.


      “Gahah...”


      I unconsciously let out the air in my lungs. I felt no pain. However, that attack just now had still done something to me.


      “Now then, why don’t I try that a few more times?”


      “Why, you!”


      “You’re soft.”


      I tensed up, trying to use my strength to free myself from the ice, but Mina put her hand up against me before I could.


      “I already know full well that you have a monstrous body.”


      For some reason, the force I used to try and propel myself forward was directed backward, which made it a struggle to escape. During that time, Mina touched my abdomen again and again.


      “So even direct attacks to the inside do no damage? Your body makes defeating you awfully annoying.”


      “Well, thanks!”


      Mina got in the way of whatever I tried to do physically. So I released my mana, blowing everything away.


      “Whoa there,” Mina said.


      The ice was blasted apart, the force shattering all the windows in the castle. But at some point, Mina must have moved, as she was standing near the throne. Behind her were countless icicles.


      “Go,” she said.


      Flying toward me like missiles, the icicles were from the same spell that Mina had used before to demolish my bathroom. However, they now contained incomparably more mana. Each one had more power in them than any of the Celestial Archmages at full strength, and they sped toward me with tremendous force.


      “That won’t work on me!” I said.


      I tensed up my body in order to intercept the icicles, knocking down all the ones that seemed like they would hit. They probably wouldn’t hurt anyway, but there was no telling what Mina would do to me if the impact made me lose my balance. Also, to make sure that I was ready to react if she got closer again, I made sure to keep my eyes locked on—


      “Hey, don’t stare at me so intensely... Don’t you know that I’ll get embarrassed?”


      No sooner had I heard those insincere words than my vision abruptly went dark. I was shaken by how sudden it was, and icicles began to hit me.


      “Ah!”


      There was no pain. But, a thought crossed my mind: How many times would I have died from that if I hadn’t had this body?


      All right, this is when it really starts, I thought.


      I knocked down the incoming icicles just by feeling. Even though I couldn’t see, I could still focus and use the sound in my environment to grasp what was happening.


      I sensed someone right next to me. It was probably Mina, who had used the barrage of icicles to sneak up close like earlier. I made a sweep with my arm, moving as quickly and compactly as I could, and I heard the sound of something smashing. At the same time, there was a fierce explosion. It must have been something set up around me, as there was a chain of blows. I was hit by all of this from close range, so while I wasn’t injured...


      “I can’t hear?!”


      Maybe focusing had made my hearing more sensitive than usual, as all sound had vanished from the world. Unable to see or hear anything, I was hit by an endless barrage of what felt like icicles.


      “Dammit!”


      I wasn’t sustaining any damage, but I could feel their impacts. It made me lose my balance, and now I didn’t even know what was happening around me.


      Focus! Even if I can’t see or hear anything, I should be able to pick up something from the movements in the air!


      I had already verified from experience that going blind made my other senses sharper.


      I stood there silently. The wind died down. After that, an impact shot through my body.


      That’s it!


      I sensed everything that was moving in the same way, then shifted my body out of their firing line. Something passed by me. I couldn’t see or hear it, but I had grasped its presence. Now if I could just do the same with Mina...


      “Umm, Mina, I don’t know about this...”


      Now that my senses had gotten sharper, I could tell—some huge mass was forming in the sky far above the castle.


      My ears had healed from the explosion, and I could hear Mina speak in a pleased voice.


      “Oho, so you can tell, even when it’s that high up?”


      At the same time, my vision returned. It seemed that there was a limit to how long the blindness lasted.


      “Were all of your attacks earlier in order to hide that?” I asked.


      “Well, it’s another part of the show.”


      Then, my eyes and Mina’s almost met, and I slightly averted my gaze downward to keep her from taking away my vision again. She slowly brought her hand down to the floor.


      “Ah?!” I exclaimed.


      “Just so you know, there’s nowhere for you to run.” Mina said.


      With that, she fired mana at the ceiling, destroying it, and vanished into darkness at the same time.


      “Come on, you have to be joking...”


      Left behind, I looked up through the destroyed ceiling. There was no sky. All I could see was a mass of ice, pristine enough to reflect the light of the stars.


      “I know she’s strong, but that’s just way too big!”


      The night sky was nowhere to be seen. The ice, probably several hundred meters in diameter, blocked off my view as it fell. It was larger than anything I had ever seen before. Even the Emperor Boar had been tiny compared to this.


      “Dammit!”


      I knew that my body was absurdly healthy—well, I didn’t know whether you could call that “healthy,” but either way, I could wield tremendous power. Even Tailtiu, Gyes, and the most physically strong of all the Divine Beastfolk, Gaius, couldn’t hold a candle to me. But I still had to have my limits.


      “I can’t stop this thing!”


      I probably wouldn’t die. I doubted I’d even be hurt at all. However, if that thing kept falling, I’d definitely be crushed and trapped beneath it. That would effectively mean defeat.


      “If I can’t stop it, then...”


      I planted my legs on the floor and lowered my center of gravity. I tensed up my arm, and, while glaring at the falling mass of ice, I shouted.


      “Shatter!”


      I swung my fist as hard as I could, smashing it against the ice, but it was so heavy that I felt like I was going to be buried in the ground together with the collapsing castle.


      “Wh-Whoooaaa?!”


      But the ice must have taken damage from my punch, or maybe it had been unable to withstand its own weight, as cracks ran through it, making a loud series of pops.


      One more, before the castle is completely destroyed!


      “WITH THIS, YOU’RE BROKEEEEN!”


      Just as my right hand was being pushed back, I thrust forward my left. The cracked mass of ice suddenly started breaking apart at a faster rate, and finally shattered into pieces. Even its fragments were colossal, but they were no impediment to my movements, and I smashed every one that was about to hit me.


      “Th-That was close...”


      I never thought Mina would adopt such a crazy strategy, and I had panicked, as might be expected. Any normal attack definitely wouldn’t have scratched that ice. If I had been crushed beneath that thing and buried in the ocean, I would have lost, totally unable to move.


      “That really was incredible, though.”


      There was probably no one in this world who could beat me in a fight. That wasn’t arrogance; my body’s specs were just that abnormal. But Mina was doing everything she possibly could to win, and I would have genuinely lost if I had messed up my reaction.


      “I really will have to go this far to win...”


      Looking below, the castle had been broken to pieces by Mina’s spells, and the ocean was roiling with fierce waves.


      I flew into the sky to where I assumed Mina was. There, I spotted the vampire girl with a mocking smirk on her face.


      “Mwa ha ha! It was quite amusing to see you so flustered.”


      “Gah! You really are nasty!”


      “So what if I am?!”


      Now she’s just being defiant. She totally admitted it!


      “Do you regret destroying your own castle?” I asked.


      “It’s just one measly little castle. I can simply take another one out.”


      “‘Take one out’?”


      “Stored safe and sound in here.”


      A distortion appeared in the space behind her, like a supermassive Storage spell. She had seemingly crammed an entire castle in there.


      “So that’s why there was a man-made castle on this island,” I said.


      “With Storage magic, you can hold anything.”


      She can really store an entire castle just like that?


      She wasn’t the oldest vampire for nothing; she was a totally fantastical being.


      “I’ve met plenty of unkillable foes in my thousands of years,” Mina added.


      “Oh, really?”


      She must have truly had a lot of experience. Just earlier, I would have been crushed if I hadn’t made the split-second decision to destroy the ice.


      “The night is young. Let’s have some more fun.”


      “Yeah, good idea.”


      My goal was to fight Mina until she was satisfied. It seemed that she hadn’t had enough yet, but she still looked like she was enjoying herself plenty.


      “This time, I’ll attack first,” I said.


      “Oho, excellent. How exciting!”


      I cast a Floating spell. It simply allowed me to rise in the air, but I could also instantly raise my speed, just as I had once done when chasing Tailtiu. I closed in on Mina right away, punching her with enough force to blow her away.


      “Too soft,” she said.


      “Huh?”


      The moment I thought my punch landed, my body was flipped upside down. I hadn’t been hit by an attack or stopped by some sort of force. Mina had simply grabbed my arm and totally diverted my power, like some aikido technique.


      “Haven’t you realized yet? Brute force doesn’t work on me!”


