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  Chapter 1: Dragon-san and Friends Go on a Trip to Hot Springs


 
  I am a dragon.


  My body is covered in scales that as red as raging flame and as black as the deepest night, and my essence is the life force of the world itself.


  Although all dragons are supposed to be equal when it comes to our abilities, each and every one of us has their own unique characteristics.


  I embody the scorching heat of lava, the deep darkness of the night, but also represent the radiance with which stars shine down onto the world. So you can say that I am a combination of all of the above.


  Of course, it’s not only that. Us dragons are guardians of the leylines, and are tasked with maintaining them and repairing them if the need arrives. It is an intricate and delicate process, one that only beings such as us can hope to accomplish.


  Our trademark quality is the knowledge of everything that happened in this land throughout its history, which we can share among ourselves.


  We can also use super advanced magic spells and rituals, the likes of which normal humans cannot possibly hope to master.


  As for the reason why the world created us…… I don’t know if we are being useful in the grand scheme of things, but the only things we can do is to do our job properly and without fail.


  Furthermore, I was originally a normal human being in another world, but after being reincarnated here as a dragon I had to learn the language, culture and customs of this world. All so that I could involve myself with other people and strive towards making friends.


  Because of that I may be a fairly young dragon, but I also started my own family in this world, so as far as family goes, you can ask me for advice without holding back!


  However, even to such an experienced Family Master (Self-Proclaimed), unexpected things tend to happen all the time.


  ***


  Spring has finally come to Hibernia in the country of Ballow.


  …… It was a nice refreshment after the mountainous region of Melias.


  I mean, we had mountains here in Hibernia as well, but compared to the ones near Melias those ones were fairly small.


  But thanks to that there was nothing that would obstruct the flow of magial power here and I was pretty much content with that.


  Oh well, thanks to that the monsters were really scarce here. Right now in was in an isolated part of the land where it was really hard for normal people to get to, and the place was overgrown with a thick and dark forest. Clearly it was a place that was somehow assisted in forming rather than being natural.


  On the other side of the forest there were small villages and human houses, but the most importantly, there was that huge lake.


  However, it wasn’t just your simple lake.


  This lake was so huge that I could easily spread my wings inside of it, and while looking from above I could see small traces of steam coming from the water’s surface. The air was rich in the smell of sulfur.


  So, in other words…… It was a hot spring!


  Oh, if you could just imagine my joy upon finding out about this!


  Even though I was now a dragon, I still remember my former life as a simple University student back in Japan.


  But after spending so much time in this world, the memories were all becoming somewhat shallow.


  That is why. That is exactly why!


  There was no way in hell that I would miss an opportunity like that!


  In fact, when I first find out about it, it was truly a challenge to resist the urge to sink my feet in.


  I want to take a dive in there and just forget about reality for a moment!


  Finally giving in to temptation I transformed into my dragon self in order to experience the hot water thoroughly, but by doing so I caused the water from the lake to accidentally overflow into the nearby river.


  …… Please don’t tell about that to anyone. Especially to Gramps. He wouldn’t let me off the hook if he heard about that.


  Since then I visited the hot spring on quite a few occasions, while also enjoying the surrounding scenery. I also discovered while dipping in that the hot waters were great for regeneration the depleted magical power.


  The final effect was that I would never want neither Gramps nor Ligurila to ever see me in such a state.


  After that I went back here together with Nectar, and the two of did some remodeling, just to make the place more comfortable to live in. As a result we basically ended up remodeling the whole thing from scratch, but I say it was well worth it.


  And if you weren’t up for swimming, you could just sit back and relax in the warm water.


  Furthermore, since the conditions of the leylines around these parts were pretty much excellent, we could easily use Teleportation to get here from my home, without any kind of time lag to speak of. This place could actually become our second home.


  And that is why we decided to come to the hot springs after coming back from Hesat. We were going to spend the remaining spring break there.


  I spread my wings and move over the water’s surface, marking it with my magic so that we would be able to recognize this location.


  Lastly, I message the person with a golden hair that was standing at the shore.


  “Senpai, would you kindly do it up until that point!”


  Senpai at the moment was in his human form, not the dragon one, and upon hearing my message he nodded his head and extended his arms.


  Suddenly there was a huge wave of magic gathered around the lake, and in the next moment a huge rock walls begun to rise up from under the water’s surface, sending ripples across the whole lake.


  The rock walls are raising alongside the line that I drew with my wings, creating something similar to a huge open-air bath.


  When our job was finally done, we managed to take the portion of the lake to ourselves, where the water was knee or waist-deep at best.


  The floor of the bath was also smooth, and while walking through it with my feet bare, I did not felt even one sharp stone left.


  Drip.


  It may not be a real bath, but as far as outdoor hot springs goes it was pretty much perfect, with the sound of nature accompanying us as a sort of extra feature.


  I knew it was a good idea to bring Senpai here, since there was no one better when it was coming to manipulating the element of earth with his magic.


  I used to think that he was kinda scary, but after observing the world at Elvie’s side for a few months, he began to change and right about now he was as friendly as you can get.


  Still, he managed to do a splendid job with erecting those rock walls like that. Even I wouldn’t be able to do that as flawlessly like he did. Guess his earth affinity wasn’t just for show.


  …… I wonder if it is really okay to use the overpowered dragon magic for something like this?


  But, it wasn’t just for my sake, Senpai! Think about Elvie! He’s going to enjoy this place as well!


  Mufufu, I was so happy that I could hardly even contain myself.


  Using my magic, I raised the temperature of the water inside of the bath, and the amount of stream rising from the surface rose accordingly.


  Checking with my feet, I could feel that the temperature was slightly higher than the human body temperature. I looked back to the shore and activated the magic circle that Nectar drew beforehand.


  The circle activated, and what emerged from inside of it was a small changing room that we prepared sometime earlier in another location and readied it to be transported here.


  The house that was standing nearby was brought here in the exact same way, but this time around it was all thanks to Nectar who took care that the building wouldn’t just collapse or get damaged during the process of teleportation.


  「The rocks, all at once……」


  「So, the water can be warmed up by this much for now……」


  「But for a whole house to appear just like that, isn’t that kinda weird?」


  As I was thinking about Nectar’s spell, I landed in front of Elvie back on the shore.


  「Sorry to make you wait, El-kun, Io-kun, Mikoto, Marca!」


  Their reactions while waiting on the shore were…… mixed.


  Seeing me appearing from above, Iori and Elvie felt genuinely amazed.


  Mikoto seemed to be excited to see magic like that, but it was her tail that was showing just how she felt inside.


  Marca, on the other hand, was openly showing just how excited she was, with her eyes sparkling and her hands clapping.


  「Vaas, incredible! You lifted all of those rocks just like that!」


  「He made it emerge just alongside the line that Mother drew! And even though it was a powerful magic, the surrounding area is not disturbed in the slightest!」


  「This is the most basic level of a magecraft, mind you.」


  Even though Senpai said that, I could tell that he was happy that both Marca and Aru complimented his work.


  I could only smile at that, understanding full well just how satisfying it was when someone was complimenting your achievements, especially those related to magic.


  「Alright, everyone! Now please pay attention!」


  I called out to the kids, and all of the members of the Magic Machines Study Club turned my way.


  「First of all, as you can probably see, we erected a barrier around half of the lake, so as long as you stay within its limits there won’t be any monsters or other dangers that could harm you. So you can play as much as you want. But do mind that the lake is pretty deep, so watch out so you won’t drown. Also, should any one of you would like to go to the forest, just let Vass-senpai know. Understood?」


  Together with Kyle, we scouted the surrounding area ahead of time, and we encountered a few Second Class monsters along the way.


  Of course, we made quick work out of them and they were going to serve as our dinner for tonight.


  Everyone seemed to be satisfied with that short briefing. However, Mikoto was the one who rose her hand.


  Her ears were also moving sharply, expression worry and anxiety.


  「Question! Usually, when bathing, you don’t wear anything!」


  Hearing that, there was a strange glow in both Elvie and Iori’s eyes.


  「Not so fast, Mikoto. If you want to enter the hot spring here, you have to wear a swimsuit first.」


  Iori shook his head in disappointment, while Mikoto voiced her surprise.


  「But, in Towa, you usually, get in naked!」


  Ugh, yeah, look, girl, I get it. I understand how you feel.


  But, in the Western culture, it was but a common sense to wear a swimsuit while inside of the hot springs or public baths.


  And I know this is a hot spring, but even though it’s in such a secluded area, there was nothing we could do about it!


  At this point Mikoto looked really sad.


  But the only thing I could do for Mikoto right now was to nod my head at her and join her in her suffering.


  「The bath area created by Senpai has magic cast on it, the one that prevents outsiders from peeping inside. Same for the changing area over there. The water temperature is set to be slightly higher than that of human body, so please enjoy it to the fullest!」


  Anyway, just get in for the time being! I give Mikoto a thumbs up and her expression brightens instantly.


  Her expression was filled with joy and she was wagging her tail in overly enthusiastic manner.


  The boys seemed to be delighted as well, their faces showing various levels of expectations and excitement.


  「Aru, you may remove your armlets for now, but please think before you act, okay? Can you promise me that?」


  「Of course!」


  As soon as I said that, Aru took off his bracelets and his hair became magical in an instant, with red bunches cropping all over them.


  「Well then, any other questions?」


  The kids gaze at one another for a short while, and then they all shake their heads.
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  「Okay then, you can go and have some fun!」


  「Let’s change our clothes. First of all, we go to swim!」


  「Come on, Iori! Let’s give it a try!」


  「I want to try it, too!」


  「I, I cannot swim all that well.」


  「Proposal, I shall float on the water’s surface and support you.」


  「Eh? Really!?」


  「I shall, teach you, how to swim.」


  「Vaas, Miko-san, thank you.」


  I smiled brightly while watching the kids run around and getting all excited.


  Chapter 2: The Reason for Dragon-san’s Vacation


  As you can clearly see, I allowed myself to invite the members of the Magical Machines Study Club to our little vacation near the Vishana Mountains.


  The reason for that was fairly simple: I heard from Elvie that because of various reasons and a pile of homework to do, they weren’t able to go out and enjoy themselves as much as they would like.


  Certainly, with monsters skulking around these parts it would be dangerous for them to wander on their own, but with us grown-ups around, it should all be fine. And even if they didn’t want to go explore the forest, there were plenty of activities to be done here in the hot spring instead.


  I was just that indebted to them so much for taking good care of Aru, that I thought it might be a good way to repay them.


  What’s more, you know what they say, right? The more the merrier.


  We also dragged Kyle along in hopes of him spending some time together with Elvie. It is precisely because of that that this trip suddenly became so large.


  The kids changed their clothes and went out to play without holding back.


  「Right, Senpai, I shall join them as well.」


  So I went out to the middle of the lake, floating on a rectangle piece of equipment that resembled a board, able to keep oneself on the water’s surface.


  Aru’s swimsuit was a custom order.


  Handmade by Ligurila herself, the jacket was a thin cloth with intricate design that with each of his movements created a fluffy and cute image.


  His white and healthy legs were clad in a denim-style shorts.


  Furthermore, the red Dragon Jewel buried inside of his chest looked just like an accessory.


  The board that I was floating on was a piece of equipment that Elvie’s club specially invented.


  According to Iori’s words, it was coated in sorcery that would prevent it from sinking into the water.


  「Listen up, Aru. To make the board float, you only need to activate the spell that was cast on it. To accelerate or decelerate, you only need to increase or decrease the magic output. Just be careful on the breaks, they tend to be kind of wonky.」


  「Understood!」


  Supported by Iori who was right beside him, Aru stood on the board and poured his magical power into it, his eyes full of childish joy and expectation.


  Then, as soon as the board was fed magical power, it activated, jumping forward while staying afloat on the water’s surface.


  When Aru finally managed to maintain his balance on the board, Kyle used his magic to create some artificial waves.


  Seeing that, Aru accelerated even further, dashing straight towards the incoming wave.


  「Take that!」


  Aru crashed head-first into the wave, and as a result, was launched into the air together with the board.


  He sent splashes of water everywhere, and the drips of water rained down onto everyone else, together with dancing water spirits.


  He looked really adorable at that moment.


  But eventually, he started to fall, and hit the water’s surface flat with his belly.


  「Aru!?」


  Elvie immediately swam towards Aru, wondering if he was okay, but then he emerged from under the water, all happy and smiling.


  「El-senpai, did you see that!? Did you see how high I flew!?」


  「Yeah, it was perfect, but don’t scare us like that!」


  「But, I wanted to act cool in front of all of you. You should give it a try as well!」


  Aru got back on the board and was already approaching another wave, while Elvie put his hand onto his forehead.


  「Oh well, guess if he’s fine it’s okay. …… Besides. If he still wants to go, who am I to try to stop him?」


  Elvie was still confused with Aru’s behavior but decided to follow after him, and I heard a loud splashing sound behind me.


  It was Kyle who approached the two boys, riding his board in a much smoother way than Aru was.


  Of course, he was also wearing his swimsuit.


  And since his body was in perfect condition due to his military training, he looked simply stunning.


  Both Aru and Elvie were at a loss for words.


  「Hmm, so you basically move this thing by adding or subtracting magic from it? I see that it’s still just a prototype, but it’s really well-made.」


  Elvie looked at Kyle for a little while, before eventually he said:


  「Okay then, Kyle-san. Let’s have a little competition!」


  「I’m already used to it, so I’m not going to lose!」


  Hearing the boy’s declaration, Kyle laughs.


  「Okay, sure. I can even take you both on at the same time.」


  With those words, both Aru and Elvie grab their boards and get ready to face Kyle.


  「You’d better not underestimate us, or else you might come to regret it later!」


  「We’ll show you just how fast we can be!」


  Soon after, their race against Kyle was fully underway.


  Some distance away from the boys, Marca was riding through the water on Senpai’s back, who became a slightly larger version of his Mini-Dragon form.


  Then Marca, who was wearing a cute-looking one piece swimsuit, accentuated with ribbons, slides off of Senpai’s back and gets into the water.


  Mikoto was already in the water, and once Marca got in, she gently took her by the hand.


  By the way, Mikoto’s swimsuit was a combination of a striped tank-top and some rather short shorts.


  Her tail was slowly swaying inside of the water.


  「First, try to, let your body, sink in, gently.」


  「It’s so fluffy and weird, I’m scared……」


  Marca’s body was tense and she looked as if she was about to cry, but somehow she looked happy at the same time.


  「Huh? I can feel the bottom with my feet?」


  Even though the water was deep here, Marca was able to stand properly with the water reaching as far as her chest. Looking at Mikoto, she realized that she was floating in a normal way.


  「Vaas, is this your doing?」


  「Correct. I made a temporary footing for you.」


  Vaas-senpai nodded, extending his neck towards Marca.


  「The fear of water is probably induced by the memory of nearly dying in the past. So in order to eliminate that fear, such solution is thought to produce the best results.」


  「Yup. Thank you so much, Vaas. I’ll do my best.」


  Marca smiled and laughed, looking like a flower in full bloom. Vaas-senpai seemed somewhat happy.


  After I enjoyed the lake for some time, I sat back at the small folding chair at the shore, and while I was still watching them, Nectar joined me, also wearing a swimsuit.


  He was wearing a trunks-type swimsuit, so it was exposing his upper body in a very nice way.


  I knew that well, but for a researcher and a magician, Nectar was exceptionally muscular.


  「For the time being, we have scouted the perimeter and eliminated every Second Class monster that we could find.」


  「Thank you so much, Nectar.」


  Nectar relaxes quite a bit, and then he looks at me.


  「I knew it, it looks good on you!」


  His eyes were filled with pleasure when he was gazing at my swimsuit.


  「No, umm…… Yup. I like it a lot, too.」


  My swimsuit was custom made by Ligurila as well.


  It’s design was similar to that of Aru, but had much less cloth to it as to accentuate my cleavage, which was already accentuated quite a lot thanks to the Dragon Gem sticking out in the middle of my chest.


  The bottom part came with a thin cloth wrapped around my waist, to give it a nice mature yet cute touch.


  Nectar’s eyes were crawling all over my body, but since they got nothing more but praise for me, it wasn’t that bad of a feeling.


  But still, it was also kind of embarrassing, since my less than desirable figure was on full display while I was wearing that outfit!


  「Kyle looks to be having fun, I’m glad.」


  I said that in order to distract Nectar away from my body.


  Out in the lake, Aru, Iori and Elvie were currently all ganging up on Kyle in order to beat him.


  As the creators of the swimming boards, Elvie and Iori had a good grasp on controlling them, and as such were proving themselves to be quite a challenge for Kyle.


  However, Kyle was also a quick learner, and in such a short amount of time, he had managed to grasp the idea of controlling the board with ease, and was currently evading the boys’ attacks.


  At the moment those boards looked much more like skateboards, since they didn’t need waves to make them move.


  Aru was also trying to use his magic to do some tricks with his board, but so far his results were proving to be rather miserable.


  But Kyle’s expression seemed to be much brighter than when we got back from Melias.


  「Yes. I’ve been worried about him ever since we got back from Hesat.」


  「It’s impossible for him to act as if nothing ever happened, but maybe he should come back to his old self little by little.」


  After that whole “Eclipse” event, Kyle was visibly feeling down.


  It was only natural for him to be that way, seeing how his wife Belga was made into a spirit, and was also one of Lute’s lackeys.


  When the riots finally settled, for some time Kyle was following the trails that Lute’s groups had left, hoping to find them and getting some answers out of the about Belga.


  We were also trying to gain some intel on our own, but our attempts gained us pretty much the same results as Kyle’s – nothing. Not to mention that what he was doing was dangerous.


  So instead of having him running around and looking for God knows what, we forced him into coming here so that he could cool his head off and think about things calmly.


  Since even if he did end up finding Lute, nothing good would come out of it.


  Having him spend some time with Elvie and Marca proved to be good enough of a distraction, even though he was still looking kind of absent-minded sometimes.


  「Lava, since I am here now, you can go out and play some more.」


  I think a little bit about Nectar’s offer.


  Sure, I wanted to give the swimming board a go as well, but I wanted the kids to have as much fun as possible.


  「But on the other hand, it’s getting kind of late. So I might as well wait here with you.」


  「If that’s what you want. Alright, let’s wait together, then.」


  Nectar sat right next to me and we watched the kids play for a while, before I realized that Mikoto came out of the water.


  「Ara, what’s wrong, Mikoto?」


  She shook her tail and started to dry her fur, and then I handed her her luggage that I was holding onto.


  Just to be on the safe side, in case of something unexpected happening, everyone’s staves and weapons were right here beside us, ready to be handed out to their respective owners.


  However, if we really were to need our weapons to fight here, that would be really annoying since it was our vacation and all.


  「I wanted to get into the hot springs, but I need to prepare myself first.」


  Looking at Mikoto, her eyes were full of anticipation that couldn’t be suppressed any longer.


  Yeah, I’m glad that you are looking forward to it so much.


  「I see, maybe I should go for a dip as well?」


  「Well then, see you later.」


  After leaving our luggage back in Nectar’s capable hands, I took Mikoto with me and we returned to the villa.


  Chapter 3: Dragon-san Makes a Plan


  The villa was a two story house, a short walk from the lakeside.


  Thanks to the money that I earned from my job as a Hunter, I had managed to finally buy it and make it our own.


  For now there were only rooms for Nectar, Aru and I, a kitchen, bathroom, living room and all of the other daily necessities, but we could always expand this place so that it could accommodate as many people as need be.


  When Mikoto arrived at the villa, I lead her to one of the rooms on the second floor.


  Just by looking at Mikoto’s shimmering golden tail, I already knew that this was going to be a great day.


  According to Elvie’s words, during the spring break Mikoto went to a lot of different places, travelling as much as time and money allowed her to.


  Since so many people were visiting this place, the people in charge were looking for someone with a vast knowledge regarding hot springs, so who wouldn’t be better at this job than someone from the Eastern Countries, with their vast and rich bathing culture?


  After all, hot springs are God’s gift to humanity.


  While I was thinking that, I could feel a surge of magic in the vicinity, and I knew that another guest has arrived.


  Heading into the hallway at the ground floor, I could see both Ligurila and Senjiro entering through the front door.


  Ligurila shook her golden hair while carrying only one trunk with her.


  「Thank you for inviting me here, Lava.」


  「Welcome, welcome! I hope that you had a pleasant journey!」


  We exchanged pleasantries and I shook Senjiro’s hand, but for some reason he looked really tired.


  Looking at his luggage, I could see that he was carrying only one small cloth bag, like the kind vagabonds used to carry around them.


  「I don’t know about pleasant, but I’m glad that it is over.」


  「First of all, congratulations on your promotion to Rank 5!」


  I congratulate him, and to that Senjiro’s face twists somewhat strangely.


  「For now I have accepted that promotion, but I don’t think I deserved it. There’s still a lot of room for improvement.」


  「No, no, no. You well deserve it. It was thanks to you that both the monsters at the borders and the ones at Melias were exterminated, and those were no small fries, but second and first class no less! If it was on me to decide, I would make you nothing less than a hero!」


  「It was only natural, since aside from us, there is no one as strong as you at the Guild for the moment.」


  Ligurila says something like that and then adds: “That’s my Senjiro for you.”.


  I think that Ligurila was the one who was the happiest about Senjiro’s promotion.


  But as expected, hearing Ligurila praise him, his ears were moving slightly, telegraphing just how overjoyed he was.


  「It’s so nice that we could come to the hot spring place as nice as this one. Especially right now, while I’m waiting for my promotion.」


  I was glad that Senjiro seemed happy to be here. It was a nice change of pace for him, one that he really needed and hopefully wouldn’t come to regret.


  Part of the reason for inviting them here was so that both Ligurila and Senjiro could have quality time all to themselves.


  However, due to all of his recent achievements, involving monster extermination at the border and the Melias incident, he was forced to go to the capital city of Ballow so that he could be granted the title of the Rank 5 Hunter at the Guild’s headquarters. It was a rough time for him.


  I knew just how tiresome and exhausting such a ceremony could be, because I had to go through that myself in the past.


  However, Ligurila said that she would stay with him at the capital and that the two of them would use Teleportation from her house as soon as the ceremony had ended so that they could come here.


  Her official reason was that she had some business she needed to attend to at her shop, but that excuse wasn’t fooling anyone and I knew that she was doing it for Senjiro’s sake.


  Seeing just how happy he was at the moment, he must have been pretty much devastated when he thought that he wouldn’t be able to do to the hot springs with Ligurila.


  However, the disappointment in Ligurila’s eyes at that moment could have been even greater than his.


  「Now that you are here, why don’t the two of you go relax in the hot springs? Their properties are perfect for recovering the magic you have lost.」


  「Back in my country, such hot springs would often be places of various pilgrimages. So it’s even more amazing that one such spring is right here, Lava-dono.」


  Seeing Senjiro’s grey tail shake happily I couldn’t help myself but laugh just a little bit inside.


  「You know, I have a guest here that comes from the Eastern country as well.」


  I blurted something like that and once Senjiro rose from his bag he looked at me curiously.


  「Are you talking about that foreign exchange student that was together with Aru at Signos Academy?」


  「That’s right, she’s one of Aru’s senpais. When I told her about the open-air bath she started to wag her tail and it was just so cute! I can call here if you want. Then you can talk.」


  「Umu, if it’s fine with her, then by all means.」


  Said Senjiro with a serious expression after hearing my explanation.


  「Okay, please come this way. For the time being, I have prepared your rooms right next to one another.」


  I said while I lead the two onto the second floor, and when I turned around I could see Ligurila smiling in a mean manner.


  「Ara, I don’t mind staying together in one room, you know?」


  While she said that, Ligurila intertwined her arm together with Senjiro’s, to which he was shocked at first, and then his face blushed like crazy.


  「I’m sorry, but I don’t think that’s a good idea. After all, it would be a bad example for Aru-dono.」


  「Now, now, don’t be so shy? Why is it not good? We must only take care not to be seen, am I right?」


  But since one of his hands was filled with luggage and the other one was entangled with Ligurila’s arm, it was impossible for him to oppose her.


  There were lots of things in this world and culture that Senjiro needed to familiarize himself with.


  However, it would seriously set a bad example for Elvie and the rest, so I would like those two to show at least some degree of moderation.


  While thinking like that, as soon as we got into the hallway I cast a glance at Senjiro.


  「This smell, where is it coming from……?」


  Just when I was thinking that this situation couldn’t get any more awkward than it already was, I heard some light footsteps and when I raised my head I saw Mikoto looking down the stairs from the second floor.


  「Ah, Mikoto, perfect timing. There’s someone here that I would like to introduce you to.」


  Saying that, I realized that for some reason Mikoto was looking down the stairs with a look of utter surprise written all over her face.


  Senjiro’s expression was also rather weird, as if saw a ghost.


  But soon that expression changed to joy.


  「Are you Mikoto, by any chance? My, look at how much you have grown!」


  I was surprised to hear him say those words, and in his native tongue, no less.


  That is because I never mentioned Mikoto’s name to Senjiro before.


  That is why I asked him with my voice full of hesitation.


  「Sen-san, could it be that you know each other, by any chance?」


  「Who wouldn’t know her!」


  Senjiro answered in an excited manner, to which Ligurila came forward and butted in, seemingly dissatisfied.


  「Ara, and who this little girl might be?」


  Senjiro, having Ligurila’s voluptuous breasts pressed against him, looked confused for a moment, before he finally spoke up.


  Then a shadow was cast over his figure.


  The cause of that was Mikoto, who jumped over the handrails and waved her wand at Senjiro, blowing him away.


  「Just how long are you going to stare at me, you stupid idiot ––––––!!」
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  Maybe it was just me, but if I was to meet a person from the same town as me, I would be overjoyed and I would like to talk about the many things that we would have in common.


  It was surely a shock to see that Mikoto would attack him only a few seconds after they met, but what came as an even bigger shock to me, was the fact that Mikoto jumped down the stairs while wearing a rather cute swimsuit.


  …… Wait, whaaaaaaaaaaat!?


  

  Chapter 4: Dragon-san Is at a Loss


  I was just standing there, unable to comprehend what in the actual hell just happened, while Mikoto’s onslaught did not stop.


  Once she was on the ground floor, she rushed at Senjiro and slammed right into him, making him drop his luggage as a result.


  There was a dull sound echoing throughout the hall.


  And as soon as Senjiro was on the ground, she didn’t pursue him, but instead she pulled her wand on him again.


  The wand was still lit with magical power, so there was definitely some spell ready to be cast out there.


  Senjiro somehow managed to avoid the wind projectile that was shot his way.


  「Mikoto, please wait a minute!」


  Senjiro must have been embarrassed to be done in by a little girl like that, but he must have realized that he was at a disadvantage here and tried to resolve things through negotiations.


  But still, once he saw the opportunity, he got up from the ground, dashed towards the entrance, kicked the front door open and rolled outside.


  Then, following closely after Senjiro, Mikoto finally opened her mouth and spoke up, her voice full of anger.


  「…… It’s been five years since you left home. I thought that you were travelling around the world, but here you are, having fun with some woman just like that! I am deeply ashamed that I once used to call you Brother! But the least I can do right now is to give you the proper guidance to fix your twisted ways!」


  「Please, just listen to what I have to say!」


  Totally disregarding Senjiro’s words, Mikoto continued to flail spells at him.


  This unique structure must have been the trademark of all Eastern spells.


  But, at that moment a black whip sprung into action.


  Mikoto managed to avoid it with a swift dodge, but the spell that she was about to cast was broken and dissipated.


  「You there, fox girl. Would you be so kind as to not interrupt me during my vacation?」


  Apparently following close behind me, Ligurila said so while smiling at Mikoto.


  But that smile was not at all pleasant or warm. It was disturbing to the maximum.


  Mikoto stopped for a moment and looked at Ligurila, but then her eyes opened wide as if she saw something awful.


  「Aramitama!? Sen-nii, you didn’t!?」


  「No, you see, she is, this is kind of a long story––––」


  「Leave the explaining to me. I’ll break it to her in a way that she can understand.」


  Senjiro was trying his best to explain what his relationship with Ligurila was, but then Ligurila herself butted in and turned towards Mikoto.


  「You there, it seems like you are related to Senjiro in one way or another. But let me tell you this: this man’s body, this man’s soul, this man’s everything, belongs to me. So if you want to lay your hands on my precious possession, the least you could do would be to ask for permission first.」


  Then she just went to Senjiro’s side and gently caressed his body, all the while smiling at Mikoto, as if she wanted to show off.


  Seeing this, Mikoto’s face turned red with anger, her fluffy fur now standing up.


  As a matter of fact, all of her bodily hairs were standing up right now.


  「Wh-what……」


  「I’m not entirely sure about the phrasing of that sentence, but let’s just save that for later…… Hey, Mikoto, please listen to me, let’s try to calm down and all be friends. Okay?」


  I know that Senjiro wanted everyone to just get along and be friends. I knew that. But for the moment, he was only digging a deeper and deeper grave for himself.


  As to be expected, Mikoto’s face was still red with anger as she raised her face and pointed her finger at him.


  「What a shameful display…… Shameful! Indecent! Lewd!」


  「Ara, this manner of skinship is but normal for us. But that being said, I realize that for a child such as yourself, it may be a difficult concept to grasp, indeed.」


  Ligurila presses her bountiful chest even tighter into Senjiro’s arm, never stops smiling.


  Ligurila, my dear friend? You do realize that you are only adding fuel to the fire? Surely you are not doing that on purpose?


  I tried to break in on their conversation, but Mikoto’s eyes were dead set on Ligurila and her smug face.


  「…… Purify, purge, protect, cleanse, exorcise.」


  The moment she said those words, the magic around the area begins to behave in a rather strange way.


  It was obviously disturbing, but for the first time ever I found myself to be unable to do anything about it.


  If I try to intervene, I might end up causing harm to Mikoto.


  With her preparations done, Mikoto places her wand forward, smiling in a strange way.


  「Come forth to my side, oh one who presides over the devastating lightning! In the name of Amagi Mikoto, I pray to thee! Come forth to my side, oh Kyle Slaggart and aid me in my cause!」


  The moment he heard her chant, Senjiro’s eyes went wide with surprise and shock.


  「A God summoning ritual!?」


  While both Ligurila and Senjiro seemed to be astonished beyond belief, the apparition of Kyle suddenly appeared at the lakeside.


  「Oi, who dare to summon me just like that…… Huh? What the?」


  Kyle materialized in the middle of the current commotion, but upon seeing the tense Senjiro and the chanting Mikoto he became puzzled beyond belief.


  Making eye contact with Kyle, Mikoto raises her wand.


  「I once again implore you to possess my body in order to banish all that is evil. Fulfill your divine duty and bring the righteous judgement upon the wicked ones and all evildoers!」


  「Now wait just a second, you got me up this early in the morning just to do something like…… Uwah!!」


  But before he could finish that sentence, there was a huge outburst of magical power, and Kyle was sucked into Mikoto’s body, his power over lightning now coursing through her.


  It was the summoning ceremony that I have witnessed once before.


  The fact that he appeared here was most likely because he was brought here forcefully by Mikoto’s incantation.


  It was a great spell, one that allowed you to borrow and use the abilities of ones that were far superior to you. But wasn’t that a little bit too convenient!?


  「Is that the ability transfer invoked from the summoning ceremony!? The Eastern magic is so interesting! Please, you must let me know all of the details!」


  Nectar suddenly appeared right at my side, his blue eyes shining brightly with excitement.


  No, no, no! Now was not the time to be getting excited about the new types of magic!


  「We need to stop this madness at once!」


  「Connecting their magical channels allows for a smooth transition of magic with no interference at all, as well as copying the abilities of the summoned creature almost perfectly. With that being said, right now she should be equal in strength to the actual demon. I can see the benefit for the caster, but what about the being that is summoned?」


  Aaah, it’s no use! Nectar was already in his nerd mode!


  At the same time, Mikoto surrounded herself with raging lightning and jumped right at Senjiro, whose expression was filled with pain.


  「I’ll blast you to smithereens!」


  The speed at which Mikoto started to throw lightning at Senjiro was almost identical to the battle potential of Kyle.


  And just like that, Senjiro was forced to avoid a barrage of ultra high speed attacks.


  He somehow managed to avoid them all, rolled away and started running, and then he looked towards Kyle and yelled at him.


  「You, what the hell are you doing with my little sister!?」


  I was amazed that at this moment, Senjiro was more concerned with his sister’s well-being rather than his own, but Kyle seemed to be as shocked and helpless as he was.


  I didn’t know anything about Eastern countries, but just from the looks of this situation, I could say that it wasn’t good.


  「No, wait just a minute, I’m not at fault here! I’m just abiding by the contract, and was trying to help her……」


  「That’s right, I don’t care what kind of God or demon I summon, as long as I can use its power to teach Big Brother Sen a lesson with it!」


  Senjiro tried to defend himself from Mikoto’s attacks, but since their current location wasn’t really suited for battle, it was an extremely hard of a task for him. Hence Mikoto was able to continue her attacks.


  As he continued to dodge her attacks, Senjiro raised his voice in a tone unlike anything I have ever heard him say.


  「I told you that you should turn to gods when you wanted help, but why did you turn to someone like him!? What about our own gods!?」


  「I have already reached the age where I can decide on the Gods on my own! Besides, I was wondering what were you doing in such a desolate land as this, but it turns out you were having indecent relationship with a pretty and sexy woman, and an Aramitama no less!」


  「If you were so concerned about me, then why didn’t you ask the Head Shrine Maiden to contact me!? Such a task is as easy as breathing for her, she does things like that on a daily basis! Besides, haven’t you become sloppy when it comes to your duties as a shrine maiden!?」


  「I wasn’t slacking in my duties, and I was allowed to take a break from them once it was decided that I was going to study abroad! But I guess that’s none of your concern, huh, Big Brother!? Do you have any idea how much trouble you brought us with your departure!?」


  「This is……」


  Even though he was managing to dodge her attacks at first, Mikoto’s attacks began to push Senjiro back more and more.


  Mikoto yelled at Senjiro while mercilessly attacking him with thunder time after time.


  「I know that, you say you forgot because of the search for your soulmate!? And you say you wanted to come back home, but it was just taking you so long to find her!? Did you also forget about your only family!? About supporting your little sister!?」


  Senjiro tried to justify himself one last time, before he realized that tears had begun to gather in Mikoto’s eyes.


  「Big Brother, I absolutely hate you!!」


  Mikoto screamed, brandishing her wand at Senjiro, but fortunately enough I managed to catch her and stop her from doing something stupid.


  Uwah, talk about cutting it too close for comfort.


  「Mikoto, let’s try to calm down and settle it like smart creatures, okay?」


  「…!!! Lava-sama!? Funyah!」


  I put my hands onto Mikoto’s shoulders, forcibly cancelling the spell she was about to cast.


  The spell shatters into a million pieces, no longer a threat to anyone.


  I had a rough idea of what that magic was, and so I cut off its magical energy supply before the spell could get the chance to resolve properly.


  At the same time, I caught the falling Mikoto in my arms, since after she let go of her staff she lost her balance and was going to fall to the ground.


  I let out a sigh of relief, but on the other hand Senjiro’s face was still stiff and Aru looked like he didn’t get what was going on here.


  I glanced at the others, and saw that Kyle put his hand to his forehead and let out a sigh of relief as well, Ligurila looked discontent and Nectar, for some reason, was taking notes with the help of the instruments he pulled from God knows where.


  「For the time being, why don’t you talk about it?」


  I really think that is for the best.


  Chapter 5: Dragon-san and the Affairs from the Eastern Country


  Although I suggested that we try to talk things out, I never thought that they would have both agreed to it, not given the current vicious atmosphere. Surprisingly enough though, both Mikoto and Senjiro (with Ligurila as well) agreed to the idea.


  So for the moment we gathered in the living room of our house, ready to talk things out.


  At the same, Elvie thought this might turn out to be something not suitable for the children to see, so he got both Aru and Marca to play with him outside.


  And since both Iori and Elvie were with them, the little ones would be safe.


  At first I thought it would be a good idea for everyone present to introduce themselves, but I quickly gave up on that idea seeing that as it wouldn’t do us any good at this point.


  Anyways, since the atmosphere was rather heavy and Ligurila looked rather unhappy with this whole situation, there were a few things I needed to consider.


  For one, I would really like her to sit right next to me, to avoid any unnecessary conflicts.


  With that in mind, we quickly established the seating order.


  At one side of the table there was me, with an unhappy Ligurila on my left side and Mikoto on my right, emanating a truly intimidating aura and an urge to kill.


  On the opposite side of the table was Nectar, sandwiched in between Senjiro and Kyle.


  「…… Now then, Senjiro. Please begin by telling us what your relationship with Mikoto is.」


  I was worried about where exactly should I start, and ultimately decided to go with this question, but it was Ligurila that spoke up and explained.


  「She is the distant relative of one of Senjiro’s cousins. But since they were growing up in the same village, their relationship is closer to that of an actual brother and sister.」


  Senjiro didn’t say anything, but looked rather relieved that someone spared him the trouble of explaining all of that himself.


  Hmm, so that explains why their magical energy patterns are different.


  If they were close family, like father and daughter, or an actual brother and sister, it would be a whole different story, since close relatives have similar patterns of magical energy waves.


  But for them, they were so different because they were from different generations. It makes sense now.


  「For beastmen, if we have children with someone from another race, the children can be of either race. However, it is easier to have offspring with someone from the same race. That is why we can travel the world seemingly without worry.」


  Hearing that, Nectar’s eyes sparkled like diamonds, and then he said to Mikoto:


  「So even if you decide to marry someone of a different race than your own and have children, there is no risk of creating a life that will be of a race all of its own.」


  「Therefore it is a rare occurrence for a child to be born nowadays with a strong manifestation of their ancestral bloodline and even unlikelier with parents of different races.」


  After that explanation, it was Senjiro’s turn to stare down at Kyle, the two of them being separated by Nectar only.


  「Now then, Kyle-dono. I would like to hear your explanation as to what your relationship with Mikoto is. We spent some time together and I know that you are a good and dependable man, but do mind that given your answer, I might end up cutting you down.」


  The look in his eyes and the tone of his voice were clearly indicating that he wasn’t kidding.


  I thought about that earlier, but now I was rather surprised.


  For as long as I have known him, Senjiro was always projecting the image of a strong person, and I have never seen him showing any negative emotions like sadness or anger.


  As far as I know, Senjiro was being swung around by Ligurila’s whims.


  While Kyle was at a loss, I tried to say something, but before I could do that, Mikoto butted in.


  「And more importantly, I want to know just what kind of relationship my Big Brother has with this Aramitama.」


  This time it was Mikoto who was glaring at Senjiro.


  「First, I would like to hear about Kyle-dono and you.」


  「No, no, by all means, you go first.」


  While I was wondering what to do with these two, Kyle decided to finally join in on the conversation.


  「For the time being, let me explain the kind of relationship that we have going on. After all, should any misunderstandings happen, Senjiro said he will kill me. Are you fine with doing the same, Lava?」


  「Doing what, exactly?」


  「Please tell us about the relationship that is going on between Lily and Senjiro. Out of all of us, you should be able to present the facts in a simple and unbiased way.」


  「Oh, that. Yeah, yeah sure.」


  That being said, we proceeded to talk about various things surrounding Kyle’s demonization, the first time that Ligurila met Senjiro and what they were doing before that.


  After everyone finished talking there was a period of really awkward silence, but eventually Senjiro opened his mouth and spoke up.


  「Kyle-dono, let me apologize to you for my rude behavior. Even though you saved my sister, I said all of those things to you and…」


  Senjiro bowed down apologetically to Kyle, and he only smiled bitterly in response.


  「No, it’s no big deal, really. She saved my body as well, so if anything, that makes us even. But why were you so upset?」


  At that moment, Senjiro hesitated for a bit, before his ears dropped down in shame.


  「Yeah, about that. In the Eastern countries, some of us possess the power to borrow the power of gods, demons and spirits alike.」


  「The thing that Mikoto used to save Kyle’s body from disappearing, right?」


  I added, and Senjiro continued even more awkwardly than before.


  「But, you see. The shrine maidens of the Eastern countries can borrow the power of gods and spirits, but they can make the contract with only one of them, to make them the pillar of their power. It is the thing that makes the gods jealous. They can even use some really underhanded tactics to achieve that goal while ridding themselves of the competition」


  Same thing apparently went for the people. They were doing everything to get on the gods’ good side.


  The technique that Mikoto used to save Kyle’s life was apparently the technique that bound a god or demon to a person, so on the physical level I could very well understand why Senjiro was feeling so anxious about it.


  「Choosing an appropriate god or demon to accompany you through life is not a small or trivial thing. In return, the gods and demons alike ask for knowledge about this world and their companion’s spiritual power. It is a contact that basically makes the two parties devote their whole beings to one another.」


  「…… And that means?」


  I asked, even though I had some really bad feeling about this. Senjiro’s arms dropped even further as he continued.


  「By making a contract with Kyle-dono, Mikoto agreed to become his everything. In both body AND soul.」


  So, in other words, Kyle and Mikoto are now bound by something like Master-Slave contract!?


  Sure, no matter how one wants to look at it, in every possible aspect Mikoto was a pretty and attractive girl.


  So if it was true and the two were now Master and Slave, it was nothing short but outrageous!


  I turn my eyes towards Kyle at once, but he quickly shook his head in denial.


  「No, no, no! WE only made the contract in order to save me from disappearing! There were no hidden motifs other than self-preservation and survival!」


  At the time I wasn’t paying them that much attention, so I don’t know the details of their conversation.


  But looking at him now, he was speaking the truth.


  「…… I was prepared for this ever since that time. I will serve you with everything I have.」


  「No, you really shouldn’t be doing that. I am grateful to you for saving me during our first meeting, but if I knew the price of that method, I would have never accepted it so easily.」


  Kyle said that while looking Mikoto straight in the eyes, clearly looking upset.


  Well, it was only natural. I would probably react in exactly that same way if a young girl like Mikoto suddenly appeared in front of me and said that she’s going to serve me.


  However, everything was fine since Kyle had no ill intentions towards Mikoto. Otherwise he would already be on his way to the gallows for trying to commit a very serious crime.


  「So you mean that you are going to put your very soul on the line to serve your gods or demons?」


  Nectar said to himself before he turned his gaze towards Kyle.


  「You know, it’s a really horrible thing to say that you don’t want to take responsibility after you’ve made a young girl do something like that for you.」


  「Oi, Nectar. Are you sure that you’re the one to talk?」


  「I only talk about the facts!」


  「It sure doesn’t sound like the facts to me!」


  Nectar and Kyle started one of their usual banters and were involved in it for quite a while.


  Finally, Kyle calmed down and let out a sigh, turning towards Mikoto.


  「Mikoto, are you really sure about this?」


  「Yes.」


  「For now you are. But I am nothing ordinary…… I am a demon. I don’t know if I’ll meet your standards or be even close to them. You saved me, and I will help you, but for now let’s not get ahead of ourselves and,」


  「But the moment the contract was established, I must abide by it. That is my role as a shrine maiden and my honor rests upon it.」


  Kyle looked to the ceiling with a stiff expression, thinking for a while.


  「Mikoto, I’m really sorry about all this.」


  Having said that, you could definitely say that there was some kind of connection being established between Mikoto and Kyle.


  However,


  「Say, Kyle. That was only a temporary contract, right? So can’t you just cancel it on the spot?」


  To my understanding, this ritual was way simpler than the familiar contract that was established between Nectar and I way back.


  So even if cancelling it was impossible for Mikoto, technically it should be possible for him to cancel it from his end.


  「Hey, you’re right! Alright, Mikoto! We are going to cancel this thing later!」


  Kyle seemed to be enthusiastic about this thing, but Mikoto, for some reason, looked deeply hurt.


  「…… Is it because… I’m not good enough for you?」


  「That’s not it. It’s about one-sided slavery. And that isn’t something good.」


  Everyone was overwhelmed by his heavy words.


  That is because in the past, Kyle used to be bound to the state as its magician with the slavery contract.


  I don’t know what kinds of things he must have gone through back in the day, but it was no wonder that he was so heavily opposed to the idea of slavery.


  「Let’s establish a fair and equal contract through normal means. It’s a pity to be summoned so suddenly, but don’t hesitate to do that if you ever find yourself in need of my help.」


  「Y-yes……」


  Mikoto reluctantly nods to Kyle’s sincere words.


  Next, I turned towards Senjiro with a serious expression.


  「…… I understand, for now at least. It’s a good thing that I also managed to find my soul mate. Although I would have never thought that she would be such a wild one.」


  Hearing that, Ligurila crossed her arms on her chest and noticed that Mikoto was still glaring at her.


  「You used a name that I’m not familiar with, but I am a demon as well. I’m not that “Aramitama” thing or whatever it was that you called me.」


  「In the Eastern countries, Aramitama are the spirits or gods and demons that are not worthy of being paired up with humans, as opposed to the beings that are.」


  「Fuhn? In other words, even though they are essentially the same thing, some are considered worthy of receiving human aid and the others are not? I wonder what those demons think about being classified as such by humans?」


  「It’s not that Aramitamas existence is a threat to the Eight Million Gods, but they are generally considered to be a bother at best.」


  「Ara, now that’s awfully nice of you people.」


  Mikoto bit her lip under Ligurila’s sharp glare, still visibly displeased that her older brother was in a relationship with a woman like that.


  Senjiro looked pretty embarrassed because people were judging his relationship with Ligurila like that, but he nevertheless spoke up as to cut the topic short.


  「Still, Mikoto, you seem awfully fluent in the Western language.」


  「But, of course. I studied really hard to be able to study abroad.」


  「I learned it from the books that were in the village, but…… Our speech seems to differ greatly. Lava-dono, do you happen to know why?」


  That question caught me completely off guard and I became nervous in an instant.


  「Umm, let me see…… Your speech seems to be a little bit old fashioned. How long has it been since you learned the language?」


  「In Western years? Probably a hundred or two hundred. Is there a problem?」


  Said Senjiro, and Nectar nodded to himself.


  「I see. The books in their village must have been left there by traders who landed there a hundred or more years ago. That would certainly explain a lot of things.」


  「Big Brother, you only noticed it now?」


  「Umu, it may be so, but I can communicate without any problems. I’ve been managing that for five years now.」


  「That’s nothing to write home about, mind you!」


  Said Mikoto, to which Senjiro became visibly irritated.


  「Ohhh, it’s been a while since I last saw that. Angry Mikoto, that is.」


  「Oh, what joy!」


  「She often gets angry when she’s talking with me.」


  「Because you would never listen to what everyone else had to say! And you would never let anyone else have the last word!」


  「Umu. Indeed that was the case. But I was always grateful to you. When you were there, the conversation would always be cut short. I miss those times.」


  Senjiro recalls, and Mikoto blushes slightly hearing him say that.


