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  Chapter 1: Dragon-san Battles Demon-sama


 
 
  I am a dragon.


  The black scales covering my body are harder than any metal know in this world, and my fangs and nails are sharper than any blade.


  My golden eyes can spot even the smallest of details from miles away, my sense of smell is next to none, and my ears can pick up even the most faintest of sounds.


  I can even use magic, a mysterious force that can manipulate the laws and fabric of this world, freely. As you can clearly see, the title of the strongest of the living creatures is not all that baseless.


  None of the above change when I take my humanoid form, I might add.


  Well, technically the levels of magic I am able to use is fairly limited in my human form, but the physical strength and abilities remain on the dragon level. Silver lining.


  The way in which I move in my human form is different from my dragon one, but it is no problem for me, since during my previous life I was your plain and ordinary human, University student to be exact, back on Earth.


  With all of the above, it is only natural that every living creature recognizes our superiority, and none dares to put that state of affairs into question.


  Still, there are some who like to challenge our authority from time to time.


  I was currently on the training ground of The Hunters Guild in the capital city of Barrow, and all around me Spring was in full bloom. There, disguised as the Hunter Noct, I was doing some light exercises.


  I carefully check the movement of my body, and correct any error that I happen to come across.


  After all, the center of gravity was totally different for men and female, so I had to constantly keep that in mind.


  I was wearing a set of black armor, Noct’s signature equipment.


  It is lighter than any ordinary Adventurer’s armor, but every single pieces was reinforced, so its defensive capability was on par with the heaviest of armors.


  Depending on my mood I would sometimes also wear a cape, but for today I decided not to do that.


  Sometimes it would help me to blend in the crowd and resemble ordinary humans, but for today there was no reason for me to do that.


  I carefully surveil my surroundings and gently try to relax.


  It was a training ground owned by the Guild, but all of the Guild staff were somewhere else at the moment, seemingly being busy.


  They were busy preparing themselves to cast a spell.


  Once cast by several Guild magicians, the spell slowly erected a shock-resistant barrier along the training ground’s surface.


  “Can you hear me? We have now completed the experimental strategic magical barrier. Right now it is small in size, but it should be able to withstand even the most powerful of magical attacks. We want to try and test its endurance, so please try to destroy it.”


  「Roger that.」


  「Understood.」


  I could hear the voices of researchers, making final adjustments to the barrier.


  They were going at it from early morning, and it took them almost an hour to start up the blasted thing, seemingly all because of its strength and complexity.


  I was wondering if it was truly okay to do this without waiting for Nectar, so I sent a message to Ligurila, who was watching from some distance away.


  “Ligurila, the rules are just like we agreed.”


  “Of course, all according to human standards when it comes to strength and endurance. Magic is also limited to the abilities of humans. I have heard it so many times before that I practically got it memorized. More importantly, are you ready? I’m ready to go at any time.”


  Ligurila’s expression was a mixture of both excitement an irritation, as if she was impatient to do something she was not able to do in a long while.


  I’m sorry for making you wait such a long time for this, even though I was the one who suggested this battle in the first place.


  Besides, when the news about the battle spread, there were whole lot of people coming here to visit the place, some of those people unrelated to staff members and researchers.


  Most of those people were Hunters whom I recognized from the Guild’s joint exercises, but for some reason there were a whole lot of women of various ages.


  Yup, I have absolutely no idea why.


  I smile bitterly, and then I can see Aru coming right in front of the barrier.


  「Noct-san! Onee-sama! Do your best, both of you!!」


  He waves his hand at us with his eyes glittering, and seeing that I try to calm myself down.


  Umu, I must do my best and act all cool since my child is here to watch me!


  Then, I send a quick nod to both Nectar and Senjiro, who remained in the vicinity and were on alert (mainly for security reasons).


  When they saw my nod, they retreated to a safe distance, signaling the beginning of the duel. In the next moment, Ligurila quickly picked up a whip that was hanging from her waist.


  At the same time I heard the sound of something tearing in the sky, and a moment after that I was able to pick up several magical patterns all around me.


  It looks like she wanted to come at me with everything she had from the very beginning.


  Being perfectly aware of that, I drew the sword that was resting at my waist.


  *


  I was pretty confident in my own swordsmanship.


  I was having Senjiro train me in the way of the sword which comes from his home country, as well as martial arts that they were teaching in the military, courtesy of Nectar. The combination of the two was proving to be quite effective.


  Not to mention that with the enhanced senses of the dragon, I was virtually able to drive any kind of opponent into the mud with little to no effort.


  However, since Ligurila was in the Guild for far longer than I, not to mention the experience accumulated over the years, her combat skills were far superior to mine.


  Even if we were equal on the physical level, the only real way for me to win with her was to overwhelm her with my superior magic ability.


  No matter who rigorous the training or the natural abilities of any creature, they were all pretty much obsolete when it comes to magic, which was able to adapt and counter any opponent in any given situation.


  But when you are a dragon, this advantage was increased even further, since we were basically walking vortexes of pure magical power.


  The moment she starts to cast a spell, I will immediately know what kind of a spell it is.


  No matter how powerful or clever, if I can counter it, it’s my win!


  When I notice it, I can come up with a countermeasure and attack with my own spell, completely negating her own!


  So, when it comes to a serious match with Ligurila limited to human spells ––––


  「Sonic Barrett!」


  Ligurila fires a dozen of magical bullets in my direction, and I cut each and every one of them down with my sword.


  The bullets in my direct trajectory are incapacitated, but Ligurila was already preparing another salvo.


  I cut with my sword to the right, letting the sword’s momentum to pull me away from them, but they suddenly changed direction and hit my left arm.


  Ligurila stroke with her whip, and when she did she could freely manipulate the trajectory of her spells!


  My armor managed to absorb most of the impact, but still I could feel the painful blow resonating through my arm.


  I somehow managed to retain my stance, and tried to back off a little bit, just so I could protect my injured arm.


  Seeing that, Ligurila smiled in nasty manner, and jumped forward to close the distance between us, at the same time swinging with her whip at me.


  CLASH!


  I tried to block it with my sword, and our weapons clashed violently.


  I positioned myself to try and protect my injured arm, but Ligurila answered with a barrage of swings, intent on not giving me any space to breathe.


  If I lost my concentration here or lowered my guard, I would be pulverized in an instant.


  But even though I was managing to deflect her attacks, I was feeling each and every blow in both my knees and hands.


  We changed our positions, we moved around, and our exchanges were becoming longer and longer.


  In time, we stopped hearing any noise from outside the barrier, and eventually it became the world in which only the two of us were present, and nothing else mattered.


  It wasn’t so bad after all, devoting myself to the fight like that.


  From where was the next blow going to come from?


  Top? Bottom? Or maybe from the side?


  Over the years we had hundreds of fights like that, but with each new one Ligurila was becoming better, forcing me into corner more and more.


  For me, as a dragon, it was fresh feeling, one that was quite intense.


  At some point I decided to put some distance between us and disengage, and so I parried one of Ligurila’s blows and kicked her to the stomach, sending her flying backwards.


  Ligurila fails to defend from my kick, and lets out a painful grunt from the sudden shock.


  However, this short moment allowed her to cast a spell.


  「Freeze Needle!」


  In the next moment, a pillar of ice was erected right under my feet, thick as an adult man’s arm.


  I managed to avoid some of them by jumping into the air.


  However, Ligurila continued to erect the ice pillars from the ground, and eventually some of them managed to hit their target.


  Normally, one hit with a pillar like that would be enough to kill a normal person.


  Thinking that it hit way too close for comfort, I fell back onto the ground and shook my sword vigorously.


  「Flame Storm!」


  I said the ancient words and clouds of flames began to appear out of thin air, melting the ice that was attacking me.


  At the same time, clouds of vapor began to rise all over the training ground.


  The visibility became next to zero, but I could still sense where she was.


  I jumped towards Ligurila with all of my might.


  Suddenly, a water blade flies from inside of the hanging mist.


  I deflected the blade and jumped in the direction that the blade originally came from.


  But just before I swung my sword, I realized that something was wrong and that my sword would not reach Ligurila at all.


  Just as I expected, I cut through a decoy made out of water and I stood in the fast growing puddle. Then another water blade came at me, and I dodged it by rolling to the side.


  While breathing heavily and being covered in mud all over, I somehow managed to calm myself enough to form a spell.


  Then, once the steam cleared, I could see the real Ligurila who was holding a spear instead of a whip, and that she also finished chanting her own spell.


  「Aqua Blade Dance!」


  「Gah……!」


  No, wait, that magical power!!


  I let out that scream because I realized that she was suddenly coming at me with everything she had, busting out the most powerful spells at her disposal.


  I look at Ligurila, and in her eyes I can see the expression like this cannot be helped and just roll with it.


  Hmmm~. Oh well, what real choice do I have……?


  While I was thinking that, a huge vortex of water blades began to approach me.


  However, I was ready for it.


  「Flare Wall!」


  I spoke the spell, and a huge wall of fire was erected right in front of me.


  But, since Ligurila’s spell was of higher caliber, it managed to cut through the wall with ease. I did, however, manage to change its course.


  Another wall of steam rose from the clashing spells, and from behind of it I could hear the sound of another spell that Ligurila was ready-ing. I had really bad feeling about that one.


  She lashed her whip at me again, invoking the spell with the speed of the sound.


  「Darkness Bind!!」


  I quickly cast the spell, and right after that chains of dark energy rose from the ground and bound Ligurila in place.


  Even though Ligurila was unable to move, the fighting spirit was not gone from her eyes. Still, the battle was approaching its final stage.


  Her crimson lips arched into a smile.


  「Freezing Storm!」


  The spell that she just activated, it was an ice storm of absolute zero, freezing everything it touched on its way.


  Seeing how I was wet all over, Ligurila’s spell was especially dangerous to me. Even a slight touch would be fatal for me.


  That Ligurila, it was almost equivalent to a suicide attack!


  Sensing that the temperature around me was rapidly dropping, I dissolved the chain that was still connected to Ligurila and again tried to put some distance between us.


  Next I thrust my sword into the ground and formed the spell.


  「Firewall Wind!!」


  I shouted, and both Ligurila and I were surrounded by a whirlpool of infernal flames, that melted the ice and the atmosphere shifted from cold to hot in matter of seconds.


  When I shifted my gaze up, I found out that Ligurila was swaying on her feet, barely able to stand.


  「N, not yet, I can still go on…… Unyah!」


  「Right, it’s over.」
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  I put my hand on Ligurila’s forehead, trying to ease her temper a bit.


  I honestly think that sometimes we were really going too far with those duels of ours, forgetting that they were mainly meant to be “fun and games” for the most part.


  If we were really going to continue this fight, both of use would need to be ready to sustain some grievous injuries, or even put our lives at stake.


  But above all, if we went all out, our surroundings would turn into barren wasteland.


  And unsurprisingly, more often than not the resulting damages would be Ligurila’s fault.


  「Uggh, this time it is also my loss. Why does it always happen!? Why can’t I win!?」


  「That faint with a water blade was good, though. Because the following spells were so flashy. One might even call it a foul play, but I’m not complaining when it comes to magic.」


  「Oh my, but wasn’t the original goal of this duel to try and test the durability of the barrier? And since I had a few powerful spells up my sleeve, I thought it would be a waste not to use them.」


  「First time I ever heard about it.」


  「There!」


  I try to drop a heavy chop onto Ligurila, who was still talking.


  Seeing that, Ligurila was unwilling to try to block it, but he she has gone too far now to try to back down. She blocked my chop with a swing of her whip.


  Crck!


  There was a high-pitched noise, and in that moment I looked in the same direction in which Ligurila was looking.


  Then I could see the audience moving away from the barrier as fast as they could.


  We could also see the researchers who were looking in agony at the web of cracks which was forming upon the barrier’s surface as a result of magic raging inside of it.


  Besides, blizzards and firestorms don’t go all that well with each other.


  CRACK!!


  「Ah.」


  「Oh my.」


  I broke into cold sweat seeing the clash of blizzard and a storm of fire, which naturally upon impact shifted into an explosion of hot steam which shattered the barrier into tiny pieces right in front of my eyes.


  After that, I started to work even harder at the Guild, as a way for compensation for destroying the barrier that the researchers worked so hard to build.


  Chapter 2: Dragon-san and the Guild Leader


  We were fortunate enough that Nectar’s defensive barriers were there, so by some miracle we managed to avoid having the raging blizzard and firestorm escape beyond the training field. The only casualties were those members of the audience who got stomped as a result of panic.


  However, almost all of the equipment used by the researchers to collect the data was destroyed, along with the data itself, and it seems that they didn’t manage to salvage anything out of it. Small wonder, since it all tuned into piles of white ash.


  And just as we were having our wounds treated, both Ligurila and I were told to go to the Guild Master’s quarters once we were finished here.


  「This time, I admit that this whole situation may have resulted from us, the Guild, supervising you quite leniently.」


  Sitting in his ornamented chair, the Guild Master was a middle aged man whose skin was brown and whose hair were almost entirely white.


  He was a Guild Master alright, but he was also a full-fledged Hunter, not the kind to just sit idly behind the desk. So even nowadays he was still active as a Hunter from time to time.


  I also had the pleasure of working together with him one a few occasions for some Rank 5 quests.


  Although his face was ridden with wrinkles, this time the ones around his temple were especially aplenty.


  It was clear as day that he was angry.


  The Guild Master let out a sigh, while looking at us as we were staining on the sofa with our dirty attire.


  「But, I never would have thought that you would get carried away and forget what the original purpose of this test was supposed to be, you two!」


  Hearing the Guild Master yell at us – a man who was supposed to have fought over a hundred battles – made my shoulders sink a little bit.


  At that moment, pieces of dried mud crumbled away from my armor and fell onto the ground.


  The reason being, we weren’t given any time to change our clothes.


  Uwaah~. This looks bad. Like, really bad.


  I wonder if we are going to get fired for this? It won’t affect my life in a long run all that much, but the fact that would stop earning some pocket money for myself would be depressing.


  I was smiling awkwardly while trying to remove the mud from my armor. Ligurila, who was sitting right next to me, opened her mouth.


  「You asked us to test the endurance of the barrier, and we did just that. So why would it bother you that we decided to make a little show out of it?」


  The Guild Master frowned, while I was looking all apologetic. However, Ligurila continued to speak, seemingly unmoved.


  「I heard the researchers saying that they were proud that the barrier was able to withstand the spells of the highest caliber, even if for just a little bit. And we were the ones who made that possible. So we shouldn’t be the ones to blame. Shouldn’t you blame the ones who made the barrier too weak in the first place?」


  Even though Ligurila’s beautiful features were brimming with confidence as she crossed her arms at her chest, the Guild Master’s expression only grew steeper.


  「We told you guys that the barrier’s actual endurance would be lower than the theoretical one! Still, based on bits and pieces we were able to gather, it looks like the total amount of magic inside of the barrier would be enough to start a small-scaled war!? I admire your enthusiasm, but some limits are not meant to be broken!」


  I was wonder if that was really the case here, but our spells were rather powerful, that much was true.


  The Guild Master brushed some papers from his desk to the side, and continued his angry speech with a facial expression that would make a hundred men cower in fear.


  「The measuring equipment used for this test was invaluable, since there are only a few examples of such technology in this country! Furthermore, since the training field itself was ravaged like that, the cost of repairs and maintenance is going to be astronomical! But the most important thing, the researchers sustained so much damage that they ended up being incapacitated for at least few days! You caused us immeasurable losses!!」


  「Again, why is it our fault that the researchers got……」


  「Ligurila.」


  I call her name to prevent her from saying something that would end up dragging us down even deeper under, and she looked clearly upset that I did so.


  No, I had to stop her, Otherwise it would only get worse.


  Having been interrupted in the middle of his speech, the Guild Master picked up where he left.


  「Miss Ligurila. As the head of the Hunters Guild, I respect your combat prowess and your way with magic as well. Together with Noct-san here, I truly appreciate your ability to take care of even the most dangerous of monsters. It is thanks to those qualities of yours that up until now I was willing to overlook certain “eccentricities” of yours, but this time you have gone way too far.」


  Here the Guild Master made a slight pause just so that he could let out a sigh.


  「Noct-san, Miss Ligurila, I’ll have the both of you work for the Guild to pay for all the destructions you have caused thus far.」


  「Ehh?」


  I let out a voice like that without thinking, but soon enough I understood that this was the “penalty” that the Guild Master was talking about, one that would let us stay in the Guild’s ranks.


  Ligurila, however, seemed to have a lot harder time with coming to terms with this, for she looked at the Guild Master with a stern expression.


  「Now, what are you talking about? Aren’t we already members of the Hunters Guild?」


  「Hunting monsters is not the only thing that we do here. The Hunters Guild holds many different facilities under its umbrella. So there are sure some jobs and errands that you can do around here. I expect you to form a party to undertake this task.」


  「But I have a normal job aside from being a Hunter. I have a shop to tend to, I can’t work here. Are you telling me to just throw it away like that?」


  「If you don’t take my offer, you can always pay the full cost of both maintenance of the training field and the repairs of the measuring equipment. Be my guest.」


  And then the Guild Master went on about that some more.


  Well, it’s not like I can’t pay this much money, but it would mean blowing away almost half of my savings I managed to accumulate from working at Hunters Guild.


  That much money can even be a problem for Ligurila, and she’s making quite a lot of dough from her “Lily’s Women Fashion Store”.


  Maybe that was the case, but for some reason Ligurila was glaring at the Guild Master with that nasty look on her face.


  「I get a feeling that you are trying to threaten me.」


  「No, since you are self-employed I think that you’re perfectly aware of the fact that this is normal procedure in this situation!?」


  Ligurila was getting more and more hostile, while I was becoming nervous.


  Ligurila, my friend, you do realize that this glare of yours could very well kill someone, right?


  I don’t know what you are trying to do, but you definitely shouldn’t do it!


  After a few moments of rather intense staring competition, Ligurila finally lets out a sigh and backs down a little. She asks the Guild Master a question.


  「Say, Guild Master. Even if you want to engage us and our partners in this, it is pretty much impossible. My Sen-san needs to attend to the store, and Nectar-san is a no-go for Noct, since he has a small child that he needs to look after. So in other words, whatever form of job you may have for us, there is no way for us to involve a party in it.」


  「Then I advise you to register another party with other people just for that occasion.」


  I just respond to that suggestion by shrugging my shoulders.


  Why would he even suggest us forming a party for this job?


  Certainly, with a party involved, the variety of work we could do would increase tremendously, but since both Senjiro and Nectar had their own affairs to look after, we could probably do this a few times at best.


  Try as I might, I can’t find a good reason for us to form a party of any kind just for this occasion.


  「As for Senjiro-sani, we already confirmed his schedule in advance, but anything else like equipment and whatnot, we’ll leave this to you.」


  Ouch, those were some unpleasant words. They really stung.


  If they went as far as confirming Senjiro’s schedule in advance, then this was not merely your typical punishment job.


  Or maybe they were intending on calling us for this job to begin with, but now they had a reason to call us earlier?


  In any case, something here was awfully fishy.


  Perhaps noticing how I was feeling, the Guild Master started to hold back a little.


  「Noct-san, this request is something that can only be given to a Rank 5 Hunter or a whole party affiliated with one such Hunter. You are the only Rank 5 Hunters currently staying in the capital city, and I am your Guild Master. If we talk to one another, I am sure we can come to understand each other.」


  Hearing Guild Master’s words, I remember some of the Guild’s laws.


  The Hunters of Rank 5 get priority when it comes to receiving and picking up jobs.


  And if it something appointed by the Guild Master, it is something which we simply cannot deny.


  We would end up as criminals, most wanted by all other Hunters for the offense of the highest caliber.


  The Guild Master continued with his fingers put together, while I was nervous and breaking into cold sweat.


  「To prevent unnecessary confusion, we shall consider the request as accepted once you hear about it.」


  「Fuhn. In other words, it is either nobleman or the country itself. Someone who is concerned about the information leakage. Is that right?」


  「…… I’ll leave it to your imagination.」


  Although the Guild Master answers like that to Ligurila’s question, it was as good as confirmation. I see.


  After being troubled for a while, I open my mouth.


  「I would like you to tell us the contents of the request.」


  「If it is something that I can answer.」


  「So, even if it’s a request to hunt down some powerful demon, we are going to receive only a small portion of the reward? I have no right to reject this request, but depending on its contents I might oppose to it, if it turns out to something reckless, unnecessary dangerous or something which might endanger innocent bystanders. I would very much like to pay the repair costs rather than make myself people’s enemy.」


  As I stated that, the Guild Master swallowed heavily while nodding his head.


  「…… O, of course. I believe that it is something that only Hunters of your Rank can accomplish.」


  It was strange that his face was still stiff in anger, but I’m glad that he was able to understand.


  I’m terribly sorry for what I have done, but for the time being I was happy that I wouldn’t be fired from the Guild.


  Besides, without having Rank 5 Hunters around would mean that in case of emergency the Guild would not have enough firepower to counteract.


  That would mean they couldn’t simply afford to let go of us just like that.


  And, contrary to myself who already resigned to doing this whole ordeal, Ligurila was still as adamant as ever about resisting.


  「I’m not going to do this.」


  Seeing just how stubborn Ligurila was, with her scornful look and arms folded on her chest, the Guild Master tuned towards me and continued.


  「…… About your activity.」


  That word in particular seemed to have ticked Ligurila off.


  And I, for one, was surprised just how dark the atmosphere has became.


  「…… Is there anything you would like to tell us?」


  The Guild Master looked surprised hearing that question, and by Ligurila’s sharp stare as well.


  「No, I will not disclose this information for you just yet. Everything depends on your attitude. But if you accept this request, I can pull some strings and make sure that any future request will contain more detailed information. Well? What do you say?」


  「…… Hmph.」


  After snarling at Guild Master, Ligurila gives me a sharp look and then shrugs her shoulders.


  「No way. This time is the only exception.」


  「I’m available.」


  It’s good that Ligurila gave her consent to this idea. It would be sad if I was to do this entirely on my own.


  Managing to persuade Ligurila to the idea, The Guild Master coughs a few times before continuing.


  「Well then, on to the details of the request……」


  「Hold on a minute.」


  Says Ligurila in a totally relaxed manner, while sticking out her chest and raising her hand casually.


  「But before that, can I at least go and take a shower?」


  「Ah, me too!」


  I raise my hand as well, and for some reason the Guild Master lets out a rather long and heavy sigh.


  Chapter 3: Dragon-san and Her Hunter Companions


  When I returned to the bar and cafeteria located right next to the Guild’s Headquarters, a large group of people were gathered around a projector.


  The projector was showing the recording of the duel that happened between Ligurila and I not so long ago.


  Although there was no sound, the image quality was not so bad, so others were probably watching this for reference sake.


  「Geh!? Did you see that!? That fiery bastard cut off that spell in half!」


  「You can actually do that!?」


  「Each and every spell has a core that keeps it on going, so theoretically if you aim for that core, you can neutralize the whole spell.」


  「Easy for you to say that.」


  「At least that’s what I think. It’s all just a theory, but to be able to aim so precisely at a spell’s core is just……」


  「No, maybe that’s not it. It looks as the spell was cut in half, but maybe it was something else?」


  「Does it look like that to you?」


  One of the guys commenting on the fight was Senjiro, who kept on scratching his cheek while discussing the duel with another Hunter.


  He sits in his usual kimono, with his hands crossed on his chest.


  Aru sits in the chair right next to him, surrounded by other Hunters.


  「Hey, Missy. You are a child of Nectar from this “Miracle Apothecary”, aren’t you?」


  「That’s right.」


  「Aren’t you missing your Daddy?」


  「Not in the least? Father said this looks interesting, so I should go and watch it. Also, Big Brother Sen is here, and all the other Hunters are also here, so there’s no problem!」


  Aru says with a broad smile, getting along with everyone in here even though he would usually have problems with dealing with new people.


  Senjiro was also vigilant this whole time, listening in on their conversation.


  「I’m glad to hear it. Aru-dono.」


  「Hey, Missy, would you like something sweet? Just ask, and we shall get you as much as you want!」


  「Hmm, I don’t want any at the moment. But thank you for the offer, Mister.」


  Replying like that to one of the Hunters and making him all embarrassed, Aru finally noticed that I was here and waved his hand at me with bright expression.


  「Noct-san, welcome back!」


  「I’m back, Aru. Sorry about that. Something came up.」


  Aru stands up from his chair, bows down politely to the Hunters who’s been keeping him company and runs up to me.


  I could see that some of them were watching us with envy in their eyes, but I guess it’s all good one way or another.


  「Senjiro, thanks for keeping an eye on Aru for me.」


  「Not really. Aru-dono is quite smart, so there was not much for me to do, anyway.」


  Said Senjiro while smiling bitterly, and then he continued.


  「But still, Noct-dono, for you to be able to win in a duel against Ligurila, that’s an amazing feat in an out of itself!」


  「Not really. It was a rally close call, if I do say so myself.」


  Because Ligurila went all out against me from the get-go, I had to use the magic of strongest caliber at my disposal, as well.


  Thanks to me having to put so much effort into this, this didn’t feel like a win at all!


  Hearing that, one of the Hunters approached us with a wry smile on his face.


  「Hey, if it isn’t the man here himself! That magic of yours was something else! I would have died for sure if I was standing even remotely close to a spell like that!」


  「Besides, we didn’t even know that you could use spells of this caliber. Like, at all!」


  「Hey, isn’t he that guy from before?」


  「Oh, well shit.」


  Some of the Hunters had really long faces while saying that, and I felt apologetic for some reason.


  Ah, so that’s it. I knew it. They were making bets on who would win.


  Oh well, let’s pretend that I don’t know about that.


  Instead I smile at them seeing just how much they were uneasy about this situation, to which Senjiro also said:


  「Incidentally, you two were not serious, right? Going all out because of a test like that would surely be nothing short of a waste.」


  「You think so?」


  「…… Eh? Wait a minute. So you were serious there? Huh, really?」


  「Does it really matter? Besides, it was only a duel, not a battle to the death. I am only giving it my all when I’m fighting demons and monsters.」


  Saying that to the Hunters was apparently enough to calm the situation down, but then shortly after it was taking a somewhat weird turn.


  「That’s right. After all, Rank 5 is a world totally different from ours.」


  They were all watching me with so much respect in their eyes that I suddenly got all embarrassed about it.


  Ummm, there’s no reason to make such big of a deal out of it, you know?


  If we weren’t giving this job our very best, the capital city would sooner or later turn into a desolate wasteland, wouldn’t it?


  There’s no real way for me to explain it better, so I just try to brush it off with a smile. Then, they all notice how Aru was attached to me.


  「By the way, the two of you seem to be awfully close together.」


  After the duel was over, the venue was still in the state of utter chaos, and so it was highly unlikely that either Nectar or Senjiro would be able to leave early. So instead, I proposed that we all would meet here, at the cafeteria near the Guild house.


  Since both Senjiro and Aru were here, this means that Nectar should also be here as well, but strangely enough, he was nowhere to be seen.


  Then Aru said something strange.


  「Father is talking to the researchers in the conference room.」


  「Eh? Ah…… Please don’t tell me……」


  I smiled wryly to myself and decided to leave this matter alone for now.


  「Yup. He was together with us up until recently, but then a bunch of people dressed in white pass us by while discussing magic and barriers, and Father wanted them to tell him as much as they could. The discussion began to heat up gradually, and so they decided to take the conversation somewhere else.」


  「Ah, if that’s the case, then it might not end so soon. Worst case scenario, this can turn into all-nighter.」


  Originally, Nectar was a researcher himself, and so it’s no wonder that we wanted to be up to date on the latest trends and information when it comes to magic research.


  But still, hearing someone else discussing it, it must have flipped his researcher switch or something close to that effect.


  True, we manage to break the barrier because we went overboard with our attacks, but if you go and improve some of the barrier elements, it has the potential to become something truly amazing in the future.


  …… I think I would like to be a part of that monumental event in the future if possible.


  While I was thinking about that, I saw that Ligurila exited the Guild house as well.


  Ligurila already changed her clothes and washed her hair, and even though she was wearing Band-Aids all over her face to accelerate the healing of her wounds, she was still looking drop-dead gorgeous.


  Even the Hunters who were passing her by would stop in their tracks and turn their heads around, wanting to catch a glimpse of her ethereal beauty.


  「It was a complete and utter disaster.」


  Ligurila came to the table where we were sitting and took a seat, making one of the younger Hunters scram to make some space for her.


  「Make some space, why don’t you?」


  「Y, yes, ma’am!」


  The young Hunter jolted up, offered Ligurila his seat and went to sit somewhere else after giving her a short salute.


  Uwah, just look at her go. Scoring herself a seat as if it was nothing.


  Senjiro, on the other hand, was delighted to see that his beloved Ligurila decided to join us.


  「So, you two, how did your conversation with the Guild Master go?」


  「How should I put it? He was quite bothersome to us.」


  「It’s been a while since I last saw the two of you having a duel. It surely feels refreshing. What about our next joint training?」


  「Now that you bring up that topic, did the Guild Master still allow us to train together?」


  One of the Hunters raised his voice, and others were quick to follow that statement as well.


  The event they were talking about was something which were introduced shortly after Ligurila and Senjiro’s duel. Still, it was surprising that the number of participants was becoming larger and larger with each duel.


  Still, I’m glad that so many people were looking forward to it.


  「For now, I was told that it is okay for us to continue doing those battle trainings.」


  「I see.」


  Hearing Ligurila’s words, lots of Hunters felt relieved, and I understood just how much they were looking forward to it.


  「But I was told that I need to calm down a little bit. So we will probably put them on hold for now. If I don’t calm down, then I’ll be forced to resign from the Guild.」


  「Impossible, they can’t force you to resign….」


  「Wait, If Sis Lily stopped being part of the Guild and……」


  Stunned for a second by Ligurila’s remarks, the Hunters all raised their voices at the same time.


  「That’s our Sis for you, our Lily! Please join our ‘Silver Fang’!」


  「No, our ‘Salamandra’ is way better! We could really use a magician’s help right about now! If Sis Lily is with us, we would have the strength of a hundred men!」


  「Hey, our party consists of members who are all rank three or higher! And since Sis is the one who defeated the Marionette Tree with ease, she would be a great addition to our group! It’s about hundred years too early for you to try to invite her!」


  「Say what again!? Your party is third-rate at best!」


  The Hunters were about ready to jump at each other’s throats, but they were all silenced by Ligurila’s heavy sigh.


  「Would you kindly stop getting ahead of yourselves? I have no desire to act as a Hunter in the future. I have to refuse this time as well.」


  「I, I see.」


  「Even if we would work together, I know that I wouldn’t be able to give it my very best, and I also detest the idea of being bossed around by someone who is weaker than me. That is why please stop trying to include me to your party.」


  「Then who would be a suitable partner for you, prey tell?」


  「That’s right.」


  Even though in the face of the disappointed Hunters, Ligurila was unmoved and cold as ever.


  Ligurila smiled elegantly, looking at the Hunters, and then she extended her hand towards Senjiro.


  「Someone like this man, for example.」


  Next, the facial expressions of Hunters became that of disappointment, giving up and being fed up.


  「That’s right, so that’s how it is……」


  「Those guys surely are amazing. Anyways, they are the strongest from among the entire Guild.」


  「It was always nothing but an ephemeral dream.」


  「Oh well, guess I will go train myself until I drop, but before that ––」


  While the other Hunters were becoming disheartened and were giving up, Ligurila leaned over towards Senjiro and told him straight in the eyes.


  「Even though it was a good fight, losing still hurts my pride. I need to do something about it. Senjiro, let’s have a fight.」


  「Sure, I don’t mind that in the slightest. Honestly speaking, it would be a pleasure, for I really got fired up while watching the two of you fight.」


  「Then please come this way.」


  They both smiled at each other, their eyes filled with determination and will to fight. Then they turned towards me.


  「Well then, Aru, Lava, if you’ll excuse us. We shall talk later.」


  She called me by my actual name, totally disregarding that my form was that of a male, not a female.


  Well, not that it really matters, since around these parts it isn’t a common knowledge that Lava = Dragon-san.


  I could also see that they were saying something to each other, and then Senjiro’s face got red for some reason. That reason, however, was a mystery to me.


  「Aah, see you around, Ligurila.」


  「See you around, Big Sis!」


  As Aru waved his hands, some Hunters were able to notice the soft smile that Ligurila shone at Senjiro.


  After that, Ligurila interlocked her arm with Senjiro’s, which was really a common courtesy around these parts, but it was enough to make the gathered men flip their tables figuratively with rage and anger.


  Senjiro didn’t look back, not even once, so I couldn’t really know what his expression was, but I could probably figure it out.


  「Fucking asshole.」


  「Hey, stop being rude to Big Sis Lily!」


  「Well , someone’s here has a death wish……」


  It was pretty laughable just how quickly one of the Hunters turned hostile with his words, and was now looking to pick up a fight.


  Perhaps he wanted to ask Ligurila about the details of the Guild Master’s request, but now he missed his chance.


  I used this opportunity to talk with Aru.


  「Alright, Aru. I’m going to try and see Nectar. Although I think that it might be impossible right about now.」


  「Yup.」


  Aru responded like that, and when he jumped off his chair, I could see Nectar rushing towards us from the back corridor.


  「Noct, Aru, sorry for making you guys wait!」


  「No, don’t sweat it. But is that really okay for you to be here right now and be seeing Aru?」


  I didn’t think it would actually happen, but here he was: Nectar, running up to us while breathing hard. Also, he really looked relieved for some reason.


  「It’s alright. Since I am but an outsider, I only suggested them some nifty methods of improving their work. So for now, I would only know what they were doing with the spell by having a look into the blueprints they are making.」


  I thought that the researchers would be happy to accept some help with their job, but judging from Nectar’s reactions it seems that they were protective of sharing their blueprint details. I guess it was still a good thing that he would be able to assist them in some way.


  「Well, they wanted to talk with me some more, but I told them that I already had plans, and so I refused them.」


  Nectar’s words make my heart all warm, and he looks at Aru and laughs happily.


  「I see, that’s really great. Well then, I do believe it is time for us to be on our way.」


  After saying that, I continue to communicate with Nectar.


  “There’s something I would like to talk to you about. It’s related to the request given to us by the Guild master.”


  Although Nectar seemed to be surprised, his expression changed slightly to show agreement, and then I turned toward Aru.


  「Sorry to keep you waiting, Aru. Let us go.」


  「Yup!」


  Aru comes I between us and takes our hands in his own.


  And since we were reluctant to let go of him, all three of us left the Guild side by side.


  ***


  「…… Hey.」


  「What is it?」


  「That little girl, isn’t she the daughter from the apothecary?」


  「She should be, why?」


  「I have seen many people during my lifetime, but not someone quite like her.」


  「If you say so……I think she looks natural walking alongside those two men.」


  「Whatever… But doesn’t looking at her soothes your heart?」


  「It sure does.」


  Chapter 4: Dragon-san is full of motivation


  After being suitably away from the Hunter’s Guild, I changed from male to female.


  Then, while riding a carriage we found on the street, Nectar is frowning while pondering about the broad conversation that took place in the guild’s master room.


  「I thought there would be somewhat of a punishment, but it turned out like that.」


  「Yeah. Since the Guild Master plays an important role in the human world, so I decided to accept his request as it is.」


  When I looked at his face as if saying “I’m sorry for taking that decision without consulting first”, Nectar shook his face with a soft expression.


  「It’s important to continue to have a favorable relationship with the guild. They’re not pleased with what happened earlier, Lava, but it can’t be helped.」


  …Huh? You’re giving me that mean smile as if you knew what to do, but you still don’t do anything?


  Well, let’s just pretend I didn’t see that and let’s move on.


  「This means that after a detailed meeting with the guild, I think I’ll go straight to the place of the request, so we won’t be able to return together.」


  「Oh, so you’ll be leaving, Mommy…」


  「I’m sorry.」


  I tried to comfort Aru, who seemed disheartened.


  Aru is not in his spring break, but he still took an early break from school to come to the capital with us.


  He seemed very interested in watching my match with Ligurila, but he also likes the academy a great deal.


  Even if he has enough credit to not need to go to school for four years, he just wants to go to school like everybody else.


  The truth is that it would have been nice if we had been able to spend more time together, but it may be impossible now since there’s been a protest against the magic barrier test.


  「I came here out of my own selfishness, mommy, it’s not your fault. There’s also a new class I’ve been looking forward to, and since El-senpai is making a new magical gun, I want to help him.」


  「Huh? El-kun is making a new magical gun?」


  「Yeah. He said can use magic now, so he’s going to do some optimizations. He also said he’s been busy recently with his new companion, but he can finally settle down. 」


  「How has El-kun been lately?」


  「Well, Vass came to school wanting to be El-senpai’s familiar. The old man learned a lot of things from him, and he often asked me questions, too. He seems fun, but El-senpai seems troubled, going all “Hmm”, and surprised, and confused, and nervous…」


  「Oh, that’s…」


  　Both Nectar and I laughed unintentionally as Aru tilted his head.


  　I can’t imagine that quiet, unsociable senpai is having things like fun, but I can picture Elvie being swung around left and right by that Dragon-senpai.


  　Elvie, who now can use magic, seems to be working extra hard to change his academic course to the magic department.


  　He’s also relearning Engrave, and that added to the hectic community life Aru described, Elvie seems to be as busy as usual.


  　I was relieved by Aru, who with sparkly eyes was remembering all the fun stuff that was waiting for him at the academy, and then I turned to Nectar one more time.


  「Well, Nectar, I leave him in your hands.」


  「Got it. We’ll be waiting for you at home.」


  　As I said “All right” with the most worried face I had, I gave Nectar a tiny wry smile.


  「It’s all right. I’ll be with Ligurila. Sen-san will also be invited, so we’ll be fine. We can handle any request easily.」


  「I understand. But what my head understands and what I feel are two different things.」


  　Aru raised his voice with some reserve, as a disheartened Nectar watched from the sidelines.


  「Mommy… Daddy is worried, and I can go home by myself, so I stay here, and daddy you can go with mommy?」


  「No, she’ll be all right. I also want to welcome you home from school, so we’ll go back together.」


  「Okay.」


  　As Nectar spoke in such a considerably flustered state, the lonely Aru’s facial expression was pleasantly shy.


  　Yes. I’m not particularly inclined towards this request, but I’ll do my best to return home soon.


  　As I recover my motivation with a “Hmph!”, Nectar’s face turned a little more serious.


  「Even so, though they seem to be second rank monsters, it’s a little bothersome to see many by the area where people come in.」


  「But considering that it feels like the influence of the Signos Plains has expanded a little too fast, and the sighting area is near the Hezart border… It may be a coincidence, though. 」


  　Well, still it doesn’t feel any different.


  　The chief of the guild was commissioned to investigate and take down any monsters frequently seen near the border with the neighboring Hezart.


  　The information came from local residents and hunters who were based in a nearby town, and the first sightings were a few weeks ago.


  　At that time, though it was a monster, it was said that it could be dealt with by local hunters, as it seemed to be a weak individual who may or may not have been a third-rank monster.


  　But after that, the monsters began to appear constantly, and finally, the second-rank monsters began to wander around, so as the hunters were running short of hands, a report was made to the country deeming that this as a strange occurrence.


  　It would have been nice if we could send our soldiers from our country as usual, but since this happened near the border, it’s not as simple.


  　Ballow does not have such a good relationship with Hezart, to the point that all attempts at diplomacy seem to be completely under the water.


  　If we send the regular army or the mage troops to such a place without an explanation, it might be taken as an act of war.


  　 And it seems that it’s for this reason that the request has been made directly to the guild.


  　The hunters that belong to the guild are expected to support no country, so they’re quite convenient when dealing with situations like these.


  　They are handsomely rewarded, and they are entrusted with many troublesome situations.


  　There are already several casualties in the area of the request, and the residents and hunters are almost completely besieged inside the town, so they can’t do too much.


  「There are probably no dragons there, so the Leylines must definitely be in disarray. That’s what must have created this surge of monsters, so I can’t just leave it alone.」


  「If they’re left like that after taking down the monsters, there is a high chance that there will be another request like this soon. It’s best to solve the root of the problem.」


  「Do you have to restore the Leylines too? So, does it take long?」


  　There were still some vague traces of uneasiness in Aru’s surprised face.


  「Since this is just a theory, I can’t say for sure… but what’s the matter?」


  「Um… Spring break…」


  　The word he reluctantly murmured afterward sounded a little like “Mom”.


  　That’s what it was. I told him that we’d come to visit gramps together during spring break.
 　
 Besides that, I had planned to fly to an unknown land to speed up restoring Leylines, so that I could spend the entire spring break playing with him.


  　Let me see… spring break is less than a week from today, so with the investigation, the monsters, and restoring the Leylines if need be… I don’t seem to have much time left?


  　I don’t have much of a choice, I should give up for the time being.


  　I made up my mind to tell him that I wouldn’t be able to do it, but seeing Aru’s painful expression I simply couldn’t say it.


  「Oh, I have to go, but I’ll do my best. I’ll be done by spring break, and I’ll play with you, Aru!」


  「Really?」


  「Really! Ligurila was looking forward to teaching you in sewing, so she’ll definitely help me out and try her best too. I promise!」


  「Yay!」


  　I’m relieved to see Aru’s once reserved face become instantly shining with delight. After all, Aru’s smile is priceless to me.


  「Lava, are you sure?」


  「I made a promise to Aru, I want to be with him. No matter what monsters or Leyline restorations come my way, I’ll make it through!」


  　To spending spring break together with Aru!


  　Nectar asked me that question with a seemingly worried face, but I had made up my mind and was completely motivated.


  　＊


  　A few days after returning from the capital.


  　Having recently returned from the academy, Aru went into Nectar’s drug store「Dryad」, which was facing the main street, and he noticed an energetic lady right in the middle of the store.


  　Since she was a regular, Aru smiled at her.


  「Hello, Hannah-obaachan.」


  「Welcome, Aru-kun. I’m glad you came. Your father seems to be mixing medicine, he’s not coming out no matter how many times I call him.」


  「Oh, I’m sorry. It’s the usual rheumatism medicine, isn’t it?」


  「Yes, please.」


  　As she waited for Aru to go behind the counter to get a bag he had previously prepared in a separate shelf, Hannah’s face seemed relieved, then changed to happiness as her prescribed medicine was set up on top of the counter.


  　Hannah took the medicine and paid Aru.


  　She was an acquaintance who Aru has dispensed medicine for before, though he had tended to the store many times in the past.


  「Thank you. You’re a great salesman, Aru-kun.」
 「Hehe. Take care, Hannah-san!」


  　After seeing Hannah off, Aru turned the「Open」sign around into「Closed」.


  　And like that, he walked down the corridor leading to his house while holding his bag, and before long he was opening the door to his father’s laboratory and mixing room.


  　The room is filled with the drifting scent of various medicines and plants, and even though there’s a bookshelf on one wall, the floor overflows with piled up books and research material all over the place.


  　On the desk were many complicated tools, which Aru did not know what they were used for, and many technical books laying open as well.


  　But his father wasn’t there, so after opening the door leading to the next room, there was Nectar, who was silently mixing the contents of a cauldron over a fire amidst a lingering strong scent.


  　The cauldron serves as a pot for regulation operations, and Aru thought he’d need to wait for a little time to fully understand the benefit of mixing such complicated medicines there, but after catching a glimpse of the contents, his voice came out rushing.


  「Daddy, you’re boiling the cauldron too much.」


  「Huh? … Ah, aaahhh!!!」


  　As Nectar reflectively looked into the cauldron, his voice rose desperately, and then he stopped his operation.


  　He took a test tube from a nearby table, gently poured some of the cauldron’s contents with a ladle, took it under a bright light, and dropped his shoulders in discouragement.


  「Oh… the magical reagents are ruined. And they were expensive ones, too…」


  　With a sigh, Nectar returned the test tube to its stand and turned towards Aru.


  「Welcome home, Aru.」


  「Hello, daddy. Hanna-san came a while ago. She was looking for her usual medicine, so I gave it to her. I put the money in the usual place.」


  「Oh, I didn’t notice, I’m sorry. Thank you.」


  　After being thanked to with such an apologetic face, Aru nodded, a little confused.


  　It’s been a few days since his mother had remained in the capital, and then left for Hezart together with Ligurila-san and Senjiro-san.


  　For the first a couple of days, this was not the case, but Nectar has seemingly growing more and more concerned. He has become absent-minded as of late and sighs often.


  　And then, after receiving a message from Lava stating that she wanted to investigate some more, it started to affect his behavior, and his medicine mixing was failing accordingly.


  　That doesn’t mean that Aru gets to be informed on how her mother’s work is going.
 　He knew his mother was going to be alright, but just as he was thinking that it would be a shame to not be able to spend time together during spring break.


  Aru was also concerned by Nectar’s depression.


  　And then, during one dinner together like any other, Aru began talking to a rather apathetic Nectar.


  「Daddy, did you get any messages from mommy and the others?」


  「Yeah, just this morning. However, it’s still not looking too good. It said, “I’ll definitely return during spring break!”… 」


  「I see…」


  　Nectar doesn’t say anything, but even Aru understands that his dad wants to go right away to be with his mom if it’s possible.


  　Aru is here, so Nectar is staying at home.
 　He’s worried about Lava, but he’s also concerned about Aru, so he can’t leave him alone.


  　In Aru’s case, he’s sad that his mommy may never come back in time before spring break finishes.


  　So Aru made up his mind and started talking.


  「By the way, daddy. Today, Marca invited me to stay over at her grandpa’s house.」


  「At Seram’s house?」
 「Since she said it’d be fine for me to be there until the end of spring break, you can go where mommy is, right? 」


  「Why, so suddenly?」


  　As if he had just been slapped across the face, Nectar stared at Aru, who went on talking a little nervously.


  「Daddy, don’t you want to help mommy with her work? You can go without hesitating since I’ll be staying at Marca’s. 」


  「That’s certainly true….」


  　Nectar’s face turned red as if embarrassed, and Aru used his fork to call his attention.


  「I miss mommy a lot, and you’re all upset, too, daddy. So, would it be okay?」


  　Nectar heard Aru loud and clear, but he was so worried, that he merely sighed after a long silence.


  「Aru, you really do pay attention to others, don’t you?」


  「Well…」


  「Good. I’ll take you on the offer. I’ll contact Seram later, so you can stay at his place.」


  「Yaaay!」


  　As Aru clenched his fist with pleasure, the wry-smiling Nectar continued talking as if he had just remembered something.


  「Well, Lava seems to have contacted Kyle, so there might be a chance her work is done before I leave.」


  「Huh? Kyle-san is there too?」


  　Kyle, who had recently turned into a spirit, could not resist to begin his travel around the world. When he was human, he could hardly go anywhere due to his busy job. So before he was asked by a dragon to do a job, he traveled around the country spreading information to the people.