      She swiftly brought up her leg, her black dress fluttering, and dropped her heel on me. With a tremendous impact, I was sent plunging into the ocean from the sky.


      That would have killed anyone else!


      Her attack had been just that brutal, but that didn’t mean I could afford to stop. That would give her time, and she would make it impossible for me to move like she had before. Even now, the ocean was freezing over, so I hurriedly pushed through the water and once again took to the sky.


      The night sky was cloudless due to the massive spell Mina had used. It was incredibly beautiful, giving the golden-haired girl a presence bordering on divine as she floated there with the full moon at her back.


      “That was surprisingly fast,” she said.


      “I’m soaked, thanks to you!”


      “Ha ha ha, but you’ve become a real looker!”


      Ice began to coat my body. She must have frozen the seawater clinging to me.


      Even when we’re just having a conversation, she always instantly jumps to harassment!


      I boosted my mana, resisting the ice, and it fell off of me into the ocean.


      “There’s something I’ve been wondering about for a while now,” Mina said.


      “What’s that?”


      “Don’t you ever think about how strange your clothes are? I should have frozen them, so why didn’t they rip?”


      “Who knows?”


      I was just as clueless as her. They hadn’t burned when exposed to Tailtiu’s flames either. I had just gotten into the habit of accepting it.


      “Very well. Why don’t we continue?” Mina said.


      As she raised her staff, eight Eastern-style dragons appeared, looking like serpents made of magic. Each one must have belonged to a specific element, as there was not only ice and darkness, but also fire, wind, lightning, water, and earth dragons all filling the sky. It was a stunning sight. But at the same time, they didn’t seem powerful enough to be a threat to me.


      “That probably won’t work on me either, you know.”


      “I doubt anything will. So I just have to try everything.”


      She must have learned this style of fighting from experience.


      With Mina at their center, the dragons opened their large mouths and swooped down on me. They were made of magic, so they contained a tremendous amount of mana, powerful enough to obliterate any of the supposedly vicious monsters on this island just by grazing them. But them flying right at me was never going to be effective.


      “Take that!” I shouted.


      I tried to punch the first one that flew at me—a fire dragon. I assumed that a single hit would blast it away, but it suddenly changed directions and dodged.


      “Now, dance,” Mina said.


      She manipulated her staff, and the dragons moved every which way to avoid my attacks. When I approached, they withdrew, and when I withdrew, they approached. While maintaining a set distance, they occasionally let off attacks with the elements inside their bodies, which started to seem like simple harassment. I withstood flames and reflected earth. They couldn’t block my movements with ice and wind, and I just blasted away the darkness that enveloped me.


      “Hm?”


      For a moment, they all stopped. But they instantly resumed moving like before, so I went to defeat the dragons without worrying about it. Their movements were quick, but not all that complicated. They kept their distance from me, but that was because Mina was controlling them.


      “In that case...”


      I flew toward the fire dragon as fast as I could. It ran like earlier, but when I chased after it, the others followed. While rapidly raising my speed, I suddenly put on the brakes. I couldn’t help but bend forward, and my hair got ruffled in the wind, but the dragons were unable to respond in time and kept moving closer. I turned around and instantly sped in the opposite direction. Our speeds combined, and the wind and ice dragons that tried to flee my fist were smashed to pieces.


      “All right! Next one!”


      The careful distance the dragons had been maintaining from the start had collapsed. Thanks to that, I defeated the light, darkness, earth, and water dragons, leaving only the fire and lightning dragons.


      “With only two left—”


      “Combine.”


      I heard Mina’s voice. At the same time, the two dragons blended together. Unlike before, their bodies were cloaked in lightning and flames, and they began to grow wings and sprout limbs. Finally, the two became one enormous dragon...specifically, a Western dragon.


      “Oh...”


      Looking like a final boss in a video game, it glared at me and began to concentrate a tremendous amount of mana in its mouth. The energy was powerful enough to make my spine tingle. If I took a direct hit, I would actually get a bit hurt.


      “Ah?!”


      The dragon fired a beam of fire and lightning at me. It seemed like it would be painful, so I dodged. The beam continued, piercing the faraway sky and parting the sea. If the dragon had shot that beam on the island, the entire forest where I lived would probably have been wiped off the map.


      “It’s over!”


      The dragon was unable to move, maybe because it had used up its power. I instantly closed the distance and knocked it away. Sparks of fire and electricity fluttered in the moonlit sky, producing a beautiful sight.


      “All right, now I just...”


      After defeating all of the dragons, I looked at Mina again. She was laughing, full of joy. A colossal crest stretched out in the sky above her and was violently sparking, charged with a tremendous amount of mana. It contained even more energy than the breath of the dragon from earlier.


      “Now, take this,” Mina said.


      “Oh, come on!”


      The lightning bolts the crest produced were faster than sound, thundering on a time delay. They were even stronger than the beams Tailtiu could shoot, and I was in a bad position to dodge them. I quickly adopted a defensive posture just as the light swallowed me up.


      “O-Ow!”


      I felt a stinging pain, as if I had been shocked with static electricity multiple times in quick succession. Or maybe it was like being continually flicked by a rubber band. Either way, this was the first pain I had ever felt since getting this body, and I unconsciously grimaced.


      After a while, the lightning stopped.


      “Th-That hurt...”


      “I’ve been called a monstrosity an awful lot,” Mina said, looking at me with exasperation, “but this is the first time I’ve ever seen someone react like they were just a bit hurt.”


      “But it really did hurt!”


      Even Tailtiu’s beam only stung a bit as long as I put up a proper guard. This had really been painful. Actually, this was the first time I had ever been in such pain. On top of that, Mina still had strength to spare; I could very well lose if I didn’t give this absolutely everything I had.


      I again approached Mina. I couldn’t stay on the defensive.


      “Next, it’s my turn!” I said.


      “Oh, come on. This is going to go just like last time?”


      With a perfect grasp of my movements, Mina tried to catch my arm, but I pulled it back just before she could. Then, I forced my other arm to move, attacking her.


      But Mina didn’t fall for my feint, and nimbly evaded my attack.


      “Come on, how many thousands of years do you think I’ve fought like this?”


      “Ah?!”


      She pulled my arm, as if we were dancing at a palace ball. There was an incredible amount of strength in just that motion, and I couldn’t resist her.


      “Heh heh.”


      At some point she had grabbed my other arm too, and her face was now right next to mine. Her eyes were crimson, like concentrated blood. From between her youthful lips I could catch the barest glimpse of fangs that were different from a human’s. Illuminated by the moon and the stars, this golden-haired girl was as beautiful as a princess in a fantasy world, and as terrifying as a monster in a storybook.


      “What will you do now?”


      She spoke to me teasingly, but I should have had her beat in terms of raw power. Thinking that, I tried pulling away my arms and pushing them forward, and although I met no resistance, I just spun around like I was dancing.


      “Ha ha ha, there you go! You aren’t half bad.”


      “Ngh!”


      “But that look on your face is an issue. Hey, Arata... Did you truly come here to kill me?”


      Our eyes met. I tried to avert my gaze, thinking that she would seal away my vision again, but for some reason I couldn’t move.


      Is this like what she did at the hot spring?!


      “Your body is certainly fearsome. One of the highest gods must have made it.”


      I couldn’t look away from her. She gazed at me with eyes engulfed in darkness, as if she were trying to see through all of me.


      “But it’s hopelessly mismatched. Though they could have created the ultimate warrior with this ultimate body, what’s inside—even your resistance—is too flawed. Hey, Arata... What could you have possibly wished for from that god?”


      “I...”


      I had asked for...


      “Peace. A body that no one would destroy, and that would be enough for me to live on my own,” I mumbled, almost unconsciously.


      When Mina heard me, the light disappeared from her eyes. At the same time, the effect of the spell she had cast on me broke.


      “How did you use magic on me?” I asked.


      “I said it, didn’t I? Your resistance is imperfect. A power that defends against anything that would harm you...is useless against something harmless.”


      Mina produced flames in front of me, lighting up the night sky. She pressed my face into it, and while I didn’t feel any heat, I reflexively closed my eyes, perhaps out of a primordial fear of fire.


      “A body that would be enough to live on your own, was it?”


      “Huh?”


      “I know someone who met their ruin after wishing for that.”


      Mina’s voice sounded lonesome, as if she were remembering the past.