  While we were all admiring what a wonderful thing a family is, Ligurila stood up from her chair, presumably annoyed.


  But the expression on her face that I saw from where I was sitting was that of a complete disinterest.


  「What’s wrong, Ligurila?」


  「I have grown tired of this farce, so I’m going for a swim in the lake.」


  「I’m not quite done with you!」


  Mikoto stood up and raised her voice, to which Ligurila only smiled bitterly at her and turned around, walking away while shaking her long, golden hair.


  「Ara, and whatever it is it that you still want to talk about? You are just Senjiro’s acquaintance, nothing more. Why should I waste my time on you?」


  「……!」


  「With that, I shall take my leave.」


  Mikoto was speechless, and Ligurila simply walked away.


  Welp, what can you do?


  Mikoto was shaking with anger and anxiety all over, and once Ligurila left the room she turned towards Senjiro and spoke in their native tongue.


  「Big Brother. Why did you get yourself involved with a wicked woman like that!?」


  「No, you don’t understand! She has her mood-swings, true, but she’s also very cute and ––––」


  「One of the reasons I wanted to study abroad was so that I could find you and bring you back home! My sister and the whole village is waiting for you to return! So let’s go back home! Big Brother!」


  I have no idea what they were talking about, because Mikoto leaned over to Senjiro really close, but Senjiro answered her in a gentle manner.


  「I cannot do that. I already promised Ligurila to be with her.」


  「No way, did she forced you into making a contract with her!?」


  「It not that, either. It’s a genuine thing. I have seen many sides of her: childish, spoiled, impish, but also compassionate and kind. I won’t break our contract no matter what. Besides, Ligurila is crazy strong. As a matter of fact, I have not won against here even once to this date.」


  「What, did you just say?」


  Senjiro stood up and placed his hand in between Mikoto’s long ears, gently stroking her head.


  「That being said, Mikoto, I’m really sorry. But I’m not going back home.」


  「………!!!」


  Mikoto’s tail sprung straight in response to Senjiro’s sudden action, but determination was not gone from her eyes.


  Together with Nectar, we couldn’t understand what the two of them were saying, but we somehow got it. No words were needed to understand, it was all in the atmosphere.


  He couldn’t comfort her, and she was unable to stop him.


  As the silence descended upon the room, Mikoto’s eyes were filled with tears.


  In the next moment, Mikoto’s right fist plunged deeply into Senjiro’s chin.


  Senjiro’s head made a nasty sound and the force of the punch was so great that it blew Senjiro off of his feet.


  「…… Geez, I don’t care about you anymore, Big Brother! I hope that this booby Aramitama eats your soul away! Painfully!」


  All of the people here were fully aware of the tears that had accumulated in Mikoto’s eyes and dripped down her cheeks.


  While we were all stunned by this, Mikoto turned around and run away.


  Chapter 6: Dragon-san Worries About Her Friends


  As I watched Mikoto running out of the living room, the only thing I could do was shake my head in disbelief.


  「Well that didn’t go so well. Guess she really is still just a child.」


  Seeing how oddly calm Senjiro was upon seeing Mikoto act like that, we all couldn’t help but be amazed. We could also feel all of our energy leaving us.


  When the atmosphere got a little less tense, Kyle turned to Senjiro after putting his hand to his forehead in an exaggerated manner.


  「Senjiro. Let me just say this, but that was pretty insensitive of a thing to say.」


  「Umu. I’m aware of that.」


  Mikoto has been searching for her dear older brother for years, and when she finally found him he was together with Ligurila, a woman who was really hard to get along with if you didn’t know her long enough.


  I’m sure it must have been pretty shocking to her and that she took it really bad.


  I too, had a lot of things to reflect on, but what about what Senjiro said?


  I looked at him, and he didn’t seem to be fazed by this situation in the slightest. However, what came as a surprise to me was the fact that he looked as though he was trying to hide his pain behind a mask of carefree attitude.


  「It’s so nice to finally be able to see someone from your own country. I’m glad I could see Mikoto again, I didn’t think she would end up coming here. It’s a shame that things got so complicated.」


  「Does your country impose any kind of restriction on its citizens when they are going abroad?」


  I asked, but Senjiro shook his head.


  「Not really, no. As long as you get all of the paperwork done right, you are basically free to go wherever you want. For me, it was departing on a trading ship that was coming here.」


  Senjiro put his hands into his sleeves as he continued.


  「I do believe I have mentioned that before, but the Eastern countries are different from the ones here. There are monsters appearing on the main roads and near cities almost on a daily basis, and that is why the Guardians and Shrine Maidens who defeat them are held in such a high regard.」


  「You were one such Guardians, Senjiro?」


  Senjiro nodded his head in confirmation, although his expression was a complicated one.


  「Our responsibilities…… Guardians are tasked with destroying any kind of physical threats, while the Shrine Maidens dispose of any spiritual dangers. However, since our duties are so important, it is unthinkable for a Guardian or a Shrine Maiden to suddenly up and leave the country.」


  Senjiro then sighed deeply and smiled bitterly.


  「People of the Eastern countries are usually not a bunch that would ever think of leaving their country. The Guardians and the Shrine Maidens protect the peace, so the idea of them going away is simply too outrageous for the people to comprehend.」


  From his words alone, we could already piece together the whole picture surrounding their circumstances.


  「It’s not like people don’t like their homeland, just that some want to venture out and see the things that the world has to offer. But I’m the one who abandoned my own country, so I’m not exactly in any position to complain. But maybe the times have changed since Mikoto, a Shrine Maiden, was allowed to come here. Still, that doesn’t change the fact that I’m not going back.」


  We were sorry to hear that in order to fulfill his dream, Senjiro had to abandon his home and position. Still, he continued on.


  Even though I knew about his circumstances, it was amazing just what lengths Senjiro was ready to go through just so he could find Ligurila here.


  「But, you are yet to make a proper contract with Ligurila, right, Sen-san?」


  「That doesn’t really change anything. It was better to remain silent than speak up and make the situation worse.」


  Was I really thinking too much about it? I was embarrassed with myself and my own self-assurance.


  If he tells us something like that, there is nothing that we can really do about it.


  But, Kyle opened his mouth as if suddenly noticed something.


  「Say, does Lily know about your circumstances at all?」


  「Which part are we talking about?」


  「The part about you abandoning your homeland and not intending to ever go back there.」


  Senjiro moves his ears for a moment, as if trying to remember something.


  「I don’t think I have.」


  So Ligurila doesn’t have a clue about what’s going on……?


  At first I didn’t understand the intention of Kyle’s question, but seeing Senjiro’s sour expression, I was slowly beginning to understand.


  「…… Senjiro, I think it would be best for you to follow after Ligurila right away.」


  「Why would I do that?」


  Hearing Senjiro’s question, Kyle, who apparently reached the same conclusion as me, slammed his hand onto his forehead yet again.


  「Most likely, Lily thought that upon being reunited with your family, you would want to go back home together with them.」


  「Why!?」


  「Additionally, since you yourself weren’t bringing that subject up, she must have felt like it wouldn’t be wise to pry too much into your personal affairs.」


  But even so, that reaction was far too different from the Ligurila I know.


  If she got the wrong idea, it was small wonder that she acted in the way she did.


  At that moment, Senjiro stood up from his chair.


  Indeed, he was the one who knew Ligurila best.


  However, Senjiro’s grey tail was shaking nervously, as if something was bothering him.


  「But, Mikoto……」


  Yeah, both of them were important to him.


  「It would be truly unwise of you to go after Mikoto now.」


  「If you are worried about her, I can ask Aru to keep an eye on her. In the meantime, you go after Ligurila. You’re the only one who can do this, Senjiro.」


  When both Kyle and I said that, Senjiro bowed his head to us.


  「Please excuse me. I need to find Ligurila.」


  He then left the room, and Kyle and I could finally let out sighs of relief.


  「I feel so awfully tired for some reason.」


  「Yeah…… It was a whole lot of work. To be honest, I thought that they would never be able to understand one another.」


  Kyle looked as if he wanted to say something, but he ultimately decided to stay silent, as there was nothing that we could possibly do for them now.


  I was hoping that everything would eventually turn out alright, but I felt so tired that I laid down on top of the table.


  I would really like to relax in the hot springs, but at the moment it was virtually impossible.


  「Hey, Nectar –– why don’t we go out and have some fun ourselves……?」


  I was waiting with anticipation for his answer, but when it didn’t come I raised my head only to see Nectar jotting something down furiously in his notepad.


  「Nectar?」


  「Ah, yes, what is it? Huh? Wait a minute? Mikoto-chan? Sen-san? Where have they gone?」


  「You……」


  Taking a look at Nectar’s notepad, it was filled to the brim with fresh notes written so tiny that you would have problems deciphering them. They must have been notes that Nectar took regarding the Eastern countries and the magic that Mikoto was using.


  Normally I would say that was too much, but currently I didn’t have any strength left to do even that.


  As Nectar continued to stare at us, both Kyle and I felt the rest our our strength leave us permanently.


  After that, I played with Aru for a bit, since he was left all alone.


  I used my magic to create an artificial wave on the lake’s surface, so that they all could play in the water and even surf if they wanted to.


  I originally prepared three water boards, but after Iori and Nectar declared they wanted in on the fun as well, we had to make some more and cast the spell all over again.


  Iori was well versed in creating various kinds of tools and machinery; Nectar was a master magician, so when they handed Aru the fruit of their combined efforts, even I was getting all curious at what it would be like.


  But surprisingly enough, the combo of Marca and Vaas-senpai was something that you needed to watch out for.


  Under Marca’s precise direction, Vaas-senpai splashed water all over us all without mercy.


  Senpai was so fierce that initially Kyle and Elvie wanted to retreat to someplace safe, but ultimately they were caught in the blast as well.


  And you could see that Marca was finding herself fitting into her new role of the demoness just fine.


  Ah, I might want to clarify that we were just playing around, playing a little game that was known around these parts as “Dragons and Sorcerers.”


  The game rules were simple: there were two groups – dragon and magicians. The magicians were trying to “calm down” the raging dragon, while the dragon was trying to “eat” all of the magicians. The stake was a pile of the dragon treasure.


  I wonder if us “magicians” are going to endure long enough for the “dragon” to eventually get tired and stop being so relentless.


  …… How long are we going to let the dragon’s reign of terror continue?


  On a side note, Mikoto was swimming furiously across the lake as a way to blow off some steam, but when invited, she played together with us and currently was relaxing in the water, playing with the swimming board.


  I was glad that Mikoto was finally able to relax and have a good laugh together with her friends, instead of being depressed all on her own.


  However, both Ligurila and Senjiro didn’t return, not even for dinner.


  I wasn’t all that worried about them, thinking that they might have just stepped outside of the barrier’s reach, hence becoming unable to detect.


  But even Nectar was getting slightly worried.


  「I’m going to prepare dinner for Senjiro. That way, he can eat it whenever he comes back.」


  「That’s right. If he’s being dragged around by Ligurila, he’s bound to end up being hungry.」


  However, it was definitely weird that I wasn’t able to sense Senjiro’s magical waves.


  But the two of them must have had some reason for concealing their presences, and we just didn’t understand that reason.


  With that being said, that conversation came to an end.


  Upon confirming that the children all went to their respective rooms, I could finally go to the hot spring myself.


  Kyle was already out for the night and Nectar went back home to study all of the notes he had taken during the day.


  Before, it was Ligurila who has been occupying the springs almost the entire time, so now that she was gone, it was my chance to have a go at them myself.


  I already had plans made for tomorrow, so right now was my only real chance to enjoy the hot springs nice and slow.


  In awfully high spirits, I pranced into the changing room, took my clothes off and went right into the bathroom.


  But I could see that there was someone already here, amidst the hot steam.


  As I checked the silhouette of that someone, I smiled.


  「Oh, Ligurila? I didn’t know you were back.」


  As if answering to me, the figure comes closer, sending ripples through the hot water and shaking her long, golden hair.


  It was indeed Ligurila, wearing a somewhat embarrassed look on her face.


  Chapter 7: Demon-sama and Dragon-san in the Steam


  Ligurila glanced towards the changing room, noticing my arrival.


  「…… Without any light, the moon sure is beautiful, right?」


  When I look at the night sky, I could see countless stars shining brightly and the huge surface of the silver moon.


  The moon’s light was almost as strong as the sun’s during the daytime.


  But above all else, it was simply majestic.


  「Yes, that’s right. What of it?」


  I moved my hand to turn the lights off in the changing room, which was powered by magic, and then rinsed off the dirt from my body and sat right next to Ligurila.


  “One should avoid polluting the water with dirt or waste at all cost.” That was the golden rule followed even in the public baths back in my old world.


  The water’s temperature was just right, not too hot and not too cold, just like a pleasant summer night.


  The smell of sulfur, the pleasant warmth spreading throughout my body, and the extra effect of restoring my used magic was making the experience pure bliss.


  「Ah~ I’m in heaven right now……」


  「You’re over-exaggerating.」


  「Nah, I just used too much of my magic and was really tired, that’s all.」


  Not to mention that I was still far from being fully recovered from this whole artificial magic stone incident and the leyline restorations that followed suit.


  Normally it would take a few days for me to be back to perfect shape, but this time there was so much work to be done that it was taking me longer than usual.


  As a result, since Aru’s spring break was about to end, we decided to come here for a trip as a form of vacation, as well as recuperation for me.


  「Ahh, even my bones feel warm. Doesn’t that make your whole body feel better?」


  「It sure does, but then I think about how this was all possible thanks to the destruction made by that previous incident, and it makes me kind of sad. Still, I can’t help it but to want to relax my whole body in warm water!」


  「Goodness gracious, even though you are so kind, you say the weirdest things sometimes.」


  Ligurila said that with a bit of a melancholic expression on her face, and seeing that she was back to normal, I felt relieved.


  I took a dip all the way to my shoulders, and looked at Ligurila sitting on one of the rocks.


  Right now, she had her long, golden hair let down, and as the moisture got to it, it was sticking to her neck and shoulders.


  Everything about her, from her chest downwards was perfect and beautiful, her curves could easily transcend the things we call the works of art.


  She was sexy. She was so awfully sexy (saying that twice is important).


  Her long legs were stretched out in a relaxed pose and her figure was truly sensational.


  Then Ligurila’s eyes turn towards me, and she noticed that I was staring at her.


  「What is it, Lava?」


  「Nothing, really. I was just thinking that you look as beautiful as ever.」


  For a moment there Ligurila looked surprised, but she quickly managed to regain her composure.


  「It is nothing but natural, since this form is one of my own hand-made creations. I don’t get why are you always complementing it so much?」


  「Heh, heh~.」


  For some strange reason, while I was looking at her like that, I felt a sudden urge to look down upon my own body.


  …… Yup.


  I do think that my chest size is about average, but since there weren’t any female University students in this world, I had no way of comparing.


  I could TECHNICALLY make myself bigger or slimmer if I wanted to, but Nectar always says that I am fine the way I am.


  Also, Ligurila’s skin looks flushed, so she must have been sitting here for quite a while now.


  It was probably because she didn’t want to intrude on our time together as a family, since she wasn’t much of a family person.


  Furthermore, her expression seemed brighter than when she left the living room during the day and she seemed more upbeat at the moment.


  「Did it go well with Senjiro?」


  Hearing me say that, Ligurila’s eyes light up with surprise, but it quickly turns to determination.


  Her golden hair were swaying gently.


  「Well, somehow.」


  Her cheeks turned more flushed than before.


  「Well then, how was it? Did you manage to talk things out?」


  Sensing that something was going on here, I pressed her for an answer, and Ligurila sunk deeper into the water in response.


  And since she wasn’t good with hot temperatures, I adjusted the water’s temperature properly so that it would be easier for her.


  「Senjiro, he…… He was talking about lots of things.」


  「I see.」


  「…… He told me that he wasn’t going to return home.」


  On the other hand, I was fine with hot water.


  Surely they must have talked about lots of different things, but seeing that look of relief on Ligurila’s face, it must have meant that Senjiro did a good job at explaining things to her.


  「I was so desperately not wanting him to return home and leave me. If he tried to go back without my permission, I would probably do ANYTHING in my power to stop him from doing that.」


  「But you didn’t want to resort to that, right?」


  Ligurila was a bit flustered there for a moment.


  「Even if I were to do that, it wouldn’t help me accomplish anything. Not to mention that the reaction of this girl was so disappointing in the first place……」


  Ligurila then closed her mouth as if she realized that she said too much.


  Mikoto was mad at Senjiro because he didn’t want to come home, even surprisingly so, but it was all only natural and expected in a situation like that.


  So then, what was that about?


  「No, it’s nothing. Please forget about that.」


  Ligurila falls onto her knees, all red on her face.


  For a while there was nothing but ambient sounds to be heard, but then Ligurila suddenly decided to speak up.


  「Up until now, I have always thought that it was convenient for me to have Senjiro around. That I wouldn’t have to worry about anything for as long as he was there. But I didn’t even bother to learn about his past……」


  「Was it frustrating? Or maybe sad?」


  Ligurila was thinking about that for a moment, but soon enough she was ready to speak up again.


  「That is why, for as long as he wanted to stay by my side, I would let him do as he pleases and forgive him for everything.」


  This sounded more like an interrogation rather than the actual conversation, but maybe it was for the best.


  I realized something during this exchange.


  It seems that Senjiro didn’t manage to tell Ligurila anything up until now because Ligurila was simply too prideful to let him speak openly.


  So maybe now, when she finally became interested in his circumstances, Senjiro was so overjoyed that his tail was wagging this whole time.


  「As a result, I realized that I thought I knew Senjiro quite well, when in reality, I didn’t know a single thing about him. But then he said that he wanted to know more about me, and I guess it made me feel really happy.」


  Well, they had some topics they could discuss for sure, like the clothes they were wearing in the East, and the atmosphere was becoming brighter and brighter with every passing minute.


  I, on the other hand, was relieved that all of my worries were actually baseless, and I reached out with my hands to the water and splashed some of it on my face.


  It’s good to know that they finally managed to understand each other.


  「For the time being, I’m glad that everything turned out to be okay. Has Sen-san already went back?」


  「Why yes, although he was swaying just a little bit, but he should be back home by now.」


  …… Swaying?


  I gazed at Ligurila, wanting a proper explanation, but she just shrugged her shoulders at me.


  「This time I came here for a short vacation, so we didn’t duel properly. It was just…… a slight wrestle, you could say.」


  N, no, no, no, no, what the hell happened here? That’s what I would like to know!


  When she said that, this time it was Ligurila who kept on staring at me for quite a while.


  To be more precise, the thing she was staring at was the dragon crystal that was buried deep in my chest.


  While I was in my human form, all of the dragon magic I possess is stored inside of this red jewel on my chest, as to prevent any excess magic from leaking out.


  「I was always wondering about that, but how does your Dragon Crystal feel?」


  「And whatever do you mean by that?」


  「For example, does it feel like your nail or hair? Or maybe it feels like skin, an inseparable part of your body?」


  When I saw the intense curiosity with which Ligurila was staring at my Dragon Crystal, I involuntarily shivered with anxiety.


  「I do believe I told you about that before. While I’m in my human form, there are a lot of things that I don’t need and I keep them restrained as concepts. I use it to store all the things that are not necessary for the human body, aside from the basic five senses.」


  「N-no, such a thing is…」


  Aha! There it is!


  Ligurila’s eyes were lit with a mysterious light, unlike anything I have ever seen in her eyes before, as I felt a sudden sense of imminent danger creeping over me.


  「Lava, can I touch you for a little bit? You don’t mind, do you? Hmm, but of course I don’t want to take your magic. I just want to see how it feels!」


  「I get, I get it, Ligurila! So can you stop being so creepy!」


  「What’s wrong? It’s not like it’s going to decrease, you know?」


  「It is! It is going to decrease! My sanity meter, that is! Besides, it’s more than enough that Nectar was groping it!」


  「……!? That spirit did something like that!?」


  Despite my protests, Ligurila’s hands were creeping closer to me, and so I had to engage my evasive maneuvers.


  What commenced next were loud splashing noises and lots of shrieking.


  「I won’t let you get away!」


  I was doing my best to flee, but since I wasn’t minding my surroundings, I ended up tripping on the wet floor and falling to the ground.


  No, wait, I didn’t trip. I could clearly see Ligurila’s tentacles entangled around my ankles.


  You would seriously go that far just to cop a feel!? Really!?


  I knew that I couldn’t escape her grip now, and I fell right back into the bath.


  While the splashes and shrieking intensified, I could see in Ligurila’s face that she was clearly enjoying herself.


  At the same time, we could hear the door to the changing room being slammed open and the small figure jumped inside of the bath.


  「Lava-sama, what is…… happening……!?」


  It was Mikoto, fully clothed and with her wand in her hands.


  She looked cautious and her face was tightened, but when she saw Ligurila pinning me down in the bath using her tentacles, all of her hair immediately stood straight.


  「……~~~~~~!?!?!?」


  I quickly pushed Ligurila away and came out of the water, coming towards Mikoto whose face was completely red at this point. I knew that there was a grand misunderstanding here in the making, and I had to act now!


  If I let her go like this without properly explaining anything, things would get really bad really fast!!


  「Wait, Mikoto! Please wait! This is all a one huge misunderstanding! So please don’t get the wrong idea here! Please, you have to believe me!」


  「I, don’t have, anything against, women partaking to other women. However, Lava-sama already has Nectar-sama, so……」


  「That’s an entirely different story! Say, you came for the hot spring, right? Why don’t we go in together? The moon is so beautiful today!」


  I tried to lure Mikoto in so I could properly explain, but the face that she showed me was truly a cold one.


  However, as soon as she saw Ligurila standing behind me, she got stiff in a second and shook her head.


  「No, thank you, I take a dip some other time.」


  「I have nothing against it. Do go in if you like.」


  Mikoto listens to Ligurila’s words in astonishment.


  Heck, even I was surprised by this sudden offer, but Ligurila only turned around in response and sat on one of the rocks surrounding the hot spring.


  「I will cool myself off here. Meanwhile, little girl, if you have something you would like to say to me, out with it. I’m currently in the mood to listen. If not, you can just scram and go away…」


  Mikoto looked at Ligurila, who crossed her arms on her chest with a stiff expression, which soon changed into a challenging look.


  「Wait, a minute.」


  After saying that, Mikoto retreated into the changing room, presumably to join us.


  Sensing that round two of the morning’s conversation was approaching, I hid my face in my hands as I dove into the water, wanting to scream with all of my might.


  Chapter 8: Dragon-san Is in a Pinch


  After washing herself thoroughly, Mikoto finally took a dip in the hot spring.


  She kept on sighing and seemed annoyed for some reason.


  Her tail was still standing straight, but once she gazed at Ligurila it stopped, returning to normal.


  I was sitting in the middle of the two, embracing my knees with my hands.


  I was curious what the two of them were going to talk about, and I initially wanted to give them some space to talk things through, but I let go of that idea. I needed to be here, in case things suddenly went south and the two of them started fighting again.


  But the fact that they didn’t kicked me out of here was already showing some promise.


  …… Aaahh, all of the tension and nerves were making my stomach hurt.


  Just when I was starting to think that the hot spring was no longer as enjoyable as it was before, Mikoto began to speak with a low voice.


  「Big Brother Sen was on his way to become the best Guardian in the whole country. Eventually, my sister appointed me to be the next Head Shrine Maiden, and so on that day they made a promise to each other that they shall be together.」


  Mikoto was saying fascinating things from the very beginning.


  As for Senjiro, it looks like he was even more amazing than I initially thought……


  Mikoto continued, while embracing her knees with her hands.


  「If it wasn’t for you, he would not hesitate so much to return home. He could live his life happily there.」


  「You sound so sure, but is that really what Senjiro wishes for?」


  Asked Ligurila, and Mikoto’s expression darkened in an instant.


  「This, is……」


  「He didn’t say anything like that. Meaning: he didn’t want to do it. He chose to stay here with me. And this means that you can’t really complain or look for people to blame.」


  Surprisingly enough, Ligurila didn’t seem to be shaken in the slightest about the fact that Senjiro used to have a fiancée.


  Her tongue was as sharp as ever, but this time instead of ridiculing the other party, she limited herself to the raw facts.


  She just shook her head at Mikoto’s naivety.


  「My sister is the only family I have left. I came her to search for Big Brother Sen in her stead.」


  「So you came all this way to bring Senjiro back to your sister? You travelled all the way across the sea just for that?」


  「What do you, mean?」


  As I started to feel as though Mikoto began to realize something, I could also feel the atmosphere of danger raising in the bath.


  「You came all this way to find just one person, but nobody forced you to do it. You chose to do it yourself. And even when you already found him, the reason why you were so enraged when you saw Senjiro with me was not for your sister, but rather for yourself, was it not?」


  「!!!」


  After Ligurila said that Mikoto opened her eyes wide, her face becoming crimson-red in an instant.


  That reaction was definitely not because of the hot water, but more out of shame.


  Even I managed to piece it all together.


  She had no need to say this directly, but the meaning was clear:


  Mikoto was probably in love with Senjiro herself.


  I knew that the two of them were suddenly reunited and because of that, Mikoto’s reaction could have been a little bit over-exaggerated, but the reason for her anger and frustration seemed to be something else entirely than what she was letting us know.


  I don’t know if Ligurila figured it out all on her own, or if it was because Mikoto’s anger was directed at her.


  However, whether Mikoto liked it or not, her body was reacting all on its own, making it painfully obvious to others to see.


  「What, that’s not, I……」


  「I knew it. So you didn’t even realize it yourself.」


  Ligurila slowly crosses her legs, looking at Mikoto with an expression filled with pity.


  「The only thing I want in this world is Senjiro. So in order to have him, I shall act accordingly with my own desires, destroying anything and anyone that would dare to oppose me in the pursuit of my goal. Can you say the same? If not, then we don’t have anything more to discuss.」


  Ligurila says with confidence and strength, her features lit up by the moonlight. Even to me, who knew her for a long time, she seemed majestic at that moment.


  However, what about Mikoto, who was suddenly made aware of the feelings that were hiding inside of her heart?


  Mikoto looked at Ligurila in shock.


  She opened her mouth to speak up, but the mixture of different feelings such as anger, fear, confusion and despair rendered her speechless.


  So as she closed her mouth, Ligurila let out a sigh, pulled herself out and stood up from the water.


  「That’s about everything I had to say. Now start acting like the little child you are and go back home like any little child should do.」


  With Ligurila about ready to leave just like that, I was wondering what I should do.


  Ligurila may have said too much there, but it was true that her relationship with Senjiro was genuine, and every word she said about wanting to protect said relationship was true.


  So there was no way that she would apologize for her words.


  Should I try to comfort Mikoto instead? But whatever should I say to her, when she was hurt so badly by Ligurila’s words?


  While I was having a dilemma, Mikoto stood up from the water, splashing it everywhere around her.


  Looking at her, Mikoto’s fists were tightly clenched, and she looked at Ligurila with an expression as if she was about to cry.


  「Even if you say that you know him for a long time, I knew Big Brother Sen far longer than you! So I won’t let you have him! Not some dubious and unsightly Aramitama like yourself!」


  Even though Mikoto shouted all those things at Ligurila, there was no way for her to understand them, since Mikoto was speaking in her native tongue. Hence Ligurila’s unchanged expression.


  However, it was now clear that Mikoto was adamant on not wanting to give up.


  Ligurila stopped in her tracks, looked back at Mikoto and then the corners of her lips lifted slightly.


  I knew that look all too well.


  It was the look of a predator that finally found a worthy opponent.


  「Ara? Little foxy is talking back? Ahh, I guess it cannot be helped because of your beastly nature, but do you have the bite to back up your bark?」


  「Look who’s talking! You don’t even understand the language we are speaking! If you say you love him so much, why don’t you put some effort into learning it, huh!? Don’t you dare look down on me only because your tits are huge!」


  「Tch, you on the other hand have no chest to speak of. See those? Those are the fruits of my labor over the years, after going through a lot of trial and error. Even Senjiro says that they are splendid.」
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  Saying that, Ligurila stretched her body and her breasts shook magnificently.


  Yup, they were amazing, without a doubt.


  「B-big Brother Sen is a man after all, so no wonder he likes them! Not that he can help it, but he values other things in women, not only their bodies alone!」


  Although Mikoto looked as if she regretted speaking up, she kept on pushing the offensive with her words.


  「We were always together, every morning and every night! It is because of that that I failed to notice my own feelings up until now! So you just stay away from Big Brother Sen and stop trying to seduce him!」


  「Fufufu, well said you brat, but there are some nuances that can be only discovered with magic. I know everything that there is to know about Senjiro’s body, every single nook and cranny. Why do you think we train every single day? And you can be damn sure that he’s trembling with anticipation for it, and enjoys every second of it!」


  「…… Well then, if you trust Big Brother Sen so much, then why are you so irritated that he’s so popular with women?」


  「……!?」


  「Every time he travelled somewhere to exterminate demons, there would always be a woman or two who would fall for him! Honestly, it was so ridiculous that my family was sure that at some point even a princess or some other noble lady might set her sights on him!」


  「W-why would I even be interested in some sissy or two from Senjiro’s past? This only goes to show just how wonderful Senjiro is.」


  No, you keep saying that, but your body is trembling all over. Can’t you see it?


  「No matter how many times he gets himself into trouble, he just can’t help himself…… If there is someone in need of help, he is going to help them no matter the cost.」


  This time it was Ligurila who was visibly taken aback by Mikoto’s words.


  「That man, as long as I am his number one, I don’t care what he does on the side or with whom he decides to involve himself with.」


  「Like that, he’ll be gone from your side before you even realize it…… He’ll go back home without telling you a thing, as to not worry you.」


  Even though Mikoto’s words could only be understood partially, if you consider the amount of words that both of them produced for the sake of their arguments, they actually managed to hold a decent conversation filled with ideals, complaints and comebacks.


  Aside from the fact that they both seemed to idolize Senjiro way too much, it was amazing how their opinions about him differed. It was also amazing that they didn’t end up going for each other’s throats.


  For now she fell silent, but Mikoto’s tail was swaying with certainty, and there was no shade of doubt on her face.


  「But still, we were always taking our baths together with Big Brother Sen.」


  「…… What was that?」


  I couldn’t help myself but laugh just a little bit seeing just how stunned Ligurila was from that simple statement.


  But that would be when they were still in their homeland, so Mikoto must have been really young and small back then.


  However, seeing how much it affected Ligurila, Mikoto probably didn’t wanted to clarify that fact at all.


  「I let him brush my fur whenever he liked it! He would let me ride on his shoulders and let me sleep on his lap when I was tired! And when he was away on the job, he would always buy me sweets and give them to me when he was coming back! He was treating me exceptionally!」


  「M-me too, I was taking care of Senjiro’s tail! I washed it, combed it and did everything in my power to make it look clean and healthy!」


  「He let you touch his tail!?」


  Umm, it seems like touching the tail was something of a really intimate or even shameless action to do, but butting in right now and having that clarified would be extremely unwise of me.


  That conversation, the one about the cultural differences, was unlikely to end quickly, and the farther it went, the more lost I would become.


  Not to mention that if I were to listen to any more of this, I might end up unable to look Senjiro or Ligurila properly in the eye once it all came to an end.


  Long story short, even Eastern countries seemed to have their fair share of taboos (wry smile).


  I was wiping my body while thinking about that half seriously, when suddenly I felt that there was something wrong at the entrance to the changing room.


  Or more than that, it was as if there was someone there?


  One I changed my clothes, I looked around only to find huge figure sitting in the shadows of the building.


  With animal ears and a tail covered in grey fur, it was obvious at first glance who it was. I couldn’t help it but to feel sympathy for that man.


  When I approached him, he raised his head and looked at me.


  「…… Believe me, I wasn’t trying to peek or eavesdrop.」


  「Yeah, I understand. You just wanted to take a dip in the hot springs, right?」


  After all, Ligurila and Mikoto were quite loud with their dispute.


  I didn’t set any kind of barrier, so Senjiro must have heard it all.


  And seeing how bright red his face currently was, he must have heard every single word.


  「I would be really grateful if you forget about all of this.」


  「It looks like even you have your own share of troubles, Sen-san. Do you want to be loved?」


  Hearing that, Senjiro’s ears jolted upwards.


  For me it was so much fun, since I have never seen Sen-san so upset ever before.


  「Guess I didn’t need to ask, but you might have been better without hearing all that.」


  「Naturally…… Now please kill me.」


  Senjiro said that with a soft voice while he stood up.


  Seriously, the way in which he was moving right now couldn’t be more obvious.


  With that, it really would be better if he didn’t hear anything.


  「Don’t you want to hear more? Or maybe you would like to go home, pretending you didn’t hear anything?」


  I asked, and Senjiro shook his head.


  「I don’t really want to hear more. It is a shame, but I don’t think anything good would come out of it. I think I’m going to come back here in the morning to take a bath.」


  「That sounds nice.」


  I walk alongside him, and Senjiro begins to speak.


  「I am really happy to hear that Ligurila feels that way about me. Although I thought it was something impossible.」


  「I was really surprised, too.」


  First things first, the fact that Mikoto had feelings for him.


  And what’s more, that she was willing to follow him all the way out here because of that.


  「I am sorry that she needed to go through that because of how she feels about me, but I would be lying if I told you that part of me wasn’t happy that Ligurila feels that way about me.」


  「Happy?」


  「Umu.」


  Senjiro wagged his tail in an embarrassed manner, all the while looking into the distance with absent-minded look in his eyes.


  「Mikoto was still a small child when we were separated. She was really attached to me, but when I left home, she was no more than ten years old. I didn’t think that her feelings for me were of that kind, though.」


  Ligurila may have said so, but I do believe that Mikoto’s feelings for Senjiro were more of the feelings that a sister could have for her brother rather than a woman would have for a man.


  Still, first love would always be first love, and it wasn’t to be taken lightly.


  「I was sure that she gave up on those feelings at this point, but hearing her now only proved that this was not the case.」


  Senjiro let out a sigh in the middle of the night.


  But I could feel that it was not a sigh filled with pain and sorrow.


  「To me, Mikoto is an important person, a dear little sister. So I hope that she can find her true love someday.」


  Mikoto would certainly be sad if she heard that because Senjiro’s heart belonged wholly to Ligurila at this point.


  It was something that couldn’t be helped, but Mikoto would surely end up being hurt by that no matter what.


  And the fact that Ligurila was the cause of her depression certainly wasn’t helping.


  「Ligurila only does the things she wants to do. So maybe it is high time for you to do the same?」


  I speak casually, to which Senjiro shakes his tail and puts his hand onto his forehead.


  「Umu, I’m beginning to think so, too.」


  I would never have thought that an embarrassed man would still look cute.


  Of course, Nectar was an exception to that rule.


  I smiled at that thought, and Senjiro coughed a few times, as if to clear his throat.


  「For the time being, I would like to have a nice, long chat with Mikoto. It would be nice if she allowed me to have that.」


  「What do you want to talk about with her? Something about your homeland?」


  If I wasn’t home for five years, I would surely like to know that everything was okay. However, Senjiro’s response wasn’t quite what I expected.


  「Umm, that’s part of the reason as well, but……」


  He seemed strangely restless for some reason, but I wasn’t exactly sure why would that be the case.


  「I don’t know what to do with my sudden newfound popularity.」


  「I understand. Ah, Sen-san. There’s one last thing I wanted to ask you.」


  「What is it?」


  「I could feel strong traces of your magic coming off from Ligurila earlier. What were you guys were up to?」


  「…… This –– No, I’m terribly sorry, but I’d rather keep that to myself! Please forgive me!」


  While I was trying to force the grinning Senjiro to spill the beans, we finally arrived back home.


  Chapter 9: Dragon Family Returns Home


  The next day our short vacation came to an end.


  I returned to my dragon form and flew over the Vishana mountains with Nectar on my back.


  Aru was flying right next to me, spreading his red wings.


  I think that he got a little bigger since the last time I saw him in this form.


  Normally, dragons reach the state of adulthood the moment they are born.


  But in Aru’s case, the circumstances must have been a little bit different, since he was born from the union of a dragon and a spirit. It looks as though his physical growth was connected to his mental growth.


  It was a happy thing and a sad thing at the same time, knowing that something like that was happening over the spring break and I couldn’t witnessed it with my own eyes.


  “But still, I was really surprised that Ligurila and Mikoto were arguing so much with each other. Good thing that things didn’t get too far, though……”


  “Maybe that’s the effects of the hot water and a good breakfast, but they looked as though nothing really happened.”


  “Is it only me, or Big Sis Lily and Miko-san seemed to get along better? I got a feeling like that.”


  “Most likely. But still, they had a little fight today near the lake. Well, you can’t really call that a fight, but still……”


  Remembering Ligurila and Mikoto, I couldn’t help it but to be reminded of just how we used to be with Ligurila when we just met one another.


  Sometime earlier.


  Before returning home I decided to check on the two of them just in case, only to find them floating on the water’s surface inside of the hot spring.


  Without me there, there was no one to regulate the water temperature, so it naturally went back to its usual temperature.


  I put both of them inside of the lake so they could cool down a little, and once they both regained consciousness they got dressed and I brought them both home.


  Mikoto I could understand, but why was Ligurila so stubborn on sitting in the hot spring? Was this some kind of competition of endurance between the two of them?


  Recently, because of her work Ligurila was spending more and more time in her humanoid form, so one might think that she would learn a thing or two about her own body, like for example heat resistance threshold.


  I knew that in order to show how important Senjiro was to her, she was willing to do pretty much anything, but forcing herself to stay in hot water even though she couldn’t handle it was going a bit overboard in my book……


  When Mikoto regained consciousness, she wanted to show off and leave the water on her own, which resulted in her tripping and falling back into the water again.


  Anyway, the relationship between Mikoto and Ligurila was indeed a strange one, based on mutual aversion and bordering on hatred.


  Even today, while everyone else was enjoying the beautiful, mountainous scenery, Mikoto and Ligurila were keeping their distance from one another, glaring daggers at one another so intensely that you could almost see the sparks that were flying between them.


  I really pity both Kyle and Senjiro, thinking about what they are going to be going through once we get home and everything settled down.


  “Mother, I saw something! It’s the Tree Grandpa!”


  Before Aru could finish that sentence, I could see it as well.


  In the woods that we were currently passing, there was only one giant tree standing above all else, like a green monument, shining with magical radiance.


  And since it was so big, it was absorbing most of the magic from the atmosphere, which made its leaves thick and green.


  It was the world’s largest tree, currently housing the Great Plant Spirit, being which I simply called Gramps and who was Nectar’s master.


  I give Aru a short answer and I begin to descend.


  When I started to lower my altitude, Nectar jumped off my back and flew down on his staff.


  Not wanting to be left behind, Aru changed into his human form, leaving only his wings intact, and began to gently descend towards the ground.


  Suddenly, my nostrils were filled with the rich smell of leaves, grass and soil.


  Aru was already at Nectar’s side, trying his best to keep his balance while staying motionless in mid-air.


  「Flying it the human form is so difficult. I can’t maintain my balance without my tail.


  「That’s because the bodies of humans are not suited for flying, but don’t fret over it too much. It’s not like it’s an obligatory skill to have.」


  「But Mother can do that and it looks so cool! One day I will be able to do it properly, you’ll see!」


  I walked through the forest with a huge smile on my face, until eventually I emerged into a huge clearing where the sun was shining brightly.


  There was only one tree standing in the middle of that clearing.


  In order to see the top of the tree from the ground you had to really bend back your neck, and even then the only thing you’d be able to see would be a canopy of leaves and branches. Incidentally, the branches of that tree were as thick as a human being.


  The trunk supporting the whole tree was simply massive, even a few grown men wouldn’t be able to embrace it whole if they tried, and thick, long roots were spreading in all possible directions.


  No, not even a dragon or two would be able to encompass it.


  The leaves were gently swaying in the wind, letting only some of the sunshine to shine through their thick barrier.


  The beauty and tranquility of this place was simply overwhelming.


  The wind was blowing, the branches were swaying, and I could sense the newly born spirits drifting through the air and laughing happily.


  I knew it, it was the perfect environment for magic and spirits alike.


  Originally, plants only held the ability to suck the magic from underground leylines and expel it through their leaves into the atmosphere.


  However, this Spirit Tree was quite special, for it was absorbing magic and keeping most of it for itself.


  That is why lesser spirits were gathering around it, seeking its protection and nourishment, making the population quite huge.


  The environment rich in magical power was a potent breeding ground for spirits, but on the same principle, it was also attracting monsters and large animals.


  If the region was teeming with magical power, the likelihood of such spirit trees emerging in the center of the woods was that more probable.


  There was also a folk tale being told about the great spirits sleeping inside of every spirit tree like that without exception, and those who would receive a branch of the tree from those spirits would be bound to become the heroes of legends.


  Gramps that lived here used to give me lectures on the use of ancient magic, and I noticed right away that something felt off.


  「Strange, Gramps is not here?」


  The atmosphere around the base of the tree was calm and still, with Gramps nowhere to be seen.


  If the spirit tree and the spirit dwelling inside of it are deeply connected, the spirit could absorb even more magical power from its surroundings, eventually leading to it being able to manifest a body and to move freely outside of the tree, up to some distance.


  Nectar, who was not holding onto his staff, was a prime example of such a rule.


  However, since the spirits were usually fond of the land in which they were born, they stayed there for eternity, the concept of moving somewhere else unknown to them.


  As a Plant Spirit, Gramps was exactly the same. This was surprising, because he never left his dwelling.


  「Gramps––! Where are you––!?」


  Aru noticed that something was wrong as well, but still he jumped on top of the massive roots and called out to Gramps, hoping to hear a response.


  Then there was a surge of light in the middle of the tree’s trunk, and a figure of an old man appeared from inside of it.


  At first glance I thought it was Gramps in the flesh, but then I realized it was a kind of magical recording, since it felt kind of off.


  Even though it was voice only, Gramps seemed to sound fine.


  He watched us gather around him before he finally laughed in a gentle manner.


  「Long time no see, Obsidian. If you’re looking at this, I hope that you brought Aru boy with you as well. My disciple is probably with you, as well.」


  「I’m right here, Master. I see that you never change.」


  The recording kept on going, even despite Nectar’s comment.


  「Knowing you two, you do nothing but flirt all day and all night long. I know that you love one another greatly, but try not to cause Aru boy too much trouble, will you?」


  「N-no, I don’t think that we do it that much……」


  I could feel my face getting red, but when I thought about it calmly, he may have been right.


  …… I wonder, is that really a recording magic?


  Gramps took a deep breath, there was a flash of light and his usual robe turned into a set of travelling clothes.


  The clothes looked sturdy and of utmost quality, tailored in the Ballow national style.


  「Now then, on to the main subject. I was looking forward to this spring break, and I took the occasion since I haven’t done it in quite a while. I want to see the world and its people again. It’s been such a long time. We may not be able to get in touch, but I want you to know that I’m well.」


  「To see the world……?」


  I simply couldn’t imagine Gramps walking across the land like a normal human being.


  Next, the recording shifted slightly, so that Gramps’ line of sight could match that of Aru.


  「I’m sorry, Aru boy. I really wanted to act like a proper grandfather to you, but I’ll bring you some nice souvenirs from my travels. Please forgive me.」


  「I’m looking forward to it.」


  Even though I knew it was a recording, upon hearing Aru’s answer Gramps smiled brightly and his image faded away.


  Then, Nectar began to examine the branch that triggered the recording, and the magic circles drawn all over it.


  「This wasn’t here before the beginning of the spring break. He must have left it behind so that we could guess the date.」


  「It looks like Gramps really went away.」


  「What a shame. I don’t entirely get it, but I think it’s all true.」


  I gently stroke Aru’s head, while the lesser spirits gathered around me.


  They tried their best at comforting me, tickling and rubbing themselves all over me.


  「Yeah, I’m fine. Thanks. …… That’s right! Mother, I want to greet other spirits as well!」


  「Then come closer to the tree.」


  After saying that, Aru began to climb the tree.


  Or, to be more precise, since the branches were so thick, he was jumping from one branch to another in small jumps.


  I watched Aru climb, becoming smaller and smaller, and eventually I sat on top of one of the roots.


  The roots were so tall, that once you sat on top of one of them, your feet weren’t touching the ground.


  As I shook my legs, I thought to myself that this tree was truly something taken straight out of a fantasy book or a fairy tale.


  「What a shame. There were so many things I wanted to say to him and so many things I wanted to hear from him.」


  Who knows? Since Gramps was so withdrawn, maybe it was going to be good for him to experience the world, but because of his bad timing I couldn’t really help it but to feel discouraged.


  I let out a long sigh, and Nectar sat down right next to me and said.


  「It’s about that “Eclipse” thing, right?」


  「Yeah. Gramps is the only being who has lived longer in this world than any other dragon. And none of the dragons seem to know anything about it.」


  I then recalled the events that happened during the dragon meeting just before we came here, when I reported about the “Eclipse” to the other dragons.


  Chapter 10: Dragon-san’s Questions Keep Multiplying


  “So this is the magical power that I encountered…… No, this is something that can surely bring about the end of the world. If any of you know something about this, please share it with the rest of us. The fate of the whole world is at stake here.”


  As I concluded my report, a dead silence befell the whole dragon network.


  And since this wasn’t a normally scheduled meeting, only about forty percent of all dragons were present at the moment.


  But I think it is a good number.


  Us dragon spend most of our time on restoring the malfunctioning leylines.


  Furthermore, once the restoration was started, it was so tedious and complex of a process that you wouldn’t be able to function normally, much less attend a meeting like that.


  Besides, every new information would then be added to the dragon’s collective memory, so everyone not present could easily browse the information at a later date, at their own leisure. So there was no need to be gathered in real time.


  This time everyone present would be more than enough, for everyone was at least a thousand to two thousand years old.


  At least, that’s what I thought.


  “Answer, no such records exist.”


  “Similar. Unknown phenomenon.”


  “Wait, really? None of you knows anything? Even something that would be remotely similar?”


  I was stunned to hear that. Then, the dragons began to exchange information amongst one another, but none of it was useful or outside of the hypothesis field.


  With that, my investigation ended with little to no results to speak of.


  I also informed them about a spirit named Lute who apparently hated all the dragons, and shared his magical wave pattern, just so they could be on guard.


  But to be honest, the probability of finding him was extremely low, due to the fact that he wouldn’t willingly come into contact with a dragon.


  However, Vass-senpai was nowhere to be seen during the meeting.