  　It seems like he’s been flying around here and there, and during this time, souvenirs from far away countries have been sent by space transfer, but no one had thought that he was actually nearby.


  「Yeah, it seems that Lava asked him for help. So I didn’t want to go there and be a burden.」


  　Aru was a little worried about the wry-smiling Nectar, so he spoke his mind.


  「Daddy, mommy is working, right? Being in her way is a no-no, okay? So you have to try your best.」


  「I… I know. Also, I can always come back if you’re ever lonely, okay?」


  　Aru let out a little chuckle at the disconcerted Nectar, and picking up his fork, started to eat his meal.


  　He was excited about being allowed to stay over at Marca’s house, so he wasn’t paying too much attention to the food’s taste.


  Chapter 5: Dragon-san is in trouble


  Lava POV


  There are times when telepathy doesn’t work as expected, because the place where you make the connection changes depending on the situation of a Leyline, and you need to find the magical waves of the person you want to connect to.


  Having something magical related to that person makes it easier to find that person.


  For this reason, whenever I want to reach Nectar, I can send my thoughts over to him by marking my bracelet with a scale. For Aru, I use a strand of mane instead. And both of them can reach me in the same way.


  ((I believe I will be there in a day or so.))


  「Got it. See you soon!」


  Then, after ending the communication with Nectar, I unconsciously dropped the hand I was covering my left ear with.


  For some reason, like with the telephone calls from my previous life, I can’t seem to be at ease without covering either one of my ears with one of my hands.
 It’s strange how I still hold on to this habit as if it’s been more than hundreds of years ago.


  So, Aru’s staying with Marca-chan, huh?


  He said that he can see the source of the river while he stays at her grandfather’s place. It’s been four or five days since I’ve left on my friend’s mythical beast, so I wonder if he’s adapting well.


  Reflecting on how kids grow so fast with a feeling of nostalgia, I exited my bedroom at the inn I’m staying at and return to the living room.
 There was a map that spread across the table. Senjiro and Ligurila were there, and both turned to greet me the moment I arrived.


  「Oh, the conversation with Nectar is over, isn’t it?」


  「He’s out of Ballow now, but it seems that there weren’t many Leylines for him to use. He’s riding a stagecoach and should be here by tomorrow. 」


  It’s a short distance from there, so you can basically make it on foot helped only with a staff.


  That’s what Senjiro said, with a rather tired look on his face.


  「In the end, we couldn’t finish here before Nectar-dono had to come.」


  「It’s just that we don’t know what made that many monsters appear near the villages. It’s quite a predicament.」


  「That’s right, I didn’t think it would be this much of a struggle.」


  Just as Ligurila let out a strained laugh out of regret, I took a peek at the map on the table, which is filled with details about the current situation.
 Though that wasn’t according to the Guild’s request.


  We received the request from the Guild, and as soon as Ligurila finished informing the necessary people, we headed for the Hezart border together with Senjiro.


  However, I was eager to finish the request by spring break, and was not hesitant to get started right away.


  I want to play with Aru!


  So, when I got to the city in question, I immediately started hunting monsters down.


  「Senjiro, this is a great chance to see the results of your training. Give them a good beating.」


  「You don’t need to ask me that.」


  As Ligurila instructed him with her arms crossed, Senjiro elegantly rushed through the woods infested with second and third rank monsters, blowing those away left and right.
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  Oh, Senjiro, you’ve become insanely stronger than before, haven’t you?


  I used to think he had potential, but I was a little worried about how hard he and Ligurila had fought against each other during this past six months.


  Since he headed out first, he knocked out the most of the monsters, and the few that escaped him were plucked out by Ligurila, so I could no longer feel worried.


  We remained in the town in question, protecting it as I waited for my turn.


  The situation changed when the town mayor, feeling relieved about no longer being under attack by monsters, spoke to us frankly as if he had thought hard about it.


  「Truth is, there’s another village that is closer to Hezart…」


  The monsters definitely have came from that direction, since there has been no word from that village in several days.


  But I could also have been jumping into conclusions.


  「Oh, I see. Let us know if anything happens.」


  「Huh…?」


  I asked about that other place’s location to the dumbfounded mayor and quickly left towards that other village.
 After all, the Guild asked us to exterminate the monsters and investigate the area.
 I can’t consider that request fulfilled until I resolve the situation completely, can I?


  … Because officially, I planned to clear the mayor and the villagers’ anxieties away, if only a little.


  On the way there, I used telepathy to contact Ligurila, and was attacked by several second-rank monsters. I’m glad I was able to bring them down swiftly.


  I had this uncomfortable feeling when I reunited with Ligurila in that other village since the mayor there started talking in such a serious fashion.


  「Actually, there’s another village ahead, and we haven’t heard from them in some time.」


  What’s with this déjà vu?


  So, just like before, we defeated many monsters and finally arrived at this new village, now being at the verge of completely crossing over the Hezart border.


  「There’s a first-rank monster over there…」


  「Seems like you’ll get a good training partner now, Senjiro.」


  「Hmm, that kind of opponent should do just fine.」


  「…Will we have to leave this village for another one as well?」


  As Ligurila and Senjiro marched quickly through the village, the village elder and the other inhabitants soon began to come out of hiding.


  We were able to find the first-rank monster through my extensive investigation and Senjiro’s sense of smell.


  Though he had support from Ligurila, Senjiro defeated that monster almost one-to-one. While he was fighting, though, I had grown worried because I started feeling that the whole situation was strange.


  There were no magical abnormalities in the areas where we had found the monsters.


  Although there were some magical disturbances that seemed to have been caused by the monsters, they weren’t particularly dark, and it wasn’t a situation that would generate an abnormal outbreak of monsters.


  I was worried that after reporting to the Guild that we had defeated that first-rank monster, we would enter into the Hezart region to repeat this process all over again.


  Ligurila and Senjiro had joined me because they considered it would be good training for them, but we hadn’t thought that it would end up being something like this.


  It was the third day when we were done with defeating monsters, and I thought that it would take a couple of more days to understand the reason of their appearance, but despite my efforts, spring break had started, and I wasn’t getting any closer to the truth.


  I really need to apologize to Aru…


  「But what has been causing these monsters to come in swarms like this?」


  My eyes were fixed on the map as I stood there with my arms crossed.


  By the way, I was in my regular human form, not as Noct.


  Since we were travelling across the Hezart border, and they don’t know much about the Black Flame Dragon over there, I figured it would be pointless to use my Noct form.


  That’s why I’ve changed to my basic form, even leaving my tuft of red hair as it is.


  At first I was happy that I didn’t need to hide, but as the investigation continued, my excitement began to wane.


  The map was filled in with the places where we eliminated the monsters, and a rough approximation of the flow of the Leylines.


  Why are we doing it like this?


  It’s simple.


  「Oh, I never thought that there would be a land where Leylines were hard to catch up with like this…」


  That’s right. The area around Hezart was a land where following the flow of magic was hard, even for me, a dragon.


  Understanding the flow of Leylines, which are as intricate as our own blood vessels, is always a difficult task. But upon close inspection, since in this land the Leylines seem behave so differently, the depictions in our map look rather deceiving.


  It might be possible to fully understand how the Leylines work here in another twenty or thirty years, but of course, we don’t have that much time now.


  So I prioritized picturing the places where we had found the monsters, but we still don’t know where the monsters actually came from.


  「I had developed a new technique for destroying these vermins, but in the end, I didn’t get the chance to use it. And since we entered the Hezart territory, we haven’t found a single monster. We’ve been doing nothing but walking across the hills and fields.」


  Ligurila had crossed her arms and seemed pretty stressed about the situation.


  She’s very patient when it comes to making dresses, so she’s not poor at keeping up with our current pace, but it’s impossible to not feel a little nervous about getting no results at all.


  Still, she says she’s not going back home, and that she wants to help me. That gives my heart a somewhat warm feeling.


  「Hey, Lava. We won’t just finish this request if we can’t find what we’re looking for. There may be many monsters still out there.」


  The reason Ligurila is so calm about it is that even if she gets a little hurt, she can heal herself with the Leylines.


  However, she might not need to rely on that ability, since I don’t think that there will be any more second-rank or above monsters left.


  「But still, that number of monsters is strange, so this will only take a little more time.」


  Seeing that both Senjiro thinks the same way I do, Ligurila made a sullen face and fell silent.


  They look like lovers who have came to understand each other perfectly.


  「Well, for now, we know that the Leylines near these borders are not the source of the issue. So let’s go a little further into these lands.」


  As I said that with a discreet smile on my face, someone knocked on the door at our room.


  When we opened the door, we found the inn’s attendant on the other side, looking a little nervous.


  「Um… there’s someone downstairs who says he’s an acquaintance of yours. He’s a big and tall magician with long brown hair. 」


  「Oh, is that so? Ligurila, Sen-san, could you wait here for a moment?」


  I stood up cheerfully and followed the girl to the lobby downstairs.


  Kyle was there, wearing light-colored traveling clothes, and a staff on his back.


  Chapter 6: Dragon-san Prepares For Action


  Seeing Kyle, I raise my hand in greeting gesture.


  [Hey, Kyle! It’s been a while.] [I’m sorry, Lava. For being later than we agreed on.] [I don’t mind in the slightest. Besides, I’m the one at fault here, really. For deriving you from your responsibilities just so you could help me.] 

  Being given his new responsibilities by the dragon, Kyle was out of the country for a while now, travelling around the world and seeing it with his own eyes.


  His physical abilities being significantly boosted right now, it seems that during a single month he was able to travel over a vast distance, not to even mention that he was able to use Teleportation magic as he saw fit in his current form.


  So I tried to send him a message through the leyline to see if it reaches him or not, shortly summarizing the story of our duel and our resulting punishment.


  And when we talked about it for a little while, Kyle said that he would come over and gather as much information as he could.


  [What are you talking about? I was actually happy for you to contact me. I was getting a little bit bored of all of this travelling, and so having a breather like that is nice in its own way.] 

  Kyle said that with a happy expression and a handsome smile on his face.


  While smiling back at Kyle, I took him to the other room and introduced him to both Ligurila and Senjiro.


  [So you are the coworker that Lava was talking about.] [Nice to meet you both. My name is Kyle.] 

  For a short moment Kyle was eyeing Senjiro with suspicion, but then he immediately extended his hand towards him.


  [I do believe it’s the first time we have met. My name is Kashiwagi Senjiro. Pleased to make your acquaintance.] 

  Senjiro also reached out his hand towards Kyle and both of them shook their hands in a greeting.


  Next, Kyle turned towards Ligurila, and just like with Senjiro, he was staring at her face for a moment or two.


  [Fuhn.] [W, what?] [I thought your energy was similar to that of the demon familiars created by the dragons, but what do you know, it was just Bel’s husband. What a small world we live in.] [Well, you’re correct in that.] 

  Hearing Ligurila say that, Kyle didn’t know how to react, so he just shrugged his shoulders.


  Then Kyle looked at Ligurila’s face again, noticing her golden hair and her eyes, and then his face turned into that of a surprise, as if he just realized something.


  […… Wait, that super-class beauty, ah, now I see. You are Madame Lily, one of Belga’s friends, aren’t you?] [Ara, you only noticed that now? My brethren. I humbly welcome you to the bottomless abyss that is being a demon.] 

  Kyle looked stunned by Ligurila’s words, and then he looked back at me while coking his head.


  [Ah, so that it! Lava, so that’s what you meant by saying that there are demons dwelling within the capital city!] [No, I’m sure I have never told you something like that. But does it really matter now?] [Maybe not, but don’t you understand? For me, a former magician, this is huge news! Just think about all the possible dangers that this involves!] [Ara, what a way to say hello. After all of the cleaning of the low rank demons I’ve been doing over the years? Unlike Bel, you really are thick-headed, aren’t you?] 

  While Kyle was trying to say something, Ligurila stopped him with an astonished sigh, but soon enough Senjiro raised his voice.


  [Can I ask you something? Lava-dono, what’s your relationship with Ligurila and Kyle-dono?] 

  It was an obvious question, but at the same time it was the one that was difficult to explain.


  Kyle and I were connected by bonds of deep friendship, but the situation was tad a little bit different when it comes to Ligurila.


  After hearing that, Ligurila squint his eyes and looks at Senjiro with a funny expression on his face.


  [Ara, why do you care?] [But of course. I can see that you’re an old acquaintances, and so you must have something that ties you together.] [Huh, is that all? Really?] 

  Senjiro seemed embarrassed by his own words, while Ligurila’s expression was quite emotionless.


  Then, Kyle asked me discreetly while looking kind of strange.


  [Say, are those two……] [Umm, it is probably exactly how you think it is.] 

  For me the nature of their relationship was quite obvious, but for Kyle it must have been rather confusing.


  Kyle coughed a few times, and then turned towards Senjiro again.


  [Right now I am a demon, but I was born recently, and I was human until some time ago. Together with my wife, we were Ligurila’s friends in Ballow. Also, I am surprised that I never realized that she was a demon all this time.] [I see, so that’s it. It is an honor for me to meet of of the eight million pillars.] 

  Kyle seemed to be extremely puzzled by Senjiro who bowed down his head to him, so I hurried to explain it to him.


  [In the East, from where Sen-san comes from, demons are worshipped on an equal ground as Gods.] [I see, so in other words, he might view me as God, as well.] 

  Kyle nodded to himself, just in time to see Senjiro raise his head.


  [Oh, please forgive me for my behavior just now. Even though I have abandoned my country long time ago, some customs from my time there are hard to get rid of. Originally I was only calling Lava-dono like that, but then I sort of started to do that to others, as well. It must have been shocking to you, so I’ll try to watch my tongue and behavior from now on.] [It doesn’t bother me in the slightest. So please, don’t let it bother you as well.] [I understand.] 

  Senjiro nods his head, and both he and Kyle smile at the same time, huge grins appearing on their faces. While I was still feeling kind of embarrassed about Senjiro’s words somehow, I said to Kyle:


  [Kyle, can you tell me the results of your research?] [Ah, it’s not that big of a deal, just your typical trivia about the leylines.] 

  Kyle began to talk about the fruits of his labor, at the same time taking a pen and a piece of paper in his hands, drawing something as he spoke.


  [When I got your message, I was just around Hezart. I figured I would go and visit every country neighboring Ballow, starting from the most southwestern one and then go in certain order.] 

  He was tracing the areas on paper which I haven’t visited yet.


  [Almost every one of them was ordinary and peaceful. There were no magical abnormalities, and the rumors and gossips travelling around the streets were totally unrelated to demons or monsters.] [I see.] 

  I was honestly surprised just how thorough Kyle was about inspecting the leylines alongside Ballow’s borders.


  [I even tried to go to their respective Guilds, but aside from normal monster hunting and dungeons exploring requests there was nothing special there, either. Just to be on the safe side I inspected all of them.] [And how did you manage to get inside?] [Back in my day, I spent lot of time with the military. You learn to conceal your presence up to some degree as a part of their training.] 

  I can totally see that.


  Even if other Hunters Guilds had skilled Hunters like Senjiro, Kyle was able to move extraordinarily fast both horizontally and vertically, so they would pose little to no threat to him.


  Out of all of us, Ligurila with her outstanding beauty would have a hard time to keep a low profile needed for an infiltration like that, and Senjiro as a beast man from overseas would arouse even more suspicion and attention. As for me, even with my Rank 5 licence from the Guild, information gathering would be pretty much impossible.


  While I was thinking that, Kyle suddenly looked as if he has remembered something important and his eyes lit up.


  [Now that I think about it, is the magic stone worth more or less the same as it was hundred years ago?] [Hmm, let me think. I think that its selling price went a little bit higher. It is mainly used as a core of magical machines.] [That’s strange. I could have sworn that this country’s magic stones were dirt cheap.] [What do you mean by that?] 

  Asked Ligurila, and in response to that Kyle took a bunch of notes out of his pocket and started to flip through them.


  They were all well-written notes, describing the countries and towns that Kyle managed to travel to thus far. They were also rich in details.


  [Kyle…… You seriously managed to make so much notes?] [Oh, it would call it the force of habit, really. The local economy can tell you pretty much anything about the town’s or country’s current condition.] 

  I see this was yet another talent of his, so much different from those of Nectar’s.


  Seeing how the list was organized by the order in which Kyle visited the other countries, it took him some time to actually find what he was looking for.


  [It was not until some time after I travelled to Hezart, but the closer I got to the capital city, the lower the prices of the magic stones would get. Oh, here, as well.] 

  Kyle pointed to the notes describing one of the towns right next to Hezart’s capital city.


  [But its value in this town was higher than in the capital.] [Is that really that big of a deal? Isn’t that just an error of some kind?] 

  Kyle shook his head hearing Ligurila’s question. She looked to be quite bored of this topic.


  [No, this can’t be. Magic stone is too valuable of an energy resource, as well as a gem stone. It is pretty strange that its value is higher in some random city rather than in the capital where lots of nobles reside.] 

  Apparently that was enough to shut Ligurila up, and Kyle proceeded to take a color pencil from his pocket and write with it on the map.


  [See, those are the cities I stopped in while on my way to the capital. Based on the prices of magic stone in Ballow, those are the places in which the prices were higher, and those were the places in which the prices were lower.] 

  Finally, Kyle surrounds a certain area with a big circle.


  At the first glance, it looked just like a piece of land in the middle of Hezart, but upon closer inspection I immediately realized what it was.


  It looks like Senjiro also managed to notice that.


  [Isn’t is concentrated alongside the Flume River?] 

  The area that was encircled contained a large portion of the Flume River, which flowed through both Ballow and Hezart.


  With the exception of the capital city, most of the places where the stone’s prices were cheap were concentrated near the river, on in cities through which the river flowed.


  [Now that you mention it, aren’t the areas in which we fought strong monsters also located in the river’s vicinity? I don’t know about you, but I think it is something worth investigating.] [What does that even mean?] 

  Senjiro said that to Ligurila, who looked like she was wondering about something.


  [Because magic stones are collected from demon and monsters corpses, its prices tend to drop in places with theoretical high demonic/monster infestation.] [This is really useful information. It might come in handy soon.] 

  The rivers are vital parts of magic circulation, after all.


  They carry not only water, but magic particles as well.


  Because of the water’s flow, the nature of magic inside of it tended to be extremely unstable. Up until now it was not a matter of concern, but now it may be a whole different matter.


  In the end, I thought it was necessary to go there and investigate the area properly.


  [First order of business, we must go to a town near the Flume River.] [If so, why don’t we go to this city?] 

  Said Ligurila while pointing her slender finger at a certain point on the map, a town located in the upper stream of the Flume River.


  [Melias?] [I was getting bored with nothing for me to do. It is a famous scenic resort, it might be a good place to start looking.] […… Not that I want to be a ‘wet blanket’, but we’re not going there to fool around, you know?] [Ara, we are going there to investigate, the location is but a bonus. I can’t be blamed for wanting to enjoy the attractions, and besides, breaks are necessary when you work hard.] 

  Said Ligurila right into Kyle’s face, who looked as if he was considering her words for a moment or two.


  [Well, it is a city with a high flow of people, so a bunch of foreigners shouldn’t arouse any suspicion. We might even be able to gather some useful information.] [Good. Alright, I shall depart tomorrow, once Nectar joins me…… Or no, if it is something serious, it would be better for Nectar to go directly to Melias.] [Is Nectar coming along? Then our potential for information gathering will rise tremendously.] [Even if it’s an undercover action, it should be ok. But Kyle, you should take a little rest after all of your travelling.] [I’m not feeling all that tired since I got this body, but I appreciate the gesture.] 

  Right, it’s all good that we managed to settle our course of action.


  I contact Nectar and relay all the information to him.


  Kyle is going to share a room together with Senjiro, and the rest of us is going to find the lodgings for ourselves once we get there.


  And because I was thinking to myself all this time, I failed to notice some rather disturbing signs in Ligurila’s behavior.


  [So, we do have some spare time until tomorrow morning, right?] [Eh? Yeah, that’s right. Looks like it to me?] 

  When I turned my face towards her, for the first time in a while I saw a terrifying smile blooming on Ligurila’s lips. A smile full of joy, but still terrifying.


  [That’s actually perfect. You there, come with me. It’s time for some demon bonding time.] 

  Suddenly, Kyle said something with a funny expression.


  [What do you need me for?] [Since two demons are present at one location, this can mean nothing else but a duel, of course. And while we’re at it, we can use the occasion to try to score some terrain for you in the demon world.] [H, hey, what are you……!? Wait a minute, missy……!?] 

  Why Kyle was getting visibly confused, Ligurila started to move her hands around while looking at me with a satisfied expression.


  [Well then, Lava, I am going to borrow our little Kyle and play with him for a while. I’ll give him back to you around night.] [Wait, Lig……!] 

  By the time Senjiro noticed what was going on, magic circles already began to form under their feet.


  The moment Ligurila waved her hand, the magic light swallowed them whole and they disappeared.


  Chapter 7: Dragon-san and the Demons Circumstances


  As both Ligurila and Kyle disappeared in the radiant light, I scratched my cheek nervously.


  Ahh, I can only hope that Ligurila won’t rub too many of her bad habits onto Kyle.


  But I was standing there, thinking about what to do now, I noticed that Senjiro was looking slightly upset.


  [Lava-dono. Ligurila went to do their business together with that man, but what exactly are they going to do?] [Hmm, I don’t know. Maybe she wants to see the extent of his power with her own eyes? You know, it’s just how demons do things. Instead of greeting one another with a smile on their faces, they go straight to clashing of swords and throwing spells at one another.] 

  That being said, Ligurila was infamous amongst her fellow demons for taking things too far during those duels, often shifting them into battle to the death.


  [Oh, but this time, I also believe that she just wants to blow off some steam as well.] 

  I told him that, thinking it would be far better than cooking up some sort of lie just so it could ease his worries.


  For Kyle it was something inevitable, and so I was hoping that by surviving through this ordeal, the two of them could possibly become friends.


  I was yet again lost in thought, but then I noticed again that Senjiro’s mood was becoming rather foul by the minute.


  Or, rather than bad mood, was it anxiety?


  [Umm, do we even know where Ligurila went in the first place?] [I guess? She also left us a note beforehand.] 

  Even if she didn’t do that, I could probably trace the trail of magic she left behind her, and identify her location that way.


  Then, Senjiro asked me something that was difficult for me to answer.


  [Lava-dono, if possible, could you possibly tell me that location? I want to go there.] 

  I was almost sure that Senjiro, who was really apologetic, managed to misunderstand the whole situation and currently got the wrong idea.


  Or maybe he thought that Ligurila was going to have an affair with someone of her own kind?


  I think I would probably feel the same way if Nectar suddenly hit on some random girl on the street and the two of them started to go on dates behind my back…… You just can’t help it but to feel anxious about those things.


  Suddenly feeling determined, I told to Senjiro.


  [I think that Ligurila will be back around dawn or so.] 

  Realizing my bad phrasing and seeing Senjiro’s tail swinging from side to side anxiously, I quickly searched for the right words to correct myself.


  [No, that is exactly why. Let’s go to our accommodation, grab our luggage and then we can go to where Ligurila is.] [I sincerely thank you for your consideration.] [Think nothing of it. I know just how you feel.] 

  I laughed to make Senjjiro feel more relieved, but I could see that his ears were twitching ever so slightly.


  *********


  I gathered my luggage in a hurry, and then called the inn employee in order to check out.


  Then we called for a carriage and we drove it towards the coordinates where Ligurila supposedly transported Kyle and herself. It was an open space covered in grass, some distance from the main road. Once there, we saw that Ligurila was chasing Kyle around.


  [Ahahahahaha! I would never think that Bel’s husband was such a cowardly weakling!] [Just listen to me, for god’s sake!] 

  Kyle’s aura was already that of a demon, complete with his hair growing long and his body being surrounded by lightning, which was decided to be his attribute.


  Right now he looked like a cheat character from video games, one that could easily pummel his enemies to the ground with one swing of his huge staff.


  Henceforth, the thought of this Kyle being overwhelmed by Ligurila was a little bit…… surreal, to say the least. Sadly, this is exactly what was happening right now.


  Being pushed back by a barrage of magical attacks, he saw an opening in them and began to run away from his opponent. Then, when he noticed that I arrived at the scene, he made a run towards me.


  When he finally reached me, it was as if something have broken inside of him.


  [Lava! What the hell is wrong with this fighting freak!? She teleported us and right of the bat began to cast high tier magic at me! And not that I’m complaining or anything, but she seems dead-set on wanting to kill me! She’s your acquaintance, do something about her!] [Umm, that I cannot do. It is something like a method of communication for her. And once her switch is flipped, no amount of reason can get through to her. She must calm down by herself with time, I’m afraid.] 

  In my case, the longest time for her to calm down was three days and three nights.


  And let me tell you, it was truly an arduous experience, since she was so hellishly strong.


  While looking away from him, I laid my hand on Kyle’s shoulder in the encouraging gesture.


  [Listen to me, my friend. I am sure you are going to die many times here, but not really “die” die, so please try to give it your best shot. Okay?] [Are all demons like that!?] [Well, Ligurula is kind of an exception to the rule. Rather extreme exception. But I wonder?] 

  I tried to laugh it off, to which Kyle could only cast me a hopeless look.


  All the while, Ligurila was slowly walking towards him from behind his back.


  [What’s wrong, Thunderstorm? Have had enough so soon?] 

  Saying that, Ligurila smiles in a way that would make all of your bodily hair stand up at once. It was a charming, beautiful smile, but there was also something cruel and sadistic about it that made your heart froze in fear.


  Kyle looked behind, and upon seeing Ligurila’s smile, beads of cold sweat began to drip down his neck.


  [Now then, I think I gave you more than enough time for preparations.] 

  Kyle squeezed his staff tightly in his hands and began to run away from Ligurila yet again, and she followed suit.


  For a short while Kyle was even able to put some distance in between them, but it was no use.


  Sensing something, Kyle came to a sudden stop, only to see a huge distortion in space, from which a giant feathered jellyfish soon emerged.


  It was about fifteen meters long.


  Its feathers were swaying gently under its membrane umbrella, and its innumerable tentacles were glittering gold.


  It was a strange yet fascinating creature, with the core that would change its color according to the creature’s emotions.


  It was truly a sight to behold.


  Casting her humanoid disguise aside and returning to her true nature, Ligurila began to whisper sweet words while her core inside of her umbrella shifted and swayed.


  [The real fun starts now. I wonder, will you be able to entertain me a whole lot?] [Iyiiiiii……!!] 

  Astonished by Ligurila’s true form, Kyle soon found himself being attacked by the swarm of tentacles.


  [Ohh~~, good luck, Kyle. You’re certainly going to need it.] [Instead of cheering me on maybe you could help me––––––~~!!] 

  I heard Kyle’s scream, as well as both thunder and lightning shining through the intervals between the tentacles. Judging from that scream, he should be fine for a while.


  And while I was wondering whether or not to return to the carriage or to stay here and watch, Senjiro finally caught up to me, looking shocked.


  [Sen-san, is there something wrong?] [No, not really……] 

  No, judging by his reply and the movements of his tail I could see that there was definitely something wrong.


  Senjiro was frozen in place, and so I trace his line of sight. It went straight to the golden-feathered jellyfish flying in the sky. …… Don’t tell me,


  [Is this perhaps the first time you see this form of Ligurila?] [No, I have witnessed it a few times before, when she was cleaning my hair or while we were in the bath.] 

  Feathered jellyfish soaking in the bath, what a cute sight to behold.


  As I tried to imagine that, Senjiro’s eyes were still glued to Ligurila, who was trying to decimate Kyle with her tentacles.


  [But I must admit that this is the first time I see her using the full extent of her power in such a way.] [Aah, I see. Well, there aren’t that many demons out there that can match Ligurila when it comes to strength. Kyle really should go all out against her if he wants to get out of there in one piece.] 

  Speaking of which, Kyle’s nickname as a demon was Thunderstorm, although only weak demons were using that title.


  Maybe it was his unique way of being humble.


  [Is that, right?] 

  Said Senjiro while observing Kyle’s struggle against Ligurila, unable to move his gaze away from her.


  Since his expression was so dead serious, I began to make my way to camp on my own, leaving him to his own devices.


  *********


  In the end, Ligurila continued to chase after Kyle all the way until morning.


  [Ahh! It was so much fun!] 

  Ligurila took the carriage reins in her own hands, seemingly in a pretty good mood after all of the exercising, and we started to head back towards the city.


  On the other hand, Kyle was sitting at the back of the carriage, looking about ready to collapse from exhaustion.


  [Ahh, how did I even manage to live through that……?] [Kyle, thank you for all of your hard work.] 

  I passed him a water canteen I prepared in advance, and he received it with shaky hands. His previously long hair turns back to their normal length, revealing a face of utter exhaustion.


  But moments later, he pulled back the canteen from his mouth, his face twisted with disgust.


  [L, Lava? What the hell is this?] [It is a special kind of water that I created with magic! It’s perfect for replenishing the reserves of lost magical power.] […… It was so dense that I thought I might vomit for a second there.] 

  Being aware of the drink now, Kyle resumed drinking it carefully.


  Demons bodies were made out of concentrated magic. Once he replenishes his reserves, he should feel all better.


  Then, Ligurila turned towards us, probably overhearing our exchange from the driver’s seat.


  [Ah, Lava. Could you give that drink to me as well?] [Sure thing, you seem to have used a lot of your magic as well. Small wonder, since you told me you should be done with it by evening but you lasted all the way until the morning.] [Don’t put it in such a weird way, it’s disgusting. And besides, nothing beats a cold drink after a long and satisfying battle.] 

  Ligurila says that, and I take out a spare empty bottle, and put my hand towards the opening.


  Water begins to flow from my palm right inside of the bottle.


  If you put just enough magic into your palm, the water would constantly keep on flowing, until the bottle would eventually be filled.


  [Done, here you go.] 

  I threw the bottle towards Ligurila, who catches it in mid-air and almost immediately puts it to her mouth.


  [I knew it, it’s quite something. And it is only thanks to your skill and the fact that you did all the work yourself.] [Well, I’m happy that you think that.] 

  Seemingly happy, Ligurila smiles and then snaps her fingers.


  In the next moment, the carriage became lighter, and our speed accelerated noticeably.


  [Like this, we should be able to reach Melias around afternoon.] [You surely are free-spirited, you know?] 

  When Kyle regained enough strength to pull himself up, Senjiro, who until now was keeping silent while hiding his arms inside of his sleeves, spoke up to him.


  [Kyle-dono, you were previously a human, but you said that you received some kind of training. What kind of training was that? What training allowed you to withstand such an ordeal?] [That’s right, during my youth I was a member of the military. And even after I retired, I would always train on my own if I had some spare time. …… Lava, what’s that smirk supposed to mean?] 

  Kyle noticed my expression and addressed that without hesitation.


  [Oh, it’s nothing, really. It’s just that, when we talk about work, it was you who would often take lead during the hunt for the most dangerous monsters, right?] […… And who told you that, prey tell?] [Belga and Nectar.] 

  Suddenly, Kyle began to look all embarrassed, and tried to make excuses.


  [Oh, yeah, right, those two. You see, it is sometimes necessary for those at the top to go into the field in order to do some ground work, in order to boost morale of their people. …… I admit, sometimes it was mainly to relieve some stress, but not all that often.] [Umu, those are the words of someone who used to be at the top of the chain of command. It is exciting and intense, but can also serve as a way to practice your own skills and abilities.] [Ah, aaahhh. Thanks.] 

  Senjiro began to praise Kyle, who seemed to be mildly entertained by those words.


  [So, how did you manage to handle that situation with Ligurila?] [And what do you think? I run away, although it was truly a hard thing to do. Not to mention that those tentacles are strong and fast, and each and every one of them fires off a different kind of magic. Don’t you think that’s foul play?] 

  Ligurila looks back towards Kyle, who suddenly went pale and was shivering all over.


  [Ara, Lava is capable of repelling almost eighty percent of my tentacles with ease.] [Comparing me to an ancient dragon, thanks a lot.] 

  Said Kyle prudently, and turned to Senjiro.


  [Well, Right now I’m living as a demon, and thanks to that I received a second chance at life. But, during my lifetime there were many situations in which I was thinking I might actually die. No, there are still situations like that for me, even today.] [No, no, if you were to be overly conscious about things like that all the time, you would break down sooner or later.] 

  I say something like that, and Kyle had no retort to that.


  [That’s too hard of a concept to accept. I know that I am different, with all of that knowledge being put into my mind, but when I act in my original form, I feel as though nothing has changed. I don’t feel different in the least. At least for now.] 

  I laughed hearing him say that, because he said that as though it was something completely unrealistic. But it was the real problem.


  When I was first turned into a dragon, it took me a lot of time to accept my new form and the fact that I was no longer human.


  So I could truly understand his worries and anxieties that he was currently going through.


  [Ara, now that’s a rare opinion. Wouldn’t you like to test the limits of your newfound powers when you were given an opportunity to do so?] 

  Hearing Ligurila’s surprising words, Kyle couldn’t help it but to scratch his cheek.


  [Well, I won’t say, it was rather exciting to see that I can right now cast spells that I was previously unable to cast. I was like “Is this real?”. But I can’t say that I want to test out the limits of those powers, no.] 

  Kyle responded like that, and Senjiro seemed deeply moved by his resolve.


  [That’s a rare quality to have. Power can easily overwhelm anyone, and if the one who received said power is weak, it can even destroy you. For you, Kyle-dono, to receive such power and not become drunk with it, that’s truly admirable.] [No, it is nothing even as remotely incredible as that.] 

  As I was becoming slightly irritated by Kyle’s blushing face, I could hear Senjiro murmuring to himself.


  [I’m not that strong to begin with, so it is impossible for us to stand on the same ground.] 

  I couldn’t hear him all that well since he said that in the Eastern language, but as he was saying them he was looking at Ligurila, who was currently playing with her hair. At that moment, I think I somehow understood what he meant.


  Chapter 8: Dragon-san and the Artificial Magic Stone


  We arrived at Melias in the afternoon, and we picked up Nectar right before the city gate.


  「It’s been so long, Lava! I missed you!」


  「No, wait, I’m happy to see you, too, but stop embarrassing me! People are watching!」


  Having been separated from me for so long, Nectar jumps onto the carriage and hugs me tightly.


  Uuuh, I can feel both Ligurila and Kyle giving me those nasty looks from behind my back……


  「Melias was always a famous vacation resort, but I see that nothing has changed over the years.」


  Said Kyle who took over the reins, and Ligurila answered while looking around the streets.


  「But it’s strange. Some of those people doesn’t look like the type who came here for vacation.」


  Certainly, she was correct. Alongside the well-dressed noble-like men and women, the streets were full of Hunter-like looking people, carrying around swords and staffs.


  「It seems that a new dungeon was recently discovered near the city.」


  Nectar was the one to answer that question.


  「Though it was discovered a few years ago. It looks like this new dungeon is the most popular in the entire region, rich in both resources and treasures alike. That is why there is even a branch of Hunters Guild here.」


  Dungeons are the ruins left behind by the ancient civilizations, whose defense mechanisms are active even today, and entering one of those can prove to be life threatening, just like encountering a monster.


  The reason why people would risk venturing into their depths is that the deeper you go, the more valuable magic texts and artifacts you could find, promising you really good fortune.


  So far, no one was able to answer the question on how or why the dungeons exist in the first place. But, as soon as the new dungeons are being discovered, the Hunters Guild would usually be the first one to arrive on site, setting up a new branch in the nearby city and getting special permissions for its members to go in and explore it. Dungeon exploration became so popular that a special class of Hunters called “Adventurers” emerged on the market.


  That’s what I know on the subject.


  「Don’t tell me, it’s going to be hard to find a lodging for us?」


  「That would certainly be a problem.」


  Muttered Ligurila, her voice ridden with anxiety.


  「Normally, accommodation for tourists and Hunters are two completely different things. That being said, one of my customers has a villa in this town, and so maybe we should try to ask her to stay there.」


  「Umm, thanks for the offer, but…… Would it really be okay to bring in so many people?」


  「That will hardly be a problem, since the woman in question is a huge Noct mania fan……」


  「Excuse me, Noct what?」


  「No, noting. It’s nothing. I wrote a letter to her in advance, so once we arrive at the villa she should come out and greet us.」


  Somehow I was worried about this whole freeloading business, but for now, having no real alternatives, we set our course towards the villa in question.


  *********


  「Welcome, Madame Lily! It is such a pleasure having you here!」


  「The pleasure is all mine, and thank you for agreeing to let us stay, even though it was on such a short notice. Madame Chinon.」


  「When Madame Lily, one of the most famous designers in the whole Ballow, asks for a favour, you simply can’t refuse! Besides, it the first time in quite a while when my villa gets so lively! Please, you and your companions, make yourself at home.」


  Madame Chinon, one of the regulars at Ligurila’s shop, bowed gracefully, being happy to be of some use to her favorite designer.


  She looked young – really young – and wore a yellow dress over her smooth and pretty body.


  As soon as we got to the hotel, we were invited to have tea with Madame Chinon.


  Madame Chinon’s “villa” was nothing like the buildings you would associate with the word back on Earth, but it was still rather huge and elegant.


  Since it was so huge, it wouldn’t be much of a problem to accommodate all of us here.


  And it was just like I thought: in the presence of a true noblewoman, Ligurila was acting and speaking like a prim and proper lady she was posing to be.


  And once they began to talk about things like the latest trends in fashion or ways to apply makeup, the male part of our group quickly evacuated themselves somewhere else, under the excuse of wanting to scout the Guild house ahead of time.


  For me it was all quite entertaining, and so I decided to stay here and enjoy the small talk whilst enjoying the delicious tea. But after some time Madame Chinon leaned towards Ligurila and began to whisper something into her ear.


  「Umm, Lily-san, about that latest specimen.」


  「I shall present it to you later.」


  Next, I leaned over to Ligurila and whispered into her ear whilst wearing a scornful expression.


  「What was that all about?」


  「A little bit of this and a little bit of that.」


  Answers Ligurila while smiling ambiguously. Hmm?


  After that, Madame Chinon swiftly changed the subject.


  「By the way, Lily-san. I presume that you’ve heard of the latest rumor?」


  Of course, Ligurila’s eyes blinked quickly at the mention of the word “rumor”.


  「What kind of rumor?」


  「Ara, and here I thought the purpose of your visit was that you wanted to see the artificial magic stones with your own eyes.」


  「Artificial magic stones?」


  When I ask her about that, Madame Chinon’s eyes brighten as she leans over to me.


  「It is a story that is still known only to some of the upper class of this country. It says that apparently, a certain magician was able to create and successfully mass produce the magic stones! And they are as good as the normal ones! What’s even more interesting, is that up until now everyone was sure that such a task is nothing short but impossible!」


  「You say all that, but did you see that artificial stone with your own eyes?」


  「Of course. However, the stones are going to be officially presented during one of the garden parties here in Melias. But only the ones who received an invitation are permitted to attend. It seems that the merchant who deals with them is also going to attend, so lots of questions are bound to be asked. Ahh, what a wonderful thing, a magical stone like that!」


  I was trying my best to maintain a poker face in front of Madame Chinon and not show just how surprised I actually was.


  We were going to investigate the reason of the magic stones prices drop in this area and the probable causes of that, but suddenly to discover such a big clue. But still……


  “Hmm, the more I hear about it, the more this smells like a fraud. Still, it is a lead at the very least.”


  Hearing about the artificial magic stone from Madame Chinon, Ligurila instantly sends me a telepathic message.


  “That woman is one of the most renowned gem collectors in the whole Ballow. It is not easy to be accepted as one, but since her family owns a lot of money and land, they were able to buy the title for themselves.”


  Oh well, let’s just leave it at that and pretend that there’s no issue.


  “Nevertheless, that artificial magic stone is a matter of concern. If it is circulating on the market, it only goes to prove Kyle’s suspicions. A tremendous amount of magical power are needed to create a single magic stone, not to mention mass producing them.”


  “Well, we still don’t know whether or not it is related to the increased activity of monsters in the area, so for now we can deem that as irrelevant. But still, if this magic stone is indeed as flawless as the real one, I wonder just how many nobles, magicians and merchants are going to fight for it?”


  It’s just as Liguria says, there are those who might treat the magic stone like yet another piece of their precious stones collection.


  Magic stone is nothing more but a raw magical power that solidify over time.


  In the past, the magic stone was excavated from mountains and found laying on the beach, basically to be found anywhere where the concentration of magic power was dense enough. But since its amounts as a natural resource were rather scarce, the best way to obtain it was through killing monsters.


  And this fact is an irony, since monsters were nothing more but huge clusters of raw magical power.


  Its color was dependable on the amount and quality of magic used to create it, but each and every one of them is characterized by its center, looking as if a small spark of light was trapped inside of it.


  However, being obtained either by means of mining or monster hunting, their surfaces were often chipped or scratched, making it difficult for them to be used as jewelry.


  Moreover, magicians were using the stones as a power source, so when a large quantity of magic stones was going to hit the market, the war over the stones between nobles and magicians would only be a matter of time.


  …… People’s desires can truly be a terrifying thing.


  While we were exchanging messages like that, Madame Chinon was speaking all the time, but suddenly clasped her hands together, as if remembering something.


  「That’s right! A few days ago I received an invitation to that garden party! It is going to be held at the capital city, but if you don’t mind, Madame Lily, would you like to go to that party together with me?」


  「It would be my pleasure to accompany you, Madame Chinon, but are you sure? Wouldn’t I only be a bother to you?」


  Ligurila was cautious about this sudden proposition, but isn’t that a chance that we could use?


  But before Ligurila could say or do anything more, Madame Chinon smiled confidently and said:


  「It’s quite alright, I assure you. Count Avar likes to boast about basically anything, and so he throws those garden parties all the time. And it would be such a waste to let it pass you by, Madame Lily, one of the best designers in Ballow. Also, please bring some of your friends as well.」


  Realizing that the prey swallowed the bait, Ligurila had a smile full of satisfaction on her lips.


  「I’m glad to hear that. If that’s the case, will you allow me to accompany you together with my friends?」


  「Of course I do not mind at all! I welcome you all with open arms!」


  「Thank you very much, Madame Chinon.」


  「Ufufu. Well then, Lily-san? Will you please advise me as to what dress should I wear to the party?」


  「It would be my pleasure.」


  By the way, it looks like it has been decided that I am going to attend to the party as well. I cocked my head thinking about how this turn of events develop so quickly.


  Chapter 9: Dragon-san Makes Up a Plan


  That same night, I talked with Nectar about the artificial magic stone, and his eyes instantly lit up when he heard about it.


  「Ballow was also researching the magic stones, but there was never any major success in that field. If it is indeed true, it is going to be a revolutionary invention. I wish I could go there as well!」


  While Nectar was looking somewhat excited, Kyle, on the other hand, was even more suspicious of this whole thing than before.


  「If it is true, then that would explain the swaying in the magical stone prices. But is it real, though? I can’t really think of anything but a fraud when I hear about it.」


  「Certainly, the processes that makes it possible for it to occur naturally throughout the world are still unknown to us, and it is still a big unknown whether or not is it possible to produce it by means of our current technology. However, there are many ruins and dungeons in this land. It may as well be possible, if you apply the artifacts or technology found in said ruins.」


  I agree with Nectar’s opinion.


  The sheer amount of ruins in this land was also the reason why the leylines tended to be a little bit convoluted here, making it really hard to search for anything while using them as medium.


  The dungeons and the leylines were so assimilated together that it was better to leave them as they were instead of trying to fix them and do a poor job at it.


  Except for the things taught to me by Gramps, my knowledge about the ancients is not all that great, so maybe they were really adept at complicated magic like that? Who knows.


  Besides, humans are full of mysteries and potential yet to be realized.


  Natural geniuses like Nectar might pop up from time to time, and utilizing their talent make discoveries that advance the technology by hundreds of years. It’s not all that unheard of, and sometimes it was even happening by accident.


  「Yeah, I can’t think of any other possible explanation at the moment. Nothing comes to mind.」


  「No, it may very well be because we are limiting ourselves to the concept of humans are actually the ones “making it”.」


  Kyle had a rather peculiar look on his face while he was saying that, looking directly at me.


  Ligurila surely was right when she said that Kyle could be more than a little too cautious at times.


  「In any case, we are going to take Madame Chinon’s offer and attend the garden party, while you keep the investigation going on your end as well.」


  「You truly are free-spirited, you know that?」


  Kyle said that in a puzzled tone of voice, seemingly at a loss.


  Ligurila truly did grasp his character firmly during that little sparring of theirs.


  「This is this, that is that. We might as well still do it, since we originally intended to do just that.」


  「What do you mean?」


  Asked Senjiro, who just got back from somewhere and wanted to know what we were talking about.


  「I went to the Hunters Guild, and I have heard something really interesting there.」


  「Something interesting?」


  「It seems that monsters began to appear inside Melias dungeon.」


  Hearing his words, everyone present open their eyes widely.


  「Eh, wait just a minute. Demons and monsters are not something that can pop up inside of a dungeon just like it was nothing. What about the Hunters Guild? Shouldn’t they dispatch someone to deal with them as soon as they heard the news?」


  「They said that they didn’t dispatch anyone as of yet, but apparently some people went inside, wanting to get more magic stones.」


  「So that’s all they care about? Magic stones take priority over people’s safety inside of the dungeons?」


  Hearing Kyle’s question, I nod to it.


  I could understand Kyle’s feeling upon hearing this, since it was now his responsibility to maintain the order around the world. So we’ll eventually have to take care of them and find the cause of them appearing there.


  「Good grief, so what? It’s only a rumor, but what about the truth? Are monsters really there?」


  Asked Ligurila while looking at Kyle and folding her arms at her chest.


  「That is why I think it is necessary for use to go down there and see for ourselves.」


  「Right, but who should go down there?」


  「Umm, then maybe Noct should go and check things out……」


  「No, the Rank 5 Hunter would stand out way too much. I think Rank 4 Hunters – Nectar and Senjiro – are going to be more than enough for this job.」


  「Hmm, it’s hard for me to part with Lava, but we do need to wrap this case up as soon as possible, before Aru’s spring break ends!」


  「Uh, uuum…… Yeah, right.」


  It was actually kind of funny in a certain way…… I mean, it looks like it’s going to be a lot of hard work, and I feel sorry for everyone involved…… And looking at Nectar who looked as if he was about to break into tears was making me feel even more sorry.


  This dungeon seems to be truly an interesting place……


  「For now, we shall investigate the depths of the dungeon. If Nectar and I go together, we will be able to sense both the presence of monsters and watch out for any changes within the leylines. You take care of the magic stones.」


  「Y, yeah, I understand.」


  Then, once we all agreed on the general course of action, Ligurila stood up like she was waiting for this moment to happen.