      “No one can survive all alone... Anyone who could would have to lack something vital to all living beings.”


      I got curious as to what look the girl who had lived for an eternity had on her face, and I opened my eyes in the flames. Beyond my burning vision, Mina’s eyes were a blazing crimson, giving a glimpse of someone transcendent, and clearly inhuman.


      “Your eyes...”


      “Well then, enough playing around.” Mina said, and that instant, her eyes turned golden. “Now, let’s truly begin our fight to the death.”


      With a charming, languid expression, Mina brought her face closer to me. She spread her arms, as if she were enveloping a lover with her body, and—


      “Mm-hmm...”


      Her soft lips sealed mine. For some reason, I felt no desire to resist her, and she forced open my mouth and entwined our tongues together. Beneath the night sky, a licentious, wet sound echoed in my mind. At the same time, my heart began to beat so quickly that I felt like it was about to burst.


      “Mm-hmm?!”


      I hurriedly shoved Mina away...but something had already been done to my body. My comprehension was unable to keep up with that too-sudden kiss, and I felt even warmer.


      That hadn’t been an attack. As Mina said, my body shouldn’t be affected by anything that was a clear danger. However, a heat filled my body, and my breathing grew heavier. I hadn’t experienced anything like this since reincarnating in this world.


      “Seriously? Is that how you treat the women you kiss?” Mina said.


      “Mina... What was—”


      “Ha ha ha! What fine, beastly eyes.”


      Beastly?


      Mina suddenly used an ice spell, creating a mirror in front of me. In my reflection, I saw that my eyes were clearly burning with lust.


      “What’s...this?” I asked.


      “I simply stimulated your male side. Ha ha ha... Right now, you’re a beast, ready to pounce at the sight of a woman.”


      “But that shouldn’t...work on me.”


      “Well, after trying out all sorts of things, I made sure to pick something that actually works.”


      “Hrm, I see. So this sort of thing actually works...”


      I remembered what Mina had said during the situation at the hot spring. Was that what she meant?


      “Hey, perv, what were you just thinking about?” Mina asked.


      “Don’t call me that...”


      Admittedly, I had been remembering what had happened at the hot spring. That meant I had been thinking of Mina showing off her nude body.


      “You have a lustful look on your face. Ha ha ha! I see! Of course! Right now, you desire me. You want to violate me so much you can’t take it.”


      “N-No, that’s—”


      “Don’t hold back. Oh, I know! If you can beat me, you may do with my body as you please. Now, come.”


      The moment Mina held her hand out to me, I lost all reason.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Eleven: Wilhelmina


      Wilhelmina Vermilion Vauheim was the True Ancestor Vampire. That is to say, she was the progenitor of every single vampire. Any vampire recorded in history had either been turned into one by her or were one of those vampires’ descendants. She was the original source.


      Having come into the world earlier than any human, Wilhelmina had no memory of her birth at first. However, she had been created as a perfect being, and she challenged the gods, who were even more perfect beings than her. She fought them without end, feeling nothing, neither joy nor pain.


      Many millennia thus passed, and eventually, man came forth on the surface of the earth. By then, Wilhelmina had realized that fighting the gods was meaningless. She had even acquired emotions over the long years.


      The humans were unable to withstand Wilhelmina’s conflict with the gods. They feared, lamented, suffered, and begged: Please, won’t you quarrel somewhere else?


      The gods granted their plea, and took their battles to a world separate from the earthly one. Meanwhile, Wilhelmina, having sustained the full brunt of another’s earnest emotions for the first time, gradually lost her perfection. She began to feel doubts about why a perfect being such as herself had never felt emotion before.


      I will learn about humanity, she thought.


      At long last, after fighting the gods for an eternity, Wilhelmina decided to do something herself. If she really wanted to, she could have annihilated mankind with the wave of a hand, but she didn’t. The first thing she did in order to learn more about humans was live among them. Having been born as a perfect being, she could disguise herself as a human, and she fit into one of their settlements quite naturally.


      So, these are humans?


      She lived in a small farming village, and after studying them enough, she moved to a populous town. Beginning from the continent’s westernmost edge, she moved around, learning about humanity as she did. When she had understood them somewhat, her reputation as a girl with superhuman powers spread, and some appeared who tried to take advantage of her. By then, she was also aware of the human view of good and evil, but it was of no concern to her which side she belonged to. She made her decisions solely on whether others meant her harm.


      First, some street thugs demanded that she join them. When she refused, they displayed hostility, so she killed them. This set off those who had been pulling the strings behind the scenes. They got in the way of Wilhelmina trying to learn more about humans, so she smashed up their organization. Those with influence in regular society saw her as a threat and tried to kill her, so she killed them too. And so, every human—both criminal and otherwise—regarded her as dangerous, but none could wound her. It was only natural; she was a perfect being that even the gods couldn’t destroy.


      Her reputation gradually grew, and a rumor spread across the continent: If you behave badly, the golden vampire’s going to come and eat you up.


      Wilhelmina had no interest in fame. But, by living as a human, she had learned to feel pleasure, in contrast to when she hadn’t had any emotions at all. So, she wanted to know even more about humanity.


      Don’t get in my way.


      She killed those who caused disorder, she killed politicians who tried to start wars, and she killed rulers who persecuted their people. She kept killing, and before she knew it, her once golden eyes became steeped with crimson. She was the golden-haired, crimson-eyed Wilhelmina Vermilion Vauheim. People feared her name, and with awe they began to call her the Demon Lord. When she learned this, she felt that things could not go on as they had. Her goal was to know more about people, certainly not to scare them.


      I imagine they’ll forget me if I disappear from civilization for a few centuries.


      She moved her home to the vast land in the north, where no humans ever tread, and spent her time in idleness, exterminating the monsters that ran rampant there.


      One day, a man appeared before her. With a silver sword, he called himself a hero sent by God, and said that he had come to dispatch the Demon Lord menacing the land. Wilhelmina had never wanted to menace anyone. However, according to the man, the Great One had said that she was the cause of all the calamities plaguing them.


      I see. God, huh?


      It appeared that she had become a threat to humanity, and this god meant to end her.


      Unlike all of the humans she had met until then, this hero and his silver holy blade imbued with godly power possessed enough strength to kill her. Her perfect self wouldn’t have minded being killed. But by then, she had come to know too much of humanity to die lying down. She had acquired the desire to survive—the instinct of a living being. She didn’t want to die, not at all, so she killed. The gods no doubt hadn’t expected this. Wilhelmina turned the tables on the hero, defeated him, and stole his divine blade.


      And so, after several centuries, she stormed the world of the gods who had made her, and used the holy sword to slay her own creator.


      Thus, she came to be called the Godslayer Demon Lord.


      ◇


      The moon and the stars glittered above the ocean. Two lights whirled about, hurtling through the sky.


      “That’s the spirit, Arata! More! Amuse me even more!”


      Arata, having lost his senses due to Wilhelmina’s scheme, assaulted her like a beast. All he could do at the present moment was vent his desire upon that woman.


      He moved with tremendous speed. Even Wilhelmina, who had fought gods and those close in power to them, had never experienced such movement. In other words, the source of Arata’s power had to come from an even higher plane.


      “Whoa there. If I let myself get lost in thought, I’ll really get blown away,” Wilhelmina said.


      Cutting through the air and fast approaching her, Arata raised a clenched fist aloft. He was just lifting his arm as his emotions dictated, betraying how much of an amateur he was at real fighting. There was no way such a clumsy attack would work against a strong, seasoned fighter. Wilhelmina tried to exploit his power to put some distance between them, and gently placed her hand next to his approaching fist, but...


      “Oh?!”


      She had only just barely brushed against him, but her arm was blown away. It hadn’t bent backward; it literally exploded. Her warm blood streamed into the ocean, falling from the sky along with her disintegrated arm.


      “Now that’s just absurd!”


      Wilhelmina tried to get away, all the while laughing at Arata’s outrageous power. However, he instantly followed up with an uppercut. A direct hit would have been enough to blast apart her entire body. But she bent back, dodging—


      “Whoa?!”


      She was blown away by the gale produced by his fist. Her small body had become even lighter due to losing an arm, throwing off her balance. This put a considerable distance between them, but it may as well have been nothing for Arata.