  I wondered about that for a while as I listened to one of my senpais, but then I remembered that it was the middle of the night, so Elvie must have been asleep.


  If that’s the case……


  「What’s that supposed to mean that ‘information is restricted’?」


  I tried to repeat the words of my senpai that he spoke at the end, but I didn’t understood it all that well.


  「There is information in our memory that corresponds to various topics. But due to the sensitive nature of some of those things, not everyone can access them freely. The restrictions can be of various depth, resulting in different people being able to access different information.」


  It was a kind of response that Nectar and I have already taken into consideration.


  「So it’s not that there is no information, but it cannot be disclosed for some reason?」


  「Seems like it. No matter how many times I asked, I was always met with a refusal.」


  I say that while remembering the apologetic expressions of some of my senpais.


  I understood that there must have been some good reason to restrict information, but to me it felt almost like a crime to know something about such a dangerous phenomenon and keep that information to yourself.


  However, since there was nothing that could be done about that, I decided to leave that matter be for now.


  …… But wasn’t that irresponsible? What if something like that were to happen again, and innocent people were to be caught in the middle of it?


  Still, it was good to know that there might be SOMETHING that dragons know about all of this.


  I don’t want to think too deeply about this, but I was sure hoping that none of my senpais wwere plotting to disturb the peace around those parts behind everyone else’s back.


  Or maybe some other dragons were up to something, but they were just keeping a low profile in order to avoid detection?


  If only senpais could understand just how important this information was.


  There should also be dragons whose lifespan was approaching almost five thousand years.


  They were very important and respected beings, since many of them would simply wither away and die when living for such a long time.


  But I don’t think that their response would be any different in this situation.


  That is why I wanted to ask Gramps for advice, but Gramps wasn’t there to help me this time around.


  If this was supposed to be a nightmare, then I want to wake up!


  「Lava, do you know how old Master is?」


  「I can’t be all that sure, but if I had to guess I’d say more than two thousand years old?」


  So there were things that he should have quite a bit of knowledge about, making him a reliable source of information.


  I then turned toward Nectar, who looked as if he wanted to know why I was so sure.


  「When I was once at your laboratory, I happened to stumble upon a book about the ancient magic. There was a spell described there that Gramps taught me once, so I assumed that he must have already been around when that spell was originally created.」


  「But maybe he taught it to you just so that you could know it in case of emergency, but the spell itself was invented much earlier?」


  「Yeah, but he also told me lots of stories that accompanied the creation process of those spells. He couldn’t know them unless he was there when they were created, wouldn’t you agree?」


  「I see. By the way, what kind of book that was? The one about the ancient magic?」


  「Umm, I think it was……」


  It seems that Nectar also became interested in the book that I read, so I told him to give me a moment to think about it.


  I went over every book and text about magic that I have read since coming into this world.


  「It was a translated manuscript, so the date imprinted on it was the date when it was translated. We don’t know how long it took to copy and translate the whole text, but every piece of information was preserved like the original ones, so the translation should be very accurate.」


  「Hee. And how old do you think the original book could be?」


  「I can’t be sure about that, but judging from its state I’d say about five thousand years old. Probably around the same time the ancient civilization went extinct.」


  So that would incidentally overlap with the time when the first dragon came to be in this land.


  It may come as a surprise, but even though the manuscript was old, it was still readable.


  So the techniques used to preserve it must have been at the true pinnacle of technology and craft at the time.


  In addition to books and scrolls, the ancients were supposed to record their knowledge into the magical orbs, which sent the stored information directly to the reader’s brain.


  That way it would be easier to preserve the information for future generations.


  Five thousand years was a true test of time.


  I turn towards Nectar only to find him lost in his own thoughts.


  He may have done so unconsciously, but he was touching the roots of the Spirit Tree with his hand.


  「To tell you the truth, I have also been expecting Master to be that old.」


  I listen to his voice, and Nectar begins to speak with a thoughtful look.


  「The Spirit Trees are the best kind of base materials for magician’s staves, and so they are among the best possessions that every magician would want to have. And the Vishana Mountains are one of the best known places in the entire world for Spirit Trees to grow, so I thought it would only be natural for them to be mentioned in literature.」


  「And how was it?」


  「The most recent mentions are from around six hundred years ago, while the oldest even more than five thousand years ago. …… Around the same time when the first dragons were brought into this world.」


  「Ehehe, so Gramps really is old.」


  I admired Gramps’ longevity, but Nectar’s expression was still bugging me.


  「But there are still some questions that remain.」


  「And what would those be?」


  「According to the records, Master was around five thousand years ago. He was interacting with humanity since five thousand years ago. But his ancient magic must have been proficient even before that. But around five thousand years ago all of ancient magic should have been wiped out.」


  At first I didn’t really understood what Nectar was getting at, but eventually it began to sink in.


  「In other words, it leaves the question how does Gramps know so much about ancient magic, if he allegedly never interacted with the ancient people?」


  Then Nectar continued to speak with a calm appearance.


  「There are no records left of the ancient civilizations, and the only way we can get to know about them are from bits and pieces that can sometimes be found inside of the dungeons. And since there are no records of them before five thousand years ago, it is safe to assume that they all ceased to be around that time. This leaves us with a question: from who or from where did Master learned the arcana of the ancient magic?」


  The gentle wind blew and sent Nectar’s hair into disarray.


  Some of my black hair got into my eyes, but I didn’t care right about now.


  「First of all, us spirits don’t use any normal kind of magic. We use our own magical reserves without relying on outside sources, so the idea of mastery does not apply to us. However, Master was well educated and proficient in every kind of magic, and was interested in incorporating the ways of old into the modern magic. It is the kind of thinking that resonates deeply with me.」


  I never really paid that much attention to the way in which Gramps was educating me, but I guess it was true.


  The spirits use the kind of magic that influences both time and space.


  They don’t mix it in, they just use it as it is.


  Its nature makes it very powerful, but at the same time, its applications were severely limited.


  For example, it could be used to study the demons and monsters, but it could do very little to exterminate them. To that end, the creation of magical tools would be needed.


  I think so as well.


  So how did Gramps manage to learn the ancient magic?


  Was it really from the ancients? Or maybe from some other magicians?


  However, it is said that nowadays there were no usable substitutes for it, although the mentions of it still remained in literature.


  「No, but I think the idea that Gramps might have lived even longer and learnt it from the ancients is a good idea.」


  Nectar said so and nodded his head as if to agree with my thoughts.


  「Yeah, there’s a part of me that is really curious about that. It stirs my researcher blood…… But I’m happy with that. How awesome would that be if Master really knew the ancients!」


  I laughed at Nectar for changing the subject like that, and looked up at the Spirit Tree, unchanging and as majestic as always.


  Just when did Gramps turn into a spirit and why did he agreed on teaching me magic in the first place?


  Even though dragons were said to be the strongest creatures in the whole world, there were still many things about which I had no idea, so having to learn all about them was a fresh and pleasant experience.


  But, we made no new discoveries about Lute or the white fog.


  I knew that as a mother I should always prioritize Aru’s well-being and safety, but that fact was still tormenting me.


  So far, the only things we knew about ‘Eclipse’ was that it was sealed away by the ancients and the only thing capable of containing it was the ancient magic.


  I managed to survive the contact with it, even though all manners of living things and magic were supposed to be extinguished by it.


  But the only reason that I was able to survive was probably because I was made out of the world’s magic, and was thus considered a part of the world itself.


  However, we knew next to nothing about ‘Eclipse’. What’s its nature? Where did the things extinguished by it go? Where did it come from in the first place?


  Only Lute could answer those questions, but his current whereabouts were unknown.


  And even though it’s not that we couldn’t best it, doing so took a tremendous amount of time and it was a method that was far from being perfect.


  「What’s the deal with it, and where did it come from……? So much hate, so much negativity, to the point where it was simply unbearable.」


  I mumbled to myself, suddenly remembering one more question that’s been bugging me all this time.


  「That’s right, it’s the thing that I felt, but……」


  「The negativity that you felt from the ‘Eclipse’?」


  Nectar asked while standing up and supporting himself with his staff.


  It was something that I forgot about just until the incident was over, but now it was resurfacing as a whole new memory for me.


  It was that sudden wave of negativity that almost swallowed me whole the moment the ‘Eclipse’ was activated, but strangely enough, Ligurila who was right there beside me didn’t feel a thing.


  Although all of my friends were right beside me there, I couldn’t feel anything but negativity and hopelessness.


  Maybe it’s because I am a dragon that I could feel things that other creatures were unable to feel.


  However, it was still weird that I felt it so strongly and others didn’t feel affected at all.


  I even tried to share some of the memories of it with others, but none of them could sense or hear anything, to the point that they became concerned if it wasn’t an illusion of some sort that began influencing me.


  「What’s even weirder……」


  While I was saying that, I could hear some weird sound coming from above my head.


  It was Aru, who landed right beside us while shaking off the leaves that got stuck in his hair.


  「How are you doing?」


  「Say, were you talking about the things that happened in Melias? Were you talking about some scary feelings?」


  Apparently, he was listening to us from above.


  He looked anxious and his eyes were shaking. I was unsure to what exactly he was referring to, but Nectar must have known.


  「Aru. Do you know what those scary feelings were?」


  Being asked the question by Nectar, Aru looked at him with a really complicated expression on his face.


  「Father, it was around the time you went to Hesat. It was a night filled with so much negativity. Pain, sorrow, fear, suffering.」


  I wanted to praise Aru for describing this feeling so accurately, but more than anything, I was truly astonished.


  In the meantime, Aru’s whole body shook and trembled.


  「That night I was unable to fall asleep. Maybe it was because I was worried that you might have been dragged into the middle of it all. I was so happy when I discovered that you were okay.」


  Seeing that tears began to well up in Aru’s eyes, I immediately got to his side and hugged him with all of my might, wanting to show him that everything is going to be okay.


  「It’s alright. Mother and Father are right here, and we’re not going anywhere.」


  I felt ashamed that I made Aru worry about us so much, but also happy that he was worried. I lovingly brushed his hair.


  After a while, I felt that Aru had managed to calm down a little bit, and looked towards Nectar ,who was now hugging him in the exact same way I was.


  His face was also a mixture of both surprise and embarrassment.


  I could hardly blame him for that.


  Although there was a huge distance between Ballow and Hesat, Aru was still able to sense the ‘Eclipse’ being activated.


  However,


  「Other dragons weren’t aware of that at all.」


  「Yes, that’s right.」


  I have confirmed it with other dragons that they didn’t feel anything the moment ‘Eclipse’ was activated.


  They also said that they could not feel any of the negativity that I was talking about.


  So even with leylines, it was impossible for them to understand what was going on.


  I thought it might have something to do with the distance, but then why was Aru able to sense it, and other dragons were unable to do so?


  「Something that Aru and I have in common……」


  While I was pondering that, I could feel someone’s arms enclosing over my shoulders.


  When I looked around, I could see Nectar hugging me alongside Aru.


  「Aru was able to sense it as well. Now you don’t have to worry about it being just a creation of your imagination.」


  「…… Yeah, that’s right.」


  Now I was together with my family. It’s impossible to get all of the answers right away, so I might as well look for them later.


  「Father, Mother?」


  Aru looked at us with embarrassment written all over his face, to which we both answered with a bright smile.


  「Now, Aru. It’s still a bit early, but what do you say that we have lunch?」


  「If that’s the case, let’s find a suitable spot for that. Hmm, let’s see, Master is not here, so how about the top of the Spirit Tree?」


  Upon suggesting that, Aru’s face brightens in an instant.


  「Yup, let’s do that!」


  「Right, then let’s see who can get on top of the tree faster! You ready? Three, two, one, START!」


  「Ah, that’s not fair! Mother, wait for me!」


  As soon as I began to run upwards, I could hear Aru’s excited voice following closely behind me.


  Having our worries fade away, we were racing to see who would get to enjoy our delicious lunch first.


  Chapter 11: The Fox girl thinks of her brother


  Rustle, rustle, rustle.


  Amagi Mikoto went for a walk through the woods in order to clear her restless mind.


  Stepping on the moist ground, the smell of grass was really intense and its juices were dirtying the hem of her skirt, but Mikoto didn’t care about that at all.


  Having her own safety in mind, she only went as far as the nearby woods, from which she knew how to get back home.


  Mikoto could feel the density of the magic particles here with all of her senses — a clear sign that powerful spirits were living here.


  Her training as a Shrine Maiden taught her to always act cool and cautious, not letting her emotions to take the best of her.


  Still, for now she wanted to be left alone, preferably as far from Senjiro as possible.


  As soon as she could hear nothing more than the rustling of the trees, Mikoto stopped and looked for one that looked good enough.


  Then she took out her wand, pointed it at her own feet and channelled her magic into them.


  Enchanting her feet with a spell she learned back home, Mikoto began to climb up the tree, jumping from branch to branch with ease.


  Once she reached the height from which the view was good enough, she stopped and sat at the base of the branch.


  The trees in this forest were all impressive, even at this height the branches were strong and thick enough to support her weight, without putting too much strain on the trunk.


  After embracing her own tail, Mikoto finally let out a sigh.


  「…… I can’t believe this.」


  She mumbled that all to herself, as if fearing that someone might hear her.


  「She really is strong.」


  It was simply overwhelming. So much, in fact, that she felt like crying.


  The fact that her ears were hung down was a testimony to Mikoto’s current feelings.


  It all began with the square portion of fenced land, an arena for Lava and Ligurila’s mock battles, which was now used by Ligurila and Senjiro to practice their skills in a few mock battles.


  Mikoto simply couldn’t believe that Ligurila was demon who bested Senjiro each and every time the two of them fought, and by using normal weapons and without having to use any kind of magic.


  That is because back in their home country, Senjiro became a guardian even earlier than Mikoto did, and she became the Shrine Maiden at the age of thirteen, the youngest Shrine Maiden in history.


  He was a guardian who had it all: mind, body and skill, to surpass even those of his seniors who had natural talent as well. And he reached that level by nothing more than sheer willpower and training.


  Together with Shrine Maidens, the Guardians were the protectors that defended the people from the dangers imposed by monsters and evil spirits.


  Facing against the hordes of monsters and evil gods, they used their unique powers and unmatched skills to save the people from being eaten or their homes from being destroyed.


  The common people knew that their everyday peace was brought only by the efforts of the Guardians, and so they were deeply respected and revered by them.


  In fact, Senjiro was even known throughout the land for having rejected one of the gods so that he could still do his duty unobstructed.


  So even when Senjiro said that he wanted to ‘Devote myself to honing my skills with the blade.’ it came as not that big of a surprise.


  But the moment the two of them clashed in battle, she came to understand just how amazing he truly was.


  Rumors were rumors, but seeing was believing.


  At first glance, their strikes seemed to cut space itself.


  Their movements were so fast that they were creating afterimages, and her ears couldn’t keep up with all the sounds.


  The tides were changing rapidly, with the only sound that could be heard being steel clashing against steel.


  Elvie, who was right beside her, was looking at all of that with a pale face, looking like he was about ready to pass out.


  As a Shrine Maiden, Mikoto understood the importance that martial arts had on the battlefield.


  The Aramitama called Ligurila…… She said she was a demon but her power was of something much higher than that.


  And Senjiro was something else entirely, being able to keep up with her wild dance across the battlefield.


  For them, this was a method of communicating their feelings to one another without using words.


  Mikoto understood that.


  Just how strong were Big Brother Sen’s feelings for that woman?


  She also understood that there was just no way for her to compete with that woman.


  The only reason Senjiro was so nice to her, was probably because he thought about her as a younger sister who was close to him.


  By the time Mikoto began her work as a Shrine Maiden, Senjiro was already a part of the elite amongst the Guardians.


  He would always play with her, would buy her sweets and was far stronger than anyone else in the entire village.


  He was an older brother that she was proud of.


  And because of that Mikoto wanted to become the Shrine Maiden, so that she could walk side by side together with him.


  However, it was her elder sister that managed to steal his heart and the two of them became engaged soon after.


  Her elder sister was a true prodigy from the early years of her life.


  She was a gifted mage, a splendid Shrine Maiden, people respected her deeply and as a finishing touch she was breathtakingly beautiful.


  So even when she was told that the two of them got engaged, she was happy to see both of them happy with one another. For what she could tell, they were made for each other.


  However, their engagement was soon cancelled.


  「Senjiro went on a journey to find his soul mate.」


  It was her elder sister, Makoto, who told her that.


  With her usual, gentle smile on her face.


  Mikoto thought that she would never forgive him for doing something like that.


  Up until now, she thought the anger was about Senjiro left her elder sister after playing her for a fool.


  So when the idea of studying abroad was presented to the Shrine Maidens, Mikoto was the first one to raise her hand, and because of her flawless reputation it was decided that she would be sent to the Kingdom of Ballow.


  However,


  「That’s not it……」


  Mikoto squeezed her tail hard and pressed her face to her knees.


  Her heart was filled with a mixture of shame, embarrassment and unimaginable pain.


  When Ligurila pointed that out to her last night, Mikoto at first thought it was just stupid.


  He was supposed to be nothing more than a brother to her.


  Everyone would be worried if a member of your family suddenly got up and left God knows where.


  Thinking like that, she made up her mind and steeled her resolve to stand tall against that Aramitama, Ligurila.


  At that time, she was desperate and forgot all about it, but the truth was she was simply too scared to admit that that woman was right, and she hoped that by denying her and her words she would regain her inner peace.


  But it was this kind of thinking that eventually drove her into a corner.


  For the truth was that the way in which Mikoto felt about Senjiro was far from the feelings of a sister towards her brother.


  That anger she was feeling was the anger at her Elder Sister, for stealing her beloved Senjiro from her and forcing her to give up.


  She wasn’t chasing after Senjiro for her country’s sake. She wasn’t doing that for her Elder Sister’s sake. She was doing that for her own selfish reasons.


  But now it’s too late.


  Mikoto’s love was ripped apart the very moment she realized what it truly was.


  It turned into nothing more than a one-sided crush.


  And what made it even more irritating and unreasonable, was the fact that Senjiro was head over heels in love with Ligurila.


  But above all else, she clearly saw that those mock battles were only an excuse to deepen their bonds even further.


  His expression while exchanging blows with her was brighter than ever, unlike anything he showed while he was still back home.


  Even though he may not realize it, Mikoto could understand that because she was chasing after him for so long.


  Senjiro has finally found the one he was looking for.


  There was no longer any room for Mikoto inside of his heart.


  And she knew that no matter how hard she tried, she could never possibly hope to get between them.


  Mikoto let out a long and deep sigh.


  But that didn’t help to ease the pain that she was feeling inside of her chest.


  Now that she was aware of her own feelings, there was no way that she could look at Senjiro and Ligurila and wish for them to be happy together.


  So she ran away in hopes of calming herself down.


  「Does your sister know about this?」


  She even knew that.


  Suddenly, for some reason the elder sister in Mikoto’s memories became strangely similar to Ligurila. The look in their eyes was exactly the same.


  That idea was terrifying, especially since her elder sister was always really perceptive, just like Ligurila.


  So if she recommended Mikoto to study abroad, it may be that she wasn’t aware of her feelings or wasn’t treating her like a potential threat.


  「…… It’s so embarrassing.」


  She could feel the warm tears welling in her eyes and going down her cheeks, dripping onto her feet one by one.


  Mikoto raised her head, and once she could feel the cold touch of wind on her face she gradually began to calm down.


  It may be short, but she felt an urge to meditate.


  It was one of the practices employed by both Guardians and Shrine Maidens, but it was also an effective method of calming one’s thoughts.


  Getting rid of that pain in her chest will take months, if not years.


  That is why she wanted to calm herself down to the point where she would be able to look both Senjiro and Ligurila in the eyes, without feeling an urge to run away.


  The woods were the perfect place for meditation.


  If you listen to the natural sounds of the forest and let the dense magic-filled air overtake you, your consciousness would quickly drift away.


  Then you just had to let your thoughts flow without concentrating on anything in particular.


  Then, her ears picked up something.


  She opened her eyes, and in that moment, a strong wind blew, similar to an incoming storm.


  Then came the sense of hostility. It was approaching fast.


  She then turned her head towards the source of hostility, seeing a weird winged creature coming straight at her from the sky above.


  It was a bird, whose wings were strong-looking and were larger than Mikoto herself.


  It also had a big beak and sharp-looking talons.


  It was probably a monster, since Mikoto could feel magical energy from it.


  Since it was so large from this distance, it could probably be able to lift Mikoto up and carry her away without problem.


  She climbed the tree in order to avoid monsters on the ground, but was still attacked from the sky.


  Mikoto held onto her wand, ready to fight the monster.


  Even if she were to try to get to the ground, the monster would catch her on her way down.


  If she tried to get down, she would be handing herself to the monster on a silver platter.


  「……」


  The Shrine Maiden’s wand was programmed in such a way that it would allow its owner to fly on demand.


  The monster was closing the distance between them terrifyingly fast.


  Mikoto put the wand under her feet and issued a command, and the wand began to fly in response to her call.


  But judging by the monster’s size, it would be a formidable foe, even for someone like Mikoto.


  Then, when the monster was close, it opened its mouth.


  「This is…!!!」


  When the monster opened its mouth, a terrifying voice came out, resonating in Mikoto’s ears and sending shockwaves throughout her body, making her vision blurry and distorted.


  Mikoto felt nauseous, she lost her sense of balance, and she felt disoriented until she finally realized this was the magic of this monster.


  Although she was still on her wand, she somehow managed to lose altitude and plummet to the ground.


  It must have been the magic of the illusion type.


  It must have been a spell that attacked the senses of its prey, making it lose its sense of balance and thus rendering it easier to capture.


  Even though it was a monster that clearly had an advantage here, Mikoto felt excited about facing the strong opponent.


  No matter what, she couldn’t possibly hope to remain unscratched if she fell from that height, all the while being unable to utilize her sight and body properly.


  Most importantly, the monstrous roars were getting ever so closer.


  Feeling excruciating pain all over her body, she managed to hold on to her wand, but she wasn’t able to concentrate enough to stabilize herself and save herself from the incoming ground.


  When she thought it would be all over.


  She smelled a scent that was way too familiar.


  The grey shadow covered her whole vision.


  Before she could say anything, she heard his voice.


  「Brace yourself!」


  「Yes!」


  She said in her native tongue, before a tremendous impact shook her whole body.


  At the same time, the roars of the monster…… She couldn’t hear them anymore.


  Instead, she heard a light thud when he landed on the ground as well, his grey hair so different from her own fur in the dim light.


  He had a worried expression written all over his face.


  It was always like that.


  「Are you okay, Mikoto?」


  Sure enough, the fact that Senjiro was calling to her right now and that he saved her ravaged her heart, making her feel as though she was about to cry.


  「I’m fine.」


  Mikoto only noticed now that she was being held in Senjiro’s arms, and that fact made her feel restless.


  Now that she was aware of her own feelings, being held like that was extremely embarrassing.


  As soon as she escaped from his arms, she felt all strength leaving her body all at once.


  Nausea also returned.


  「Oi, what’s wrong, Mikoto!?」


  「It’s the magic of that monster.」


  Having informed Senjiro and preventing him from touching her shoulder, Mikoto reaffirms her grasp on her wand, again feeling the surge of magic throughout the area.


  「Cleanse!」


  Saying the incantation, the warm magic covered Mikoto’s body, effectively countering the effects of the monster’s magic.


  Finally, all of her senses were freed from the monster’s influence, and looking at the side she could see Senjiro looking at her with surprise in her eyes.


  「What was that?」


  「I just couldn’t get rid of the curse with only a short incantation.」


  She felt happy that Senjiro was worried about her, but it also made her feel ashamed in a really complex way.


  「I was careless. I was training to become a Shrine Maiden from the earliest years of my life, but lately I haven’t been training as diligently. I must have lost my edge.」


  「I guess you’re right.」


  The nostalgic look in Senjiro’s eyes distracted Mikoto, and looking back to where he was looking, Mikoto saw the flying monster laying on the ground, its head severed several meters away from its body.


  The cut was clean and sure, only confirming the skill of the swordsman who cut it down, saving Mikoto from a certain crisis.


  Senjiro was amazing. She needed to admit that much no matter how much she didn’t want to admit that.


  Seeing the proof of that fact right in front of her very eyes, Mikoto felt slightly humiliated, but also guilty. She spoke quietly.


  「I’m sorry.」


  While she was holding her wand with her hand, she could feel his huge hand being placed on top of her head.


  He patted her head lightly.


  His hand was truly nostalgic, the kind that was not too fierce but not too weak at the same time.


  「It’s all good as long as you learn from your mistakes.」


  It’s not that she wanted him to tell her that. She didn’t want to hear any sweet words from him. But what almost made her cry was the fact that his kind voice seemed to be recognizing the fact that she’s grown so much.


  That’s why she loves him so much.


  Ahh, but right now it should be “loved” not “loves”.


  While Mikoto was tormented by thoughts like that, Senjiro spoke up to her.


  「You know, Rock Birds are essentially carnivores, but they taste great if you cook their meat properly. If we bring it back with us, Nectar can probably cook it. What do you say? Want to eat it together?」


  She knew that this was his awkward effort on trying to patch things up, but even though she knew it, it was still oh so awkward.


  「Big Brother Sen.」


  「What is it?」


  「For now, let’s remove that bird’s blood and organs.」


  However, Mikoto didn’t want to let all of that delicious meat go to waste.


  Although the bird was almost as tall as Senjiro, he still carried it on his back without any problems.


  In turn, Mikoto stayed ever vigilant for if more monsters came to attack them.


  If she plays this right, Mikoto could force some answers right out of Senjiro without the risk of him dodging the questions.


  For a while, the only sound that could be heard was the sound of rustling grass.


  The bird was already devoid of most of its blood odor.


  That’s because Mikoto used a certain spell to drain all of the blood from its body.


  It was a simple spell, but at the same time it was well-known throughout the Eastern countries and their women as the perfect means of cleaning the unwanted dirt.


  It was an effective spell if one really wanted to remove stains from laundry.


  Of course it wasn’t wise to use it like that, but it was convenient when hunting outdoors for a prolonged period of time.


  Mikoto held onto her wand and she could feel Senjiro walking slowly behind her.


  Mikoto, who realized that she was in love and let him see her pathetic side, was at a loss for what to say.


  But Senjiro wasn’t going to speak up unless she does it first.


  She had that feeling.


  Besides, there was something that Mikoto absolutely wanted to hear.


  Now was the best time for that. Senjiro wouldn’t be willing to answer her if others were with them.


  「Big Brother Sen.」


  She said that while looking forward, fighting off the embarrassment and forcing the words to come out of her mouth.


  This was also necessary for Mikoto to be able to move on.


  The distance between them was also convenient for her, since she didn’t want for him to see her face.


  「Is that Aramitama really that important to you?」


  Was she so important that it was worth leaving his homeland and peaceful life he had together with her and her sister?


  She could guess what his answer would be.


  Even then, she couldn’t make her decision unless she was to hear it clearly from him.


  She went on without stopping while waiting for Senjiro’s reply.


  「She’s a troublesome woman.」


  Hearing such an answer, Mikoto came to a sudden stop.


  「She’s so troublesome. But still, I want to be with her.」


  She had a hard time squeezing her voice out of her throat.


  It seems that he managed to see through her pain.


  So in the end it was his soul mate over his family, even though she went to such lengths to come here and search for him.


  That was more than enough to make her feel distressed.


  「Stop, making, excuses.」


  There was no longer any need for him to try to explain.


  Because she knew.


  Senjiro wasn’t the kind of man who would make excuses or go back on his word.


  「I realize that you were lonely.」


  「Yes, I’m sorry.」


  Then, to end it all.


  Mikoto didn’t look back and resumed.


  Hot tears began to flow down her cheeks.


  Senjiro was speechless.


  「Mikoto……」


  「It’s alright, Big Brother Sen. But I won’t forgive you if you let all of that meat go to waste…」


  Mikoto said with a cracking voice, to which Senjiro set out a slight sigh.


  More than anything, she didn’t want him to see her in such a state.


  If he did, her heart wouldn’t make it.


  But this pain would not disappear anytime soon.


  Still, she felt that it had become easier for her to breathe for some reason.


  Chapter 12: Dragon-san Looks for Clues


  We managed to finish our lunch at the top of the Spirit Tree, and Mikoto was still to rejoin us.


  I learned that Senjiro managed to find her and the two were getting back together.


  Mikoto had traces of tears on her face, but since she seemed much calmer than before, I presumed that it had something to do with Senjiro.


  The huge rock bird that Senjiro brought back with them was met with lots of enthusiasm, and Nectar got all fired up to prepare a nice dinner out if it.


  It was also worth noting that Mikoto exhibited a great appetite during that meal, and managed to wolf down almost a third of the whole bird.


  And since it was the last day of our stay here, after cleaning up we all hit the hot spring for a night bath! Mikoto was there, and Marca, and even Aru, and we all had a great time.


  We also managed to drag Ligurila in as well, but before long she escaped the bath right into the lake, returning to her jellyfish-like appearance, scaring Marca, Elvie and Iori in the process.


  No, I get how you feel, Ligurila, I totally get it, but that was going totally overboard……


  In the end, everyone had loads of fun, but soon enough the clutches of sleep began to take a hold of us, as the tiredness from all the excitement began to settle in.


  Marca looked especially tired, to the point that she was walking half asleep, and in the end she was taken by Vaas-senpai back into her room.


  When the children finally went to sleep, it was time for us adults to chat about different topics while enjoying some nice alcohol.


  But then Mikoto appeared in the living room, probably unable to fall asleep. Senjiro’s expression changed visibly.


  「Can we talk for a bit?」


  「Sure thing, but are you alright, Mikoto? Will you be able to wake up early for school tomorrow?」


  Our house was connected to this place, so we could instantly teleport there the next day! The kids agreed to that idea and even brought their uniforms with them so that they could enjoy themselves as much as possible.


  But it would be better for Mikoto if she went to bed early, so that she would be fully rested by tomorrow morning.


  However, Mikoto only shook her head, letting me know that she’s going to be alright.


  「It’s something… important.」


  「Well then, let me make some tea first.」


  Nectar stands up, and after a while he comes back with a cup of warm tea that he places in front of Mikoto.


  Then Senjiro opened his mouth, while sitting in one of the chairs in the room.


  「What else could it be? After all, it might be something related to that ‘Eclipse’ that you were talking about earlier.」


  Those words were like a bomb of tension being dropped right in the middle of the room.


  We had little to no clues about it, and so we thought that our only real option would be to either to try to track down Lute or wait for his group to emerge on their own.


  However, sitting around and waiting for the situation to develop on its own was something we absolutely couldn’t allow ourselves to do.


  That would carry the danger of a similar situation happening again, and since we had no idea what we were up against, we couldn’t be sure that we would be able to stop such a catastrophe once again. The resulting damages would be simply too great.


  It was at the same time both wonderful and outrageous that someone would suddenly claim to have a clue about something of great importance to you.


  As expected Kyle, who was listening from the side, finally joined in on the conversation.


  「Senjiro. Do you even realize what you just said? Why hide the fact that you knew something about it?」


  「Because up until now I wasn’t sure.」


  Responded Senjiro while looking Kyle straight in the eyes.


  「Back in my homeland, we have monsters which are called ‘Youma.’ It is the duty of both Guardians and Shrine Maidens such as Mikoto and myself to defeat them. That is why I was exterminating monsters and demons here as well, thinking that they are the same as youmas.」


  「So that is the reason why you took down the Marionette Tree before? You thought it was that Youma thing?」


  「Umu.」


  Ligurila was sitting alone on the sofa this whole time while sipping some red wine, while Senjiro continued, hiding his hands inside his sleeves.


  「At that time I was extremely prejudiced towards youmas and demons, so I was blindly cutting them down, so that I could kill as many of them as possible. Only then I remembered something that’s of importance here.」


  Senjiro paused for a moment, looking at everyone present.


  「Back in my homeland, there are youmas using something similar to that white fog……」


  For a moment out there the room felt completely silent.


  No one knew what to say to that sudden revelation.


  「Wait just a minute. White, demon? Then that would mean……」


  I remember that when we were inside of the fog, there were some white demons that tried to attack us.


  As for that moment, we shared our memories with everyone present here, so that they would be brought up to speed.


  No, this was still too much to take in at a time, so we still remained silent, while Senjiro continued to speak.


  「It’s been quite a while since I last encountered a white youma, so I wasn’t sure if my memories were correct, but then I consulted with Mikoto.」


  Mikoto’s ears moved in a quick manner, as if she was upset about something.


  「I’ve never seen one, though.」


  She took a sip of tea and continued.


  「The Shrine Maiden’s duty is to travel all over the country and learn all that there is to learn about magic while exterminating youmas. This white youma is believed to be called ‘Innocent Chaos’. But since it is kind of mouthful we do abbreviate that to just ‘White Youma’.」


  「So could you now explain how you get rid of them?」


  There was that feeling of discomfort about calling a monster innocent after it could bring so much grief and misery.


  However, picking up on the small details here was beside the point.


  But the white part was spot on, yeah.


  While I tried to convince myself, Mikoto spoke up again.


  「White youmas are something of a rare occurrence. They come approximately once every ten years. And once they do appear, both the Guardians and Shrine Maidens are mobilized to obliterate them.」


  「…… Would now be one of those ten years?」


  Nectar muttered to himself with a steep face?


  His voice was really firm. Was it because we finally might have stumbled upon a clue regarding the ‘Eclipse’?


  But wait just a moment.


  「How can we beat them!?」


  Assuming that this ‘Innocent Chaos’ thing was indeed composed of ‘Eclipse’ it was truly amazing that the people of Eastern countries were able to defeat them, since only ancient magic could to that and they couldn’t possibly be able to use it.


  At first, I couldn’t even believe it.


  「How? How can we beat them……?」


  「About that……」


  Mikoto stayed silent, and it was Senjiro who spoke up.


  「This is one of the most treasured secrets of our country, so Mikoto cannot disclose that information. Please, try to understand.」


  Ligurila’s face twisted upon hearing that, but she said nothing.


  「I can only tell you that only the Guardians and Shrine Maidens can beat the White Youmas, since we are connected to the gods.」


  「…… I see. So that is part of the reason why the gods would want to create covenants with humans.」


  Nectar said that, to which Senjiro laughed in a sad way.


  「I knew it, there is nothing that escapes you attention, isn’t that right, Nectar?」


  「Not really, I still don’t get the principles behind it. But I was wondering why gods and spirits would even accept such a covenant system in the first place?」


  I was thinking that Nectar was going a little bit overboard with his question, and I was about to tell him to stop pressuring Senjiro so much.


  「What do you mean?」


  「Yesterday, you told us that the Eastern demons feed on the ‘Brink Energy’ or something like that. That they desire both ‘Soul’ and ‘Spirit’. I understand that the spirit is about magic, but the soul could also mean the mental condition. I see a discrepancy here.」


  Nectar began to carefully explain, all the while aiding himself with the notes he managed to take yesterday.


  「The summoning ceremony that Mikoto use earlier seems to put a heavy burden on the spirits as well. So the compensation they would get in return is hardly worth the effort in my opinion. So I think that ‘Brink’ is more like soul to demons and spirits.」


  「That is… correct.」


  Mikoto’s eyes widened with surprise, but then she lowered her head and apologized.」


  「I would love to tell you more, but I would need to ask for permission first.」


  「Nah, pay that no mind at all. It is only natural for magic to be a secret of the highest levels.」


  I was relieved to see Mikoto smile like that and that Nectar decided not to push the matter further.


  He could understand so much just from yesterday’s conversations and today’s tips. That’s a true sage for you.


  It looks that I was not the only one who was feeling amazed by Nectar. Senjiro was the same way.


  「Umu. In other words, that is why we were so certain, because we saw that White Youma back home before. So whether or not the White Youmas are the same thing as ‘Eclipse’, there might be some clues contained within our archives.」


  When Senjiro finished that sentence, I could feel my spirits being lifted almost instantly.


  Suddenly, there seemed to be a light at the end of this dark tunnel we were in right now.


  Even if it was uncertain, it was still worth a shot.


  「Let’s go then. To the Eastern countries.」


  As I suggested that, both Nectar and Kyle agreed with me.


  「It is worth a try to see if the White Youmas are really the same as the ‘Eclipse’ monsters, but it might also be worthwhile to see their culture for ourselves.」


  Kyle put his hand on his chin as if thinking about something, while Nectar’s eyes were sparkling with loads of expectations.


  「But, is it so easy to let outsiders into your country? It may be easy for you, but for us – not necessarily. Besides, does Ballow even have a good diplomatic relationship with your country?」


  「Ara, as if that was a problem. WE can always capture some humans and alter their memories. 」


  Ligurila giggled like that, while Kyle frowned his brow.


  But before he could say anything, Mikoto spoke up.


  「Taisha’s Shrine Maidens are masters of their craft. Neither brainwashing nor mental manipulation will work on them.」


  「Ara, isn’t that convenient?」


  「No, Ligurila-dono, it’s actually true.」


  Senjiro butted in, seeing the sparks that began to fly between Ligurila and Mikoto.


  「Taisha’s Shrine Maidens, the gods…… Negotiating with gods, demons and spirits is a dangerous thing to do. Negotiations are usually handled by the most experienced of them, so influencing their minds might truly be impossible, even for you.」


  「…… If you say so, but I would still like to try it sometime.」


  Ligurila’s eyes shone brightly, and Senjiro looked as if he fell in love with her all over again.


  That’s because Ligurila is the type that gets more fired up when things start to get hard.


  「First of all, Ligurila. I don’t want you to do anything reckless on your own.」


  「Then we shall do it secretly, secretly.」


  Secretly, she said……


  I was a bit nervous there, but for the time being Ligurila promised me that she would behave.


  But surely, the ones who might know something are bound to be the high officials of the authorities.


  Even if we were to go there on our own, I doubt they would talk to us, and it’s even less probable that they would teach us their secrets.


  「It’s alright, Lava-dono. We are already working on that. Truth is, that is the reason why I want Mikoto to come with us as well.」


  Senjiro told me that in reassuring tone.


  Chapter 13: Dragon-san Looks Forward to Things


  「Eh?」


  Seeing the confident look on Mikoto’s face, I was surprised.


  「My sister is a high ranking Shrine Maiden working for the Taisha. I will talk to her about our circumstances.」


  「With Mikoto by your side, it will be possible to enter the country without any problems. Otherwise it would be pretty much impossible.」


  Seeing Senjiro look a bit sad, Ligurila looked as if she wanted to say something, but she only took another sip of her wine.


  The subtleties here were too much for me.


  Besides, I was genuinely astonished by the level of thought they both put in this, so much so, that I was speechless and could only look at them in amazement.


  I can’t imagine how hard it must have been to pull something like that off.


  「Are you sure about that Mikoto?」


  「Yes. You did so much for me, Lava-sama, so now it is time for me to repay your kindness.」


  I was truly astonished by the sincerity in her words, but still I was grateful for that. Without that, our journey would be much harder.


  But you didn’t need to go that far!


  「Thank you, you’ll be a huge help.」


  Hearing me say that, Mikoto’s cheeks were flushed red, but soon enough she regained her composure.


  「When would you like to depart?」


  It seems that Mikoto wanted to go as soon as possible.


  「If we don’t depart soon, I won’t be able to calm myself down.」


  「Since the fate of the whole world is at stake here, it’s no wonder that you want to rush things!」


  Although everyone was eager to go, our destination was an island all the way across the sea to the east.


  Since I have never been there before, Teleportation was out of the question, and the distance was too great to simply fly over there.


  So that was one issue. But even if we decided to go by ship, it was pretty much impossible that we would finish our business there within a day, so we would also need provisions and a place to stay there as well.


  However, I, too, was so eager to go there that I could hardly contain myself.


  「But, Mikoto. If we go there soon, doesn’t that mean you’ll have to quit school?」


  I was concerned about that, but Mikoto turned towards me and answered with a true conviction in her eyes.


  「Please, do not concern yourself with that. I know that school is important, but the matter of solving the ‘Eclipse’ mystery is far more important. Besides, what good is school going to do if the world will end?」


  「But」


  「Besides, even if Mikoto is with you, don’t you think it would be a bit too much if you were to suddenly appear there without announcing yourself first? I’d say let Mikoto inform her sister in advance, even through a letter.」


  There was a light of determination in Mikoto’s eyes, and her ears were standing perfectly straight as if to show it.


  She was a solid candidate for the journey. But what about everyone else?


  I glanced over everyone, and Nectar was the first one to nod.


  「I’m going as well. I want to get to know the Eastern culture and magic system as much as possible.」


  「Yeah, I thought you might say that.」


  To begin with, I knew that Nectar would follow after me, even if we were going somewhere else entirely.


  However, Kyle, on the other hand, was scratching his head in an awkward manner.


  「…… Well, I guess I can’t really let anything dangerous happen to the students of the school I personally created. I don’t want them to fail because of the end of the world.」


  I didn’t think that he would get so emotional, but I was glad that he was on the wagon as well.


  「When the time comes, I would like to accompany you, too. I think I’m going to conduct a little research on my own, so let me know when you’ll want to depart.」


  「Roger that.」


  The real problem was Ligurila and Senjiro. When I looked towards them, Senjiro only shook his head vaguely.


  「Please don’t look at me like that. You know that I can’t accompany you.」


  「I have no real interest in heading east. If you want to go there so much, please do it yourself.」


  Senjiro had a really complicated expression on his face while saying that, and Ligurila just took another sip of her wine without really looking my way.


  Anyways, it looks like things were decided one way or another. Everything looked good to me.


  「Okay then, Mikoto. Could you ask your sister to meet with us during the next longer break? That is during summer vacation?」


  「I wanted… to go… sooner.」


  I looked at Mikoto again and she looked kind of disappointed.


  「Look, Mikoto. It’s going to be your first real homecoming since travelling here, right? Surely you would like to stay there for a bit after being gone for so long, right?」


  When I said that, Mikoto’s expression was tinged with surprise, and her cheeks got red while her ears went down a little bit.


  「Thank you, so much.」


  From Mikoto’s reaction I could tell that she was happy that things turned out this way and that she was truly grateful.


  「Right, it is decided then! For summer vacation, we are going East!」


  I thrust my fist up and Nectar smiles.


  「You look like you’re having fun, Lava.」


  「You bet! I always wanted to visit that place, but not because of my job. A completely new culture and a whole cuisine! Sounds like tons of fun!」


  That was not entirely a lie there, I was really looking forward to it.


  As a former Japanese, I couldn’t contain my curiosity to how “Japan” would look like in this world.


  That’s right: rice, soy sauce, miso soup, and the wonderful brown rice!


  Those were all things I was always taking for granted, but now I was thinking about them with a surge of nostalgia.


  Red bean paste that was a perfect combination together with anpan! I could eat literally anything Japan related right now, things like a simple rice or even dumplings!


  Somehow, upon hearing me, Senjiro became really lively.


  「Umm, Lava-dono, our cuisine sure is great, but it is totally different from the cuisine of this land. Mostly, the basic ingredients are completely different.」


  「Say what?」


  「Rice is the basic ingredient of our cuisine. We don’t use many whole-grained ingredients, but we have a lots of seasonings.」


  「Are those things perhaps……」


  「In addition, most of the dishes are seasoned with things like…… soy sauce and miso.」


  My tension was reaching its limits, but now it came to a sudden stop.


  Not good, not good.


  It was a whole different world, and the cuisine was all but new to me.


  So it can’t be the same thing.


  …… At least I hope so.


  Suddenly Senjiro’s face was really strange, as his ears were moving rapidly and he was gulping down huge portions of saliva.


  「Umu, now I remember just how much I love it. There’s just now way that I could forget its taste.」


  「I understand…… I want to eat… some rice balls.」


  Mikoto looked at Senjiro in a slight puzzlement, but her golden tail was swaying slightly.


  「Once we get back from our vacation, I’ll be sure to bring some rice, soy sauce and miso with me.」


  Senjiro’s ears stood up as he said to Mikoto in their native tongue.


  「Truly, Mikoto! Thank you for this!」


  He said while his tail was wagging in an easy to understand manner, to which Mikoto looked really happy while Ligurila looked totally disinterested.


  And thus the eventful spring break was over, and the wait for the summer vacation has begun.


  Chapter 14: Dragon-san Meets the Old Acquaintance


  On the day when the lessons at Signos Magic Academy resumed and students began attending classes again, Nectar invited me to go the capital together with him.


  …… I guess you could call that a date.


  Although it wasn’t anything all that new, it’s been years since we could go on a simple date like that and enjoy ourselves.


  For the past few weeks there was no sign of Lute, but nevertheless the peaceful days continued.


  I also tried to look for either Lute or Belga by using the leylines to survey the surrounding lands, but even for a mighty dragon such as myself it was like looking for a needle in a haystack, so it was only natural that I wasn’t able to find anything.


  Moreover, since I was out for a long time, I had to readjust and maintain all of the leylines throughout the region again, rendering me unable to travel anywhere outside of my home area for quite some time.


  Instead, Kyle was going through all of the groundwork and tried to follow any clues that might have been related to Lute and his people.


  It also seemed like there was something on his mind, but he told me not to worry myself about that.


  Try as I might I could not be relaxed about it, for I knew just how dangerous information gathering could be, especially in an unknown area.


  Instead, I tried to search for the presence of the ‘Eclipse’ throughout the land, but that didn’t work out so well either.


  So in the end, the East was our only clue for now, and the only thing I could do was to focus on the job at hand while waiting for the summer vacation to come around.


  And just as my errands came to an end, it so happened that Nectar asked me out on a date.


  ***


  I chose my favorite clothes, made my hair, applied some make-up and I was ready to leave!


  「The weather is pretty nice today.」


  I smile at Nectar and he smiled back at me.


  It was making me happy that he was happy as well.


  We teleport to a remote location right outside of the city’s limits and pass inside through the gate.


  Then we just take a walk around the city bustling with people.


  We went through the whole of the capital’s department stores and admired the performance of various street artists.


  Initially it felt kind of weird to spend my time together with Nectar like that, but soon enough I came to enjoy it.


  We even went to the Magic Book Store and it was enjoyable to read some of the books there, but soon enough Nectar got a little bit too much into it.


  Initially I was worried that we might not know what to do, but on the contrary our itinerary was packed to the brim.


  Because of that, today’s date was to become my favorite so far.


  「Come on, Nectar, we need to go. It’s almost the appointed time, right?」


  「Eh, huh? What time is it!?」


  Finally asking me that, we exited the bookstore.


  Of course, we ended up buying a few books that were too interesting to simply pass up.


  For things like that, the interdimensional storage was truly a blessing.