  「Right, since the talking is done and done, it is high time to take some measurements, Lava. If we’re going to the party, you need some formal clothes.」


  「Umm, Ligurila, didn’t you already took my measurements in the past? Can’t you use those? It’s going to be a bother taking them all over again.」


  「I know that. But since I’m going to make you a new clothes, it would be a waste to use old measurements. Besides, your dress needs to be breathtaking, so give it a rest already and let’s get to it!」


  Ah, that’s actually news to me.


  Moreover, Nectar, who was looking at this scene from the side, looked really grim and terrifying for some reason!?


  「Lava’s naked figure…… I remember the first time Lava changed into her human shape. Ahh, I remember it as though it was yesterday……」


  But it was a long time ago, Nectar, my dear……


  I think he’s acting like that because he missed me so much.


  「Please don’t make the dress look overly fancy, I beg of you.」


  「Ara, my dear Lava. Are you perhaps doubting my abilities?」


  「N, no, that’s not the case. I look forward to see the fruits of your labor.」


  While Ligurila was getting surprisingly pushy with the matter, Nectar leaned over towards me with sparkling eyes.


  「That’s right, the beautiful dress would make Lava look even more dazzling than she is now! Back then it was as black as the night, but I think that the dress as light as the daylight would look amazing on her as well!」


  「With a solid design, white dress would be really good, since Lava’s figure is as slim as ever.」


  「Also, make it a long once, since Lava’s human legs are long and beautiful, so accentuate that!」


  「Ara, I think it better to make it slightly shorter. It’s the newest trend in Ballow, and Lava should have no problem with wearing it.」


  「Dress with a mini skirt……! No, no no! Everyone would be able to see my legs!」


  「Your legs are so nice, it would be a shame not to show them.」


  Ligurila waved her hand to the side, and one by one, many types of materials began to appear from the interdimensional rift.


  Contrary to the exchange between Ligurila and Nectar about the white dress, a whole lot of those materials were colored.


  Even the color white had so many shades and variety…. But wait a second, why are you acting so comfy as if you were in your own workshop!?


  「Now let’s see, how about this? It’s well-suited for making a mini dress.」


  「As Lava’s husband, instead I think that this sleek and shiny materials as a long dress would look splendid on her.」


  Both of them were looking at me with sparks in their eyes, at the same time presenting me with materials of their choice.


  「「Please pick the one that you think is better!」」


  「R, right!」


  Ahaha…… I can’t possibly make a choice here.


  No, it’s not like it bothers me, since I trust both of their choices, but something tells me that this whole dress rehearsal won’t end anytime soon.


  Senjiro looks at this whole scene with indifferent eyes, having probably gotten used to it by now, and Kyle, sensing that his role was no longer relevant here, started to read some books that he pulled out from God knows where. Yup, that’s right.


  Then I finally let out a sigh of giving up, and I was led by both Ligurila and Nectar to the other room, but just before that Senjiro opened his mouth and said to me.


  「You two will surely look amazing, going to the party dressed in clothes made by Ligurila.」


  「Isn’t that obvious?」


  「It’s a shame that I won’t be able to see Ligurila in it. It will surely be beautiful.」


  「Huh, of that you can be sure.」


  His words were truly infuriating for some reason, but I did manage to keep my cool and not sass him back.


  「…… If you want to see it so badly, I might as well show it to you before we go.」


  「Umu, I’m looking forward to it.」


  Ligurila said that to Senjiro, whose tail began to swing obediently.


  She may have said that, but I could clearly see that her ears were all red.


  「Once we are done with your clothes, we are going to work on your proper party etiquettes. You are aware of that, aren’t you?」


  「Um, umm, Ahaha……」


  Of course, I was completely overwhelmed by that statement. But, the only possible thing I could do for the moment was to laugh.


  Chapter 10: Dragon-san Goes to the Garden Party


  The next day, having survived through Ligurila’s “Spartan Boot Camp for Beauty and Elegance Needed for the Garden Party”, we arrived at the place where the party was to take place, and where supposedly the artificial magic stones were supposed to be.


  Meanwhile, Nectar’s party was supposed to stay at Melias and go to the depths of the dungeon in search for monsters.


  After finally being able to choose a dress I was supposed to wear, while I was looking around at other guests, I was thinking that I should be able to fit in just fine.


  「Uwaah, just look at that…… It’s so lively in here.」


  I muttered to myself, while casting glances at Ligurila, only to find that Ligurila was preoccupied with Madame Chinon.


  「Ufufu, what can I say, the Avar family has hugely committed to the artificial magic stone initiative at the royal court. This is our time and we need to make the most of it.」


  Madame Chinon, wearing the dress that Ligurila handpicked for her, smiles gracefully as she leans towards us, just so that other people couldn’t overhear her.


  「Well, my my… Rich people sure likes to stand out, and takes real pride of it. Some people just love to show off their social status.」


  The party certainly was fancy beyond imagination, with lots of intricate decorations and exotic dishes.


  「Yeah, but since we still have some time before the star of the party arrives, we might as well introduce you to some of our friends here.」


  We then took some time to walk around with Madame Chinon, getting introduced to lot of different nobles.


  While doing that, I was surprised to hear just how well known Ligurila was, being called titles such as the Tailor of Ballow or the Royal Tailor.


  Some people would talk to me from time to time, but thanks to Ligurila’s Boot Camp, I somehow managed to avoid embarrassing myself in front of such a refined crowd.


  So far so good.


  Some of the people here were even talking about the artificial magic stones as well.


  「That because the magic stones are vastly popular as jewelry. If possible, I would like to get a hold of some larger ones for the future of my company.」


  「We were always way behind Ballow when it comes to magic and sorcery, but with this we might actually be able to surpass them in that field as well.」


  Hearing stories like that over and over again made me really tired for some reason, and once the greetings were all done, I hid myself in the corner of the garden, wanting to catch a quick break.


  Muuun. There are some high quality ingredients in this food! I don’t know what they are, but they are surely delicious!


  Then, Ligurila came to join me, seemingly finished with her earlier greetings.


  「Ligurila, where is Madame Chinon?」


  「We parted ways since she had some business to take care of on her own.」


  A waiter walked right beside us, and Ligurila stopped him with a gentle gesture, taking more than a few drinks from the tray he was carrying. I used that opportunity to speak up.


  「It seems that people around these parts tend to antagonize Ballow heavily.」


  「You’re right about that. Well, they were always inferior to Ballow, so it’s more like the bickering of a loser than anything else. When I first arrived here, I was skeptical on how people would react to me for some time.」


  「Ligurila?」


  Looking at her from the side, Ligurila shrugged her shoulders and shook her neatly combed hair.


  「Alas, nothing bad really happened. But don’t mention that to Senjiro.」


  「Sen-san? Hmm, come to think of it, you never tell me a story about how the two of you met.」


  「You never asked, so that’s why I never brought it up.」


  The demonic contracts work in such a way that in exchange for one’s soul the demon would lend you power. That would mean one would receive the magic of the world itself. Thankfully, that kind of relationship would not harm the leylines or the world itself in any kind of way.


  You could even say that demonic contract works in a similar way to a dragon contract, but some of the nuances are different.


  However, since their, duh, demonic nature, humans would usually look down upon the demonic contract and shun them as evil.


  「Did you say something?」


  「Not really, but still, I was just wondering that you never ever mentioned it before.」


  Ligurila looked slightly annoyed by my words, but for a moment she looked as if she was remembering something.


  「If you don’t have anything worthy of mentioning to say, it is best to remain silent, otherwise you might get hurt one of these days. And besides, the fact that I didn’t form any contracts since I started my work as a tailor, this doesn’t mean anything at all.」


  The exchanges that Ligurila had with Senjiro from time to time were really fascinating to look at, and so I automatically assumed that that would be the case.


  「You know, it was only really surprising that you didn’t wanted to make any new contractors, despite being so powerful.」


  「The only real times when I need a contractor is when I was running low on my own magic, or when I was about to pick a fight with you. But, just by standing right next to you, I can easily replenish some of my magic no problem.」


  「Eh, really?」


  「You really don’t understand that in the least, do you?」


  Ligurila said that in amazed voice while playing with her glass.


  「Whenever you go, a huge supply of magic is sure to follow. Think of it as a certain kind of recovery magic. Now, did you honestly think that it has no influence over the people, whose souls are all part of the magic circulation?」


  Well, I know that magic is not a stagnant force, and that it can affect a whole lot of aspects of the world, but I never really thought about it in such a way before.


  It wasn’t all that groundbreaking news to me, but I still let out a sigh of awe nonetheless.


  「By interacting with people for a long time, you strengthen their souls. Well, aside from the apothecary, since he was well educated in magic to begin with, but if it wasn’t for that strengthening, the soul of that Thunderstorm bastard wouldn’t be able to get turned into a demon.」


  Hoo, who would have thought that just my presence alone could have such effects on the circulation of magic?


  「It’s because of you that Bel managed to live for so long. Lava, you must always be fully aware of the influence that your existence has over others.」


  「Yeah, you’re right.」


  I answered her genuilny, but she only shrugged her shoulders again in response. Muu.


  It was at that time that loud cheers and applause could be heard from the other side of the garden.


  Apparently the star of the party, Mrs. Avar, has finally arrived.


  When I went there with Ligurila to see what was going on, we could see a woman in her 40s emerging from the balcony of her villa.


  There was another person standing behind her with a really somber look on his face, and she herself was wearing a flashy dress over her plump body. She responded to the applause by raising her hand.


  「No elegance to speak of, no tact to speak of and little to no taste. Three greatest flaws of a woman, here in one huge package.」


  Ligurila gave her honest impression of the host of the party while shaking her head with disappointment.


  「The use of that fabric is poor, as well. She probably tried to adapt the latest trends from Ballow, but if it doesn’t fit in with the overall theme, it is really a bad idea. She is just ruining it.」


  Certainly. Just think about the money she must have spent on that dress! Also, on a side note, while looking at that dress I realized that I have seen it somewhere before, probably in Lugirila’s store, but it was not as nearly well made as Ligurila’s handiwork.


  I, I didn’t say that out loud, did I? Best to keep that to myself.


  「But that’s not what this is all about. We came here for the artificial magic stone.」


  「Yeah, and maybe it has some sort of connection with her.」


  From here I could see that she was wearing an expensive-looking earrings, bracelets and rings on her fingers, but Ligurila was focused the most on the necklace she was wearing around her neck.


  The jewel that was put in the middle of the necklace was clear and without any kind of flaw, but it certainly resembled a certain stone we were all interested in.


  「Look just how large that stone is. Speaking in terms of monsters to drop the stone of that size, it would have to be at least second or first class monster.」


  「Yeah, but it is the first time that I see it being so transparent.」


  It was truly puzzling, but for some reason I was unable to avert my gaze from that stone. Just looking at it made something inside of my heart ache for some reason.


  Seeing it from afar, it looked just like your ordinary precious gemstone.


  It couldn’t have been natural, but it was beautiful without a shred of doubt.


  「Somehow, this stone seems strange.」


  「You think so too, Ligurila?」


  「Yes. It’s really hard to put into words, but it invokes the feeling in me as if I have seen it somewhere before.」


  Ligurila put her finger on her chin, and from behind her back I could see that Madame Chinon was coming our way.


  「Finally found you, Lily. Please come with me, I shall introduce you to Mrs. Avar.」


  「I understand. Let us go, Lava.」


  「Y, yeah.」


  I wonder why? I was having a really bad feeling about all this.


  Together with Madame Chinon we were waiting in line to greet Mrs. Avar, who was greeting people for no more than three seconds per person. Everyone around us were gazing at Ligurila in admiration.


  Yeah, yeah, I totally get it. Today, Ligurila was especially beautiful. Even more than usual.


  In contrast to my solid white dress, hers was made out of a thick and soft black fabric, composed over several layers and embroidered in a different manner than mine.


  For a moment I feel so sorry that I couldn’t show Ligura’s appearance to Senjiro.


  Still, Mrs. Avar smiled to us with her make-up ornamented face and found some time to speak to Ligurila.


  「Welcome to Hesat! I heard from Chinon that you are the famous tailor from Ballow, the capital of contemporary fashion.」


  She said that to us while smiling, but her eyes were not laughing.


  Those eyes were the eyes of someone who didn’t regard people as people, but more like a livestock or products to be bought and used. She looked at us with those eyes, from the top of our heads to the tips of our toes.


  S C A R Y.


  But Ligurila responded in a perfectly ladylike fashion, even though I knew that her gentle smile was in reality full of malice and murderous intentions.


  「It is nice to meet you, Countess Avar. My name is Ligurila Morton and I am a tailor from the capital city of the Kingdom of Ballow. And this here is my friend, Lava Figura.」


  「It is a pleasure to meet you.」


  Since I was being introduced as well here, I said my greetings while bowing down in a polite manner.


  I felt as though someone was breathing down my neck, but before I could confirm what it was, the feeling was blown away by Ligurila’s words.


  「We are honored to be able to be invited to such a wonderful place. Everything here is so different from Ballow, it is truly interesting.」


  Countess Avar, having measured Ligurila’s dress with her eyes, turned around and brought forth the young girl who was standing behind her this whole time.


  「…… Let me introduce you to my daughter.」


  Oh, I thought it might have been one of her servants, but it was actually her daughter?


  「I’m Lishella.」


  This girl, Lishella, introduced herself and almost immediately after that she went silent, falling behind her mother who clearly looked at her with disdain in her eyes.


  「Because of certain circumstances the girl is yet to make her social debut, but since she is rather shy and reserved I brought her here to try to get her used to events like this one. However, it seems that my work is deeming no effects whatsoever thus far.」


  Even though she introduced her own daughter to us, I got the feeling that she did so more out of responsibility than anything else.


  And nothing could shine brighter right now than the transparent gemstone resting on her plump breast.


  At the same time her husband opened his mouth to boast.


  「Nfufu, isn’t it simply wonderful? The artificial magic stone created by the collective wisdom of our country?」


  「The more I look at it, the more wonderful and impressive it gets.」


  Said Madame Chinon while admiring its beauty.


  When I saw the clear light coming from the stone on Countess’s chest, I reflexively held my breath.


  「Lava?」


  When I realized that something was wrong, instead of replying to Ligurila’s words, I send her a message through telepathy.


  “Ligurila……”


  “Did something happen?”


  “This magic stone, isn’t that the monster nucleus inside of it?”


  Upon hearing my words, her purple eyes widen slightly.


  Seeing our reaction, Countess’s Avar expression becomes that filled with superiority.


  「Even the citizens of Ballow can see it, right? Even your Hunters wouldn’t be able to procure such huge stones without getting harmed in the process.」


  Ligurila chose to remain silent, while I simply nodded my head.


  「Yes, it is the first time that I have witnessed such a splendid magic stone…… Can I hold it, just for a second?」


  「Oh my……」


  I soon realized just how crazy of a request that was, but Countess Avar, seemingly having her self-esteem stimulated beyond belief, smiled in satisfaction.


  「Very well. I shall allow it. But, only as a special exception.」


  「Thank you for your splendid consideration.」


  Good thing I remembered to bow and say my thanks properly.


  I show my gratitude and approach Countess Avar.


  Immediately my nose was assaulted by the smell of strong perfume, but I tried to bear with it as I gently picked up the gemstone at the end of the necklace.


  As soon as my fingers touched it, the light inside of it flickered, and I could feel some sort of ripple resonating inside of it.


  The reaction was weak, but there was some kind of change in the gemstone.


  But this response was definitely one similar to a monster.


  「Isn’t it beautiful? This artificial magic stone is the product of labor of our finest magicians. Even the magicians of Ballow were unable to achieve what we managed right here. I am sure that thanks to that, their names will become known throughout the continent, even more so than of that Ballow sage who disappeared all those years ago.」


  The words of Count Avar were really ticking me off right now.


  The reason why Nectar disappeared from society was so that he could be with me.


  In fact, he was doing his best to help people, at the same time making sure that his identity wouldn’t be found out by some random people.


  Right after that thoughts hit my head, I can feel that the light from the magic stone began to spread.


  「Uwah!?」


  As Countess Avar raised her astonished voice, I concentrated my mind, sucked out all magic from the magic stone and filled it up again, this time with my own magic.


  In the blink of an eye, the light became brighter, to the point where the gem began to shine as bright like fireworks.


  「What, is this……」


  「It’s just a reaction to magic. Magic stones tend to react like that if they are filled with quality magic. And seeing that it shines so rightly, it is a magic stone of the utmost quality. Thank you for showing me such a magnificent thing.」


  I smile and say some convienient lie to the Countess, and then I release my hand from the necklace, while Countess’s face shines brightly.


  Suddenly, a loud round of applaud resonated throughout the garden, and while Countess Avar was preoccupied with that, Ligurila took me to the side where no one could see us.


  「Lava, what the hell are you doing! Using magic out of the blue like that!」


  「But look what I manage to harvest by doing that.」


  I opened my palm and showed it to Ligurila. Seeing a demon fetus the size of the grain of sand, she held back her breath.


  Generating that light, I used it as a diversion to take that fetus out and separate it from the stone itself.


  「You can barely even sense it, but there is no doubt that it is a small demon……」


  「We must inform Nectar at once.」


  Feeling relieved, I look behind me.


  There, there was that little girl who was right next to the Countess Avar.


  「Lishella, was it? Her eyes were wide open in surprise.


  However, Lishella’s figure was blocked by a huge crowd of people, and in the next moment I saw the people who were supposed to protect Countess Avar. There were coming straight at us.


  「Hm? Hmm?」


  The shining was supposed to last for a while longer, and I was sure that it would buy us a little bit more time.


  「It’s only natural, since you were sticking out like a sore thumb out there.」


  「For now, let’s just run away!」


  「I think it’s impossible in this moment, but let’s do just that!」


  Followed up by Ligurila’s voice, we broke into a run and we began to run away from the scene.
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  On a certain afternoon, the capital of Ballow.


  Since I was in the area, I decided to pay Ligurila a visit in her clothing store.


  However.


  「What a perfect timing, Lava. I have developed a prototype of my newest product. Please try it on.」


  「Eh, ah, hm? Umm?」


  「Aru. Please go ahead and contact your Father right this instant. If he misses the opportunity to see this, he’s going to regret it until the end of the world.」


  「Roger that, Onee-sama!」


  Aru smiled broadly and did his best to salute to the command, and then he was already gone, away to contact Nectar.


  Meanwhile my arms were restrained by Ligurila, who was currently dragging me towards the fitting room with a truly malicious smile on her lips.


  Oh well, it was quite common for her to ask me to try her new inventions, so that is why my guard was lowered this time around.


  Of course, there were more than enough mannequins around Ligurila’s store, but there are just some things that you cannot possibly grasp about clothes unless you put then on living and breathing human.


  Sometimes it is a lot of work, but since all of Ligurila’s clothes are pretty cute, I accept them without worry time after time.


  So, I think that the opportunity to try them out is a reward in and out of itself.


  「Right, this it it.」


  Inside of the fitting room, Ligurila took out some kind of a sweater and passed in onto me, while my excitement was raising by the minute.


  「Hm? What’s this, it’s just a woolen sweater this time?」


  It was rather long and intricately knitted, and it seems that it was worn by tying it around the neck.


  Certainly, it resembled a halter neck type of dress that I knew back from earth.


  Yup, the patter woven into it is really intricate, and it looks wonderful and a little bit sexy at the same time.


  「It comes from the line that I intend to design for the women of the royal family specifically. This item is one of them.」


  「I honestly think that courtesans would like to try something like this out from time to time…… It’s a little bit gaudy, but I think it’s still wonderful!」


  「Ufufu…… Then by all means, please try to wear it. Although it might be a little bit tricky to put on, mind you.」


  I was really looking forward to trying it on, and I was also looking through some accessories that Ligurila has procured.


  「…… Only this one?」


  「Would you like to see something else?」


  Ligurila smiles vaguely in response to my question, and for some reason that smile came to me as off.


  However, the only other items she gave to me were thin black stockings and a pair of high heels.


  I checked it again and again, and those were really the only other items.


  I could feel the beads of cold sweat beginning to form on my back and neck.


  「………………… Umm, Ligurila-san?」


  「What is it?」


  「Where is the underwear for this set?」


  I involuntarily changed into polite tone, and to my question Ligurila answered in a way that was supposed to be as natural as day.


  「There is none. The concept behind this outfit is to bring the young and innocent man onto their knees when the night falls inside of the bedroom, and so it would be weird for it to contain underwear of any sort.」


  I was trying to imagine myself in such a situation and wearing this outfit, and my face instantly became as red as a beetroot. I was also at a complete loss for words.


  This dress looks like a halter neck. Moreover, its front was really narrow.


  But it also contains no underwear, no skirt or trousers of any kind.


  For some reason the only things to accompany it are the high heels and a pair of over-the-knee stockings.


  In other words, since it is so thin, one’s entire back is going to be in a full view, and it is even more risqué if one was to look a the wearer from the side. And because of its length, it would be possible to see your panties with no problem!?


  「Oh, I forgot to tell you, but please refrain from wearing underwear while trying this out.」


  「EHH!?」


  LIGURILA-SAN, WHAT DID YOU JUST SAY!?


  「Why are you so surprised? Isn’t that something natural? Besides, the clear view of the unobstructed backside is a sight to behold! And since the design is precisely like that, underwear would only ruin the overall composition. Now where’s fun in that?」


  「No, no, no, no, no, wait just a fricking moment, Ligurila! Are you out of your frigging mind!?」


  I was trying to appeal to Ligurila’s commons sense, all the while protecting myself from her hands that started to come dangerously close to my own clothes.


  「Isn’t it a little bit too sexy!? And because it’s so thin and short, wouldn’t it be bad if you ever tried to walk outside while wearing those!?」


  「There aren’t going to be any problems like that, since it is designed to be worn for your significant other inside of the bedroom.」


  「Whatever the case may be, Ligurila, don’t you think I’m not the right person to try this on!? Besides, I’m not even that much attractive, so I don’t think that I should……」


  I tried to resist her fiercely, Ligurila suddenly came behind my back, and traced her index finger down my spine, rendering me unable to resist and speak but a single word.


  「I think that you look absolutely stunning, and I think that your backside is also beautiful, so that sweater would very well help you dig up a completely different kind of beauty from it…… Not to mention that it would boost that apothecary’s libido tremendously.」


  Suddenly I remember the aftermath of showing myself to Nectar whilst wearing the sexy Santa outfit that Ligurila presented to me before, and hearing her words right now, I immediately turn pale.


  Well, getting praised by Nectar over my looks is not that bad of a thing from time to time, but unfortunately that is not the case right about now…… Yup, nope. No way. It’s impossible for me right now.


  But right now Aru was calling Nectar to come here.


  I was truly afraid to see how Nectar could possibly react to seeing me in such outfit, and even worse, what would happen after that.


  The quality of leylines were not so bad today, so he could probably get in touch with Nectar rather easily. In other words,


  I heard the sound of door being opened, followed up by Aru’s excited voice.


  「Mother, Onee-sama, Father said that he’ll be here soon!」


  I knew it –––!! Ligurila smiles hearing Aru say that, meanwhile I feel like I’m about to scream inside of me.


  「You did splendidly, Aru. After all, when it comes to our dear Lava that apothecary is simply too easy.」


  「Yay! Onee-sama praised me!」


  Aru then looks at Ligurila with eyes full of expectations, to which Ligurila extends her hand and gently strokes his hair.


  「Say, Mother? What kind of clothes are you going to wear today? I hope it will be something that will look good on you!」


  「Rest assured, Aru. Today I have something really special for your Mother. And it’s all right hear and ready to be worn.」


  「Hooray! Well then, I will wait for you outside!」


  Aru left the room with his eyes filled with expectation, to which I realized that there was no way out from this ordeal for me.


  Like that, my last ray of hope was dead and gone.


  The only one left with me now was Ligurila, looking all happy and proud of herself.


  Beads of sweat were dripping down my whole body like crazy.


  If this continues, I’ll really have to wear that and suffer all that shame!


  「L, Ligurila, my friend…… Maybe you should think this matter over?」


  「But you said that you would help me out. Or maybe that was a lie?」


  Seeing Ligurila’s sad face and hearing her words, I was attacked by a strange kind of guilt, but then I noticed the clothes she was still holding in her hands.


  If you force me to wear that, I will definietely die (mostly mentally, but still)!


  I made up my mind, and looked Ligurila straight in the eyes, dead set on my conviction.


  「Ligurila, let’s just stop this. I’ll wear anything else, anything but this.」


  Ligurila’s eyes open widely, probably because she didn’t expect me to try to oppose her idea so strongly.


  It’s been a while since I saw that look upon her face.


  However, it was disappointing to see that this look quickly disappeared from her eyes, and her mouth raised in a beautiful smile.


  「I see…… I am terribly sorry for trying to drag you into something so horrible. As a tailor, I must make sure that the people who are to wear my clothes are to do so of their own free will, without being forced to do so. If you say you don’t want to, so be it.」


  Ligurila’s words seemed to be genuine, and so seemed her expression. She then covered her mouth with her hands and at that moment I could swear that I saw a nasty smile creeping on her lips. Or maybe it was all my imagination?


  「But whatever shall we do now? I wanted Aru to call that spirit so that he could see something really nice. …… Not that I really care, to be perfectly honest, but think about your husband. Think about how disappointed Aru will be.」


  「Ah, yeah…… That’s right, that’s true.」


  Since Nectar can also use Teleportation magic, and the capital and Hibernia are not that far from one another, he could come here at any minute now. Also, it would be heartbreaking to see the disappointment upon Aru’s face, since he was looking so forward to it.


  Still, I didn’t really wanted to wear something like that…… What to do to make everyone happy about all this……?


  As I was thinking about all that, I suddenly realized something about Ligurila and I clasped my hands together.


  Hmm? But what if, she planned this whole thing up?


  「That’s right. I have prepared this series for the royal family, and so I have also come up with a version that you could wear during everyday activities. You can wear that one.」


  「It’s alright, really. I know that it is early afternoon, so I am going to be really careful. For even though its design is a little bit different, the core theme is still the same.」


  I was about ready to believe her, but then something in Ligurila’s words has struck me as rather odd.


  Still, it was about time for Nectar to arrive. There was no time to keep worrying about every single detail.


  「Or, maybe you’d like to wear that one?」


  Hearing Ligurila say that and flashing me the previous set of clothes (night edition), and I shake my head in refusal.


  I refuse! I’m not going to wear that one, no matter what!


  「Fine then. It’s not that I care all that much, so it cannot be helped ––––––………… Now, please try to wear this, and this and this. And also this.」


  As soon as she makes the ‘Royal Family Killer (Night Edition) disappear, a completely new mass of clothes appear to take their place.


  I couldn’t really tell exactly what it was, since it was all folded and on top of each other, but it definitely used lots of frills, ribbons, laces and the skirt looked somewhat off.


  Even though Ligurila herself recommended it, it was that kind of dress that I would probably never wear myself.


  Putting it another way, these clothes were simply way too sexy for me to ever consider wearing them.


  「Lava, oh proud member of the dragon race, surely you would never go back on your own words, right?」


  When I finally lifted my gaze from the clothes back to Ligurila’s face, it was frozen in a “Surely you wouldn’t, would you?”. It was only then when I realized that I made a huge mistake.
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  Just as I was about done changing my clothes, Nectar came over.


  Even though the two of them weren’t exactly get along all that well, he would never miss a chance to witness Ligurila’s new creation. That is probably the only reason why he bothered to come over.


  Anyways, that’s way too early for you to come in here, Nectar, you dummy……!


  「Lava, umm, could you please come out soon?」


  「Ah, yeah. J, just give me a minute, okay……?」


  I could hear Nectar’s lonesome, but at the same time hopeful voice from the other side of the door. Looks like he was still hesitant whether or not he should enter.


  No! No way! There was absolutely, positively no way that I would just come out to him while being dressed like that!


  「What are you doing, hesitating like that? Just go to him already.」


  「Wah, hyah!」


  However, Ligurila was unrelenting as always, as she held me in place with one hand and opened the door with other.


  Next, she pushed me forward, and carried my weight as I stumbled through the door, at the same time trying to hold down my skirt which was send aflutter by the air. It was so embarrassing that I wished I could just die.


  Looking up at Nectar, I could see his pale blue eyes filled with desire and his cheeks becoming deep-red in color. Seeing that my own face became beet-red.


  In order to try to calm myself down, I try to brush my hair aside, but that only exposed the frills that decorated the cuffs of the outfit, which by looking at Nectar achieved completely opposite result.


  So, while I was helplessly trying to hold my skirt in place and not die of shame, Aru shrieked in an excited voice.


  「Hyah–––!! Mother, you look so nice––––––!!」


  「Y, you think so?」


  「That’s right, that’s right! There’s so much frills and lace, it’s so nice!」


  Aru hugged me and buried his face in my skirt, which made me kind of relieved, but I was still conscious of Nectar’s stare.


  Ligurila’s ‘Royalty Embracing Clothes (Daytime Edition)’ were, on the other hand, a kind of long and elegant formal dress.


  It was a simple yet elegant combination of jumper skirt and a blouse.


  The chest area was cute, the sleeves were nicely decorated with frills and lace, and the waist area was nice and tight, with the skirt composed of lots of cloth with drapes.


  And because of the corset, the waist area was especially well emphasized, at the same time gently lifting up the chest area. Everything combined with sensual shoulder straps…… Yeah, it was something else alright.


  Furthermore, combined with the knee-socks, which also contained lots of ribbons and lace, those were definitely clothes which emphasized the cute aspect.


  It was embarrassing. So terribly, terribly embarrassing.


  No, wait, I’m over a hundred years old now, aren’t I!?


  Even back on Earth during my previous lifetime I would never even consider wearing such clothes, and in this lifetime I was way past the age where it would be acceptable for me to do so! After all, I am a married woman with a small child, if nothing else! I knew it, it was way too embarrassing, I can’t stand it!


  「A, Aru? It isn’t weird, am I right?」


  「Not at all! I want to be able to wear clothes like that one day!」


  Huh!? Really, Aru? You’d like to wear those clothes yourself!?


  「I also happen to have some clothes made specifically for Aru. Please have a look at them if you’d like.」


  「Hooray!」


  Aru, who especially loved Ligurila’s cloths, jumped up in ecstasy.


  Anyways, Aru were the first one to comment on the outfit, but so far the person who should be the most interested, Nectar, was remaining silent.


  I know that it was embarrassing, but…… It would be nice if he could at least comment on it or something.


  I instantly became uneasy, so I put my hands in front of me and look at the floor, unable to look Nectar in the eyes. I then open my mouth, trying to give Nectar a little encouragement.


  「T, this outfit…… What do you think?」


  It was embarrassing for me to ask him that, and I could feel my face burning up as a result.


  I knew it, it’s better to just wait for him to speak up on his own.


  But even as I wait, Nectar still remains silent, seemingly deep in thoughts.


  Just then, Aru got close to Nectar.


  Aru tried to wave his hand in front of Nectar’s eyes. Nothing. Next, he jumped a few times to draw his attention. Still nothing. Then, when Aru poked him just a little with his finger, Nectar fell to the ground on the spot.


  「Eh, what, Nectar!?」


  Nectar fell to the ground with a loud *THUD*, but that seemed to have brought him back to reality, as he just stared at me with his pale-blue eyes.


  「Huh? I thought that I saw Lava in a really nice outfit, but then everything fade to black. Was that a dream?」


  「No, Father, it wasn’t a dream. Mother is right here and she really is wearing a really cute outfit!」


  Aru said gently to Nectar, while I squatted down to see if he was okay, looking him straight in the eyes.


  First thing first, is he uninjured? What happened!?


  「That was some truly incredible sound you’ve made, are you alright?」


  「…… Haah.」


  Then, Nectar made a strange face and fell to the ground yet again.


  「Eh, ah, what’s wrong, Nectar!?」


  「Fufufu, he has completely fallen. I’d say it’s a huge success.」


  Because I was busy with taking care of Nectar who fell unconscious to the ground, I couldn’t see that Ligurila was smiling deviously behind my back.


  *********


  After that, Nectar had to be carried to the other room by Ligurila’s familiars: Ill-chan and Aeo-kun, since there were no signs of him waking up.


  Oh, umm, I know that since their bodies were small it was probably really hard of a task to accomplish…… But it’s not that Nectar fainted on purpose, you know?


  Initially I wanted to carry Nectar, but Ligurila was quite insistent on them doing the job, that right now I was sitting on the sofa while drinking some tea while still wearing Ligurila’s clothes.


  For some reason Ligurila wanted me to watch her at work, so I guess that was that.


  Now that I thought about it, the thing that Ligurila did was a typical maneuver of a seasoned salesperson: at first she presented me with clothes she knew I was definitely going to refuse, only to trap me into something completely outrageous the very next moment.


  Without that strategy, I would have never agreed on trying them out in the first place.


  「Ara, did I perhaps do something that upset you? Since we’re already at it, now I would like you to try out the night version as well.」


  「I refuse.」


  This time around I was adamant in my refusal.


  Then I saw Ligurila raising her cup of tea to her mouth while wearing a really unfamiliar expression on her face. She took a sip, but then she just sighed and put the cup back onto the table with irritated expression.


  「Honestly speaking, I don’t get it.」


  「You don’t get what?」


  「Why did Nectar react like that in the first place?」


  She said that while picking up on her skirt.


  「Well, maybe it’s because these clothes are really pretty? However, they don’t leave that much skin exposed, so I don’t really get it why would they possess the ability to kill anyone.」


  「That is the sole purpose of the night version.」


  Ah, go figure it would be something like that.


  「Aside from that, these clothes are not just about adding cuteness to my everyday look. Nectar would probably react like that no matter what I wore…… Although I must say that today was a huge overreaction from his side. So maybe there is really something going on here.」


  「So, does that mean that it is you who is the real virgin killer here?」


  Aside from the fact that her words were annoying me, Ligurila probably meant something completely different by those words. Oh well.


  Ligurila came right next to me, her expression turning into something really nasty.


  「It’s all about not being aware of your own power…… See, Lava, this is what’s really frustrating here.」


  「Whatever do you mean by that?」


  「No, nothing. It’s fine, really. From now on, I must focus my efforts on making you realize that power of yours.」


  While saying that, Ligurila went to the other room for a while, only to return with a bunch of other clothes. Her expression was that suggesting she might as well go to war right this instant.


  「Now, what about that?」


  She also opened the door, and I was about ready to jump when I saw who came through them.


  I should have expected that, but the one to come into the room was in fact Aru, wearing the clothes that Ligurila gave him, with Ill-chan right by his side.


  I looked at Aru and I’ve become jealous in an instant.


  Aru was wearing a jacket and shorts which didn’t really stood out from Ballow’s casual everyday clothing.


  However, I had a feeling that the clothes seemed to be resonating with him extremely well.


  The shorts were somewhat squeezing his legs a little bit, and the knee-socks were pushing his skin over their edges just a little bit up.


  The frills of the blouse were thin and fair in color, and his jacket was moving with even the slightest move, just like a bird’s wings.


  He also had a ribbon on his neck and wearing a top hat on his head.


  I thought those were girly clothes at first, but judging from how nice they look on Aru, they must have been gender neutral, so even men could wear them and still look good.


  Aru went towards me and stopped right in front of the sofa on which I was sitting.


  I was curious what he was going to do and so I watched him for a while. Aru held his top hat with one hand while his cheeks were dyed pink.


  Then, after bowing down gracefully, he offered me his hand.


  「It’s a pleasure, Madame. Would you give me the honor of letting me escort you?」


  He then raised his face, and I could tell that he was feeling embarrassed.


  I also understood that Ill-chan and Aeo-kun must have taught his those phrases while he was changing his clothes.


  No, maybe it was all because of the get-ups we were wearing, that Aru wanted to play along and Ligurila helped him with that.


  However, while looking at Aru being dressed like that, something was awakening deep inside of me……!


  「Eh, what … Escort?」


  「It’s just that, Mother is a really good and kind person. You care about me deeply, you make my favorite snacks, you spend time with me, and never want anything in return. So, I just thought that I might do this as a thank you for all of that kindness.」


  Somehow, this got me truly proud, and tears began gathering in my eyes.


  It was probably something different than the normal kind of escorts that you hear about on the streets, but it is the gesture that matters.


  And even if it was something different, it means that Aru cared so much for me that he wanted to do this.


  Just then, Aru cocked his head with uneasiness.


  「Mother, you don’t want me to be your escort, by any chance?」


  In that moment, I could feel some mysteriously soft sensation spreading throughout my body, unlike anything I have ever felt before. I could feel the waves of heat striking my cheeks.


  「Oh, no, no, not at all! Umm…… I’m looking forward to you…… escorting me around?」


  I take Aru’s hand in mine, and his face instantly brightens up.


  「Yeees! Hooray!」


  Aru seemed to be overjoyed as we kept on holding hands, but I still couldn’t quite pinpoint what that mysterious feeling was.


  What was that!? I want to know!


  Just like Ligurila, I was overcome with mysterious emotions that I just couldn’t put my finger on.


  「Moe, Lava. I do believe that the word you are looking for is moe. Aru is currently wearing a royal attire…… No, it is more accurate to say that these clothes are as such that anyone might look royal in them: men, women and children alike.」


  「Moe……?」


  The concept of moe was well known to me.


  Back in my old world it was a concept popular in anime, manga and games, but apparently it was currently spreading throughout Ballow like wildfire.


  But it was the first time for me to realize that.


  「By the way, Lava. Are you now able to understand how that spirit felt? Even just a little bit?」


  I felt as I kind of did, but also that I kind of didn’t.


  As Aru stepped away for a bit, Ligurila took this opportunity to hand me a bag that was filled to the brim.


  As I was given a whole lot of clothes by Ligurila, I had no choice but to accept them all.


  「I would be much obliged.」


  This was already a complete defeat on my end, so I had no choice but to lower my head to Ligurila, who only said that it was okay.


  「Ah, umm, about Aru’s clothes, you think I can bring them home back with me?」


  「But of course –––– Would you like to wear them again, Aru?」


  「Of course! I really like them! Also, I promise to escort Mother in them!」


  As Aru says that, I couldn’t help it but to blush intensely.


  During that time, Aru was busy with refilling my tea and putting sweets on my plate.


  Hoo, I see that you have a good taste, Aru! You prioritize my favorite madeleines above all else!


  It was so cute of him that he was treating me like a Princess, but it was also pretty embarrassing in its own right.


  Even though I ate the madeleines just like usual, they tasted much sweeter since it was Aru who prepared them.


  「So, maybe Onee-sama should escort you next?」


  「Oh, that would be wonderful.」


  Seemingly happy, Ligurila smiles while leaning closer to me.


  「By the way, what are you going to do with these clothes?」


  I thought I might regret saying that, but…… It would be rude not to accept them after Ligurila went through all the trouble of making them. So I said while bringing my face closer.


  「…… But, I want some other skirt than that puffy one.」


  「My, oh my. But the puffy ones are the cutest.」


  Seeing just how delighted Ligurila was, I couldn’t help it but to smile and to raise a white flag in total defeat.


  …… After that.


  Occasionally, I would wear those clothes around the house, but only if I was sure that there was nobody around. It was my little secret from now on.


  Chapter 11: Dragon-san and Demon-sama’s Bad Habits


  The next morning, after I returned from the garden party, I sent a message to Nectar.


  I really wanted to do that right away, but with the invitation from Madame Chinon to the party and local leylines poor performance, it had to wait until now to be done.


  Together with Ligurila we reported to Nectar what we managed to uncover in regards to the Artificial Magic Stone, and I could hear Nectar gasping on the other side of the connection.


  “Is that really true?”


  「Without a doubt. I was skeptical at first as well, but once Lava showed me what she pulled out of the stone, I can tell you this much –– this is indeed a monster nucleus.」


  「They are weak and can’t possibly cause any harm in that state, but there’s no room for discussion here: the cores of the Artificial Magic Stones are made out of a monster nucleus.」


  I could sense that Nectar fell into a deep thought on the other side.


  “But, even if you say that, there is no magic in this world that lets you rob the monsters of their cores. And even if it somehow existed, there would be no possible way of utilizing such core in any way.”


  “In that case, is this perhaps the ancient magic?”


  I couldn’t help but try to deny Kyle’s theory.


  「Honestly speaking, I can’t say for sure. My knowledge about the ancient magic runs as far as Gramps managed to teach me, and it didn’t involve the procedure to create Artificial Magic Stones.」


  「It was the first time I saw something like that as well.」


  Ligurila added from the side, backing me up.


  「However, of that I am sure: currently, there exists no technology that would allow the refinement of the monster nuclei.」


  Just then, I could hear Senjiro’s voice on the other side of the connection.


  “I’m terribly sorry if this is rude of me, but as a foreigner I must ask. Are the Artificial Magic Stone we are talking about is something different than the thing that usually drops out of the monsters here?”


  「There’s a huge difference.」


  Ligurila was the one to answer that.


  「We demons may fight and compete with one another but that doesn’t change our role: we hunt down monsters that spread contaminated magic and eliminate them. And when they die, their cores crystalize into the form of a stone, making it unable for them to regenerate and return to their original form.」


  “So, in other words, a monster that turns into a magic stone is already gone for good.”


  Senjiro’s voice sounded a little bit stiff when he was saying that.


  It is true that I couldn’t sense any trace of consciousness from the monster nucleus contained within the stone. That is why we weren’t able to sense anything until we got really, really close to it.


  Then I could hear Kyle’s voice right next to Senjiro.


  “Yesterday, I tried to gather some intel on the stones in the Hunters Guild. It looks like a certain number of stones is being distributed among the magicians over here. And you can be sure that more will be entering the market.”


  「…… Maybe so, however. As far as I’m concerned, we may be able to retrieve them in time if there’s only a relatively small amount being distributed at the moment.」


  「But that would still leave the stones that are in the possession of the middle class and the nobles, right?」


  Ligurila’s words were true. I place my finger on my chin, thinking about it for a minute.


  What does that mean from the perspective of the demons?


  “Lava, what are you going to do?”


  Nectar asked me a question and I answered without hesitation.


  「We bring this whole operation down. We absolutely cannot allow it to go on like this.」


  “But, from what you heard at the party, it seems that the Artificial Magic Stones have become a vital point of Hesat’s economic growth. It won’t be easy to stop it. And should you make a mistake, it may lead to a political scandal with Ballow and other countries.”


  Kyle’s words were a cause for concern on my part, but in contrast, Ligurila just laughed at that suggestion.


  「Ara, but we are not human beings to begin with. We are dragons, spirits and demons. If there is a problem that we deem unforgivable, we burn it to the ground and leave the political squabbles to puny humans, consequences be damned.」


  While Kyle was silent, I used that opportunity to speak up my mind.


  「Demons are one of the providences the world created. Even if we dragons may not like it, there’s nothing we can really do about it. If we could at least find a living sample and bring it here, that would be great.」


  「Ara, the incompetence of the monsters is a given, but I would really hate it if humans started to exploit them for their own personal gains.」


  I nod to Ligurila’s words and continue with a slight tension in my voice.


  「But, even if you were collecting monster nuclei, the amount of magic collected from the atmosphere wouldn’t be enough to create a magic stone. You would have to draw magic directly from leylines, and you would need a large facility for that.」


  “Lava, do you perhaps think that something suspicious may be going on inside of the dungeon?”


  Nectar immediately caught on what I was thinking and I nod my head.


  「Yeah. I heard that the Artificial Magic Stones were being distributed to Hesat’s nobles, and it strangely coincide in time to the moment in which the dungeon was discovered. Besides, it seems that Count Avar, one of the patrons of Artificial Magic Stones, has some land near Melias as well.」


  Ligurila heard all of that from the nobles at the party, so I doubt that they would lie to her about that. Why would they?


  I could hear Kyle sigh on the other side.


  “I spent a whole day scouting that area yesterday, but I didn’t find anything suspicious. I wonder if it holds some kind of a secret?”


  “You think so?”


  Senjiro was the one to answer that.


  “We weren’t able to confirm if the monsters truly emerge from the dungeon, but we did manage to find out that after it was discovered, there was an increase in monster activity in the region.”


  “The flow of magic is also strange inside of the dungeon. So maybe there really is some secret being hidden there. We must examine it further.”


  Hearing Kyle’s supportive words made me feel a little bit relieved. I wonder why was he so pessimistic before. While I was thinking that, I could feel that Nectar smiled brightly.


  “Since Kyle used to be a human, he was probably thinking that he should be the one to resolve this matter, since humans were the ones that started it.”


  「No, I don’t think that’s necessary, but, umm, Kyle? Did you already forget that you are now a demon?」


  “I know, I know, you don’t have to remind me……”


  「Ara, is that so?」


  I think if I were in Kyle’s shoes, I would love to find myself a nice little hole and crawl my way there.


  “…… For the time being, we should focus our efforts on exploring the dungeon.”


  「In that case, we shall continue to investigate the Artificial Magic Stone in here and see if it is going to lead us to the one who’s behind it. We shall contact you when we get some new information.」


  “I’m so sorry, Lava. Because the leylines are really unstable here, I can’t be sure if your information will reach us in time.”


  「I felt that, too. In that case, let’s ask the spirits to carry our information on a regular basis.」


  “I don’t like the idea of not being able to hear Lava’s voice for a while, but I guess it cannot really be helped.”


  …… Hearing that my face got a little bit red, and I could hear Ligurila sigh in an overly dramatic manner.


  Well, now that our plan of action was decided, there was one last thing than needed to be discussed.


  While I was about to bring it up, Senjiro spoke.


  “If they can extract the monster’s cores, then it means that the enemy has someone on their side who can control monsters. So maybe they even have a demon on their side.”


  Noticing the meaning behind Senjiro’s words, Ligurila first opened her eyes wide, and then she squinted them into barely visible slits.


  「Ara, what’s this? Are you perhaps worried about me?」


  “I wouldn’t say that. But I wouldn’t want someone else to take control of you, Ligurila-dono. That would truly be a problem.”


  「Fuh, what a stupid question. I am my one and only master. And I am not going to let anyone else control me.」


  “Is that so? That, that makes me a little bit relieved.”


  To me, it seemed that Ligurila was slightly stunned by Senjiro’s honest words.


  Maybe it was because it was so rare of an occurrence that someone was actually worried about her.


  「Kyle is sure to take good care of you. Especially right now, when he’s a full-fledged demon.」


  “Ahh, take care, you two!”


  “Lava, please don’t overdo it.”


  「Yeah, you guys be careful as well.」


  After that I ended the conversation, and immediately Ligurila turned to me and spoke up.


  「So? What are you going to do now?」


  「As I said earlier, by stopping the circulation of the Artificial Magic Stone on the market, we will eventually get rid of it completely. If possible, we shall also retrieve the monster nuclei so that no further stones could be created.」


  「And the real goal?」


  「Burn it to the ground.」


  Hearing that, Ligurila laughed cheerfully, bringing her hands together.