      “Ha ha, ha ha ha ha!”


      Regenerating her arm, Wilhelmina laughed mockingly at Arata as he gazed at her with desire. She produced and fired a large number of icicles, but he plunged forward, paying them no heed and grabbing her arm.


      “Don’t get cocky,” the vampire said.


      Arata was spun around like a top.


      Things might have been different in a contest of pure strength, but in a battle of technique, none could best Wilhelmina. Even still, Arata stood above all other living things in physical ability. He forced himself back around, then punched Wilhelmina faster than she could react, turning her small body into a fine mist. But even though everything but her face had been blown away, Wilhelmina scoffed.


      “Feast upon him, Gleipnir,” she whispered.


      That instant, a fissure formed in the air, from which a multitude of thin ropes the color of darkness shot out and bound Arata. He tried to break out of them with all his might, but to no avail.


      “It’s useless! This rope could bind even the old Divine Beast Fenrir!”


      Moving with tremendous speed in every direction, the rope wrapped itself around Arata so as to prevent him from moving even a finger, turning him into a human-shaped cluster of darkness. Wilhelmina approached him, having at some point restored her scattered body, and raised a fist.


      “As thanks for last time, take this!”


      She hit the human-shaped darkness. A deafening blast made the atmosphere tremble.


      “There’s more where that came from!”


      She made a series of attacks, so quick as to be unable to follow with the naked eye. Every blow echoed loudly beneath the night sky, and she still didn’t stop. It was hard to tell where in that small body of hers she hid such power, but it was enough to crack the earth. Even when the fist she was hitting him with was gradually smashed, sending blood flying, she didn’t stop.


      “Amusing, how amusing! Hey, Arata! How can I break you?! How can I kill you?!”


      There was no intelligence or art to it, just the capacity to exert violence. She would simply use force to violate, and steal everything she desired. Only those who could use such primal brutality to stand at the top were deemed the strongest.


      Wrapped in the dark rope, Arata used his sheer strength to break free of his bonds.


      “Ka ha! I can’t believe you... You’re incredible!” Wilhelmina laughed.


      What would Arata do to her if he caught her in his current state? He would lust after her like a beast, violently defile her, and, still not satisfied, wantonly ruin her female body... She would certainly lose everything, even her dignity as a living being.


      “Ahh... What an intoxicating offer...” She unconsciously smirked as imagined it. “But I won’t let you have my body that easily!”


      Wilhelmina pointed her finger at Arata as he approached, then used wind magic to hit him with a spell like a bullet. He bent back toward the ocean for a moment, but he appeared unharmed.


      “Now! Fall!”


      One, two, three shots... Wilhelmina approached and once again fired bullets of wind at Arata’s face before he could reorient himself. Each time, he fell back, while she pressed forward by the same amount. The setting of their battle gradually descended from the sky to the ocean’s surface, the two of them maintaining the same distance between each other the entire way.


      Wilhelmina fired her bullets between Arata’s eyebrows with pinpoint accuracy, her aim not wavering by even a hair, disturbing his center of gravity and keeping him from fixing his stance. These weak attacks didn’t work on him, but they had only ever been for her to buy time. And Wilhelmina wasn’t so soft as to let him escape here.


      “Hah haa! You’ve given me enough time now.”


      She brought down her other hand, which had been pointing skyward the entire time.


      “Meteor Fall.”


      A single beam of light flitted through the cloudless night sky like a shooting star. Approaching with tremendous speed, it passed by Wilhelmina and, as if drawn to Arata, hit him head-on.


      The shock parted the sea in an instant. A few moments later, there was a roaring explosion, as if the world itself had burst, leaving an enormous hole in the surface of the ocean. Everywhere was shrouded in steam due to the heat of the meteorite, obscuring Wilhelmina’s vision. Even as her skin burned, she nonchalantly gazed at the immense crater.


      “Now then, that should have had some—”


      The vast, circular waterfall slowly began to close in on itself, returning the ocean to its original state. That instant, Wilhelmina was launched up into the air as if she had been tackled by a large animal. Before she could figure out what had happened, she was hit another few times. Her body was rocked with many blows, like a reenactment of what she had just done to Arata.


      “Ngh, fwa ha!”


      These were invisible attacks, without any trace of mana. It appeared that Arata was thrusting his arm forward faster than the speed of sound, producing sonic booms.


      “How many others on this island could do the same?”


      It was a tricky attack, as she was unable to cancel it out with mana. However, for someone who had fought for millennia, this was nothing she couldn’t handle.


      “Reflect!”


      A faint membrane of mana appeared around Wilhelmina’s body. The instant anything made contact with it, it bounced off back toward where it came. The barrage relented after hitting the sender, so Wilhelmina adjusted her stance.


      “That truly is a freakish body.”


      Arata was smoldering somewhat, but he was practically unscathed, even though that single hit had been powerful enough to level a large city. His defense was absolutely outrageous. With this, it was unlikely she’d even be able to scratch him with any ordinary magic.


      Up against a being that far surpassed any monstrosity, Wilhelmina began for the first time in a while to seriously boost her mana.


      “Mwa ha ha! If you want me so badly, I guess I’ve still got it!”


      She blotted out the sky with immense magic circles. There were more than a thousand of them, and each one was charged with enough mana to completely blow away an island. If any ordinary human saw this, they would no doubt hand down tales of it for all eternity as the work of the gods.


      A barrage of lasers fired from the magic circles all at once, stopping Arata in his tracks.


      “Normally, that would be the end...”


      That wasn’t going to be enough to defeat Arata. So, in the midst of her onslaught, Wilhelmina constructed yet another spell. She pointed her arm skyward, and it began to be charged with shining magic energy. Then, sheathed with flames and wrapped with lightning, the light grew into a colossal spear. The weapon held an intense power and made even the atmosphere tremble, and it was clear that there were none who would survive a thrust from it. However, Wilhelmina didn’t stop there.


      “Compress.”


      With that single word, the spear of light, bright enough to blot out the stars in the sky, vanished into darkness. All that remained was mana concentrated to its utmost, producing a black winged spear.


      “This is the ultimate in sorcery, enough to annihilate the gods themselves. Can you resist it?!”


      This was Wilhelmina Vermilion Vauheim’s vaunted true secret weapon: Gungnir.


      Heaven and earth thundered and the world pulsed as if in reaction to her mana. While cutting through space, it approached Arata while he was immobilized and—


      “Seriously?!”


      Even Wilhelmina, who had lived for an eternity, could not believe the sight before her.


      “How are you able to stop it?!”


      It was Wilhelmina’s ultimate attack, which could destroy anything and everything in existence. The only thing she couldn’t destroy was this island of Arcadia—or at least, so she had thought. She had now discovered something even more surprising. Arata had withstood her godslaying spear, and as if to go tit for tat, had made his own.


      “I guess the irregular can suddenly appear in any era...”


      Wilhelmina sounded calm, but she felt so surprised that her mouth had stiffened. She didn’t know that Arata could copy any spell he had seen once. That was exactly why she comprehended just how abnormal such a power was.


      “Maybe this is how those humans felt when they saw me.”


      They had called her a freak. Up against a seemingly incomprehensible foe with absolutely superior strength, they always rejected understanding.


      Gungnir, which consumed massive amounts of mana, was guaranteed to kill in a single hit, and it hit its target without fail. Because Wilhelmina could always destroy her foe by throwing it, she never thought about anything beyond that point. Now, having just totally used up all her mana, she was utterly exhausted and had lost her usual lighthearted demeanor. There was no way she would be able to defend against Arata’s attack.


      “Well, I was never going to be able to take that in the first place.”


      Arata’s copy of Gungnir was composed of even greater mana than the one she had created. It had already surpassed the original, and contained so much power that it seemed like a different spell entirely.


      “Heh heh heh... I see. So you’ll be my death after all, eh?”


      Even the gods had been unable to destroy her, and it had been impossible for all the paramounts on the island as well, but here was the manifestation of her death. Standing before him, she thought, Finally... I can finally die.


      “Now, you envoy from another world! You ark, begotten by the god of all creation! Pierce my flesh and show me my demise!”


      With that, the massive Gungnir was released.


      Ahh, now I can finally be with all of you...