  We walked for a little bit before eventually catching a horse carriage.


  「So, what kind of a person is the one we are going to see now? You said that he helped you greatly when you were living here.」


  Once I told the driver where we were headed, I rejoined Nectar in the seat and asked him that. He looked somewhat awkward.


  「Umm, yeah, right. It is someone who was attached both to Kyle and myself, and is now a Court Magician. We go sometime back, but I promised her that I would let her see you and Aru if the opportunity presents itself.」


  「Yeah, that much I do know.」


  「Aru has school to worry about now, and he can’t afford to miss classes because something like that. And since I was postponing this meeting for quite a while now, I suppose that meeting you alone should be more than enough for her.」


  I was wondering who that person might actually be.


  「But, since you had to arrange the meeting first, does that mean that this person is of some important position? Is it really okay for us to meet with that person?」


  I wanted to know because that would certainly make me feel better, but then Nectar’s voice lowered, as he said firmly.


  「It’s alright. I am certain that she won’t try to harm you or Aru in any way. Besides, doing so would only serve to undermine her position in the King’s court.」


  …… Somehow I felt as though that tidbit was fairly important.


  「Wait a minute, Nectar. Isn’t that person supposed to be the next Sage?」


  「Well actually yes, that’s right. Ah, we’re here!」


  The talk ended with the carriage stopping and Nectar opening its door, jumping outside.


  I step outside as well, only to find myself in a district filled with luxurious-looking residences. While I shake my head in disbelief, Nectar points to one of them.


  「…… Say, Nectar? Who are we supposed to meet again?」


  「Umm. The current Great Sage?」


  Says Nectar while a mischievous smile blooms on his lips.


  Nectar, why you little……!


  「S-sorry that I couldn’t tell you sooner. I just knew that you wouldn’t like to meet someone with a proper title. But she was the one who insisted on this meeting! So please, no need to be nervous.」


  「I wish you would have told me that sooner.」


  That way, I could have prepared myself mentally.


  Because this would be nothing like meeting with a small and ordinary citizen.


  …… Weren’t we originally going to the castle? This was one heck of a performance they pulled off here.


  This place was so majestic and fancy that it was making me feel a little bit uncomfortable.


  I knew that the person we were going to meet was an acquaintance of both Kyle and Nectar and that I shouldn’t worry, but I just couldn’t help myself.


  I wanted to start arguing with Nectar, but that was interrupted by the appearance of the butler-like looking person from within the mansion.


  What the hell, a real butler.


  He looked stern yet elegant, and his every action was dignified and effective.


  He looked to be forty years old or maybe even slightly older, with his hair combed backwards. He bowed down to Nectar and I.


  「Welcome, Nectar Figura-sama, Lava Figura-sama. We have been expecting you.」


  He opened the door for us and showed us to come inside.


  We were guided by the butler through tall hallways rich in paintings, sculptures and intricate wallpapers.


  Although Kyle’s former house used to be huge as well, it clearly paled in comparison to this one.


  However, this mansion was giving off a feeling that a celebrity was living here, and the things here looked so delicate that they would break under the slightest touch.


  While I was busy being overwhelmed, the butler reached out towards a certain door, knocked onto it and opened it after a short pause.


  「Ma’am, our guests have arrived.」


  「Right, please let them in.」


  The butler let us into the room, and I saw a woman standing near a glass window, illuminated by the afternoon sunlight.


  She was wearing a blue skirt and a cream blouse. She turned around to look at us, smiled brightly and walked towards us.


  「Welcome, welcome.」


  Judging from what we knew, since she became the Court Magician after Kyle let go of the title, she should be the same age as Seram.


  However, even though she should be around forty years old, she looked as though she was in her mid-twenties.


  Her hair was long and smooth, and her eyes were shining brightly.


  However, her voice was sophisticated and elegant, and her magical wave pattern was the most exquisite.


  「Ma’am, if you’ll excuse me.」


  「Yes, thank you.」


  Then the butler bowed deeply and left the room, leaving the three of us alone.


  The woman walked to the door and touched the wall right beside it.


  In the next moment, the anti-eavesdrop spell was spread over the room, completely isolating the room from the outside world.


  Then she turned around, and bowed down to me slightly, in a way that the magicians of old Ballow used to bow down.


  「Obsidian Dragon-sama, my name is Isha Somnis and I am the current Court Magician of the kingdom of Ballow. But some people know me by my other name ‘Sage of Ice Flowers’. It is an honor to see you again.」


  I was surprised to be called Obsidian so out of the blue like that, but then I remembered Nectar’s words that this woman knows my identity and everything became clear.


  Instead, I was overwhelmed by her overly elegant gestures.


  I must admit, she had a way with her words, but one of her words struck me as odd. ‘Again’.


  Besides, those magic waves, where have I ––


  Seeing my confused expression, Isha smiled impishly.


  「That’s right, you may not remember me, oh Obsidian Dragon, but we’ve met once before ––––」


  「No way, you’re that girl from the kidnapping case all those years ago!?」


  I thought about that and then I exclaimed loudly.


  Yes, that’s right! She was that girl that I encountered all those years ago during the kidnapping case, when under the influence of the magic tool I was turned into a little girl.


  But the person in front of me now was a fully grown up and elegant woman, but the facial features were still resembling of that little girl from way back then.


  「Uwah, you’ve become so beautiful! I see that you also polished your magic skills and became a magician. And here I was thinking that you might hate magic because of that incident. I’m so glad that I can meet you again!」


  「You, you do remember me?」


  「Of course! I would never forget! …… Huh?」


  With a sudden surge of both joy and nostalgia, I took Isha-san’s hands and shook them. It was then that something occurred to me.


  During that time, it was me who was also a small child.


  But she couldn’t possibly know that at that time.


  「Don’t tell me you knew from way back then?」


  「Yes, that’s right. But, naturally, I didn’t tell that to anyone, that it was the Dragon-san that saved me. Not even my dear father knew.」


  Uhaha…… To think that my cover was blown so easily all those years ago……


  I couldn’t help but to drop my shoulders while Isha-san continued to smile impishly.


  Chapter 15: Dragon-san Talks Quietly


  While my shoulders sunk low, Isha-san kept on laughing.


  「Ufufu. I’m actually happy, you know? It was worth living that much longer, just so that I could meet you again.」


  Isha-san’s smile, together with her slightly pink cheeks made me feel slightly happy, and for a moment I almost felt like a little girl again.


  However, Nectar was by my side all along, now holding onto my elbow and not letting go even for a moment.


  「See, Nectar? If it was something like that, I really wish you could have told me sooner.」


  「Umm, this is……」


  Nectar was clearly at a loss as to what to say, but then Isha-san butted in on the conversation.


  「Ah, please don’t be mad at him, oh Obsidian Dragon. I was the one who told him to not keep you in the dark.」


  「But why?」


  「I mentioned that earlier, but I didn’t think you would recognize me. That being said, I wanted to meet you at least once so that I could thank you for everything you did for me. It is because of you that I am here. Oh well, it may have been quite a long wait by human standards, but still –– Thank you for saving me at that time.」


  Isha-san bowed deeply before me with a smile on her face, and I smiled back at her.


  It was certainly pleasant to see how much that child had grown over the years.


  But I also felt a little bit uncomfortable that she was thinking so highly of me.


  「Ara, how rude of me. You are my guests, and I didn’t even offered you a seat! We also have tea and some sweets, so by all means, help yourself.」


  We were urged to sit on the sofa, and upon seeing all the sweets on the platters, my eyes began to shine brightly.


  「T-those are madeleines, but there’s something new and different about them.」


  「Yes, but of course, those are the newest variants from the Patisserie at the main road.」


  「I always wanted to go there and buy some of them, but because of work and my reputation I was unable to do so! This is the best! Thank you so much!」


  After that we began to chat with Isha-san for a while, all while sipping the tea and enjoying some quality sweets.


  Some time later, Isha-san suddenly corrected her posture and spoke up.


  「I really wanted to see you again oh Obsidian Dragon, but the truth is that I had another, say, official, reason to do so.」


  She said, and then she bowed deeply yet again.


  「Thank you so much. Thank you for disposing the demons that appeared at our country’s borders.」


  「Umm, whatever do you mean by that?」


  Why is this topic coming out now!?


  While I was doing my best to actually avoid the topic, Isha-san raised her head and looked at me for a few moments.


  「I know about your other identity, the Rank 5 Hunter Noct that works for the Hunters Guild.」


  「…… Seriously?」


  「Yes, quite seriously indeed. One of my duties is to be aware of the capabilities of the best Hunters that the Guild has to offer. One of the reports mentioned the appearance of the monster that was way more powerful than we expected and that a certain Hunter managed to dispose of it. If it wasn’t for you, many small villages would have been destroyed and countless lives lost. It might be a little late for this, but I issued an additional reward for you.」


  「No, money is not the problem here, I didn’t do it for the reward to begin with.」


  I could already feel the cold sweat dripping down my neck.


  Well, that would certainly explain why the reward money was greater than the initial sum that was offered.


  Now it was easy to understand, as the missing pieces of the puzzle began to fall into place.


  Noticing my nervousness, Isha-san hurried with a follow-up.


  「But as soon as I saw the Sage Prominent, I managed to link it all together and deduce that the black-haired swordsman was actually you. Of course, neither the king nor the Guild Master had been informed about your true identity, so rest assured.」


  「…… It’s actually kind of impressive that you managed to figure it out with so little information. That being said, you always had that obsession with 「Dragon-san」, so……」


  「Master, this is what we would call “research and reasoning”, right?」


  Isha-san smiled impishly and Nectar closed his mouth, a rather soft expression on his face.


  With just that short exchange I think I managed to understand just what kind of relationship was going on between them.


  Now I think I understand just how Kyle felt most of the time.


  While I was thinking like that, Isha-san turned towards me again.


  The look on her face was stern and dignified, more than enough to make my back jolt straight.


  「I was also hoping that you would tell me about the disaster that happened in Melias.」


  So, she heard about that as well? I let out a short sigh, realizing that there was probably nothing that could be hidden from her because that very incident shook the foundations of the Hesat nobility to its very core.


  Even if they were trying to hide it, there was no way that Ballow, their close neighbor, wouldn’t be able to link this and the Melias incident together.


  「Please try to understand: from a strategic point of view, we must assume that the very same thing might occur here. However, this is only private information. So everything that you say here, stays here, His Majesty is not going to know about any of it.」


  「You don’t have to go so far just for our sake. This is the country you live in. It is only natural that you try to protect it, and that you would want to ask someone who might know how to do that more effectively.」


  When I said that, Isha-san put her hand to her mouth and her expression softened.


  「Dragon-san helped me once before, so it is natural to think that way, right? I might be a magician, but I am also Dragon-san’s friend. So there’s no need for me to hold back, right?」


  I was looking straight at Isha-san’s impish expression, but I could also see that Nectar was looking at us from the side rather awkwardly.


  「I knew that she would bring that up, but it is still really cringy to look at……」


  「Now, don’t be like that. It was a good thing that you came here, since the items ordered by the previous Court Mage are finally completed.」


  For a moment there I was wondering who that former Court Mage might be, but then it hit me that she actually meant Kyle by that.


  「Did Kyle came to see you by any chance?」


  「Umm, right, about a couple of weeks ago. He placed a certain order and then he simply flew away. Literally.」


  Isha-san was smiling, but her eyes were dead serious.


  However, it was surprising to see that she didn’t seemed the least shocked about seeing a person who was supposed to be dead for a long time now.


  「…… Weren’t you surprised? Or maybe you already suspected something?」


  「Of course I was surprised. But then he just said ‘I have become a Demon’, or something like that, and said that, umm, Dragon-san was behind this, and it was more or less enough to convince me. There was no real reason for me to doubt him. Because he didn’t really change all that much.」


  I laughed a little bit, but I didn’t know if it was because I was truly happy, or just disturbed by that fact. I then turned towards Nectar.


  However, it was good that she was convinced and that she didn’t ask any additional, difficult questions.


  However, the time in which Kyle came to see Isha coincided with the time around which we returned from Hesat.


  This means that as soon as we went back, Kyle was already taking actions.


  「He told me the gist of it at the time, but I wanted to hear the details from you, the Elder Dragon.」


  「If it’s about the artificial magic stones, forget about it.」


  Isha-san looked at me for a short bit, and then she let out a sigh.


  「Yes, I do realize that. The former Court Magician was also rather firm about this whole matter. So we scratched that project and put all of our resources and workforce to different projects.」


  So she didn’t deny the fact that they were working on it. I could see with the corner of my eyes that Nectar’s expression at the moment was quite bitter.


  I looked into his eyes, and once he slowly nodded, I turned back to Isha-san and nodded my head as well.


  「Are you sure about that? This isn’t a pleasant story.」


  「Yes, I’m sure.」


  The look on Isha-san’s face was quite serious.


  Better make yourself comfortable, then.


  This was going to be quite a long story.


  Chapter 16: Dragon-san Triumphs


  I waited for Isha-san to settle down a bit.


  It even almost made me forget about the threat that the ‘Eclipse’ was still imposing on us. Almost.


  I sipped some of my tea, and once Isha-san finally calmed herself she opened her mouth.


  「Yes, I-I understand. So you’re investigating the cause of this phenomenon. We shall also see what we can do on our end.」


  「Thanks. By the way, the dungeons located in Ballow doesn’t seem to have any of those facilities. So I think it might be safe to assume that Ballow is not in danger of having a crisis like that anytime soon.」


  Upon hearing that none of the dungeons would pose a threat to the people of Ballow, Isha-san seemed relieved.


  It was a natural reaction.


  Because otherwise they would need to oppose the unknown phenomenon that they wouldn’t be able to handle all on their own.


  As a magician, Isha-san was a crucial part of this country’s defense line, so it was no exaggeration to say that the lives of the people were resting on her shoulders.


  She should be praised for not feeling overwhelmed by all this.


  As I thought that, Isha-san asked carefully.


  「So, the only clues that we have as of now are those spirits, right?」


  「Yes. And it seems that one of the perpetrators is none other but Kyle’s late wife, Belga Slaggart.」


  As Nectar chose his words carefully, Isha-san shook her head as though she couldn’t believe it.


  「He mentioned that to me as well. That his late wife was turned into a spirit and that she’s being controlled by the criminals.」


  He explained so much, huh?


  While I was surprised, Isha-san stood up and took out a bundle of papers from one of the drawers and handed them to us.


  「This is a report on the survey that we conducted on behalf of Kyle. It seems that the Research and Development Institute concealed the fact that Belga Slaggart’s magic gun was stolen about half a year ago. We also discovered that some of the other magic tools went missing, as well as some legally questionable money transfers. The ones responsible are currently being questioned about that as well as being put on disciplinary leave.」


  Isha-san smiled for a moment, but then her smile all but vanished from her lips.


  「But truth to be told, around the same time there was someone who tried to break into the royal vault. Thanks to the advanced security mechanisms installed by Kyle they didn’t manage to break in and steal anything, but…… Those were probably the same people that caused turmoil in Melias.」


  The look on Isha-san’s face was truly bitter at that moment.


  But it was good to hear that the security measures designed by Kyle and Nectar managed to prevent Lute from getting whatever it was that he was after.


  I turned towards Nectar and he was beaming with pride, but he soon turned serious again.


  「So? What was the matter that Kyle asked you to investigate?」


  「It was to thoroughly search each and every dungeon throughout the country.」


  Isha-san passed us even thicker bundle of papers.


  「We investigated the materials with which the dungeons were built, as well as the materials excavated from within their depths, while also looking for clues as to why the ancients were wiped out. We were also tasked with investigating just how the dungeons were created in the first place. Gradually, more and more personnel were dragged into this.」


  I understood right away what Kyle wanted to accomplish by that.


  If Lute and his people were stealing magic tools all over the country, it would be possible to track them by retracing the steps of their stealing spree.


  And since Kyle couldn’t cover all of the places at the same time, he hired some help to accomplish just that.


  Isha-san said that this was troublesome, but the staff couldn’t simply do all of that on their own. She must have given them the green light.


  「It’s a shame to admit it, but so far we haven’t found anything of interest. The materials in the dungeons are mostly common, with little to none of them coming from the past. We are doing what we can, however, and we will inform you right away if we happen to find anything.」


  With a smile on her face, Isha-san puts even more documents onto the table.


  Each file was an index finger thick at least.


  And we were only speaking in estimates.


  「Please have a read and then pass it on to Kyle. If you like, you can even send us a report that summarizes your opinions on the materials we’ve managed to collect.」


  Nectar took all the documents, but even though he looked genuinely interested in them he couldn’t mask his overwhelmed expression.


  「Sure, we will give them a read, but archeology is not one of my favorite subjects, so please don’t expect too much.」


  「Now, now, what are you saying? I heard that once you’ve read all the books and documents that were magic related in the whole country. So, I think that borrowing the knowledge and wisdom of the Great Sage will make our work that much faster.」


  「…… Is this your idea of buttering me up?」


  「Not in the least. I just thought it would be great to be of some use to the Great Sage and his husband, the Obsidian Dragon-sama.」


  Said Isha-san while looking ever so slightly embarrassed.


  That was enough to loosen the atmosphere again.


  「Um, umm. Technically, I’m the husband here and Lava is my wife…… I’ll give it a brief read, so please wait a moment.」


  「If you want us to give you any additional sources, please do let me know. We shall keep on sending them to you on a monthly basis. Thank you for your help.」


  Then, Nectar began to read through the documents one by one, leaving me and Isha-san to our own devices.


  I’m so sorry, Nectar. I’ll try to make it up to you later.


  Looking at Isha-san, she winked at me a few times, clearly indicating that distracting Nectar was a huge success.


  「It was Kyle who taught me that trick. It works wonders every single time, according to him.」


  It seems that Kyle really knew Nectar better than anyone in this world.


  I always knew that Nectar was giving his best in doing the things he was interested in, and Kyle must have used that in order to prepare him for succeeding his role one day.


  While I was thinking that, Isha-san leaned over the table and said:


  「At first, when I heard that I would be able to solve one of the biggest mysteries in the entire history of the world I was a bit skeptical, but after hearing it from you, oh Obsidian Dragon, I have no reason to doubt that anymore. You need to stop this thing.」


  I never would have thought that Isha-san would actually be like that.


  「That’s right. And it’s not only about stopping the ‘Eclipse’ here. It’s about protecting the ones you hold dear. I would rather die than let something like that happen.」


  「Yes, but it’s not like this threat is completely unknown to us. The ancients knew about it.」


  「Precisely. That is why investigating them might give us some kind of a clue.」


  When I told her about the ‘White Youmas’ from the East, Isha-san’s eyes widened and she covered her mouth with her hand.


  Her reaction wasn’t that much different from my own.


  However, upon mentioning that Isha-san looked as though something crossed her mind, something of which I was unaware of.


  「Obsidian Dragon, are you perhaps acquainted with the people of the East?」


  「Um, yeah, I know one or two of them.」


  「By any chance, do they have a white-colored fur?」


  I shook my head, since neither Mikoto nor Senjiro had a white fur. Isha-san then let out a sigh of relief.


  「Is something the matter?」


  「No, it’s nothing, just me thinking to myself.」


  Isha-san shakes her head and continues.


  「Since it is you, Obsidian Dragon, it shouldn’t be a problem, sorry for startling you.」


  「If you say so.」


  Hearing me say that, Isha-san reluctantly spoke up.


  「It’s something that happened a little while ago. His Majesty told me that he had a strange dream. He said that he thought it was something important, but he couldn’t remember the details. He only remembered a beast with a white fur.」


  「…… Umm. Are those the exact words of the king?」


  「Please rest assured. The current king tends to dream about things like black-scaled dragons and white fur beast-girls all the time.」


  Isha-san’s words were really intriguing, especially those about the current king’s fascination with Obsidian Dragon.


  That king, he’s still going at it, huh?


  Isha-san looked at my reaction with amusement, but soon enough her expression tightened.


  「That being said, I could feel the remnants of magical power on the king. This morning, too. It’s unthinkable that someone would be able to slip past all of the guards into the king’s chambers, but maybe those dreams are not simple dreams after all.」


  「Fumu, that’s interesting. It seems like a spell with an irregular activation period.」


  Looking to the side, I could still see Nectar reading through the documents.


  As he was turning over the pages, I cast a simple spell on him..


  As usual, I cast a spell that prevented him from eavesdropping.


  「Yes, of course, Master. We were just passing by. The spell was just fine and resolved without any problems. Still, it is something rather impressive.」


  「There’s something I would like to see for myself…… Could you give me some paper?」


  「Sure, here you go. Still, this is a really embarrassing turn of events. There was no harm being done to His Majesty, but the fact that there was someone right beside him in the middle of the night is quite alarming. But it’s better than being assaulted or assassinated.」


  The thought of them being deceived made me smile instinctively.


  It’s been ages since I intruded into the castle, and it seems that since then they managed to work out some decent defense network. At least that’s how it was supposed to be, right?


  However, feeling Isha-san’s gaze on me made me slightly uncomfortable, so the only thing I could do was nod.


  「Right. Thanks for letting me know. I’ll ask them about a girl like that. But please don’t get your hopes up about this.」


  Although that problem didn’t concern us in the slightest, it would be a problem if it caused a diplomatic scandal and rendered our journey East impossible.


  「Thank you so much.」


  Isha-san bowed down slightly, and then Nectar raised his face after writing something on a piece of paper.


  「For now, from what I saw I would like you to concentrate your efforts around this area, as well have every bit of information you may have on it. And the translation of the ancient language here is wrong, so leave me the original, if you’d be so kind.」


  Isha received the paper without hesitation, and after looking through its contents she gazed at Nectar in astonishment.


  「You’ve managed to cover all of that in such a short amount of time?」


  「That information is like a mountain of treasures, and it would be a shame to leave them alone. You focused solely on magic, but in ancient times magic was a part of everyday life, so if we don’t view it in a much broader scale, we will never find anything new.」


  As he said that, Isha-san naturally began to creep closer to Nectar.


  「…… I knew I could count on you, master. Your proficiency in the ancient language is second to none!」


  Seeing her eyes sparkle, Nectar put his hands to his temple, as though he was trying to fight off the incoming headache.


  Yeah, that was one of the fields that Nectar was absolutely the best.


  Then Isha reached for the small bell that was resting on the plate on the table and rang it.


  I could feel that the bell was magical and that it sound could reach pretty far, farther than any normal bell could.


  「I was going to send you a summary, but please, take as many materials as you can with you.」


  「Yeah, that would be a huge help. Want me to translate them while I’m at it?」


  Nectar meant it as a joke, but in turn the look of gratitude in Isha-san’s eyes was simply too much to ignore.


  I was happy that my husband was held in such a high regard, and I wanted to jump on some of it.


  「Want me to do the translation as well? Some of those words can be really tricky and difficult to decipher.」


  Isha-san’s gaze was fixed on me.


  This time, her reaction was completely different from when Nectar volunteered to do so.


  「You don’t want me to?」


  「Eh? No, no, no! I would be incredibly grateful, but asking you to do something like that feels simply preposterous, don’t you think?」


  「I was the one who asked if there was anything I can do to help, so if there is something, isn’t it only natural that I want to help?」


  「But still……」


  While Isha-san looked to be at a loss, Nectar added.


  「That would be a huge help. If we split the job it will end that much quicker. Now this is getting interesting.」


  「Yes, I was thinking the exact same thing…… and fun isn’t something that you hog all to yourself.」


  Isha-san looked as though she wanted to say something, but was too embarrassed to ask.


  「I understand. If you’d be so kind, Obsidian Dragon.」


  「Ah, I always thought that it was kind of a mouthful, so you don’t really need to call me that. Please, just call me Lava.」


  「I understand. Then I would like you to call me by my first name as well.」


  I smiled wryly hearing Isha-san’s proposition, and in that moment the butler opened the door and came inside.


  Just as I was to collect more documents from him, I received a message from Vaas-senpai.


  “Report, Mikoto’s sister wants to visit the Academy.”


  

  Chapter 17: Dragon-san and The White Shrine Maiden-san


  As soon as we got the message from Vaas-senpai we hurried back home, only to find a woman in Eastern clothes accompanied by Aru, Mikoto and Vaas-senpai.


  Like most beastmen she had fur growing on her body, but hers was white in color. She looked young, she was maybe in her mid-twenties at best.


  There was no doubt about it: it was Makoto, Mikoto’s elder sister.


  It was surprising to see her here, but even more surprising was the amount of magic that could be felt from her.


  It was around the same level as Nectar when he was still human, maybe even greater.


  That is why the tips of Nectar’s hair were colored differently from the rest –– he simply had too much magic to contain inside of his body.


  She must have been the same. Her white hair and red eyes must have been the result of too much magic.


  There was also something else about her, some sort of strange aura drifting around.


  It felt kind of familiar, as if I knew what it was…… But that’s impossible, after all it’s the first time I have seen her in my life.


  She turned around, and upon seeing us the woman bowed down her head deeply.


  「It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, oh Elder Dragon. My name is Amagi Makoto, and I am the Shrine Maiden working for the Taisha in the land of Towa. Thank you for taking such good care of Mikoto.」


  It surely felt strange to see such beauty bowing her head in such an elegant way during our first meeting ever.


  I still had no idea where that mysterious feeling was coming from, but since she greeted us so politely I responded in kind, switching to the Eastern language.


  「Likewise, it’s nice to meet you, Mikoto’s sister. My name is Lava. And seeing that you already know this, I am a dragon and Aru’s mother. What would you like us to call you?」


  Makoto-san raised her head, looking surprised that I knew the Eastern language, and then smiled rather softly.


  「Please, you can call me Makoto. Mikoto’s sister also has a nice ring to it, but please, you can call me whatever you like, really.」


  She looked polite and was speaking in a polite way, but it also seemed like she had a sense of humor as well.


  Oh, and while I was at it, I finally managed to identify that mysterious feeling.


  Oh, I see, she wasn’t us uptight as Mikoto was.


  「In return, can I call you Lava-sama?」


  「Sure, I don’t mind that.」


  Still, her features were exactly the same as the ‘White beast girl’ described to me by Isha-san earlier.


  Nah, I’m just reading too much into this. Thinking as such, I invited Makoto-san to the living room, and around that time, Nectar brought some tea and snacks.


  「Nice to meet you, Mikoto’s sister. My name is Nectar. I am Lava’s husband as well as Aru’s father. Please, help yourself to some snacks and tea.」


  「Thank you for your consideration.」


  When Makoto went to grab the tea, I turned my head towards Nectar and looked at him. He responded with the same kind of look.


  Nectar was aware of that as well. Then Makoto looked at us and put her hands to her slightly flushed cheeks.


  「Oh my, you truly act like a genuine married couple. You are a lovely pair, even though it is a bit unusual. And to think that you even managed to have a child.」


  Makoto says something like that in an admiring tone, while Aru and Vaas-senpai also entered the room.


  Speaking of which, I knew that it was senpai who informed me of this, but it was unusual to see him without Elvie being around.


  “Senpai, thank you for letting me know about this. If you want, you can go back now. I can handle this.”


  When I send him a message like that, he is quick to respond.


  “No, I want to stay. I promised that to El, since he was concerned about this as well.”


  “If he’s worried so much, then I don’t mind.”


  It seems that Senpai was worried about something, as he ends the conversation in an embarrassing way.


  Then, Nectar asked honestly.


  「Are you aware of the importance of the dragons, Makoto-san?」


  「That’s right, I know about them. The Gods told me some parts, and some other parts I read in various literature.」


  Her words were rather vague, but I guess there’s no helping that.


  As I was wondering what to ask her, Mikoto finally mustered her courage and spoke up.


  「Onee-chan? Why did you come to Ballow so suddenly? And why are you still wearing those clothes? Do you even have the money that is used here?」


  「Ara, but I do have money, you know?」


  「You mean the Towa currency?」


  「Oh well, I guess it cannot be helped. Still, I do have things with me that could be exchaged for money.」


  Makoto-san puffed her cheeks and shook her sleeves, and a dozen of magic stones came out of them.


  It was as clear as day that they would be quite expensive, judging by their size, color and transparency.


  With only those stones alone, she would be able to make a living here for about half a year or even longer.


  Although Makoto herself seemed to be quite proud of that, Mikoto’s expression was as stern as ever.


  「Onee-chan, you need to sell them properly to receive money.」


  「If you say so. Which one should I exchange?」


  She answered just like that while swaying her fluffy tail. I think I was beginning to understand just what kind of person she was.


  Yup, she was just like a child trapped in an adult’s body.


  「I knew it…… It is good that I came here.」


  「You keep on saying that, but I can do things if I try, you know? I’ve managed to come and see you. So I’d say it’s a job well done.」


  …… Or maybe she was just honest with herself? Like, painfully honest?


  Judging from Mikoto’s words alone, it was something unbelievable that she managed to come here all on her own.


  「Why did you come here, Onee-chan?」


  「Ah, yes. About that. Mikoto, did you manage to find Senjiro?」


  Hearing that question, Mikoto’s ears stood up.


  It also seems that she was able to understand the truth from Mikoto’s reactions alone.


  「So you did?」


  She looked up at Mikoto with a warm expression and a soft smile, but Mikoto was far from responding in kind.


  「Onee-chan, why did you let me search for Big Brother Sen instead of you?」


  「Because I knew you wouldn’t be able to refuse if I asked you to?」


  It was a good thing that both Vaas-senpai and Aru were unable to understand her words, for they were truly outrageous.


  Mikoto’s eyes in that moment were so cold that they would start freezing the atmosphere at any moment.


  「Is that true!?」


  「Yes, because he gave us so much trouble, I knew that you would beat him to a pulp once you found him.」


  「Onee-chan, are you really fine with that?」


  「Are you perhaps talking about my engagement? It was only a formal agreement, so there’s no problem. Truth be told, Senjiro is more like a brother to me…… a younger one, but still a brother. So I sent you after him. Only, later I came to regret that I did that without making sure how you feel about all that.」


  Makoto’s face blushed as she had an apologetic look on her face.


  「Is this why you recommended me to go study abroad?」


  「Not quite, but I guess you can say that.」


  For a moment out there Makoto looked troubled, but then she took Mikoto’s hand in her own.


  「You see, Mikoto. I want everyone who is important to me to be happy. Especially you and Senjiro.」


  Mikoto is taken aback by her sister’s words, and Makoto’s red eyes narrow seeing that.


  「So I thought that having you meet with Senjiro once more would be a good idea……Ara?」


  Makoto-san cocked her head a little bit, and then at the same time you could feel a sudden surge of magic in the room.


  Mikoto also notices that and looks worried.


  Then, right in front of us, a teleportation circle appears, filled with Ligurila’s magic.


  In that moment.


  「Please wait just a moment.」


  Ligurila emerges from inside of the circle, and of course Senjiro was also there, right by her side.


  He steps out of the magic circle as well, still holding a black spear in his hands.


  「Welcome, you two. Or rather, you look like you got your ass handed to you again by Ligurila, Sen-san.」


  「Terribly sorry for intruding…… Umu, she was making sure that I wouldn’t think of other women, ever. Or else she’s going to cut it off. But it was me who made her angry and I’m sorry for that.」


  Said Senjiro while scratching his cheek. Even though he was beaten up and was feeling sick from teleportation, he seemed to be holding just fine.


  However, when he looked at me, I stood up and approached him.


  「Lava-dono, where is Makoto?」


  As soon as I heard that, I began to explain to them that Makoto was in fact right here right now.


  I thought it would be nice if the old acquaintances could meet after all those years, but Senjiro didn’t seem all that thrilled about that idea.


  However, Ligurila had no problems with putting into words the thoughts that I dared not speak.


  「Lava, I think it’s best that Sen stays here, so please don’t let him get away.」


  No, I could feel that something rather unpleasant was hanging in the air right about now.


  I wanted to think that this was Ligurila’s twisted way of showing consideration towards Senjiro’s situation, but it was hard to think that way when his face was telling quite a different story. But I really wanted to think that.


  So, whether he liked it or not, Senjiro would be forced to stay as well.


  I thought that he might resist the idea more firmly, but seeing his current state made it quite obvious that he was in no condition to argue with Ligurila, or literally anyone else at this point.


  「If you’re looking for Makoto, she’s in the living room.」


  「I sincerely appreciate it.」


  I opened the door while pointing inside, and Senjiro marched forward while saying thanks to me.


  I guess I was worrying too much.


  I followed suit, seeing the three people from the East greeting each other.


  Mikoto wasn’t surprised in the slightest, probably because she expected Senjiro to be together with Ligurila.


  Makoto, on the other hand, smiled softly upon seeing Senjiro.


  「It’s been a while, Senjiro. I am truly lucky to finally be able to meet you.」


  「I see you are still yourself, Makoto.」


  Senjiro let out a sigh of relief, followed by a happy wagging of his tail.


  I was relieved to see that as well.


  「Senjiro, it seems that you have found your soulmate. I’m happy for you.」


  Being told that, Senjiro – who probably didn’t expect that – raised his head and looked a little bit shy about that.


  「Yes, yes I did. Thank you.」


  「It’s all good, then.」


  Makoto said with a smile, but her body language was telling a completely different story at the moment.


  But still, even though we could not understand the words they were saying, we were feeling relieved as well as the atmosphere got noticeably lighter.


  So, naturally the next thought that came to my mind was about asking Makoto-san about letting us into Towa.


  Originally, the plan was to go there and ask her about the ‘Innocent Chaos’ and convince her to let us search their archives in hope of finding some clues there, but since she came all the way here, we could very well ask her directly.


  However, it was also the first time in years that Mikoto could meet her family.


  Surely they had lots of things they wanted to talk about, so I decided to ask about our matters after letting them walk through memory lanes together.


  I let both Nectar and Aru know about that, and the two of them agreed as well.


  At times like this, telepathy was truly a wonderful thing to have around.


  「Still, you were always full of surprises, Makoto, but this is definitely the biggest one to date.」


  While we wanted to look for an opportunity to leave the room and leave them some space for themselves, Senjiro put his hands on Makoto’s shoulders.


  Even though his words were light and easygoing, I could see that Senjiro was becoming seriously worried.


  「That’s right, Onee-chan. It must have been hard working for the Taisha, right?」


  After listening to Mikoto’s words, Makoto raises her brows in surprise.


  「No, it’s not about the Taisha or how I feel about them. It’s hard for me to explain, but for now let’s just say that it was complicated.」


  「Complicated, you say?」


  Makoto seemed to be struggling with her words, and eventually Senjiro and Mikoto’s expressions turned to that of uneasiness.


  「It’s alright. This time around, I wanted to confirm that the two of you are doing fine. That’s more than enough for me. But now I think I want to have some fun as well!」


  Makoto laughs, and both Mikoto and Senjiro let their ears down in clear sign of embarrassment.


  Up until now, I was looking at that situation with satisfaction, but now I had to stand up.


  「Now then, my job here is done. It is time to do what I originally wanted to come here for.」


  So she walked to her staff that was standing against the wall, her fur fluttering delicately.


  Then she took the staff in her hands and struck the ground with it.


  Next, a huge amounts of magical power began to spill out from inside of Makoto.


  That magic began to channel into her staff, and Makoto herself was smiling lightly while her eyes were becoming cloudy.


  「The time of the storm is nigh. Oh, the divine spirit that protects the land. In the name of Amagi Makoto, I sing you this prayer: use this body as your vessel and manifest your divine authority in this realm!」


  It was an incantation similar to Mikoto’s previous summoning rituals, but this time around the chant was different, and as a result Makoto’s magical power began to surge violently.


  There was a burst of light, and I covered my eyes and was unable to see anything because of that.


  Once the light finally stop, you could feel the presence of unknown magic inside of the room.


  I opened my eyes just a little bit, and I could confirm that the source of that magic was a woman who appeared right in front of us, similar to Makoto in appearance but distinctively different.


  First of all, the feeling of her magic was different right now.


  She shakes her head, and her dark-green hair sways in wonderful cascades, so different from everything I have seen so far.


  Her aura was intoxicating, and her terrific appearances were so eye catching that it would be hard to move your eyes away from her.


  Her slender limbs were wrapped in the traditional robes of Towa, but they were much more colorful than Makoto’s simple white robe.


  It was a strange kind of beast, one that was strong, cheerful and elegant at the same time. She was so like Makoto, but at the same time completely different from her.


  And above all else.


  Her golden eyes were sparkling brightly.


  「Wahahaha! Thank you, Makocchi! Well then, let’s get to work, shall we?」


  The woman smiled brightly at all of us, while we were left standing still and speechless in the wake of this absurd situation.
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  Chapter 18: Dragon-san and the Green Storm


  「W-who is this……?」


  I think that the words spoken by Mikoto upon seeing her sister turn into some unknown woman represented the collective state of everyone present in the room at the moment.


  On the one hand, we were all impressed by the aura she was emanating, but on the other hand, we were too surprised to even wrap our heads around it.


  「No, see, I told you. Speaking this language was a bad idea. What a surprise, most of the people here don’t seem to understand a word I say. Okay then, how about this? ‘Now you understand me’?」


  The woman suddenly began to speak fluently in the Western language, to which Aru’s eyes widened in shock.


  「You, you can speak the Western language?」


  「Fufufu, that’s right, Dragon Kiddo. Unlike the rest of those guys, I didn’t forget to learn new stuff every day! Both my spoken and written languages are spot on!」


  Said the woman who called Aru ‘Dragon Kiddo’, while spinning around and making the bottom of her clothes sway.


  「Right, I think that some proper introductions are in order here. My name is ‘Air Helix Tenpolis Out Tempestare’. But this is kinda mouthful, so you can just call me Ten-san for short. Nice to meet you, the current dragons!」


  「The current dragons?」


  My confusion was immeasurable.


  From her introduction it was clear. She was a dragon as well, one of my brethren.


  Her golden eyes and the pattern of her magic waves were enough of a proof for me.


  But it was the first time we meet.


  Which was strange, since every dragon is connected to everyone else via the dragon network, so technically we all know each other.


  And even if you don’t know someone’s name, you can recognize them by their magic wave signature.


  「Hostile, you seem to know my identity. But, there’s no way that you can be the true ‘Time of Spiraling Storm’. So who are you? If you don’t answer right away, I shall deem you as an enemy and dispose of you.」


  「Eh, wait a minute, Senpai!? What do you think you’re doing!?」


  Shocked, I tried to stop Senpai from attacking and possibly destroying my house in the process, but before I could do that, Ten-san came forward.


  「Ah, I see, I understand. I totally forgot that you might not remember me.」


  Ten-san said that with a truly sad voice while slowly approaching Vaas-senpai.


  「I’m truly sorry for that, but…… Could you leave us alone for a moment?」


  「…… Judgement, restrain is in order.」


  Suddenly, there was a huge surge of magic coming from Senpai.


  Then, the wooden furniture around the room began to glow green and jumped at Ten-san all at once.


  My house was full of protection barriers and concealment spells, so the commotion would never leak outside, but making someone else’s furniture attack someone was overdoing it!


  However, Ten-san didn’t seemed to be nervous at all, only snapping her fingers.


  「Boyo, do you really think you can hope to defeat me with something like this?」


  As a result, the furniture that tried to attack her stopped moving and fell onto the ground.


  Senpai wanted to act and cast another spell, but then Ten-san went right beside him and delivered a slight flick to his forehead. Senpai was pushed back and reverted back to his mini-dragon form.


  「Senpai!?」


  「It’s alright, it’s alright. I just put him to sleep for a little while so that he wouldn’t get in the way.」


  The only thing we could do right now was to watch how Ten-san caught Vaas-senpai from falling to the ground and held him in her arms.


  Mikoto’s face turned blue from the high concentration of magic in the air here, and Senjiro fell on his knees, unable to stand it anymore.


  I couldn’t perceive her movements at all.


  Moreover, Ten-san puts Senpai on the sofa in a gentle manner, seemingly not intending on harming him further.


  I don’t know why Senpai decided to act in such a way, but because of the way in which Ten-san handed him, I couldn’t help it but to be on high alert all the time.


  「Right then. So, you guys were saying that you wanted to go visit Towa, right?」


  Ten-san asked in a casual manner, seemingly not realizing just how tense the atmosphere in the room was right now.


  We all looked at each other to look for consensus on how to answer, and finally I nodded my head.


  「Yes, that’s right, but…」


  「It’s the ‘Eclipse’ that you want to know about, right?」


  She threw that word so casually that it actually took me a good few seconds to understand what she said.


  「How do you know about it!? And how do you know that we seek information about it?」


  「Fufufu. Well you see, that’s actually a woman’s secret.」


  Ten-san smiles brightly seeing all of us being at a loss, but truth be told, if she brought up the topic herself, we won’t have a better opportunity than this.


  Bearing in mind what she did to Senpai a moment ago, I approached the subject carefully.


  「Could you tell us all you know about the ‘Eclipse’? That is, if you do know something?」


  「Hmm, let’s see……」


  Ten-san seemed to be thinking about it for a moment, and with each passing second my bad feelings were only intensifying.


  「It’s not that I don’t mind telling you, I really do, but it’s boring if it’s for free, you know? And I hope you didn’t forget? My work involves a whole lot of evil spirits.」


  「…… What did you say?」


  As soon as Ten-san said that, her golden eyes shone brightly and in the next second she just disappeared.


  「Fueh!?」


  We looked around, and suddenly we could hear Aru’s surprised voice right behind us.


  There was Aru, surprised and scared as Ten-san were holding him in her arms and smiling mercilessly.


  「What the hell do you think you’re doing!?」


  「And what does it look like to you? An abduction. Now then, I guess I’ll be taking this kiddo with me and leave. If you want me to tell you about the ‘Eclipse’, then do your worst and try to take him back from me.」


  Ten-san declared something as absurd as that, and we were all taken aback by it.


  I don’t know why she would even want to do that, but the facts were that right now Aru was not with me, but with her.


  Even if it was meant to be just a prank, for us it was nothing but serious business as of now.


  This was so sudden that, in fact, I kind of lost my cool and let my emotions take the better of me.


  「Let Aru go, you bitch!」


  At the same time that I shouted and jumped forward, Nectar let out a roar and tried to blast Ten-san with his magic.


  The plan was that Nectar was supposed to knock her out with his magic, while I was to grab Aru from Ten-san’s arms and get away with him.


  We decided on that course of action without actually exchanging a single word.


  We thought that if we manage to execute that flawlessly, we would be able to incapacitate Ten-san before she even had the time to react.


  It all happens in less than a few seconds.


  However,


  「Too weak?」


  Before I was able to actually reach Aru, he opened his mouth to say something, but disappeared yet again.


  「Wha…… Nfuh!?」


  「Kuh!?」


  I could feel a sudden shock hitting my neck, and in the next second I fell to the ground with all the strength lost from my limbs.


  It was Ten-san that touched our necks and sent some of her magic through our bodies, effectively disrupting the flow of magic in our bodies.


  My consciousness remained, but the magic that was now flowing through my body was rendering me unable to move.


  「Father!? Mother!?」


  Hearing Aru’s scream, I knew that the very same thing happened to Nectar.


  「Fuhahahahaha! It’s five thousand years too early for you to be able to catch me! But still, playing the role of the villain is so much fun!」


  Trying to keep my emotions in check, I begin to rearrange my own magic, but still I wasn’t able to move right away.


  However, with my vision swaying and blurry, I could see a grey shadow approaching Ten-san.


  Senjiro thrusted his spear at Ten-san without any kind of hesitation or remorse.


  Ten-san couldn’t help it but to deflect the spear with her hand, leaving Aru secured with only one hand.


  But even so, when her hand clashed with his spear, the noise that resonates throughout the room was like of steel clashing against steel.


  「God from our country! Why would you do something like that!?」


  「Ooupsie! That was close, a little bit too close for comfort! But nice work, being able to reach me like that. However……」


  「Cleanse, and purify!」


  Mikoto’s voice fills the room, completely blocking the laughter that escapes Ten-san’s mouth. Soon after she was struck with a magical blow.


  The spell managed to connect, but it didn’t do much damage to Ten-san, so it didn’t give us much time to recover.


  「!!!」


  At the same time Ten-san counterattacked, sending both Mikoto and Senjiro flying to the edges of the room.


  「Big Brother Sen!」


  Mikoto’s scream mix with the sound of both furniture and sundries breaking apart.


  「You don’t need to worry, kiddo. Your parents are just a little bit shaken, and people from our country are tough, so they are fine as well. So please don’t do anything stupid, alright? Aru?」


  As soon as she spoke his name, Aru was unable to move as well.


  As I saw that, I could feel my body becoming increasingly hotter and hotter with rage beyond my control.


  Even with waves of nausea and pain striking my body, I was doing my best to fix my magic and be able to move once more.


  Just a little bit more!


  「But still, being by yourself only sure feels lonely. There we go.」


  「!?」


  Then, Ten-san disappeared yet again, this time appearing right beside Mikoto and placing her hand on her.


  「There we go, it’s been a while since you’ve last been home, so you might as well accompany us. Haa –! I knew it, this fluffiness is just the best!」


  「Hyahn!」


  Surprised beyond belief, Mikoto seemed to have lost all the power in her body once Ten-san lifted her tail, leaving her helpless in her arms.


  What an incredible technique that was…… Wait, now’s not the time for that!


  「Nfufu. Well then, I shall await you all back in Towa!」


  While laughing happily and holding Aru and Mikoto in her arms, Ten-san created a magic circle right under her.


  It was a teleportation circle.


  It was probably connected to Towa, and once Aru get on the other side of it, locating him would be extremely difficult.


  Wasn’t there anything I could to prevent him from being taken away!?


  When I was about to give up, I saw the look on Aru’s face. He looked as if he was about to cry. That made all of my senses go completely blank.


  Chapter 19: Dragon-san Stands Her Ground


  I let out a loud roar to get my thoughts up to speed and to break through the waves of pain and nausea that were shaking my body.


  「Aru! I’m going to save you!」


  「Mother!」


  I gave up on fueling my body with magic power, instead shifting it all into my offensive power, so that I could interrupt Ten-san’s teleportation circle.


  Seeing that, Ten-san’s face was tinged with irritation for the first time ever.


  「Umm, hey, what the hell!?」


  Temporarily gaining the upper hand, I divert some of my magic so that I could properly analyze the circle at Ten-san’s feet.


  Teleportation is a complex and delicate spell.


  Just a slight error or disturbance would cause its magic to run rampart, rendering the spell ineffective.


  However, it would all be for nothing if Ten-san managed to cancel the spell and cast another one right after that.


  But I had to do something! Otherwise, I know that I’m going to regret it my entire life!


  While doing my best to interfere with the teleportation spell, I could see that Aru’s hair began to sway gently, as if the wind was blowing through here.