  「I like those ideas. I like them a lot. Even though the former seems much easier to accomplish then the latter. Alright, I shall help you.」


  「Thanks. …… But I don’t have a single clue how to achieve this goal. The fastest way would be to meet with the magician behind this and make him stop, but we don’t even know who that is and where to find him.」


  The only thing that we knew was that the nobles of this country were somehow involved in all this.


  That was way too vague and gave us literally no starting point.


  「Can’t we do it the way we did it in Ballow?」


  Being suggested to do the skit with a beautiful evil mastermind once again, my cheeks turned red with embarrassment when I remembered the past event with the King of Ballow. No, we won’t be doing that again. I give Ligurila a look that cut any further discussion.


  「That was only because we needed a fast and fool-proof solution right off the bat. However, in this case we can use a much easier method.」


  「And what would that be? Say, if you can talk directly to the masterminds, we can either persuade them or use torture on them to stop doing what they are doing and spill the beans about their whole plan. Wouldn’t that be nice?」


  「Ligurila, calm down, let’s not get too ahead of ourselves! You know that I don’t like such drastic measures!」


  「I’m just making a suggestion to get rid of the problem as fast as possible. Please consider it.」


  Well, yes, I realize that. But, what pains me the most is the fact that Ligurila was dead serious about that suggestion.


  「But how do we even get in touch with the nobles or royalty? Do we even have access to the castle?」


  If possible, I would like to avoid gathering too much attention to myself.


  If our identities were to be discovered and connected with this incident, our peaceful lives amongst humans would basically be over.


  However, Ligurila didn’t seem bothered at all. Rather, her eyes were gleaming with confidence.


  「That won’t be much of a problem. So for now let’s leave it at that. More importantly, whatever shall we do about the stones that are already on the market? We could technically track them down one by one, but it’s a task that is totally ineffective in my opinion.」


  「Maybe we can steal them? I think that the bigger the stone the bigger nucleus it is going to leave behind, so first of all let’s go to the stores dealing in magical items and look there.」


  Doing something like that was far better than nothing.


  I know it is technically a theft, but it is something that I’ll have to live with.


  「The problem begins with the stones that already reached the upper classes……」


  Larger stones would be in the hands of magicians and nobility, but we didn’t know the exact number.


  「That’s something we need to seriously think about. –– Now then, shall we get something for breakfast? I’m starving.」


  Urged by Ligurila, we were going to think about all this while having breakfast, but then a hotel maid came to our room with a bunch of letters addressed to Ligurila.


  「Morton-sama, Figura-sama, there’s a letter for you.」


  Ligurila opened one of them and after reading through its contents she looked at me and smiled.


  「Mostly invitations to the tea parties from the people that were present at the last party. Gossips, clothing consultation, requests for dresses…… That kind of things.」


  The names written on the envelopes were mostly of Hesat’s nobility.


  While looking at the letters, I absent-mindedly proceeded to put food onto my plate.


  「…… Say, Ligurila? Did you expected something like that to happen?」


  「The nobles in this country have a huge sense of rivalry between themselves. Hell, probably even greater than that absurd rivalry they feel towards Ballow. Even Countess Avar, the absolute top among all of them, would become livid if she knew that the king of Ballow ordered a dress from me. She would most certainly try to outdo him.」


  Certainly, since Ligurila’s handiwork was a real piece of art, people like Madame Chinon would surely take delight in knowing that everyone else were envious of her.


  However, I think that Ligurila herself knew about that, and was choosing her clients wisely according to whoever could earn her the most profit. I also remember her saying that she wanted to become nobility herself.


  I shall probably never mention that little tidbit to Sen-san.


  「Oh well, I must make sure that at least Countess Avar stays fond of me, since she’s one of my most well-situated customers. As for the royal family, I shall do my very best. We should start our gathering from the aristocrats and then work our way up. I’ll need your help with that, Lava.」


  …… In other words, I was supposed to do her dirty work for her.


  Just how much did she learn from this one party?


  I wanted to say, but I decided to keep that to myself.


  「Hmm, and what is this something that you need my help with?」


  「It looks like your name and looks became quite famous thanks to that one trick you pulled off at the party. It says here that you are also being invited together with me. Thanks to that you have your way in.」


  Ahaha, good one! …… But seriously, after that, since lots of people knew me now, we needed to come with a suitable backstory for me.


  It was really unbelievable, but it will have to suffice.


  「The upper classes love their gossips. You could even say that they are the cornerstone of their relationships, no matter where you go. And because your little trick was thoroughly enjoyed, you can expect people wanting you to do this again. Those tricks will be our chance to get close to the magic stones.」


  Ligurila giggled mysteriously while saying that.


  It was a mysterious, yet reliable smile.


  「Amazing, you’re amazing, Ligurila!」


  「Now, let the hunt begin! We shall get this matter over with before Senjiro and the others!」


  Ligurila’s smile was beaming, as if she was ready to battle.


  Then Ligurila reached out for another letter, but just before she was about to open it, her hand stopped.


  「Ara? This one is addressed to you, Lava.」


  Ligurila turned over the amber envelope to double-check, and the name of the addressee was indeed Lava Figura.


  Speaking of which, didn’t the maid mentioned both Morton-sama and Figura-sama?


  Ligurila turned over the envelope, this time looking for the sender’s name, and an image of surprise blossomed on her face.


  「Lishella Von Avar?」


  It was from the daughter of the Avar family, one of the families that Ligurila wanted us to rob.


  「Looks like you managed to score us some really big game, Lava.」


  「No, but, I didn’t really do anything!?」


  I just asked her for her name. I didn’t really do anything that was especially outstanding. How did she even know that I was living with Ligurila!?


  Opening the letter and reading through its contents, it was an invitation to the Avar estate in the capital city to a private tea party together with Lishella.


  Although her mother, Countess Avar, was giving an impression of a rather flashy woman, her daughter looked nothing like her, giving the impression of a rather quiet and timid girl.


  It was a really strange experience to receive a letter from someone you hardly even know, but its tone was really somber and somewhat exalted, written in straight and elegant handwriting. Somehow, it was perfectly overlapping with the girl’s image that was stuck in my memory.


  「What is this……?」


  「It’s not really an obligatory invitation per se. It’s meaning is something in the lines of ‘if you have time in the future, then by all means please come with a visit’. It goes to show that the other party is serious about this.」


  Said Ligurila while peeking at the letter’s contents from the side. For some reason, I felt really embarrassed just about now.


  「The Avar family is one of the biggest financial backers of the Artificial Magic Stones, so it would definitely be worth our while to get closer to them. That’s an opportunity we cannot allow ourselves to miss. I’ll help you write a reply, so sit down and get to it!」


  「Alright.」


  There was still lots of unknowns surrounding this letter, so I was really hoping that I wasn’t about to jump straight into my enemy’s hands.


  Prompted by Ligurila, I took the pen in my hand and began writing an answer.


  Chapter 12: The Spirits Conquer the Dungeon


  The new dungeon that was discovered recently was located at the foot of the Sendere Mountains, visible from Melias.


  The dungeon itself was spread beneath the whole mountain range, and all of its mechanisms were still perfectly in operation, such as traps, automatic repair system and the automated guardians. It was as though time has stopped in this place.


  It was truly a rare case to find a dungeon that was so well preserved.


  And thanks to new passages and materials being discovered almost on a daily basis, this dungeon here was currently the most popular spot in all of Hesat.


  Even though it wasn’t that long since its discovery, there was already a whole town developed around the dungeon’s entrance, and there was already a Guild branch erected there to support the Adventurers going inside of it. There were also shops and workshops selling tools and weapons necessary in Adventuring, as well as various information brokers.


  Overall, the dungeon was a place that attracted all kinds of people, swallowing the reckless and fortune-hungry, and tempting the rest with promises of fame, riches and Heroic deeds just waiting behind every corner.


  Nectar was slowly walking through the upper floors of the dungeon, illuminating his way with a magical light emanating for his staff.


  Nectar, who was scouting the rooms ahead with magic, suddenly opened his eyes.


  「Found them. On the right there is one golem, and about four gargoyles on the left. They are aware of our presence. Contact in about twenty seconds.」


  「Understood.」


  「Roger that.」


  Twenty seconds later, the guardians of the dungeon got caught up in the magical trap that Nectar deployed some time earlier.


  As soon as the slow moving golem was stopped in its tracks, the four gargoyles rushed in front of it.


  But Senjiro was even faster than the gargoyles, jumping right in the middle of them and cutting through all of their joints with his sword in a few swift strikes.


  They tried to crush Senjiro by swinging their tails at him, but just then Kyle blew them all right into the wall.


  「Kyle, we want to collect some materials from them, so try to kill them in a little more gentle fashion, okay?」


  「I know, but it’s hard to damage them in any other way than a brutal force!」


  「But Senjiro-san is somehow managing to do just that.」


  Senjiro in question was getting busy with slicing and dicing the gargoyles with his sword into huge pieces. His ears twitched slightly upon hering Nectar’s words.


  「I get it, I get it, okay!」


  Kyle pulled back his hammer that he used to crush the gargoyles into the wall and pulled out his own staff, chanting up the spell in the ancient language.


  「Electrocute!」


  He swung his staff at the gargoyles, and when it touched them, a grid of lightning began to surge through their bodies.


  The gargoyles then all fell onto the ground, and after a few seconds Nectar slowly raised his hand.


  「Let’s just hope that there weren’t any damage done to their internal part!」


  「Relax, it was only a a short burst of lightning. Their insides should be more or less untouched.」


  「Nectar-dono, the golem!」


  Hearing that, Nectar immediately began to chant the spell, while Kyle and Senjiro focused on evading the attacks of the golem that managed to get out of the magical trap.


  「Ice Prison!」


  The battle ended in the next few seconds, when the golem’s body was trapped inside a huge cone of ice.


  Although they managed to emerge from the dungeon with piles of top quality loot, Nectar’s face was far from being happy.


  「Umm, I was wondering, but why are we searching through the dungeon while Lava is in the same country?」


  「It is for the sake of investigating the monster activity. And we are here since this dungeon is currently the most popular one.」


  「I know that, but this dungeon seems like there is nothing out of the ordinary in there. Even if we go really deep, there are just normal monsters and guardians…… So wouldn’t it be quicker to do our job and just rejoin Lava in whatever is she currently doing? Don’t you think so, too, Sen-san?」


  「I’m terribly sorry, but I wasn’t paying attention. What were we talking about, again?」


  Senjiro was currently looking at the stone entrance to the dungeon, and only when he was directly addressed by Kyle his ears twitched and he turned around.


  「No, it’s nothing. Please pay it no mind.」


  Nectar shook his head as he said that, realizing that Senjiro was inside of his own little world throughout the vast part of their conversation.


  Additionally, Kyle seemed to look depressed as well.


  「In the past, the work tended to be so rough that I could only meet with Lava about once a month. The situation right now is not all that much different from how it was back then.」


  「But, it’s not like you can’t go and see each other. And what about Aru? Do you really think it’s alright to just……?」


  「You, for some reason I get the feeling that your character got much worse after you died, you know?」


  Beeing irritated by Nectar’s comment, Kyle turned towards Senjiro.


  「But I’ve gotta say, I was surprised just how well synchronized you two were. You were really going at those monsters without being caught in Nectar’s spells.」


  「It is because we used to go to the dungeons together in the past. We know just how they work, and since Nectar-dono’s spells are always very accurate, I can focus on fighting and let him support me.」


  「There are many good teams out there, but when you are constantly hitting your allies with friendly fire you cannot really hope to accomplish anything.」


  「Oh, is that so?」


  Kyle smiled, hearing something like that for the first time.


  「It is a rather common practice to make sure that your aim is just right when you’re firing magic projectiles. In the past, way too many people died as a direct result of friendly fire. That’s why Belga and I were really careful, couldn’t you tell?」


  「I was just thinking that you were being considerate of your teammates…… But speaking of which, it seems like you think really highly of that partner of yours you just mentioned, right?」


  Next, Senjiro asked Kyle while cocking his head to the side.


  「Kyle-dono, who is this Belga person that you just spoke of?」


  「Hm, oh, yeah, right, she was my wife. We used to be magicians serving in the same squad.」


  「In other words……」


  「No need to worry about it. You must have noticed it already. That I’m not wearing my ring anymore.」


  Nectar added softly.


  「According to Lava, it is a possibility that Belga’s soul might one day come back to this world and be reborn. So there might be someone out there with Belga’s memories inside of them.」


  「It’s not that I’m having high hopes for that, but if it is indeed true, I would like to meet that person, even if it was only once.」


  Kyle was looking into the distance for some time, but then he turned towards Senjiro who was shaking his tail.


  「That’s right, you also remember your previous life from before coming here and meeting Lily, right? What was it like?」


  「It’s hard to put into words. To be honest, I don’t possess anything like actual memories, but it more like ‘feelings’ or ‘impressions. And when I am with Ligurila, I get this strange feeling of nostalgia going on.」


  Senjiro puts his hand to his chest, as if trying to remember this particular feeling.


  「I felt this strange warmth inside of my chest. Something in my gut was telling me that she was the one, the one woman I was looking for my whole life. Noct-dono said to me that it was the feeling of love, one that would endure almost any kind of hardship. That’s why I didn’t like the tow of them spending so much time together in the beginning. Now I know it was jealousy. But honestly, I don’t think it was so bad of a feeling.」


  Having said all that, Nectar and Kyle were overwhelmed by the amount of depth coming from Senjiro’s words, who now got all shy and bothered, and what followed was a long period of awkward silence.


  Finally, Nectar made up his mind and opened his mouth, saying with just a little bit of envy in his voice.


  「Lava knows Lily way longer than she knows me, you know? And I feel jealous that Lily knows things about Lava that I will probably never get to know.」


  「I see, it so basically it is a special kind of connection that only dragons and demons can have. Have you ever tired asking here about it, Nectar?」


  「This is, umm…… There are some things I got to know.」


  Saying that, Senjiro smiled wryly and continued where Nectar left off.


  「Ligurila-dono often used to challenge Lava-dono to duels to see which one of them is stronger, but more often than not they were unable to determine the victor, so they had to postpone the duels and have rematches.」


  「So Lily was like that long time ago, huh?」


  And just like that, when no one had any more wise words to say, the three men finally arrived at the Hunters Guild.


  When they stepped inside, there were loud whispers from all around them.


  「Those three are yet again stocked full on materials from the dungeon.」


  「And they have so many of them!」


  「And those materials are all high quality. I have heard from someone who happened to see them that they can only be obtained from the most difficult monsters inside of the dungeon.」


  「Just how powerful those guys are……?」


  While everyone were talking like that, Kyle went ahead to the counter, where the they could cash in today’s findings.


  「We have found a new isle on the sixteenth floor and a hidden room on the fourteenth. Could you please put the according information about them?」


  Upon hearing those words, everyone present went basically speechless.


  This dungeon –– aptly named Sendere Dungeon –– was infamous from the fact that the lower you go inside of it, the more ferocious the monsters were becoming. Traps were becoming more deadly and the level of skills you needed to survive was also much higher.


  Therefore, only first ten levels of the dungeon were completely captured and mapped to this date.


  That is, until those three came in.


  As soon as they received a permit to enter a few days ago, that magician and his companions managed to come to the tenth floor with frightening ease.


  Not only that, but on the very next day they managed to reach the eleventh floor and even managed to defeat the floor’s main guardian with only three people. Ever since then, they were exploring the dungeon at the pace that no one could possibly catch up to.


  However, they weren’t interested in material gathering in the slightest. They would just defeat all the monsters, and if they find any hidden room they would basically leave it to other Hunters and the Guild to take care of.


  It seems that their purpose was to only conquer the dungeon.


  Hunters were always drawn to the perspective of filling their pockets with lots of gold and becoming famous, even if it was only a temporary kind of fame, and having their names known throughout the land.


  「Thank you very much for everything! Well then, we shall go back now!」


  「What are you going to do now, guys?」


  Kyle looks back at the receptionist who saluted them and asked them that since they managed to complete the request, and it was then that Senjiro stepped forward.


  「I would do exactly the same, so if you can confirm it, go for it.」


  「Alright then, I will go back to the city.」


  「I understand.」


  Then Nectar separated from the others and went into of the city.


  Chapter 13: The Meeting of Spirits


  Nectar’s party was currently accommodated in one of the places that the Guild procured for the long running Hunters.


  Even though Madame Chinon offered them a place to stay at her mansion, Nectar’s party decided to stay with the Guild closer to the dungeon’s entrance, purely for convenience’s sake.


  The town around the dungeon was completely different from Melias, and it was always vibrant, a mixture of freshness and confusing elements.


  However, Nectar could also feel that there was some kind of disturbance in the leylines around the dungeon.


  If it was something caused by human activity, then it would be nothing really that out of the ordinary.


  After turning himself into a spirit, Nectar was way more sensitive to the flow of magic around him, but there was always a possibility that his senses might have been off.


  Its arrangement here was strange, as if something was added to it.


  Not knowing the true identity of the problem was making Nectar restless.


  Even though he learned how to manipulate the leylines, he was still way behind Lava in that regard.


  And he knew that instead of lamenting over it, he should instead make himself better at it.


  And if there was something he wasn’t able to do right now, he just needed to think of a different approach to the problem. That was Nectar’s long-established line of reasoning.


  First of all, they should search for magical artifacts inside of the dungeon.


  If they can analyze the magic patterns in the dungeon artifacts, they might get some kind of a clue as to what was going on there.


  On a side note, right now he was very happy.


  Even though they had a lot of work to do, Nectar always thought it was important to enjoy the little things in life.


  Usually Kyle would be the one who would act as his breaks, but right about now Nectar could finally act to his heart’s content.


  The thing with magical artifact was that even if one could initially consider it as simple junk, there was still magic patterns in that junk, so it was important to always be on the lookout.


  Searching around for clues like that was Nectar’s favorite part of this job, and if he could help it, he would also like to investigate the mechanism in which the floor guardians were functioning.


  And if he was to find something interesting here, he might as well even bring it back home with him.


  That was an opportunity he absolutely didn’t want to miss.


  Being all excited, he turned around the street’s corner and he arrived at the street where shops with magic tools were lined.


  Then he felt as though he heard something.


  It was a strange kind of feeling, as if feathers were brushing against his skin.


  It was moderately pleasant, but at the same time kind of disturbing.


  Then Nectar noticed that the flow of magic has changed.


  The swirling magic seemed to be calling out to him, guiding him towards where it was.


  As he walked down the road, he could hear something similar to music sound in the distance.


  The sound was warm, and even random people on the streets were stopping in their tracks to listen to it and look for its source.


  Nectar was also listening to the melody, and as he walked down the road he seemed to be sucked right into that melody.


  The road has lead him to the square where many of the town’s streets were meeting.


  There, in the corner of the square, there was a group of people standing, and once Nectar got closer to them, he could catch a glimpse of the one who was standing in the middle of the crowd.


  Sitting on the bench, it was a young man with pale hair who was stroking strings of the instrument he was holding in his hands.


  On the surface level, he seemed to be close to Nectar’s age.


  Every time his slender fingers stroke the strings of the instrument, it lets out a pleasant melody.


  Nectar was not really that much into music. It was a matter not related to sorcery in any way, and so he was not interested in it. He had no idea what music was popular currently.


  But even so, the somewhat melancholic melody was reaching into his heart, and some of the listeners were wiping the tears that gathered in their eyes.


  The audience was enamored with the youth’s performance, so much that they didn’t even applauded him when he finished one song and move on to another piece, listening carefully.


  Nectar listened to the sound, all the while observing the young man.


  Even though he was surrounded by people, he seemed to be unmoved by the large crowd.


  At first, Nectar thought that the youth might have been using magic to attract the onlookers attention, apparently it was something different than that.


  It was weird for him to think that, but he was having a strange sense of déjà vu.


  Thinking about that, Nectar didn’t even realize that the last sound has gone off and the performance was over.


  At that moment a huge round of applause began to sound throughout the square, and torrents of coins began to spill towards the instrument-playing youth.


  Despite his young appearance, the youth had delivered a top class performance, one that would easily rival those that you could hear at the royal palace. That fact alone was what was bothering Nectar.


  However, he still had to go to the magic shops district and pick something that would make for a good souvenir for both Lava and Aru.


  It was almost past noon, so it might be a good idea to try and contact them.


  For Nectar, it was an important practice to communicate with his family everyday at roughly the same time, but unfortunately, where he was right now was hardly suitable to get in touch with them.


  It was for this reason that he needed to entrust the message to the spirits and they were going to deliver it, which was rather frustrating thing to do.


  For some it might have been a common practice, but for Nectar it was more of a kind of a last resort thing.


  It seems that Aru has been working on another project together with his clubmates, and Marca was helping them out.


  Aru also said to him that he was feeling lonely with them being gone, but at the moment Nectar was feeling even lonelier than Aru.


  While speaking to Lava, he probably overwhelmed her with information, but it was impossible for him to have complex thoughts when she was the recipient.


  It seems that she was having her hands full with dealing with the nobles.


  She was rather vague about the details, but it seems that she was extracting the cores from the magic stones and that she was doing a good job on it so far.


  He also smiled wryly when she said that ‘Ligurila is simply unstoppable here’, as he envied the kind of bond of trust the two women seemed to have with one another.


  As much as he wanted to have something similar to that with her, he knew it would simply never work.


  However, instead of saying that, he simply said ‘Hope that everything will go smooth;y on your end’ before ending the conversation.


  「Ah! There you are!」


  Suddenly, he heard loud footsteps accompanied by a loud voice.


  「Hey you, you there! Yes you, with the flax-colored hair!」


  Nectar initially thought that the words weren’t directed at him and he kept on walking, but their latter half made him stop in his tracks.


  He turned around, and there was that young man who was playing the instrument, standing right in front of him.


  There was a cloth bag hanging on his bag, where he probably stashed his instrument.


  「Is there something you need from me?」


  「You were listening to my performance, weren’t you?」


  Nectar was surprised that the youth managed to spot him among such a huge crowd of people, but what shocked him even more was the familiarity with which the youth was acting towards him.


  While he was feeling somewhat odd, the youth glanced at him with utmost curiosity in his eyes.


  「Uwah, I thought as much. I was so focused on playing that I didn’t have time to look around, but to think it would be someone like you. Even so, it’s rare to see someone like you at a town like this.」


  「Excuse me, but…… What are you talking about?」


  Hearing Nectar’s words the youth blinked a few times, obviously surprised, but then he got closer to him and proclaimed in a silent enough voice so that only Nectar would be able to hear him.


  「Eh, but mister, you are a spirit just as I am, am I right?」


  This time, it was Nectar’s turn to look utterly surprised by this sudden revelation.


  Yes, that feeling was exactly the one as if was standing against the Great Plant Spirit.


  But it was the first time that Nectar have met a spirit other than his Mentor who was so rich in emotions.


  It was surprising, but not all that unpleasant.


  Realizing that Nectar was still a little bit vigilant of him, the youth extended his hand towards him.


  「Of course, I am not going to disclose your true nature. But I must say that I feel relieved. I rarely see spirits who wander the land freely, such as myself.」


  「I, I see. Please pardon my rudeness.」


  Nectar sensed no lie in the youth’s words, and he also extended his hand towards him while apologizing for his behavior.


  Still, he needed to maintain at least some level of wariness, in case the young spirit was to suddenly turn hostile.


  「I see, so spirits like myself are still out there somewhere. I thought that there were not many of us left.」


  「Is it really that unusual?」


  「It is, sadly. Let’s start with the fact that the population of high spirits is relatively low in recent years, did you know? It is rare for spirits to develop an individual will all on their own. Also, even if there are some out there, they rarely want to leave the land of their birth. By that standard we can say that you and I are special. So it is nothing short of a miracle for the two of us to meet in a town like this.」


  The youth seemed delighted, but suddenly his face was twisted by a frown.


  「Say, can you be my friend?」


  「I, umm……」


  The youth asks such a question, to which Nectar’s blue eyes become round with surprise.


  「I can only speculate, but you are unlike anyone I have ever met before. I wish that I could become at least a bit like you in the future.」


  Nectar was having problems with squeezing his words out of his mouth after hearing such a sudden offer, but then something in the youth’s words caught his attention.


  「You, you have other friends, right?」


  「Hmm, I do, but they are mostly in an evil secret society that wants to deliver the world to salvation.」


  Even though there was a truly evil smile accompanying those words, Nectar was astonished by his sincerity.


  He was in the middle of a job, so he was worried that he didn’t really have time for this.


  「I am really sorry, but I am in the middle of something really important right now.」


  Nectar answers, to which the youth hangs his head in obvious sign of disappointment.


  「I, I see. I’m sorry, I didn’t want to force you or anything.」


  He backed away a few steps, but then he raised his head as if suddenly remembered something.


  「Oh, are you going to be staying in this city, by any chance?」


  「I intend to do that, yes.」


  「Oh, if so, you’d beast leave this town as soon as you finish your business here. Better yet, you should leave this country.」


  「What do you……」


  Nectar wanted to ask what he meant by that, but the youth already turned around and went his own way.


  「Until we meet again, Mister!」


  Until he disappeared into the crowd, Nectar could see his instrument sticking out of his sack, with beautiful round torso and a graceful neck.


  Nectar was thinking for a moment if he should follow the youth, but then he received a message from Kyle.


  “Nectar, where are you?”


  「On the streets, how did it go on your end?」


  “Senjiro is something else. He might have got the information on the whereabouts of the monsters. We’ll be waiting at the base.”


  Upon hearing that, Nectar began walking back to the inn where they were all staying at, as fast as he could.


  Commemorative Extra Chapter: Dragon-san Meets the Virgin Killer Sweater ~ Epilogue


  Lava POV


  I screwed up, thought Lava.


  She stood there, blaming herself for everything which has happened.


  She knew this was going to happen. Yet, for reasons unknown, the words slipped out of her mouth before she could stop.


  She resented the fact that she has allowed herself to say something like that. Lava was frozen on the spot, doubting her own sanity from just a couple of minutes ago.


  She knew Ligurila would end up doing something like this:『So since you don’t want to wear the sweater, let me wear it instead and demonstrate it for you.』


  「Lava, it’s very rude of you to look away from a lady who has all dolled up.」


  「Yeth!」


  As Lava snapped out of her thoughts, she came face to face with Ligurila who had a gorgeous smile on her face. Ligurila’s head was slightly tilted and her purple eyes shone teasingly.


  「Come on, I wore this just for you. The least you can do is to appreciate it a little more.」


  Lava knew that Ligurila has not cast any spell on her.


  However, no matter how she tried to keep her eyes away from her friend, her eyes kept on turning back to Ligurila.


  The only thing she could focus on right now was Ligurila, who stood in front of her elegantly.


  The sweater’s high neck gently wrapped around Ligurila’s thin neck.


  The raised chain-like pattern on the sweater twisted down to the part of the sweater which softly wrapped around her hip. However, just as Lava has expected, the sweater was only long enough to cover the very top of her thighs.


  On top of that, Ligurila wore a black thigh-high stocking which was fastened with a garter belt, finished off with a pair of slim high heels.


  Like that, Ligurila’s long, fleshy legs were boldly exposed.


  The sleeveless side of the sweater, which took away the purpose of wearing one, followed down Ligurila’s body line; exposing her side boobs.


  Because of the sweater’s design, it captured and emphasized the shape and the size of her breasts. As the width of the sweater wasn’t quite enough to cover her chest completely.


  The outfit itself was more than enough for Lava. Yet Ligurila the fearless decided to do a spin on the spot.


  Her golden hair flowed along with the spin and the sweater lifted up slightly from her movement. Her exposed back, following down to the nicely curved waist, following down to her milky hip decorated by butterfly motif danced past Lava’s sight.
 When Ligurila’s eyes met Lava’s once again, Lava knew exactly what her face looked like as she saw the corner of Ligurila’s mouth curve upwards.


  「Ufufu, how was it? Lava?」


  「er, um…」


  Lava felt her face burn so much that she thought she was about to breath out fire.


  Knowing she couldn’t handle any more of it, Lava shut her eyes tight. Yet, Ligurila’s pale figure was vividly burned into the back of her mind. So, closing off her vision only backfired.


  Lava thought back to the one time when she tickled Ligurila all over and wondered how she was able to touch her so casually.


  Ligurila’s breasts were bigger than Lava has expected. Yet her waist was slim in comparison to it and her thighs looked smooth under the lace.


  Ligurila had an unexpectedly feminine body and gave out a very womanly atmosphere with every small movement she made.


  Or in other word, it was erotic.


  Everything about the outfit was erotic.


  Before this, Lava was certain that she was straight. However, her heart started to thump like crazy at the sight of Ligurila in such an outfit.


  This was well over her limits. Keeping her eyes shut, Lava spoke in a shaky voice.


  「O, okay, that’s enough. S, so, you can change back…. what the!?」
 Lava lost her balance as something was forcibly pressed up against her waist.


  She crashed into the conveniently placed sofa behind her. However, she let her eyes open from the shock.


  A soft scent flowed past Lava.


  The gentle and sweet smell of Ligurila wrapped around Lava’s body, stimulating her brain.


  Not being able to think straight, all she could do was look at the sadistic grin on Ligurila’s face who had her pinned down on the sofa.


  She did not move her eyes off Ligurila’s as Lava feared that if she looked down, there would be something she shouldn’t see over the draped down sweater.


  Unable to do anything, Lava just remained frozen on the spot. Suddenly, Ligurila’s cheeks turned rosy pink and her purple eyes pinning down on Lava’s golden eyes shifted into a teasing grin.


  Shiver ran down Lava’s spine as Ligurila licked her red lips.


  「Hey, Lava」


  「Yeth」


  「How, do, I, look?」


  It didn’t even take a second for Lava to figure out the response which Ligurila sought for. Gathering the little sanity she had left, Lava put on the best poker face she could and replied.


  「I, I, I think it suits you really well! Everyone would be head over heels for you in that outfit!」
 「I see.」


  Lava gave an honest comment.


  Her voice sounded a little high pitched but once she has finished talking, Ligurila gave a satisfied smile, to which Lava gave out a sigh of relief.


  So, I’m guessing you’re also head over heels about me?」


  「What?」


  Lava replied in a pathetic tone. Another shiver ran through her body as Ligurila’s perfect finger gently traced down the side of Lava’s face.


  Then, Ligurila cupped Lava’s face with her hands and moved her face closer to Lava’s.


  For a moment, Lava blanked out as Ligurila’s golden hair brushed past her face. However, Lava snapped out when she felt something soft between her legs. Then, she realised that Ligurila has inserted one of her legs between hers.


  「Lililililigurila-san, what are you doing ?」


  「You do develop feelings for others, right? Then it’s only fair to test out if you will fall for me too.」


  Lava’s eyes widened as she heard those bold words came out from Ligurila’s red lips. Completely ignoring her panic state.


  She decided to take a moment to piece together what was happening right now.


  1, She’s been pinned down on a very soft sofa.


  2, Ligurila is leaning over her.


  3, Currently, Ligurila is wearing an outfit designed to seduce others.


  Then, she said 「test out」.


  Lava’s face burnt up once more as she got a clear understanding of what was happening right now.


  「Li, Ligurila, you’re kidding, right?」


  「Oh, do I not look attractive to you?」


  「Tha, that’s not what I meant!! I just thought it might be better if you showed it to others like … Like Sen-san!?」


  When Lava finished speaking, Ligurila’s golden eyelashes flattered somewhat sadly.


  Lava gave the best response she could think of. However, Ligurila only frowned in return.


  For a moment, Lava was confused. Then, Ligurila’s expression quickly snapped back to an angsty look and took one of Lava’s hand.


  「I am a being, who have decided to give my real name to you. I will not just agree to your orders so easily. Like this.」


  She slipped Lava’s hand which she took under her sweater then to her breast.


  「You can do whatever you want to me.」


  Lava’s fingers were pressed against Ligurila’s soft breast that was against the fluffy wool of the sweater.


  Squish.


  This was now well over Lava’s limit.


  「Waaaaaaaaa!」


  Lava felt her face boiled up. She slapped her hand away from Ligurila’s. Too startled to care about the grip Ligurila had on her hand.


  When Lava slapped her hand away, her hand pressed against Ligurila’s breast again. Yet she ignored that too. She cast a Dragon Speck and sprinted towards the door. Leaving dumbfounded Ligurila on the couch.


  Suddenly, the door opened, and Lava crashed into a unique hem.


  「I could hear a scream. Has there been a derangement here? Lava-dono?」


  Looking up, Lava was not surprised to see Senjirou looking back at her with an awkward expression.


  As Lava’s eyes landed on the comforting grey eyes of Senjirou’s, everything which has happened in the past couple of minutes flashed past at the back of her mind. Immediately, the feeling of humiliation and guilt replaced the flashback.


  「I’m sorry Sen-san, it was only a touch!!!」


  「Lava-dono!?」


  Forcible hot girls are scary, thought Lava.


  Not remembering what she has yelled out, Lava slipped under Senjirou’s arm and continued on running.


  **********
 Ligurila POV


  Ligurila, who had an unsatisfied expression on her face threw herself on the sofa as she stared at Lava’s figure faded into the distance.


  Looking over to the door, she saw Senjirou standing there. His ash-grey ears twitching awkwardly.


  「Way to go Senjirou. It was just starting to get interesting.」


  The very sight of him made Ligurila more irritated. She rested her cheekbone against an armrest and shifted her sharp glare away from him. She felt him enter the room through the movement in the air.


  「Ligurila-san, you shouldn’t tease Lava-dono so much.」


  Senjirou kept walking without making a sound.


  Usually, this will impress Ligurila. But today, seeing Senjirou’s nonchalant attitude, only served to fuel up her anger even more.


  「Lava has complimented me honestly. Unlike someone.」


  「…I see, so you have been holding onto your grudge.」
 She was too bitter to even say a word. So, she just laid there in silence, tightening the grip on her fist.


  Lava said she’s better off showing the outfit to Senjirou but that has already happened.


  In fact, she was trying harder than when Lava was around.


  The result…


  She felt a fabric floated down over her hips. When she realised it was Senjirou’s over wear, he was already standing near her with a troubled expression.


  「Ligurila-san, you will catch a cold like that.」


  Senjirou approached her expressionlessly, yet caringly without saying a word about her outfit.


  Ligurila knew that others found her human figure very attractive.


  Her current form was the result of much practical research she has done in the past. She made sure that others admired her appearance.


  Yet, Senjirou, the one person who she wanted the most reaction from didn’t show the slightest hint of interest towards her look. It was frustrating for Ligurila to see how calm he has remained this entire time. It also hurt her feelings to see it, although she hated to admit it.


  That’s why she approached Lava in the first place. In case there was one in millionth chance where Senjirou didn’t find her attractive. But also, for the sake of teasing Lava.


  She still had the option of approaching Nectar. However, to Lava’s unexpected reaction, it made Ligurila worry about things which have never bothered her before. So, she was just glad to know that no matter how Senjiro has reacted, it didn’t change the fact that Lava thinks she looked attractive.


  「I’m a magical being. I don’t catch colds.」


  「Still, it worries me to see you expose so much of your flesh.」


  Senjirou replied with a bitter smile. However, Ligurila felt thwarted, seeing that he did not show the slightest hint of bashfulness in his tone or in his expression.


  He has once confessed his love towards her.


  Ligurila has said that she will decide after Senjirou has defeated her in a face to face combat. Still, the woman who he loves stood in front of him, all dressed up. So, she felt enraged that he didn’t even look slightly agitated.


  As she became more aggravated, Ligurila stood up and threw her arm around Senjirou’s neck.


  The over wear which he had placed over her has slipped off quietly.


  「Aren’t you seduced by how I look?」


  She tried to tease him with all she got. Yet the words which came out of her mouth sounded somewhat weak.


  In the reflection of a widened pair of grey eyes, she saw her helpless expression, which hurt her pride once more.


  It was all his fault that she ended up making such a blight expression, she thought to herself.


  「I’m saying that you can touch me all you want. I’m this close to you, and yet you are just going to ignore me?」


  「Well, that is…」
 No matter how she pushed, no matter how she approached, he just looked back at her with the same indifferent expression. He didn’t even attempt to place his hand on her waist.


  From Ligurila’s experience, people tend to be ensnared by her presence if she closed in and was being serious with them.


  More so if they were a grown man.


  However, Senjirou, who technically is a young and healthy man, didn’t seem to be slightly aroused by her.


  Ligurila was flabbergasted to see how still both his expression and his tail were.


  She let out a heavy sigh as she grew weary to this one-sided tease.


  「This is ridiculous.」


  She untangled her arm off his neck and was about to take a step back. Then, without warning, she was pressed up against Senjirou’s chest.


  Ligurila was shocked at first. However, her enmity returned when she realised that he was using his sleeves to avoid touching her bare skin.


  「Took you long enough!!」


  「I apologize. There’s a reason for this.」


  Ligurila was about to elbow him and push herself away. Then, she took notice of Senjirou’s heartbeat.


  Forgetting to resist, she pressed her ear against his chest mindlessly.


  It was against some layers of fabric, but she could hear his heart thumping unrealistically fast.


  Ligurila looked up at Senjirou with a confused look in her eyes and saw the unchanged expression on his face. However, now she could see a hint of guilt in his calmness.


  She pressed her ear against his chest again.


  The restless heartbeat echoing from his chest undoubtedly showed his nervousness and hastiness.


  Then, something clicked in her mind.


  「Have you been anxious all this time?」


  「… If there is a man who does not feel even a little restive after being approached by the woman who he has fallen for, I would be enthused to meet him.」


  Senjirou, who has finally admitted his feelings, gently pushed Ligurila away from him.


  Ligurila felt unsatisfied as she was left from arm’s length from him. However, the anger which once took over her has now faded away and questions now stood in its place.


  「You see, Ligurila-san, I have sworn that I will not caress you until I have achieved my victory in combat with you. However, you looked as lovely as ever. So it was somewhat… challenging to resist the temptation.」


  「Only somewhat?」


  「I have gathered every will that I could find in my consciousness to fight the urge.」


  Noticing that he shyly wagged his tail, Ligurila decided to press on.


  「May I hear your honest opinion?」


  「…You look… as beautiful as an angel.」


  For a moment, Senjirou broke the eye contact and redness brushed past his cheeks. However, the plain serious look returned to his face only a moment later.


  「Anyhow, I would be grateful if you could prohibit from wearing such an outfit around other beings.」


  To his strong gaze, Ligurila gave out a sigh of defeat and helplessness.


  「Oh, so you think you can tell me what to wear when you can’t even respond to my invitation?」


  「I deeply apologize. Words fail in a situation like this. However… I just do not find pleasure at the thought of it.」


  「Oh?」


  Ligurila thought for a moment as she looked into Senjirou’s grey eyes and how his grey ears were flattened against his head.


  She understood that he was only acting to be calm.


  She also saw that it was very possible that he felt agitated every time she was near him.


  Ligurila thought it was foolish of him to resist the urge when she didn’t even ask him to do so. Still, she found herself thinking how very like of him to be so stubborn and be morally straight.


  She found it very tempting to push on until she could rip that calmness and fortification off from him.


  However, she decided to wait for another opportunity. As she thought back to his honest heartbeat thumping against his clothes and his fluffy tail wagging defeatedly, yet somewhat joyfully behind him.


  「In that case, it can’t be helped.」


  Senjirou’s expression softened with relief as Ligurila shrugged.


  Yet, Ligurila could not let this end like this.


  As he let his guard down, she once again swung her arm around his neck, stood up on her toes and gave one quick kiss on Senjirou’s surprised lips.


  She did not forget to press her breasts against his chest as hard as she could.


  Reflexively, Senjirou put his arm around Ligurila’s waist. Her heart filled with pure joy as she felt like Senjirou finally showed a glimpse of his true feelings.


  「Wha!?」


  「For now, I will let you get away with this … However …」
 Ligurila pushed herself away instantly and pulled out a pair of her favourite shoes out from the void. Then, she smiled with a competitive shine in her eyes, ready for battle.


  「In exchange, you’re accompanying me on this.」


  「That, I shall accompany you for as long as you wish.」


  Gaining his composure back in a flash, he nodded confidently. However, he let out a question which has crossed his mind.


  「Ligurila-san, aren’t you going to change out of that clothing?」


  「Oh, I thought I could wear this outfit only if you were around. It’s very light and very easy to move in too. You wouldn’t do something as petty as to choose your opponent based on their looks, would you?」


  Ligurila did not plan on letting Senjirou get away so easily.


  She thought this was a worthy punishment for his dishonesty. It was her dare to Senjirou to keep up his stubbornness.


  「How, however, wouldn’t you be risking your own life…」


  「That’s not a problem at all! Let’s have a battle to our death!」


  Seeing how visibly flustered he was, Ligurila teleported the two of them excitedly, as she finally got what she wanted.


  Chapter 14: Dragon-san Is Saved by the Demon-sama


  Lava POV


  In the Sun Room of the Avar mansion, I softly wrap my hands around the brooch holding the artificial magic stone.


  I pour my magic inside of it, and the sparkling light spreads across the room like ripples.


  I let out a sigh at this sight, and the other ladies surrounding me do the same.


  While they were watching this spectacle, I extracted the small grain of sand from the stone, replaced it with my own magic and then returned the brooch to its owner.


  「This stone seems to be compatible with water. Should you wear it, it should protect you from any sort of water damage.」


  「Thank you very much, Lava-san.」


  I answered with a bright smile, and the little girl who received the brooch turned towards Ligurila, who happened to sit at the very same table, and said to her:


  「Lily-sama, please advise me on the clothes that would go well with that brooch!」


  「Of course, I don’t mind. Also, would you like to know how to utilize this brooch effectively?」


  「I would love to!」


  「I would also like to know!」


  As the ladies began to gather around Ligurila, I used this opportunity to store the demon nucleus inside of the interdimensional storage, and turned towards Lishella, who was sitting right next to me.


  「Lishella-sama, are you having fun?」


  「Yes.」


  But in spite of saying that, her expression was mostly uninterested and soon the conversation was awkwardly cut off.


  We were invited to the tea party at the Avar mansion.


  It so happened that Lishella was the hostess of this party, but even so, she was just sitting there silently, without taking part in any conversation that’s been happening.


  She would occasionally say something or let out a sigh, but overall, all the other ladies present forgot all about her rather quickly.


  Well, I guess that they were being drawn to Ligurila naturally.


  Having finished my task, I have returned to dealing with the cake that was my on my plate, all the while feeling Lishella’s gaze upon me.


  ***


  The day after we received the letter from Lishella, we arrived at the mansion and were greeted by the Countess Avar and Lishella themselves.


  We had a quick talk and we also wanted to say our greetings to Count Avar himself, but unfortunately he was being absent at the moment.


  「Oh well, the Count is probably meeting with one of his many mistresses right now, and I don’t expect him to be back before the end of the month. What can you do?」


  「Umm, Ligurila-san? Where did you learn such a thing, prey tell?」


  For the time being, it was decided that we would leave Countess Avar alone and have a tea with Lishella in the meantime.


  「Welcome, welcome. I was so surprised to hear that my daughter invited you, but it seems that she wants to hear more about Ballow’s fashion. Please, feel right at home and relax. Well, Lishella might be stupid and inexperienced, but she will probably not embarrass you in front of the others. Hmm, let’s see……」


  And just like that, Countess Avar stood up and left us, so there was no way that either Ligurila or I could have any kind of word on the matter. The tea time passed slowly.


  Maybe I was overthinking this, but judging by the way her father and mother behaved, it wouldn’t be all that surprising if they were physically abusing her, but I highly doubt she would admit that even if we asked her about it.


  After a while, the obviously tired Ligurila stood up and said that we were leaving, for we had other things to take care off.


  Lishella was the only one to see us off.


  At first I didn’t quite understand all of that, but sometime later Ligurila told me that it was very rare for the invited ones to stand up and leave whenever they wanted to. She also said that there was some other meaning behind it as well, but I didn’t quite understand that part.


  「Is there something wrong?」


  「…… Please, do come and visit us again.」


  Her expressionless face made it really hard to read her emotions, but the seriousness of her voice made me feel somewhat confused.


  What’s the deal with this girl?


  While I was obviously at a loss for what to do or say, Ligurila rushed to my help.


  「If that’s the case, why don’t you come and pay us a visit at the hotel where we are staying? This place can be way too noisy sometimes.」


  Ligurila’s words were clearly referencing the Countess Avar, but it’s unclear whether Lishella understood the meaning. Although, soon enough she nodded her head.


  Staying true to the offer she proposed, Ligurila kept on exchanging letters with Lishella, and left some time opened in her schedule so that we could meet up with her on one day.


  She was way more experienced in all of this high society mumbo-jumbo, having been to a whole lot of tea parties, dinners, lunches and other events. In the end, they agreed on us hosting a small tea party three days from now on. Honestly, I was beginning to lose myself in all of that.


  「Lily-sama, those are the roses that began to bloom early from my house. By all means, please accept them!」


  「That’s not fair! I should be the first one, for this is my first dress consultation with Lily-sama!」


  「Lily-sama, please have a look at this!」


  「Everyone, could you please don’t fight with one another and come to me one at a time?」


  「「As you wish!」」


  With her mother not here, Lishella technically had no one to be afraid off.


  In any case, thanks to Ligurila’s worshippers (she really has those, huh?) fighting over her attention, it was quite easy for me to go and neutralize the artificial magic stones one after another.


  My job for the occasions like this was to write the invitations and send them out, and to take care of the artificial magic stones that were sure to pop up at the little social events like the tea party we were having right now.


  And apparently, that little trick I performed during Countess’s Avar garden party began to spread around, and more and more people wanted to see it with their own eyes.


  After dinner was over, we went to my room and held a short strategy meeting there.


  I took up the collected nuclei and lined them up nicely, while Ligurila raised her face to me.


  「Ah, so that’s it, huh? Some of these things were being mixed with the normal stones around the streets.」


  「Well, it seems that there are fake artificial magic stones circulating around the market as well, but in reality they are just your plain and ordinary gemstones. But even so, the look on those nobles faces when you pulled that number with the fake stones was simply priceless to watch.」


  「Your hobbies are truly twisted, Ligurila. You know that?」


  I smiled at Ligurila, who had a somewhat jealous expression on her face.


  「Ara, is that what you think? You may have become well known with little to no effort, but I, on the other hand, had to work hard to make my name known far and wide.」


  Hearing Ligurila say that made me really surprised.


  No, that’s right. I earned such a nickname after I made the magic stone shine as a result of disarming the demon that was inside of it.


  「A mysterious beauty with dark hair has a magic hand, making the magic stones shine even brighter and bringing about happiness. This must surely be a gift from heavens itself. What do you think about that?」


  「No, if I were to just pull it out I would risk breaking the stone apart, so I had no real choice but to pour my magic inside of it instead…… Besides, I’m not nearly as well known as you, the Golden-Haired Tailor.」


  Ligurila earned such title for herself thanks to her radiant golden hair and her outstanding skills as a tailor.