      Wilhelmina closed her eyes, recalling her former friend. She recalled those outcasts from the world, who had come to Arcadia and fought, laughed, and joked around together with her...
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      ◇


      It was several centuries since Wilhelmina had begun to be called the Godslayer Demon Lord. What she hadn’t expected was that, for the gods, the phenomenon of a godslayer was a trivial matter. Gods were perfect beings; to take the inverse, this meant that dead gods had never been gods at all.


      How dull.


      She was in a land overrun by monsters and ravaged by miasma, with a freezing cold climate hostile to mankind. On her throne of ice, in a far northern region nigh impossible for any ordinary human to even reach, Wilhelmina spent her time in idleness. After she killed the hero and even a god, her reputation had spread throughout humanity, and many of them came to her seeking her head. However, no matter how skilled they might have been, these self-proclaimed heroes didn’t even have a divine blade, and they were no threat to her. Visits from foes who couldn’t even stave off her boredom did nothing to alleviate her gloomy mood.


      I miss my fights to the death with that god.


      Those days had been brimming with excitement and tension. Try as she might, she had been unable to kill her foe, whose attacks were powerful enough to vanquish her in a single blow. That god had even been able to ignore her immortality. Battling them had made her heart soar with elation.


      Maybe I’ll storm the heavens again.


      Wilhelmina had killed the god that had created her, who had been worshiped as the chief deity in this world. But there were still gods of other unknown worlds, and she was sure that they would give her an enjoyable time. After centuries without a similar challenge, this world was as boring as could be.


      “Are you a god?”


      One day, an Elfin girl visited Wilhelmina’s castle and asked her that question. Elves possessed naturally high mana and were skilled in magic. They were a long-lived race stronger than humans, but they had no interest in the outside world, so they hardly ever left the forest where they were born. Therefore, even Wilhelmina had never seen one of them. It was enough to make her feel a bit surprised to encounter one here, in her northern castle buried in snow.


      “I’m no god, but I’m more powerful than them,” Wilhelmina replied in jest, and this made the Elf’s eyes shine.


      Then, the Elf began to call her a god, started living in the castle, and waited on her hand and foot on her own initiative. With no particular reason to drive the Elf away, Wilhelmina allowed her to stay by her side.


      The Elf had come for one specific purpose: she was on a quest for magic. She told Wilhelmina that her goal was to learn and master every spell in the world, and that she was planning to obtain the magic of the gods. Apparently, when she learned that the name “Godslayer” was no falsehood, she had been inspired.


      What an eccentric girl, Wilhelmina thought. Every other being in existence felt fear, horror, and trembled in her presence. But this Elf worshiped her as if she were truly a god.


      “If you wish to learn magic, then help me kill time,” Wilhelmina said.


      Thus began their fights to the death with magic. There was no way an Elf would be able to beat the Godslayer Demon Lord. But she knew many spells, and she was still able to entertain Wilhelmina with a diverse array of attack patterns.


      “What will you show me next?” Wilhelmina said.


      Having amassed all sorts of knowledge, the Elf surprised her with ideas she never would have come up with herself. Wilhelmina had lived for an eternity, and for the first time in a very long while, she was having fun.


      Wilhelmina’s life had no limit, and Elves were a long-lived race. Both of them were insensitive to the concept of time, and Wilhelmina thought that, no matter how long passed, their relationship would never change. The two of them spent centuries with each other, and spoke together about many things through their magic. But one day, the end suddenly came. The Elf’s time was limited, while Wilhelmina’s was unlimited.


      “Do you have anything to say in your final moments?” Wilhelmina asked.


      The Elf she had spent nearly every day casting spells with smiled contentedly. She wouldn’t have given up the time she had spent with Wilhelmina on her quest for anything in the world, and she didn’t have a single regret.


      When Wilhelmina realized this, she felt indignant. She herself didn’t know what she found so intolerable. Was it the natural way of things, was it the god who had created the useless concept of a lifespan, or was it herself, for staying with the girl all the way until the end, even though she had known that this future would eventually come to pass?


      “Let me show you one last, ultimate spell.”


      Feeling emotional from the bottom of her heart for the first time in her life, Wilhelmina released all the mana she had. She fired her most powerful spell—the one that had slain a god—at the heavens, blasting away the snowy, storming clouds and revealing the blue sky and the warm sun...


      “Well?” Wilhelmina asked proudly.


      “It’s beautiful,” the Elf said, and she breathed her last.


      ◇


      The story of Wilhelmina and the Elf was originally supposed to end there. Unfortunately, vampires were created to seek mana and blood, and Wilhelmina was currently lacking the former. She wondered if this was perhaps a divine curse placed on her for slaying a god.


      Her mana had run dry. And there was someone imbued with the highest-quality mana slumbering right there in front of her.


      I shouldn’t do this...


      Wilhelmina thought that, but before she knew it, she had bitten the Elf’s neck, and created her first unwanted underling.


      By receiving Wilhelmina’s blood, the dead Elf was reborn as a fiend with massively increased mana and a body incomparably tougher than before. Nearly everyone who became a vampire lost their powers of reason and devolved into monstrosities that did nothing but attack others, and the Elf was no different. She was a terror with overwhelming, inhuman power, and she would no doubt go down in legend if left to her own devices. If Wilhelmina had been her old self, she may have let this unfold just to observe for another bit of amusement. But with this Elf...


      I have no choice but to kill her, don’t I?


      And so, after killing the Elf who had transformed into a fiend, Wilhelmina once again went to challenge the gods, as if seeking death.


      ◇


      I was in the white room I’d visited many times before. Standing there was a distinctive, beautiful woman with golden hair and nine tails—Tamamo—looking at me and smiling.


      “That is the story of how Wilhelmina came to this island,” she said.


      “Really?” I replied.


      After seeing Mina’s past, I felt an indescribable emotion. The Mina I’d just seen in these visions was so different from the one who always teased us. They seemed like entirely separate people.


      “This island was originally an execution ground, made by the gods to imprison Wilhelmina,” Tamamo explained.


      “I thought they didn’t have any interest in her.”


      “They did not. However, with their eternal lives, they must have been deathly bored as well. So, looking for some amusement, they enticed the Godslayer, telling her to wait quietly on the island for them to bring her a monster that could kill her.” Tamamo’s voice was tinged with some anger as she spoke. “The gods thus sent every creature that the continent could no longer handle to the island, making them fight Wilhelmina to the death.”


      “But...not anymore?”


      “I do not know why, but at some point, the presence of those gods disappeared from the world.”


      Thereby released, the residents of the island stopped fighting and began to live new lives. The Divine Beasts left behind descendants, and the Divine Beastfolk, centered around Suzaku, protected the Beastfolk who didn’t inherit their powers. The Fierce Ogrefolk, Great Spirits, and Ancient Dragonfolk each built their own villages, and lived alongside beings they had to protect. The fighting stopped, and once again, the only one left was Mina.


      “What did Mina do after that?” I asked.


      “Occasionally, she would find new creatures that came to the island and fight to the death with them. But, in the end, none of them were worthy foes for her...”


      “I see.”


      “So, Arata. I have a favor I would like to ask of you.”


      I didn’t think I needed to hear the rest. After all, I knew that I was the one who could grant Mina’s wish...


      ◇


      Then, Gungnir passed by Mina, and collided with something, making the island echo with a thunderous boom.


      Beneath the night sky, Mina glared at me with suspicion.


      “When did you regain your senses?” she asked.


      “Just now. Well, I was sort of conscious the whole time,” I said.


      As a matter of fact, until I took a direct hit from Gungnir, I had truly been out of control, so much so that I had felt the desire to seize Mina and have my way with her...


      I unconsciously averted my gaze. She brought her irritated-looking face closer, and stared me right in the eyes.


      Then, without any warning, she kicked me in the shin.


      “Ow?!” I said reflexively, even though I didn’t feel any pain.


      “So in the end, everything went exactly as you all planned...”


      Mina looked away, then turned her back to me and fell silent. She seemed upset that, all the way until the very end, things had proceeded as we had wanted.


      “Next time, I’m definitely going to feed Reina some horny mushrooms,” she said.


      “Now that’s uncalled for!”


      “As if I care. Besides, it’s your fault for tricking me.”


      When she put it like that, I could only fall silent.