  「Mother, I’ll be waiting!」


  At that time, tears began to spill from Aru’s eyes and fall onto the magic circle.


  Instantly, a huge amount of magic power was poured into the distorted circle, forcing it to expand tremendously.


  The magic began to run berserk because there was so much of it, and it was hard to control.


  We were all being swallowed into the circle, as it tried to send us somewhere.


  It was an unforeseen event, but I immediately tried to stabilize the circle and force it under control, but I couldn’t do it fast enough.


  I think I also saw Ten-san taking a firm hold of both Aru and Mikoto, trying to prevent them from running away and bracing herself for the inevitable.


  But before I could make sure of that, there was a blinding flash of light and the circle activated, forcing us all into transition to God-knows-where.


  *********


  Even when the teleportation spell gets disturbed somehow, the transition is instantaneous.


  So when I felt that the transition ended, immediately after that my body hit the ground.


  From the smell of grass and leaves and the feeling of soft soil under my body I realize that we were transported into a forest somewhere.


  One of the scariest things about teleportation was that when things went wrong, you could have even be thrown into the space in between dimensions, never to return to your own world again. Luckily, it seems that we managed to avoid that.


  Judging by the warm sunlight shining on us from above, it was still daytime, but it was too early for us to relax just yet.


  Because we still didn’t know if the time wasn’t distorted as well when we made the forced transition.


  Oh well, I might as well leave that be for now.


  First order of business for me to do was to get a feel of the local leylines, to see where we were.


  If you get a hold of the magic around you, you can more or less establish your current position, but unfortunately for me, the magic that was surrounding us was unknown to me


  Also, the smell of the air was totally unknown to me as well.


  Instead, I could feel both Nectar and Senjiro’s magic waves nearby.


  I tried to stand up on my feet, but I was feeling so weak that I needed to sit back down right after that.


  It seems that the effects of Ten-san’s magic were still taking a hold over me.


  So while I was trying to put my magic back together, it was Senjiro who appeared in front of my eyes.


  But, huh? Why are you carrying Nectar on your back, eh? Nectar!?


  「Lava! Are you alright!?」


  「I’m fine, but why are you carrying Nectar on your back?」


  I ask him that while my eyes shine with worry, and Senjiro puts Nectar down like a sack of potatoes.


  「Nectar-dono managed to locate you, but it looks like he is too exhausted to move on his own. So I offered to carry him, just so we could get to you as fast as possible. But aside from that, Nectar-dono seems fine.」


  「I see…… And it looks like you’re okay as well, Sen-san.」


  I suspected as much given that he was moving normally, but I asked him just to be on the safe side, to which Senjiro immediately became irritated.


  「I’m fine because of my training. However, it was a rather painful experience, having my movements restricted by magic.」


  I could very well understand the reason for Senjiro’s anger and regret.


  Because I was feeling in the exact same way.


  Nectar crawled his way to my side and leaned against me. The sight of him in such a state was simply heartbreaking.


  「Lava, are you really alright? Your face is all blue.」


  He said that, but Nectar’s face was as white as a sheet as well.


  It didn’t take me that long to find out that the circulation of my magic was still messed up a little.


  But still, I let Nectar touch my skin, so that way he could recover faster.


  「Thank you so much, Lava.」


  「No, I should be the one thanking you, Nectar. Could you try to locate Aru and Mikoto now?」


  While I was trying to interfere with Ten-san’s teleportation circle, Nectar managed to place several spells on her that would technically be able to help us locate the Mikoto and Aru.


  It was extremely difficult to construct several complex spells like that under such pressure, but I was proud of him since he succeeded.


  But Nectar only shook his head, his eyes filled with despair.


  「I’m sorry, that woman must have noticed my spells. I can’t feel anything. I have no idea where they are.」


  Both Senjiro and I gasped upon hearing that.


  For me, it was an exceptionally hard blow.


  Every dragon was supposed to be equal to the rest of its brethren in terms of both physical power and magic, but as it turned out, there was one additional factor that was turning this equilibrium upside down: experience.


  In other words, Ten-san is on the same level as me…… But all of the experience she accumulated throughout the years gives her tremendous advantage.


  I can’t be sure what’s on her mind or why is she doing all this, but maybe it is exactly because of my lack of experience.


  「At least there’s one thing we know for sure: she wasn’t intend on harming Aru or Mikoto in any way.」


  Senjiro’s face was still upset, but his words surprised me.


  「That is also why we were sent to Towa.」


  All of her actions were wrong and reckless. So what that there was no sense of hostility behind them? As a result, both Mikoto and Aru ended up getting kidnapped.


  It was something I couldn’t possibly forgive.


  「Lava, please calm down.」


  Both my mind and my vision were being swallowed by the red and hot flames of hatred, but it was then that I heard Nectar’s voice.


  It seems that he could clearly feel my emotions, because they were being transmitted together with my magic.


  My face became hot, but it also ceased to be that way in an instant, as my face turned blue again.


  「I’m sorry, Nectar! I’m so, so sorry! Are you alright!?」


  Since Nectar was training under the Great Plant Spirit, his magic had an affinity towards nature. This also means that he’s extremely vulnerable to heat.


  I checked him thoroughly to make sure he wasn’t burned anywhere, and then embraced him tightly.


  The heat was not yet gone from him, so I tried to put some distance between us, but he kept me in place by force.


  「It’s alright. Aru and Mikoto are definitely safe. So let’s think about our next move without getting impatient, alright?」


  I am amazed that he could remain calm in a situation like this, whereas I was close to losing my mind.


  But I could definitely tell that he was also ridden with sorrow and regret.


  His words made me feel a little bit relieved, and I began to calm down.


  So instead of trying to resist it, I embraced Nectar once more.


  「Yes. Yes, you’re right, Nectar.」


  Running around aimlessly will get us nowhere right now.


  Letting out a sigh, Nectar smiled and kissed me on the forehead.


  I wanted to return the gesture, but just then……


  「……Umm, you two? I know how you feel, but could you stop being so clingy for a minute?」


  Upon hearing Senjiro’s voice, we finally separated from each other.


  Looking at him now, he had a slight blush on his face while he was facing away from us.


  Ahh, geez! You know that I’m happy, but what’s with that disappointed look on your face, Nectar!?


  「No, no, everything’s fine here! If anything, I should be the one to apologize!?」


  「No, no, if you’ve managed to calm down then there’s no problem!」


  Senjiro sighed and his face tightened.


  「I have no idea why Makoto let that whole Ten-san possess her. But what I do know is that my family has caused you problems. So to compensate, please allow me to help you get Aru and Mikoto back.」


  「We appreciate it, Senjiro-san.」


  Said Nectar, and I nodded my head. I felt the same way.


  「Do we have any idea where Aru and Mikoto could have been taken?」


  Thinking that everything will eventually play out fine, we ask ourselves that question, and after a moment of silence Nectar closed his eyes and concentrated.


  Nectar cast a spell and his hair swayed for a bit, but after a few seconds he opened his eyes and looked genuinely astonished.


  「Because the spell was incomplete and it was interrupted, I can only guess the rough direction and distance. But it seems that we are still on the same continent, at least.」


  「So, does that mean we’re in Towa?」


  That would mean that despite all our interference, Ten-san ultimately managed to achieve her goal.


  Her destination was Towa, so if we were on the same continent, we must have been in Towa.


  The fur on Senjiro’s ears and tails stood up, in a clear gesture of surprise.


  Sure, it was surprising to be transported right into the enemy’s territory, but this time around it was more than convenient for us.


  It was a good thing that we had Senjiro on our side. With him, we at least have some knowledge of the territory on which we were right now. What better ally to have when on a rescue mission?


  Nectar cast a quick glance at Senjiro and sigh.


  「Umu, I hope that you are ready for what’s to come.」


  「Of course. Our goal remains the same.」


  I could see a tint of irritation in Nectar’s eyes at that moment.


  It was still a mystery why would Ten-san view herself as a villain here.


  We might be right in the middle of the enemy’s territory, but that fact changed nothing.


  「We shall get those two back to safety. I promise.」


  I watched as Nectar and Senjiro looked at one another and then they squeezed each other’s hands.


  Chapter 20: Dragon-san Meets the Unknown


  After we got caught up in Ten-san’s Teleportation magic, we ended up being transported somewhere in Towa. For now, we were resting and waiting for our magic to recover, since rushing into the unknown wouldn’t be the wisest course of action.


  When I finally managed to calm down and surveilled our surrounding for a bit, I understood that it was totally different from Ballow.


  One of the core differences was that the density of magic in both air and the ground was way higher.


  Somehow, it was similar to the atmosphere that accompanied the magical disaster that happened around Hibernia about a hundred years ago.


  But even so, the magic was flowing into the leylines without any kind of trouble, without causing the leylines to overflow or malfunction.


  It felt really comfortable here.


  As I was immersed in this totally different atmosphere, Senjiro put his hands into his sleeves, his expression being really difficult to read for some reason.


  「I know that our opponent was the Elder Dragon, but still, I’m sorry that I wasn’t of any help.」


  「Please, don’t be. After all, she took Aru as a hostage, so there wasn’t much any of us could do.」


  At least we now knew that she wasn’t intending on hurting Aru, but there was no way for us to be aware of that back then.


  I also didn’t think that she meant no harm at that moment, but there was no excuse for my hesitation and lack of resolve.


  As Nectar tried to comfort him, Senjiro only shook his head.


  「At any given time, we must put the safety of the kids before our own. We fail to do that, and we lose.」


  Senjiro looked deeply depressed when he said that, and both Nectar and I exchanged awkward looks.


  「Now that it has come to this, maybe I should beg my Master to train me from scratch again.」


  Senjiro muttered to himself, and I asked him a question to distract him for a bit.


  「By Master, do you mean Ligurila?」


  「Not really. The one I’m talking about is the person who taught me the basics of sword fighting, the one who made it possible for me to become a Guardian in the first place.」


  Senjiro’s ears continued to move slightly, as he continued to remember something.


  「Master always used to say that I shouldn’t mope around due to my failures, but instead focus on improving and making myself better. It is thanks to that that I managed to get so far. And now I can be useful to people because of it.」


  It was one of Senjiro’s most wonderful traits, that even after he fell, he would be quick to recover and carry on.


  I also tried to contact Ligurila in the meantime, but I was still too tired to get a proper grasp on the leylines around here. So I guess for now contacting her would be impossible.


  And since Vaas-senpai was nowhere to be seen either, I assumed that he didn’t get caught in the Teleportation circle. I tried to contact him as well, but for some reason I was unable to use the Dragon Network.


  It probably wasn’t because something happened to Senpai. It was probably because there were some connection issues.


  As if, our frequencies weren’t matching at all.


  That was the most probable case.


  Since I couldn’t really help it, I created a pseudo-spirit and asked it to carry the news to both Ligurila and Kyle.


  I don’t know when it will manage to reach them, but it was still better than nothing.


  But it would probably take it a lot of time, since it would need to find the appropriate leyline, travel all the way to Ballow and then come back here.


  So we might as well carry on from here instead of waiting for a reply.


  「First of all, we need to find some civilization. Luckily, we know Aru and Mikoto’s general location, but the exact location is still unknown.」


  「I agree. Towa is quite different from Ballow, and the villages are much closer to one another. Once we get to one, we should be able to get a hold of our current position, so that’s a start.」


  「Right, then I shall revert to my dragon form.」


  I thought it might be a good idea to scout the area from above, since it would be easy to spot houses from over there, but Senjiro began to think deeply when he heard that.


  「I think it’s a good idea, but could you please try to stay as far away from any village that you might find as possible?」


  「Well, I intended to do just that, but why?」


  「Because I would like to avoid any of the Shrine Maidens noticing your true form.」


  Both Nectar and I looked at Senjiro in surprise.


  「Every village, no matter how small or insignificant, has at least one Guardian and one Shrine Maiden. If they spot you in the sky, they are likely to presume you to be a monster or a demon. Once that happens, your presence would be reported to the Taisha’s branch office, and from there it will go all the way to the main office.」


  「In other words, it means that once Lava’s true identity gets exposed, the Taisha is going to know about it. There’s no avoiding that, right?」


  To Nectar’s words, Senjiro nodded his head.


  「In addition, Nectar-dono’s appearance will also be quite noticeable. There are normal humans here, but mostly they have black hair.」


  「Not to mention that he’s also a spirit, right?」


  「Precisely.」


  Well, shit.


  Even though Nectar could change the color of his hair no problem, I couldn’t do the same.


  「First thing first, once we get into town we must procure some sort of disguise for Nectar. But as for me, Mikoto was able to see right through my human disguise……」


  I felt hopeless knowing that everyone else could possibly be able to do the same, but then Senjiro reassured me with a smile.


  「It will be alright. The only people capable of seeing through Lava-dono and Nectar-dono’s disguises would be the people directly affiliated with the Taisha. 」


  However, I assume that shrine maidens hold many different and unique abilities.


  「Alright, that settles it, then. Shall we get a move on?」


  I then touched the dragon gem on my chest and reverted back to my original form, letting Nectar and Senjiro climb onto me before taking off the ground.


  *********


  Just like that, we were flying through the sky.


  But a few minutes later we were already back on the ground.


  All because of the certain encounter that happened not so long ago, and which shook me to my very core.


  「Why, what the hell was that beast……!?」


  「One of the creatures that are native to Towa, I’m afraid.」


  Senjiro’s bitter smile was simply stunning.


  A few minutes ago, we were all soaring through the sky.


  And what appeared right in front of us was a flying creature that had a body of the bat and a head of a pig.


  I asked Senjiro what that thing was, and he simply said that it was ‘Hikomori’.


  After that he simply brandished his weapon at it, severing its head from its body and sending the dead, twitching body plummeting to the ground.


  Starting with that, we were being attacked by flying monsters once every five minutes or so.


  Eh, was it that they were being attracted to me because I am a dragon?


  That being said, a whole bunch of different monsters began to pester us. Some had the body parts of tigers, some of monkeys, there were also wolves and a whole lot of other creatures which were hard for me to describe.


  But when we were suddenly assaulted by the flock of wild bird-monsters whose numbers reached roughly five hundred, that was the moment when I was drawing a line.


  Needless to say, we didn’t lose to them.


  And once we could see the silhouettes of the buildings in the distance, we decided to return to the ground, in order to avoid drawing too much attention towards us thanks to the monsters.


  The monsters were still onto us, but on the ground their options of attacking us were severely limited, which was working in our favor.


  …… But seriously.


  While I was thinking that to myself, Senjiro’s ears moved quickly and in the next moment there was a short whistle cutting through the air.


  When I take a look, I could see small stones and rocks being thrown at us, colliding with my defensive barriers and being cast aside.


  Looking at the place from the rocks were coming from, we could see huge monkeys sitting on the trees and throwing rocks at us.


  「Please, pay them no mind. Those are merely children, hardly ever a threat. They came to observe us mostly out of curiosity, so they shouldn’t attack us for real.」


  Said Senjiro as he began to walk again. Together with Nectar, we exchanged worried looks.


  「Say, Nectar? Did you notice anything particular about those stones just now?」


  「Honestly speaking, good grief. I didn’t sense them until the moment they were actually flying through the air.」


  「Same here. Their magic was so well hidden, and the density of magic around this forest certainly isn’t helping either.」


  Once again I could feel nothing else but admiration towards Senjiro, who was walking forward with no hesitation.


  In fact, the magic of this land was so unique that I was having a hard time differentiating what was what here.


  The fact that Nectar and I were mostly relying on magic wasn’t helping us, either.


  Although it wasn’t that we were completely blind here, we wouldn’t be able to detect any open hostility until it was directly aimed at us.


  Even when we were in the air, it was still hard for me to properly navigate and I had to rely mostly on Senjiro’s help to gradually move forward.


  I also tried to do as he told me, and instead of using magic, I was trying to surveil my surroundings with nothing but my five senses. I was doing my best, but it was still relatively hard.


  It was sad to admit, but even though my senses should be enhanced, I wasn’t noticing things faster than Senjiro!


  It would be a completely different matter if we had more time to get acquainted with this land’s magic a little bit more, but for now, since we were pretty much out of options, we decided to hand small stuff like that to Senjiro to handle.


  「We can’t even use Scouting magic here, since all the trees are interfering. We-we are pretty much useless here……」


  「Uhm. Even though it pains me greatly to admit that.」


  We were both pretty much depressed after trying over and over again to use our magic properly, but it was all but a wasted effort. Seeing us all depressed, Senjiro was trying to lift our spirits back up.


  「It’s only natural that people born in Towa are better suited for combat in here. So don’t worry, Lava-dono, Nectar-dono.」


  I’m starting to think that Senjiro’s talent for reading the mood has finally reached the level of an ability.


  Oh well, I guess it’s all good.


  That’s just the way Senjiro is, after all.


  「By the way, about what Lava-dono said earlier. It is true that the monsters here in Towa are born from something we locals call the Dragon Veins, and that its influence has made them grow rather rapidly in recent years. Because of that, some of the monsters are even fighting amongst themselves over territory.」


  So, the animals and monsters alike were adapting to new tendencies thanks to the magic’s influence…… Ah, no, wait a second, maybe it was because they were growing more intelligent?


  「Those Dragon Veins must be the things we call leylines in the west. No wonder the plants and animals are being influenced by it.」


  Even though Nectar’s voice was calm while he was saying that, his expression was that of a serious worry.


  I understood that feeling well.


  The leylines may have been strangely arranged here, but the concentration of magic was still denser than elsewhere in the air, which was strangely unbalanced from my point of view.


  With the increased amounts of magic in the atmosphere, it’s no wonder that the plants and animals would begin to grow rapidly.


  But fixing a malfunction like that would be a whole lot of work, and even the slightest mistake during the process would mean the leylines going haywire and the land could be harmed as a result.


  Furthermore, if the malfunctions were rooted so deeply, even fixing the leylines would change little to nothing when it comes to monster activity.


  In other words, all of your time and all of your efforts could very well be wasted over nothing.


  That is why dragons would always adjust the leylines with a little bit of a safety margin on their end. However, from the density of magic in this land I was getting the impression that the proper adjustment of leylines here had been neglected for years.


  It would be great if the leylines were in better condition here.


  But I guess they didn’t call them Dragon Veins here without a proper reason.


  So I could only guess that Ten-san had some sort of role in creating this sort of environment.


  「Since there are so many monsters here, doesn’t that mean they attack the villages and towns often?」


  「Not necessarily…… We have roads and walls to protect the land and the people from the influence of the miasma, and the Guardians are always patrolling their respective regions. If so, such things tend to happen in more secluded or underdeveloped locations.」


  「Is that so?」


  I was kind of worried there for a moment, but Senjiro’s words made my worries all but disappear.


  Senjiro’s ears moved again, picking some sort of noise.


  「Please wait a moment.」


  I wanted to ask him what was wrong, but before I could do that, Senjiro jumped into the bushes after lowering his posture.


  Together with Nectar we were standing in place for a while, and after we heard some beastly roars we saw Senjiro coming out of the bushes.


  「I was able to catch us a horned rabbit. It might fetch us a good price in town.」


  Senjiro smiled while whistling happily and showing us the rabbit he was holding in his hand.


  That Senjiro will probably never cease to amaze me. And I mean it in an absolutely positive way.


  Speaking of which, we really need to procure some local clothes for ourselves if we don’t want to attract any unwanted attention.


  However, walking was not a problem for us, since Nectar was used to work in the field, and my physical strength was virtually limitless.


  Furthermore, once we kept on walking, we could finally see some houses in the distance, and that was making us feel less tired.


  I smiled faintly thinking like that, and Senjiro looked puzzled seeing my smile.


  「Did something happened?」


  「Oh, it’s nothing. I was just thinking that I’m so glad that we’ve met you, Sen-san.」


  「Same here.」


  Nectar agreed with me, and Senjiro’s tail swayed with fascination.


  「No, I don’t think I’ve done anything that would earn me such praises.」


  「You’ve saved us on numerous occasions.」


  「And Nectar owns his life to you. Don’t you think that we will ever forget about that.」


  「Well, I guess you could say that.」


  「Geez, it’s nothing, I told you. I was just doing what any normal person would do if placed in my shoes.」


  Hearing our words of praise, Senjiro’s cheeks became flushed red.


  However, there was also some levels of awkwardness that we could see in his eyes when we looked in them.


  「At that time I was living in a small hotel. It was a comfortable place, and it had everything that I needed. But above all else, I was so lucky that I met Lava at that time.」


  In that moment, Nectar’s face became much more lively.


  「Are you talking about the time when the two of you have met for the first time?」


  「Ah, I see. We haven’t really talked to you about that before, right, Sen-san?」


  「Yes, that’s right! And even though it was almost a hundred years ago, I can still remember it vividly! It was in the early spring, when the cold of winter could still be felt……」


  Seeing that Senjiro was interested in this topic, Nectar began to talk, shifting from one topic to another seemingly without end.


  I was just listening for a while, but after more and more minutes passed and Nectar was still talking, I was beginning to think that it might be high time for me to step in and shut him up, preferably before he would talk about something intimate or private.


  Could we please leave it at that? If we don’t, I might as well die out of shame!


  You see? Senjiro was making a face that seemed to be asking if it was okay for him to hear about that!


  I was so embarrassed that I wanted to change topics immediately. But then……


  I could feel a faint trace of magic brushing against my skin.


  I even felt that earlier than Senjiro.


  Nectar and Senjiro arrived at my side a moment later, their expressions tightening on the spot.


  「It looks like a battle of some kind.」


  「They are using magic. It is similar to the one Mikoto was using, so they must be fighting some kind of magic threat.」


  They looked at me and I thought for a little while.


  It was difficult for us to decide to intervene, since we didn’t know what they were fighting against.


  However, we should be safe from standing out here, since it was a seemingly secluded area…… At least that’s what I think.


  「For the time being let’s go there and see if there’s someone there who could fill us in.」


  Because if there was a possibility of meeting some of the locals, we needed to jump on that chance.


  So we started to rush towards the battle without a second of hesitation.


  …… It’s not as though I thought that it was good that Nectar’s words were stopped… Not at all…


  Chapter 21: Dragon-san and the Local People


  As we were running towards the commotion, I could feel magic being used several times, so the battle must have been fierce.


  However, it shouldn’t be all that bad.


  Judging by their magical wave patterns, the monsters we were about to encounter were on the same level as the ones we already fought since coming here.


  As such, they were coming and going quickly, but I could also feel other magical waves signatures mixed in with them as well.


  I knew that the magic of Towa was quite strong, but how could I not notice it up until now?


  And since we didn’t know just how large the actual battle was, we needed to hurry.


  「I’m going on ahead.」


  「Right.」


  「Umu.」


  Apparently thinking of the same thing, Nectar and Senjiro both nodded their heads, and in the next moment I spread my wings and took to the sky.


  Senjiro was the fastest one out of all of us when it was the ground we were talking about, but it was way faster for me to get there through the sky, where there were no obstacles.


  Heading towards the battle at full speed, I soon arrived at a small clearing in the middle of the forest.


  There I could see a small group of people, surrounded by a horde of monsters of various sizes and magic levels.


  Even though the people managed to form a circle so that they wouldn’t leave the monsters any openings, their sheer number was more than enough to overwhelm them.


  If something like that happened in Ballow, it would be classified as crisis on the spot and a group of Hunters would be dispatched to deal with this threat, preferably of Fourth Rank.


  Four or five people were not going to be enough to handle a situation like that.


  But still.


  「Uwah……」


  I watch an amazing scene unfold right in front of my eyes.


  Because one of the people turned out to be exceptionally skilled and strong.


  He had black hair, looked to be around forty-years-old, and was wearing the traditional clothes of Towa, his body was quite slender and his sword was quite huge…… However, he was managing to slash the monsters into tiny pieces with that sword, using minimal movements of his body, to boot.


  The blade of his sword was glowing slightly, so he may have added some sort of spell or special art to it.


  Seeing one person be able to handle so many demons at once was a true sight to behold.


  Now that I think about it, his clothes seemed to be rather expensive-looking, but it may have been my imagination playing tricks on me.


  In any case, he kind of reminded me of Senjiro. I was wondering if it would be alright for me to approach them and offer some help, but then I saw someone approaching the injured people from the back with something that looked like a first-aid kit.


  Putting the kit down, she approaches the injured people and starts chanting the spell right away.


  「Prism Shield!」


  Words spoken in the ancient language soon becomes a sturdy magical shield that protects the injured from damage.


  It also prevented the monsters from getting any closer.


  However, I was surprised that the monsters didn’t even try to attack the shield.


  Certainly, that ‘Prism Shield’ should be able to bounce some of the damage off, but it shouldn’t be strong enough to prevent the continuous onslaught of attacks.


  Of course, because of the density of magic around here my perception was somewhat distorted, so it may very well be that even though the monsters seem to be the same as the ones in Ballow, they are actually a lot stronger.


  But was this the doing of the naturally dense magic, or was it something else?


  If we were able to understand that, we may be able to counteract it in the future.


  When I folded my wings and got back on the ground right in front of them, they all aimed their weapons at me, ever wary.


  I could see that they were all beastmen, with a pair of both human and animal ears.


  No wonder they were wary of me, since in their eyes it appears that I appeared in front of them completely out of nowhere.


  「Do you need some help?」


  The threat was yet to be gone, and so it was only natural that they would feel confused upon this sudden offer of mine.


  I also forgot about something crucial: this was Towa here, and I spoke in the Western language!


  I broke into a cold sweat and tried to say that again, but in that moment Nectar and Senjiro finally caught up to me.


  Senjiro started to brandish his black spear around, disposing of monster after monster.


  Nectar was fighting as well, shooting the monsters with massive blades of wind.


  Soon, they made a quick work out of them.


  I was relieved to see that and I decided to surveil our surroundings in case more monsters were to appear, but suddenly Senjiro stopped moving, a stunned look on his face.


  Senjiro’s battle style was mostly hit-and-run, where he was still on the move and would blow his opponents away with single strikes.


  It was dangerous for him to stop even for a second, especially with lots of monsters still around.


  Then he resumed his stance and started attacking monsters again, and one of the people from Towa muttered in a quiet voice.


  「Shinsou-dono……?」


  Although the meaning of the word ‘Shinsou’ was beyond my understanding, what I did understand was that they meant Senjiro by it.


  Senjiro continued to fight, however it was the old man that was at the center of my attention.


  When the old man cut down the last monster and it turned into a handful of ash, he let his sword rest on top of his shoulder and laughed while looking at Senjiro.


  「This posture, so it is Senjiro! Glad to see you’ve finally decided to come home!」


  It was unexpected that he would call Senjiro by his name without hesitation, but what was even more surprising was the fact that Senjiro bent his knee before the old man on the spot.


  「It’s been a while indeed, Emperor.」


  Emperor, he said.


  And although it surely needed some clarification, I understood that Senjiro and the old man were old acquaintances.


  「No need to be so formal. I’m glad I can see you again.」


  Said the old man –– Emperor-san –– while patting Senjiro on the back and laughing. Then he looked at us while sheathing his sword on his hip.


  「You there, lassy, thanks for taking care of my vassal for me.」


  「No, we didn’t really do anything, and we weren’t even that much of a help.」


  I was taken aback by the fact that he spoke to me so suddenly, but still I managed to answer.


  Emperor-san had his hair loosely cut, seemed full of confidence and spoke in a rather humble voice.


  He looked just like the cool and laid-back older brother type.


  Unlike Ballow, which was more similar to the Middle Age Europe, the people and the atmosphere here were similar to the Japan of the Sengoku Period. And since the Emperor-san was giving off the same kind of aura like Senjiro, I reflexively answered with a very friendly and laid-back manner.


  However, the people behind him weren’t so nice.


  「How rude! You there, girl! You are one of the Towa people, so act like one!」


  They must have took me for one of their own, since I erased the red bunches from my hair right before coming here.


  I had also changed my eye color, but I had no actual idea what it was.


  「Jurota, you are the only one who is being rude here. She may have black hair, but it is as clear as day that this girl is not one of our own.」


  Hearing the words of the Emperor-san, the man called Jurota went silent, and then he started glaring at me in an angry way.


  Somehow, I had a really bad feeling about that vassal.


  Now I was really wondering if I would be able to fit in here, but then Emperor-san looked at me again.


  「It’s not really that interesting of an introduction, but it’s better than none. Let me welcome you, travelers from the foreign land and comrades of Senjiro. I am the current emperor of this country of Towa.」


  「Emperor……?」


  Feeling another wave of cold sweat running down my neck and back, I sent a quick message to Senjiro, who for the time being stood up and rejoined us.


  “Senj-san, answer, now! The title of Emperor here is going to be what in Ballow terms!?”


  “Umm, I think that the Emperor would be equal to king? I guess?”


  “…… In other words, this guy here is the most powerful person in the entire country!?”


  “I have no idea, but it is true that he is one of the most influential people in the whole of Towa.”


  After Senjiro answered my question, all of my worries came to be true! I felt so ashamed of my own behavior towards that person that I wanted to shout out loud!


  Why is it that we get to meet the most important person in the whole country as soon as we arrive!?


  And why is he being so friendly to us!?


  I get the feeling that our arrival isn’t going to go unnoticed by Ten-san at this rate, but for now let’s try not to think about it so much.


  I wonder, does this man knows about Senjiro’s soulmate……?


  But even if my head was full of things I didn’t quite understand yet, for the time being this person introduced himself to me, so I needed to respond in kind.


  「It’s a pleasure to meet you, Emperor of Towa. My name is Lava. I may not be one of your kind, but I am a good friend of Senjiro-san.」


  Saying that, I look at the Emperor and his subordinates.


  Looks like there was no way around it, so I make my red bunches reappear on my hair. Seeing that, the Emperor opened his eyes, clearly astonished.


  At the same time, his vassals clearly become scared.


  「Now this is surprising. You may be a deity from a foreign land, so how would you like for us to respect you properly?」


  …… Are you seriously concerned about that?


  Oh well, if there’s something good from this situation, is that the vassals were keeping their mouths shut for now, seemingly scared that they might accidentally say something rude to me.


  I’m not all that sure, but maybe they thought of me as an unstable powder keg, ready to explode at any second?


  If anything, such profiling was nothing more than downright rude.


  「Umm, I understand that your position is very important, as it brings many people together. What kind of praise do I need? I don’t know, can we just speak normally? Or maybe be polite to one another?」


  Ah, if we could speak just like I did with Isha-san, that would be nice.


  As I said that, the Emperor looked as though he couldn’t believe what he was hearing and seeing.


  「Senjiro, I didn’t realize that foreign gods were so talkative.」


  「Lava-dono is special. On the other hand, the soulmate that I found is a demon, and she’s nothing like that.」


  「Hmm? So, you’ve made a contract with her?」


  Senjiro tries to explain it to the Emperor, and he finally seems to understand.


  But I want to know what exactly did he tell him.


  「So, Sen-san, could you possibly explain what is your relationship with this man?」


  「It is something that we call being recognized as equals through the Gods’ judgement. By the way, they are my companions.」


  Is it only me, or is Senjiro much more relaxed when it comes to speaking in his native tongue?


  I also think that is quite funny to be considered Senjiro’s companion. …… Wait, a companion? Say whaaaa!?


  I finally came to realize that this Emperor person was greatly misunderstanding Senjiro’s circumstances at the current moment.


  「I think that she’s cute and pretty woman. Hmm? What’s that? It’s not like that….. Oooh.」


  It was surprising to me that Senjiro was so close with the Emperor, but just when I wanted to properly explain our relationship, I was suddenly hugged from behind.


  「It’s nice to meet you, Emperor. My name is Nectar Figura, and I am this woman’s husband.」


  Nectar introduced himself in a polite and gentle manner, but I didn’t fail to notice just a slight mix of venom in his words.


  No, I’m sure that he didn’t mean to sound so hostile. Maybe my ears were playing tricks on me again.


  Even so, it was pretty embarrassing to be hugged by Nectar like that and I wanted to escape him, but when the Emperor saw him, his expression brightened instantly.


  「Ooh! I see, now I understand. Foreigners are accompanying Senjiro. Hoo, hoo, and won’t you look at that! Your eyes and hair are of different color! Just like the books said!」


  He then looked as excited as a small child right before Christmas, which was pretty embarrassing to look at in its own right.


  For now, it was actually a good thing that Nectar was being treated like a normal and ordinary person. Thanks to that we would hopefully not be treated like a walking freakshow.


  「The way in which you handled your spear, it is something completely unheard of here…… I guess good things can happen as a result of studying abroad.」


  「Emperor……」


  The Emperor looked as though he was about to be swallowed into his own little world, but Senjiro’s silent words managed to pull him back to the real world.


  Emperor gave Senjiro a strange look, but ultimately gave up.


  「Ah, I’m not making fun of them or anything, just to let you know. But even though you’re not a Guardian anymore, I hope that you will never forget your time with your Master and your brothers.」


  「Such wasteful words.」


  Now Senjiro was swayed back into the Emperor’s pace.


  Watching their bickering, the only thing that comes to mind was an old married couple going at it.


  「Good grief, what a stubborn person. Oh well, just let me get along with your friends, okay?」


  「He?」


  However, judging by the look on their faces it was nothing more than joking around.


  But his vassals were still as doubtful as they were in the beginning.


  「Emperor, he brought foreigners with himself of who we don’t know a thing!」


  「We do know them. They are Senjiro’s friends.」


  「B-but, Shinsou left Towa once in the past. Being in the foreign lands for so long and coming back so suddenly, it’s suspicious no matter how you look at it!」


  Again, there were some words that I didn’t know, but I completely agree with the ones that I was able to understand.


  While I was thinking that, Senjiro’s eyes widen with surprise.


  「Don’t tell me, are we in the prohibited zone!?」


  Seeing Senjiro’s distressed expression, Emperor hurried with an explanation.


  「Yup, that’s right. What’s more, the Head Shrine Maiden also came back some time ago, so talk about a crazy coincidence with your return.」


  While the Emperor explained, we send a message to Senjiro, demanding an explanation as well.


  “Sen-san, prohibited zone?”


  “It is a zone where magic is especially dense and the danger of monsters appearing inside of it is exceptionally high. Usually the Taisha dispatches some people to monitor it. And the people sent by the Taisha establish their branch offices in the vicinities of such zones.”


  “In other words, it is a perfect place to be stranded to while drifting from a misguided Teleportation.”


  Nectar makes a statement like that and Senjiro nods his head.


  “While we’re at it, I never would have thought that Makoto would actually become the Head Shrine Maiden.”


  Senjiro then proceeded to explain that it was a very prestigious position, sort of like the Shrine Maiden presiding over every other Shrine Maiden. But it looks like for us it’s more of a cause for concern.


  If the Emperor’s words were true, Makoto was already back at the Taisha.


  I wonder just how much does he know?


  While I was wondering about that, the Emperor spoke again.


  「Fumu, from your expression I can say that you have some sort of business to take care of with the Taisha.」


  「Our Emperor, please reconsider!」


  Said one of his vassals, but the Emperor only shook his head in response.


  「He came back because of my comrades here. And in order to achieve their goals, they will need as much information as possible. You know Senjiro, he wouldn’t be a threat to his own people. So if there’s anything you would want to know, just ask away.」


  Seeing as the Emperor’s will was adamant, his vassals were about ready to give up.


  The Emperor only smiled at Senjiro’s bitter words.


  「So, how it will be? My disciple?」


  He smiled, and it was a smile full of confidence and attractiveness, as if nothing could possibly stop him.


  Maybe that’s what people are calling charisma?


  「Even if I left your country years ago, it’s good to visit your hometown once in a while. I was considering that. But……」


  Since the reason for us being here was rather delicate, Senjiro couldn’t really say anything.


  「What are you talking about? Listen, you are going to travel, right? And the Guardians are bound to be on the lookout for anyone suspicious. So the least I can do is to issue you a travelling permit.」


  Ah, yes. Honestly, I knew about that.


  In addition, Senjiro shook his grey tail, as if he was trying to say that there was nothing left to say here.


  Perhaps he was ready to even give his life away when he knew that he would meet his old acquaintances.


  Honestly, this wasn’t much of a homecoming, but I understood that Senjiro was feeling relieved from the bottom of his heart.


  Chapter 22: Dragon-san and the White Youma


  Even if the tears did not flow, you could clearly see that the Emperor was moved by Senjiro’s passion.


  「I see. Maybe some extra people would be a nice addition?」


  For a while Senjiro was seriously considering the offer, but ultimately decided to turn it down.


  「Umm. Are you really sure that’s okay?」


  「What is it, God from the foreign land?」


  You, you could seriously stop calling me that. Oh well, whatever floats your boat, I guess.


  「For the time being, what should I call you?」


  Hearing my question, the Emperor looked at me in a really interesting way.


  Then he took his time wondering about that question.


  Now that I look at him, his height was about the same as Nectar’s.


  「You truly are an interesting one. You can call me whatever you like. It doesn’t really matter to me, because I am bound with no such thing as a name.」


  Hm? What does that supposed to mean? He has no name?


  I decided to ask Senjiro about that later, but for now we had more pressing concerns to focus on.


  「Okay. Mikado-sama it is, then.」


  「Hm, It’s a name I’ve never been called before. But it has a nice ring to it. I’ll allow it.」


  Said Mikado-sama with a entertained expression, and then he let out a sigh and I decided to change the subject.


  「We came to Towa with a certain purpose in mind, and so we cannot afford to waste too much time. That “travelling permit”, for how long is it going to last?」


  It was a matter that we needed to clear, especially since we didn’t know who had the greater influence here: the Taisha or the Emperor?


  For now it looked as though the two had no connections to each other, but it was still good to be just a little bit suspicious.


  It is precisely because of that reason, that it would be best to avoid talking about important matters with the Emperor still around.


  Aru and Mikoto’s safety comes first and foremost. To that, I will do whatever it takes.


  「If you ask me, for as long as you need. When it comes to us, we are travelling the land and exterminating the youmas, and I would surely like to see the results of Senjiro’s training.」


  Hearing such an answer I bowed my head just a little bit, seeing as Mikado-sama was also pleased for some reason.


  「So, are you finished with your youma hunting for now?」


  「Oh, there are just a few small fries that are left. Nothing like the big game we were hoping ––」


  My spine shivered.


  It wasn’t the usual unstable sensation that accompanied the leylines whenever the monsters would appear. It was something different. A complete magical anomaly, spreading throughout the region.


  Besides, I could never possibly hope to forget this mixture of fear, grief and anxiety stirring deep down inside of me.


  Nectar must have also noticed the change in the surrounding magic. He also noticed that my face was pale and asked me:


  「Lava, what’s wrong?」


  「The ‘Eclipse’ is somewhere nearby.」


  Hearing me say that, expressions on Nectar and Senjiro’s faces tightened instantly.


  Why was it here of all places!?


  …… In any case, now was not the time for wondering.


  For the time being, we needed to locate the threat and remove the Emperor to somewhere safe.


  「Emperor.」


  But before we could actually do that, his vassals spoke to him.


  It didn’t look like it, but I got the feeling that they have just received a message on their own somehow?


  He exchanged a few quick words with them, and then the Emperor turned towards us again.


  「So, you felt that just now as well……?」


  「!!!」


  There was so much that I wanted to ask Mikado-sama right now, but before I could do that he turned back towards his vassals and began shouting orders.


  「We have a white youma in the vicinity! So let’s massacre them and collect as many Light Stones as possible!」


  They began to mobilize instantly, and seeing that I couldn’t help it but to ask Mikado-sama.


  「You guys are you…… seriously going to fight against the white youma!? In that case, please let us accompany you!」


  「Is the purpose of your coming here somehow related to white youmas?」


  It was precisely because of that, but I was still a bit reluctant to admit it.


  Mikado-sama looked as though he understood something, and his face was now sparkling with excitement and expectations.


  「You truly are an interesting bunch. I see we have nothing to worry about. As for our numbers…… Some of you guys shall go with Senjiro here. I will take a few men and go ahead.」


  It seems that Mikado-sama was overcome with enthusiasm, which was already beginning to show on his face.


  「You can come with me as well, God from the foreign land. I shall show you how people of Towa take care of youmas.」


  *********


  We ran through the woods together with Mikado-sama and his men, and after a short while we arrived.


  After all, the only thing we had to do was to follow this nasty feeling.


  It was a small meadow situated in the basin between two mountains, but the scene that was spreading in front of us was something otherworldly alright.


  The women who were standing there, wearing white hakama pants and blue coats were most likely the Shrine Maidens.


  They all looked as though they were suffering greatly, but they managed to maintain a huge barrier that was erected right in front of us.


  It was a semi-transparent one, shaking and swaying while we were looking at it.


  Inside of it, there was the “White Youma” thrashing about and attacking the barrier fiercely.


  In terms of shape, it looked strangely similar to some of the monsters we encountered before.


  It was a truly bizarre creature, which was really huge and massive, but its body was almost entirely composed of the white fog.


  It wasn’t the same one as I saw in the dungeon near Melias, but it was close enough.


  And even though there was a barrier separating us from it, the negative emotions emanating from it were so strong that they were permeating the skin of the people outside of the barrier.


  「So, it really appeared here……」


  I could understand Nectar feelings all too well.


  After all, I had some doubts about it, too.


  Even though I knew that it wasn’t the scale of the actual ‘Eclipse’ from Melias, still, having but a fraction of it here was certainly unnerving.


  I took a step forward, thinking that I needed to do something about, but then I felt someone putting their hand on my shoulder.


  It was Mikado-sama who stopped me, showing me that I can leave this to them, and then he started instructing his subordinates.


  「Shrine Maidens, good work containing it! On my signal remove the barrier, Light Stone at the ready. You lot, I’m counting on you!!」


  「Understood!」


  「Senjiro, I hope you didn’t forget how to fight those bastards after five years!」


  「Of course not!」


  Senjiro responded enthusiastically, shaking his spear and activating the spell it was enchanted with.


  Also, the tattoo on his arm began to glow. It was said that it was a spell that would boost his physical abilities tremendously.


  「This is the first time we have ever shown the secrets of our country to foreigners. Watch closely.」


  Even in this situation, Mikado-sama was smiling as he shouted loudly:


  「Come! “Karura”!」


  At that moment, there was a magical circle forming at the side of Mikado-sama, and what appeared from inside of that circle was a creature resembling a monster or even a demon.


  She was a beautiful woman with a brown skin and silver hair reaching out a little bit below her jaw.


  She was also wearing glasses and an intricate purple kimono. She slowly descended until she was standing right next to Mikado-sama and glaring at him.


  「For the last time, my name is not Karura but Caleilavile. My contractor…… Wait a minute, why do you have foreigners with you!?」


  She seemed like a really cool and composed person, but when she saw us, her mask fell off almost instantly.


  Ah, no. It’s not like that. I could guess she was like that. I mean, with her being a demon and all that, they were pretty bipolar.


  Seeing how Karura-san was trembling with anger, Mikado-sama raised his brows, clearly astonished.


  「Do you know that God-person here by any chance?」


  「…… God, yes, I’m a God alright. Oh well, not that it matters right now. You should be grateful that I don’t feel like killing you all on the spot!」


  Said Karura-san and then turned towards Mikado-sama, probably as to not look at me all that much. She seemed to be having a huge headache for some reason.


  「Anyways. Contractor. It looks like the time has come to get ourselves rid of some pests.」


  「That’s right. I’ll let you handle the half to the right.」


  「Then I’ll trust you with handling the other half to the left.」


  After saying that, Karura-san put her lips to Mikado-sama’s left hand.


  In the next moment, a sign of the contract appeared on the back of Mikado-sama’s left hand, and Karura-san started to flow her magic power into it.


  Having Karura-san’s magic flow into him, a part of Mikado-sama’s hair turned silver in color.


  I was fascinated by the sight and changes before my eyes, but even more so my eyes were glued to something that started to flow from Mikado-sama into Karura-san.


  Mikado-sama then ran his hand through his silver hair and turned back towards us.


  「Right, you two, I trust that you can take care of these guys as well?」


  「Eh?」


  I was surprised, but then I turned around as I felt some disturbing magic signatures coming from behind us and trying to surround us.


  Countless black youmas were merging from inside of the forest.


  「White Youmas tend to attract black ones as well. Please keep them away from us while we’re going to deal with the white one.」


  「Contractor, what are you-」


  「Emperor! They are going to break the barrier!」


  I wanted to ask them something, but my question was interrupted by one of the Shrine Maiden’s screams.


  「Right! Let’s do this, Karura!」


  Shouted Mikado-sama, jumping forward.


  The dirt went up in the air from the ground, and less than a second later Mikado-sama was already at the side of the breaking barrier.


  It looks like he was used to having his physical abilities boosted tremendously like that, and he was making a good use out of them.


  「Aggh, why aren’t you ever listening to me!? You there, foreign dragon. Please take care of those youmas! But don’t use up too much magic from the atmosphere. I might die if you do that!」


  Karura-san said so and then she followed right after her contractor.


  I know I might have said this already, but the contrast in her behavior was so huge that I didn’t even know what was going on anymore.


  「What should we do, Lava?」


  「For the time being, let’s destroy those youmas here and then we can go back Mikado-sama up!」


  I still didn’t quite understand what Karura-san meant by not using too much magic, but I guess this means that I must rely solely on physical attacks and small magic for now!


  I told Nectar and then I created a sword of fire in my hand, and charged at the youmas coming towards us from inside of the forest.


  As soon as Mikado-sama got close to the barrier, it broke into tiny pieces.


  I don’t how it managed to contain the white youma for so long, but the skills of those who erected that barrier must have been outstanding.


  When the barrier broke down, the youma tried to attack the nearest Shrine Maiden it could reach.


  But Senjiro was there to intercept the youma, thrusting his spear at it’s claws and deflecting them. However, each time his weapon touched the white mist, it would begin to flicker in a disturbing manner.


  The youma was looming ever closer. The Shrine Maidens began to run away, but some of them tripped and lost their balance. But when the youma tried to approach them, Mikado-sama was there to save them, brandishing his sword at the white demon.


  He swung his blade at the youma’s side, putting every ounce of his strength into the swing. However, it would be no good, since the blade would end up getting evaporated by the white fog.


  Or, at least, it was supposed to do that……


  Mikado-sama. He managed to inflict damage to the white youma with a sword, even though they were supposed to take only magical damage.


  I knew that his physical abilities were raised severely, but that doesn’t explain what just happened.


  The white youma’s wound was closing almost right away, but it definitely felt that damage, as it backed away a little and took Mikado-sama as its target.


  I was so surprised by that that my mind was finding it difficult to catch up.


  Huh, what about the laws of physics?


  Shouldn’t his weapon be affected by the fog, just like Senjiro’s?