  In fact, those who were following her advice would be very successful in their societal circles, and the letters with thanks were endlessly coming to her.


  「I was surprised by that as well. My skills and advices were really welcomed, as well as advices regarding accessories and tips on how one would look their cutest in front of their love interest.」


  「The way they are fighting for your attention is similar to how soldiers fight on the battlefield, and their words are as deadly as any other weapon. And those words can be truly deadly sometimes.」


  They may have looked elegant, but those noble ladies were a true force to be reckoned with.


  「I’m just giving people what they desire, and since I’m doing a very good job at it, it is small wonder that it attracts attention. Honest efforts bring about honest payment. And my efforts are of the highest quality.」


  「Umm, this is, I guess I’m sorry.. It was insensitive of me to not realise how hard you have to work, Ligurila.」


  「It doesn’t really bother me that much. This is just like you, Lava.」


  Should I believe her?


  For the time being, Ligurila looked to be satisfied, smiling brightly while the tentacles extending from her hair were working tirelessly with threads and needles.


  During the day she was doing her official job for both men and women, and during the night she was coming to various parties. Needless to say, the bulk of her work needed to be done either in the morning or late at night, when she would come back from her escapades.


  There were also design drawings and accessories to be made, so even for the demon who had no need for sleep it was a lot of work.


  「You sure you’re okay?」


  「It’s not a problem for me. Tailoring is my hobby, and so it is not something that is tiring for me.」


  She said that, while her tentacles kept on working on different kinds of elaborate handiwork, such as embroider handkerchiefs, lace ribbons, corsages and gloves.


  I wanted to turn in for the night, but looking at her work was simply fascinating.


  「But still, I can’t really put my finger around Lishella. Why is she even participating in all of those events if she stays silent all the time?」


  I let out a sigh, to which Ligurila, who just happened to take out a new material from the interdimensional storage, shrugged her shoulders.


  「I don’t know either. However, all I know is that the hotel was too small and besides, being in good relations with Avar family can prove to be really advantageous for me if things go smoothly.」


  Yes, right about now we were not at our hotel.


  We were in one of the rooms at Avar mansion.


  ***


  Lishella visited us in the hotel the day after our visit to the Avar mansion.


  Initially, there was about twenty minutes of awkward silence, which wasn’t all that long according to Ligurila’s words sometime later, before we could get anywhere.


  I have little to no idea about the customs of the nobles in this area, but apparently if a costumer was visiting you at your house, you were to care for that person and assume full responsibility for them.


  That is why if Ligurila wanted to invite her for some tea here, she was to take care of everything, and the girl didn’t really have to do anything……


  「I know, but it is not so simple as that. At the tea party, even if you don’t talk much to anyone, you are still sharing a meal with them. No, not that I mind, but if you invite someone, that person shouldn’t really be bothered. So you should accept the invitation either way?」


  I was wondering about that for a couple of days after meeting that girl for the first time, but so far I was unable to come up with any kind of answer.


  Looks like I was not alone on that subject.


  First thing first, I decided to get to know this girl better, for there is a lot more things you can do with someone if you know them well enough.


  To that end, I tried to spend as much time with her as I possibly could, but so far we’ve only exchanged a few nods and single words at best.


  Is this something that nobles do on a daily basis? For me, it seems like they would even go for a walk together and stay silent for the whole duration of the outing.


  But the fact that she accepted our invitation was a good thing. If she didn’t take kindly to us, she would have refused on the spot…… I think.


  Being perfectly honest, this whole situation was new to me, and the fact that my communication skills were awakened only recently certainly wasn’t helping. Like, at all.


  It’s more like, no conversation at all! How the hell am I supposed to communicate with this child!?


  Maybe we should stay here, to avoid anything unnecessary happening, but the fact that Lishella was an enigma for me remained ever unchanged.


  Chapter 15: Dragon-san Cares for a Loner


  「You see. Lishella didn’t even speak a word to the others who came to the party.」


  It was still puzzling to me just how noticeably unnoticeable Lishella was during the tea party.


  I thought I might have been good for her to spend some time with girls of the same age as her, but as it turns out, I was gravely mistaken.


  The timing was just right, the tea and the sweets were never missing from the table, and it was safe to say that she played the role of the hostess splendidly, so that the guests could feel comfortable.


  However, tea parties were occasions to talk to the guests and have a good time, so it must have felt really bad to be entirely forgotten during the course of the event and just sit there in your chair, unnoticed by anyone.


  「Ahh, see, maybe that is the reason why she is mostly keeping herself to herself all the time. I heard that she was always alone from an early age, and was introduced to the high society just recently. She must have had little to no social interactions.」


  「That, who told you such a thing……?」


  「The little ladies from today’s party. Everyone wants to have at least some sort of connection to the Avar family, but is seems that with so many people present no one dared to make a move on her.」


  「It truly sounds just like a regular war.」


  Even though it was a regular tea party, I could feel it in the air that the atmosphere was just off, and all those artificial smiles on the girls’ lips were way beyond my comprehension.


  「In that respect, when you take the family status into consideration, it all makes perfect sense. It’s small wonder that she is so withdrawn, since it was always about people wanting to get on her family’s good side through her. That could break almost anyone.」


  So, in other words, while everyone was trying to hide their true intentions behind fake smiles, Lishella was just the polar opposite of all that.


  By choosing to be expressionless all the time, she was protecting herself from people figuring out what her likes and dislikes were.


  「Truly, I fail to see what’s so fun about living your life like that.」


  「Ligurila, I think that your way of life is way more inconceivable for the vast majority of people.」


  「Maybe so. But even so, I do not care.」


  I tried to tease Ligurila who was in good spirits, but under her sharp gaze I dropped my head and gave up on any further attempts.


  I see, so this girl was always alone.


  「Lava, what are you thinking about now?」


  「Ah, no, this is……」


  Hearing my hesitant response, Ligurila only shrugged her shoulders.


  「I can probably imagine. You want to try and pull something like that thing you did on New Years again?」


  Uwah, she saw right through me.


  Losing my composure, I tried to talk back to Ligurila while my cheeks were burning bright red.


  「I just thought it would be nice to get to know her a little bit better. Besides, it is thanks to her that we could disarm so many magic stones.」


  「And your real motif?」


  「…… Being alone can be really lonely.」


  Not to mention that she didn’t seem to be that close with her parents, with her mother being always busy and her father being always absent.


  That was the only real kind of knowledge about her that I managed to deduce, since her face would never disclose anything.


  Also, it seems that she didn’t really disliked having people around her.


  I could also see that all the servants around the mansion cared about her dearly.


  But still, she never really put out her own desires for everyone else to see.


  I wonder how she was managing to keep up with being alone all this time?


  Then Ligurila turned towards me, her hands stopping doing what they were doing, which was drawing the designs for new clothes.


  「Lava, let me tell you this. The atmosphere surrounding the aristocracy is quite unique. Just because you want to be compassionate to her, it doesn’t necessary guarantee the girl’s happiness. It is this kind of environment that tends to devour you whole the moment you show any kind of opening or weakness.」


  Ligurila’s words may have been tough, but they were really getting to me.


  It is really hard for me to understand, but I think that Kyle and Belga must have gone through similar difficulties in the past. I can see that being with someone who has some extent of political power can be really troublesome.


  In those few days that I could observe Lishella’s behavior I soon realized that her life was on a completely different level than the one I was living up until now.


  So maybe I should prepare myself for not being able to reach out to her through her shell.


  Still, but still.


  「You feel a connection to her?」


  「It seems that way to me.」


  I stood up from my chair and walked in front of Ligurila, looking straight into her eyes.


  「That’s because, we too were all alone at some point. So why should something as trivial as social norms bind us when it comes to interacting with people? Her being isolated from her peers is something I simply cannot overlook. I want to hear her true feelings. Then, we should be able to turn her life for the better.」


  Ah, of course I was ready for her to oppose the idea or even dislike me completely.


  So far I haven’t heard her feelings at all, so it may be possible that she won’t even want to be friend with me.


  I thought that after hearing all of that from me Ligurila would be pissed at me, but for some reason her expression wasn’t mad, but rather a little bit odd.


  「Goodness gracious, sometimes you are even bolder than I am. Just a heads up, but noble customs can’t be broken that easily.」


  「No, wait a moment, I didn’t say anything like that!」


  But I may have very well sounded like that!


  Also, the way in which Ligurila laughed lightly was really scary for some reason!


  「I know, I know. Good grief, I really hate girls like that who can’t stand up for themselves, but I also hate the fact I can’t get a read on her, so I am looking forward to the results of your work.」


  I wonder if it was her own way of saying she was on board with my idea.


  Although it was hard for me to deduce that, Ligurila’s soft smile should have been more than enough of a confirmation.


  Ligurila smiled, and then she put her finger to her chin, thinking about something.


  「First thing first: we need to interact with her. But it seems that our little Lishella has little to no interest in fashion…… This may also sound off topic, but I heard that she is soon to be engaged to someone.」


  「Eeh, Lishella, engaged!? As if, she’s getting married!?」


  「I’m surprised that you didn’t really know that. I have heard it from one of the girls during today’s party. They were talking about that among themselves.」


  Uwah, the girl was thirteen or fourteen at best, and she was getting married? Talk about fast.


  The fact that Ligurila’s face was perfectly straight while she was telling me that made me feel even more impressed with her.


  「You, don’t you think you are misunderstanding something? That girl is already seventeen, so she’s more than ripe for the marriage.」


  Seriously? While I was still surprised, there was a part of me that that was convinced by that statement.


  I was thinking she was like the middle school students back on earth, but now that I knew that she was on a high school level, I was becoming more and more relaxed with this whole idea of marriage.


  No, no, no matter what, seventeen was still a bit too early, right?


  Maybe I was thinking about this whole business from the wrong perspective. I thought it might be too soon judging by the Earth standards, but maybe in this world it was truly enough?


  For now, let’s just put this whole engagement talk aside.


  While I was thinking that, Ligurila went back to her own work and changed the topic.


  「By the way, how is the collection of monster nuclei?」


  「Hmm, so far I have confirmed about a dozen of people who had them in their stones. I think they are all from the same monster, so once I gather enough of them, I should be able to trace it back to it using the leylines.」


  If we leave them be like that, someday they are going to accumulate enough of magic and mature into full-fledged monsters.


  But it would take at least few decades for this to happen, and sometimes even a hundred years.


  Thanks to that, there would be periods in history during which the monster infestation would be small and the ones during which it was quite large.


  「Are you perhaps worried about something?」


  I was staring at the nuclei before my eyes, and upon hearing Ligurila’s question, I opened my mouth.


  「Something doesn’t seem right here. This feeling, isn’t that similar to the ones the spirits have?」


  Urged by Ligurila’s gaze, I tried to manipulate the nuclei just a bit to see what happens.


  「Those are the ones collected from the ladies present at the parties and the upper class citizens. However, they feel like they come from the same entity.」


  Now, on the table I laid out those nuclei that Ligurila managed to collect shortly before the tea party today.


  I tried to put them all together to see if there were any difference between them, but they happened to be so small that they could be dismissed as insignificant.


  「Not to mention that the nucleus recovered from Countess’s Avar stone is exactly the same.」


  Of course, there were other monsters mixed in the lot as well, but it seems that the process of making the artificial magic stones involved the dividing of monsters cores, so those exception must have been sheer coincidences.


  However, the ones I collected during the tea party were the same as well, which surprised me.


  「There are still some of the bigger stones left out there……」


  「Because bringing so large stones to a mere tea party would be too much of an extravagance. The general rule is that the large gemstones are generally saved for grand occasions.」


  「Not to mention that we don’t know where Count Avar or the ones that produce the stones are.」


  I took the rest of the nuclei from the storage and dumped them all onto the table, filling it to the brim.


  Even though we were doing quite a good job at collecting the stones, we were still far from being over, and the deadline of Aru’s spring break end was approaching us fast.


  And once his spring break ends it will be all over. I will simply have no time to take care of this case.


  「Since our time is limited, so are our options. We promised Aru that we would be back to support him, so we need to do something about this case and do it fast.」


  「What exactly?」


  「How about visiting the royal palace and asking about our Count there? I know a few people who would help us get in.」


  Hearing Ligurila say that I froze in place. She’s kidding, right?


  「You did that through such methods as seduction? You can’t be doing that, Ligurila.」


  「But it’s simple, really. Or you can even find someone else and pay them for doing it for you. That is, if you want to save all of those foolish people from the certain death at the hands of monsters?」


  「I know what you’re trying to say, but I still say no! If I let you do that, I simply couldn’t look Sen-san in the eyes again.」


  I can certainly see Ligurila being able to do such a thing if it meant getting the case closed, but at the same time I know all too well just how Senjiro would feel if he learned about that one day.


  Ligurila was probably the best thing that could have happened to Senjiro, and so I had to protect his happiness if I could help it.


  While I was getting lost in my self-proclaimed sense of mission, I couldn’t see that Ligurila’s cheeks were bright red at that moment.


  「In that case, do you have any other leads, Lava?」


  I thought that there might still be some, but there really weren’t.


  Does that mean I have no other choice but to go and talk with Lishella directly……?


  At that moment, I heard knocking onto the door.


  Ligurila instantly returned all of her work back to the interdimensional space, and her tentacles reverted back to the form of hair.


  Also, getting herself to look orderly as always took her no longer than five seconds or so.


  Having confirmed that it was a normal human, I called out to them through the door.


  「Come in.」


  While I was thinking about it, I wanted to go and open the door myself, but Ligurila stopped me with a gesture of her hand.


  The one who came in was the maid that would normally accompany Lishella most of the time.


  「Figura-sama. Young Lady would like to see you.」


  「Eh…… Lishella-sama? Only me?」


  「That’s right.」


  I was puzzled for a moment and reflexively looked towards Ligurila, and she responded with a telepathic message.


  “The timing is just great. You should go without wasting time.”


  It may be so, but there was also something I had on my mind.


  But right now it was a rare chance. A chance that might not happen again anytime soon.


  「I understand, I’ll be there shortly.」


  While secretely making up my mind I got up and left the room accompanied by one of the maids.


  Chapter 16: Dragon-san and the Apathetic Lady


  I walked through the mansion, guided by the maid.


  Instead of being in her room, Lishella was in the Solarium.


  It was already nighttime, and even though there was no natural light coming in through the huge windows, there was a single magical lamp that was illuminating the room sitting on the table.


  Lishella, illuminated by the moonlight, was sitting near the windowsill, looking outside and gazing at the panorama that was spreading before her. Basked in moonlight, her features seemed to be even more exquisite and elegant than usual.


  I had no problem with seeing in the dark. However, the artificial light should have been too dim for Lishella to see properly.


  「Lishella-sama, I brought her just as you requested.」


  The maid speak up, and Lishella turns toward us.


  Then, as if acting according to some kind of order, the maid turns around and quietly leaves the room, leaving the two of us alone.


  Huh, why is she leaving? Please, maid-san, don’t leave me! I hope that wasn’t so obvious on my face for her to read.


  「…… Please come here.」


  「Ah, right.」


  When we were left alone, Lishella moved to the nearby sofa and suggested me to do the same.


  On top of the table, aside from the lamp I could also see a teapot, some cups and sweets.


  The teapot itself turned out to be magical, a kind of instrument that would heat up water when you apply magical power to it.


  For the time being, Lishella poured some tea to the cups.


  And then it was nothing but silence.


  A very awkward and painful silence.


  …… I just realized something rather important. There was no common topic that I could speak about with this girl! Like, at all!


  I could talk to Mikoto about the Eastern countries and with Marca about everyday life, but I would never have thought that I would ever be involved with someone like Lishella!


  We were sitting right next to each other, but Lishella was looking at her own feet all the time, so there was no way for me to actually strike up a conversation with her!


  Ligurila-sama, help me out here! What the hell am I supposed to talk about with a girl her age!?


  Ah, I know! There was something we could talk about!


  「L, Lishella-san, I have heard that you are currently engaged. Congratulations!」


  I blurted that out wanting to gain some time to think of something else to talk about, to which Lishella blinked her eyes a few times.


  「So, you knew about it?」


  「Eh? Umm, y-yes.」


  「I learned about it from the letter I received from Father some time ago.」


  Says Lishella, speaking about the engagement as if it was a matter that wasn’t related to her in the slightest.


  In other words, it was nothing else but an arranged marriage, where she had nothing to say in the matter at all.


  Way to go, me! I just stepped on a huge-ass landmine!!!!!!


  I was so nervous that I wanted to scream internally, but on the outside I managed to retain a poker face, to which Lishella lets out a small sigh.


  「It was bound to happen sooner or later. Arranged marriages between the nobles is nothing out of the ordinary. Please, don’t feel bad about it.」


  It was the first time she has ever said something so long, but her usually silent voice felt really different at that moment.


  Lishella was worlds apart from the seventeen-year-olds that I knew back in my world.


  Mikoto was somewhat the same age as her, but aside from the fact that she was a year younger, she managed to overcome many difficulties and got along with both Elvie and Iori. They all formed a bond and had fun during their club activities.


  Even when compared with other noble girls, she was approaching this matter in a much calmer way than someone of her age.


  However, maybe it was all due to resignation, for the look upon her face right now was truly painful.


  「Say, Lishella-san? Why did you want to see me?」


  I asked her that without thinking.


  Maybe it was from shock upon hearing the sudden question, but Lishella blinked her eyes a few times yet again.


  「The first time we ever met was during the garden party, but we didn’t exchange any words back then. So why did you invite us to the residence afterwards?」


  I look her straight in the eyes, and I could see that there was fear lingering somewhere in them.


  But I didn’t avert my eyes.
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  「…… At that time, you saw me.」


  Even though her voice was still silent, her words were firm and strong.


  「You also took something out of my mother’s necklace.」


  This time I was the one to be surprised.


  Certainly enough, her magic potential was not nearly enough to make her a proper magician, but it looks like she’s more sensitive to magic than the majority of humans.


  It was obvious enough from the fact that she was able to heat the water in that pot, but I certainly wouldn’t expect a girl without proper training to be able to see the extraction of the magical nucleus from an object.


  I wasn’t careful enough back then, suddenly that thought crosses my mind.


  「That something was a demon, correct?」


  She was just a normal human, but she knew about monsters and demons?


  As for the cores of the magic stones, thanks to their appearance there were many theories being created about them, and some people even went as far as calling them the ‘precious gemstones of the devil’. Hence the ones who amass them were always treated like the kind of bad guys.


  However, I could sense no hostility hidden behind Lishella’s expressionless face. In light of that, I decided not to hide anything from her.


  It wouldn’t be fair to try and hide the truth from her.


  「Did you know that they were being used to create the artificial magic stones?」


  「I was merely guessing here.」


  Said Lishella, whose lips closed tightly once she finished speaking.


  「Oh, so then, you did see that I was modifying the stone but you didn’t alert anyone else of that. Why is that?」


  「I just saw you putting something inside of it, and when you returned the stone there was no damage to it. Besides, no one would really believe me, even if I told them the truth. Mother has no interest in those kind of things, and Father pays me no mind at all. There is no one who would listen to me.」


  Her words as well as her actions were giving testament to the fact that she was a really smart girl, but still, her words right now were nothing else but painfully sad.


  However, it was hardly the time to feel sorry for her.


  「So, if that’s the case, why did you wanted to see me?」


  Maybe she wanted to ask me about my abilities that made it possible to extract the demon from the stone, but I had a feeling that wasn’t quite it.


  Lishella nods her head to my question.


  「I thought that maybe you would be able to make my wish come true.」


  Saying that, Lishella closed her fists tightly, so strongly that her fingers were turning white.


  Her expression remaining the same, but I knew that it must have took tremendous amounts of courage for her to speak up her mind.


  It was just as Ligurila said.


  In the aristocratic society, speaking your honest feeling was similar to giving a really sharp knife into your opponent’s hands.


  And depending on what the other side decides to do with the information they were given, it could have been more or less equal to social suicide.


  However, since she began speaking, I decided that I wouldn’t interrupt her in any way.


  「Seeing your conversations with Miss Morton, Miss Figura, was so fresh to me. And that time when you invited me to your house, it was so unknown, but at the same time so exciting experience.」


  Umm, you mean the time when we were eating and talking just like we usually would?


  And that we went for a walk to the park when we found one of the stones and I drained it in secret? Or when we rent a boat and I got the stones from the shore to float up on the water’s surface and Ligurila got angry with me for doing that?


  At the time Lishella was only watching us, but it seems that it was whole lot of fun for her.


  「How come that so simple activities such as eating or walking can be so interesting? It was the first time for me to realize that humans can truly derive pleasure from the simplest of things.」


  I didn’t quite understood what she was going on about, but I listened to her nonetheless.


  「Since the moment I was born, I was a child who was weak and was prone to getting sick. One of the possible reasons for that was, as one of the doctors have said, that my body was having difficulties with handling magical power it was generating.」


  It was surprising that someone would propose such a theory, even more that it was a doctor.


  Magic is something that is essential for all living beings, but in excess it can become a powerful and potent poison instead.


  And while there are people whose magic tolerance increases together with their growth, like Nectar, there are also those whose bodies don’t do that, and at some point in their lives they simply can’t withstand their own magic.


  「After that, I have received various forms of treatment, to the point that most of my meals were including drugs and medications instead of food. It was around that time that I was informed that I would probably not survive to the moment of reaching adulthood. It took me a while to calculate just how many days I had to live. I could do only that much, since right after that I was struck with a fever.」


  A mortifying scene pops up in front of my eyes.


  It was just way to sad just having to imagine a young Lishella spending her days all alone in her bedroom.


  「Overcome with those circumstances, I broke into another high fever during the following winter. I also overheard the doctor saying that there was nothing else that he could do to help me. Neither Father nor Mother was by my side at that time. But since it was always like that, I didn’t feel lonely in the slightest. That’s how I was fighting the fever that was burning my whole body while my inside was all cold.」


  However, I got a feeling that I saw a slight trace of emotion in her eyes for the first time –– that of reluctance.


  「Then, there was that man who appeared in front of me looking like a strange beast. He said: ‘Will you give me your soul in exchange for keeping you alive?’」


  It was something that I was way too familiar with.


  It was the most common practice for demons to deal with people.


  「But I declined the offer.」


  Nervously awaiting more, Lishella’s words surprised me.


  「W, why did you refuse?」


  「You see, I wanted this life of nothing but suffering to finally end. It didn’t mean much to me, so I wanted to end it as soon as possible. And then he said: ‘If you’re going to die anyway, why don’t you simply give me your soul?’ He was really embarrassed when he was saying that.」


  Lishella’s expression changed.


  You couldn’t really call that a smile.


  However, the corners of her lips were raised slightly, and I could see for the first time some emotion reflecting on her face.


  「I was in a lot of pain at the time, so I passed out, but I remember nodding my head. When I woke up the very next and all of my symptoms were all but gone. I was told that it was a miracle. From that day onwards, that person would sometimes come to visit me.」


  After that, Lishella related her memories of the demon in a quick, but joyful way.


  It seems that every time he visited her he was talking to her as to why she didn’t wanted to accept his offer.


  Demons desire the souls of men because they don’t understand them. By doing that they could experience the pleasures that humans experience, and by that they were growing in power. And if the soul was not to their liking, they could to whatever they wanted with it, even return it to its rightful owner.


  With each of his visit, the demon would tell Lishella various stories regarding other humans he visited lately, each time asking if she was enjoying them.


  Because of that, I felt a kind of sympathy towards that demon.


  They would only contact with those who obsessively clung to life, but upon meeting someone who was not like that, he had no complaints.


  Perhaps that was the reason why the demon from Lishella’s story was like that, clumsy when it comes to communicating with girls and getting embarrassed over his deeds.


  「But then, one day Father invited a sorcerer to the mansion.」


  Lishella’s tone changed. Her poor expression betrayed pain and deep sadness.


  「Some of the servants must have contacted Father. They told him that I was being visited by the devil himself. Since then, he stopped coming to see me.」


  That sorcerer must have been the one to develop the artificial magic stones.


  Surely no one has told her what was the true reason for this sorcerer’s visit, but it was probably because of that misinformation that she arrived at such a conclusion. It was only logical.


  Lishella was looking in the distance with sad eyes.


  「But as I was moving through my life at the capital, living my life just how others wanted me to live it, I would sometimes feel the mark that person left me ache. It was always when Father was close to me. At first I didn’t understand what was going on, but then I think I saw something when my Father was holding one of the artificial magic stones. Maybe that person can change his shape and is still somewhere around?」


  While saying that, Lishella holds her chest tight. Usually, that’s the spot where the sign of contract would be located.


  The contract mark usually disappears when the demon behind it loses its power or is killed, and so is the path by which it is connected to someone, but it’s not all that rare for people to be able to spot things like that from time to time.


  But even so, I couldn’t really sense it without focusing my attention.


  Before long, Lishella was looking straight at me.


  「Being with that person was a lot of fun, so I want to see him again. I must meet him again and give him my soul. That is the nature of our contract.」


  Lishella’s expression was mysterious, as always, but this time around her eyes looked as though she was about to cry.


  「I have no idea what is it that you want. But I shall do whatever is in my power to assist you. That is why please, take me out of this stone.」


  Lishella then went to read a book in the moonlight, but her words were haunting me throughout the rest of the night.


  Chapter 17: Dragon-san’s Party Coordinates with the Young Lady in the Night


  Upon hearing Lishella’s confession, I finally understood.


  This girl send me this letter because of her own selfishness.


  And because I could very well sympathise with her, since I used to be just like that, too, I wanted to do everything in my power to save her.


  Afraid, sad, but at the same time straightforward and pure.


  That is exactly why.


  「That is exactly why I can’t make your dream come true.」


  As I said that, Lishella looked slightly confused.


  But now that I got to know her a little bit better, I knew that deep inside she was shocked greatly.


  「I, I see……」


  Her grip on the dress on her knee was so strong that her hand turned white.


  Her face was yet again an expressionless mask.


  I knew that deep down she just gave up, and it was making me feel angry.


  「Wait a second, I cannot do it without setting a certain condition first.」


  Before Lishella could even blink in surprise, I continued with my words.


  「Now listen to me: you may think that you are pretty satisfied with the life you led until just now, but that’s just a load of crap. Eating dinner together? Everywhere except for the aristocratic society that’s a common concept. There’s no way that demon could be satisfied with just that. You see, demons are really greedy creatures.」


  From what I know, the demon was yet to claim this girl’s soul as his prize.


  However, all of my efforts would be for naught if Lishella was still okay with letting the demon have her soul in the end.


  Sure enough, right after I said that Lishella looked slightly upset.


  「Since I am all healthy now, I think I have enjoyed my life to the fullest. Don’t you think now would be the best possible time to offer my soul to the demon, while it is still delicious? That way he can enjoy it more, too.」


  「E, enjoy?」


  Ah, crap. Now I’ve done it. I broke her beyond repair.


  I stood up and sat right next to the bewildered Lishella.


  「You are so young, so it is YOU who should enjoy your life some more. If you promise me that you will try to do just that, I can offer you my full cooperation.」


  「But, my life was already decided for me. I have only so little time to be truly free.」


  「If that’s the case, that’s more than enough. If your body can’t be free, then let’s make it so that your mind is.」


  I could only phantom the true intentions of the demon that made a contract with Lishella.


  But I would like to think that this demon wanted her to give up her soul to him without having any kind of regrets.


  …… And if it turns out that he’s just one big son of a bitch, I shall murder him with everything I have, no holding back.


  「You shouldn’t give up on your own happiness, Lishella.」


  I tell her that and say her name.


  In that moment Lishella’s expressionless mask breaks apart, and tears begin to flow down her cheeks.


  H, hey, wait a minute, I didn’t wanted to make her cry!


  Overwhelmed by her own emotions, Lishella manages to squeeze a few words out of her mouth.


  「I, I, for the first time I realized just how fun talking to another person can be. I realized just how lonely eating a meal by yourself truly is. I understood that I was alone, and that it will probably not change. So could you really blame me for not wanting something that way well beyond my reach?」


  「No, not really. But, did you wanted to be lonely?」


  I ask that to Lishella, and she seems to be taken aback.


  「First of all, we need to get some comrades here for ourselves. People who care about you. We must look for someone that we can trust. It is usually good to avoid the storm, but this time let’s jump right into it. Someone has to be there.」


  「No way…… Not even my Father or Mother can be someone like that.」


  「Look, I want to help you, even if it’s just a little bit. So, let’s try to get along.」


  I smile at Lishella, who looks as though she couldn’t believe the words I was saying.


  「Say, Lishella, would you like to be my friend?」


  「……!!!」


  Lishella’s face twitched, and her lips began to tremble.


  She was crying quietly.


  Her throat was sore, and soon her voice cracks and she covers her face and continues to cry some more.


  For a moment out there I thought that it was good that I used the soundproof spell on this room, just in case.


  It never occurred to me, but humans could cry really loud if they tried.


  It was painful to watch her in such state, but at least I was glad that she opened her heart before me.


  However, my power and wisdom alone would not be enough to make her happy in this twisted aristocratic society.


  Thinking that, I contact with Ligurila.


  “You suddenly used the soundproof spell, did something happen?”


  “It wasn’t anything big. But anyway, Ligurila, I need your help!”


  Saying that, I briefly summarized everything that transpired up until now to Ligurila.


  “That being said, please! Lend me your wisdom!”


  “You truly are a fool, you know that?”


  She said that to me in a really cold voice, so for a moment I thought that she might not help me, but soon enough Ligurila appeared in the Solarium.


  「I’m sorry, that you have to see, something so, unsightly.」


  When she said that, Lishella raised her face only to see that Ligurila was also in the room. In an instant, her face turned bright red with shame and surprise.


  Uwah, that reaction was extremely cute, but now we need something to wipe those tears of hers.


  It would be nice if I had a handkerchief on me, but as I was about to rummage through my pockets, Ligurila has already handed Lishella her own.


  「Honestly speaking, I can’t stand girls like you. I would be so much more fun to see you try your best only to fail miserably.」


  Lishella was shocked to hear something like that from Ligurila, but even though she said she can’t stand her, she pressed the handkerchief into her hands all the same.


  「However, think about all of your actions up until now. If you truly want something, just take it with your own two hands. Let your actions speak instead of your words.」


  「In other words, this means that she’s going to help you as well.」


  Lishella accepts the handkerchief, but also looks at Ligurila with a truly puzzled expression.


  Ligurila stares back at her while folding her arms on her chest.


  「Consider it a good luck charm. But if it wasn’t for Lava, I would have never consider helping you.」


  「Still, thanks a lot, Ligurila.」


  「I can do things like that once in a blue moon.」


  Ligurila glared at Lishella again, whose eyes were now all swollen and red from her crying.


  「You have everything that you could possibly need to take the high society’s halls by storm: looks, pedigree and education. It is something well within your reach –––– Tell me, what do you think of your parents?」


  「Nothing, in particular. I know that they care about me, but they do it only for the sake of the family, that there is no deep affection behind their actions.」


  After those words Lishella seemed shocked that she really said them, but Ligurila only laughed in amusement.


  「Well said, truly well said. Always put your own well-being before all others. Be able to survive in the world without having to rely on your household name. Have friends that will give you good advices and a partner that supports you in whatever you decide to do.」


  「Uh, umm, Ligurila?」


  Once she starts to talk, there was no way for me to possibly stop the torrents of words that were escaping from Ligurila’s mouth.


  「Know what others want from you, mislead them with your words, manipulate them with your gestures. We shall try to teach you some of the more useful tricks, but we are short on time. If you manage to remember it all and put in into practice, then you might be able to survive and be truly free. Now, child. What’s your answer?」


  「Yes, of course!」


  Seeing Lishella nod her head, Ligurila similes enthusiastically.


  Everything seemed to work out just fine, so it’s all good, right?


  Noticing my warm gaze upon herself, Ligurila coughed a few times, clearly annoyed.


  「You show promise, girl, and there is nothing I like more than to see a small bud bloom into a splendid flower.」


  Certainly, helping people with potential to realize their potential was much fun.


  Just like that, the three of us gathered around, and our secret night strategy meeting began in full swing.


  「To survive in the aristocratic society, one must have lots of money and a pedigree to back it up. Connections and social skills are also a valuable thing to possess. Now, since you are pretty much nonexistent to most of your peers, it is a great opportunity. They shall witness your full potential in all of its glory.」


  「You are cute and beautiful, Lishella, so if you wear a dress that matches your features, you are sure to knock everyone’s socks off!」


  I say that, and I can see that Ligurila looks at me in surprise.


  「Well, someone’s awfully confident here.」


  「It’s the truth, so why wouldn’t I be? If you are instructing her, Ligurila, Lishella is bound to be successful, since she has all that is needed to do so.」


  「Umm, thank you so much for that……」


  I lean towards Lishella, who was red with embarrassment.


  It is a well-known fact that Ligurila is a beauty, and while Lishella might be still young and petite, with the right clothes and the right makeup she is as pretty as her, making her a cut above all the girls her own age.


  She was truly a cutie.


  「For now, you seem to be developing quite nicely.」


  Ligurila let out a hot sigh while looking at Lishella with a flushed face.


  WHAT. THE. HECK. ?


  「Anyways, you don’t have to smile perfectly for the time being, but we definitely need to work on that expression of yours.」


  「Understood, Lily-sama.」


  「After that, we must figure out what to do next. Where to go? Maybe someplace with lots of people?」


  Ligurila puts her finger to her chin, deep in thought, to which Lishella replied.


  「If so, there is going to be a party in the royal villa three days from today. Both my Father and the sorcerer are going to be present, as it is intended to honor the achievements of the artificial magic stone.」


  There was a strange kind of power reflecting in Lishella’s eyes, and both Ligurila and I were honestly surprised.


  「Using my authority, I can take both of you with me.」


  「I have heard about that party just the other day. I wanted to get myself an invitation, but they said that newcomers aren’t allowed, so I kind of brushed it off.」


  「Thank you very much, but are you sure?」


  「Yes. My engagement is supposed to be made official at this party, so they should probably allow me to be a little selfish.」


  The two of them were kind of celebrities in the high society, so that would make me the only real outsider here.


  But for a change, Ligurla was wearing a puzzling expression on her face.


  「That’s actually great. We can also take care of your fiancée at the same time. Leave the dress-making to me.」


  At that moment my mind kind of stopped when I realized something.


  「Eh, but Ligurila, we only have three more days!」


  When it comes to the dresses for the nobles, everything is basically made from scratch, and the process of dress-making takes at least a month if not longer.


  It’s a good thing she wanted to make it, but time was not on our side in this particular case.


  Even Lushella seemed to be surprised.


  「It won’t be necessary. I was already given a dress from the tailor. It was made specifically for this occasion.」


  「No, I shall not allow for any kind of sloppy work if I can help it. I will get it done, even if it kills me. I shall make you the most splendid dress that your eyes have ever seen. While I work on it, you must work on your behavior and manners.」


  「B, but……」


  Ligurila grabs Lishella’s chin and lifts her head up slightly.


  「This is war. We shall provide you the weapons. It is then up to you to use them and seize your own happiness with your own hands.」


  Smiling beautifully, right now Ligurila was even cooler than usual.


  「U, understood.」


  Lishella blushes, but answers with voice full of conviction.


  I wonder if it is a good idea for Ligurila to be Lishella’s model of an ideal woman?


  Thinking that, I borrow one of the cups and pour some tea into it.


  Chapter 18: The Spirits Venture Lower


  Late at night, inside of the dungeon.


  Although the first layers of the dungeon were quite vast, after a few years after its discovery they were mapped with great detail, which made bypassing it to the lower layers easier for Adventurers.


  Also, it was a common sense among the Adventurers to explore the dungeon during the day and come back to town during the night, since the dungeon was getting much more dangerous after nightfall.


  Nectar was muttering to himself while navigating the corridors of one of the first floors.


  「No, I am pretty sure that monster were also sighted on the lower floors, not only on the upper ones.」


  「Maybe Senjiro was wrong. But if so, we’ve wasted all this time on clearing the upper floors instead of getting the real job done.」


  Said Kyle while turning towards Senjiro, whose ears twitched when he heard that.


  Feeling their gazes upon himself, he turned around.


  「No, I am sure of it. When I was exploring the upper floors, I have found some traces that were clearly different from all the others. However, I didn’t wanted to investigate on my own, thinking it might be some kind of a new trap.」


  Senjiro had a really awkward expression on his face, but he continued to talk nonetheless.


  「I also checked the maps at the Guild, but it was nothing there. So I thought it might be good to investigate it.」


  Kyle shook his head, clearly not all that convinced yet.


  「If he says he sensed something, it’s worth checking out. He’s a beastman after all, so his senses might have picked up something that other adventurers missed.」


  Then, while there were all walking through the floor, the floor guardian appeared and Senjiro disposed of it.


  Finally, Senjiro stopped in the middle of a small chamber a the end of one of the corridors.


  The chamber looked to be already explored, as there was nothing of interest there.


  「This room is rather strange. Judging by the Guild maps and the overall layout of the mountains, you’d think that something is bound to be here.」


  「Let’s search it and see if there’s anything here that we might have missed.」


  Nectar ordered Kyle and Senjiro to stay at the entrance, while he stood in the middle of the chamber, poking his staff around the floor.


  When he did so, there was light coming from his staff and the magical power spreads throughout the area.


  Nectar closed his eyes and focused all of his senses, but the opened them soon enough.


  「I found something. There are traces of magic on the right wall. It is well-hidden, so no wonder that ordinary magicians were unable to detect it.」


  「Is it still operational?」


  「Probably, but I want to study it just in case.」


  Noticing that Nectar’s bad habit were starting to kick in, Kyle walked up to his friend and poked him with his finger, while he was busy studying the wall.


  「Nectar, I know that this is your hobby, but we don’t have much time.」


  「Hmm, it seems like a completely new area of ancient magic. It is something that combines a bunch of words into one huge and complex mechanism, rather than just using one word –– “hide”. Moreover, if you don’t disarm it in a proper way, the defense mechanism will kick in and the guardians will come here. What to do? First, let’s decipher every single word……」


  「You didn’t hear the word I said, did you now?」


  Seeing that he would not reach Nectar with any kind of words, Kyle simply gave up on the idea and rejoined Senjiro, so the two could wait for Nectar to finish what he was doing.


  Most dungeons that were still operational had magical lights installed in them, and since they were as bright as a day, you didn’t have to worry about being unable to see inside of the dungeon’s corridors.


  Kyle watched Nectar performing the complex analysis, while Senjiro turned towards him and opened his mouth.


  「It’s about time for the party to start. Think Ligurila and Lava will be okay?」


  「Yes, the time is about right. And yes, I think they will be alright.」


  Although the customs of this country were unknown to Kyle, he could tell from his experiences at Ballow that the parties usually started well in the evening and continued throughout the night.


  When Lava and Ligurila told them that they managed to get a friend at one of such parties the guys were glad to hear it, but once they heard that it was the daughter of Countess Avar, their jaws literally dropped to the ground. They also quickly realized that this state of affairs would make their investigation much easier.


  However, none of them could get rid of the feeling that while there were down here, they were missing much of the fun that was happening outside.


  「I know that they are giving it their best, but I can’t help it but to feel worried.」


  「So you feel like that too, huh?」


  Seeing Senjiro’s worried expression, Kyle smiled bitterly at him.


  「For the time being, the only thing we can do is to give it our best as well. We could wait for some intel from them first, but since we are basically doing some reconnaissance, it shouldn’t be that much of a problem.」


  「Alright, I’m done analyzing it.」


  「So fast?」


  Nectar stood up and said that with a serious look on his face, while Kyle was amazed.


  「If we don’t hurry up and finish things here, we might miss the chance to see Lava in her dress!」


  「Ah, I see now how it is.」


  Without any kind of concern for his companions, Nectar placed his hand on the wall.


  As the magic around the chamber began to grow denser, Kyle could see Nectar’s hair raising slightly, and glowing bright.


  Then, a pale light illuminated the whole wall, reveiling the vertical crack in in that began to move to the sides.


  Beyond that wall, there was a whole new corridor which began to light up.


  It was so small that only a one person could possibly squeeze through it at a time, rubbing his shoulders against the walls on both sides.


  Seeing that, Kyle got a little bit discouraged.


  「Is this some hidden room?」


  「No, this is probably something similar to a lift. We have something like that back where I come from.」


  「Man, your hometown has it all, huh?」


  Kyle was genuinely impressed, and Nectar said:


  「Wasn’t something like that already installed at Ballow’s department store?」


  「Was it, really?」


  Realizing that the time has really marched forward, Kyle suddenly felt really old.


  When the three of them got inside the room, various mechanisms and spells began to work.


  Having analyzed the spells and the machinery, Nectar turned towards Kyle.


  「It seems that there is only one destination.」


  「We better get ready for some sudden battle, then.」


  Nectar nodded his head, and then he put his hand to the mechanisms and poured his magic into it, getting it to start moving. The ‘door’ then closed and the box began to descend.


  After a while, the box slowed down and came to a stop, and the door opened again.


  Nectar erected a magic barrier in front of them, but even after a few seconds nothing happened.


  Once they confirmed that the coast was clear, the three left the box and pressed forward, being cautious all the time.


  The area here seemed not all that different from the top floors, for once they walked down the corridors, lights began to light up.


  「Where should we go first?」


  「I used the scouting spell and it seems that there is a large open area up ahead. A lot of magic is gathered there.」


  「I can sense it as well. Roger that.」


  During this short conversation they finally reached the door, and they clung to it.


  The door were secured by a complicated magical lock, but Nectar managed to disarm it in an instant.


  At the other side of the door, there was a spacious room.


  The room was dark, there were no lights even after they got inside, but darkness was not a problem for the three, since Nectar and Kyle were spirits and Senjiro had excellent senses.


  Furthermore, the room was filled with rows of huge, transparent columns. You could easily see inside of them and there was magical light spilling from inside of them, the light illuminating the room.


  Once they looked inside, they had no words to describe what they saw.


  「What is this?」


  「Monsters…… Those are all monsters, right!?」


  Even the hair on Senjiro’s ears were standing straight right now, betraying his immense astonishment.


  Inside of the shining column, there was a creature floating, quite unlike anything that was of this world.


  Thanks to the high density of magic the creature was not moving, staying in a stasis-like state, but still, just looking at it was making one’s stomach want to revolt. Yes, that was a monster alright.


  「Someone put monsters inside of those things and is growing them…… But why?」


  「No. That’s not it.」


  It was Kyle who denied Senjiro’s words, clearly shook with disgust.


  Approaching one of the other columns with a harsh look on his face, Nectar agreed with his friend.


  「It may be hard to believe, but each and every one of those monsters is alive.」


  「No way……」


  Horrified Senjiro gazed upon the rows of columns.


  Walking from column to column, Nectar was analyzing the spells that were placed upon them, and with each one he was holding his head with his hands.


  「Those columns are some sort of breeding tanks. Someone is using them to produce monsters. Also……」


  「They take out the magic stones from the ones that are already full-grown.」


  Said Kyle while gently poking the surface of one of the tanks.


  The monster inside of it was not fully grown yet, and he could clearly see it repulsing body, with magic stone shining brightly inside of it.


  Although Kyle was as distressed as Senjiro, he was doing his best to maintain his composure.


  「Growing them like that must take a whole lot of time. Are they using some sort of catalyst to shorten the process?」


  「Those are magic nuclei. They cost a small fortune each, but they possess a natural ability to attract magic to themselves. By utilizing that ability in a right way, you can make the process of monster growing relatively short.


  Although the question how they managed to procure so many nuclei remained, the three men could easily understand that this was the place in which the artificial magic stones were being created.


  「In any case, we can safely assume that the ones responsible for bringing the artificial magic stones on the market are the ones who discovered this chamber in the first place.」


  「It also seems that the spells used here are their original creations. Or rather, it hasn’t been that long since the production process begun. I’d say less than ten years.」


  「So it means that this whole facility was activated very recently.」


  「And still, the place doesn’t look that run down or exploited…… Anyways.」


  Said Nectar while shaking the tip of his staff against the floor’s surface.


  「This technology is not something that is of this era. It must be something from another place, or maybe even another time.」


  「Most probably.」


  「Umu.」


  Kyle and Senjiro responded almost simultaneously.


  Even though this technology was able of mass producing the magic stones, it was also the cause of them standing at the precipice of the monster destruction. It was no wonder that they were feeling disgusted by it.


  「I think it’s okay to break those tanks apart, but first let’s cut of the source of their power. There should be a device somewhere around here, something that draws magical power straight from the leyline.」


  「Not that I care, but are you fine with this?」


  Kyle asked that, being kind of surprised that the always greedy for more magical knowledge Nectar was so adamant on breaking the tanks without fully understanding their nature first.


  However, Nectar’s angry expression did not change.


  「This act is clearly disrupting the circulation of magic. By leaving them be, we would only increase Lava’s work. If you want analyze them, fine by me. But I’m smashing those things to pieces.」


  「I, I see.」


  Kyle was honestly surprised that his friend put his wife higher on his priority list than his desire for knowledge…… But seeing that his will was adamant on the idea, he let out a sigh of relief.


  「We can’t be sure that our little intrusion went unnoticed, so let’s do this. We don’t have much time.」


  「The scouting spell shows that there are more tanks in the back, so let’s go there as well.」


  Nectar went to the back of the chamber, Kyle and Senjiro followed suit.


  Before they could catch up to him, Nectar already managed to disarm another magical lock.


  Immiediately after that, several explosions blossomed right in front of Nectar.


  Nectar was too late to notice that, while also realizing that each one of those could very well prove fatal.


  However, before anything happened, a grey shade run in front of him.


  Senjiro rushed in front of Nectar, brandishing a spear in his hands.


  Nectar realized that those were in fact compressed magical shells coming right at them, but before he could even blink Senjiro brandished his spear at the shells, making them all but disappear.


  「You saved me, Sen-san.」


  「No need to thank me, It was only but a natural thing to do.」


  Said Senjiro while looking ahead, way past the door. There, in the distance, stood a group that was blocking their way.


  
    Chapter 19: The Spirits Meeting


    The figure that was blocking their path was the most bizarre thing.


    At first glance, its hands and feet were all convoluted and out of place, and its head was coming out straight from the middle of its torso.


    However, it had four feet and four hands, each hand twisted into scissors-like sharp blade.


    The thing did not resemble any kind of normal living form, and it was clearly something that was leftover from experiments performed on monsters or demons. That is why its appearance was so revolting.


    As soon as its red eyes spotted Nectar’s group, it launched itself at them.


    Its body may have been massive, but its speed was so fast that no normal man would be able to react in time.


    However, Senjiro was even faster.