      Mina’s Mystic Eyes of Enchantment had definitely worked on me. My body wasn’t completely invincible, only nullifying what it considered to be directly harmful. I had known that this would make Mina assume that I wouldn’t be able to use my full power, and I had also known that she would use her Mystic Eyes to force me to fight.


      “If it becomes necessary, you can count on me.”


      That was what Tamamo’s remnant had said. She had come to me in my dream and promised to dispel Mina’s Mystic Eyes. Still, I had been dragged closer to the breaking point than I had expected, and I had really panicked...


      “That Tamamo, always sticking her nose where it doesn’t belong...” Mina said.


      “Oh, you can tell that sort of thing?” I asked.


      “She’s about the only person who meddles in such a roundabout way.”


      Ultimately, I had been unable to bring myself to seriously try and kill Mina. This had been the only way to satisfy her. And as far as I could tell from the look on her face right now...


      “So? Did you enjoy yourself?” I asked.


      “I did...” Mina gazed at the full moon in the sky, a faraway look in her eyes. “It brought back the old days, when I was still messing around with everyone.”


      “I’m glad to hear that.”


      With that, we spoke no more, and just fell silent and looked up at the night sky.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue: Farewell


      My all-out fight to the death with Mina was over. It turned out that everyone had learned of Mina’s battle when, in the dead of night, that light abruptly split the sky and that crashing noise echoed throughout the island. I spent my days busily rushing all over, apologizing for the sudden scare. Suzaku did me a favor by going to the races that didn’t know about me and explaining the situation to them.


      “I still haven’t paid you back for everything yet.”


      She had let out a manly laugh, which I couldn’t help but think was pretty cool.


      As for Mina, she couldn’t have cared less...or rather, she seemed to think she hadn’t done anything wrong, so she didn’t lift a finger, and that discrepancy was, well, good grief...


      “Now, Reina! Why don’t we take a bath together?!”


      “Hey! Didn’t I put up a barrier?!”


      “Ha ha ha! You should know that you can’t stop me with something so weak!”


      I pretended that I couldn’t hear the voices coming from the bathroom.


      Why was Mina in our house? Well...


      “I have another castle, but it’s old and it will take some time to repair.”


      She had lost her home when the castle she had been living in was destroyed, so she had come—uninvited—to temporarily stay at our house. Seeing as I bore some of the blame, I had been unable to just reject her out of hand, so after I talked about it with Reina, we had ended up living together. Snow had been overjoyed by the addition of a new member of the family. Tailtiu had rushed over to Merlyn’s place, looking somewhat flustered. And Luna had welcomed Mina with a smile on her face, as if she had picked up on something. They were the same as always, but these friends of mine didn’t have a shred of animosity, and they were really great girls.


      If I had to say, the one surprise was that Mina helped out with her share of the chores.


      “If I’m going to be borrowing a spot in your home, then this much is only natural.”


      Despite what Mina said, both Reina and I had honestly envisioned her just lazing on the couch and ordering us around, which had made this a bit of a shock. Mina also kept the kids company, and she even looked at Snow like how a grandmother might look at a beloved granddaughter. Just now, she had manipulated the weather to make it snow, and to the kids’ great delight, everyone was having a snowball fight.


      “Uh-oh, Zelos just got launched,” I said.


      “Merlyn’s running away as fast as she can,” Reina said.


      By the way, the fight was Zelos, Tailtiu, and Luna versus Merlyn, Snow, and Mina. The kids may have been tiny, but they were at the top of the island’s ecosystem. One of their snowballs packed as much power as a bomb dropped from a plane, and the two adults were letting out screams of terror.


      “Ahh hah hah hah!” Mina roared with laughter as she watched her opponents panic. “Well done, all of you! Hit them even—”


      Before she could finish, she was hit in the face by a snowball. In the direction it had come from, Tailtiu was grinning.


      “Heh heh heh, you shouldn’t let your guard down, vampire.”


      “I see. So you mean to challenge me, Ancient Dragon.”


      Mina slowly levitated, then spread both arms and made a magic circle appear in midair. It began to shoot an endless number of snowballs.


      “Hey?! Th-That’s unfair!”


      “Ahh hah hah hah! All’s fair in war! Besides, calling anything you can’t do unfair is what’s really unfair!”


      “Hold on, wait, wait, wait! You’re gonna kill me!” Zelos shouted, under fire from Mina’s snowball Gatling gun.


      “I’ll protect you!” Luna said, getting between them and defending him. Gaining Tamamo’s power had made her stronger than before, and she used an illusion to keep the snowballs from hitting. Thanks to that, Zelos was untouched, but...


      “L-Luna!” Tailtiu said. “I will help behh—”


      “Now, I’m going to bury you alive!” Mina said, hitting her with a snowball.


      “W-Wai—”


      “Not happening!”


      Tatiltiu had been knocked off her feet, and as if to pour salt into the wound, Mina followed up by launching an absurd amount of snowballs at her.


      “Whoa,” Snow said, sounding a bit impressed as she watched Tailtiu gradually disappear under a pile of snow.


      I don’t want Snow to get any bad ideas, so I’d appreciate it if Mina didn’t bury Tailtiu alive like that...


      “At this point, we humans can’t even do anything anymore,” Merlyn said, stealthily coming up to us. She seemed to have taken refuge here, thinking that if she kept playing with them any longer, she was bound to be taken out by an unlucky shot.


      But Zelos noticed this, and while hiding behind Luna’s back, he pointed at Merlyn and said something. Luna squatted down and made a snowball, then threw it toward us.


      “Jeez, this island is as irregular as alwabbft—”


      Sustaining a direct impact, Merlyn flew as if she had been hit by a semitruck. Zelos saw this and roared with laughter, while Luna was delighted that her snowball had hit.


      “Heh, hee hee hee...”


      Merlyn slowly rose to her feet as though she were a ghost, then silently entered my house. As I was wondering what was happening, she brought out Katima, who had been warming herself up inside.


      “You’d better keep your promise, Merlyn,” Katima said.


      “Yes, of course,” Merlyn said.


      “All right, then I’ll help you out.”


      Katima took her axe off her back, then made an upward swing at full power. The shock dredged up the snow at her feet, which swept over Zelos and Luna.


      “Wh-Whoooaa?!” Zelos shouted.


      “H-How am I supposed to stop this?” Luna said.


      It assaulted them like a tsunami and swallowed them up, and even Luna couldn’t stop it with her power.


      Thus, Tailtiu’s team was all buried in snow and wiped out.


      “How did I do, Lady Snow?!” Katima asked. “I worked really hard!”


      “You’re awesome, Katima!” Snow said.


      Having received praise from her respected and beloved Great Spirit, Katima seemed content. It was quite a heartwarming sight. And...


      “You were no match for me!” Mina said.


      “That’s what you get, Zelos!” Merlyn said.


      The adults were genuinely gleeful over their victory. I couldn’t help but think that they were being a bit immature. Still, that didn’t change the fact that they were having fun.


      “Maybe I’ll get them to let me join next,” I said.


      The instant those words left my mouth, a barrage of snowballs came flying toward me from everyone. Huh? Umm, we aren’t going to split up into teams?


      “It looks like it’s you against everyone else, Arata,” Reina said. “With that, I’ll be joining the other team too.”


      “Whaaaat...”


      And so, I couldn’t do anything while everyone threw snowballs at me.


      ◇


      The next day, Sakuya came to visit our house, just as we had arranged when leaving the Fierce Ogrefolk village. Unlike the kids, who were still crazy about playing in the snow, she seemed to be in a calm mood as she chatted with Reina. It sounded like their conversation was about how to create a meeting between her and Gram. I wasn’t trying to listen in or anything, but the occasional pieces of advice I heard Reina give all sounded like she was referencing some old books, and she seemed hopelessly out of her depth.


      “Hey, Arata?” Mina said, looking more exasperated than I had ever seen her before. “Why does Reina sound so confident when saying that stuff?”


      “Umm... Well, everyone has their strengths and weaknesses...” I said, sounding like I was trying to dodge the question. Still, the way things were going, Sakuya’s love would be in trouble.


      “Very well. Perhaps it’s time for the Love Master to lend a hand,” Mina said.


      “Horny mushrooms are off-limits.”


      “That’s fine. I have my blood wine!”


      “That’s off-limits too!”