  As I thought about that, I’ve come to realize what was the cause of that, what was the power of the sword right now.


  It was vague, almost unnoticeable, but some sort of art or spell was surely there.


  「Now, come at me! Threatening our country, I’m sure you’re prepared to face the consequences, right!?」


  Answering to his provocation, the white youma raised a soundless roar as it spat white fog from its mouth.


  Senjiro managed to escape together with the Shrine Maidens, but Mikado-sama was completely engulfed in the white fog.


  「Emperor!?」


  I shouted, but then, the white fog was burned away by tongues of silver flames.


  It was Karura-san who used her magic to aid Mikado-sama, who then jumped out of the white fog, with no visible injuries of any kind.


  He cut the youma again, and this time it let out a roar full of pain.


  He didn’t even miss the opportunity to counterattack?


  But how could he still be in one piece after taking a direct hit from the ‘Eclipse’ fog!?


  「You muscle-brain of an idiot, I’ve told you time and time again that you will end up dead if you keep receiving damage like that face-on!」


  「However Karura, don’t you think that those flames were a bit much? You could’ve baked me there!」


  「I knew that you’d be fine with only this much, so what’s your problem!?」


  Even though their bickering was reminding me of the old married couple, you had to admire the levels at which their cooperation was executed, so effective that they managed to overwhelm that white youma.


  Karura-san’s flames burned away the white fog, while Mikado-sama’s sword was hacking away at its body, wounding it all over. Still, even if some fumes of white fog touched his body, he didn’t receive any kind of damage.


  「Mikado-sama’s body is completely covered in Karura-san’s magic. It protects him from the ‘Eclipse’s’ effects, but it seems that it is also leeching something away from his body. No, it’s not any kind of ordinary magic.」


  While fighting the monsters, Nectar and I couldn’t help but to be astonished by what we were seeing right now.


  「Yeah, it looks as though Mikado-sama is wearing this magic like a set of armor.」


  It keeps bugging me.


  Mikado-sama is resisting the ‘Eclipse’s’ effects by coating his body with magic.


  But no matter how I look at it, a normal person’s magic should never be strong enough to nullify the destructive effects of ‘Eclipse’. Did something happen to his body when Karura-san kissed his hand?


  However, I could feel that something was also flowing into Karura-san……


  We were soon to find out what it was.


  As soon as Karura-san touched the white fog, it was repulsed.


  「Karura! Don’t approach it so carelessly!」


  「No problem!」


  Although she was strong, Karura-san holds her arms in pain.


  The cloth around her arms was ripped to pieces, and the skin looked as though it was burnt.


  What was also surprising, was the fact that normally calm and collected Mikado-sama was now losing his composure.


  Could it be that the demons themselves were vulnerable to ‘Eclipse’?


  I was really curious, but for now we still had our share of monsters to take care off.


  However, using any area of effect spells was out of the question. One – it would make a huge chunk of the forest to disappear. Two – it would hit the other people as well.


  I was at a loss as to what to do. It would be incredibly easy to just cut the space around the monsters in half, but Karura-san’s words about not overdoing it with magic were still ringing in my ears.


  Ah, but what if we do this instead?


  「Nectar! I have an idea, but please give me a boost and take care of the others, will you?」


  「Roger that!」


  Nectar produced the spell that raised me into the air while I struck my sword into the ground, making it create a shadow.


  「Shadow Bind!」


  The words influenced by the ancient language force the sword’s shadow to split apart, and then it sprinted towards the monsters, catching them one by one.


  However, this spell would do nothing more but to “bind” them.


  It could also be used to strangle or suffocate things, but monsters were usually immune to such underhanded tactics.


  When all of the monsters were caught by the sword’s shadows, I placed my hand on the handle and said:


  「I beseech thee, set this matter ablaze!」


  The magical power ran through the flames, lighting them ablaze with fire.


  The flames burned the monsters away and disappeared right afterwards, so there was no risk of burning the surrounding forest with that.


  But even so, it was the kind of flame that burned only demons, but because they were rather hot I wanted to limit its use as much as possible.


  Confirming that all of the youmas have been defeated, I look back towards Karura-san and Mikado-sama.


  He was there, in the middle of the basin, swinging his sword at the white youma for one last time.


  He severed the white youma’s head from its body, and the corpse soon began to disappear in volumes of white fog.


  However, as it was wriggling in agony, the negative emotions only grew stronger, to the point where I needed to close my eyes and cover my ears to block some of it from seeping into me. Once the youma disappeared, the negativity stopped.


  But, did they really managed to beat it? Normal humans, that ‘Eclipse’ monster?


  While feeling stunned by that fact, I ran towards Karura-san and Mikado-sama.


  Chapter 23: One Line Fishing Dragon-san


  The emperor sheathed his sword into the case resting against his waist. He collapsed on his knees as his hair changed back into its original black color.


  「Are you okay?」


  The emperor, although holding onto Karura-san’s hand and looking beaten up, showed a courageous smile as I leaped over to him.


  「Take that, god from the distant lands. This is the flair of my kingdom!」


  「Yes, it was very impressive, you have shown me many things, but please get away from there now!!」


  The crane-shaped eclipse had now vanished.


  However, I could still feel the dark presence.


  The two of them looked confused. However, Karura-san seemed to have noticed it.


  But it’s too late now.


  I swiftly materialized a sturdy chain, then threw it at the two of them, letting the chain wrap itself around them.


  「What?」


  「Hya!?」


  「Here we goooo !」


  I pulled up the chain as if I was one-line fishing.


  Don’t you dare underestimate the strength of a dragon!


  The moment I lifted them up, a swarm of white, mist-like plague bubbled up from the ground they were standing on just a moment ago. The gruesome sight of the swarm made me feel sick to the stomach just by looking at it.


  The two shrank in the distance along with their screams as they flew towards the forest.


  The land here is caved in. So, it will be some time until this flock of plague reaches the forest. Looking at the geography of the area, the Sendres Maze would like climbing up to the sky so they should be safe too.


  Though, the plagues are eating up the land faster than I thought they could.


  As I focused, I could sense all the magic in the area, and immediately, shut down every single leyline within my reach.


  While maintaining the leyline, I cut off the flow of magic to the area. Then, I ordered to manipulate the form of this pure land.


  I should be able to manage that much.


  So, I turned all the magic which I could sense into a raging blaze.


  「Our saviour Melha, the Inferno of Annihilation」


  The furious hellfire rushed through the field from where I stood. The white plague which was about to spread out was now being swallowed by the flame, one by one.


  However, this is no ordinary fire. It’s something I materialised from this world, a Lava special.


  A small portion of the flame died out, but the plague which tried to push through it, flared up the moment it encountered my blaze.


  Nothing will win against my hellfire!


  As the sea of hellfire swallowed in the last of the swarm, I boosted up the heat and incinerated every last one of them.


  I let the fire fade into the distance as the chilling presence of the plague perished.


  All that remained from the inferno was the glowing amber specks blown up by the wind.


  Although they look like sparks of fire, they have already transformed back into magic. So, it’s safe even if they are been blown towards the forest.


  Unfortunately, the vast field of the graveyard was curved upwards. However, I could not sense the presence of those plagues anymore.


  As the feeling of relief flooded my body, I walked back towards the forest where Nectar and everyone else was gathered.


  Both Nectar and Senjirou were unharmed.


  The servants, the shrine maidens and a couple of other people seemed to be injured but none of it appeared to be fatal.


  Nectar was casting healing spells on those who were hurt.


  In this universe, healing spells are something like incrementing the clotting process or disinfecting cuts. However, they are very hard spells to master. So, people who can cast them are valued throughout the nation.


  The expressions on the servants’ faces, who had their guards up before were now softened.


  However, I was a little shocked when the atmosphere around them shifted the moment I showed up.


  They looked slightly more alert? Or awoken?


  Nonetheless, they seemed to be more concerned about the emperor who I flung off into the forest.


  「Emperor, I’m sorry for throwing you like that. Are you two okay?」


  「That was nothing. Although I was worn out a little, it’s nothing outside of my limits.」


  As I spoke to the emperor who was seated on a fallen tree, I saw that he didn’t have any major injuries. The tone which he spoke in suggested that he didn’t mind taking that spontaneous flight, so I guess that’s been settled for now.


  「That’s good to hear. Neighbour-san, are you okay too?」


  「I feel foolish for being so arrogant before. My hellfire is nothing compared to yours…」


  What should I do now? I didn’t think Karura-san would be feeling this daunted.


  「Um, hey Neighbour-san.」


  「Yes! Sorry, I was too busy reflecting on my behaviour. Is there something I could be of your service?」


  When I spoke to her, she gave a jumpy response that now, she’s starting to make me feel apologetic as well.


  She acts so differently from the other neighbours I know that I don’t know how to approach her.


  I mean, the neighbours I know are all violent and they usually try to attack me the moment they see me, like Ligurila.


  「I was wondering if you were hurt anywhere.」


  「Wha, why are you worrying about a neighbour like me? What are your intentions? Wait, don’t answer that! I’m too scared to hear it!」


  The first impression of Karura-san being a cool beauty was being destroyed by every word she spoke.


  Seeing Karura-san tremble in fear, I teasingly gave out a dry laugh. Then, the emperor cut in as if to change the topic.


  「I have called you the god from a distant land but it seems that I was wrong」


  「Oh um, about that.」


  「There are no gods under my knowledge who possesses godly power comparable to yours. And to resolve such anarchy before the matter escalated would have been an operation beyond our imagination.」


  The impressed yet suspicious gaze the emperor darted towards me is something I will never forget.


  Judging from his internal magic, he must have been very worn out. However, that intense gaze made me doubt his weariness.


  I could sense the emperor’s plead to hear the explanation in the rigid silence which fell between us.


  However, I can’t reveal my identity here.


  The shrine maidens are here. So, if I expose myself at this very moment, the information might be leaked to the Taisha.


  So, I readied myself to hide my real identity no matter what challenges the universe threw at me. However…


  「Of course she’s not, my contractor. We are nothing compared to this being who stands before us. After all, she’s one of the prized dragons. She is one of the ancient gods which you speak of.」


  I was a little salty with Karura-san who had exposed my identity so casually.


  Of course. Of course, you would know my identity.


  Now, where should I put this determination to keep my identity secret…


  Karura-san jumped a little as I gave her a disappointed yet slightly hateful glare.


  「Wha, why are you looking at me like that? Of course, I have figured out your identity. You weren’t even trying to hide it.」


  「I know, but still …」


  I have my own reasons you know!


  When I glanced over at the emperor, he was paralysed on the spot with his eyes wide open.


  Considering his attitude up until now, I’m guessing this reaction is very out of character for him.


  「Is it true?」


  「um… that is….」


  There’s probably no way I can convince the emperor otherwise. However, I wasn’t sure if I could confirm Karura-san’s statement just like that. Then, Senjirou walked up to us without making a sound.


  「All is well Lava-san. Although it is true that there is an affiliation between the emperor and the Taisha, the two are disjointed organisations. Furthermore, the Taisha and the master aren’t exactly amiable with one another. It wouldn’t be of any harm even if you spoke of your identity to master.」


  I think he spoke in Eastern Japanese so both the emperor and Karura-san could understand what he was saying.


  I thought that the Taisha and the emperor were very close or maybe, the emperor was the person behind the kidnapping of Aru. But I guess it was my misunderstanding?


  I thought about it for a while and was about to ask Senjirou for more information. However, before I could do so, the emperor stepped in.


  「I see, so you did not want the Taisha to be informed of your whereabouts. In that case, there’s no need to worry. The shrine maidens here are all my allies and only the people who I trust the most are here. After all, I am under incognito.」


  「And I would appreciate it if you could stop putting your life in danger!」


  The servants, who scanned through the surroundings silently, now let out the laughter which they had been trying to hold back.


  If I remember correctly, “Under incognito” means someone who is in the higher class leaving their property without permission.


  … Well someone is in trouble!


  「Now speak. I will lend a hand to your party if you wish. After all, you have saved my life!」


  「Oh, um, well, it was like a fight-or-flight response so…」


  The emperor gave a helpless expression as I stuttered, realising that he was talking about my one-line finishing from before.


  「Are you implying that you have saved both I and Karura without thinking? Regardless of the situation, it is only natural to make the other party aware of their debt and get all the favours you can out of them.」


  「I wouldn’t be so rude!?」


  「It’s not rude, it’s an exchange. I believe you do not have any place to rest. If I was in your position, I would at least ask for that much.」


  「Well, er, um…」


  The emperor crossed his arms across his chest, and straightened his back proudly as I froze on the spot to his on-the-mark statement.


  「Fear not. I have my motives too. Your ability to sense the presence of other’s energy, and your husband’s mage craft? Was it? I am very interested to hear more about your two gifts. This is a win-win situation. Just think of it as forming an alliance.」


  I don’t think the word motive was something people said so boastfully?


  「I apologise for my contractor’s arrogance. Hold up, are we taking them with us!?」


  Karura-san responded with an ill expression. However, she didn’t seem to notice that the way she worded her response was somewhat rude.


  Oh well, it doesn’t bother me too much, so I guess it’s fine.


  「This is just how the master is. Though, he will do everything to protect those that he cares about… Well, he can be somewhat, interesting… or he can be a little distasteful.」


  Senjirou tried to back up the emperor but ruined it by darting his eyes all over the place.


  「I think it’s a great idea, Lava. I would love to ask them for some help.」


  Nectar, who had finished healing the injured people, spoke as he walked over to me.


  「Since we cannot rely on the Taisha, we need a different method to study those white plagues. I think being under the emperor’s care would be a great advantage. More so, that he has actually used the arts before.」


  For the sake of rescuing Aru, it would be beneficial to stay in a place where a lot of information is gathered. We don’t have a place to stay or money left either.


  「I cannot understand your language but it seems that you have made up your mind.」


  「Um, Emperor-san. It would be my pleasure to be under your care.」


  「Don’t sweat it. I shall take good care of you two.」


  The emperor replied calmly as I politely bowed.


  Chapter 24: Tranquil Days of the Small Dragon Part 1


  Aru opened his eyes.


  His vision opened up to a recognisable wooden ceiling, which was once very unfamiliar to him.


  Feeling a little disappointed, he got out of his bed.


  At first, he was surprised by the bedding which mainly consisted of a thin mattress directly laid out onto the floor. However, he thought it was nice in that he didn’t have to worry about rolling off his bed in the middle of the night.


  As Aru got up, he saw that Mikoto had folded up her futon and had gotten changed already.


  Noticing that Aru had gotten up, Mikoto, who was dressed in a white top with sleeves that draped down to her hip and red pleated pants called Hakama gently swayed her tail.


  「Aru, are you awake?」


  「Good morning, Miko-san. Have I overslept?」


  「Don’t worry, we still have some time until our duty.」


  While talking with Mikoto, Aru swiftly folded up his futon and got changed into the same clothes as Mikoto’s, which was placed next to his bed.


  At first, he was surprised by the East Asian style clothes, which only uses strings to fasten up the clothes. However, he no longer found any of these aspects bizarre or absurd.


  Straightening out his clothes, Aru tied up his hair with a string.


  Then, he firmly held onto the bracelet which was wrapped around his wrist.


  He could still feel the magic with which his parents had so delicately woven it up for him. Gaining some courage, he caught up to Mikoto who was waiting for him outside.


  「Shall we head off?」


  「Yes!」


  He answered in Eastern Japanese to sharpen his focus.


  Like that, Aru and Mikoto swiftly walked through the wooden hallway side by side.


  **********


  A familiar energetic voice echoed through the hallway while Aru was wiping the corner of a room like every other day.


  「Good morning! Good to see you all working hard today as well!」


  「…Good, morning.」


  Ten, who was wearing her usual flashy short sleeves, dropped her tail down sadly as Aru gave an awkward response.


  「Come on, don’t give me that look. You’re ruining your adorable face.」


  「Anyone would give their kidnapper the same expression.」


  Aru gave a cold attitude towards Ten, determined not to be fooled by her light-hearted words again. Suddenly, Makoto walked into the room, as if to shift the tension in the room. She had white hair, pale skin and her clothes were white from head to toe.


  「Ten, there are no flaws in Aru’s words. We are Kadokawa-san’s slaves. So, could you please stop acting so friendly towards us.」


  「Come on, I just want to be friends with cute people! I can’t help it but feel jealous that you two are being all friendly towards the other shrine maidens!」


  Ten dimmed her face at Makoto’s accurate words. Then, Aru continued.


  「Unlike you, other shrine maidens have been kind to us.」


  「But… we’re all in on it with the kidnapping you know? This is not fair! Not fair at all!」


  As Ten complained childishly, Aru felt a small pain in his chest.


  That day, Aru and Mikoto were taken to a place called the Taisha where females of all ages and races lived together.


  They woke up the moment the sun rose and shared their chores like cleaning and cooking which they referred to as Samu.


  After the chores, they ate breakfast together before they headed off to the duties which they had been assigned to. In the afternoon, they have dinner together only when everyone in the Taisha is in one place, take a bath, then go to sleep afterwards. Like that, a healthy lifestyle took place in the Taisha.


  Since a couple of days ago, Aru and Mikoto have been part of this routine as well.


  Although the two of them were thrown into the group out of nowhere, the shrine maidens have welcomed them with open arms. However, Ten has made an unbelievable statement on the first day.


  「Long story short, I kidnapped them. They’ll be living with us for a while so make sure to be nice to them!」


  The event took place in the breakfast area. Aru thought back to that day, thinking about how he will never forget the furious glare of the shrine maidens.


  That day, all the shrine maidens of the Taisha made Ten sit in the middle of the floor and scolded her one by one.


  The flooring of the room was very traditional, consisting of tatami which was made by weaving up strands of dried up grass. It was soft to touch, however, it seemed painful to be sitting on it for a long period of time.


  As a matter of fact, when the shrine maidens have finished scolding Ten, she struggled to stand up properly. At this sight, Aru and Mikoto pitied her a little.


  The reason why the shrine maidens scolded Ten was that she dragged Aru and Mikoto into their matter. So, nobody objected Ten when she said the kidnapping was necessary.


  Although the shrine maidens were kind to the two of them, they did not help Aru and Mikoto when it came to escaping the Taisha.


  The two have attempted to evade. However, they could not find their way out, even with Aru’s dragon ability.


  Even if they managed to escape, they would have to survive the attacks from Ten and the other shrine maidens. After that, they would need to meet up with Lava and the others somehow. So, they decided that quietly waiting for their rescue in Taisha would be the best option for everyone.


  Although the shrine maidens did not lend a hand with their breakout, they treated Aru and Mikoto like their family and have taught them many things.


  The Taisha is a place where the best of the shrine maidens from a bloodline of shrine maidens in Eastern Asia are brought in.


  However, in reality, Ten makes most of the decisions and only the shrine maidens which she has taken a liking to remains at the Taisha. The rest are sent to different shrines.


  Ten can be quite perverted. However, she did genuinely love the girls.


  The role of shrine maiden at the Taisha is to take down the gargoyles which appear in the area.


  And to protect something very important.


  From the tone of the shrine maidens, it was obvious that they were all defending Ten in some way.


  「I am very sorry. However, this is all Ten has allowed me to explain it to you. She said to figure out the rest by yourselves.」


  Said the oldest shrine maiden apologetically.


  However, the shrine maidens have taught them their language, their lifestyle, their culture, and even the spells they use.


  Aru and Mikoto did not understand why they were being so kind to them.


  However, they saw the affection was real, so the two talked to the other shrine maidens normally.


  That’s why they didn’t hesitate with the attitude towards Ten.


  「Everyone else has scolded you for our sake, so they are an exception.」


  「Sob. Makocchi and Little Dragon-chan are bullying me.」


  As Aru added with a straight face, Ten tried to hug onto Makoto with watery eyes. However, she pushed Ten’s hand away with her tail, waving it like a smooth stream of water.


  「Of course we would. Also, please don’t touch me.」


  「But this is how I cheer myself up」


  As Ten cried, other shrine maidens who have been cleaning nearby started to giggle.


  Aru knew that it wasn’t just towards the half beast maidens which Ten acted in this way.


  Aru never understood the light-hearted relation between Ten and the other shrine maidens.


  The shrine maidens had an air of superiority around them. However, the two got along with the girls like they were their family.


  Since that day, Aru has not spoken Ten’s name.


  He did not understand why he had to be nice to Ten when she was the one who has kidnapped him.


  However, there was no denying that she has been taking care of Aru and Mikoto with her best hospitality.


  As he was wondering how Makoto was awake before him, he could hear a set of light footsteps echoing through the hallway.


  「Onee-chan, there you are!」


  Mikoto appeared around the corner of the hallway, her golden ears standing up straight.


  「Oh, good morning Mikoto.」


  「What are you doing here?! You ditched your check up again, didn’t you? The Exorcist has been looking for you all over the place. Could you please go to your check up for once!」


  Mikoto replied in her usual self. However, the moment she was reminded of her appointment, Mikoto’s eyes shifted into a sharp glare.


  As Aru thought to himself 「Not this again…」he glanced over to Makoto who was grinning.


  「I can manage the health of my own spirit power just fine by myself. I have made a full recovery now. Everyone else is just worrying too much.」


  「Says the person who couldn’t get out of their bed for three days!」


  「I told you, that was because I used too much of my spirit power.」


  Makoto’s lips curved downwards as Mikoto was about to continue on frustratedly. Then, Ten cut into the conversation.


  「Makoto, you promised that you would go to your check-ups. We’re all worried about you so do us a favour and go to your check-ups, okay?」


  「Really? Ten? Even you’re on their side? Fine then, I’ll go.」


  As Makoto saw Ten’s uncharacteristically serious gaze, she shifted her gaze down to the floor.


  「I’m sorry for causing such a fuss. Aru, I will see you at breakfast.」


  「Please take care.」


  As Aru replied, Makoto gave a gorgeous smile and followed after Ten.


  Chapter 25: Child Dragon and the Day of Tranquility


  After most of the annual events were finally over, most of the Shrine Maidens returned to their original duties.


  「Aru, did my sister tell you anything about her condition?」


  Mikoto asked him that while they were busy cleaning, and Aru answered after a moment of hesitation.


  「Mako-san says that she’s feeling fine. But she also said that she probably shouldn’t try to use magic forcibly for the time being.」


  「I see……」


  It would be impossible for Aru to say anything more to Mikoto.


  Makoto really seemed to be fine, just like she was claiming to be, but that doesn’t change the fact that they found her collapsed on the floor just a few days ago.


  After Aru and Mikoto were abducted by Ten-san, she used a Teleportation spell to bring them here, into the middle of a place called Taisha. Almost immediately after arriving, she left Makoto’s body and changed into her spiritual form, vanishing into thin air.


  After that, Makoto fell onto the ground on the spot.


  That moment was probably the best opportunity they would ever have to escape.


  However, both Aru and Mikoto simply couldn’t leave Makoto alone, not when she was laying powerlessly on the floor with her eyes closed and her face completely pale.


  Also, when Ten-san was leaving Makoto’s body, she looked as though she was genuinely worried about her.


  After that, Makoto slept for three days and three nights straight, and when she finally woke up, both Mikoto and Aru felt relieved. Still, Makoto didn’t wanted to talk about the reasons for her collapse.


  「Mako-san probably collapsed because of Ten-san hijacking her body. Also, she used some truly advanced magic that is not meant for humans to use. She must have exhausted her magic reserves, but it should only be temporary.」


  「I think so as well. My sister would never lie about things like that.」


  Seeing how worry was casting a shadow over Mikoto’s face, Aru asked her another question as to distract her a little.


  「Yes, you’re right. Let’s focus on whatever we can do right now.」


  Mikoto no longer looked as if she was about to cry, and shook her head to switch her thinking.


  「I didn’t know that my sister had already became the Head Shrine Maiden. There are so many things about her that I don’t know.」


  「Right. So, while we’re still here, let’s try to obtain as much information from the Taisha as possible.」


  Aru remembers one of the things that Nectar once told to him.


  Whenever there’s something you don’t understand, just try to collect as much information about that as possible.


  Even if you don’t know anything yourself, collecting information from your surroundings may shed some light onto the problem at hand, and you will eventually know what it is that you must do.


  Aru was also feeling like crying, but that doesn’t mean that he was going to just sit in one spot and cry all day.


  「I’ll go to the same place that I went to yesterday: to the library. I’ll see if there’s anything I can find regarding Ten-san or Innocent Chaos.」


  「And I’ll try to investigate the structure of the Taisha some more, see if I can find a way out of here.」


  For as long as they were doing their job properly, they had no restrictions regarding the places they could go.


  The reason why they were allowed so much freedom was probably because their captors were convinced that they wouldn’t be able to get away anyways.


  「Also, today some of the Shrine Maidens promised me that they will teach me some of the language that they use here if they are free after work. I’ll see if I can get something out of them as well.」


  Deciding on their plan of action, Mikoto looks Aru in the eyes.


  「Let’s both do our best, Aru.」


  「Sure, thing, Miko-san. I shall do my very best!」


  With that being said, the two of them ran alongside the corridors in the opposite directions.


  After they ate their breakfast, Mikoto and Aru began to walk around the Taisha.


  After a few days of practice, Aru got pretty much accustomed to eating the staple white rice and rice porridge here using nothing else but a pair of chopsticks.


  He really wanted to eat some bread instead, but it looks like it wasn’t going to happen anytime soon.


  Since everyone knew they wouldn’t be able to go outside of the Taisha, no one was delegated to keep watch over them throughout the day.


  However, without Ten-san’s permission, they couldn’t use the teleportation gates.


  「Muu. I knew it, it’s impossible.」


  Said Aru while standing at the Taisha’s main entrance, with the teleportation gate being right in front of him.


  The Shrine Maidens didn’t even bat an eye at him being here, but the gate itself presented quite the problem.


  It was a huge column right in the middle of a carefully planned garden.


  Its cylinder, which was the width of Aru’s chest, had a bowl like container on top of it, with water collected inside of it.


  The water that was gathered here was spread throughout the whole garden, by the system of intricate ground canals.


  The letters carved into the cylinder, as well as the traces of magic in the water, pointed out that they were connected to teleportation magic and passing through some sort of force field.


  However, Aru had no idea how to invoke the teleportation, and where was the tunnel leading to.


  In the case of normal teleportation, the elements of the invocation schematic were connected with one another, since otherwise it wouldn’t be possible for the gate to tap into the leylines.


  However, here, in this place it was pretty much impossible to detect the presence of the leylines, probably because Ten-san was obstructing their presence. Aru felt pretty much at a loss here, especially with just how dense the magic here could be.


  Walking around the edge of the garden, there was no way leading outside, so it seems that the Taisha was somehow being isolated from the outside world.


  So, the only possible way out of this place was via the gate, but they had no idea how to operate it and where would it leave them.


  「I must come here later with Miko-san. I really can’t read any of those symbols.」


  Right about now, Mikoto was looking through the Taisha’s archives in order to dig out some information that could give them an advantage over Ten-san or the Shrine Maidens.


  The Archives and the Library were established around the same time as the Taisha was created, and as such they contained lots of books, scrolls and texts about various subjects.


  Inside one of them, there may be a way for them to open up the gate and escape.


  According to the other Shrine Maidens, the only ones capable of opening the gate were either Ten and Makoto.


  Makoto once showed Mikoto how she opened the gate and let some people through it, as well as making them leave when their visit was over.


  At that time, Mikoto was able to sense the presence of the leyline, but only when the passage was open.


  Be it either day or night, the garden was always clean, its air was filled with magic and its atmosphere was calming.


  However, there was no presence of leylines to be felt there.


  You could feel one point, but Aru wasn’t sure where it was exactly.


  「But I know that this must be connected somehow, so I’ll do my best to read them.」


  When Aru shook the sleeves of his kimono and activated his magic, the water filling the cylinder became strangely light.


  The cylinder’s teleportation spell was activated.


  As soon as the magic spread across the cylinder, the water began to raise inside of it.


  It created a sort of a watery wall, in which the water was bursting.


  Knowing that it was connected to somewhere, Aru thought about jumping inside of the portal for a short second.


  If he were to leave now, he could have brought back some help.


  However, if he did that, Mikoto would be left here all alone.


  They promised themselves that they would leave together, not leaving anyone behind.


  While Aru was pondering that, a lonely figure came out of the portal.


  As it appeared, it sent ripples across the water’s surface.


  「Good grief, I know that I can go to the Taisha as I please but what is this Ten thinking, summoning me like that…… Hm? Eh?」


  It was a young man who came out of the portal, mumbling to himself.


  On a side note, he came out of the water, but neither his clothes nor skin were wet.


  However, that man wore the clothes of the Western continent and was speaking in western language.


  Furthermore, Aru was surprised to discover that the man was in fact a spirit, and when Aru raised his face, he could see his pale hair and pale eyes staring right at him.


  While repositioning the lute on his back, the young man looked at Aru with surprise.


  Chapter 26: Dragon-san Takes a Short Break


  It was a warm day with a warm sunshine coming through the windows.


  I was sitting behind the table in one of the many tea-houses, sipping on delicious tea and eating dumplings.


  They were so good and in the perfect shape and size that you could easily with the whole thing in your mouth without any problems.


  Their unique elasticity and sweet bean paste filling would spread throughout your mouth, creating an entirely different kind of sensation from the noodles or bread.


  Combined with the bitterness of the green tea, it was left a rather sweet aftertaste inside of your mouth.


  …… It was a pure happiness, to say the least.


  I let out a relaxed sigh and then I heard someone laughing right behind my back.


  「You there. You look really happy right in this moment. This tea-house must really be something else.」


  Looking behind me, I saw the poster girl for this tea-house, wearing a cute-looking apron over her traditional Towa clothes.


  Her cat ears and tail made a truly magnificent contrast to her traditional and dignified look.


  All of the other clients sitting around the shop had dignified expressions on their faces, looking as though nothing could faze them during their meal here.


  If I were a man, I would perhaps feel startled by her behavior, but since right about now I was in heaven, it must have reflected on my face.


  I cannot help it but to loosen my expression.


  「Those dumplings you serve here are absolutely fantastic.」


  「Good, that’s good to hear! It is always a pleasing sight to see customers enjoying their meals here. It’s a nice change of pace after seeing all of the others with their stone faces while they are sipping on their tea.」


  Hearing that, the other patrons looked at the cat girl with embarrassment, quickly finished eating and exited the store after paying for their meals.


  I smiled brightly at the poster girl, and then we heard a loud noise coming in from the outside.


  「Hyaha!! And what could that be!?」


  The sound was coming from a large group that suddenly appeared on the street right outside of the store while ringing something resembling old trumpets.


  These were people on the road, riding on top of animal-looking creatures, while making a whole lot of noise all around them.


  Don’t these men realize that what they are doing is in very poor taste? Also, the way in which they were all dressed was really hurting my eyes for some reason.


  Their overly Japanese attires were almost way too surreal.


  「Now, you lot! Mister Minister is passing through!!」


  「Out of the way! Out of the way!」


  In the middle of the group, there was one man whose ride looked much more expensive than the other ones, with his face painted completely white…… There was also some red paint on his face, just like the ones from the kabuki theatre, and his outfit also looked expensive and really out of place here.


  Was that the Minister? For some reason I made a connection like that, probably because all of the history lessons and classes I attended at school.


  They slow down just a bit, kicking people out of the way.


  There was a group similar to that one on the other side of the road, making the same kind of fuss over there as well.


  They were all coming dangerously close to this place, and I was seriously hoping that they wouldn’t stop here for lunch.


  While I continued to eat my dumplings in peace, I could see several sets of shoes and kimono hems coming into my view.


  「You there, little missy! We’ve come here to rest and to have some delicious tea and dumplings! Oooh, looking closely now, this store is really nice! It’s a little bit early, but I think we’re going to keep you company here!」


  Looking up from over my plate, I could see the group of guys that I saw on the road earlier. They were surrounding me, their intentions all too clear.


  Anyways, it seems that all of the bystanders evacuated early, so good for them.


  As I was thinking that, one of the guys walked up to me and jerked my arm, forcing me to stand up as I didn’t even bother to respond to them.


  Hmm, if I was a normal human girl, this would probably hurt a whole lot.


  Oh well, this was a good opportunity to just leave without creating too much of a commotion, so I was up for the idea.


  However, because of the excessive force with which I was pulled up, I struck the plate with my dumplings and ultimately send them flying in the air.


  「My dumplings!」


  And the last one was still on there!


  「If you promise to behave, lassy, we can give you something far better than those dumplings.」


  「Although we cannot exactly promise that it’s going to be food, though!」


  Hearing my voice full of desperation, the guys started laughing, probably finding the idea of me losing my meal hilarious.


  Ah, what was that feeling just now? It was so familiar but at the same time strangely alien to me.


  Oh well, I guess it cannot be helped. Time to take out some trash, I say.


  And just like that, I casually swung my arm around.


  「Haah?」


  One of the guys managed to make a stupid sound like that before he got lunched into the air, and then he fell onto the ground while knocking out one of his comrades.


  They were right, this feeling right now was pretty good.


  Aah, and I really wanted to eat that one last dumpling!


  「Eh!?」


  The cat girl looked very surprised as she witnessed the sight that was unfolding right in front of her eyes. I turned towards her and said:


  「Listen, umm, could you get me some more dumplings? And some tea, while you’re at it? And please make it cool, if it isn’t too much trouble.」


  A cup of hot tea right after some exercise wasn’t probably a good idea.


  「Ah, c-coming right up?」


  Satisfied with the cat girl’s answer, I turned back towards the two guys that were still standing, their faces red with anger.


  「Oi, oi, what the fuck do you think you’re doing, you fucking bitch!? We’re gonna beat you into a bloody pulp for that!!」


  「Do you have any fucking idea who you are messing with?! We are the servants of Jihei-sama, one of the most influential people in this land!!」


  Ah, even though they told me the name of their boss, it’s not like it rang any bells to me.


  And it seemed like this Jihei-sama had just walked into the store, to see what the commotion was all about.


  「It looks as though this lady here doesn’t know the order of things around here. Are you perhaps a new Shrine Maiden? It is always good to see new faces around here.」


  「You there, you keep talking like that and you might end up like your buddies over there.」


  「…… It seems you’re not afraid to get on my bad side.」


  Slowly, the air around us turns really cold as we begin to circle around each other and Jihei releases his magical power.


  But, yeah.


  He’s not even on Ligurila’s level, objectively speaking. Or maybe he’s even weaker than Senjiro?


  「You know, Karura-san asked me to behave and not cause any trouble, so why don’t you step down and we can talk about it?」


  「What?」


  I didn’t really have time to play around with small fries like this guy.


  And so I released the dragon aura that I was trying to hide just until now, in order to intimidate this Jihei guy into stepping down and behaving.


  Once the red strands returned to my hair, he immediately realized what was going on and his face went from white to blue. His minions, however, weren’t as perceptive and didn’t know what was going on.


  「What’s wrong, Jihei-sama! Please show this amateur just how awesome your power is!」


  「The Elder… Dragon……」


  Jihei murmured to himself, and upon realizing with who he was dealing with, his voice cracked and his body started to shiver.


  I was hoping it would be enough, sensing as though he was only dealt with small things and harassing people. It would be bad for my image if it got leaked that I was bullying weaklings like him.


  「Right, so? Are we doing this or what?」


  I said that while pointing my finger towards the boss of the group, who at that time looked as though he was about ready to piss himself.


  After that, I made a short work of Jihei and his people, and after making sure that they were not dead I resumed eating my dumplings as though nothing ever happened.


  Just then, after hearing that there was something going on in here, the Towa police arrived at the scene, ready to apprehend the troublemakers.


  When they arrived some of the people testified that I was the one to bring the bandits down, while someone else went home to get some rope with which the policemen tied them up and took them away.


  「Say, are you one of the pillar gods, or something!? Anyway, since you helped us out you can eat here on the house for as long as you want!」


  Just like that, I was allowed to stuff my belly full in the tea house and I was pretty happy with that!


  Besides, doing good deeds while doing absolutely no work felt good in its own right, and I could feel a kind of bond with this place as of now.


  Next time I should bring Nectar with me.


  After I was full, I went back to the castle while also dragging Jihei with me.


  I went straight ahead to the person responsible for taking in bandits and troublemakers, and quickly state my business.


  And just like that, I found my way into the office.


  Truth be told, I wanted someone to notice me and the fact that I put Jihei behind bars, but I guess it’s all good.


  「Karura-san, Mikado-san, I’m back. And I even brought a criminal back with me. Whoa there!」


  I opened the sliding door without asking for permission first, so when I entered I saw Mikado-san talking about something with some well-dressed man while sitting behind the desk.


  …… No, I could guess that probably the only one speaking was that man. Mikado-san must have been only listening.


  So, besides Mikado-san and his visitor, the only other person present here was the secretary doing all kinds of office work, like organizing the documents and taking notes…… Where is Karura-san, I wonder?


  Because of my loud entrance, the eyes of everyone present were focused on me, which was pretty embarrassing.


  「Umm, sorry for intruding?」


  「No worries, I don’t mind. If you need something, Karura can take care of it.」


  「Ah, yeah, about that…… Ah, this, I have someone here that can be put behind bars.」


  I brought Jihei in front of me to show what I was talking about, and everyone present jumped up in shock, while the bandit himself mumbled some sort of greeting under his nose.


  As soon as the matter was settled, and the other man left, Mikado-san laughed happily.


  「Fuh, and we were just receiving complaints about some demons causing a disturbance. But lo and behold, Lava-dono already took care of that.」


  「I shall take it as a compliment. Now, it would be great if you could take care of that guy.」


  When Karura-san arrived on the scene, she pulled out some handcuffs from the interdimensional storage and put them on Jihei’s hands. As soon as she did that, I could no longer feel any magic coming from him.


  It must have been a form of seal, similar to the one that was put on me when I was turned into a little girl.


  Soon, Karura-san had the guards take care of Jihei and that was the last time we saw him.


  「We shall do something about his lackies later. Right now we are a little bit short on personnel.」


  「Ah, but, umm, couldn’t someone like Senjiro take care of them? He shouldn’t have any problems with this lot.」


  「Oh, no please, don’t bother. We demons are the only ones that can take care of our own. Hehehe~.」


  Karura-san’s answer was something that only a genuine demon would say.


  While we were talking like that, Mikado-san raised his head from over the desk and looked at me with his eyes full of expectations.


  「I was just about to have a break as well. So, Lava? Got anything interesting to report?」


  「Mikado-san, you surely are a man of strange tastes.」


  Karura-san handed me a cushion and I made myself comfortable on it, while awaiting what Mikado-san would say to me.


  「It is the lord’s duty to ensure that his citizens are all behaving and respecting the law. But still, it is always refreshing to be able to hear the opinions on your country made by foreigners.」


  I understand that the latter half was the most important part here.


  Oh well, it’s okay. It is true that they are indebted to me.


  So while I was making my report to Mikado-san about everything that had transpired today, I felt pretty good about myself.


  Chapter 27: What Dragon-san and Company Were Up To


  After deciding to come clean to Mikado-sama, we told him everything about the reason why we came here, including Aru and Mikoto’s abduction and the threat that the ‘Eclipse’ was imposing on the world. Hearing us out, he could only smile in a sad manner.


  It feels as though with that confession, everything had been forgiven.


  「It seems that my people caused quite a bit of trouble to you. However, although the kidnapped children may be held at the Taisha, you never know. It would certainly be plausible with the report that said that an unknown Shrine Maiden was recently seen there.」


  It goes without saying that we were relieved to hear that.


  Makoto was said to have returned to the Taisha about a week ago.


  I thought it was strange that there was no time lag here, even though we crossed the ocean, but now it seems that there was about a seven days’ worth of difference in our perceptions.


  「I highly doubt that the Taisha will agree to give them back to you if you just go to them directly.」


  「Ending this matter peacefully is most likely impossible. They say that even though that new Shrine Maiden is very peculiar, the others have accepted her like one of their own. If that is indeed so, the whole of the Taisha is bound to be involved in this.」


  Nectar says something like that, and my shoulders drop in despair.


  I know that they will probably keep Aru unharmed, but I dread to think what about the things could be done to him out there.


  Even so, our initial goal of infiltrating the Taisha did not change. But then Mikado-san told us something unexpected.


  「The intel you gave us is truly a useful thing. I thought there was something strange going on with the Taisha, and I wanted to find out what it was, but I had no means to actually do that.」


  Okay, so he was also interested in the Taisha but couldn’t get what he wanted, right?


  I don’t really get what he was talking about and looked back at him, to which Mikado-san looks rather surprised.


  「Fumu, Senjiro never told you? The Taisha is the kind of organization that can have access to pretty much anywhere in the land, but no one other than its members can visit its headquarters or branch offices.」


  Hearing that was quite surprising.


  They also explained to us that no one knows the exact location of the Taisha’s headquarters, except for its Shrine Maidens.


  The only way to get in was to use the teleportation circles inside of the branch offices, and only those recognized by the guardian spirits of said offices could do that.


  「From what we understand, the guardian deity of the main shrine of the Taisha is said to be a dragon. But aside from that, we don’t know why the gods would create such an institution where only a selected few could freely enter in the first place.」


  「You’d better be grateful for us telling you all this. Initially, my contract stated that I was not to disclose any of this information no matter what.」


  Mikado-san looked content, while Karura-san let out a deep sigh.


  It seems that hundreds of years ago, a large group of demons formed a raiding party and were going to infiltrate the Taisha’s headquarters by means of sneaking in through the leylines.


  However, they were quickly discovered by the guardian deity of the Taisha, Ten-san, and disposed of. Many of them were destroyed, and the ones who managed to survive were changed into mere mindless beasts.


  In addition, other high ranking demons were stripped of their names and most of their power by the Towa gods, never to be able to reveal them to people.


  It seems that Karura-san – who was a high ranking demon at the time – was also somehow affected by that and it severely crippled her ability to establish contracts with people.


  In any event, for now we knew that the enemy’s stronghold was virtually impregnable, with only real way inside to be invited there by someone from the Taisha itself.


  「I see, so that is why we are unable to pinpoint Aru and Mikoto’s exact location.」


  「They are being held at the Taisha but you’re still able to sense them!?」


  Even though we explained it quite thoroughly, Karura-san still opened her eyes in surprise.


  「We were also trying to contact them, but so far there has been no response. Please let me know the details! At the very least, I want to do something that will make that dragon mad!」


  Ah… Yeah. Karura-san, you may be trying to mask it, but your true colors as a demon are clearly showing right now.


  「So I guess it’s decided, then.」


  Before we could actually answer Karura-san’s request, Mikado-san spoke up.


  「I was having doubts about the Taisha and their influence on Towa for some time now. Please, let me join you so I can see the truth with my own eyes.」


  「Doubts, you say?」


  Asked Senjiro, to which Mikado-san’s face became stiff.


  「I’ll tell you more when the time comes. Your job will be to find a way to infiltrate the Taisha. I’ll lend you as much man power and resources as you need. And in case you’ll need more, you can just let Karura know.」


  「Ha?」


  「Senjiro will also need a new spear. I shall introduce you to a good blacksmith, he specializes in making weapons that are good against youmas. It never hurts to have more people who know how to fight. That is why I will also try to contact Kaneko, see if I can get him involved as well.」


  「Mentor?」


  「Also, foreign dragon. No, Lava-dono. I can call you that, right? I just thought of a job that is going to be perfect for you. You can get to it right away.」


  「He?」


  「We shall provide lodging for you, as well as food, information and man power. So you can do a little something for us in return. After all, you won’t get a better chance at succeeding in what you intend to do.」


  Mikado-san laughs while making a somewhat strange face, resulting in all of us focusing our gazes on him.


  Behind his back, I could see Karura-san placing her hand on her forehead, her expression seemingly saying: “Ahh, here comes another one of his bad habits……”


  *********


  With the circumstances being as they are, we were forced to cooperate together with Mikado-san in formulating what would be known as ‘The Taisha Infiltration Strategy’. With that, we were heavily indebted to him.


  Together with people delegated by Mikado-san, Nectar began to work towards pinpointing the actual location of the Taisha headquarters.


  I was actually pretty worried, but I was allowed to study some of the materials in the libraries, getting to know the magic of Towa better, their demons and various kinds of rituals and contracts they were practicing here.


  Everyone was rather busy throughout the day.


  As promised, Senjiro was introduced to a certain blacksmith and got his spear remade for the upcoming battle, and then for the time being he was delegated to aid the Guardians in their duties.


  It seems that present day Towa was also being overridden with monsters, so every Guardian and Shrine Maiden was delegated to hunting them down and restoring the peace.


  So the reason for Mikado-san to be in the restricted zone was so that he could see the scale of the problem with his own eyes.


  But now that Senjiro was here to help, there was nothing for him left to do.


  I was wondering if it was alright to leave him unsupervised like that. After all, he might have ended up doing something stupid simply out of boredom. However, Senjiro said that we had nothing to worry about.


  And since he was saying not to worry, we had no choice but to actually trust him and leave that matter be for now.


  I was even considering asking Mikado-san for help in my research, but ultimately decided that he would be of little help and gave the idea a rest.


  「I would like you to aid our magicians in their study. It is something only you can do, and besides, if you were to simply walk around outside, you might get in trouble if one of the Taisha’s lackeys were to notice you.」


  So just like that, I was asked to help the Towa magicians in studying the demon and monster corpses that some of the Guardians were bringing here from time to time.


  The man I was working under was, umm…… Chief Magician of the Capital City? Something like that, I believe.


  But I quickly learned that the Samurai – the equivalent of nobles in this country – were more or less the same as the nobles back in Ballow, and so I decided to avoid them as much as possible. Dealing with them would be too much of a hassle.


  When I was thinking about how Mikoto and the other Shrine Maidens had to deal with those people…… Wow, talk about scary and bothersome at the same time.


  However, since from time to time there also happened to be some bad people who were connected to the monsters or demons, they were also being handed to us for the purpose of interrogation.


  Every time I go to make a report to the Emperor, he would study the papers and comment on the more interesting fragments. Overall, I was thinking that he was a good ruler for this country.


  I was even getting used to him calling me Lava-dono after some time.


  …… However, aside from that, nothing especially noteworthy was happening.


  And just like that, one week has passed while we were doing the jobs that Mikado-san assigned to us.


  *********


  「So then, I told my buddy the most effective way of dealing with those creepy shadow human-like monsters and how to bind them……」


  「Don’t you think that’s a little bit of an irresponsible thing to do……!?」


  I say that while slamming my hand against the desk. I then let out a tired sigh and I see that to that, Karura-san had no comeback.


  For some reason, I am starting to feel rather unfortunate here……


  Thinking something like that, I pull out something from my interdimensional storage.