    Senjiro jumped forward, putting himself right in between the monster and his friends.


    「Break.」


    In but a single moment, he brandished his spear at the monster, releasing the explosive power hidden within it.


    The strange monster was caught in the blast and was knocked backwards, crushing many smaller monsters with its huge mass along the way.


    「Hooo~, nice job, Senjiro-san.」


    「It’s an anti-magic technique. It accumulated the magic from the user’s body, sends it into the weapon and releases it in the form of a shockwave attack.」


    「Nectar, let’s save the lecture for later, okay?!」


    While Nectar was visibly excited to witness the new form of magic, Kyle was getting busy with blocking incoming magical attacks and responding in kind with his own.


    The demon that was struck by Senjiro was already dead, and what came out of him was a huge chunk of magic stone.


    Nectar also saw that, but then he felt a sharp rising of the magical power in the vicinity, and hurried to erect a protective barrier around his friends.


    「Protect!」


    Yet another magical shell was coming at them, on a collision course with Senjiro.


    However, the shell collided with Nectar’s anti-magic barrier, and the shell exploded right there, leaving Senjiro unharmed.


    「Thanks a lot!」


    「Don’t worry about it. Just leave supporting role to me!」


    Said Nectar to Senjiro, who already managed to dispose of one of the monsters, surprised that the monster attacks managed to put so much strain onto his protective barrier.


    Magic bullets began to rain onto them from deeper into the corridor.


    Nectar responded in kind, sending his own projectiles towards the monsters, wanting to create some window of opportunity for Kyle to attack.


    Kyle wore a cloak of thunder across all of his body and rushed towards the monsters, so fast that they were unable to react.


    Next, to dispose of the monster that was casting the projectiles, he gathered his magic and began to chant a spell.


    「Electrocute!」


    Shouting that, Kyle slammed his lightning covered staff into the ground.


    The larger ones were instantly caught by the surging current.


    However, the smaller ones were able to avoid it with ease.


    Kyle managed to avoid all of their attacks by dodging them with unbelievable agility, all the while not letting his eyes off of the monsters.


    They were holding small magical gun in their twisted hands, and sensing imminent threat they took their distance.


    Even though the corridor was dimly lit, they could see a shadowy figure of someone small standing behind the monsters.


    Seeing that person’s face made both Nectar and Kyle shocked beyond belief, even though the unusually cold expression was not the one that was in their memories.


    The girl in the distance brushed her hair with a swift motion, the hair that was the same color as her eyes.


    Overcome with a surge of conflicting emotions, Kyle finally managed to squeeze his voice out of his throat.


    「Why, what are you doing here, in such a place!? Belga!!」


    It was none other than Belga, one of Kyle’s former subordinates and later his beloved wife, Belga Slaggart.
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    Belga didn’t moved an inch, responding to Kyle’s words with an ice-cold voice.


    「The defense mechanism did not activate, but I felt the scouting spell was used. We shall remove any obstacle that stands in our way.」


    「Wait, Bell!」


    However, she didn’t respond, instead putting her fingers onto the gun’s trigger.


    Kyle swung his staff in response, managed to barely deflect the bullet.


    At that moment, the woman raised her hand and in response the monsters attacked them all at once.


    The structure of the dungeon proved to be surprisingly well-suited to withstand both magic and shock damage, but since the corridor was so narrow it was impossible to use any kind of large offensive spell. That fact alone was making monster fighting difficult, especially with their large numbers.


    Nectar was forced to switch from supporting Kyle to Senjiro, who was having his hands full with fighting the horde of monsters at close quarters.


    And judging from the sounds alone, Senjiro was also struggling quite a bit on his end.


    The woman must have decided to take care of Kyle first, for she was firing a bullet after bullet at him.


    While desperately dodging the bullets, Kyle turned his head towards his companions.


    The recently produced magical guns had improved their performance by a tremendous degree, but fortunately the gun she was using was easily countered with a magician’s staff.


    Even though she was adding a lot of her own magic to the bullets, Belga was unable to make them life-threatening or to cause any significant damage to the surroundings.


    However, even though she fired so many shots at Kyle, she was still able to stand unfazed, probably matching Kyle in terms of stamina.


    But above all else, her face was devoid of any emotion, even when she was being called by her name.


    Was that perhaps someone else?


    However, something was telling Kyle that wasn’t the case.


    The way her body moved, the way in which she was fighting, it was all so familiar to him.


    But above all else, her magical wave pattern was still of the good old Belga, no matter how much stronger they might have gotten now.


    In that case, there was only one thing for Kyle to do.


    When he reached that decision, he could feel a sudden surge of magic behind him.


    「Shatter!!」


    With Senjiro’s shout, the invisible wall of pressure between the two finally fell apart.


    Kyle and Belga were fast enough to dodge the shockwave, but every other monster was hit by it and was sent flying to the sides of the corridors.


    「I’m sorry, Nectar-dono!」


    「Senjiroooooo!?」


    Immediately after that, Nectar went flying through the corridor, avoiding all of the monsters.


    Apparently, he was thrown by Senjiro.


    Even though Nectar was a spirit and technically could adjust the weight of his body accordingly, it was a feature possible only thanks to Senjiro’s inhuman strength.


    Nectar was sent next to where Belga stood, leaving him further down the corridor.


    Belga turned towards Nectar and decided to change her target, but at that moment Kyle swung his staff at her, forcing her to shift her focus back at him.


    While preventing Belga from targeting Nectar, Kyle yelled at him while he was slowly getting back onto his feet.


    「Nectar, you go on ahead! We’ll try to keep her busy here!」


    「Ugh…… Got it!」


    Seeing Kyle’s expression made Nectar decide to leave his friends alone and push forward, so that he could finish what they came here for.


    As Nectar pressed forward, Belga raised her hand, to which some of the monsters began to chase Nectar down the corridor.


    However, Senjiro jumped right in front of them, blocking their path.


    Then, Kyle shouted towards Senjiro who already began gathering magic in his spear again.


    「Sorry, Senjiro! I’ll leave these guys to you!」


    「That was the plan to begin with! I’ll leave fighting magicians to other magicians!」


    Then the two man turned towards their respective opponents, Senjiro brandishing his spear against the monsters and Kyle getting his staff ready to go against his wife.


    He sent a lightning strike towards her, a strike powerful enough to obliterate even the toughest of monsters.


    Then, several bullets collided with the lightning, and all of them disappeared in a cloud of smoke.


    「You, you are in the way.」


    Both Kyle and Belga seemed untouched by their respective attacks, with Belga’s eyes being tinged with an ominous red glow.


    Looking closely at her, another magical gun was floating in the air right beside her.


    「Oi, oi, you can actually do something like that……?」


    At that moment, Kyle’s expression darkened considerably.


    「There are many things I would like to ask you, but something tells me that you won’t answer my questions willingly.」


    Belga said nothing, only looking at Kyle with an expressionless face.


    However, at the same time she attacked Kyle with bullets firing from both of her guns at the same time.


    Kyle responded in kind with a strike of lightning from his staff.


    ***


    After bypassing all of the monsters, Nectar found himself in a maze-like area of the dungeon, where he used his scouting magic as a navigation tool.


    He was slightly worried about that Belga-looking person, but he knew that no matter what happened, Kyle wouldn’t just let himself be beaten without a fight.


    In the end, Nectar came to a conclusion that destroying the facility was of the highest priority, and eventually he reached the place where the magical power was the most dense.


    He came upon another door with a magic lock, where he was forced to break it. And as he went inside the next room, he suddenly came to a stop.


    Here, not only the walls, but the floor and the ceiling of the dungeon were also covered in intricate magical symbols.


    Having almost reflexively read all of the symbols, Nectar was stunned by the fact that many of them were strong blocking spells.


    But in spite of there being so many symbols, there was little to no magic here and the spells were inactive.


    Various speculations began to fill his mind, but more than that he was growing more and more concerned about the door at the back of the current passage. He needed to dispel the magic before he could get through.


    Nectar began to analyze the situation.


    He could sense something else was in here, crawling in the darkness. Something that was making his skin crawled in goose-bumps.


    All of his senses seemed to be screaming right now, but the leylines didn’t seem to reach so deep into the dungeon, and so he was unable to scout the area ahead.


    He had no other choice but to go further in.


    Nectar made up his mind and took a step forward.


    But before he could make more than ten steps ahead, a shadowy figure appeared in front of him.


    「I won’t let you interrupt with us any further.」


    It was a tall woman, who said that in a low and calm voice.


    Her clothes and her skin were covered by stains of multi-colored paint, and she was holding paint brushes in her hands.


    She looked like she was drawn from drawing a picture of some sort, but it only took Nectar a moment to realize that she was a spirit, much like himself.


    He then realized that he forgot to scan Belga’s magical waves back there, but at this moment he was almost certain that she was a spirit as well.


    It was strange. Unless it was a special case just like Nectar, spirits would usually not make any move or actions of their own, even if they developed an ego of their own.


    Staying ever vigilant, Nectar asked the spirit a question, being uncertain as to what her goals and intentions might be.


    「I want to fix the leylines that lies ahead. There are monsters residing here, many of them. I need to fix the leylines to get rid of them as fast as possible. Please, let me pass.」


    Surprisingly enough, unlike Belga, this spirit blinked a few times and responded to his words.


    「Fixing the flow of magic around here is a course of action I simply cannot allow. You must not disturb the breeding process in place.」


    「What does that mean? And how could you possibly breed monsters and create artificial magic stones out of them? No matter how hard I think about it, it is something utterly impossible.」


    「I don’t know and I’m not interested to find out, but I know that a lute is necessary.」


    「Lute……?」


    For a brief moment, an image of a certain youth cropped up in Nectar’s mind, but his thoughts were almost instantly brought back to reality when the woman raised her arms in the air.


    「I was tasked with guarding this area. Should you become an obstacle to my task, I will have no other choice but to eliminate you.」


    Said the woman with no sign of hostility in her voice, while moving the brushes in her hands.


    Then, there was a few brush strokes slashing through space, and as soon as it finished, a door was drawn into an empty space, they materialized with a solid form.


    There was no way that a normal magic would be able to produce such results without using chants of any kind.


    So, in other words, it was a magic that was the characteristic of this spirit.


    Then, the door in front of Nectar open, and before he could even react, tons of monsters began to run at him from behind the door.


    They weren’t all that strong, since their magic waves were not dark and twisted, but still.


    The fact that they were made of both organic and inorganic matter certainly didn’t encourage Nectar to feel any kind of pity towards them.


    The time for talking was over.


    The only thing left to do, was for Nectar to attack the monsters that were coming at him through the door.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 20: Warning Dragon-san Is Expecting


    「There’s no need for cleaning my room. If anybody wants something from me, they should go to Lava’s room. Do not open the door to my room no matter what.」


    Said Ligurila after leaving her room to the awaiting maids, right after she finished Lishella’s dress just like she declared.


    「I was thinking about trying something different this time around, since doing complicated patterns were getting boring for me. This one was surprisingly easy to make. Overall it was an amusing change of pace.」


    Said Ligurila, before she devoted her full attention to Lishella and her lessons on conquering the high society.


    However, there was nothing left for me to do here.


    So in the meantime I went to the trading companies dealing with magic stones, obtained as much as I could, and took care of some minor other businesses while I was at it, and just like that my day passed.


    ***


    The banquet hall was so grand and so majestic that it seemed almost as if it was taken straight out of the royal palace.


    It was so spacious that you could probably organize some kind of sports event inside of it with ease. There were magical chandeliers hanging from the ceiling and intricate decorations on the walls.


    This whole space was filled with nobles, enjoying food and champagne while participating in some small talk.


    Each and every one of them wore some kind of jewelry made out of an artificial magic stone.


    The sheer amount of luxury in this room was simply otherworldly.


    I was glad that I attended a few banquets like that during my time in Ballow.


    Otherwise, I would have been stunned on the spot. And that would be pretty bad.


    From what I could see, the vast majority of nobility was present here, accompanied by their families and friends.


    There were quite a few young girls present, but none of them were shining brighter than Lishella.


    Not only did Ligurila prepared her dress, but she also did her hair and makeup and prepared some accessories in advance.


    The design of Lishella’s dress was based on the latest fashion trends, making it look all fluffy, similar to a cotton candy.


    It was even colored pink, but it had no frills whatsoever, and it was tightly sticking to Lishella’s body.


    「I got rid off all of the unnecessary frills and laces, instead focusing on accentuating the skirt and the girls’ figure. Certainly, you would find nothing better to fully accentuate one’s charm and allure.」


    Honestly, I couldn’t understand about half of Ligurila’s words right now, but I could clearly see that Lishella was shining as bright as a star.


    Usually, she was keeping to herself and no one paid any attention to her.


    But for tonight, she was at the very center of attention, with a crowd of people surrounding her and drawing curious gazed from all over the place.


    It was a scene that could very well scream “magic!”, but in reality it was a fruit of all of Ligurila’s efforts thus far in educating her.


    「Pay close attention to your surroundings and make sure that you are the most beautiful girl in there. The dress you’ll be wearing will be your very own battle attire. And if you spot your fiancée in the crowd, be sure to be the first one to smile at him.」


    「Smile……」


    「Smile is a girl’s ultimate weapon. If you smile at others, they tend to respond in kind. If you can’t bring yourself to smile naturally, please try to think about things that you like or that makes you happy.


    Although she was at the center of attention, Lishella managed to find her fiancée among the crowd of people and smiled brightly at him.


    It was still a little bit awkward, but it was more than enough to draw the young man towards her with little to no problem.


    The others must have been aware of their engagement, for there was that strange kind of tension filling the room for a moment, but once the young ones began to casually talk with each other, it was all but blown away.


    What a transformation it was! From the noticeably unnoticeable girl to the center of attention and the fiancée of the duke’s son!


    Once they stopped talking, other young people rushed to Lishella’s side to talk to her, but she still managed to remain calm and composed.


    「Even if you don’t like speaking yourself, just show the other party that you are willing to listen to whatever they have to say. That way they will talk, doing all the work for you. Memorize whatever information they give you and observe your surroundings, see how others react. With that you can figure out the balance of power.」


    Following Ligurila’s advice, Lishella watched the other guests while talking with people who approached her.


    Although she was a girl of few words, she was smart enough to handle any kind of tea party that people could throw at her, and she was good at picking at subtle reactions of people in her surroundings.


    It also seems that the introductions are going to take quite a while to finish.


    “The first impression is crucial, for it tends to stick with you no matter where you go. So it is up to the girl to use the knowledge she received to her advantage and make that impression as flawless as possible. Although I see she has no problems with that so far.”


    Ligurila seemed to be pretty content with how Lishella was doing.


    Later that evening, when Lishella was asked by her fiancée for a dance, Ligurila came to me and whispered while covering her mouth with a fan.


    “Unfortunately, I sense no magician in here. What do we do, Lava? There are quite a few artificial magical stones in here.”


    “We managed to recover almost all of the stones except for those that are here. I’m going to assume my position.”


    I excused myself and exited the ballroom, going straight to the roof of the building.


    I was still able to see what was going on inside of the ballroom thanks to the “eye” spell that I implanted into the jewelry decorating Ligurila’s chest.


    We received a message from Nectar that they managed to discover a suspicious place inside of the dungeon, and so we decided to end this whole charade once and for all tonight.


    The plan was that Ligurila was to remain at the ballroom as Lishella’s attendant, and at the arrival of Count Avar she was supposed to create a diversion and wait outside. During the commotion I was to descend into the ballroom and snatch all of the remaining magic stones, make a run for it and pass them onto Ligurila. Then we were just supposed to flee the scene.


    While being at it, Ligurila was to press the Count for some answers regarding the magician, artificial magic stones and the place at which they were producing it, and kindly ask him to stop making more magic stones. Otherwise, he would get hurt.


    We knew that it was rather crude method of action, but since it was an emergency and we were on the brink of the demonic outbreak, it was a necessary drastic action that we both were ready to take.


    Before tonight’s party, I have succeeded in retrieving most of the artificial magic stones from the capital city and its surroundings, so the danger should be considerably lower. But still.


    Almost every person that was present in here seemed to be wearing at least one piece of accessory or jewelry that had magic stone incorporated in it, men and women alike.


    Apparently it was a condition of entrance to this party was to bring artificial magic stones with you.


    Of course, both Ligurila and I had the stones on us, although it was nothing more than a well-made fakes.


    The condition itself was indeed surprising, but thanks to that we would be able to recover all of them in one fell swoop.


    However.


    “Ligurila, do I really have to do this like that?”


    Ligurila couldn’t help herself but laugh when she heard my voice.


    “Ara, and what other way do you propose instead? It may have been for only a couple of days, but you surely became famous around these parts, Miss ‘Magic Stone Thief’. Even at this party people talk about you. So bear with it unless you want your identity to be exposed.”


    “No, no, it’s not like I’m ungrateful or anything, but do I really need to wear a mask? I could very well change my facial features……”


    “Ara, so maybe you would like me to ask your beloved apothecary for opinion on this matter?”


    “Right, I didn’t say anything, it was only your imagination, Ligurila-sama.”


    To Ligurila’s blackmail, I had no other choice but to keep quiet and roll with it.


    However, when I was looking at my reflection in the glass roof, I couldn’t help it but to feel embarrassed.


    What I was wearing right now was a robe made out of monster hide, as well as a very short mini-skirt and a flashy cloak.


    The outfit was cute and all, but I couldn’t resist the feeling that it was way too flashy, as the blouse was showing a huge portion of my cleavage and the skirt wasn’t even reaching halfway down my thigh.


    To top it all off, I was wearing a cutesy top hat on my head.


    The mask was in the shape of huge butterflies, and while it was only covering my eyes, it seems that no one would be able to recognize me.


    Honestly, that mask was probably the only thing about this whole outfit that I was willing to tolerate.


    The rest? It was downright embarrassing, knowing that people are going to be staring at me.


    I mean: the skirt! The length of the frigging skirt!


    What’s worse, when Ligurila made the outfit and forced me to wear it, she snapped a picture of me and sent it to Aru. He couldn’t stop laughing upon seeing it.


    Aru was all like: ‘Kyah! Mother, you’re so cute!’ while his eyes were all shining. Thus, unable to get rid of this blasted thing, I decided to try to ignore it as much as possible and focus on the task at hand.


    Still, if you were to ask me, Ligurila was way better suited for this kind of operations, as well as wearing that kind of clothes. But it was only my humble opinion, nothing more.


    Now that I think about, when did she had time to prepare those clothes? I couldn’t help myself but to wonder.


    「I know I said that you will come up with something for this party, but admit it, you had it prepared and were going to force me into wearing something like this either way, right?」


    Ahh, to hell with it! At least it made Aru happy, so it was all worth it (not really).


    I feel like people will stare too much, so I might as well be prepared.


    But other than that I had no real complaints, and after a while I even managed to adjust my magic to the clothes, making them somewhat more bearable to wear.


    But I have to say, the leylines around these parts were especially convoluted.


    Even if I wanted to talk to Nectar right now, I would be unable to do so because of the huge interference.


    That being said, aside from the fact that he was alive and somewhere on the lower levels of the dungeon, I could not tell any of the additional details.


    It’s not like a situation like that didn’t happen across all of those years of my duty, but this time it was different. It was as if the leylines here were covered in a thin layer of membrane, making it unable to read them correctly.


    No, that’s not it, either.


    I could always feel the flow of magic with every step I take, but around these parts it all felt strangely hollow.


    All of those things were making me really worried for some reason.


    「No, no, no. I’m thinking too much about it. I need to stop worrying.」


    Instead, I needed to focus on the task at hand.


    The only artificial magic stones left were those that were present tonight, at this very party.


    Once that it done, I can spend the rest of the remaining spring break together with Aru, so I didn’t want to be distracted by anything and fail miserably.


    I shook my head, trying to chase the grim thoughts away.


    At that moment, the wind managed to blow the top hat away from my head.


    I forgot that I was wearing it, and stopped holding it in place.


    I chased it across the roof.


    Don’t underestimate the physical abilities of a dragon, you little hat!


    I mute my footsteps and chase the hat down all the way to the edge of the roof, catch it and let out a sigh of relief.


    Not good, not good, it would be all over if the hat fell down from the roof. Someone might have noticed it then.


    At the same time, Ligurila sent me another message.


    I thought it was the signal to begin the operation, but instead of that, Ligurila’s voice was tense and full of panic.


    “Lava, we’re in trouble! Big trouble!”


    Then there was a lot of noise, and our connection was forcibly cut off.


    「Ligurila!?」


    Right after that, there was a surge of magic overflowing from the inside of the mansion.


    It was coming directly from the ballroom.


    I jump off from the roof, spread my wings and glide down.


    Then I try to break one of the windows so that I can glide inside of the mansion.


    However, I was repelled with a hard impact.


    Is this some kind of a barrier? But it clearly wasn’t Ligurila’s.


    I was surprised at first, but then I get up on my feet to try again. I build up some speed, and come straight to the window.


    「D R A G O N S P E C I A L ! ! !」


    I crash into the window, applying to it so much magic that the barrier wasn’t able to withstand it and it broke apart.


    I land on the floor, surrounded by a high pitched sound of breaking glass and glass shards falling all around me.


    Then I rushed to the center of the ballroom, where two figures were standing with lots of people laying on the ground around them.


    Moreover, one of those people standing was Ligurila, being held by someone in a grasp.


    I was surprised, but I only rushed to help her when I confirmed that Lishella was laying on the ground, safe distance away.


    Ligurila was lifted in the air, and looked about ready to lose it with anger.


    In the meantime, the assailant dropped Ligurila to the ground when his body was attacked by a sudden surge of magical power in the room.


    It was fascinating to see Lishella in the center of that surge, looking all majestic and her dress glowing.


    However, that distraction was all that Ligurila needed to counterattack.


    I was confused by this whole situation, but it looks like Lishella fell to the ground like everyone else, but somehow managed to retain her consciousness.


    Ligurila cast two quick but powerful spells at the assailant.


    It was then that Ligurila noticed my presence in the ballroom.


    Whether or not the previous strike connected, he was already defeated and lying on the ground, with Ligurila stepping onto him with her long legs and pointing a sword at his throat.


    I knew that this man had similar facial features to that of Lishella’s, and that he was none other than Count Avar.


    However, right now the patterns of his magical waves were nothing like that of any other human that I have encountered before.


    Ligurila let out a sigh, and then spoke to the humanoid creature that was before us.


    「…… Now this is a surprise. Whatever you were hoping to achieve by mingling with humans, my brethren?」


    Yes, that’s right. Turns out that Count Avar was a demon all along.
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    Chapter 21: Dragon-san Investigates the Count


    Being addressed like that, the demon looks in our direction while being wary of the pointy sword pressing against his throat.


    「I thought that might be the case, but…… Are you both perhaps the ones who have been collecting the artificial magic stones all over the capital? You guys surely have your work cut out for you.」


    His voice turns surprisingly low, and his aura was making his skin turn red in color.


    I couldn’t tell if he figured out my identity because of my disguise, but he was staring at me so much! This was what I wanted to avoid, it’s so embarrassing!


    Then I felt that the temperature around Ligurila suddenly began to drop.


    「I think that you’re not exactly aware of your current situation, aren’t you? I’m the one asking questions here, and you are going to answer them all!」


    「T, that’s right. You there, what happened to the real Count Avar? For me, it doesn’t look like you’re wearing his skin as a disguise.」


    Hearing my question the demon’s face tensed, and Ligurila’s stare grew so cold that it might have actually been an absolute zero.


    「His consciousness is asleep as I took over his body. This person is currently my vessel. …… Now, answer me this in return: are you the ones who were constantly interfering with my plans? If so, I would like you to stop and leave this place at once.」


    「Ara, the way you said it was so nice and charming that I almost want to do exactly what you want. And that is why I’m not going to do it. Say, Lava.」


    Ligurila casts me a weird look, and I could see her demonic nature starting to reflect in her eyes.


    So in order to not having to look into those eyes of hers, I walked to Lishella to see if she was alright, since she was now laying on the floor.


    「You are the one who created the artificial magic stone and spread it throughout Hesat. You probably wanted to increase the monster population around here and cause the imbalance to the leylines, and to that end you were using the monster nuclei as catalysts. Tell me why, demon?」


    「You know about the leylines and the monster nuclei…… Are you really humans?」


    I walked right to the incapacitated demon and removed my mask from my face.


    Then, his face was painted with a mixture of surprise and fear.


    「I see, now it all makes sense. I have heard the rumors about a foolish dragon who delights itself with mingling with the human world. This means that you are the Black Flame Dragon, and you must be a demon as well. Hahaha…… What a strange combination the two of you are.」


    Seeing as the demon let out a dry laugh and was smiling faced with such a shocking revelation, Ligurila began to weave a spell into the blade of her sword.


    「Fine, if you don’t want to answer me, I know more than one way of making you talk. Which option you choose?」


    「No, Ligurila, you cannot do that. That would go against Lishella’s wish.」


    「I am well aware of that, but I’m done playing around. That’s why I put everyone to sleep, including the girl.」


    I suspected as much, but it turns out it was really Ligurila’s work after all.


    After agonizing over Ligurila’s words for a moment, I turn towards the demon again.


    Now I was certain of it. This demon was the same demon that came to Lishella. But, what is this familiar magic aura coming from the demon?
 Wait, this feeling …. Impossible!


    「As Lishella’s contractor, how is it possible for you to split your own magical core and distributing it all over the place?」


    The demon bit on his lip and turned his gaze away, but his silence only served to confirm my suspicions.


    The rest was easy for me to guess.


    The magic particles floating about the enchanted nobles were the same as the ones making the cores of the artificial magic stones. That being said, they were all exactly the same as the magic waves of the demon that was right in front of us.


    Lishella must have felt that, too, so it was only natural to assume that Count Avar was in fact her contractor, since the demon was inside of his body all along.


    If it was the same demon, by possessing Avar he would no longer have to be afraid of being hunted, and he could scheme to manipulate the leylines however he wanted.


    That explanation was the most plausible one, but there was still lots of unknowns and doubts about this whole affair.


    Certainly, unless they are completely obliterated, the demons could preserve their own existence even in the most pitiful state imaginable.


    However, cutting his own magical core into pieces was more or less similar to self-mutilation, and it was not something anyone wished to do, unless they were absolutely sure that it would be worth it.


    Moreover, it would take another massive effort to extract the demonic nuclei and assimilate them within the stones, since all of them would possess the same magical traits of the demon who was involved in the process.


    I don’t want to be rude, but from my perspective, this demon was doing something completely stupid and reckless, and simply made no sense.


    Ligurila once said, cutting your own core was not painful, but rather very much uncomfortable.


    In conclusion, I just couldn’t understand why would the demon want to hurt himself like that.


    As I kept on staring at him, the demon slowly shook his head and answered.


    「…… No real reason. It was only necessary to fulfil the contract.」


    「Well now, that a rather harsh contract, isn’t it? A condition that cannot be fulfilled without having to hurt yourself.」


    Ligurila mocks the demon, but he retorts in a voice filled with arrogance.


    「The moment I saw you right next to Lishella I have begun to manipulate the other nobles here by means of their magic stones. I wanted to restrain you, but sadly my area of expertise is mental manipulation. I know how to do it and how to protect myself from it.」


    So that was probably what caused such a huge magic outburst. The demon saw Ligurila, and sent other guests after her as his minions.


    However, it seems that Ligurila was unaffected by the demon’s magic, and was able to dispatch all of the attackers without much of problem.


    The demon looked up at Ligurila with mixture of both envy and jealousy.


    「I want to be as powerful as you are. If only I could take control of that person a little bit sooner.」


    He was probably talking about Count Avar.


    I could sense that he was jealous of Ligurila’s power, and was overcome with frustration more than anything else.


    「So, you wanted to control the nobility by replacing their minds with the nuclei from the magic stones, right?」


    At that moment, the demon turns toward Lishella.


    He looked at her sleeping face, and opened his mouth.


    「That’s what I wanted. To create people who would be able to hear her. That way, no one would ignore her anymore.」


    「You……」


    「I can break people’s mind with ease, but sadly, I am unable to understand them. The concept of a family is too complicated for me. So I did the only thing I really knew how to do.」


    Said the demon awkwardly, and I thought there was something really sad but also breathtaking in his words right now.


    「So you possessed Count Avar, broke your own core to tiny pieces, and distributed them amongst the nobles in order to create a perfect society? You did all of that just for Lishella?」


    「That’s not it. I did it for some tasty magic.」


    The demon denied our words and continued on.


    「This girl is extremely weak and fragile. Her own magic is going to kill her at some point in time. But since it is a good magic, it would be such a waste to let it disappear once she’s dead, when I can devour it all before she dies.」


    「If it was so important for you, why not simply rip her soul out of her and then put it in a glass casing, so you could enjoy it for all eternity?」


    As Ligurila smiled, the demon’s face distorted.


    「If I did just that, she wouldn’t make it.」


    The demon said that with regret in his voice, to which Ligurila was speechless.


    By placing a part of his own core inside of another creature, the demon could create a familiar that would have to obey his every order.


    It was a stroke of genius, but it had one critical downside: to force the absolute obedience onto another creature, a tremendous amounts of magical power were needed, and even powerful demons were unable to do that to more than a handful of familiars.


    The physical abilities of everyone who received a part of the demon would improve, making them a kind of pseudo-demons, and they would live for as long as their creator was still alive as well.


    One could even go as far as saying that a familiar produced in this way could be called a ‘friend’.


    However, there are also risks involved. If the vessels were unable to fully accept the magic they were given, they would wither away and die. No, even more than that.


    The proficiency with magic was probably of no importance here, but it was impossible for Lishella to accept such a huge portion of magic and survive the process.


    「So, even though I was trying to create my own society, its citizens would end up being as foolish as I am. But still, since they weren’t going to do it, I had to protect this girl. If I didn’t, who would!?」


    Are there really demons like that out there, capable of so much empathy towards humans?


    The demon’s words cause me to fall deep into thought.


    The mind control magic is a difficult one to use. Even those who mastered it were severely limited as to how they could use it.


    He said so himself: his mind control was fairly weak, and so he needed another medium to strengthen its effects.


    But when you put all of the nuclei of his together, his mind control powers could possibly on par with those of Ligurila.


    But right now he was nothing more but a mid-tier demon when it comes to sheer power.


    So in order to fulfil his ambition he had to weaken himself.


    By doing that, his mind control powers became weaker as well.


    And even though he knew what would that entail, he still went and did it without thinking.


    What’s more, he did all of that not for himself, but for a sickly girl of whom he thought nothing more as food.


    「…… What foolishness.」


    Ligurila’s expression was filled with sorrow as she muttered those words.


    And it so happened that those words overlapped with my own thoughts.


    People and demons had different lifespans, different values and were fundamentally different.


    But even Ligurila was overcome with anguish and grief when she thought that she had lost Senjiro.


    And even though the two of them managed to be reunited, it goes to show that in some fields demons were not all that different from humans.


    I also understood how Ligurila felt, because I also went through a similar experience.


    It was so stupid and so sad.


    Even more so, because his intentions were so pure and so genuine.


    Although Lishella didn’t wished for this, he was still trying to make it happen, but during the process he went in a completely different direction as he failed to understand it.


    We fell silent, and then the demon said to Ligurila with a stern face.


    「Hey, missy. Those humans are mine. Don’t you dare lay your hands on them.」


    「…… Hmph. I’m not so hungry as to steal food from others.」


    Before long, Ligurila withdrew her sword from the demon’s throat and removed her legs from him.


    The demon got up while looking at us in surprise.


    「What are you doing, dragon? If you want to punish me, then do it already!」


    I didn’t know what to say. I just watched him.


    「I am the one who is responsible for this whole artificial magic stones mess, although not directly. Surely you cannot overlook someone who interfered with the circulation of magic to such an extent?」


    It was exactly as the demon said.


    As the dragon responsible for the correct circulation of magic, I couldn’t possibly pardon his transgressions. And besides, he still needed to tell us the exact location of the artificial magic stone fabric.


    However, his words made me feel extremely uncomfortable.


    「Wait a minute. What do you mean, ‘not directly’?」


    「This is……」


    The demon started to say something, but then there was a sudden surge of magical power behind him.


    When I turn towards that place, the foul winds brushed against my skin.


    For a moment out there I saw a figure brandishing a huge sword, and in the next moment Ligurila was blown away with a heavy metallic sound.


    Her thin body dances like leaf in the air before eventually hitting hard against the wall.


    「Ligurila!!」


    I was shocked, but when the figure lounged itself at me, I reflexively protected myself with a spell.


    A magical barrier was erected right in front of me, but the sword managed to smash it to pieces, and I was knocked back several meters away.


    Even though I was not sent flying like Ligurila, I could feel something unpleasant going on with my arms.


    It wasn’t just a physical attack. There was something else to it.


    While I was trying to get my bearing and take a look at the newly arrived party, someone walked into the ballroom right through the front door.


    It was a young man, probably in his twenties, walking with a cheerful, casual step.


    I somehow guessed that he was a male, but his physique was rather feminine.


    But instead of a staff, he was carrying a lute on his back, and was giving a vibe of an artist or performer.


    「That’s our Bastard for you, what a huge hit!」


    The young man walks toward us, and with each step of his the atmosphere seemed to change to more festive and merry, as he swiftly managed to avoid the bodies that were laying on the floor.


    He then joined the man holding a huge two-handed sword, who I was inclined to believed was named Bastard. He, on the other hand, seemed annoyed by the youth’s appearance.


    「Lute, as oblivious to the mood as always. You should learn to be more dramatic.」


    「Eeehh, now that’s just mean. –––– Oh well, but what a surprise we have here.」


    The young man, Lute, responded to his companion in an over exaggerated manner, and then he turned towards me with a smile on his face.


    「What is a dragon doing in a place such as this?」


    Even though it was a bright smile, I could feel that there were anger, hatred and malice hiding right beneath it.
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    Chapter 22: Dragon-san and the Jealous Spirits


    I was amazed at just how hostile the youth seemed to be.


    It was our very first time meeting. So why was there so much animosity that he was projecting towards me?


    Even though it was all confusing, I responded in kind with a sharp glare.


    Since he was showing signs of hostility, this meant that he was dangerous. I needed to stay ever vigilant.


    「There’s something I want to ask you. Why are the spirits coming into the manors of nobles?」


    Both Lute and that Bastard guy seemed human at first glance, but they were spirits without a shred of doubt.


    A pretty powerful ones, at that.


    Essentially, spirits are beings born from the land itself as a result of many different events, unable to pass on to the afterlife.


    That’s their nature, and Nectar was a sort of exception to that rule. Hell, even Gramps, who managed to establish some self-consciousness, was pretty much bound to the tree from which he was born.


    At least that how it was here, on the Western Continent. I don’t know about the rest of the world, it might very well be different out there.


    So what are they doing here?


    But to my question, Lute only shrugged his shoulders.


    「Does it really matter? I don’t think it does. And besides, I don’t have time for this. I’m a pretty busy man after all.」


    「What?」


    At that moment Ligurila managed to got up from the ground and through an explosion spell right at that Bastard guy.


    「Forget about me and it shall be the death of you!」


    Although Bastard managed to block her attack with his huge sword, Ligurila continued to assault his with spells, driven by anger.


    During the process, she also began to change her appearance back to her original form, transforming her hair and limbs into vast amount of tentacles.


    I know how she feels right about now, but show at least little bit of restraint! There are still civilians in here!


    I was about to put a protective barriers around the unconscious nobles, but at that moment a black mass of shadow jumped out of the Count Avar’s body.


    This beast-like mass of shadow must have been the demon’s true form.


    He ran towards her body, trying to shield her from the shockwaves of magical energy that Bastard managed to divert from himself.


    「Lishella!」


    At that moment I had no idea which one of us screamed her name. Was it me? Or was it the demon?


    When the barriers were almost ready, there was a sudden blast of white light.


    My face went pale in an instant, but then I saw the demon holding Lishella firmly in his arms, his back facing the shockwaves that were going to blast the girl.


    His body looked all beaten up from the damage he took, but his expression while he was looking at Lishella was as soft as ever.


    While I was relieved to see that she was unharmed, I could also see that there was light coming out of her chest.


    It may have been because he, her contractor, called her name, but his own body was also emitting light that was resonating with that of Lishella’s. Under normal circumstances something like that would never happened.


    Could it be…… No, no, no. First thing first, I must make Ligurila to calm the hell down, since she was still throwing spells around in a blind fury.


    I wanted to rush to them, but Lute came in my way, looking all annoyed by this development.


    「Good grief, could you like, shut up for a moment?」


    As he said that, he swung his hand through his instrument’s strings, causing it to emit a powerful soundwave.


    I tried to counter that with my own spell, but I was too late with casting it.


    The moment a sad melody reached my ears, my body was entangled with magical web and I was unable to move.


    I was unable to move, but my consciousness was still intact, so I could clearly distinguish what was going on.


    Even the flow of magic ceased to move, and so all of the spell were rendered pretty much useless.


    I could also see with the corner of my eye that Ligurila also froze in place, although Bastard seemed to be fine, but he lowered his huge sword down.


    While I was trying to resist the spell’s influence, Lute approached the demon.


    「Oh boy, I didn’t think that you would even try to put a part of yourself into that girl. But strangely enough, she is not one of your familiars, is she?」


    「…… It was the best way to stop her own magic from harming her.」


    It was probably just the way he said it. He was monitoring her health and kept it from degrading, all the while not making her one of his familiars.


    He was taking care of her, making sure that she was healthy.


    「Oh well, not that it matters, anyway.」


    Lute cast a quick glance at Lishella, but then something about him has changed.


    「Say, Mister. You said that you would help us take over this country if we were to help you out, we even lent you our facilities. And you promised you wouldn’t spill the beans.」


    「…… Aah. So you were the ones providing him with all of the necessary materials.」


    「That’s right. They provided me with a place where I could devise the whole process, and I was making sure that it all looked but natural. I even enlisted others to help me and got rid of all people who were suspicious of anything or wanted to oppose me. However,」


    Lute smiled in a truly demonic way.


    「You were using the facility for your own gains. You broke your promise, didn’t you?」


    「……!!!」


    「That’s not very nice of you, wouldn’t you say? Oblivio Oblivio?」


    The demon holding Lishella in his arms – Oblivio Oblivio – froze in place, unable to move even an inch.


    Apparently Lute’s magic was also taking a toll on his body.


    No matter how powerful the spirit was, it shouldn’t be possible for him to overpower even the weakest of demons in terms of magic.


    However, that’s exactly what was happening.


    There was a sight of frustration in Oblivio’s eyes as he began to struggle, but Bastard stopped him by raising his sword to his throat.


    「Don’t.」


    But the demon was intent to do exactly what he wanted to do.


    Just before the blade managed to reach him, Oblivio rolled his body in an attempt to dodge, but the sword change its trajectory at the last possible moment , cutting his body in half.


    Oblivio turned into a mist and dissappeared.


    When the shadow that was protecting her disappeared, Lishella’s body fell to the floor, but surprisingly there was no impact to her fall.


    「Ahhh, and there goes our perfect plan. I thought it would be nice to enlist a full-fledged demon into our ranks, but I guess in the end the only ones we can count on are ourselves. Bastard, if you could please take care of this child.」


    Seeing Bastard raising his sword over Lishella’s body, I mustered all of my energy and broke free of my restraints, the music still resonating in my ears.


    There was no finesse to what I did. I just use the brute strength to break through the magic of another person. Nothing else to it.


    There was a lound cracking noise accompanied by a burst of light, and I immiediately broke into a run, dashing towards where Bastard and Lishella were.


    I had to protect her, no matter what.


    I tried to stall Bastard with a barrage of spells, but it was all to no use.


    Still some distance away, I tried to reach my arm towards Lishella and grab her –– but then Lute stood in my way.


    I was blinded with anger.


    「Why, why did you kill him!?」


    Oblivio was only trying to protect Lishella. He knew what was coming and he still chose to do that.


    But Lute said to me as if it was the most obvious thing in the entire world.


    「It’s because he went back on his word. Even though we were very careful as to not upset the balance of magic in the leylines, he upset it by using the generator too much. It was not meant to mass produce the magic stones, the process is way too expensive. So I had to get rid of him, preferably before he managed to cause us even more harm.」


    Seeing him brush Oblivio off as if he was nothing more than a minor nuisance, I let out a scream filled with bloodlust.


    「But that doesn’t justify killing him! And dragging the girl in the middle of it all!」


    「That is of no concern of yours, dragon. Rather, shouldn’t you be the one to have disposed of him? After all, he did temper with the leylines and upset the balance of magic circulation.」


    His words made sense, however, my rage made me impossible to reason with at the current moment.


    「Besides, this child has a part of him inside of her. If you leave it be, Oblivio can’t be fully eradicated, but would continue to exist until the girl draws her last breath. So, wouldn’t it be an act of mercy to kill her now and spare her the suffering?」


    I simply couldn’t believe just how was he able to say all of those words with such a cheerful and carefree voice.


    Even if it was impossible to take the part of the demon from inside of Lishella, her contractor was now gone, so that would be more than enough. However, it seems that such logic was unthinkable to Lute.


    「For you it’s the same as disrupting the flow of magical power!? You can’t possibly think that you can create a false magical stones out of monsters and hope that we will let you to do that!」


    「A necessary sacrifice. It was something that we needed.」


    I was yet again stunned by his words.


    His way of thinking and his values were totally different from ours.


    Although we were speaking the same language, there was no way for us to possibly hope to understand one another.


    However, I couldn’t possibly let those spirits run around and do whatever they wanted.


    Upon realizing that, I secretly tried to send some portion of my magic towards Lishella, so that it could protect her.


    In the meantime I felt a horribly cold chill running down my spine.


    The leylines began to stir and the very foundation of the world begun to shake.


    It felt as though something begun to scream inside of my head, making me stumble on my feet.


    「What the hell is this……!?」


    It seems that all of the dragons began to overreact like that after sensing the fluctuation in magical circulation so large that it was never felt before.


    Even though it felt so unnatural, its epicenter wasn’t here……


    「What is this, this magic level is unreal!」


    I saw that Ligurila was able to move again. It looks like she managed to break out of Lute’s influence as well.


    I somehow managed to contain the raising nausea and take a hold of myself to the point that I could survey my surroundings without my senses going berserk.


    The spirits looked afraid as well, but it was a completely different kind of afraid, as if they were anticipating something like that to happen.


    But they also looked upset for some reason.


    「Wait a minute, it’s way too early……!」


    「Do you realize what this means!?」


    I asked them, hoping that maybe they could shed at least some light on this entire situation.


    「You……」


    Hearing my voice, Lute turned towards me with his eyes full of disbelief.


    「I don’t know, I have no idea.」


    ……–––– For some reason, he looked really discouraged right now.


    I wanted to ask him what he meant by that, but he stopped looking at me already. In his eyes, I could see the despair that was slowly growing.


    「Bastard, hurry it up and let’s get out of here.」


    「Yeah.」


    「Wait, where do you think you’re going!?」


    Ligurila shot one of her tentacles in their direction, trying to prevent them from leaving, but Bastard swung his sword and managed to cut the tentacle in half.


    Lute brandished his instrument again and let out a deep sigh, and then cast us a quick glance.


    「Forget it. All of that made me really angry. So you’ll have to excuse if we want to take care of ourselves and only ourselves. Just please do your best, dragon. Otherwise,」


    He hit the strings and a sad tone reverberated throughout the banquet hall.


    「Everything will perish?」


    「Something like that……!」


    Lute again stroked the strings of his instrument, making another melody overflow from it.


    It took me a few good seconds to realize that there was also a voice accompanying the melody, and another few seconds to realize that those words were the ancient language.


    「Now, come to me! A child lost in the middle of the dark night! A time for awakening has come! Erase those who dare to stand in my path!」


    Even though it was a melody filled with kindness, I was struck with a sudden feelings of sadness and jealousy.


    Every last one hair on my body was standing up in response to that melody, and then I could feel torrents of magic fly high in the air and rain down onto the still unconscious nobles, seeping into their bodies.


    In the next moment, all of the nobles present in the ballroom got up, turned towards us and proceeded to lounge themselves at us all at once.


    They moved incredibly fast, as if their physical limitations were being removed, or tampered with.


    I managed to escape their grasps with Lishella in my arms, all the while tears were flowing from my eyes.


    But thanks to that, the distance between ourselves and Lute and Bastard was only growing wider and wider.


    A few seconds later, Lute and Bastard disappeared in the swirling vortex of magical energy caused by the teleportation spell.


    
  


  
    Chapter 23: Dragon-san Witnesses a Disaster


    Having no time to wonder how it was possible for mere spirits to use Teleportation magic, I put Lishella down and run towards Ligurila.


    「Ligurila, are you okay!?」


    「Yes, it’s nothing big, merely a scratch. That swordsman, he got me good. But next time I see him, I’m going to make him feel sorry! You’ll see!」


    Said Ligurila in an angry manner while getting rid of the parts of her dress that were torn by the people who attacked us earlier.


    Hey, it looks mostly fine, so are you really sure that you want to get rid of it like that?


    I look around at the guests, who all seemed to be slowly regaining their senses. They were getting up from the ground and some of them were clearly wounded and were bleeding. I’m sorry for that!


    「It’s fine, don’t worry about them. I’m actually more worried about that strange sensation just now. What about you, Lava? …… Lava?」


    I seemed to have spaced out, because Ligurila’s words make me come back to my senses.


    Yes, that’s right. There was that thing with Lute’s hostility towards us, and the reason for this look of despair in his eyes. There was a lot of things to think about, but for now let us focus on the things at hand.


    I tried to focus my thoughts grasp a hold of our current situation.


    Maybe it was the mind control spell, but even though they lost consciousness, there must have been something that served as a catalyst to make the spell hold them within its grasp with such strength.


    I think that this catalyst must have been the artificial magic stone, since Lishella was the only one here without it, and wasn’t affected by Oblivio’s mind control.


    If that’s the case, then I should be able to do something about it.


    It was too early for us to give up. Too early to give up on Lishella’s wish.


    「Lava, did I overdid it this time?」


    「Nah, I should be able to fix this. Take care of Lishella for me, why don’t you?」


    I had Lishella over to Ligurila and get to work.


    Even though Ligurila noticed that the barrier blocked all kinds of sorcery, she let me do my work in peace, although she seemed puzzled.


    The nobles immediately came all over me, but still, I threw my hands in front of me as if nothing strange was happening.


    I release my magic and take control of all the magic in the area.


    Then I searched for even the faintest signs I could find.


    「Come to me, Oblivio.」


    Come back, come back to Lishella.


    As soon as I felt his response to the calling, I used all of my magic to pull him closer and enshrine him within one of the artificial magic stones.


    A few pieces of his being materialized in the air as particles of light.


    As soon as the light came into the magical stone, the guests began to back down, but I had no time to concern myself with that right now.