      Her suggestions weren’t fine in the slightest. It seemed to me that at this rate, Gram would be saddled with a lifetime of trauma, so I went to call a woman I could rely on who had plenty of experience with love: Merlyn. Tailtiu came along too for some reason, and they all started a girls-only get-together.


      I was chased out, and together with me were Snow and Luna, who had no interest in romance and couldn’t join in. With nothing else to do, the three of us went hunting.


      ◇


      That night, I felt like I was having an unusually hard time sleeping, and I woke up.


      “Hm? What?”


      I realized that there was someone else in my bed. Did Snow sneak in again? I wondered, lifting up the covers, and there I saw a familiar head of crimson hair.


      “Why is Reina here?”


      She was dressed in a strangely arousing way—not in her usual pajamas, but in a red negligee that was nearly underwear. Honestly, I was so shaken that I actually felt calm.


      This could be bad.


      “Arata?” she said, looking at me with slightly wet eyes and an alluring gaze.


      She was so sexy that for a moment I froze up, but whatever the case may have been, this didn’t feel like something Reina would do. There could only be one meaning to her getting in my bed dressed like that, but Reina hadn’t ever done something so direct before, and there was no reason for her to come to my room like that today either. That meant...


      “Mina?” I said.


      “You’re going to reject a woman’s advances? And you call yourself a man...”


      Mina’s words came from Reina’s mouth and in Reina’s tone of voice. At the same time, the air flickered, and Mina appeared, the same as always.


      I knew it, I thought, relieved. By the looks of things, this was just Mina amusing herself. Still, my heart couldn’t take this sort of amusement. More importantly, it was damaging to Reina’s dignity, so I wanted her to stop it.


      Thinking this, I glared at Mina in anger. She looked sulky, like she was dissatisfied with my reaction.


      “Your relief is so blatant, it’s irritating in its own way...”


      “What are you talking about? I—”


      Something constricted my body, and I lost the ability to move. At the same time, Mina climbed up over me, rubbing up her entire body against mine.


      “Wh-What are you doing?!”


      “Come on, when a man and a woman are together in a moonlit bed, there’s only one thing they can do.”


      Mina deliberately made a show of taking off her already revealing clothing. A sweet, brain-melting scent filled the room. I felt slightly dizzy, and the strength seeped from my body. She opened her mouth wide like a carnivorous animal about to devour its prey, revealing her small fangs, which she brought closer to my face...


      “Wilhelmina!”


      The door flew open. Standing there with a flushed face was the real Reina, wearing the same negligee as Mina for some reason.


      “Tch. I put all sorts of illusions in your way, so how did you get here so quickly?”


      “Luna dispelled them for me!”


      Reina swiftly came over and tore off the comforter in one go. Then, when she was about to lift Mina up, she realized that she was clinging to me, and stood there silently.


      “Umm, Reina? Just know that I can’t move, so...”


      “Oh, I know. She cast a strange illusion on me too. It was awful...”


      “You call that strange? How disappointing,” Mina said. “I merely showed you a direct reflection of your desires.”


      As she spoke, she wrapped her arms around my neck and entwined her legs with mine for some reason. Perhaps because much of our skin was in contact, I could feel her warmth and the beating of her heart.


      “You’re a man, aren’t you. Arata? Then, it’s all right for you to just accept me.”


      For a moment, Mina’s eyes shone with a bewitching light. The moment I realized that this was the sign she was activating her Enchantment, I heard a thump from someone kicking the floor and regained my senses.


      “You’ll be fine even if you get caught up in a spell, right, Arata?” Reina asked.


      “Umm... It’s already late, so I’d be glad if you didn’t make it too flashy,” I said.


      There was a small tornado whirling in Reina’s hand. It was the size of her palm, and I sensed that it was stronger than any of her spells I’d seen up until now.


      “Hold on, Reina,” Mina said. “If you release that thing, this room will be totally—”


      “I don’t care.”


      Reina tossed the tornado at me and Mina. That instant, there was a tremendous boom, and I was launched outside.


      ◇


      The next day...


      “That was awful,” I said.


      “After everything I did for you, you’re calling it awful?” Mina said.


      “What else would you call being flung outside while peacefully sleeping in the middle of the night?”


      As I was eating the breakfast Reina had made for me, Mina had come out of the guest room, looking tired. It was rare for her to be up so early, but she must have fallen asleep right after the events of last night. It’d be nice if she kept up this healthy lifestyle, but I expected her to return to her nocturnal schedule by tomorrow.


      “Oh, and besides, you can’t seriously expect a vampire to wake up early,” Mina said.


      “That’s quite true,” I said.


      “At any rate, Reina was rather entertaining yesterday.”


      “You’re the only one who could call that ‘entertaining.’”


      “You say that, but you were aroused, weren’t you? Come on, your lower half was honest.”


      I don’t have to put up with a vampire’s dirty jokes, do I?


      “Hey, don’t ignore me. If you’re interested, I can tell you what I did to Reina last night.”


      “To Reina?”


      That reminded me. I had been quite flustered the previous night, so I hadn’t been able to check, but Reina’s outfit had been strangely...well, erotic. I mean, I had been surprised to see that she even owned that kind of clothing. And she hadn’t worn anything like that when sleeping before, so why yesterday?


      “Oh, so you are interested? Then—”


      “Wilhelmina, if you do anything like that again, I’ll actually kick you out,” Reina said, coming from the kitchen and shooting a sharp look at Mina while setting dishes on the table.


      There was salad and bread, and also chicken broth—a perfect breakfast menu.


      “If you kick me out now, I’ll have to go to someone else. That would be a pain, so I’ll do you a favor and keep quiet,” Mina said.


      “Huh?” I said. “Uh, when you hype it up that much and just stop, it sort of makes me curious—”


      “Arata...” Reina said.


      “Well, everyone has things they don’t want to talk about,” I said, giving in to Reina’s oppressive smile.


      Mina began eating the breakfast she had been served, and said nothing more. When I glanced at Reina, she shyly looked away. So Reina also had to deal with something last night?


      Having finished her meal with polite manners that could be mistaken for a noblewoman’s, Mina wiped her mouth and spoke.


      “Well, if you want to know, I just made her dreams into reality.”


      For an instant, Reina and I froze, not understanding what she had said.


      “Y-You said you wouldn’t say it!”


      Reina tried to grab Mina, but before she could, the vampire’s body transformed into a cloud of bats and scattered, before going around Reina’s back and reappearing.


      “Mwa ha ha... About that dream...” Mina whispered something in Reina’s ear.


      “Ah...huh? No way...”


      “It’s true.”


      Then, Mina immediately vanished into the distance. It had been so quick that I hadn’t been able to make out what she had said, but Reina’s face was bright red, so it must have been embarrassing.


      “Reina?” I asked.


      “I-It’s nothing...”


      “If Mina’s pranks are too much, I’ll warn her again, okay?”


      Reina paused, then said, “Okay.”


      For now, it seemed that Reina wasn’t planning on kicking Mina out. She was a kind girl, so she must not have been able to bring herself to abandon someone in need.


      “Actually,” I said, “Mina’s new castle is also old, and she said that she doesn’t have anywhere to live until it’s fixed, but...”


      Was there any chance of it ever being fixed? Even Reina couldn’t build a castle, and I didn’t know how long it would take for Mina’s familiars to finish making repairs...


      I got the feeling that it would be a good idea to discuss that with Mina, so I decided to head outside and pursue her.


      ◇


      Yesterday’s snow was still on the ground, and a silvery world stretched out before me. Despite how much everyone had played, there were hardly any visible footprints, except for a set of two tracks heading toward the forest. I followed it, and midway through, the snow came to an end. However, I could tell that the tracks led to the beach, so I continued straight ahead.


      “Oh?”


      When I arrived on the beach, Luna and Mina were standing on the same rocky area as always. They were talking about something while looking at the horizon.


      Is it all right for me to get closer?


      Just as I thought that, the two of them suddenly turned around.


      “What the— I was wondering who was peeping at us. It’s just you?” Mina said.


      “You may come over.”


      “Is it Tamamo?” I said hesitantly.


      “Yes, it is.” She smiled. If the usual Luna was a child of the sun, then her smile was like that of a moon goddess. It was a mature smile that didn’t match her age, and it gave off a vaguely fascinating appeal—


      “Hey, Tamamo,” Mina said. “Stop using your Charm all the time.”