  「Huh, who would have thought that the dumplings from that store would be so delicious that I would buy a whole lot of them? Would you like some as well?」


  I spread some cloth on the desk, and seeing a literal mountain-load of pastries unveil right before her eyes, Karura-san can’t contain her enthusiasm.


  「Wah, amazing! Thank you so much! I’ll go and prepare some tea!」


  Karura-san stood up from her seat and went somewhere to make the tea.


  Every time I would be delegated here for work, Karura-san would come for a visit, hoping to have some sweets to eat. As a result, she would always leave here quite pleased. Sweets are great.


  We ate some of them and sipped on the tea, when suddenly we heard knocking onto the sliding door.


  Generally, this castle here was a mixture of both Japanese and Chinese decors and customs. You also needed to take off your shoes before entering inside and rather than chairs they were using cushions to sit on the floor. So their lifestyle was similar to what I knew from my original world.


  This office here was no exception, but additionally, it was almost completely soundproofed, and it seems that outsiders couldn’t get inside of it without being properly invited first.


  Also, in some places of the castle there were some pretty advanced pieces of technology. Even Mikado-san himself said that he has no idea where they came from.


  And they also had an elevator. Honestly, this castle has way too many themes going for it.


  「Please pardon the intrusion.」


  While thinking of Towa’s technological disproportion, the one to enter the room was Nectar, wearing traditional Towa clothing.


  He was holding a bunch of papers in his hand, and when he saw me, his blue eyes lit with happiness.


  「Thanks for all of your hard work, Lava!」


  「Welcome back, Nectar. Did you manage to achieve something?」


  「Yes, more or less. The magic system here is so much different from the one we have in the West. It’s so deep that you keep on discovering new things about it and always want more.」


  Yes, seeing just how bright his smile was, it was obvious that it piqued his interest to the fullest.


  Well, not that it surprises me, since we were living near the castle in Ballow and I was listening to him talking about magic almost every single day.


  「That’s good to hear. Say, would you like some snacks? I bought some at the store earlier, so if you happen to have some free time, feel free to join us.」


  「I would love to!」


  「Well, in that case……」


  Hearing that voice, I saw Mikado-san’s face peeking from outside of the door.


  Oh, yeah, I almost forgot.


  「I hope you didn’t forget that I’m the owner of this place. Be that as it may, this office is still part of the castle.」


  「Ahaha, sorry about that.」


  「No big deal. It’s rather refreshing, I must say.」


  Seemingly entertained, Mikado-san turned towards Nectar.


  「So, what’s this? I thought that the report would be arriving soon. What happened to Kirishima?」


  「This here is the report. Kirishima-sama wrote it, and then fell asleep right away due to exhaustion.」


  「…… Say what?」


  Seemingly not used to hearing such news, they both sit down on the cushions with their knees bent. Then, Nectar hands him the materials.


  If I recall correctly, this Kirishima guy must have been the leader of the group of magicians that were delegated to work with Nectar by Mikado-san.


  We’ve met each other on several occasions, and I was always getting an impression that he was a serious yet honest man, although a slight workaholic. To think that someone like him was now bedridden……


  「Umm, he said something like “I’ve had enough. It’s been only a week, but I feel like we’ve been doing this research for decades now!” Was there something hard to understand in what we were doing? Others were also scolding me that I was probably the only one who was able to understand it all. And since I thought that I could meet with Lava, I proposed to deliver the report myself.」


  「…… I see. It seems that Western magicians are something else entirely.」


  We completely ignored Mikado-san’s greed-ridden remark, and so the Emperor put his hands on his temple while Nectar looked somewhat troubled.


  「I’m grateful for you disclosing the contents of your country’s research to me, despite the fact that I am but an outsider. It was bringing tears to everyone’s eyes. Maybe they are feeling sad or lonely?」


  No, don’t you think that it was something else entirely that made them like that?


  In general, it seems that Nectar came to them and completely turned their methods of work inside out. And he did all that without realizing it.


  And they were tolerating his antics mostly because thanks to him they could learn the ways of magecraft from the West.


  But unfortunately for them, Nectar’s interest in researching magic was something bordering on the brink of obsession.


  If there was something he didn’t quite understand he would find someone willing to explain it to him, and he would take in that explanation just like a sponge was absorbing water.


  I imagine that most of the other magicians quickly got really tired of that attitude of his.


  And seeing as Nectar was used to working in laboratories where the personnel was showing their hostility towards him quite openly, this experience here must have seemed quite cute in his eyes. Needless to say, it wouldn’t stop his thirst for knowledge.


  「So, how’s the research going? I would like to hear the details.」


  「That is why it was so much fun for me…… Ah, yes, of course. Please, have a look at it.」


  Mikado-san said that as to bring back Nectar to the topic at hand, to which he seemed sad and that happy spark was now lost from his eyes.


  See? Look what you’ve done! Make him happy again, right this instant!


  「No matter how many times I look at you, you really do look like a genuine married couple.」


  I thought like that, but I didn’t think that Mikado-san would be this amazed by our relationship.


  「I keep telling him that, and yet he still acts like a child when it comes to magic.」


  「Lucky for you. That makes the possibility of him having an affair on the side that much less probable.」


  He said something that I didn’t quite understand, but I could only guess that it probably wasn’t anything good.


  Unwilling to explain his words, Mikado-san took the papers from Nectar and began to read through their contents.


  Then, after Karura-san returned with some tea, we began our short briefing.


  Chapter 28: Dragon-san’s Briefing Session


  Nectar began while spreading the documents before us.


  「First of all, I came to a certain conclusion: it is impossible to locate Taisha’s headquarters by any normal means.」


  「So, it really was impossible, huh?」


  Said Mikado-san with a somewhat calm expression, for he must have anticipated such an outcome. He then took a huge bite out of his red bean paste filled dumpling.


  「We confirmed that there are a total of seven branch offices of the Taisha spread throughout the land. What’s more, it is now almost certain that the dragon veins – leylines – that are in their vicinity aren’t connected to the headquarters. We also considered many different things, but the conclusion was always more or less the same: it must be located somewhere in another dimension.」


  「Hmm, I see, I get it… I don’t get it.」


  「Which is it!? Make up your mind!」


  Karura-san rolled her eyes in disbelief while I also shook my head.


  Although she was normally calm and collected, it seems that when it comes to dragons, Karura-san tended to get agitated extremely easy.


  「Say, did you already forget? The nature of other dimensions?」


  「… Ah.」


  It seems that Karura-san finally started to get what we were trying to say.


  Now, if you say that you forgot all about it because of some trivial reason, I’m gonna slap you. I’m really gonna slap you!


  Next to Karura-san, Mikado-san seemed to be completely clueless about what we were saying.


  「Karura, don’t push their patience, please? Also, I don’t get what you are saying, like, at all. Please explain this to me so that even I can understand.」


  「Ah, terribly sorry about that.」


  While Karura-san’s face blushed in embarrassment and she was trying to collect herself, I took the role of explaining what was going on to Mikado-san.


  「We call it another dimension purely out of convenience. In layman’s terms, it would be something like another world that exists outside of this world. If you think of this world as a water’s surface, then another dimension would be everything that is located under the water’s surface.」


  「…… I feel like I’m being told something utterly incomprehensible, but is that really true?」


  「Sure is. Say, Mikado-san, have you ever experienced teleportation? It is a spell that uses another dimension of sorts – leylines – to transport things from one place to another in a very short amount of time.」


  There are still many different things that we don’t understand about other dimensions.


  One of those things was that our laws of physics and the flow of time were not working as they should have there.


  As a result, the teleportation was instant without any time lag.


  Even though it was mostly a mystery, it’s existence was certain, as demons and dragons were able to interact with it by means of using magic.


  However,


  「The same can be said about the storages we sometimes use, but they are a different kind of dimension. We create it, but we have no control over where exactly it is located. And just like we cannot interfere with storages created by others, it will be extremely difficult to invade the dimension that someone like Ten personally created.」


  Leylines are the most familiar form of foreign dimensions to us, mainly because we can sense them from our world and interacting with them is relatively easy.


  However, other dimensions are an entirely different story. We don’t know anything about them and we have no idea where entrances to them are located.


  So it’s no wonder that Nectar’s tracking spells couldn’t produce any satisfying results.


  Since they were originally designed to track people and objects in the same dimension, they wouldn’t be able to tell if that person or object got spirited away into another dimension.


  For example: if we assume that the leylines are like the public network, the subspaces that individuals create for their own use are like incognito pages.


  So you can’t really access them if you don’t have the original owner’s permission.


  I could make that analogy to Mikado-san, but…… No, it would be extremely confusion for him, since he didn’t know what the Internet is.


  I look sideways towards Karura-san, who seemed to be thinking about everything that we said so far, and after a while she opened her mouth and said to Mikado-san:


  「So basically it is something like a lock and a key, right? Dragon veins are the doors that anyone can open and come through freely, but there are also doors that are accessible only to their owners and only they know their respective location.」


  「That analogy I can understand.」


  We were actually amazed that Mikado-san managed to understand that at all, and then he put his chopsticks down.


  「Please don’t look as though you thought I wouldn’t understand, Lava-dono.」


  「Ah, sorry, it’s just that……」


  It’s just that we used to encounter so many people in the past that perceived the world as they saw all around them to be everything and nothing more, that it was actually kind of surprising to see that someone would actually understand the concept of other dimensions. It was a surprise, but not an unwelcome one.


  It looks like through the contract with Karura-san, Mikado-san managed to gain at least some understanding of magic. Good for us, as it would certainly save us some time for explanation.


  「The Emperor is the most important person in the country. It is only but natural that I must have knowledge from all kinds of fields to be able to rule in a just way.」


  「Look, I know that he looks like one, but for the sake of the argument just know that he is not a TOTAL muscle-brain.」


  「It’s alright, it’s not their fault.」


  Hearing Karura-san’s poisonous words, Mikado-san raised his eyebrows.


  Certainly, I was thinking him to be more of a martial artist kind of person, since in his spare time he like to train together with Senjiro.


  However, he was reading through the documents very thoroughly, and if there was some part that he did not understand he would send for an expert who would explain that to him.


  The fact that you have to lead your people means that you must put even more work and effort than anyone else.


  「Anyways, infiltrating Taisha by any normal means is impossible. Please understand that.」


  「Right. We shall give up on trying to find our way inside through normal means. However, if there’s a door, then there must be a key somewhere, right?」


  Said Mikado-san while taking yet another dumpling with his chopsticks.


  He already ate like three of them, and considering just how big they were, you’re telling me he still has place for more?


  「Yes, we also think that is the case. After all, Taisha may be located in another dimension, but it has seven branch offices throughout the land, each leading to headquarters in some way. If we find out what that way is, we may be able to exploit it to get inside. However.」


  「Each branch office is being protected by many Guardians and Shrine Maidens, and even if we were to defeat them all, the only ones capable of opening the way are either the dragon or the selected Shrine Maiden. So we might want to think of some other way to get in……」


  Karura-san, now much calmer than before, was now picking up a green dumpling and put it in her mouth.


  From my point of view it looked just like a caterpillar, and it looks like they used some sort of fragrant grass to make it.


  Maybe she wanted some sort of variety after all of those sweets she ate.


  「So, the idea that we came up with is to try to replicate the structure of said gate leading to Taisha, and try to create our own gate based on the copied structure.」


  「So we tried to do just that. However, those gates seem to be using so peculiar magic wave pattern, and if said pattern is not an exact match, the gate won’t even activate in the first place, thinking that the magic output is insufficient.」


  「Yes, it says so here in the documents. The only ones who can operate the gate are Taisha’s dragon god and the Shrine Maidens designated by said dragon. However, there was something that I wanted to confirm with Lava. This is the copy of the spell used to invoke the gate. Think you’d be able to use it?」


  Saying that, Nectar handed me a piece of paper with a spell schematic written on it.


  I initially struggled to read it because of its cylindrical shape, but the spell itself was carved into a cylindrical object with lots of formulas that were basically rewriting the principles of the world. The more I read that, the more I was coming to understand.


  It’s actually kind of amazing. From what I understood, it was written in such a way that almost anyone would be able to grasp the concept behind it.


  Maybe it was because the demons helped to write it? Since the gods surely wouldn’t think of creating something so user-friendly.


  Let’s see, let’s see. Oh, the composition of the spell itself is pretty much similar to the teleportation, but it looks like the number of people it can transfer is limited, on top of also being a one way ticket ride. After that the spell couldn’t be reused.


  However, it was a method that was prone to accidents and was rather dangerous, even if the number of people was limited. Can we do something about that, I wonder……?


  「Okay, so, I think this might actually work.」


  「……………… Hm?」


  「I mean, remember that one time when we did something similar?」


  「Is there something wrong with this one?」


  In that moment, Karura-san opens her eyes wide with surprise and Mikado-san’s expression becomes quite serious.


  Seeing that, Nectar hurries to explain.


  「I wasn’t sure enough myself, but this looks similar to the spells we saw in that room deep inside of the dungeon near Melias.」


  「Yup. It may look complicated, but it seems to be rather similar to the spell we used to seal ‘Eclipse’ inside of another dimension. And this one here is even better, since it looks like it was made especially for dragons to use.」


  Or maybe it was more correct that it was designed by the dragon for a dragon?


  The schematic was rather detailed, made so that you wouldn’t use much magic needlessly, but it was also flexible, leaving much space for improvements and adjustments.


  「Is it really possible!? Is it really something that even the best magicians of this whole country couldn’t think of while working together!?」


  「No, it’s not all that great, since once we activate the spell, Ten is sure to notice that right away. We must think of some safety measures, and then engrave the formulas on some solid object. It can’t be done right away.」


  「But it can do it, right?」


  As I said, with the spell of this level, it couldn’t be done carelessly and on the fly. We must take our time and prepare for all possible outcomes that might await us.


  But still, I decided to tease Mikado-san just a little bit.


  「Who do you take me for? I may be young, but I am still a dragon, mind you.」


  Now the question was, why was such a spell sealed away inside of the dungeon near Melias?


  Oh well, maybe I’m just overthinking this way too much? I’m sure there must have been some reasonable explanation.


  Or rather, we should all rejoice that we finally found a clue on how to infiltrate Taisha.


  「If it’s the place and resources you need, we shall provide it. Lava-dono, Nectar-dono, will you build the gate for us?」


  Judging by the way he said it, Mikado-san must have been waiting for an opportunity like that to come around for quite long now.


  「Say, Mikado-san, I know I’m asking that a bit late, but are you really sure about this? We shall be trespassing into their territory, so are you really sure that you can allow yourself to make Taisha your enemy?」


  Making yourself a backdoor into somebody else’s house was clearly a violation, in more ways than one.


  For us it didn’t matter all that much. We are not the citizens of Towa, and the only thing that matters to me is getting Aru and Mikoto back to safety with us. When all is said and done, we just need to flee back to the Western continent and that would be it.


  But Ten is someone who is literally sitting at the top of this country.


  I’ve been observing Mikado-san for the past week, and I can say that he’s a good ruler, even if just a little bit eccentric. Still I don’t know why would he want to risk literally all he had just to get to Taisha.


  But even so, there was hardly a problem here, right? So far he’s been treating us good, so I didn’t wanted to bring up anything that would cause some animosity to raise between us. That being said, there must have been a reason for him to want to get to Taisha so bad.


  「Speaking of which, how long would it take you to complete the gate?」


  Hearing Mikado-san ask that, I nodded my head and wondered for a while.


  「Why are you in such a hurry to do this? We, on one hand want to get our friend and son back, so it’s understandable that we want to hurry. But you? It’s weird that we don’t know your reason.」


  I looked at Nectar and confirmed that he was feeling the same way. Mikado-san put another dumpling in his mouth and swallowed.


  Then, he slowly started to speak.


  「I was always thinking about having friendly relationship with Taisha. But, this time they went too far. I want to go there so we can have a nice and long talk.」


  We finally heard his purpose, but what was that sense of discomfort that I was feeling?


  Maybe we should encourage him to elaborate a bit more on why he was in such a hurry to get there?


  「Being the most powerful person in the entire country, is there someone who you would like to meet there, but that person doesn’t want to see you?」


  「I knew it. So there is someone like that there?」


  Mikado-san continued to grin, even when Nectar asked him in a stern voice.


  「Taisha’s Shrine Maiden, the Head Shrine Maiden that houses Taisha’s deity inside of her, that’s who I want to meet. It is a tradition since the ancient times.」


  Seeing an expression of both sadness and regret on Mikado-san’s face, Nectar and I glanced at one another in surprise.


  Chapter 29: Dragon-san and Emperor’s Determination


  「Tell me, Lava-dono: what do you think of this country?」


  「…… To be perfectly honest, I was surprised.」


  Even though Mikado-san asked me that half jokingly, I knew that he wanted to hear my honest opinion.


  Here in this land, the appearance of monsters and demons was much larger than in Ballow, where it was relatively high to begin with. Not to mention that the ‘Eclipse’ was roaming the land. But even so, the land was beautiful and rich in resources, and people’s faces were lively and vibrant.


  When I first saw it all, I thought that everyone in here were oblivious to the dangers that monsters bring with themselves.


  But as soon as there was an alarm signaling the appearance of monsters near the town, the ones capable to fight took their arms and helped with defense, while others were quickly evacuating to safety.


  The Guardians and Shrine Maidens were all well trained and experienced in fighting them off, which was making things much easier for the citizens.


  The monsters and demons were so strange and different in here as well. They didn’t attack people in blind rage in most cases, and sometimes they even avoided contact with human settlements whatsoever.


  Even though their everyday lives were in constant danger, people were still able to laugh and remain cheerful.


  It is surely something that was cultivated over many years of living together, forming the bonds of mutual trust and respect.


  I tell Mikado-san everything that I have observed during this past week and he nods his head cheerfully, the atmosphere getting slightly warmer than before.


  「Now, what would you say if I told you that the Head Shrine Maiden is being a prisoner of all of this prosperity?」


  Hearing that, the atmosphere turned to the worse again, with Nectar and I not quite understanding what Mikado-san was getting at.


  「Aside from being responsible for negotiating with the gods of this land, the Shrine Maidens of Taisha are also responsible for maintaining a barrier that protects Towa from various calamities. It is said that since the days of old the gods were making them do that in order to protect the land from great evils. But even so, sometimes those evils would find their way in and prowl the land.」


  「Prowl?」


  I asked, and Mikado-san nodded his head.


  「Yes, it is said that once every thousand or few thousand years the demons would convey, and purge this lands of their lives.」


  Then, Karura-san put down her chopsticks and corrected her posture, sensing that it was her time to explain things further.


  「During my lifetime, I have witnessed it twice. The white fog covers everything as far as the eye can see, and every existence affected by the fog disappears. To my knowledge, no one was able to survive that hell on earth.」


  Karura-san paused here for a moment, shivering all over.


  「We demons managed to compensate some of those losses, for our magic was able to erode the fog and neutralize the monsters that were spawn out of it. But we have never felt so helpless before. During the first time it hit, the only thing I was able to do was to pick up and bury my fallen brethren. Still, those who became corpses were the lucky ones, for a vast majority of them simply disappeared.」


  Karura-san’s face tenses up instantly.


  The fact that she, a demon, was so shaken up by those events was more than enough of a reason for us to believe her just how horrible that was.


  「The second time around, there were more corpses than those who disappeared. However, during that I lost all of my contractors. Back then the contract rituals were still incomplete, so they just gave me all of their life force and withered away.」


  Now Karura-san’s voice was filled with hatred, so it must have been the true emotion that was driving her right now.


  …… I know that it was hard for her, but maybe someone should inform her that while she was talking with her mouth still full, some of red bean paste began to spill from her mouth.


  「Karura, you know, it’s kinda hard to take you seriously when you’re having red bean paste spilling from your mouth.」


  「Y, you should’ve told me that sooner!!」


  「Next time, just finish eating before you start talking.」


  I said that to Karura-san while passing her a handkerchief, and as she proceeded to wipe her face off with it, her face was flushed red completely.


  「If it was so horrible, then why didn’t you just try to run away? Couldn’t you demons just evacuate on your own and leave the humans behind?」


  「W, we wouldn’t do something as unsightly as that.」


  Karura-san responded without hesitation, he face tense again.


  「At the time there was a dragon who had a contract with the people of Towa, but it got tired of them and left them in their hour of need. It was different from us demons, who liked this land and its people. It didn’t care in the slightest.」


  Karura-san’s expression turned even darker now.


  「This cataclysm is bound to repeat itself again. I just can’t sit around and let it continue like it’s nothing.」


  「That is why we turned to you for help.」


  Says Mikado-san while laughing, but Karura-san looked genuinely angry.


  She turned towards me, the fire of determination burning in her eyes.


  「Nowadays, the peace is being protected by the joint efforts of the Guardians, Shrine Maidens and the Head Shrine Maiden. People are oblivious to the fact that they are being protected from danger by the sacrifice of others. The ancient ones decided as such. Because of that, the peace is being protected. However, Shrine Maidens are still people of this country.」


  Mikado-san continued to speak, his voice filled with enthusiasm rather than hatred.


  「Yes, indeed. And as the Emperor, my job is to protect the lives of the people of my country. No matter the cost. So we must stand up to achieve just that. But no more repeating the same mistakes!」


  He smashes his fist against the desk, speaking from the bottom of his heart.


  「Do we really need human sacrifices? Can’t we do something to prevent this crisis from repeating itself in the first place? It’s been ages since the last time it happened, so we cannot be sure it won’t be happening anytime soon. Not to mention that the current Head Shrine Maiden is my family. To that end, each successive Emperor of Towa was giving his best to overcome this problem over and over again.」


  Mikado-san stopped talking and heavy silence descended upon the room.


  I don’t get a lot of things form what I just heard, but one thing is clear to me: in order to protect Towa, Makoto needed to die.


  Of course, after listening to this story I, too, was certain that this scenario must be avoided by all cost.


  I wonder if Makoto herself knows about that? Or maybe she needed to be kept in the dark, so that Ten could complete the ritual and keep the ‘Eclipse’ sealed away?


  But I could also say that Mikado-san and Karura-san were giving their best in order to prevent the calamity from happening as well.


  「Before, many different approaches were being made to stop it from happening, and each consecutive Emperor was adding something new and different to the pile. But the most important thing here is to cooperate with the god of Taisha and her Shrine Maidens. That being said, Taisha chose to stay ignorant of the matter and chose another Head Shrine Maiden like it was no one’s business.」


  Mikado-san laughed, and that laugh was filled with anger and sadness.


  「Well then, guess it cannot really be helped. Tell us more. We need to know the full picture.」


  I looked at Mikado-san with compassion.


  In the end, he was just a man.


  Certainly, beastmen were more adept in martial arts and combat, but they couldn’t possibly hold a candle to demons or other nations which had magecraft at their disposal.


  I know that they must be afraid of ‘Eclipse’ like anyone else, but still they needed to act so that they could protect their land and its people.


  He wasn’t arrogant about it, but was looking for even the slightest shred of hope that could help him achieve that goal.


  I feel like I’m now able to understand Senjiro’s actions and why the people of this land were respecting him so much.


  They were people wh oweren’t afraid to take actions if it was going to help them achieve their goals.


  Even though I thought it was inappropriate, I smiled at Nectar and he did the same. We exchanged short telepathic conversation.


  “It’s really amazing. To think that there is a human like that.”


  “Yes, people like that are truly rare nowadays.”


  “…… Whatever shall we do?”


  “Whatever you choose to do.”


  We confirm each other’s thoughts, while Mikado-san looked at us with worry, sensing that there was something going on in between us.


  「So, what’s it going to be? Are you going to help us?」


  「Yes, we understand. In which case……」


  「Haah!?」


  When I said that, Karura-san let out a sound like that.


  Everyone look at Karura-san. Her eyes seem to be out of focus as she seemed to have received a message from someone, one that made her react in such a way.


  Realizing that everyone was looking at her, Karura-san seemed tense, and then apologized.


  「I’m so terribly sorry. It’s from one of my brethren stationed on the coast. It seems that there are two demons that suddenly appeared there and are now rampaging around. Hence, they request my help to handle the situation.」


  Hearing that report, Mikado-san’s expression tightened instantly.


  「It’s been a while since we had visitors from the outside world. If possible, I would like us to get to them first, before Taisha does. What do they look like?」


  「One of them is a huge sea-monster that look like a jellyfish and casts illusions on our men. The other one looks human, but his speed is inhuman and he strikes them with lightning. They are both presumed to be high class demons, that is why they are requesting backup.」


  Hearing Karur-san’s report, I was sure that the looks on our faces must have been at least weird.


  It’s like, you know, right now we heard something totally crazy.


  「Well, we can’t have them causing trouble around here. It cannot be helped……」


  「Umm, Mikado-san?」


  I raise my hand in the air, and the gazes of both Mikado-san and Karura-san focus on me.


  「That’s right. You guys. Can I ask you a favor?」


  「Ah, of course we shall go there. But, I have a feeling that those two are actually the acquaintances of ours.」


  There was yet another awkward silence in the room, but this time around everyone kept on looking at us. I’m so sorry.


  Chapter 30: Dragon-san’s Friends Join In


  Together with Karura-san we rushed towards the spot on the shores, where a true pandemonium was underway.


  From the sea, countless tentacles were springing up towards the land.


  The main body of the jellyfish was somewhat struggling against the strong currents, but its tentacles were moving freely, attacking its enemies with great tenacity.


  The Towa demons couldn’t do anything against its main body, so they could only try to cut off the tentacles that were within their reach.


  Those of them that had wings tried aerial assault, and those without them charged from the ground.


  From the looks of it and the way in which the water was rippling and shaking, they may have had some underwater demons who tried their best in the water.


  After a while, they managed to cut off a huge number of tentacles, huge enough to let them focus their attacks on the main body.


  But then, the jellyfish in the water started to shake and change……


  Meanwhile, there was a small figure appearing at the jellyfish side, standing atop the water’s surface and brandishing a long staff in its hands.


  The figure raised its staff, and in the next moment there was a loud roar of thunder, as a result of which every demon in the water lost its consciousness and popped up on the water’s surface.


  Of course, other demons that were unaffected by the lightning concentrated their attack efforts on this figure.


  However, before they could reach it, the golden jellyfish rose from the water and began to attack the demons relentlessly.


  But in the next moment, it was struck with a huge wave of magic being shot in its direction.


  「Fuhn. Was that supposed to hurt? Guess Towa demons really are a bunch of pushovers!」


  「Hey, you. You’re the one to talk! Casting illusion after illusion!」


  「And what’s wrong with using magic that you are most proficient with? You are doing just the same thing, so please stop complaining.」


  「Don’t you start talking about demonic standards here! Just because you can’t understand the language they are speaking to you, it doesn’t give you the right to break the negotiations and start attacking them! Who does that!? Use your head for once! It’s a common fucking sense!」


  「Not being able to understand their words is not the problem here!」


  The human-demon flying in the air seemed to be pretty angry at his partner, but the golden jellyfish didn’t think much of it, not realizing that this situation was probably her fault.


  Then she just turned towards the rest of the demons that was still standing on the shore, sending them a message.


  “So, ready to talk now? Are you the ones who stole my precious things away from me? If you fail to answer I’ll take it as a yes and crush you all into a bloody pulp!”


  Surely she must have chosen those words specifically because she was totally aware that they weren’t able to understand her at all.


  However, her rage and dark emotions emanating from her must have been enough for them to understand the message hidden behind incomprehensible words.


  「D, don’t tell me they are……」


  Karura-san, who happened to come here together with us, seemed to be left in quite a shock, and the only thing I could to was to let out an over exaggerated sigh.


  I wanted to apologize for their behavior, but for now let’s just focus on stopping this madness.


  「Heeeeey~~! Ligurila! Kyle! I’m here!」


  I could have just send them the message, but for some reason I really felt like screaming really loud right now.


  I even enhanced my voice with magic, hoping it would be enough to reach them. Turns out it was way more effective than I would have liked.


  Then, Ligurila’s tentacles came to a stop, and the red orb flying around inside of her body started to flicker.


  Suddenly, the jellyfish was headed towards the shore with a terrifying speed.


  The demons rushed to our side and tried to defend us, but then the jellyfish was engulfed in a blinding light and turned human in an instant.


  Then, when she materialized in her human form in her usual clothes, Ligurila jumped straight at me.


  My thought were instantly overwhelmed with an incredible softness and volume.


  「Lava! What are you doing together with the enemy!?」


  Ligurila’s eyes glittered and her golden hair swayed. She looked about ready to go to war, but now her expression was more that of a total relief than of anxiety.


  「Everything’s okay, so please, let’s all calm down for a second, okay?」


  「Did you forget the messages you sent to us!? When we heard that you were brought here and Aru’s been caught, together with Thunderstorm we rushed here without thinking!」


  Apparently, they took action right after my message reached them.


  Also, I didn’t know who she meant by ‘the one’s important to me’ and truth to be told I was kinda afraid to ask her that.


  But knowing that they came all the way out here to help us, it made me really happy.


  I could feel my cheeks burning and tears welling in my eyes, but I somehow managed to pull myself together.


  「Ligurila. Kyle. Thank you so much for coming.」


  「Now, can you please explain the situation to us?」


  Said Kyle, who came to us shortly after Ligurila, his face now tight and stern.


  Then, Karura-san spoke to the both of them through telepathy.


  “Nice to meet you, my brethren from over the sea. We shall explain everything shortly, but for the time being please follow us.”


  “Ara, looks like we have someone with a sense of humor here. However, don’t think even for a second that you can order us around.”


  When Ligurila saw the brown-skinned Karura-san, she said something like that while licking her lips suggestively.


  It was a clear provocation from her side, however Karura-san wasn’t someone who would let herself be provoked by something so obvious.


  “I would like to avoid unnecessary bloodshed if possiblle. Since you have come here, please try to abide by the laws of this place. And if you fail to do that, I shall beat some obedience into you.”


  Ah, looks like I was wrong. She looked about ready to jump at Ligurila’s throat at any moment now.


  She even summoned balls of silver fire all around her, an action to which Ligurila’s lips bent in an arch of satisfaction.


  「Wah! Wait a minute, wait just a goddamn minute you two! Mikado-san is waiting for our return!」


  I somehow managed to diffuse the situation before words were put aside and fists were allowed to do all the talking.


  *********


  After somehow managing to stop Ligurila and Karura-san from making each other a new one, we went back to the castle where Mikado-san and Nectar were waiting for us.


  However, instead of going to the actual castle we went to the mansion located on the outskirts of the capital city.


  It seems that it was Mikado-san’s private estate, and for now it was our base of operations.


  ‘Wouldn’t it be perfect for secret scheming?’ He suggested it just like that and we somehow just went with the flow.


  But still, Ligurila and Kyle were really standing out from among the crowd here.


  In Towa, people have dark hair and eyes, and are of smaller height than people of the West.


  There were also people with light hair, but more often than not they were beastmen, which means they also had fur, as well as animal ears and tails.


  Here in the capital, the proportion of humans to beastmen was about four to six.


  Anyway, even Nectar was standing out just by casually walking down the street.


  So try to imagine just how eye-catching the two of them were right now.


  However, I wasn’t standing out in the slightest.


  Personally, I don’t know if it was thanks to my dark eyes, dark hair or petite figure.


  However, since the castle had a protective barrier erected around it to avoid being able to teleport directly there. With that in mind, we could teleport in and out of Mikado-san’s estate as much as we needed.


  「You’re back, huh?」


  We went inside of the mansion and went up the stairs, and there was Mikado-san greeting us, sitting on the veranda in a relaxed manner.


  Nectar was also here and so was Senjiro, but somehow his expression was weird and worrying.


  I wonder what they were talking about, but for now it would be better to introduce the two newcomers.


  Then, Kyle got on his knee and saluted in the way the magicians of Ballow used to do for those higher in hierarchy.


  「It’s an honor to meet you, the ruler of Towa. My name is Kyle Slaggart. Please pardon my impudence.」


  No, I certainly explained to them who we are going to meet, but I didn’t think Kyle would react in such a way.


  I admired that Kyle showed so much respect to a foreign ruler, but on the other hand Mikado-san looked rather flabbergasted by that.


  「At ease, please. I may be the current Emperor of this country…… But you are a demon from across the sea. I appreciate the gesture, but is it always like that in the West? Do you have so many unusual demons out there? How does the people react to you?」


  I was worried about how would go about explaining all of that to the Emperor, but then I realized that there was still a much larger problem that was at hand.


  Yes, there was still the problem of the language barrier.


  The Emperor was speaking in the language of Towa, but neither Kyle not Ligurila were able to understand it.


  There was an option of using telepathy, but that system was too imperfect for that kind of communication, and I wanted to avoid any kind of trouble as much as possible.


  However, there was no alternative. When I tried to look at Nectar in hopes of asking him for advice, Liguriala suddenly opened her mouth.


  「Senjiro.」


  Being called by her, Senjiro turned towards Ligurila.


  I was wondering why didn’t he turned towards her sooner, but it must have probably be because of the Emperor’s presence.


  Ligurila said nothing more to Senjiro, instead showing him to come closer with her finger.


  For a moment out there Senjiro looked really conflicted, shifting his gaze from Ligurila to the Emperor.


  Howwever, Ligurila seemed to be bothered by his indecisiveness, and came closer to him on her own.


  「Ligirial-do……!?」


  Then she casually caught him by the collar and brought his face closer to hers, gifting him with a kiss.


  Now talk about a greedy greeting.


  You even stuck your tongue inside of his mouth, didn’t you? So deep kissing is your thing?


  Ah, Karura-san was getting all red in the face. It was something I was clearly able to tell even though her skin was brown.


  …… No, thinking about it, Ligurila was always quick to act, so it shouldn’t be all that surprising to me. But still, some levels of shock were still there.


  However, it would like if the wet sounds their interlocked lips were making weren’t drawing attention towards them.


  Look, even Kyle was stunned by this public display of affection, while Nectar…… What the fuck? Why was he looking at them with so much interest in his eyes!?


  Furthermore, since even the Emperor was watching them, she must have wanted do it long enough for everyone to understand the message.


  「Fuah, that’s how we demons show our affection.」


  As expected, Senjiro was also beet-red all over his face, as he loudly protested against Ligurila’s selfish behavior.


  「Ligurila-dono! If you’re going to do something like this, then at the very least please warn me beforehand!」


  His words sounded pretty reasonable…… if it weren’t for his hands that were finding their way all over Ligurila’s waist. Umm, Sen-san?


  Ligurila must have been aware of that, as her eyes narrowed and she licked her lips sensually, as if trying to taste the afterglow of their kiss.


  「Ara, aren’t someone become awfully bold here? Previously you were never calling me by my name like that~.」


  「T, this is……」


  「If only you were so bold earlier, I could have be by your side much sooner……. Don’t you think? Do you understand how that made me feel? Hmm?」


  Ah, that’s right! It seems that Senjiro had totally forgotten how their contract worked. If you say the true name of the demon you have a contract with, that demon can immediately know your location and come to your side right away.


  Although she should be livid about that, Ligurila smiles, tracing her finger all over Senjiro’s body in an affectionate way.


  All of Senjiro’s fur and hair was standing straight.


  「You do realize that you are going to make it up to me later, aren’t you?」


  The very moment Ligurila whispered that into Senjiro’s ear.


  Crush!! There was a loud noise, as if someone smashed their fist right into the wall.


  I looked back and saw that bright-red Karura-san have indeed slammed her fist right into the wall, wrist-deep.


  As a result, there was this huge, dangerous-looking hole in the wall.


  「W, w, w, what do you think you’re doing to that person!? It’s not even a manner of common sense, you are downright shameless! Are you some kind of devil!? While in public, you need to maintain at least some level of sexual moderation!」


  With Karura-san pointing to Ligurila with her other fist, Ligurila let go of Senjiro while smiling deviously. Senjiro fell to the ground like a bag of potatoes.


  「Why are you getting so upset? For us demons this is a simple form of greeting. Or are you perhaps a virgin who has never done that before?」


  At that moment the jaws of everyone present dropped to the ground, hearing Ligurila speak in fluent Towa language.


  「I didn’t know you understand that language! How!? When did you learn it!?」


  「Sometimes, we do the strangest kinds of things for our loved ones, you know?」


  Right now, I really felt like punching the wall myself.


  「Say, Ligurila, did you learned the language by viewing Senjiro’s memories?」


  「Mostly, even though there were some words the meaning of which remained unclear to me.」


  The demons could surveil the memories of their contractors to some extent.


  This was probably the reason why Ligurila was able to learn Towa language from Senjiro’s memories.


  However, even though the demons could do that with their contractors, it was a practice that was done scarcely, mainly because it was a pretty nasty sensation to view someone else’s memories…… as well as a total violation of privacy.


  So even if I was able to view Senjiro’s memories just like that, I would never do that. I would much rather like to learn the language via normal means, which were much more rewarding.


  However, if I could share that information with somebody else, I would gladly do it.


  「But doesn’t mean you needed to kiss him, didn’t you!?」


  Yeah, I can understand just from where Karura-san was coming from.


  Things like handholding or touching with your foreheads would be more than enough in this situation.


  「I didn’t have to, but I sure wanted to do that.」


  Ligurila pointed that out with a smug smile on her face, which caused a violent protests from both Senjiro and Karura-san.


  Then the voice of the Emperor echoed throughout the room, in the form of a loud and cheerful laugh.


  「Senjiro, my boy! You certainly chose a godly Mistress for yourself! If you managed to win her favor, be sure not to blow it up with some affairs on the side!」


  Fortunately, Ligurila didn’t felt offended by those words. Quite the opposite, actually. She seemed pleased.


  However, I felt pity towards Senjiro, since they were ridiculing him like that.


  As I was thinking that, Kyle, who was sitting silent up until now, looked kinda sad as well.


  「…… Lava-dono. Can I ask you to translate something for me?」


  Ahh, I didn’t think of that. True enough, by such means communication would be possible.


  「It’s actually okay, since Ligurila only does things like that as a hobby. Memory transfer can normally be done by the simplest of skinship.」


  Kyle sighs as if he was giving up, and at that moment Nectar approached him.


  「Kyle, want me to transfer my memories onto you……?」


  「That would be nice, thanks……」


  Kyle reaches out his hand to Nectar and then he begins to learn Towa language at very fast pace.


  While they were doing that, everyone else kept on staring at each other. Mikado-san on Ligurila since he never saw anyone quite like her, Senjiro on Mikado-san, looking all unhappy, and Karura-san was looking at both of them with a dignified expression.


  Chapter 31: What Dragon-san Decided On


  After Kyle managed to master the Towa language, we brought him and Ligurila up to speed on what we were doing and how to infiltrate Taisha.


  Listening to the story, Kyle bowed down to Mikado-san and said with an apologetic tone.


  「It looks like this stupid Nectar of mine has caused you great deal of trouble……」


  「It’s no big deal. Anyways, that’s the whole story. Building the gate is of the highest priority for the time being, so we can get inside of Taisha. I’m counting on you lot in that regard.」


  The fact that Nectar made Towa magicians pretty much useless in this case was making Mikado-san’s expression darken slightly, but since both Nectar and Kyle were here we were sure to pull this off.


  Then, Ligurila and Kyle turned towards me and said:


  「We came here to aid Lava in her rescue mission. Not for your sake or your people.」


  「Yeah. But, if it serves to help us in getting the kids back, we shall listen.」


  「That’s fine with me. There’s nothing I can do to order you around or convince you to our cause. But if are doin this for your friend’s sake, I know I can trust you with this.」


  Mikado-san responded with a smile, and then he proposed that the more detailed talks shall be conducted tomorrow.


  「You must be tired after coming such a long way. You should turn in for the night.」


  Then, just before he left, he turned to Senjiro.


  「Senjiro, I see that you didn’t seal the deal with your woman yet. It’s best if you do so quickly.」


  「Excuse me, but that’s none of your concern!」


  「Oh, but it may very well be. We don’t know if we are going to come back in one piece from this! This is a serious matter here! So it’s best to do things while you still can.」


  After that short exchange with Senjiro, Mikado-san disappeared into the teleportation circle created by Karura-san.


  As I let out a sigh of relief and laid back on the tatami mats, Kyle felt genuinely confused about what just happened.


  「Is there something going on between those two?」


  「Nah, that’s not it. They are deeply indebted to one another, and because of that he feels as though he must do everything he can to support this cause.」


  「…… Are you sure?」


  Kyle scratches his neck, seemingly impressed.


  「About what?」


  「This man is a true ruler and a shrewd politician. I think that he won’t hesitate to use people in order to achieve his goals, and he may be hiding things even from his allays. Are you absolutely sure we can trust him?」


  I understood why Kyle was so suspicious of Mikado-san. He’s been involved with politicians since long ago, and he knew just how cunning and treacherous they could be.


  So I think about it again.


  「Yes, I think we can trust him.」


  I can see it in Kyle’s eyes that he was still not convinced, that he wanted to know my reasons for trusting him. And so I told him my honest opinion on Mikado-san.


  「I think that there is no lie in the fact that he wants to protect his people with all of his might. Otherwise, I don’t think he would spend so much time thinking how to save Taisha’s Shrine Maidens from their fate.」


  The passion that I could feel from him when he was telling us that was by no means a lie.


  That is the reason for my trust in him.


  「His expression was the same as yours when you wanted to save the magicians of Ballow. That is why I think we can trust him.」


  「You, you think so?」


  Kyle looked to the side towards Nectar, wanting to know his opinion. However, Nectar only nodded his head, confirming my words.


  His reason to act was exactly the same as Kyle’s a hundred years ago.


  「It is also true that I think that he’s still hiding things from us, but aren’t we treating him in the exact same way? He’s doing that to protect his people, and we do that in order to protect Aru and Mikoto.」


  「…… I get it already. I shall trust him for now as well. After all, Mikoto is my contractor.」


  Even though Kyle still had an uncomfortable look on his face, at least he agreed with us.


  It seems that Kyle managed to bond with Mikoto quite a bit during that hot springs trip of ours.


  It wasn’t a relationship in any normal meaning of the word that Kyle was aware of, but rather it was this unconscious bond of mutual trust and the desire to help one another.


  So, maybe Kyle is going learn a thing or two during our stay here.


  「With that, the fact that we still keep secrets from one another must mean that we know something interesting.」


  「It’s nothing, really.」


  Oh well, it’s a good thing to watch out to not be fooled, however, we also needed to avoid reviling too much about us. It might cause unneeded problems down the road.


  While the three of us were busy with our conversation, Ligurila moved closer to Senjiro, glaring at him.


  「Say, Senjiro? What was that all about when the old man was leaving?」


  「What part specifically?」


  「The one about sealing the deal and obtaining power from that. What up with that?」


  Even though he seemed stunned by Liigurila’s sudden question, under the pressure of her purple eyes Senjiro had no other choice but to spill the beans.


  「Oh, that. It one of the martial arts that the Guardians use to strengthen their physical abilities. This technique incorporates one’s own magical power and converts in into boost of physical prowess. But there is another layer of depth to it, and that is to incorporate the magic from one’s surroundings and claiming it for your own. It is a sort of the ultimate secret of the Guardians.」


  So by removing one’s limiters and converting magical power into raw strength it was possible for normal humans to achieve the strength equal to demons? Interesting.


  So, that must be the true nature of the technique utilized by Mikado-san during our first meeting. Now Karura-san’s words ‘I am going to die!’ made much more sense.


  「But in order to do that you need to adapt the magic from your surroundings to your own body, and to achieve that ,a certain concentration of magic is needed.」


  「In other words, while in Ballow you weren’t able to tap into your true power?」


  Ligurila squinted her eyes while Senjiro shook his head to that statement.


  「Even if I was able to do that, I would still be no match for Ligurila-dono.」


  「But you weren’t using that technique at all, right?」


  Pressured by Ligurila’s burning gaze, Senjiro remains silent with his head hung low.


  「…… That’s right.」


  Hearing that, Ligurila took Senjiro by the arm and started to walk towards the door.


  「Ligurila-dono, where are you going!?」


  「I took sudden interest in the clothes that Lava is wearing. So I want to go into the city and investigate the clothing culture you have here. And since I don’t know my way around these parts, you shall be my guide.」


  「Aren’t you just jealous!?」


  「Oh, now you’ve done it! I’m going to buy a whole lot, and you’re going to pay for every single item!」


  Mikado-san gave us a pretty generous salary for all of our work thus far, but since there weren’t any opportunities to spend it, it just sort of kept on piling up.


  「Ah, that’s right, Lava. If there was anything you needed from me, feel free to just let me know, okay?」


  Said Ligurila before she left, dragging Senjiro together with her. At that moment, she seemed to be in an awfully good mood.


  When they left the room, the rest of us were just kind of standing there, looking at each other and wondering what the hell did just happen?


  The evening sky was already growing dark.


  「Right. Since it’s already so late, want to grab something to eat?」


  I make a suggestion, and both Kyle and Nectar nodded enthusiastically.


  *********


  The summer days are usually hot, but evenings are quite cool. So the streets were more crowded during the night than during daytime.


  Because of that the food industry was really coming to life during nighttime, with restaurants and mobile stalls advertising their menus, the sweet and mouth-watering aromas hanging in the air.


  First of all, we went to a second hand clothing store to look for some clothes for Kyle, in hopes of helping him to somehow blend in with the crowd.


  …… I hope this will make it somewhat easier for him.


  Next, we went to the nearby restaurant to have something to eat and drink.


  「These chopsticks, please give me a break……」


  「Oh please, Kyle. You just give up way too easily.」


  Seeing that Kyle ultimately gave up on the idea of eating rice with chopsticks, I gave him a fork taken out of the interdimensional storage, while Nectar looks at him with compassion, understanding his pain all too well.


  Nectar in the beginning was doing his best to master the way of the chopsticks, but after many failed attempts he also gave up on the idea.


  Now being able to savor his food again, Kyle dug in the steaming white rice seasoned with soy sauce. It was a cuisine that was completely different form Ballow, so I was afraid that it might not be to his liking, but fortunately that was not the case.


  On a side note, most of the side dishes were also Japanese food!!


  Incidentally, there was some Chinese food in here as well, like gyouza and stir-fried rice, but the most common thing was Japanese food, like rice and miso soup.


  As I ate the deliciously familiar food, my heart danced with joy. It feels like ages since I was last able to eat the food like that!


  Truly, I was so glad that I was a dragon right now. Otherwise I might have gotten obese with all of that delicious food I was stuffing my face with right now.


  However, Nectar was initially reluctant towards the side dishes, but after tasting them he instantly fell in love with them, especially miso.