    Being careful not to miss anything, I let him into the stone while cleansing him of any impurities.


    When he finally materialized on the top of my hand, he was no bigger than the tip of my fingernail.


    It was a being that was known as Oblivio only mere moments earlier.


    Since all of the artificial magic stones were made of his magical core, I thought it might be a good idea to put them all together and refine them into something new.


    I could do something like this because I had experience in taking out the nuclei from the magical stones, and because Lute didn’t fully erased Oblivio’s existence.


    But since he was now so small, it will probably take him hundreds of years to develop a consciousness again.


    So I try to keep my enthusiasm at bay.


    Then the magic spreads throughout the area, so sweet-scented and so soft.


    「For the time being, I think it’s best to modify the child’s memory and keep the truth away from her.」


    「Thanks, Ligurila.」


    I thanked Ligurila for her offer, and while she was preparing herself to do the deed, I took the small Oblivio and stored him safely inside of the interdimensional storage.


    「Let’s track these guys down. I should be able to sense their magic waves.」


    「That would be a huge help.」


    Ligurila said so while putting her hand on my arm, and as I was expanding my searching field, I cast the last quick glance towards Lishella.


    There were a whole lot of emotions swirling around inside of me, but for the time being I brushed them all aside.


    Just sleep, while we will make sure that your wish comes true.


    I used every last bit of my magic to try and track down our prey.


    The moment I tracked them down, I urged Ligurila and we both flew towards that direction.
 Once we got closer, all of my senses were assaulted by something painful and irritating.


    But more than that, I was overwhelmed by what was now laying in front of me.


    「What is, what is this……?」


    Judging from the point of view, it was somewhere over Melias.


    It looks like they took precautions against anyone who would dare to try to track them down.


    I immediately try to adjust my position and look for possible clues.


    However, there was this strange kind of light coming from under the ground around the city, there were sirens ringing, and the images of masses of monsters rushing towards Melias in blind rage and bloodlust.


    From the size of them coming out of the dungeon, I estimated that the monsters coming towards the city were mostly of third and second class.


    And more and more of them were being born out of the leylines with every passing second.


    If it wasn’t an emergency situation, it could have been a breathtaking view, but the thing that caught my attention more than the monsters was the volumes of thick white mist spilling from inside of the dungeon.


    It wasn’t even all that menacing. It looked relatively harmless if it wasn’t for the fact that it was shining brightly in the middle of the night.


    However, something in my gut was telling me that it was something unnatural, something that shouldn’t really be there.


    I cannot be a hundred percent sure, but the chills I got earlier were most probably because of that.


    Right next to me, Ligurila must have thought exactly the same thing upon seeing the mist.


    Seeing this mist up close, I was overcome with the sudden urge to get rid of it right here right now. So in order to do that, I cast one of the most powerful spells that I knew.


    「Firewall Wind!」


    As soon as I spoke the words in ancient language, the air around the dungeon was filled with hot gusts of wind filled with scorching flames, engulfing the mist in blazing inferno.


    Even thought it was the spell of the highest caliber, I knew that Nectar would be able to protect himself and the guys from it, so I could go full throttle with it without reservations.


    I couldn’t see the white mist and I let out a sigh of relief, but then suddenly the flames disappeared as they were never there in the first place.


    「My magic was dispelled!?」


    Ligurila saw that, too. As soon as my flames touched the white mist, they disappeared in an instant.


    Certainly, the flow of magic around here was becoming unstable, and it could have been even more powerful than it was, but still it was magic strong enough to wipe the entire city from the map!


    But with so much of my magic, it should be impossible for the whole of it to disappear without a trace just like that!


    The city was about to be overrun by hordes of black monsters.


    「Nectar …?!」


    I could clearly see Kyle, Senjiro and Nectar emerging from within the dungeon situated under a mountain near the city.


    In fact, the light that was coming from the dungeon was in no way magical, and once it settled down there was only mist left, as if nothing strange or out of the ordinary has happened.


    It was just so strange, seeing this white mist emerging from within the dungeon.


    I thought that they might be able to prevent it, but for some bizarre reason the eerie fog kept on spreading, soon engulfing the whole dungeon in its milky-white grasp.


    No way, was Nectar within that mist right now? Inside of the mist where all of magic was supposedly rendered useless?


    I could see nothing but darkness in front of my eyes due to tremendous shock and anxiety, I also lost strength in my whole body, I slumped to the ground.


    However, I then felt a surge of familiar magic, and as I turned around I could see lightning strike after a lightning strike, blowing the monsters away in dozens.


    One of those men was Senjiro, who was retreating from the dungeon with someone else following closely behind him.


    I could sense the waves of magical energy swirl about.


    I could see Nectar there as well, and so I folded my wings and went straight down towards him.


    「Lava.」


    I accelerated my flight with Ligurila right behind me, while Nectar stood in the middle of the field, the city of Melias behind him and the dungeon right in front of him.


    Suddenly, all of the magic here was cut off, as the protective barriers were erected all around town, separating the town from the hordes of invading monsters.


    From the looks of it, it was certainly the kind of barrier that was erected around Ligurila and I during our little duel a while back at the Hunters Guild.


    Truly, it was a blessing to have it right now, and I couldn’t be happier to see it!


    My expression brightens instantly as I jump right into Nectar’s arms, my heart filled with a bright sense of relief.


    「Nectar, you’re safe!」


    「And so are you.」


    Even though I knew that Nectar and his company would somehow manage, I was still relieved to see him safe and sound. I threw my arms around him, hugging him tightly.


    「Yeah, just barely. But what happened here? And what happened to the party? I just don’t get it.」


    「There’s a lot of things we need to discuss, but for now let’s focus on what’s going on here. Just where did that fog come from? I can’t sense any magic from it.」


    「This is……」


    I parted from Nectar and looked at Kyle and Senjiro.


    「Let me tell them.」


    Seeing how his expression changed drastically, I was confused and puzzled.


    「Belga was turned into a spirit.」


    Hearing that, both Ligurila and I were at a loss for words.



    
  


  
    Chapter 24: The Spirits and the Relaxed Spirit


    When Nectar raised his wand in order to fight the strange creatures that the spirit has produced, he could hear the sound of something breaking.


    The tremors were so strong that the space itself was shaking violently, its ripples ready to swallow both Nectar and the spirit that was standing before him.


    Having realized that, Nectar erected a protective barrier around him in order to protect himself.


    Additionally, he could feel that there was something else in the room with them, something that made his skin crawl with fear.


    It was then that the stiff Nectar saw volumes of thick and milky-white fog overflowing from somewhere around the back of the room which was covered in darkness.


    As soon as it filled the corridor, the guardians of the floor began to act strange, before they eventually shut down and stopped moving.


    Nectar was hesitant as to what he should do, but faced with both the spirit and the mysterious fog, he ultimately decided to turn around and run away from the corridor as fast as he could.


    There was a loud sound of the siren ringing all over the place, probably signaling the emergency situation.


    The appearance of the fog might have triggered the dungeon’s defense mechanisms, so they might be able to hold it back.


    And even though the spirit was still there, the only thing Nectar was able to think about was that white fog.


    It was slowly filling the entire corridor, to the point where it was about to clash with the defense barriers.


    Suddenly, the protective barriers were scattered into pieces, and there was an explosion of white light, strong enough to force Nectar to squint his eyes.


    The fog was still there, having completely eradicated the dungeon’s defense mechanisms.


    It looked as though the protective barriers were sucked right into the white fog, broken and left without the slightest trace.


    「No way, the spells were nullified!?」


    The creature that the spirit has drawn tried to stop the mist from spreading.


    Then the spirit brandished her brush again, this time turning her summoned creatures into a firm wall.


    Her eyes seemed to have a golden glow to them at them moment, as opposed to moments earlier.


    「That should do it, for a little while at least.」


    Immediately after saying that the walls beside them crumbled away, eerie white fog spitting from inside of them.


    Seeing that, Nectar swung his staff and cast the spell in a hurry.


    「Wind Wall!」


    It was one of the strongest defensive spell that ancient language could weave, but when it collided with the fog, it broke down as if it was a mere party trick.


    The white fog was creeping closer and closer to them.


    If that continued, Nectar and the spirit would be pushed into a dead-end with no way of escaping.


    But Nectar couldn’t let that happen.


    After all, he had a home and a certain dragon that was waiting for him to come back safely.


    While Nectar was struggling to find a solution from this situation, he could see a sign of Teleportation spell appearing right in front of him.


    From that circle, a song could be heard.


    There was no lyrics to accompany it, but its range and volume were incredible, as was the magic power carried with it.


    Nectar than realized that it was magic, and that magic was managing to keep the fog at bay.


    Next, a young man carrying a lute stepped out of the circle, accompanied by a huge man with a huge two-handed sword on his back.


    It took Nectar mere seconds to recognize that the young man was the one and the same that he had met in town not so long ago.


    The young man smiled at the spirit with paintbrushes.


    「Palette, I came to help. Where is Belga?」


    「She’s up ahead, fighting the intruders. What happened to our employer?」


    「It’s really sad, but since he went back on his word, I had to take care of him.」


    The spirit called Palette answered the young man, and then he turned around, noticing Nectar’s presence for the first time.


    He smiled in a truly sad way.


    「Ah, I see. So you are the companion of that dragon.」


    「Do you know Lava?」


    He did not answered that question, instead turning back to Palette.


    「Right, let us collect Belga and be on our way. And since Palette is going to support us, and Bastard shall make a way for us. Pretty please.」


    To the young man’s words, the two nodded silently and begun to work on their task.


    Palette took out a couple of paintbrushes and begun to swing them at high speed, and in a matter of seconds huge golems appeared out of nowhere in the middle of the corridor.


    Then the other man jumped onto the golem’s shoulders and brandished his huge sword towards the ceiling several times, with a force strong enough to destroy the walls.


    The solid stones of the dungeon, normally immune to any kind of attack, gave up and were slashed like butter, creating a passage to the level above.


    「Now then, you too, please come this way.」


    Nectar was surprised that the young man invited him to use the escape route as well, but since the white fog was approaching fast, he had little to no choice in this matter.


    There was no time for hesitation, and as soon as Nectar jumped onto the golem, it rose up its body through the hole, delivering everyone to the upper floor.


    「Oh, that’s right. I forgot to introduce myself last time. My name is Lute. And what about you?」


    「I’m Nectar. But, why are you even helping me?」


    Nectar was almost entirely sure that this young man here, Lute, was the mastermind behind the artificial magic stones.


    But, if that was indeed the case, than he should already know that Nectar was his enemy.


    Lute laughed sadly, as if being able to read Nectar’s thoughts like an open book.


    「I’m not exactly the same as those guys. We will probably never be friends, even though we are both the spirits.」


    But before Nectar could ask him about the meaning of those words, they have already reached the upper floor and the conversation got interrupted.


    ***


    At the same time, Kyle and Belga were locked in a fierce battle.


    However, since they both were countering their attacks with maximum efficiency, they were in this perpetual state of stalemate, where neither side was clearly at an advantage.


    However, Kyle noticed that Blega was becoming more and more flustered with every passing minute.


    The reason for that was fairly simple: it was because Senjiro was managing to reduce the numbers of golems, so that less than a half of their initial number was left standing.


    These ones may have been weak, but golems were monsters that were classified as third or even the second rank in some cases.


    Kyle knew that Senjiro was strong, but he was full of admiration for his skills, seeing how he was managing to hold his ground against opponents such as this.


    Belga must have understood that as well, and seeing that the balance of power was soon to be turned against her, she was clearly looking for any possible way out of her predicament.


    Her next move was ——


    She dispersed her magical guns all over the place and made them fire simultaneously.


    Kyle responded in kind, sending his lightning to intercept the magical bullets, but once they clashed they produced a flash of light that made them both unable to see anything for a short moment.


    Just then, Belga came out right in front of Kyle, her magical guns ready to fire.


    Fortunately enough, Kyle managed to avoid the bullet that came out of the muzzle and he caught Belga’s arm while she was still thrown off balance.


    She broke into a cold sweat when he caught her arm, but the feeling of her skin only made it clear for Kyle: this was definitely Belga.


    But then she fired another bullet right into his face, to which his eyes open wide in surprise.


    Kyle felt a chill run down his spine.


    It was only thanks to his new demonic senses and reflexes that he somehow managed to dodge the bullet.


    It missed him just barely and hit the nearby wall.


    However, this was enough for Kyle to let go of Belga’s hand, and once she was free, she continued her assault.


    Kyle was about ready to counterattack, but just then the whole corridor tuned red and there was a loud sound of sirens ringing.


    It was a disturbing alarm, one that most probably signaled an emergency.


    As Kyle and Senjiro were shocked by the alarm, hordes of monsters began to overrun them from the sideway passages.


    Kyle saw that that Belga was initially astonished as well, but then she managed to pull herself together and calm down.


    「I must go.」


    It was shocking for Kyle to see Belga falling back, disregarding the monsters which began to flood the corridor.


    Even the golems stopped fighting Senjiro, as if without their controller they lost all will to fight.


    「What the hell is happening!?」


    「It has awoken. I must go and help Palette!」


    Belga put her guns away and began to fall back further down the corridor.


    「Senjiro, I’m sorry, but I’m going ahead!」


    Belga took out one of her guns, long enough to be used as a means of transport, and accelerated, while Kyle mounted his own staff and gave chase.


    He was so fast that soon enough he managed to catch up to her.


    However, monsters came into his way, so he had to dodge them and reached out his arm towards Belga, trying to take hold of her long gun and make it impossible for her to run.


    Then, once they have reached a certain intersection, one of the door there suddenly collapsed with no sound at all, volumes of thick, white fog seeping out of the room into the corridor.


    Belga’s gun was engulfed in said fog.


    And once it touched the fog, it broke down into tiny pieces.


    The monsters that were chasing them didn’t manage to stop in time, falling right through them and diving straight into the fog, and once they did they all turned to specs of dust.


    「Why, why did you help me?」


    Belga looks at Kyle with visible confusion on her face, seeing that Kyle took hold of her right before she was about to be engulfed by the fog herself.


    「It’s just that I have a whole lots of things I want to ask you about. This fog is one of them.」


    Belga opened her mouth and wanted to say something, but at that moment there was a loud roar coming from behind them.


    Looking back, there were two giant holes in the floor, and there was something emerging from inside of those holes, raising tons of dust in the air.


    「Ah, there she is! It’s good to see that you’re safe, Belga!」


    For a moment out there Kyle thought that his ears were playing tricks on him, but upon seeing Belga, the young man standing on the golem’s shoulders smiled broadly.


    But the exact moment Belga saw the young man, she pulled a gun on Kyle and rushed to the young man’s side.


    For some reason, this reaction made Kyle really irritated and he felt something similar to instant hostility towards the young man.


    「Lute, you came for me! And Palette!?」


    「She’s here with me.」


    「Bastard is here as well.」


    「I see, it’s good to hear.」


    Aside from the young man and Belga, there were also a tall man and another woman standing on the golem’s shoulders, but Kyle was paying the other two literally no mind at all.


    All of the anger that’s been boiling down inside of him finally hit the breaking point, and was about ready to overflow.


    Kyle readied his staff and covering himself in lightning, pointed his staff towards the young man, his eyes full of killing intent.


    「You, what the hell did you do to my wife!?」


    But before he could get any answers out of him, Belga pointed her gun at him again.


    「I won’t let you hurt Lute!」


    Seeing just how hostile she was towards him made Kyle bit his teeth in anger, so much that he failed to notice Bastard, who came off the golem and swung his gigantic sword at him with all of his might.


    However, having caught up to them, Senjiro rushed Bastard without much thinking.


    Despite being in a tough spot, Bastard still raised his sword and managed to block Senjiro’s attack with ease.


    Seeing that his opponent was no amateur, Senjiro jumped back towards Kyle, putting some safe distance in between himself and Bastard.


    Kyle and Senjiro could only watch the two golems, but then they noticed that one of the people standing on their arms was in fact Nectar.


    「Wha, Nectar!? Why the hell are you with them!?」


    「I will explain it later.」


    Just as Kyle was surprised beyond belief, Belga jumped on one of the golems.


    There was a sad melody of the lute ringing throughout the corridor, and Nectar looked up towards Lute.


    「If it was only about you, I wouldn’t mind helping you out.」


    「I am not going to simply forsake my friends!」


    「Then I guess it cannot really be helped.」


    The moment Lute stroke the strings of his instrument, the magic circles appeared under the golems and engulfed them completely.


    Looking at the magic circles under the golems Nectar was amazed just how swift Lute was with operating such complicated magic, as well as the fact that he found himself within its range.


    「Let me give you some advice. Don’t try to fight the monsters. This phenomenon is caused by magic and only magic can resolve it.」


    「Wait, Belga!!」


    Kyle tried to reach out his hand towards Belga, and for a brief moment she turned towards him, but before anything else could happen she disappeared in the bright light of the Teleportation spell.


    「Right, until we meet again.」


    The young man said in a low and strange voice, and at that moment Nectar felt that he began to move.



  


  
    Chapter 25: Dragon-san Is Shaking


    Once we heard Nectar’s story, surprisingly enough neither Ligurila nor I were all that surprised to hear that Belga joined Lute’s little group.


    Impossible! …… Is what I wanted to shout, but to be honest, once I thought this all through and recalled all of the recent events and the case of the magic tools thief, it wasn’t that much of an implausible story.


    Belga’s magical guns were supposed to be kept as display objects at the Ballow Royal Museum, or so I heard.


    And when they got stolen totally out of the blue, once you put the two things together, the fact that it was Belga whom they met earlier wasn’t all that impossible.


    However, if she was transformed into a spirit and took back her guns, it must mean that she has a consciousness of her own.


    The fact that she didn’t show any kind of reaction upon seeing Kyle or Nectar was especially a cause for concern.


    Was she being manipulated by Lute? Or maybe her memories were being sealed away?


    In any case, once they have been caught up in Lute’s Teleportation spell, they were thrown out just outside of the entrance to the dungeon.


    There were already monsters out there going on a rampage, and various Hunters were engaging them in order to buy civilians some time to escape to safety.


    Apparently the magic stones were the source of the white fog…… No, that’s not quite right. The stones may have accelerated their birth cycle, but they were all appearing from the different entrances to the dungeon in large numbers.


    As a result, the monsters went out to attack both Hunters and civilians alike.


    I was worried about that fog, but first thing first: we needed to take care of the monsters, who at the moment were far more dangerous than the slowly advancing fog.


    So, while Kyle went to help the Hunters fight off the invading monsters, Nectar worked on erecting a barrier strong enough that would prevent the monsters from spreading any further.


    After we established the center of the city of Melias as the safe spot, we left Kyle to his own devices, seeing how he was consumed with anger and jealousy.


    It was only natural. I mean, the most important person to him in the entire world completely forgot about him and chose to be with another man.


    Worse yet, there was nothing that any one of us could do about it.


    There was also the case of Lute’s strange behavior towards us, and it was making me all anxious for some reason.


    But apparently I was not the only one who felt that way.


    「Lava, Belga called this fog “Eclipse”. Do you know anything about it?」


    When Kyle asked me that, it wasn’t right away that I responded.


    We dragons know about almost one hundred percent of the events and happenings that befell this world throughout its long history.


    It was all in order for us to make a better job at conserving the leylines and preserve the circulation of magic in the world, but it was nothing more than basic information.


    Throughout history, all living creatures create their own ecosystems and cultures, so it was only natural that if there was so many of them, some of the finer details may have gotten lost or omitted to our knowledge.


    To put it simply, there were sure bound to be the things about this world that escaped even our vast knowledge.


    As much as it pains me to admit that.


    Even if all of this looked like a very serious event, one that was presumably connected to the end of the world, there was not even a single trace of information regarding the white fog in the dragon’s collective knowledge, and trust me, I looked through it very thoroughly.


    When I flew up in the air to get a hold of our current situation, the landscape has changed considerably.


    The fog gradually kept on expanding, covering the mountains and forests, covering the earth with thick white blanket that concealed everything from sight.


    Some of the local wildlife managed to flee to safety, but those of the animals that weren’t fast enough stopped moving and dropped dead on the spot, as if their batteries were suddenly pulled out when they were touched by the fog.


    There was nothing left behind.


    That white fog was swallowing up everything in its path…… Be it a plant, a building, a spell or a human being. It was sucking the life out of them.


    There should have been at least something describing a crisis like that, but so far I wasn’t able to find anything. …… I was afraid that it might have been something that was far beyond our comprehension.


    But, we couldn’t just sit around and do nothing. I couldn’t sit around and do nothing.


    I could feel the leylines being damaged further and further, the flow of magic deteriorating by the minute.


    As a dragon, as a guardian of this world, I had to put a stop to this.


    But even though I think like that, I was at a loss what should I do.


    What was that fog in the first place? And from whence did I came?


    I could feel my hands gradually becoming colder.


    The inside of my head was one big white stain.


    Someone put his hand on my shoulder, and I immediately snap out of it.


    When I look up, it was Nectar who came to me and was now hugging me tightly from the side, looking at me with his gentle eyes.


    「Lava, please answer me honestly. Don’t leave me hanging like that.」


    「But……」


    Nectar must have already noticed that I knew nothing about the white mist.


    But still, I was hesitant.


    If I don’t know how to counteract this predicament, then who is supposed to know?


    Was despair the only thing that was now left to us?


    Dragons were supposed to be the mightiest beings in the entire world. We are necessary for this world to function properly. So what use is for us, if we can’t even do our job properly.


    A warm hand touched my cheek gently. Somehow, that made me feel even more depressed.


    「Even if you don’t have the answer, just try to think about what you know and it will all come to you. That’s how people come to deal with the unknown. It’s just like when Aru was born, remember?」


    To those words, I opened my eyes and saw Nectar who was smiling brightly at me.


    「You are not alone in this. You have us, your companions, so don’t be afraid to ask us about anything when you don’t know something.」


    Nectar said that, and Kyle, Senjiro and Ligurila were all behind him, nodding their heads in agreement.


    Even though they were so tense before, right now Kyle looked concerned, and Senjiro seemed to be thinking about something.


    Heck, even Ligurila had that smug look on her face.


    Each and every one of them was trying to think of some solution to this predicament, and no one was trying to blame me for anything.


    「So, let’s try to think together of something?」


    Nectar said softly, and I couldn’t help myself but to let out a small, painful sigh.


    When I was still human, it was a bad habit of mine to struggle with my problems all on my own, and try to solve them on my own. This habit of mine must have become stronger after I became a dragon.


    But, now I have friends that I could count on.


    And above all else, there was one person to whom I was the most important person in the entire world.


    During my previous life, it was simply unthinkable to me that I may one day have such wonderful friends.


    I turned towards Nectar and hugged him back with all of my might.


    While joy was slowly overwhelming me, the strength began to come back to my limbs.


    「I knew it, I’m the happiest when I’m with you, Nectar.」


    「…… Eh, thanks? I feel the same way.」


    Although he seemed to be slightly flustered at first, he soon enough hugged me back.


    The pleasant warmth of his body was giving me strength.


    「I’m so sorry. I don’t know anything about that fog.」


    「It’s alright.」


    We stayed just like that for a little while, but eventually we parted from each other, and I shifted my gaze from Nectar to the rest of my friends.


    「I can’t possibly hope to do this on my own. Will you lend me your strength?」


    「But of course, Lava. There must be some kind of solution to this case.」


    When the dragons were opposed to the idea of me having a child, Nectar hugged me just like that as well.


    I don’t think he is aware of just how many times small gestures like that saved me during all of those years, but I guess it was just like him.


    「…… Okay, so for the time being, maybe the two of you could stop flirting with each other for a second, so that we may thing of a possible solution, would you kindly?」


    Ligurila spoke up kind of awkwardly, bringing both of us back to reality.


    「But Ligurila-dono, this doesn’t bother me in the slightest.」


    「I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I must agree with this guy……」


    Ligurila was stunned to hear both Kyle and Senjiro talk like that.


    Also, Kyle let out a sigh and put his hand to his forehead with visible resignation.


    「While Nectar’s barrier is still working, we will try to manage the monsters as well as the mist.」


    I could feel a wave of heat hitting my cheeks, and I nodded my head to their words.


    …… T, they were all so nice to me, even though I didn’t deserve it.


    「Everyone, thank you.」


    I laughed and looked at the volumes of white fog engulfing the mountains just outside of the barrier.


    It still felt scary and creepy.


    There was also that feeling of fear, knowing that my body would cease to function once the white fog touches it.


    Still, to make myself feel a little bit better, I give myself a good old slap to the cheeks.


    「If we don’t solve this case quickly, Aru’s spring break is going to end!」


    「Yeah, so let’s get this over with as soon as possible.」


    Nectar nods his head to my words, and right after that we begin to think about the strategy for our next move.


    ***


    「The fog moves slowly, but its reach is constantly expanding. If it spreads beyond the mountains, it will be extremely hard to contain it.」


    「Also, there is no magic inside of it. But seeing how it managed to eradicate my Wind Barrier in a manner of seconds, it must contain some magic nullifying effect.」


    We also managed to confirm that even the spells of the highest caliber were pretty much ineffective. It was a really strange quirk to have.


    「But was such a thing sealed away inside of a dungeon? Was it left there intentionally? That fog is a one thing, but combined with monster infestation this is pretty much an overkill.」


    While we were talking about that, Kyle and Senjiro were busy discussing some other topic.


    「Maybe that facility was a defense mechanism against the monsters?」


    「And would that even work?」


    「Once the amount of monsters in the dungeon exceeds a certain number the fog is released to cleanse the dungeon?」


    While saying that, Senjiro looked towards Nectar and Ligurila to back his theory, his tail swaying nervously.


    「Once it began to absorb monster, the fog clearly grew thinner. So maybe the ancients really intended to fight poison with poison. It is true that the monsters are a threat to the world, but that fog is not much better at the same time.」


    「But if so, this does contradict the words of this young man named Lute. Judging from his words, the dungeon was built to contain the fog within its depths specifically.」


    Once the name Lute is mentioned, my mind was brought back to poor Oblivio and Lishella.


    Ligurila, however, only responded by shrugging her shoulders.


    「But the monsters produced out there are artificial, meaning that their existence does not upset the balance of the leylines. The fog eats away at magic and living beings. And if they weren’t alive, they would bypass my barrier and run into the city, causing havoc and destruction.」


    「The monsters shall continue to grow unless we fix the leylines responsible for their birth. The only problem is, that leyline is probably deep within the fog by this point.」


    Kyle seemed to be crushed by this statement, but Ligurila only puts her hand on her hip and says something completely ridiculous.


    「What about bringing the whole mountain down? Who knows, maybe the fog will stop seeping out once its supply is cut off ––––」


    At that exact time, the whole ground started to shake violently.


    At the same time I could hear the world scream in agony in the exact same way as it did not so long ago. The volume of the fog around the mountain increased while the amount of monsters decreased.


    「…… Hey, hey, am I seeing things, or did the mountain just shrunk?」


    「It seems that not only magic, but the world itself is withering away.」


    I could see Kyle and Senjiro breaking into cold sweat.


    Ligurila also shuts up and doesn’t even say a word.


    It happened so fast that none of us knew how to react.


    But the question was: what could be done?


    According to Nectar’s story even the strongest forms of magic were pretty much ineffective against the fog, and even if it was affecting monsters it would still prove to be fatal to the citizens once it reaches Melias.


    And once the alarm sirens went off, all of the dungeon’s defense mechanisms were disabled in order to make it possible for anyone who was still inside to get out.


    Hmm, wait a minute.


    「Why was there an alarm in the first place?」


    We all fell silent for a moment out there, just staring at each other and pondering that question, and eventually I spoke up, even though I wasn’t sure what to say.


    「Say, did the warning signal went off at the exact same time as the fog appeared in the dungeon? Because if that was true, that would mean that the ancients knew about the fog, wouldn’t you agree?」


    「In addition, while I was facing this Palette spirit on the lower floor, she seemed adamant on not letting me go any further. She also said that stopping the supply of magic was not recommended. That means there must have been something further back there.」


    「There might still be some clues back there on how to stop the fog.」


    We all looked upset at the very thought of that, but it was Kyle who became livid first.


    「That fog eats away all magic! I hardly believe that anything of worth remains there at this point.」


    「The materials used to construct the dungeon seemed resistant to the fogs effects, so an even more amazing magic must have been used in the process. I think that the probability of finding something there is quite high.」


    「Even so, how do you intend to reach it? It’s in the middle of the fog.」


    「I will go.」


    Once I declared that, everyone’s eyes were focused right at me.


    「Why don’t we try magic? Even if we are unable to seal away the fog, we might be able to contain it long enough to find something.」


    「Indeed, I remember that Lute guys saying something like the only thing capable of dealing with that fog might be ancient magic……」


    「When it comes to dragons, our scales are the best armor in the entire world. I should be fine for a little bit if I also protect myself with ancient magic.」


    There are many types of magic out there, but ancient magic is the type that possess the power to interfere with the natural state of the world.


    If normal magic can be compared to a miracle, then the ancient magic could be compared to a force that governs the laws of this world.


    So you could also say that the body of a dragon was composed of the world itself.


    If I am unable to do this, then I don’t know who else possibly could.


    「I will go as well.」


    For a moment I thought that I didn’t hear that right, but Nectar’s expression was as serious as ever.


    「I know that my ability to use magic out there will be severely limited, but I’m the only one who knows the exact location of this room.」


    「Eh, but it will be dangerous, you know?」


    「All the more reason not to let you go alone.」


    At this moment Nectar’s expression was so serious that I was at a loss for words.


    But for some strange reason, Kyle, Ligurila and Senjiro looked really concerned!?


    「I’m worried to let you guys go there all on your own.」


    「Watch out for anything dangerous. Worst case scenario, you might be able to use him as a cannon fodder and make a run for it yourself.」


    「You’re just awful!」


    Ligurila just shrugs her shoulders while looking unhappy.


    At the same time, she covered herself in a bright light and her tattered gown transformed into her usual everyday attire.


    She then takes off into the sky above.


    「Don’t leave but a single monster standing. But watch out for your arms getting tired with their numbers.」


    「That sounds somewhat painful.」


    For a moment out there, I felt anxious while watching Senjiro readying for battle right next to Ligurila.


    That is because Senjiro is a really strong person.


    But I would be lying if I told you that I wasn’t worried seeing he was about to fight a whole group of monsters on his own.


    However, once she looked upon Senjiro, a smile rose on Ligurila’s lips.


    「It seems that they are mostly First Class monsters. Perfect playmates for you, wouldn’t you say?」


    「Umu, rest assured. I shall show you the results of my training!」


    Senjiro then turns towards me, wearing the softest kind of expression I have ever seen during my whole life here in this world.


    「He may be but a simple man, but if it’s a monster or two he can handle them easily.」


    I suddenly felt embarrassed about my own thoughts, but it seems that others paid that no mind at all, especially Senjiro.


    Ligurila knows Senjiro the best from all of us, so when she says that his ability is more than enough, it must be the truth.


    I believe that they will be okay.


    Senjiro was that kind of man that was capable of doing anything once he sets his mind to do something.


    So naturally, I trust him as well.


    「We’ll leave things back here with you.」


    「Yeah, just leave it to me.」


    Senjiro laughed nonchalantly, which was totally out of character for him, all the while exposing his bestial fang.


    「Right then, we trust that you won’t let other Hunters die over here.」


    Kyle, who up until now was looking at the whole scene from the side, placed his hand upon his forehead and said to us:


    「Don’t forget that you have a child waiting for you back home.」


    「But of course.」


    Both Nectar and I nod to confirm that.


    「After all, all of this is for us to spend the spring break with Aru!」


    We both smile brightly, and Kyle smiled back at us in return.



  


  
    Chapter 26: Dragon-san Faces the White Disaster


    First of all, together with Nectar I flew into the sky over the city while still in my humanoid shape, and once we were high enough I reverted back into my dragon form.


    After a few seconds, I was yet again my majestic dragon self, covered in black and red scales.


    Then, Nectar jumped off of his staff and sat on my back.


    「Are you ready, Nectar?」


    「Ready when you are.」


    I felt that Nectar gently stroked my neck, and I erected a protective barrier around us.


    It was very difficult to do at the moment because of all the monsters that appeared from the damaged leylines, but that was not the only reason.


    That white mist had a lot to do with it.


    I couldn’t help myself but to feel anxious.


    I wanted to get rid of it as soon as possible.


    I also needed to calm down and stabilize my magic, so that Nectar sitting on my back could stay safe.


    Besides, if we don’t do anything, the whole town is going to get destroyed.


    Aaah, the events are already starting to unveil in a way that Kyle said they would unveil!


    Both Ligurila and Senjiro were engaging the monster hordes down below us, which doesn’t seem to get any smaller no matter how many of them they have killed and how fast they were going at it.


    Ligurila was still in her human form, but her hair were already transformed into numerous tentacles.


    Since magic was always useful in a fight against monsters, she has infused each of her tentacles with different kinds of spells and used them to dispatch the monsters in a more efficient way.


    While Ligurila was throwing spells and tentacles left and right, Senjiro was dashing through the battlefield all on his own, slicing and dicing the largest of the monsters with ease.


    He was probably using some Eastern magic to boost his physical capabilities, but att he moment there was no way for me to confirm that.


    Thanks to that his strikes were super fast, cutting through the cores of the monsters in just one strike.


    Looking at the two of them from above, I could only admire the bond of trust and partnership that they had going on between them.


    At the same time, Kyle joined the other Hunters from the Guild.


    They were making efforts to divert at least some of the monsters from Ligurila and Senjiro.


    They are going to be fine. I am sure of it. So I need to do my job as well.


    I take a deep breath and prepare myself.


    I didn’t need any incantations to cast my magic.


    The spells of that kind were relatively easy to use, you just had to conjure some images connected to them inside of your mind and voila –– magic was ready to be used!


    But just to be on the safe side, I spoke some words in the ancient language to strengthen the image.


    「I am the shield that guards the world. Bless me and protect me.」


    The words I am using right now are close to some of the ancient spells I’m familiar with, but I am currently using them to create a completely new phenomenon of it’s own.


    The magic that I gathered twisted and swirled, until eventually it solidify into a huge protective barrier around the whole mountain where the dungeon was located.


    When the fog hit the barrier it screeched and made lots of other nasty sounds, but it withstood the fog and prevented it from spreading further.


    It is successful, but it won’t be able to hold it at bay for long.


    I hurry it up and put similar barrier around Nectar and myself.


    I also made sure to make Nectar’s barrier especially thick.


    「Let’s go.」


    「Follow my lead.」


    I shifted my body and lowered my altitude, coming inside of the barrier.


    It was the kind of barrier that would let things inside of it, but would not let anything get out.


    And once we were inside, we could see for ourselves just what the effects of the white fog were.


    The fog, which was already covering the whole area around the mountain, wiped out all of the vegetation that was once there.


    The land itself also seemed changed by the exposure to the fog.


    It seems that the fog was taking its toll on the world itself.


    Leylines here were in total disarray, and the only way in which I could describe the fog was like maggots slowly eating away at the body of the world, leaving nothing but bare bones.


    Even the leyline’s magic eroded into nothingness once it touched the white fog.


    This is bad! Really, really bad!


    It was really hard for me, but for now I pushed the issue of the leylines aside, focusing on the task at hand.


    Resolving this crisis is going to be far better of a solution than trying to do something about the symptoms.


    Nectar was watching the same thing, and said so in a low and dreaded voice.


    「No way, I would never have thought that the damages would be so severe……」


    「We must hurry and resolve it as soon as possible, right, Nectar? You understand, right?」


    「Yes, the terrain itself is changing, and we can’t have that.」


    With that being said, I let Nectar guide me towards our destination.


    The place where the white fog was supposed to be the thickest.


    With that in mind, we dove right inside of it.


    The moment I touched the fog, I could feel my whole body becoming stiff.


    For a moment out there I didn’t know what might happen, but when the barrier managed to withstand the fog’s assault I could let a small sigh of relief.


    We were safe for now, but we won’t be able to stay inside of the fog forever.


    While we were still separated from the fog’s destructive influence, I couldn’t help it but to think of all the things that were withering away around us.


    I could also feel the overlapping consciousness of various plants, animals and lesser spirits, their confusion and agony running through my head all at once.


    “Lava, how are you holding up?”


    “Somehow.”


    Nectar asked me through telepathy, thanks to which I managed to pull myself together.


    Nectar was probably able to hear the voices as well, although not to the degree I was able to. Hence his worry about me.


    “What did you hear?”


    “The agony of all the creatures and plants that died due to the white fog…… Are you okay, Nectar?”


    “I can only hear some noise, for me it’s barely even legible. Maybe you are able to hear it so clearly because you are a dragon, Lava.”


    “It may be so, but still……!?”


    While I was saying that, I was forced to turn around.


    Something was right in front of us, and it was coming straight at us.


    Once it got closer, I realize what it was.


    “A demon!?”


    They looked much like the demons we were used to wipe out on a regular basis, but were white in color, and instead of magic flowing under their skin, it was white fog.


    I only noticed it now, but we were soon to reach the foot of the mountain, but there was no sight of change in our environment.


    Looking around, I could see the rubble that were strangely resembling the broken parts of the dungeon.


    I made me think that maybe the normal rules of physics stopped being a factor in here.


    “It seems that this fog must be connected to another dimension.”


    “Sure looks like it. And it looks like the various spaces got mixed with one another.”


    “Say.”


    It wasn’t a surprise for me that Nectar was shocked. To be perfectly honest, I was surprised by that fact as well.


    After all, this world is presumed to be composed with layers upon of layers of matter, completely separate from one another.


    So the white fog must also be eating away at the barriers that keep the dimensions separated.


    So far the gaps were relatively small, but should they be left alone, they might become bigger and bigger, becoming a potentially huge problem.


    Of course, tearing a hole through the dimensions was not an easy task to pull off, not even a dragon would be able to do that without putting maximum of effort into it.


    I starting to really hate this white fog…… Hm?


    “More of them are coming!”


    Having said that, I began doing some evasive maneuvers in order to avoid the attacks of the fog monsters that began to appear from all directions.


    After that, I could also see monsters that were native mostly to dungeons coming to attack us, there was even a golem among them!


    Aaaahhhh, that a huge pain in the ass!


    I inhaled a huge portion of air and let out a giant cloud of scorching breath.


    Apparently my breath seemed to work just fine, because the demons scattered like illusions when they were swallowed in it.


    The fog was cleared for a short while, and I saw something inside of it for a moment.


    “That’s it. I remember passing through this corridor before.”


    “Not that I’m complaining, but this looks really messed up!”


    What I saw was a place where surrounded by the rubble were walls covered in intricate magical circles and symbols.


    Amidst the fog, there was something similar to a dollhouse made out of transparent glass.


    It looks like the dollhouse was protected by a strong magical barrier.


    However, the room soon disappeared into the fog, and in its stead a huge amount of demons appeared.


    What’s interesting, those demons were devoid of the bloodlust and hostility characteristic of the normal demons.


    I let out my breath once more, but those demons managed to avoid it.


    Even if I wanted to intercept them more effectively, it would put too much of a strain on my barrier.


    Parts of my barrier were already being eroded, so in order to maintain it, I needed to abstain myself from using magic.


    Also, I could feel traces of magic inside of this space, but those were very sparse.


    As horrible as it sounded, even the most complex of magical processes governing the world’s phenomena were being obscured here or completely disabled.


    I could feel Nectar’s magic surging on my back, as he was about to blast the fog demons away in order to protect us from becoming exposed to the fog’s effects.


    「Thwart the seeds in the buds!」


    Right after Nectar’s spell activated, the fog demons withered away like dead leaves and disappeared.


    When the spell ended, Nectar lowered his staff all the while breathing heavily.


    “It seems like magic works against those guys.”


    “Nhh……”


    In such an unstable place, even the slightest use of magic was like a heavy burden on the user’s body.


    But I knew that he did that to help me, and I was grateful to him for not having to worry about the demons for now.


    This is probably what Nectar meant when he told me that we shall think together about a solution and work together to make it happen.


    Because of that,


    “Nectar, please don’t overdo it!”


    “I’m fine, so just leave this to me!”


    Having said that, I focused all of my efforts on getting to that room, but I was unable to see it.


    I release my breath at the demons yet again when they appear right in front of us.


    I fly right through the opening I managed to create, but I could feel the demons giving chase from behind.


    「 Death: the ultimate end that lies at the end of the beaten path.」


    Soon enough, Nectar blasted them with his magic yet again.


    So I try to remember where I saw that room and once I position myself that it is hopefully straight ahead of me, I fly there at full speed.


    While making my approach, I analyze the barriers and try to apply my magic to them so that it would render them inoperable.


    Normally, when the two barriers of the same type collide with each other, they clash and the weaker one disappears as a result.


    It is only natural, as their primary role is to defend.


    But if the barriers allow certain substances inside of them, you could easily assimilate two or three of them together without making them clash.


    So it was a common practice applied by various magicians in order to create stronger, more durable barriers.


    In other words, if I knew just what kind of barrier that was, I could apply it to us and just like with the barrier outside of the dungeon, we would be able to pass safely inside of it.


    But since we were the ones who created the barriers outside, it was easy for us to apply the right magic to it.


    Now, here the story was different, because I had to guess the type of the barrier by only looking at it briefly while we were approaching it.


    I only had one chance to do this.


    I had to make it in time!


    “Nectar, get down!”


    The moment after I told Nectar to do that, I cast the spell while ramming into the barrier at full speed.


    There was a slight resistance to it at first, but we managed to pass through the barrier just fine.


    When we emerged on the other side of the barrier, I change back into my human form.


    I had to do it so that we could fit into the room. What was the point of searching for clues here if I was to break them?


    I imagined that the stone floor would feel incredibly hard, but on the contrary it was surprisingly soft, and I saw that Nectar was already on the ground.


    What kind of crazy acrobatic did he pulled off to get off me!?


    「Uwah, I’m so sorry! Does it hurt anywhere!?」


    「I’m okay. I’m just glad I didn’t hit the floor face first.」


    In other words, he managed to pull that off in that split of a second while I was transforming!?


    Ugh, I am aware that I’m not acting like a good and caring wife more often than not, since I’m a dragon and all, but it just hurts when Nectar was treating me like a woman in a situation like these.


    As Nectar was getting his bearings, I hid my face in my hands, beet-red with embarrassment.


    Y, you don’t have to be so kind to me in a situations like these!


    Then, together with Nectar we began to inspect the magic circles that were inscribed all over the room.


    「It looks like normal magic, but is it connected to another dimension?」


    「It sure looks like it. But some of the pieces seem to be broken. It seems that interdimensional connection is what causes the formula to be broken in the first place.」


    「Yeah. The magic maintaining the interdimensional connection deteriorated and some parts of the formula became irrelevant.」


    As we looked around and read the formulas, both Nectar and I began to notice some of the similarities and scripts.


    「Seems like it was a type of magic invented to contain the fog in this place, but probably over the course of thousands of years that magic simply wore off.」


    「Yes, glad we can agree on that part.」


    The magic formula behind those spells was really strong, but when it was applied into action, it turned out that its uses were fairly limited.


    The way this room was constructed, it was hard to believe that there would be something in here that would cause an error.


    Perhaps the leylines were powering up the seal here, preventing the fog from causing any kind of damage.


    Or perhaps the fog’s effect was being accumulated in here little by little over the years, until the seal was no longer able to contain it here.


    Even if it was a magic seal, it was something way more advanced than any kind of sorcery that we knew.


    This only means that the one who created that spell was an absolute genius.


    But why ––––…… No, let’s think about it later.


    I was so fascinated by this magic that I was basically speechless.


    「Nectar, let us try to reconstruct the seal based on what we have here. But if we get too focused on the seal here, our other spells might get weakened. Let’s avoid that so that our barriers stay intact.」


    In other words, the white fog would swallow us whole.


    But Nectar’s answer was brief and simple.


    「Don’t worry about the barriers. Just do what must be done, Lava.」


    Nectar’s gentle gaze gave me courage I needed, and I began to pour my magic over to the magic circles on the walls.


    The magic circles began to glow instantly.


    For a moment out there I felt like my head was about to explode from the abundance of information that overflowed my mind in an instant, but then I begin to correct the parts of the incantations that were done wrong or got worn off due to time.


    This spell was truly solid, but one simple mistake could break it down beyond repair.


    I must be quick, but also extremely precise.


    I can feel the space around me shaking and my barrier flickering.


    I wanted to turn around and see if Nectar was okay, but that would surely cause some kind of an error, and so I refrained from doing that and went to finish the incantation as soon as possible.


    I give all of my magic to the symbols on the walls.


    A new and reconstructed formula came up to my mind, even stronger than before.


    「I did it, Nectar!」


    Nectar turned towards me, only to open his eyes wide at the sight of a huge sphere of magic that was now hanging in mi-air in between us.


    「Ooohhh! It’s so wonderful! By using this, you will separate the white fog to a completely different dimension!」


    That’s right! I’m going to activate it, so stay close to me!」


    What I wanted to achieve here was to try and gather the fog in one place, and then send it to a completely different dimension, outside of both space and time.


    However, the hardest part was yet to come.


    I just hope it works like I intended it to.


    「Eat this!」


    I screamed at the top of my lungs while throwing the spherical magic from my hand in the middle of the mist.



  


  
    Chapter 27: Dragon-san Makes a Choice


    As soon as I let go of the sphere of magic, it flew forward, beginning to suck in all the fog that was around us with an intense force.


    Once we confirmed that everything was as it should be, I reverted back into my dragon form, and once Nectar again got on my back before we took off.


    The sphere of magic began to work like a black hole, sucking into it all the fog, as well as some of the debris from the dungeon.


    Umm, I know that I set it to be truly strong with the force of its pull, in fear of it not being all that effective, but who would have thought that it would be so successful!?


    Trying to calm myself down, I flap my wings with all of my might, trying to get us as far from the sphere as fast as possible.


    As we were putting more and more distance between ourselves and the sphere, I was truly relieved that it was working and it was getting rid of all the fog.


    「Lava, watch out!」


    The moment I heard Nectar’s distressed voice, I was hit by a huge pile of flying debris.


    If I set the sphere to suck in “everything”, then depending on the amount of magic put into it, the sphere could suck in not only the fog, but also air, space and time itself.


    Therefore, I needed to be awfully specific with my words when I was recreating the seal.


    Thinking like that, I initially set it to absorb the white fog exclusively, but apparently this plan was now backfiring horribly at us.


    「………!!」


    Being hit by that much of stone and metal debris was quite a shock for my body, seeing as they were being attracted at a very high speed.


    It wasn’t quite the level of shock that would disrupt the sphere, but it surely was enough to make me lose my balance and altitude as a result.


    However, amidst the commotion I failed to notice that the most important thing to me fell off my back.


    Twisting my neck behind me, I could see Nectar falling from my back and being launched in the air.