      “Oh, my bad.”


      My vision suddenly felt wider. It seemed that I had been put under the effect of her Charm again.


      “And you, stop getting caught all the time,” Mina said. “Someone like you should be able to repel it, if you just show a bit of a desire to resist.”


      “I don’t know what you expect me to do...” I said.


      Unfortunately, my body let things that caused no damage affect me if I didn’t consciously shut them down. And, when it was Luna I was up against, I couldn’t really work up the urge to resist.


      “Hmph... Well, whatever,” Mina said.


      “So, what were you two doing?” I asked.


      I didn’t ask why Tamamo, who should have disappeared, had come out. I had heard that she lost her power and could no longer appear, but that must have been just another one of her lies. Nevertheless, she wasn’t doing us any harm, or anything, and I knew that she wasn’t a bad person; she just liked mischief.


      “I wanted to say my final farewell to Wilhelmina,” Tamamo said.


      “Farewell?” I asked.


      “Yes.”


      I bet that’s another lie, I thought, but Wilhelmina was in an unusually solemn mood. She could probably tell if Tamamo was lying, so...


      “Wait, are you telling the truth?” I said.


      “This does not mean that I am dying,” Tamamo said. “But this time, I am truly going to simply disappear.”


      During my battle with Mina, Tamamo had told me about her past. She had no physical form, so what if she had pushed herself pretty hard in order to interfere with me? Could it have been my fault that Tamamo had used too much of her power?


      “Please, do not fret. I did it because I wanted to.” Tamamo smiled at me, as if she had sensed what I was feeling. “I simply wanted to have fun with an old friend after a long time. That was all.”


      “Huh...”


      The two of them fell silent, and the waves fanned by the wind crashed against the rocks and sprayed into the air. There was no need for them to exchange words. It felt as though simply being there was enough for them to communicate something with each other.


      “Now, it is almost time for me to go,” Tamamo said.


      “Is it really?” Mina said.


      “Yes. I did a bit too much this time, so it seems that our next meeting will be delayed somewhat...”


      “Don’t worry about it. I’m used to waiting. Besides...” Smiling, Mina abruptly looked at me. “Now I have them.”


      “I see... Yes, you seem to have made some wonderful friends. I’m glad.”


      “That guy over there doesn’t die easily. So don’t mind me either, and rest up.”


      Tamamo smiled kindly.


      “Huh? Why am I here?”


      It was clear that this was Luna speaking.


      “Did you play with us so much that you lost part of your memory?” Mina said.


      “Whaaat?! That’s never happened before!”


      Luna was the same as always. However, her expression had a faint, faraway look...


      “But... I sorta feel lonely...” Luna said.


      Was it because Tamamo, who had always been there watching over her, had completely disappeared? Luna glumly hung her head, and Mina pulled her into a hug.


      “Mina?” Luna said.


      “That emptiness you’re feeling right now will eventually be filled in,” Mina said. “But don’t forget it. Don’t forget that, right there, someone was watching over you.”


      “Okay. Do you know that person, Mina?”


      “Yeah, I do. She’s a meddlesome woman, who always smiled while watching us rampage around like idiots.”


      Mina sat down on the spot and, while looking at the horizon, began to tell a story in bits and pieces. She didn’t mention Tamamo’s name, but it was clear that it was about her, and she went on, slowly...
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      Interlude: Beyond the Storm


      The hero’s party was seeking a ship, and the Celestial Archmages sought a connection to their destination. They would have ordinarily been mutual enemies, but as they shared a common goal and felt that they could benefit from each other, they ended up taking the same ship. Everyone on board was, without a doubt, one of the continent’s most powerful individuals. They all believed that no matter what might be in store for them, they would manage to make it through.


      However, a few days after leaving port, a beam of light suddenly split through the night, and their situation completely transformed. The skies that had been so clear were now unrecognizable, and the boat began to rock, embroiled in a vast storm.


      “Ark! Ceres! This is bad!” Ellie shouted.


      “Yeah, it’s not looking good... The ship won’t hold!” Ark said.


      The colossal ship, which they had arranged to carry their crew of less than ten, was now about to plunge into a watery grave. The former saint, Ceres, attempted to cast a barrier in order to somehow hold the hull together, but for some reason her spells wouldn’t work.


      “No way! At this rate...”


      Ceres, Ellie, and Ark weren’t the only ones panicking. One of the Celestial Archmages, Carla, who had repulsed many Calamity-class monsters, also shouted in fear for her life.


      “Wha, wha, wha?! Is there anything you can do about this, Seti?! I thought wind was your specialty!”


      “I am doing something, but it isn’t working. The winds aren’t listening.”


      “Huuuuh?! Th-Then, Zephyr! They call you the Lightning Emperor, so you—”


      While bravely standing stock-still on the rolling deck, Zephyr tried to fire a spell at the sky, but nothing happened. He had plumbed the depths of sorcery for two hundred years, and even he had never seen a phenomenon such as this.


      “What in the world?”


      “It’s useless, Zephyr,” whispered a girl wearing a black military cap and dressed in a soldier’s uniform.


      “Do you know something?” Zephyr asked.


      “There is no longer anything we can hope to accomplish against this with human efforts.”


      Her name was Edinburgh Emil Edelheid. As Number One in the Seven Celestial Archmages, she was called the Fiend of Demise, and even the Magician of the Beginning. She was the most powerful being in the world.


      “N-No way...” Carla said. “But everything was fine until just now!”


      Although they were a group of the strongest magicians, few could keep their cool when their life was in danger. At the very least, Carla just wanted to be someone strong, and she definitely wasn’t ready to accept death whenever it came for her.


      While everyone was each grasping for something they might be able to do, Saint Ceres saw the calm Edinburgh and stopped moving.


      “That flash earlier...”


      “Oho, so you noticed it, saint?”


      “It was mana—delicate, but at the same time more powerful than anything I have ever felt—piercing the sky... And the storm came right after.”


      Hearing that, Edinburgh smiled with joy. “Yes, that’s right. That light cut through something, and now this. In other words...our destination is near.”


      While everyone there was bewildered in the face of death, Edinburgh headed to the bow of the ship, then gazed at the horizon and smiled. She seemed delighted, as though someone beyond was in sight.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Thank you very much for picking up volume 4 of The Isle of Paramounts: Reborn into a Slow Life Among the Strongest in the World.


      My previous, debut series finished at its third volume, so this will actually be my first time releasing a volume 4. When I began the story, I decided that I was going to write something leisurely, fun, and boisterous, without any grand objectives. I was worried whether I would be able to keep it going for long...but now, the characters move on their own more than I ever expected, and I feel like I could write as much of this as I want (lol).


      Wilhelmina, the True Ancestor, is the star on the cover this time, and she’s charming and beautiful... The story itself was quite different from earlier volumes, and I tried adding some of Wilhelmina’s gloomy past. As always, Noy drew some amazing illustrations, which did justice to Wilhelmina’s background.


      Also, as for the manga edition by Yamaura, both volumes 1 and 2 received instant additional printings, an incredible result, and the series as a whole is going wonderfully! There are some characters who are showing up illustrated for the first time in the manga, so please, check it out as well!


      To get personal, I’ve also gotten new work as an author, and it seems like I’ll be starting a new series this year. In addition to novels, I have had the privilege to work as a scenario writer on an original manga, and to try my hand in new fields, so it looks like I’ll be able to put my all into my work as a writer for the time being. My present worry is that I don’t have any time at all to play the newest video games, but I think that’s a good problem to have (lol).


      In the next volume, the three members of the hero’s party, after many difficulties outside the island, will finally arrive! (At least, that’s the plan!). And, Reina’s teacher and Number One in the Seven Celestial Archmages will have her long-awaited appearance! (That’s also the plan!). The series’s popularity will definitely lead to the release of volume 5! (Or so the author hopes!).


      With that, I hope you look forward to the next volume! I will do my best to write something fun and enjoyable, so I would be grateful for your continued support.


      Heiseiowari
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  Sign up for our mailing list at J-Novel Club to hear about new releases!


  Newsletter


  And you can read the latest chapters (like Vol. 5 of this series!) by becoming a J-Novel Club Member:


  J-Novel Club Membership
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