    Nectar tried to fly away on his staff, but he was already caught in the sphere’s suction field, and with each passing second his distance from me was becoming greater and greater.


    The fog was still there outside of the barrier.


    Moreover, the solid matter would just pass by the barrier without much of a problem……
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    I made a sharp turn and went back after Nectar, reaching out my head to him but he was out of my reach.


    I was already too late for me to try and stop the spell.


    At this rate, am I going to lose Nectar?


    「No, anything but that! Nectar!!」


    「Stop, Lava! Don’t do it!」


    It all happened in an instant.


    I shifted all of the barriers from myself to Nectar.


    No matter how much magic I need to use, I will protect Nectar while also maintaining the barriers.


    I could see that Nectar managed to break free of the pulling force and was slowly moving towards me, but then my vision was filled with traces of white fog.


    Since I transferred the barriers to Nectar, it was only natural that I would get exposed to the white fog.


    I thought that since Nectar was safe, I might return some of the barriers to me, but for some reason I was so tired that I was unable to do even that right now.


    Damn, this fog was way more sticky and slimy then I have thought!


    My whole body felt grossed out by this slimy sensation.


    I was trying my best to maintain my consciousness and watch out so that I wouldn’t inhale the fog into my system.


    Dragons could hold their breath for quite a long time, but even I wasn’t sure just how long I would be able to last.


    I thought that I needed to do something about it, but as it turns out, I was too exhausted after casting all of those spells, and after transferring the barriers to Nectar, my magic reserves were also running low.


    No matter the type of being or magic, the white fog would make it disappear.


    Spirits were mostly solid mass of magic.


    And since Nectar was a spirit as well, he would surely disappear. That is why I needed to endure this for a little bit longer.


    It was a small one, but…… it was still a lie.


    Because I couldn’t bear the thought of losing my dearest Nectar right in front of my eyes.


    While I was overwhelmed by the white fog, I could feel it creep its way all over my body.


    I could not feel anything from it, but I knew that it was intent on swallowing me whole.


    How long would it take to swallow dragon whole? How painful was that going to be?


    「Lava!!」


    I could see Nectar approaching me and saying something while looking all desperate, but I couldn’t tell what was it that he wanted to say.


    I couldn’t be very sure, but maybe it was my name?


    I’m sorry, Nectar, but looks like that’s it for me.


    Aru, my precious little Aru, take good care of………………………………………………………………………… Hmm?


    「Don’t you dare to give up now!」


    With his strength alone, Nectar was able to clear the fog that was surrounding me.


    As I feel my breath was slowly returning to me, I once more start to move my wings and gain altitude, again taking Nectar onto my back.


    As soon as the barrier covered my whole body, the fog had faded completely.


    I continue to fly away from the magical sphere, and then I turned towards Nectar.


    「Nectar!! Are you okay!?」


    「Right back at you! What were you thinking, exposing yourself to the fog like that!?」


    「It looked really bad there for a moment and I was getting ready to be disintegrated, but it looks like I was somehow just fine. After all, dragons are the strongest creatures of them all.」


    I tried to make myself look cool out there, but then I felt a slight prick on my back.


    At first I didn’t know what that might be, but then I realized that it was in fact Nectar, and that he was hitting my back with his small fist.


    「Why!? Did you!? Do!? Something like that!? What would!? I!? Do!? Without!? You!? You stupid lizard!」


    When I heard him like that, my eyes began to fill with tears and my heart was filled with so much regret.


    「I’m sorry. I was so afraid that I might lose you.」


    I shiver all over. With Nectar gone, I wouldn’t really be alive anymore.


    I remember that when he went missing a hundred years ago, I was sick with worry.


    And then, once he came back to me, he became less human just so that he could be with me.


    That is why I can’t possibly imagine my life without him.


    Even though we both know that there will come a time when we will have to say goodbye.


    I knew it, just thinking about Nectar leaving me one day was filling me with sorrow.


    「………」


    I feel like some of my thoughts might have been transmitted to Nectar.


    As we continued our journey back from within the fog, Nectar kept silent, not saying a single word.


    After flying for some time, the fog began to get thinner and we left the other dimension behind us and returned to the normal world.


    Once the fog cleared completely, what we saw the sky of our world.


    Only this time it was pitch black, without a single trace of stars in the middle of the night.


    It looks like the magical sphere managed to suck away all of the white fog.


    If it was left unchecked, even the land itself would have been destroyed, but now with the fog gone, I could feel the circulation of magic finally stabilizing.


    The fog was completely sucked inside of the sphere and stored within it, leaving not a single trace of it here in this world.


    What was left behind was nothing but darkness.


    I wonder if that will be enough to keep the fog in check?


    As we glide through the sky I make a sharp spin, looking towards the place where the signs of magic could be felt until just a moment ago.


    However, even after waiting for a few minutes, the fog was nowhere to be seen.


    Before long, the sun began to rise from behind the horizon, and we could see the mountains basked in the reddish light.


    No, that’s not it.


    The mountains, so characteristic and massive, were nowhere to be seen.


    The mountains, trees, animals, monsters, spirits, even the leylines that were located at the epicenter of the white fog were now gone forever.


    The only thing that was still standing was the dungeon itself, a harrowing monument of the events that transpired here.


    It was a saddening sight, but at least the white fog was gone.


    「It’s over, huh?」


    「Yeah. It was incredibly hard to accomplish, but it looks like it is finally over.」


    I answer to Nectar’s concerned voice, at the same time feeling relieved.


    I bow my head and look at Nectar, and Nectar looks at me.


    From the look in Nectar’s eyes I could tell that he was thinking exactly the same thing I was.


    I turned into my human form, and was hugged tightly by Nectar.


    His staff falls to the ground as I hug him back with all of my might.


    However, his arms were shaking.


    「When I saw you covered in that fog, I thought I was going to lose it.」


    「Sorry.」


    「We have Aru, and he needs both of us. Don’t ever forget about that.」


    Even in a situation like that, Nectar was still thinking about Aru.


    But I understand well enough where Nectar was coming from, and so the only thing I could do was to apologize over and over again.


    「Yeah, I’m so sorry. –– But I felt the same way when I saw you covered with that fog.」


    「It only touched me for a moment, but at that moment I was overcome with fear like I have never felt before in my life.」


    I remember how I felt at that moment, and Nectar frowns strongly before his expression softens.


    That fog, I wonder how would it react to something or someone with so much magic.


    While thinking so and feeling Nectar’s body temperature, I traced my hand over the string hanging from Nectar’s neck. Then, Nectar looked as if he suddenly remembered something.


    It was a pendant that I once gave to Nectar. It was rather small and black in color, but right now it was covered in huge cracks and looked about ready to fall apart in my hands.


    It was infused with a spell that was to prevent the wearer from suffering fatal wounds once.


    When Nectar became a spirit, he added some of his own magic to it, enhancing its effect even further.


    The fact that it shattered to pieces was enough of a proof to me that my barrier didn’t make it to him in time……


    Somehow sensing how I was feeling at the moment, Nectar hugged me even tighter while also saying:


    「I’m here, and I’m not going anywhere.」


    「…… Yeah, I know.」


    That white fog, the thing that Lute’s group called “Eclipse”…… I wonder what do they know about it?


    There are a lot of things that I needed to think about.


    But, for now:


    「I’m so glad that you are okay.」


    The three of us: Nectar, Aru and I, we can still be together.


    That fact was more than enough to make me feel happy.


    Then, as we continue to gaze into each other’s eyes, our lips were naturally drawn towards one another.


    「Lava! Is it finally over!? What about the white mist!?」


    「!?!?!?」


    Ligurila’s voice echoed inside of our heads and we immediately jumped back from one another.


    It was so sudden that we almost lost our balance and fell to the ground.


    G-God damn you to hell, Ligurila! Just when things finally started to get good!


    I turn away from Nectar and try to calm myself down before responding to Ligurila’s questions.


    「A-all of the white fog was expelled into another dimension. Sound good enough for you?」


    「Yes, good enough indeed. All of the monsters are now gone, thanks to Senjiro and I. Thunderstorm went to see if there’s anything that can be repaired from the destroyed leylines.」


    「Thanks a bunch. And sorry.」


    Looking down at the town there really weren’t any monsters left in the city, and all of the noises were gone as well. Just this once, silence was in fact a good omen.


    It was also really great that Kyle was taking care of the leylines, so maybe there would be something that we could do about them.


    We should also work on getting the ones that were forcibly closed up running again.


    I found it a little awkward at first, but even Ligurila seemed to be more energetic than usual.


    「So by all means, go right ahead and finish what you were about to do. Don’t mind me, or anything!!」


    Ligurila’s words manage to cause some major damage to my mental health.


    S, she was looking, wasn’t she!?


    I grew my wings and separated from Nectar, an action for which he looked truly disappointed for some reason.


    「I could have carried you, you know……」


    「I would die of shame if others saw me like that in your arms.」


    「Geez, but I don’t mind being seen at all!」


    「Well excuse you, but I do mind!」


    「…… Just a little bit more.」


    Uuugh, just what the hell are you saying!?


    B-but I must say, I would feel rather lonely without Nectar by my side, so I might as well indulge him for a little while longer.


    「Nectar.」


    As Nectar turned towards me, I approached him and kissed him on the lips.


    Even though it felt a little bit forced, I still think it was quite good.


    「!!!」


    Seeing how Nectar’s face turned slightly red, I grinned at him mischievously.


    「I want to see Aru.」


    「…… Yeah, let’s go back home.」


    Saying that, we held each other’s hands and basked in the bright light of the morning sun. We slowly began our descent towards the place where Ligurila and others were already waiting for us.



  


  
    Chapter 28: Interlude ~The Noble Lady’s Choice Part 1~


    Lishella Van Avar was sitting alone in the darkness of her own room.


    A few days have passed since the misfortunate party at the villa.


    So far, Lishella had no idea how to explain the events which transpired over the last few days.


    During the party, as soon as her Father – Count Avar – saw face to face with Lily Morton, his face twisted in anger unlike anything Lishella have ever seen before, and attacked her without warning.


    His movements at that moment were quick and swift, uncharacteristic of his fat and obese body, and his attendants also changed while they rushed to Lishella’s side.


    Lily Morton also seemed surprised for a bit, but then she just smiled at Lishella, bowed gracefully and clashed with her Father.


    Even though it was a rough battle, Miss Morton did not lost any of her elegance not even for a second, making Lishella forget the fact that they were in the middle of a serious crisis.


    However, now that she tried to recall the events of those evening, she realized that some of the details were fuzzy and foggy, as if something was interfering with her memory.


    Next thing that she knew was that she was surrounded by the guards and court magicians escorting her to safety, saying that the robbers managed to infiltrate the villa and were here to steal the magic stones.


    Since she was directly involved in this incident she was interviewed by the authorities, but her testimony proved next to useless to them.


    That is because once she came to her senses Lily Morton was nowhere to be seen, and no one even remember her being there in the first place.


    She also kept silent about her fuzzy memories, thinking that it might get in even more trouble.


    The authorities had their hands full with the stolen artificial magic stones as it was, and Lishella was secretly hoping that because of that they wouldn’t press the matter any further.


    For a while the investigators were following some promising leads, but once those proved false on ended in a dead end, they were forced to approach the matter from a different side altogether.


    That is because there was a report of a huge magic disaster occurring in the direct neighborhood of Melias.


    The royal palace was in uproar with various speculations, saying that the cause of the incident was the dungeon situated near town, that there were hordes of monsters emerging from inside of it, that there was a white fog that covered the whole mountain that sometime later obliterated the whole mountain, and that it was none other than a dragon that finally resolved this magic crisis.


    Amongst other things, the Avar family suffered great losses since their territories were afflicted by the magical fog.


    The situation needed to be resolved as soon as possible, but alas, her Father was in a state of coma and wouldn’t wake up.


    Mother was of no help, either, crying all the time while staying locked inside of her private chambers.


    From her stay at the royal palace, Lishella was aware that her family was suspected of orchestrating the whole magical stone affair.


    Something had to be done, but whether it was to be serving time for their crimes or spending the rest of their lives trying to make amends for it, it wasn’t something that Lishella could decide on her own.


    It was a decision that the whole of the Avar family needed to make as one.


    And since both the head of the household and his wife were unable to make any sort of decisions, it fell onto Lishella’s shoulders to make that call.


    And she would do anything to save her family from crumbling into ruin.


    Even though it would cost them their reputation.


    The only thing she was willing to hide was the fact that she met “that person”. It was her special memory, hers and hers alone.


    Then, Lishella boarded the carriage and went throughout their dominion, meeting with people she have never met before, looking thorough various documents in an attempt to minimalize the damages and start rebuilding.


    It was a good thing that other than the artificial magic stone business, her father left other people in charge of various things.


    Thanks to that they managed to avoid unnecessary confusion, and it was easier to resolve various disputes, give permissions and move on with the reparations.


    Remembering the time she spent in the study while giving instructions and solving through mountains of paperwork, Lishella couldn’t help but smile being filled with that mysterious feeling of fulfillment and duty.


    Thanks to “that person” her body was strong enough to endure this kind of work, something that would normally be unobtainable for her by any normal means.


    And although she couldn’t see her family all that often because of all the work that needed to be done, Lishella was not overcome with despair, instead focusing all of her efforts on the rebuilding process.


    Now her efforts were finally starting to bear fruits, and because of that she decided to call it a day for today and go to sleep in her own room at her mansion where she spent most of her life until that point.


    As soon she was alone, Lishella went to bed, but there were so much thoughts going on through her head that she was unable to fall asleep.


    There are a lot of strange things going on in this world.


    Everybody seemed to omit that fact, but right after the party ended, Lily Morton and the other lady that was accompanying her disappeared.


    She was a weird woman, with really curios and unnatural hair color, but Lishella was hoping that she would stay with her at the mansion a little bit longer.


    What’s more, no matter who she asked about her, nobody seemed to know who she was and where she was from.


    Even the servants at the mansion and the other girls that attended some of the tea parties together with them had no memories of those women ever coming here and existing in the first place.


    But Lishella remembered.


    One woman with mysteriously gold eyes and hair black as the night with traces of red in them. Another woman with golden hair and purple eyes. Others may have forgotten about them, but for Lishella the time she had spent together with them was irreplaceable.


    They were the reason why she was able to bring herself into action and work towards bringing her domain back from ruin.


    She heard Lishella’s voice.


    She got angry on her behalf.


    She told her that even though she lived a quiet and uneventful life, she could still be happy.


    But above all else, she told her that she could be her friend.


    It was thanks to them that Lishella was here at this very moment.


    From the perspective of who she used to be, she had done some preposterous tings during the last few days.


    But she felt glad that she had an opportunity to meet them.


    However, for as long as she stays in this room, he is always going to remember.


    Were they really able to fulfill her wish?


    She went to see her Father only once, but there was no sign of “that person” there.


    Without him being there Lishella felt as though she was struck by a thunder and was about to faint, but once she looked at her chest the mark of the contract was still there, still intact.


    She still did not quite understood some of the things that the two women were saying, but she believed that they would keep their promise.


    Finally giving up on going to sleep, Lishella got out of bed and looked at the night sky from behind the closed curtains.


    Although outside was completely dark, she could still clearly hear the wind howling on the other side of the window.


    The room was filled with a cold, fresh night air.


    It was the same kind of night as that fateful night, when she met “that person” for the first time.


    He would look at her from the darkness on the other side of the window, huge and mysterious, telling her various kinds of stories.


    Even after signing a contract with him, he would visit her every single night, even when she was struck with fever and had to go to bed early.


    Sometimes, when she would suddenly wake up in the middle of the night, he would still be there, right beside her bed.


    He would stay there by her side, without saying a word, and would make his leave shortly before morning.


    The morning after those visits she would always feel better.


    But just the fact that she knew that he was still there somewhere was making here more than happy.


    But it was hard for her to know that even though if she was to have a fever, he wouldn’t be by her side anymore.


    She felt as though she was dreaming, and if she was to wake up it would all but disappear.


    He was the one who gave her back her health.


    Even if that demon was just something straight out of a fairy tale, for Lishella he was a very important person: a teacher, a friend, a family.


    He was someone whom Lishella could not simply describe with words alone. At least that’s what she thought.


    Lishella is a noble.


    Even if she wanted to live her own life the way she wanted to, the only real environment she would ever know in her life would be the world of nobility.


    Her life would always be revolving around making friendships that would benefit her, finding a husband that would make her life free of worries and maintaining good relations with other nobles.


    The sense of life for the aristocrats was inevitably connected with the survival and well-being of their house. Lishella learned about that really early in her life.


    That is why she neede to be vague and not let others exploit her for their own gain.


    However, those two were more important to her than that.


    Lishella let out a sigh in the darkness.


    Soon enough, even her finger started to get cold.


    She neede to wake up early tomorrow. So even if she didn’t wanted to do that, she needed to get at least some rest.


    A night’s breeze brushes against her bed.


    Looking towards the window, it was open and the curtain was gently flapping in the wind.


    Then, what entered the room was an incarnation of the night, bringing the cold air with it.


    Yes, of that she was certain.


    This time around, it was a female silhouette.


    The silhouette looked as though it was floating in the air.


    And even though this mansion was covered in anti-break-in spells, this person didn’t trigger any of them.


    Lishella went stiff for a moment, but then she was overcome with relief as she recognized that funny outfit with a top hat, and the stunning beauty that accompanied it.


    It was the person who promised to be Lishella’s friend, and the same one that disappeared mysteriously right after the party a few days earlier –– Lava Figura.



  


  
    Chapter 29: Interlude ~The Noble Lady’s Choice Part 2~


    「Figura, sama.」


    When Lishella called her, Lava’s face turned really sad.


    「I’m sorry that that night turned out the way it did. And that we couldn’t come to see you.」


    That’s right.


    After all, they wiped out all traces of their involvement in this case.


    So she was slightly impressed that she knew that she had returned home, probably without asking any other noble for information.


    The sudden visit was surprising indeed, but…… That’s right, the fact that she appeared before her using anything but human means wasn’t surprising at all.


    Lishella wanted to get up from the bed so that she could greet her properly, but then she remembered that she was wearing only a thin nightgown, and her face became red in an instant.


    It wasn’t something that she could casually show to other people, but at the same time she couldn’t call in the maid to help her get changed in the dead of night.


    Realizing this unprecedented crisis she suddenly found herself in, Lishella could only stiffen under the sheets and pull them all the way up her chin while Lava drew closer.


    「I’m really sorry. I know that it must be embarrassing for a young noble lady to be seen by strangers at night. I didn’t see anything, but please wait just a moment.」


    Lava shook her finger, and in the next moment Lishalla was wrapped in bright magical light.


    When the light finally subsided, Lishella discovered that she was wearing her usual indoor clothes.


    They were pretty, and their overall design reminded her of a certain golden-haired tailor that she met not so long ago.


    Thinking like that, Lishella realized that the figure of Lava was already right beside her.


    「I got it from Ligurila. We had wanted to give you a dress, but then we decided on something like that instead.」


    She smiles and raises her hand up, creating a small bulb of magical light that was shining brightly.


    Even though she was speaking politely, as you normally would to the aristocracy, Lishella could sense that her words were somewhat embarrassed.


    While blushing, but this time for an entirely different reason, Lishella gets out of bed to show her gratitude.


    「Umm, Figura-sama. May I ask what is the purpose of your visit?」


    「First of all, I want to apologize. I wanted to come and visit you sooner, but some stuff took longer to take care of than I would have liked.」


    No, you don’t have to apologize, that’s what Lishella would have liked to say, seeing the expression on Lava’s face.


    Besides, she had no idea what that ‘stuff’ she was talking about could have been.


    「But now that all of my work is done, I think I should have it a little bit easier for tomorrow onward.」


    She couldn’t possibly understand what she was talking about, but it seems that Lava was in good spirits.


    「Um, thank you very much.」


    When Lishella spoke up, Lava fidgeted for a little bit and eventually changed the topic.


    「Still, I’ve heard about you hard work, Lishella. You’re doing everything in your power to help your dominion and its people.」


    「No, I mean. It is only expected of me to do so.」


    「That is exactly why. You try to meet everyone’s expectations. There are only a few people who can actually do that.」


    Lava says so, and her words somehow deeply resonated with Lishella.


    When she was talking with her, Lishella felt as though the mask that she would normally put on everyday was disappearing.


    She was happy that she could be like that with someone, to have someone who understood just how hard it was for her.


    Showing their emotions so openly was something that the nobility would never do in front of other people.


    However, she remembered that Lava was in fact someone from outside the spectrum of common sense, and that made her laugh a little bit inside.


    「They all listened to my advice and what I had to say. That is why I was doing my best.」


    When Lishella started her work, people didn’t really think that much of her.


    But she was fine with that. She understood that the people needed someone to guide them in the right direction.


    Of course, after a while people began to warm up to Lishella and earnestly follow her advice, even though some of them remained suspicious of her to the very end.


    If there’s something you don’t understand, just ask for explanation and she will explain it to you. And for all of their hard work, they would have her eternal gratitude.


    And Lishella could also feel that the attitude of the servants have been slowly changing for the better around the house.


    They were still doing their job the best they could, but something’s definitely changed.


    「I see. It was much different from my initial image, but I guess that you have some wonderful friends here.」


    「Friends, you say?」


    「Yup. From what I can see, you are no longer a distant person to them. And the atmosphere around you has changed, too.」


    If Lava was saying that, it surely must have been true. That’s the feeling Lishella was getting.


    「Do you really think I can do this?」


    「That I do not know. However, I really like this land and its people. You are a good bunch. If I could, I would really love to come and visit you again some other time.」


    Lishella remembered that time when she went to the nearby village to see if it was affected in any way. She remembered the smile of the children, the gratitude of the people for the help she was offering them and their despair that there was nothing they could do for her in return.


    Even though she knew it would be tough, Lishella wanted to protect the people of her land.


    「I see. Yes, I understand.」


    Lava looked into Lishella’s eyes and extended her hand towards her.


    「Let’s make a promise, Lishella.」


    Lishella extended her hand as well, and then there was a bright light shining on it.


    Then, when she opened her hand, there was a small, shiny ring with a stone resting at the palm of her hand.


    It was glowing and pulsing delicately.


    「Umm, this stone… what is this? Is it that person?」


    「This is the only thing that I managed to salvage out of him. He was hurt and is now sleeping deeply. He may not even emerge out of it before the day you die.」


    Lishella was at a loss for words, while Lava said so apologetically while turning her gaze away from the stone.


    「Since you were connected, you may be able to hear his voice one day, but I don’t know when that might happen.」


    「I…… This is more than enough for me.」


    Those words slipped out of her mouth without her even realizing.


    Lishella looked at Lava, at the same time squeezing her hand on the ring, desperately trying to contain her raging emotions.


    「That person is right here. That fact alone is more than anything I need.」


    「…… I see.」


    Lava blinked several times before she said that. Then, she brought her other hand and closed it on Lishella’s hand.


    「If so, then you should have it. That’s probably for the best.」


    Lishella squeezed her hand around the ring even harder.


    「Which finger would you like me to put it on?」


    「The ring finger.」


    Although it would cause her some inconveniences, like when she would be writing with a pen, Lishella’s decision was firm and Lava’s expression changed upon hearing that.


    It wasn’t anything bad. It was just…… kind of embarrassing.


    「Something’s wrong?」


    「Ah, no, but you see. The truth is…… In some cultures, putting a ring on that finger is equal to marriage.」


    Lishella’s eyes opened wide as her face became red with increasing waves of shame.


    「I-is that so?」


    「Want me to stop?」


    Asked that, Lishella was silent for a moment.


    「Is that a custom from somewhere far away?」


    「Yes. It is something that comes from beyond this world. So I assure you, only I’m aware of the true meaning of this gesture.」


    「If so, then it’s good.」


    It didn’t really matter to her whether the culture that invented it was true or not.


    What was important was the meaning. The meaning that only Lishella would know.


    Then, when the ring was placed on Lishella’s finger, she brought it close to her face and whispered to it affectionately.


    「Oblivio.」


    It was the name of the most important person to her in the entire world, the name that she learned on the day when they formed a contract.


    The stone in the ring blinked for a moment, and the contract crest on her chest ached.


    If he was truly gone, or got bored with her, this crest would surely have disappeared.


    That’s what he told her in the beginning.


    So, after he disappeared, this crest was her only remaining ray of hope.


    A single tear dripped onto the ground.


    Lishella rose her head, and saw that Lava was crying.


    But he was here. He was truly here. She could feel it.


    After a while, when they both managed to calm down, Lava opened her mouth.


    「Another message is from Ligurila: “The payment for the dress should be sent to Lily’s Tailoring Workshop”.」


    「Y-yes. I want to settle things down a bit here, but I am definitely going to pay for it.」


    Although Lishella’s face was still wet with tears, she nodded her head.


    「She also said that if you were ever to have another fashion-related problem, just write her a letter. And since that dress won’t be good on you forever, you should come to her workshop and visit her someday.」


    Lava says so, and her eyes are full of mischievous joy. Her smile was exactly the same.


    「I know that it is a long way to Ballow, but let’s meet again sometime in the future, Lishella!」


    She realized then that it was a goodbye.


    But those words weren’t goodbye words by any means.


    Thinking about that, Lishella realized that it must have been hard for her as well.


    Even though she didn’t want to think of it like that, Lishella managed to smile with all of her might.


    Even though she hadn’t wanted to cry, the tears started to flow out once again.


    「Yes, until we meet again.」


    Lishella bowed deeply, and her tears began to drip down onto the floor.


    This deep bow was the highest form of showing respect to someone that she knew.


    This gesture was supposed to be special, to be shown only to members of the royal family, but Lishella thought it was more than appropriate for the person who did so much for her.


    「From the bottom of my heart, thank you so much.」


    She eventually raised her head, but her tears just wouldn’t stop to flow.


    There, right in front of her, Lava was opening her mouth, and Liushella thought she could almost hear her say ‘I’m sorry’.


    But then she blinked for a split of a second, and the next thing she realized was that there was no longer anyone else in the room but her.


    There was only that warm, distinct feeling left in the air.


    ––––


    It was only the next morning through the express delivery, that she was informed that there had been an Obsidian Dragon seen around the royal palace.



  


  
    Chapter 30: Dragon-san Is Determined


    ‘Eclipse’ –– The mysterious white fog that struck the terrain near Melias.


    It took us a few days to repair the damaged leylines and restore the balance to the land, as well as track down any remaining artificial magic stones that were still being sold around the market. Only then could we finally go back home and rest.


    “Mother, Father! Is it finally over!?”


    When the leylines were restored and telepathic communications could be held again, we received such a message from Aru.


    Nectar and I were tired and worn out by all of the work that ‘Eclipse’ forced on us, but hearing Aru’s voice brought us back to life in an instant.


    Being a dragon and all, I could feel my tail swinging happily.


    「Yes, it is over. We will be back tomorrow. Ligurila is also with us.」


    “I’m so happy that Ligurila-onee-sama and Sen-nii-sama are alright as well!”


    However, Ligurila, Senjiro and Kyle weren’t here at the moment.


    As for Senjiro, he was taken to the Hunters Guild branch, since there were other Hunters who saw him slashing monsters left and right all on his own


    Well, it was a given that you would stand out if you were able to take down a whole battalion of First Class monsters all on your own. What did he expect?


    Kyle, even though he was no longer human, was perceived by the people as a really strong magician, and because of that people immediately accepted him and were now thanking him from the bottom of their hearts.


    As such, they both were asked by the Hunters and the people to help them hunt down any remaining monsters that were still lurking somewhere around the city’s perimeter. Guess they really had their share of work cut out for them.


    Furthermore, the Ballow Hunters Guild seemed to be notified of this incident and was dispatching some of their forces in here as well.


    It’s not that hard to imagine that Senjiro would be up for a class rank up once he gets home.


    And he is probably going to highly dislike that fact, since he was always considering monster slaying as something that was completely natural to do.


    But it was going to be a good thing, since Senjiro’s current rank wasn’t really portraying his real strength.


    Ligurila was probably the one who was the most content with the way in which Senjiro was growing, but she was also nowhere to be found. She told me that she would pay Madame Chinon a visit, just so that she could alter her memory.


    This was her way of erasing any evidence of her involvement in the Artificial Magic Stone case, so that she could return home without any kind of trouble following after her.


    I was truly indebted to both of them this time around.


    On a side note, Ligurila also took care of all the people that were present during the evening party, and her memory wipe was so effective that none of them remembered what really happened. As far as they were concerned, the Magic Stones were stolen by a mysterious and elusive phantom thief.


    The part of the dungeon where the Magic Stones were being mass produced was thoroughly destroyed, so there was no way that it could ever be used again.


    However, just to be on the safe side, we needed to get rid of all of the evidence that pointed towards the creation of Artificial Magic Stones, which would only strengthen the rumors of the phantom thief.


    By the way, even though Oblivio was supplying the nobles and royals with artificial magic stone under the guise of Count Avar, he had no idea how to create them himself.


    I was sorry that it had to be this way, but there was nothing we could do about it. It had to be done.


    Everyone that was involved in the process of creating the Artificial Magic Stones seemed to be missing, most likely because Lute’s group was getting rid of all of the evidence on their end.


    They may have also been responsible for the fact that quite a few potent magical tools went missing from the Hesat’s royal family treasury.


    The case of Count Avar was the most vague of them all, but seeing as though he had no memory of the time that Oblivio was controlling him, he should be alright after a little while.


    Still, from everything I’ve heard, the real Count Avar was a true scum of a nobleman and that he wasn’t that good of a father to begin with. It would be better for Lishella if he was still under Oblivio’s influence.


    Once the Duke and his son found out about him, they immediately began the process of cancelling Lishella’s engagement.


    Their servants were also disillusioned about this whole situation, realizing that their position was soon to hit rock bottom. So the vast majority of them left the Avar estate in search of new employment.


    When she heard about that, Ligurila said with a displeased look on her face.


    「The way in which the events have unfolded is not interesting in the least, wouldn’t you agree?」


    I want to agree with her, but instead I choose to remain silent.


    It was simply awful to impose so many harsh responsibilities onto such a young girl, like ruling over a dominion and commanding the servants.


    While we are talking about inheriting…… in Hesat, females were usually the ones who had the most right to inheriting stuff, but only if they agreed on it in the first place…… And that was the thing I didn’t understand. If she could choose to decline it all, why didn’t she do so?


    Ligurila was currently busy mumbling curse after curse towards Lishella’s servant.


    Wow, she was really quick to do stuff like that, huh?


    「I do believe that this girl has what it takes to rule, deep down inside of her. When the time comes for her to show it, she’ll pull through.」


    「I know, but still……」


    「Countess Lishella…… Somehow, this has quite a nice ring to it.」


    Ligurila smiles brightly while saying that.


    …… Well, with Lishella taking over the family, it certainly won’t cause them any more harm.


    Part of the reason why I gave her the ring with Oblivio’s soul inside of it was because I was feeling somewhat responsible for imposing such a dull and hard future onto her shoulders. But there was also something else.


    There was the promise that I made with her, but there were still some things that I just couldn’t bring myself to tell her.


    I thought it would be best for her to remain oblivious to what Oblivio was doing.


    That was probably the reason why Ligurila knocked her out at that time as well.


    She was shining the most when she was smiling or crying, so if she knew about that, she would probably never go back to her former self.


    But now she was going to walk down the path she chose for herself, all on her own. With that ring on her finger, she was certainly going to succeed.


    「What have you been doing recently, Aru?」


    I seem to have drifted off into deep thought, but the sudden voice of Nectar brought me back to reality.


    Being asked that, Aru begins to talk.


    “Umm, I was studying together with Marca, Miko-senpai taught me how to wear Towa clothes properly, oh, and together with El-senpai we finally finished modifying his magic gun! We also thought that we could all go somewhere to celebrate!”


    Even though communication was a bit hard these past few days, we were still in contact with Aru and we already knew most of those things, but it seems like he had quite a bit of fun.


    However, knowing that he was doing so well without us was making me feel a little bit lonely.


    While I think about that, something about Aru changes.


    “It was fun, but I was also feeling kind of lonely.”


    Hearing that, I was filled with a whole lot of conflicting emotions, all of which were about ready to overtake me.


    Aru, don’t worry! We finished what we needed to do, the leyline maintenance was all but complete, and we were on our way home!


    My mind was filled with thoughts of apology.


    I looked back towards Nectar, and his eyes were all red, with tears about ready to overflow from them.


    The words come out quite naturally from my mouth.


    「I’m sorry, Aru. Mother and Father were also lonely without you by our side.」


    I didn’t expect him to forgive us with just words alone, but I wanted him to know.


    “I see. So it wasn’t just me.”


    I could tell that Aru’s eyes were also filled with tears in that moment.


    「Aru, it may not be too much, but your spring break is still going on. So let’s enjoy it to the fullest.」


    “Sure thing! Ah, it’s Marca! I need to go now!”


    Then, after finishing the conversation, we were greeted by the dim morning light.


    We were currently in the woods nearby the dungeon.


    I was about to finish my work with restoring this leyline, and Nectar offered me his help.


    Sometimes there were people coming and going through here, but thanks to our spells and barriers, none of them were able to disturb our work.


    To get the job done even quicker, we even got Kyle to help us.


    With so much help, the job went smoothly and quickly, and before long the leyline was restored back to its former condition.


    After that we waited for the morning to come and talked with Aru again.


    Up until now I was so absorbed in work, that I haven’t even had time to think properly, but now that it was all over, various thoughts keep on flowing into my mind.


    About that white fog and about that spirit, Lute.


    I couldn’t forgive Lute for destroying Oblivio.


    Also, the fact that Belga was with them. Kyle wasn’t saying anything about it, but I knew that he was deeply hurt by that fact.


    It was the same for me.


    However, the look of sadness and regret on Lute’s face when the white fog emerged, what could that have possibly meant?


    「Lava.」


    My name being called, I bend my neck and look below to see Nectar hugging my torso.


    「Are you perhaps thinking about that spirit again?」


    「Yeah, but I was thinking that maybe we should cut him some slack for now, since he helped you inside of that dungeon.」


    「We, I mean, I was thinking the exact same thing.」


    「But that is the only thing that we can feel grateful to him about.」


    It was a true mystery why Lute would ever want to help Nectar escape from the white fog if he knew they were enemies.


    I had very complicated feelings about this, but there was something I could not possibly deny.


    He took the life of someone who was important to one of my dear friends. He did that without hesitation or the slightest bit of remorse. That fact alone was truly unacceptable.


    But without Lute, would I really be able to talk with Nectar and have him right at my side about now?


    「Lava, and what if we were deceived by him?」


    Nectar asked me in a voice filled with doubt to which I wonder for a moment.


    「Eh, why do you think that?」


    「I, too, absolutely cannot forgive him, but you seem to be obsessed with him quite a bit. If it was something ordinary, you would usually maintain your composure about it.」


    Letting Nectar’s words sink into my mind, I could feel my eyes becoming increasingly hot while I grasped the meaning behind them.


    It was truly regrettable that I was currently unable to pinch one of Nectar’s cheeks.


    Was Nectar thinking that I was infatuated with Lute for some reason?


    Was that, jealousy?


    I didn’t want to believe that, but everything was pointing towards that.


    「Not really. If anything, I’m disappointed.」


    I only realized after a while, that what I said was slightly different from what I had in mind.


    I could feel something unpleasant spreading throughout my chest.


    「Nectar, weren’t you looking to be good friends with him as well? Isn’t that suspicious?」


    I asked him that, and almost immediately became disgusted with myself. I knew this wasn’t Nectar’s fault, so why did I say that?


    However, Nectar was glancing sideways, with a delighted look on his face.


    Eh, why?


    「Next time I meet him, I must thank him for making it possible for me to see that kind of expression on your face. Who would have thought that my precious Lava could be jealous?」


    「Eh? Ah, Nectar, wait a……!?」


    「Lava, of course I’m yours and yours alone! I would never choose someone else over you!」


    Nectar smiled at me and I felt truly relieved upon hearing that.


    「…… I, I see.」


    Even though I knew that deep down inside, it was still reassuring to hear Nectar say that personally.


    Well, even though I felt such relief, it was a shame at the same time……


    It was quite shocking to me to see this side of Nectar.


    「But I also cannot forgive him for making my precious Lava think about someone other than me! So next time I see him, I’m definitely going to make him pay! Fufufu, looks like I need to start developing some anti-spirit offensive spells soon.」


    「No, I honestly think that you don’t need to do that? Since he was so friendly to you when you first met and all that.」


    「I’m going to kill him if he ever tries to seduce you!」


    「Oh, okay. But I’m not going to cheat on you, you know? Never ever.」


    For the time being, let’s stop talking about killing, okay?


    I was still feeling kind of uneasy, but it was so nice to see Nectar talking openly about how he was feeling.


    After that we kept silent for a bit, focusing on our work while letting some of the tension subside. But then I said to Nectar:


    「Say, Nectar?」


    「What is it?」


    「I think we need to learn more about that ‘Eclipse’ thing.」


    Nectar was looking serious, but he encouraged me to continue.


    「That Lute guy’s attitude towards it still bugs me. Also, I would like to know where was it coming from in the first place? Why is it capable of erasing everything in its path? Do the other dragons know about it?」


    I take a short break and look at Nectar, who seemed to be dissatisfied for some reason.


    「Could you accompany me for a while?」


    He asks me and seems relieved for some reason, as if all of his anxieties were washed away.


    「I thought I told you that you don’t have to carry all of your burdens by yourself?」


    Well, yeah, that was indeed the case now that I think about it.


    「I promised you, didn’t I? That I would always be there for you. So if you are looking for answers, we might as well look for them together.」


    The idea of losing him was still frightening to me. But, for as long as Nectar was by my side, I felt as though I could accomplish anything.


    Even if our roles were reversed, I would also want to do everything that was in my power to help him out.


    「I sometimes forget that my husband is a Sage who knows everything that there is to know. I guess I can rely on your knowledge from time to time.」


    While I say that, Nectar moves his hand across my chest with a shy look on his face.


    「Yes, of course. Let us both find out the true nature of this ‘Eclipse’.」


    There was still a lot of work to be done. This was only the beginning.


    But I would be fine, as long as Nectar was there by my side.


    However, for now there was something I wanted to know, and so I asked Nectar while being absorbed into that feeling of happiness.


    「Say, how much work do you think we might have left to do?」


    「About seventy percent, I think. We should be done with it by tomorrow, but we may be able to finish it a little bit earlier.」


    「I see……」


    There was a place I wanted to get to as fast as possible, and there was also the matter of ‘Eclipse’, so I wasn’t sure if I was going to be able to focus on my work.


    So I switched myself to my auto-management mode, and cast a scouting spell to search for any demons that might still remain here somewhere.


    This time around, it took me longer than usual to cast the spell and stabilize it.


    「If we do our best, we might be able to finish by today. Just saying.」


    I glanced at Nectar with a surprised face.


    「Of course, I won’t be able to do it without you, Nectar.」


    「Lava, please don’t try to overwork yourself. You’ve done quite enough already.」


    「Maybe so, but I really want to see Aru as soon as possible.」


    Besides, a lot of things connected with restoring the leylines required a genuine dragon to do them and control the whole process, even if others were to help.


    But when I heard Aru’s voice, something inside of me broke apart.


    「What about you, Nectar?」


    Looking down at him, Nectar was at a loss for words.


    From that expression alone, I knew that he felt in the exact same way I did.


    While I was looking down at him, Nectar took a few deep breaths and eventually looked back at me.


    「Yeah. Let’s give it our all so we can meet Aru as soon as possible.」


    At that moment, his face was literally shining.


    「Yeah! But let’s not do it alone! Call Kyle! He’ll make our work a little bit easier!」


    「Right, and leave the spells to me! I found a way of making the cast time a little bit shorter!」


    「That would be a huge help! Alright, I’ll focus on repairing the leylines, then!」


    We then began our work, concentrating way more than we usually did.


    When we contacted Kyle, he wasn’t really all that happy to join us, but after some persuasion he reluctantly joined in on our efforts.


    Even Ligurila lent us her hand after coming back here to check on us. Thanks to our combined efforts, we managed to accomplish all of our work before the end of the day, and set it all up.


    Hooray! Now we could go and finally meet Aru! I’m so happy!


    However, once we got to Seram’s house, instead of happy reunion, we got quite an earful from an angry Aru.


    「Father, Mother, please don’t overdo it! You are being a bother to Kyle-san and Ligurila-onee-sama!!」


    「But」


    「We wanted to see you as soon as possible.」


    「I wanted to see you as well, but I was worried because I couldn’t do it!」


    「「…… Yes, we understand.」」


    Uugh, I could feel my eyes burning, just the way Nectar’s were.


    While facing Aru, I secretly took a look at Nectar.


    Seeing Aru get angry, he looked happy and relieved.


    Nectar was smiling brightly. I am sure that I was the same.


    Maybe we were overdoing it just a little bit, but it wasn’t a bad thing to do once in a while.


    A dragon born about a hundred years ago.


    Even though there are a lot of things I do not quite understand, I continue to encounter new things and phenomena on a daily basis.


    But even so, I have decided to protect the smiles of both my dear husband and my precious little child.


    「Father, Mother, are you listening to me!?」


    「I’m sorry, I’m sorry! What were you talking about again?」


 

  


  Commemorative Extra Chapter: Dragon Child Is Home Sitting


  This is the extra chapter to commemorate the release of volume 3 of ‘Dragon-san’!


  Although it’s rather short, I hope that you’ll enjoy the story!


  Thank you for supporting the series~


  


  It happened on a certain day.


  Father and Mother had some urgent business to take care of, and so they had to go out, leaving me to take care of things around the house.


  Of course, at first I wanted to go with them, but then I realized that maybe it would be better for me to leave them alone and just stay here.


  So now, being left alone in a house that for some reason felt bigger and quieter than usual, I was thinking of what to do.


  It’s been a while since I’ve been left alone like this.


  It was exciting at first, but then I realized that now that I have finished all of my assigned homework, there was nothing for me to do that I could think of on the spot.


  So I was laying on the sofa and thinking about that, when suddenly I heard the sound of dripping water.


  But it wasn’t coming from inside of the house, but rather from the outside.


  Looking out the window, the sky was covered in a thick layer of grey clouds, and droplets of water were falling from them onto the ground.


  Yup, you could even smell the rain in the air.


  The plants quickly became shiny from the rain, and the flowers become moist and wet.


  Is the laundry going to be okay? I thought to myself before I remembered that it was properly taken inside this morning.


  Looking at it from another perspective, the water spirits were dancing happily in the rain.


  The rain seemed to be directly linked to their happy movements.


  It was fun to look at, but when the droplet of water start to fall inside from the open window, they seemed to beckon Aru do go outside and join them.


  He was itching to go outside.


  Finally, unable to resist the urge any longer, Aru decided to go outside and play with them.


  I wore the rain robe that Ligurila-onee-sama made for me with water repellant magic infused into the material and waterproof boots, and then I was ready to go outside.


  Once I opened the door and stepped outside, the water falling from the sky surrounded me and I could smell the aroma of the air penetrating deeply into my nose.


  Marca often says that she hates it because it messes up her hair, and El-senpai was always complaining that it was getting in the way of his part time job, which involved a whole lot of outdoor activities.


  However, I honestly think that playing in an atmosphere like this from time to time is quite a lot of fun.


  As I was becoming more and more excited, I closed the door and activated a spell that spread throughout the whole house, making sure that no one would come in while I was gone.


  The spell was created by Father, and it worked as such that whenever someone would try to break into the house, the plants that were growing in the garden would come to life and entangle themselves around the burglars, rendering them unable to move.


  I knew about that, but I have never seen a thief being bound like that, so I wouldn’t really know if it was true or not.


  After I confirmed that everything was in order, I stepped onto the street and the droplets of water began to strike on top of my hood with a slight sound.


  I stepped into the puddle that had accumulated on the side of the road, sending droplets of water everywhere in the air.


  It was strangely satisfying to make splashes like that, and so Aru began jumping into the puddles over and over again.


  Some of the water managed to get inside of his boots, but that didn’t discourage him in the slightest. He walked forward while shaking the water off of his hood.


  The wet city was covered in colors of grey.


  However, in contrast, some of the signs and flowers looked especially lively and bright.


  Along his way, he could see people that the rain managed to catch by surprise, so now they were covering their heads with their hands or standing up their collars to avoid water soaking them completely.


  Speaking of which, I remember that when I was once walking together with Mother through a rainy town, she said something strange.


  「It’s such a shame that they don’t have umbrellas here. Now I’m going to get all wet.」


  I always thought that umbrellas were supposed to block out the sun, but apparently Mother was talking about something similar, yet different.


  But I always thought that the reason for all of those people to not hold umbrellas in the rain was because they didn’t want to interrupt their fun.


  The water spirits were dancing here and there happily.


  During heavy rain the spirits could get really nasty and unpleasant, but in the mild rain like this, they were nice and laid-back, perfect to relax and enjoy beside them.


  I spread my hand out and try to reach out to the spirits, and then I turn around.


  I spin around, and the droplets of water spin all around me.


  Well then, where should I go next?


  「Hmmm~, hmmm~, hmm~, hm, hm, hmmm~~~.」


  Since the spirits were so eager to do so, maybe I should take a walk with them through the woods?


  「What are you doing, Aru?」


  Someone speaks to me, and I stop in my tracks.


  There, some distance in front of me, stood El-senpai.


  「Ah, hello there, El-senpai. Lovely rain we are having today, wouldn’t you say?」


  El-senpai came closer to me while smiling wryly and said:


  「Nice rain, huh? Only someone like you could say something like that.」


  「Really?」


  I looked around, but the small sand-colored dragon that was usually sitting on El-senpai’s shoulder was nowhere to be found now.


  「Hm? Uncle Wilderness is not with you today?」


  「If you’re talking about Vaas, I left him at home to watch over Marca. She forced me to go buy some sweets for her, but then the rain began to fall and I was caught in it.」


  El-senpai showed me the paper bag in his hand and patted it gently.


  He opens it up and shows me the contents, which were a whole bunch of fried sweets.


  They looked to be doughnuts topped with powdered sugar, brown in color and steaming hot, seemingly fresh from the oven.


  「I just bought them and didn’t wanted them to get wet. So with all of that rain I was really at a loss what to do.」


  El-senpai said, and then he was deep in thought while looking at my waterproof cloak.


  「Say, Aru? Would you like to come over to our house? You can have some doughnuts and I’m sure Marca would be delighted to see you.」


  Hearing that, I smiled brightly, understanding El-senpai’s intentions.


  「Sure thing. I can even carry the bag for you, so it won’t get wet.」


  「Oh, you can? Much appreciated.」


  I received the paper bag from El-senpai and we began walking towards his house.


  I loved the rain quite a lot.


  Because during the rain a lot of fun things happen.
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