  It was a white miso soup with vegetables –– mostly thinly sliced eggplant, diced potatoes and green onions. There was also grilled fish, and pickles. Nectar was also looking at me mysteriously while eating.


  「I knew it, you are so good with using chopsticks, Lava.」


  Ah, I was surprised by that as well. Even though it was something completely natural for me in my previous life, I didn’t expect that I would still remember how to use them here.


  「It also looks like you are not especially picky when it comes to your food.」


  「Yeah, I guess you’re right.」


  It’s all thanks to my pervious life, but I wonder if it was that hard for the two of them to get used to it?


  Now that I think about it, I never even told Nectar that I was in fact reincarnated into this world.


  There was no special reason behind that, only that I never really felt like it was something important to mention, especially with all those times when Nectar was asking me about different things related to magic with his eyes shining brightly.


  Will there ever come a day when Nectar’s infinite curiosity is going to be satisfied?


  「For the time being, delicious food is justice! Master, can I have another drink, please!?」


  Maybe there will come a day when I will need to tell that to somebody, but for the time being I decided to keep things as they were.


  Chapter 32: What Dragon-san and Company Understood


  While drinking some delicious sake, we exchanged information between ourselves, summarizing everything that we knew so far.


  Kyle also sent the message back to Hibernia, informing Seram to make both Aru and Mikoto absent from school for now.


  It also seemed that Mini Vaas-senpai managed to regain consciousness, however he was still to shaken to receive any messages or take action.


  Oh well, as long as he was fine it was all okay in my book.


  「So, did you manage to find some intel on ‘Eclipse’?」


  「Up to some extent, but I think it’s really important.」


  Kyle looked as though he wanted us to elaborate on that, and so Nectar continued with explaining.


  「First of all, the ‘Innocent Chaos’ –– a type of youma whose existence was confirmed here in Towa over five thousand years ago. Taisha was established roughly around that same time. ‘Eclipse’ is invulnerable to any kind of physical attacks. Only magic can hurt it, and it is only up to some extent, if it’s not the ancient one. Coming into contact with it, no matter what kind of living organism you are, means certain death.」


  Hearing all that, Kyle nodded his head. Most of the information he already knew, but some of them were news to him.


  「Unfortunately, since Towa’s archives are so big, I only managed to read through a small portion of them, so ‘Eclipse’s’ true identity still remains a mystery to us. However, even the most gifted and wise of scholars of this country seem to have only assumptions and hypotheses on the subject.」


  Mikado-san gave us the best of Towa’s magicians and scholars, in hope of us understanding youmas and the nature of ‘Eclipse’.


  Many of the things they had to say were simply amazing.


  They were convinced that instead of being a demon or a monster, ‘Eclipse’ was closer in nature to the natural calamity.


  However, the moment I shared with them that when ‘Eclipse’ entered the world I could feel tremendous amounts of negativity oozing out if it, that theory was ultimately scratched and a new one had to be conjured.


  In the end, none of the new theories seemed all that convincing.


  「But still, we can be perfectly sure that we came to know the fool-proof method of slaying it.」


  Nectar says to Kyle, and his eyes grew wider upon hearing that.


  「The people of Towa use the magic from their surroundings to wear it in a similar way to a suit of armor, and also coat their weapons with it. This way, they can harm the ‘Eclipse’ and eradicate it. In order to do this, however, a contract with a demon is required.」


  It is the conclusion that both Nectar and I arrived at, after comparing our observations.


  We even went as far as to confirm all of that with Senjiro yesterday, and judging from his reactions we hit right in the bulls-eye.


  Next, Nectar took out some documents from the interdimensional storage and spread them over the tatami mats.


  「From what we managed to gather, there are two respective ways of utilizing the demonic contract, each of them practiced by the Guardians and the Shrine Maidens. One of them is called ‘Godly Descent’, and it is the technique that borrows the power of the demon and gives it to the contractor. And then we have the ‘Godly Assistance’, which allows the demons to manifest as a seemingly normal person that aids you in battle. (TL NOTE: Is that a Jojo reference? Because it sounds exactly like Stands to me.)」


  The former was the technique that we saw Mikoto use, while the latter was the one that allowed both Ten-san and Karura-san to manifest in our world.


  While establishing a connection between the demon and a human, it was possible for contractors to use the power of their demons as their own, thanks to the connection that was inscribed directly onto their souls.


  Of course, using any kind of complex magic during that process was impossible.


  However, during the connection you could use what limited magic you had to protect yourself from ‘Eclipse’s’ decaying effects and to inflict damage upon it.


  And in order to further reduce the burden that such magic would inflict upon his body, Mikado-san was channeling Karura-san’s power straight into his weapon.


  「While we’re still at it, I understand the merits that gods might have from covenants like that. But how does that possibly benefit demons in any way? To my understanding, the demons could eradicate ‘Eclipse’ by using their magic themselves.」


  Hearing Kyle’s spot-on question, Nectar’s eyes lit with a bright light.


  「It is because demons can’t recover by any normal means if they are hurt by the ‘Eclipse’ and other youmas.」


  「What do you mean by that?」


  「Demons are ninty percent of raw magic. The white fog does not inflict that serious of a damage onto them, however, that’s not the case with youmas. They are physical, and the demons might end up corrupted by the ‘Eclipse’ if it infects the youma-inflicted wounds.」


  Karura-san was shivering while Nectar was saying that. What a cute reaction.


  It was also quite horrible to see the demons being affected by the ‘Eclipse’ like that, especially now that we knew to just how great length they were willing to go in order to stop it.


  And once the demon got corrupted by the ‘Eclipse’ it was the job of the Guardians and their brethren to put it out of its misery and end its suffering.


  「In general, should the twenty percent of the demon’s body be infected, its sanity will start to erode rapidly. And should it fail to separate the infected parts ASAP, it will be gone in a manner of minutes…… The ‘Eclipse’ will make it go rampant. However, by making a contract with humans and circulating their magic through them, the demons can gain a temporal resistance to ‘Eclipse’s’ effects.」


  We didn’t wanted to admit it at first, but it seems that every living organism was destined to die when clashed with ‘Eclipse’.


  Of course, if the demon was also shielded with magic it would be able to survive, but should its core be damaged, it would mean the end of it.


  The contract was severely limiting the demon’s offensive capabilities and was bringing it close to a human in terms of physical abilities, but it was still better than to be evaporated immediately upon touching the white fog.


  Long story short: humans were gaining the ability to defeat the ‘Eclipse’, while the demons were gaining resistance to it.


  It was a symbiosis –– a relationship based on mutual gain.


  Now that I think about it, it was actually great system of fighting the ‘Eclipse’.


  The values that the people of Towa worshipped were truly different from that of the West, but even when faced with such colossal adversary they were still bright and cheerful.


  「I see. So in Towa, without the demons it would be impossible to fight off youmas and ‘Eclipse’, but does that also mean that if there was no ‘Eclipse’ to begin with, there would be no demons? I wonder who designed this system?」


  Kyle asked, seemingly impressed, and this time around I felt that the answer would be slightly more complicated.


  「That would probably be Taisha’s deity. In other words: Ten.」


  Astonished, Kyle rolls his eyes and Nectar adds to that topic:


  「There’s no doubt that the people of Towa developed the system and upgraded it across the years, but from the documents it can be deduced that its core rules were established around the same time as Taisha was created.」


  「You know, the more I hear about all this, the more it seems that this Ten is doing everything she can in order to protect her country.」


  We initially didn’t want to tell him that, but ultimately we decided that he needed to know the story about Taisha’s Shrine Maidens and their supposed sacrifice.


  「Aaah, now I get it. Still, not that it changes anything.」


  Said Kyle while putting his finger on his chin. I couldn’t really agree to that or deny that.


  But I remember that I felt the same way as Kyle was now: lost and unable what to really think about it.


  Seeing that I had no comeback to that matter, Kyle must have probably felt that it would be wise to change the subject for now.


  「But still, can anyone tell me why are we meeting here in such secrecy?」


  「At first we felt reluctant towards that location, but Mikado-san said that no one would dare to disturb us here and we could study here in peace. So far, it proved to be true.」


  Certainly, part of the reason must have been to keep us hidden from Taisha’s gaze, but we could really focus on our research in here.


  One of the merits of that situation was the fact that Nectar could understand the techniques used by Senjiro and Mikoto in much greater detail than before.


  「To be perfectly honest, I didn’t think that some of those techniques would prove to be so useful or complex.」


  「…… I see. After all, up until a while ago this country was secluded from the rest of the world.」


  Kyle seemed to understood what Nectar was getting at, since he was way better at grasping the political situation around the world.


  「It seems that for the people of this country, the concepts of ‘coexistence with the demons’ and ‘Eclipse’ are all parts of their everyday lives. Those are the concepts that we are probably unable to grasp.」


  That is exactly right.


  However, seeing the reaction on both Karura-san and Mikado-san’s faces, I was beginning to doubt even that statement.


  From that moment onwards, the discussion was mostly about the Emperor, ‘Eclipse’ and the magic practiced in Towa.


  I thought it was okay, since Mikado-san was not someone who would do or say anything stupid deliberately…… But would that be really okay?


  I was seriously doubting if we were all sober enough at that point, but Nectar seemed to be thinking about something else.


  「But I’m worried that the appearance of the white youma might be reported again.」


  「Now that I think about it, didn’t you once said something about that, Mikado-san? Something along the lines of ‘Normally they don’t appear that frequently’?」


  We were able to grasp the concept of demons and humans working together in quite a detail, but there was still one matter that needed clarification: the backlash and fatigue that a human body would receive after uniting with demon magic.


  「Are there any demerits from pairing up?」


  「Not that I’m aware of any.」


  Here, at the royal capital, there were quite a few Guardians and Shrine Maidens that made numerous covenants with demons, including the Emperor himself. It was like that mostly because Mikado-san thought it would be wise to keep them all in one place in case of emergency.


  If there were people like that at Melias during the ‘Eclipse’ outbreak, it would have been so much easier to contain the crisis before it managed to escalate.


  Right here in Towa, the number of ‘Eclipse’ beasts must have been much larger, but even so everyone in here seemed to be strangely relaxed. However, you couldn’t say that neither the Emperor nor the magicians were sitting around and doing nothing.


  I think that was one of the reasons why they wanted to learn about the Western magic so much.


  Not every demon in Towa was able to establish a covenant with a human. Apparently only the third of their population was able to do that.


  「If we manage to learn Western magic, we might be able to do something about that.」


  He said so in a casual manner, but I couldn’t help it but to notice the kind of looks that Nectar and Kyle exchanged between themselves.


  「Is that the only thing you’re hiding?」


  Oh well. At that time we didn’t consider it important enough to bring the matter onto the negotiations table.


  But it was no real harm to it, since we could mention that pretty much anytime. Even though there were still parts we didn’t quite understood ourselves.


  Anyways, more than anything, it was mostly about cultural differences.


  「So, what is it? That solution?」


  「This is ––……」


  In the middle of that conversation, Kyle’s forehead got full of wrinkles.


  「Certainly, for the people of the West that would be a groundbreaking discovery, but judging from Mikoto’s reaction, what you consider just a contract was almost a sacred deal for her. So the question is: how is it in reality?」


  「This is a cause of concern. But……」


  I understand just how Nectar feels. It was a matter that Mikado-san needed to clarify.


  Kyle also nodded his head to that while wearing a vague expression on his face.


  「I shall leave the decision to you. Now I shall go and take care of the magicians whose self-esteem was crushed by Nectar-dono here. We also need to start thinking about the construction of the ‘gate’, since we have a motivation now.」


  We took another sip of the alcohol, and while we were savoring its taste, Nectar had a thought.


  「No, it’s nothing in particular……」


  「I personally think that our magicians would be far better if someone as Spartan as you was in charge of their training from the earliest years.」


  「I think that Towa has magicians who are way better than me, though.」


  「It’s good to be aware of the fact that there is always someone better than you. Modesty is a good thing. …… Nectar, want me to join you tomorrow?」


  「Good grief, don’t you trust me even in the slightest?」


  「Keep dreaming, you magic-obsessed dumbass.」


  Kyle answers Nectar just like that, his answer betraying deep trust that was only possible due to a long lasting friendship.


  I couldn’t help but laugh at them both as they got up and went towards the entrance.


  Chapter 33: Glimpsing Thoughts of the Dragon Child


  Could you please bring us some tea? Aru accepted a request from the two Shrine Maidens just like that.


  Because he had no other choice, sine of those Shrine Maidens was Ten, and the other was her visitor.


  And so he started to walk down the quiet hallway, but then he suddenly heard a voice.


  The voices belonged to Ten and her visitor.


  「THAT. IS. WHY. I’m telling you! We should focus on doing these things properly!」


  「Yes, it’s true that I wanted you to check whether or not the rumors about that dragon were real!? But why THE FUCK it ended up in a KIDNAPING!?」


  「Yeah, so you see, I went to the Western continent just as you told me and met that dragon. However, what I didn’t know was the fact that my younger sister was being friends with it. It looked quite promising, and so I even wanted to ask them to come here for a visit. But then I thought it would be a while lot more interesting if I were to play the role of a villain her and make them put in some effort into this on their end. And I even brought this cute girl back with me. See? It’s a win-win situation in my book.」


  「Uuuuwwwwaaaahhhh! What to do!? I cannot communicate with this girl at all!」


  「Eeeeeh? But, didn’t you tell me to do whatever I see if, as long as the results are satisfying? And here you are, still complaining. Aren’t you a little bit too demanding?」


  「But honestly, to think that dragons can have children!? Now I’ve seen everything…… And its father is a spirit, no less.」


  「There you go, talking about people like that! Your personality is terrible, you know? Good grief.」


  While she was saying that, Ten’s voice sounded as though she was rather enjoying herself.


  But noticing that they were talking about him, Aru got strangely nervous.


  「It’s not good, you know? This child is half-spirit and half-dragon, you know? You may talk about it a roundabout ways, but it won’t change that fact.」


  「I am well aware of that, since I was the one who kidnapped them. So? What about its mother? Are you sure she’s going to come to rescue it?」


  「She will. Maybe. Possibly.」


  「…… Somehow, you don’t sound all that confident.」


  「I know that they got caught up in my teleportation circle, but I somewhat doubt her maternal instincts, you know? Like, does she care enough for her child to come chasing after it? On the other hand, since it is so hard for dragons to reproduce, she may come at us with everything she has just so she can have her child back.」


  Suddenly, the sliding door opened, while Aru was wondering whether he should enter or not.


  Seeing him, Ten smiled brightly.


  「That is why, you need to bear it for a little while longer and just play nicely with you Onee-san. Can you do that?」


  「Ah, eh, the tea, it’s ready……」


  「I’ll have some, I’ll have some! Nothing goes better with some snacks than a delicious tea! Everyone, please help yourselves!」


  Now that she said that Aru finally remembered.


  Even though Ten and her Shrine Maidens were currently in the dining hall, Ten herself didn’t really eat anything.


  Since she was a spirit it wasn’t something unusual, but eating was such a natural thing to do that it was pretty much impossible to just forget about it.


  「Ah, that’s right, the condition of the gate is not all that great today, so you should wait some more before using it. You can kill some time here until then. See ya!」


  「Haa? What the hell does that supposed to mean! Wait just a minute, you dumb dragon!」


  Aru witnessed Ten coming out of the room and disappearing somewhere, and right away a pale-haired young man stormed out of the room after her.


  Aru was not really all that good with dealing with this man, but even so he mustered enough courage to speak up.


  「Lute-san, hello. Umm, today’s snack is mizu yokan. It’s really delicious, so you should definitely have some.」


  「…… Haah, you too……? Why are you so……」


  Aru was silently waiting for Lute to finish his sentence.


  「It’s nothing. I’m fine. It’s not like I’m jealous or anything…… So it’s not like I really want to try this out or anything, haah…… Good grief, it’s just a bean paste boiled together with sugar, so why does it have to be so good-looking.」


  「But it looks so nice, I’m sure it’s going to be delicious.」


  「You people say the strangest of things sometimes!」


  Lute just wouldn’t stop complaining, but at the same time he reached out his hand and took some of the mizu yokan from Aru.


  Then he took one more. And then one more. One after another, the sweet treats kept on disappearing inside of his mouth.


  It seems that Lute-san has a really sweet tooth. Aru made sure to not that inside of his head.


  He appeared in Taisha a few days ago and almost immediately got into a fight with Ten. He also seemed astonished upon seeing Aru.


  Luckily he didn’t ask any questions, completely focusing on arguing with Ten over the smallest of things.


  Aru didn’t understand much from their interactions, but from he managed to gather, this young man must have been a spirit, as well as Ten’s friend.


  It also looked as though he was able to come and go here as he pleased.


  Occasionally he would arrive in the company of female spirits, but over the course of the last few days the scene with him coming to Taisha and quarrelling with Ten became something similar to a routine.


  Realizing just so many sweets he has eaten, Lute had a guilty look on his face while he stood up.


  「Where are you going?」


  Whenever, it doesn’t really matter. Besides, it’s not as though I’m obliged to tell you anything.」


  Having said that, Lute came to a stop after picking up his instrument that he left earlier in the corner of the room.


  Aru finished eating, and then returned the tray to the kitchen and went out.


  He went to the flower garden, where a few Shrine Maidens that were there started to follow him with their eyes.


  When he tried to look at them they averted their gazes, but then proceeded to look at him the moment he turned around.


  Then, after a few minutes of walking he reached a small, secluded alcove with wooden roof. Lute was sitting there.


  Lute, who was almost obsessively trying to tune his instrument, saw Aru coming and spoke with an irritated voice.


  「So, fancy to tell me why did you come after me?」


  「No, it’s just that…… You speak in Western language.」


  Of course, Aru spoke with Mikoto in Western language on a daily basis, but because no one else knew it here, he couldn’t help it but to feel a little bit alienated.


  So, when he heard Lute speaking familiar words, he felt somehow relieved.


  「Also, I was hoping to hear you play your instrument today as well, Lute-san.」


  Aru sat opposite of Lute and stared at him, while Lute stopped his hands that were about to move to the strings of his instrument.


  Suddenly, Aru could feel that the atmosphere in here got somehow colder.


  「You do realize that I am your enemy and right now you are nothing but my prisoner? My only intention is to use you. Trying to get along with me is utterly meaningless.」


  「Are you not getting along with Father and Mother?」


  Hearing Aru say that, Lute glared at him menacingly.


  「I just know that there is no reason for us to try to get along. You, the dragons, are the things that I detest the most in this entire world.」


  There was a tremendous wave of negativity coming from Lute towards Aru, and he could feel his heart aching because of that.


  It wasn’t the first time he felt such negativity being directed towards him.


  He felt the same things back at school, when a group of his peers and seniors used to talk behind his back, thinking he didn’t hear them.


  However, since it was the first time that Aru met with such hostility face to face, he was unsure how to react to that.


  「Why do you hate us so much?」


  「Who wouldn’t if you were to take something that was the most precious to someone away from them?」


  「Did we do something to you?」


  「Even if I told you that, what would you do? Are you able to do anything on your own? It’s arrogant of you to think that I shall answer every little question that you may have.」


  To Lute’s cold words, Aru clenched his fist onto his kimono.


  Still, he managed to calm himself down and take a deep breath.


  「…… That is why I dislike children so much. They are too clueless to understand why someone is being angry at them.」


  After that, Lute just went back to adjusting his instrument, stroking the strings from time to time.


  And since some of the strings were placed on the single screw, their sound would resonate in double whenever he was doing that.


  「Your parents, how old are they?」


  Aru, who was absorbed in watching Lute work, was surprised to hear him ask such a question.


  「Oh, umm, which one?」


  「Both of them.」


  「Father should be around two hundred years old, while Mother should be around five hundred years old.」


  「…… I didn’t think they would be so young.」


  Said Lute while stopping his tuning.


  Aru didn’t understand why would Lute be surprised at that fact, and that got him scared. Why was he asking him that in the first place?


  This doubt must have been written all over his face, because Lute spoke to him again.


  「You do realize that you’re the first dragon child that was born since thousands of years?」


  「I am the youngest?」


  「Well, if you were really born out of that dragon, than that’s exactly the case.」


  After he said that, Lute let out a sigh and stroked the strings of his instrument.


  「If you are so young, then you couldn’t possibly know.」


  While Aru listened to the lute’s melody, those words placed some doubt in his heart.


  And even though Aru knew that it was just a tune-in, the melody was still beautiful.


  「I really like hearing you play, Lute-san.」


  Once he heard those words, Lute stopped tuning his strings again.


  He looked at Aru and wanted to say something, but ultimately decided to close his mouth and say nothing.


  Then he put his hands on the strings again and the melody resumed.


  「One song. There will be nothing more.」


  「Yes!」


  Seeing as lute finally gave up, Aru corrected his posture, ready to listen.


  He knew that if he had the time to spare, Lute would play his instrument.


  He heard him play on the first day that he got here.


  The song in itself was fast paces, but its melody seemed to have resonated with Aru’s very soul.


  The next song was slow-paced and smooth.


  Hearing that, Aru was fascinated just how soothing it was, making him calm down on the spot.


  He applauded Lute’s performance so much that his hand started to hurt, and even after that when Lute finally noticed him, he didn’t stop playing and Aru wouldn’t stop listening.


  However, these songs were without lyrics.


  This time it was different. The lyrics were there, but they felt somewhat disconnected from the melody.


  His voice was soft, but felt as though it was striking the false tone.


  He was using the ancient language with surgical precision, even though there were no imminent effects of its use.


  「Falling into the deep water,
 A flock of wild salmon.
 But no one even notices,
 The eternal life that passes through the world during the night.
 Whispering intimately,
 The silver gaze and,
 The person connected with deep bond,
 Forgets the name of that one person.
 Love for the Heavens,
 Care for the Earth,
 Desire for the world it grew in,
 However,
 The voice is,
 Not reaching the Heavens,
 Falls to the deaf Earth,
 Unknown to the world.
 Nothing to threaten the eternal sleep,
 Remnant only in the leaves,
 At the bottom of the sea,
 Riding through the wind.」


  It was a really sad song.


  The song was painful, heartbreaking, sad, unbearable, and full of awkwardness.


  As soon as the lute’s sound faded to silence, tears began to flow down Aru’s cheeks.


  They fall to the ground, changing into small crystal beads mid-air.


  「Fuh, kuh……」


  Feeling his throat becoming sore, Aru looked at Lute who had a rather complex expression on his face right now.


  「It’s just a song. No need to get so emotional over it.」


  「But, it’s just so sad…… It feels as though I forgotten about something.」


  「…… So, did you managed to understand its meaning?」


  Aru managed to stop his tears from flowing, and forced his throat to articulate words so that he could ask Lute this question:


  「What happens next? Can he wake up?」


  「Let me reiterate: it’s just a song. It’s not meant to be appreciated, and is destined to fall into oblivion of being forgotten.」


  「So, there is no one who will be at his side?」


  To Aru’s question, Lute’s face distorts again.


  「…… I’m trying to do something about that.」


  「Eh?」


  Being overwhelmed by his overflowing feelings, Aru raised his head towards Lute who suddenly got up.


  「Go back.」


  「Lute-san?」


  When Aru got up, he could see Mikoto walking the path towards here.


  Mikoto was surprised to see Aru crying, and she turned towards Lute with a hostile expression.


  「What did, you do?」


  「Nothing. He started crying on his own. You came here with the news regarding the gate? And take care of him, for he clearly might lose his way on his way back.」


  Aru wanted to go after Lute, but was stopped by Mikoto who placed her hand on his shoulder.


  「Ah, see, see you!」


  He didn’t return the farewell, and soon disappeared at the other end of the path.


  「Aru, are you okay? Did he try to do something bad to you?」


  「Lute-san’s performance was really sad.」


  Although Aru had problems with formulating his thoughts clearly, Mikoto let out a sigh of relief.


  Still, her expression tightened immediately.


  「Say, Aru? That spirit is a friend of Ten, right? Why do you try to get so close with him?」


  Mikoto brings that up, seemingly unable to understand Aru’s motivation.


  His performance was really good.


  「It’s just, he looked so sad, I just couldn’t help myself.」


  Somehow, there was always that aura of pain and sadness surrounding him.


  Aru was worried about him.


  Aru recalls the lyrics of the song to Mikoto, while walking side by side with her.


  What was that all about?


  Chapter 34: Dragon-san and Company Are Making Their Move


  The very next day, we went to tell the Emperor that we would cooperate with him and we began to work on the gate.


  Kyle, who wasn’t all that accustomed to the way in which his demonic body was handling alcohol, had a huge hangover, but still he went together with Nectar to the traumatized Towa magicians, trying to act like Nectar’s leash so that he wouldn’t say something stupid.


  Normally Kyle would have been anxious about this whole thing, but the magicians were warned that a demon was coming with Nectar and that helped a whole lot.


  Especially Kirishima-san, who happened to be really nice and respectful towards Kyle.


  No, if I had to take a wild guess, I would say that it was a behavior dictated by fear rather than anything else.


  It seems that old man Kirishima was wise enough to deduce that cooperating with Kyle and Nectar would be much more efficient than opposing them, although his whole body kept on shivering whenever one of them was with him in the same room.


  It was decided that we would build the gate in a small residence just outside of the capital.


  If we were to do this inside of the castle and something was to go horribly wrong, the damages would have been enormous.


  On a side note, Ligurila was currently out on a date with Senjiro, falling into something that could only be described as the: clothing shopping spree.


  Furthermore, seeing as there was no need to hide her demonic nature, she seemed happy that she could spend some quality time together with Senjiro.


  Comparing to the way in which the demons were treated in Ballow, it was easy to say that Ligurila seemed to be enjoying Towa very much.


  However, the fact that the appearance rate of white youmas was higher than usual was still a cause for concern.


  Fortunately nothing bad happened up until now, but Mikado-san seemed to be having more and more work cut out for him with each passing day.


  The preparations were centered around Nectar and I, since we more or less knew what to do. It was also a suggestion made by both Mikado-san and Karura-san, as to ease their worries.


  We also suggested to them that before actually using the gate, a small test would be necessary.


  A necessary prelude to its grand task, to see if it would be able to carry it out accordingly.


  The Emperor went silent for a few seconds, closing his eyes. When he opened them, he looked as serious as ever.


  「So, you still had a trump card like that at the ready? Nicely done.」


  「Aren’t you angry?」


  「About what? You presented us with a solution. It would be utter foolishness to doubt and undermine your work right now, especially after everything you have already done.」


  Is that right?


  While we were wondering about their reasoning, Mikado-san turned towards Karura-san.


  「We need to receive acceptance for this. Karura, can you contact the gods for us?」


  「It’s a rather busy time, so maybe only a third of them can be reached…… Wait, you want me to do it right here right now!?」


  Listening to Mikado-san’s request, Karura-san opens her eyes in astonishment.


  Then Mikado-san patted Karura-san on the back, as if trying to encourage her.


  「If they manage to solve this puzzle, it will be a literal revolution. It is up to you whether you accept it or not. But without change, you cannot do anything or go forward.」


  However, I could still feel that there was something troubling Mikado-san.


  「Incidentally, do you guys need any form of catalyst for this thing to work? Or is it still too early for that? I would like to test it as soon as possible, mind you.」


  「We would have to see.」


  Said Nectar and began to channel the spell, and the tips of his hair began to turn red.


  At the same time, Nectar begins to chant as he takes out his staff from the interdimensional storage.


  「I can help you out. That way we can make the gate more stable and safe to use.」


  However, both Mikado-san and Karura-san had a solid look in their eyes while they observed the magic circle he created.


  So it seems that Nectar’s spell was going to work out after all.


  That’s my dear Nectar for you!


  「I, see. Now I get it. There was no way that a mere mortal could be a companion of the Dragon God.」


  「Technically you’re correct, since currently Nectar is not human. But he used to be one.」


  「Does that mean he gazed into the abyss of time and lived to tell the tale?」


  When Karura-san’s face was lit in surprise, Nectar’s cheeks turned red in embarrassment.


  「Everything to be with my beloved Lava.」


  Next to Karura-san, Mikado-san let out a sigh of disbelief, while Karura-san seemed to be shocked quite a bit by that sudden revelations.


  「Oh my gosh, I was so easily deceived! The abilities of this spirit to manipulate magic must be something else entirely!」


  Mikado-san said while putting his hand onto his forehead, his expression being dead serious.


  「So, now that we showed you our trump card, don’t you think it’s nothing but a common courtesy to respond in kind?」


  I knew they were shocked, but it was the only real way to make them come clean with their secrets.


  Although I didn’t think that Nectar would just go and reveal himself like that before they did the same.


  I asked him why would he do that, and when he answered, his eyes were as serious as the Emperor’s.


  「I know that others are going to help us stabilize the gate, but there’s just no way that I would let them do that all on their own. It is a husband’s duty to make it possible for his wife to return safe and sound.」


  When he declared his devotion to me like that, I couldn’t help it but to let my cheeks become beet-red in color.


  Sure, I was glad to hear it, but did you really need to make such a big deal out of it?


  Just as expected, the Emperor burst into a fit of laughter, and I felt as though I wanted to crawl up under a rock and just stay there.


  Karura-san and Nectar left the room in order to complete their preparations, while I was left alone with Mikado-san, who was yet to contain his outburst of laughter.


  It took him a while, but eventually he stopped laughing and wiped the tears off of his face.


  「Sheesh, it’s been a while since I had a good laugh like that! But it also brings me in quite the predicament. But at the same time, almost any of my doubts have now disappeared.」


  「Isn’t that a good thing?」


  The original plan was completely different. It was all Nectar’s achievements that brought us here.


  Thinking like that, my face was a little bit sad.


  「You value information and technology too little. If only a sparse amount of people know about that, it will be rewarding. Make that too much, and you’ll earn nothing but disrespect.」


  His words were worrying, but they were most certainly true.


  「Hmm. But isn’t that the easiest way?」


  There was a moment of silence, but after that Mikado-san opened his eyes and spoke up.


  「That is exactly right. You have my deepest gratitude, Lava-dono. Tell that to Nectar-dono as well later on.」


  「You are welcome.」


  I smiled at Mikado-san and he did the same.


  Even though there was nothing that changed about him, I could sense a deep feeling of appreciation coming from him.


  Just like that, the construction of the gate was finished in less than a week, and we were ready to test it out.


  *********


  Nectar’s voice rings out in the room where the gate was installed.


  「Because it was constructed in a hurry, we can only activate the gate twice. Just for coming in and going back. Furthermore, once the connection is broken, only Lava will be able to establish it again. But if it stays connected, then there’s no trouble.」


  「Fine with me. We all have our share of work cut out for us.」


  Says Mikado-san while looking at Towa magicians and giving them their final orders.


  They looked about ready, even though they weren’t carrying any weapons on them.


  Each one of them was only carrying a simple satchel, just like the one Karura-san had. She was also wearing formal Towa clothing.


  I know that they were mostly going to rely on magic, but they were looking more like pilgrims rather than magicians.


  「Umm, Mikado-san. Are you really sure you want to tag along?」


  As I asked him that, Mikado-san only ran his hand through his hair.


  「We’re going there to negotiate. We don’t intend to start a fight.」


  「…… No, I’m well aware of that, but still, this is going to be rather palm-sweating.」


  Mikado-san was saying that he didn’t intend to start any fights, even though he was bringing a whole squadron of magicians with him. Those two things were quite contradictory, if anyone here wanted to hear my opinion.


  Was it really okay for them to go with us? I wanted to suggest that, but from the look on Mikado-san’s face I could gather that this matter was out of the question.


  「We try to keep the Shrine Maidens occupied while you take care of your business with the God of Taisha. Is that correct? Or maybe you intend to take her down entirely?」


  Apparently he was still suspecting us of wanting to use him to our own gains. My shoulders dropped upon realizing that.


  「Still, maybe I should instill myself as the new god of this country?」


  I said that as a joke, of course, but still, before he realized my true intentions, Mikado-san’s eyes opened wide with surprise. Even though he was in his forties, in that moment he looked just like a mischievous child would.


  Ah, but now that I think about is, his actual age could have been even higher. They had magic here, so it was possible to make himself look younger.


  「I think that the people wouldn’t have anything against that.」


  「Don’t get me wrong –– I love this country. But I love my homeland even more. So I couldn’t really put the people of this country before my own countrymen.」


  I am a dragon. I may be one, but this doesn’t mean that I didn’t care about my family and my friends. That is why I think that Towa will be safer in Mikado-san and Karura-san’s capable hands.


  If I ever had to choose between Aru and Towa, I would choose Aru every time around.


  However, while still making some final adjustments, Nectar looked at me with a wry smile on his face.


  But still, even when Mikado-san was under the wrong impression, he wasn’t going to stop moving forward. That fact worried me just a little bit.


  So, in order to ease up Nectar’s expression, I said as such:


  「Sorry, I am only interested in my cute child and my amazing husband. So give up on that idea.」


  Ah, see? As Nectar’s cheeks turned red, the speed at which he was making adjustments also increased.


  Ha, ha, ha! …… Sometimes, my own cunning scares even me!


  「I agree. If the gods want to mess with a dragon, they should also be ready for a dragon to become their new god.」


  So, those were your thought on the matter, huh?


  I heard from Ligurila and Senjiro that even demons were sometimes discussing about ‘a certain dragon from that side’, but was I really that hot of a topic for them?


  Even around town you could hear people discussing dragon, and Kyle also mentioned that a couple of times, but this time around I wanted to brush the topic aside. At least for now.


  Perhaps Ten, the deity of Taisha was in fact an evil dragon and people were looking for someone who would take her place.


  Also, from Mikado-san’s words, my picture of Taisha was of an organization that was slowly beginning to shift their operation to the grey area, even bordering on the verge of criminal deeds.


  「I thought that you would be thrilled about the idea, but now I see that’s not the case. Oh well, when the time comes, let’s leave it to people to decide.」


  Mikado-san said so completely seriously. Still, there was no way for me to get angry with him.


  After all, he was someone who was capable of going toe to toe with demons thanks to his own strength, which was amazing in its own right.


  「Oh well, for now let’s just focus on the task at hand and cooperating.」


  「Yes, let’s.」


  Mikado-san says that, and then turns to Kyle.


  「I also count on you.」


  「Well, I don’t know what you’re planning, but either way it’s going to be intense.」


  「We shall do our very best!」


  Says Karura-san while joining in on the conversation.


  Karura-san, Mikado-san, Kyle and I were the first to go through the gate.


  Originally the plan was to send only three people in, but then they agreed on adding more people, in case something was to go wrong and they got separated.


  I wasn’t doubting Mikado-san’s battle prowess, but we were going to go right in the middle of the enemy’s territory, and they had both Ten and probably some powerful demons on their side as well.


  Karura-san was going to stay at Mikado-san’s side, but still she seemed a little bit uneasy.


  It was all because of Kyle, a demon who didn’t make any non-agression promises to begin with.


  But Kyle was necessary for this operation for two reasons: one would be because nobody knew his face at Taisha, and the other was that he could sense where Mikoto is thanks to his contract with her. Two birds with one stone.


  That being said, we had three main objectives:


  First was to make sure that Mikado-san’s negotiations would proceed smoothly.


  Second was to bring Aru and Mikoto back to us.


  And the third one was to meet with Ten-san.


  Originally it was about only saving Aru and Mikoto, but we needed to reschedule our initial plans.


  There were too many reasons for that.


  「Kyle, I know it may be tempting, but Aru and Mikoto’s safety comes first!」


  「Oh, just let the man have his fun, Lava-dono!」


  「Just…… Just make sure to bring both of them back safely.」


  That was the only hing that I wanted to ask of him, and sensing my desperation Kyle only nodded his head.


  By the way, since Ligurila wouldn’t be able to join our team, she was not present here at the moment.


  No, I am sure that she wanted to go together with her beloved Senjiro……


  However, since Nectar, Kyle, Senjiro and I would be going to Taisha, the defenses on this side would be rather thin.


  That is why I wanted her to stay back here. There was no one I would rather have to have my back in a situation like that. That is why I went to her yesterday and she agreed to do just that.


  With my mind at peace because of that, we could finally proceed to the room with the gate in it.


  It was a spacious room, completely covered in charms in Towa language that were inscribed onto the walls, floor and ceiling, with a small basin right in the center.


  It was a small square filled with murky water.


  However, it wasn’t water. It was magic that was so dense that it was visible with naked eye.


  For something made in a hurry, it was pretty well made.


  「Are you all prepared?」


  「I’m, ready when you are.」


  It was somewhat strange to me that out of all of us, it was Mikado-san –– a normal human being –– who seemed to be the most confident.


  It was strange, but for now I needed to put my hand near the basin’s frame.


  I glanced at Nectar on the other side of the room, and nodded my head. We both activated the spell on our respective sides of the basin.


  Good. Our magic waves were good enough to activate the frame without any problems.


  There, on the other side of the gate that would form, there should be Taisha’s territory.


  My mind was full of different places and locations, but thanks to maps and transmitters that we imbued in the frame, we should be able to go right where we wanted to. There was no way for us to get lost.


  There it is. I found it.


  As I speak the word to activate the portal, my hair light red with my magic.


  「Open.」


  The water in the basin started raise up.


  Its surface would gradually calm down, and on the other side of the mirror we could see an image of the blue sky and something that resembled a garden of some sorts.


  We were in a closed space. There was no way that this sky was of our dimension.


  「It connected!」


  Together with Nectar we listen to Karura-san’s excited voice.


  Nectar held his staff up, taking control over from me.


  The water’s mirror shakes a little bit, but we could still see the blue sky.


  Small cheers could be heard from other magicians, bu they subsided soon enough.


  They knew that their work begins now.


  I get in front of them. No matter what, we were going to live through this.


  I let out a sigh, and then looked at Nectar.


  「Right. I’m going in.」


  「Good luck out there.」


  While saying that, I passed through the mirror’s surface.


  Chapter 35: Dragon-san Meets Again


  The moment I passed through the water mirror I felt cool, but my clothes didn’t get wet in the slightest.


  Another step and I feel a cold and hard cobblestone under my feet.


  It was a good thing to actually wear shoes for that, assuming that Taisha will be located somewhere outdoors.


  When I got out of the portal, a clear and blue sky greeted me.


  When I turn around the water mirror was still there, its surface shaking as always.


  The place where I emerged was a well-maintained garden with lots of colorful flowers.


  However, even though there were traces of magic in the air, I couldn’t feel any kind of connection to the actual leylines.


  In other words, this space was supposedly completely isolated from the outside world.


  Even though this space felt open, at the same time it felt strangely closed off.


  Being able to sense the unnatural nature of this place, both Kyle and Karura-san seemed restless and nervous.


  「So this is Taisha’s headquarters…… It looks strangely similar to its branch offices, but the atmosphere is different.」


  Mikado-san also looked rather restless, but he was staying vigilant all the time.


  If I had to describe it in any kind of way, I would have called it a garden inside of the box.


  Anyways, the magnificent and tall building which could be seen in the distance must be the main hall.


  「As we agreed, Kyle-dono is going to protect this place and the portal. Although, I would like to avoid fighting as much as possible.」


  Says Mikado-san while looking over the garden’s alleyways.


  There, a familiar figure was approaching us.


  Yes, thinking that they wouldn’t notice our arrival at their territory was a little bit too much.


  「Oh my, I know I was the one who told you to ‘come’. But I never would have expected you to come so quickly.」


  It was Ten herself, who appeared with her long green hair undone and wearing traditional Towa clothing, smiling wryly.


  Beside here, there was also a person with white hair, with red bunches in between them.


  The girl was wearing a white kimono with red roses on it. She bowed down to me and looked apologetically, probably intending to leave all the talking to Ten.


  「Lava, that woman there, is she……?」


  「Yeah, the chief deity of Taisha, the one responsible for abducting Aru and Mikoto.」


  Kyle asked me quietly and I answered him the best I could, feeling a little bit on edge with Ten right in front of me. But before any of us could do something, Karura-san took the initiative and stepped forward.


  「I hope that you’re aware of the fact that our intrusion in here does not violate our covenant in the slightest?」


  To that, Ten nodded her head slightly, never stopping smiling.


  「I realize that. I can also see that your magical core is still intact and that you’re treated well. It looks like your Emperor is truly a good man after all.」


  It was also a good thing that Mikado-san realized with whom he was dealing with, as he lowered his head slightly in a sign of respect.


  「So, you are the chief deity of Taisha. I am the one that people of this land call their Emperor. I am terribly sorry that we came here unannounced.」


  「Oh, I don’t mind that. Truth to be told, I have never seen someone being able to recreate the gate to our home and bringing another dragon with them as well.」


  「I was always thinking that I was blessed with luck, but this time around it proved to be truly exceptional.」


  To that statement, Ten shrugged her shoulders, her eyes suddenly becoming sharper.


  「However, I am quite sure that this fulfills some of the old promises, wouldn’t you agree?」


  Ten’s voice seemed to be even more cheerful than before, but it wasn’t aligning with the look in her eyes at all.


  「I can only hope that there will be times again when the Emperor will be allowed by the chief deity to open the gates to Taisha. Just like our ancestors were able to do.」


  With those words I finally understood why Mikado-san wasn’t worried about being forced back from here.


  Perhaps long ago, there was some kind of connection going on between Ten and the Emperors of this land.


  「There certainly were the times like that. However, you. Do you really understand the true meaning behind the old promises?」


  Her voice was as cool and cold as ice, but Mikado-san wasn’t intimidated by it.


  「I know that. But what I hope for is the abolishing of the Head Shrine Maiden system.」


  Ten looked surprised there for a second, and then she looked really sad for a moment.


  「I see, so you came here knowing about that, huh? But, my answer is still……」


  「You don’t have to tell me. We came well prepared to persuade you. So we are going to get along, whether you like it or not.」


  Mikado-san laughed dryly while Ten smiled, seeing that there was someone willing to challenge her.


  「This case is rather irregular, but tha doesn’t change the fact that you’ve come here of your own volition. So I must listen to you, no matter what.」


  Her voice just now was like that of a caring mother, and hearing it the sense of disparity between her look and her words grew only larger.


  「But, I am still Makkocchi’s partner, and I can’t leave her for too long since she’s not feeling well for the moment. Don’t you dare thinking she’s a mere substitute. She and I are one and the same.」


  There were lots of things that I wanted to ask her about, but for now I decided to focus on the thing that was most important to us.


  「I hope that Mikoto and Aru are both safe. It’s for your own good.」


  Together with Nectar, we ran an analysis of her battle potential.


  Most of them were in the realm of speculation, but I should be able to win against her.


  「Of course, and they shall be brought over here soon. After all, that is the sole reason you’ve come here, right? But, are you sure you’re alright with that?」


  She asked me that without changing her position, but I somehow knew that she was ready to go at any time. I also somehow understood that she was able to see right through me.


  I wanted to talk back to her, but then Mikado-san spoke first to the Shrine Maiden that was standing right beside Ten.


  「If the Head Shrine Maiden system stays intact, you are going to eventually run out of Shrine Maidens to support it.」


  「Well then, it’s settled. For the time being, I shall welcome you to my home.」


  Says Ten while spreading her arms and making a welcoming gesture.


  However, at that time I felt something familiar approaching, and it was approaching fast. Listening carefully, you could hear the sound of small footsteps resonating against the cobblestone path.


  What appeared in the distance, was Aru, running towards the gate at full speed with red bunches scattered throughout his hair.


  At that moment, I couldn’t stop myself.


  「Mother!」


  「Aru!!」


  Without thinking much, I slipped right past Ten and ran towards Aru, taking him in my arms and hugging him with all my might, while he looked like the happiest person in the entire world right now.


  「Ooooh. You noticed as well? That’s the dragon child for you, I guess.」


  「Are you hurt somewhere? Weren’t you scared? I’m so sorry it took me so long……」


  「No, I’m fine. So please don’t worry, Mother. The Shrine Maidens here were all very nice to me.」


  As I brushed Aru’s hair and checked his body for any injuries, Ten’s voice was totally unimportant to me right now.


  He was wearing a white kimono with red motifs, he looked uninjured in any kind of way and his complexion was as healthy-looking as ever.


  But above all else, it was good to see that his expression was as bright as always.


  But then suddenly, Aru’s golden eyes were filled with tears.


  「I was so sad! I wanted to see you and Father so much……!」


  I hugged Aru even tighter, not even realizing that my own eyes were now filled with tears.


  「That’s right, my child. I was sad, too. And so, so scared……」


  The last thing that Aru saw before being taken away, was the sight of us being unable to beat Ten.


  So it’s hardly even surprising that he was scared about our well-being.


  As soon as I realized that, I was full of regrets that we didn’t manage to get here earlier.


  I wanted to apologize to him some more, but I knew that he would probably just try to diminish it all, saying that it was alright. He was a smart child, after all.


  If so, it was far better to just let him cry for now, and let all of those negative emotions out.


  「Ten, could you perhaps show any kind of remorse for what you did?」


  「…… I am terribly sorry for my rash actions. Believe it.」


  As I was busy caressing Aru’s soft hair, I heard something like that coming from behind my back.


  Looking behind, after being scolded for her behavior Ten’s arms dropped as she hung her head low.


  Noticing my look, Makoto got on her knees and lowered her head to the ground in a gesture of apology.


  「Lava-sama. We do not have the right to ask for your forgiveness. However, I would like you to at least let us explain ourselves properly.」


  Then, Makoto turned herself towards Mikado-san.


  「Now then, Your Imperial Majesty, please, right this way. We shall talk about our current predicament.」


  The way in which she spoke right now and her posture made her look like a solemn old lady.


  It was so uncharacteristic of her that you would almost forget that she was somewhere in the middle of her twenties at best.


  「Umu. I get it. Let us go, Karura.」


  Said Mikado-san as if he was waiting for those exact words, and then he and Karura left via the other path, guided by Makoto.


  There were only four of us left in here for the moment, and apparently Ten was at a loss of what to say, sweating buckets and fidgeting in place.


  「Ahh, umm, hmmm. …… For the time being, the gate can be left open. Although the technology used in its creation uses a whole lot of energy, but we shall let that slide for now.」


  「Yeah, there’s a whole mountain of questions that I want to ask you.」


  When I said that, Ten seemed to relax just a little bit, her tension now nowhere to be seen.


  「Of that I am sure. Let’s go somewhere where we can speak in peace.」


  I agree to her words, but when I try to get up, Aru clings to my clothes with his small hands.


  Seeing that my heart ached tremendously. I wanted to stay here with him, but I had to go. So I brushed Aru’s hair aside and gently kissed him to the forehead.


  「Nectar is at the other side of the gate. If you’d like, you can go there to him.」


  「What about you, Mother……?」


  「Now that I have seen your face, all safe and sound, I feel motivated again. There are still some things that I must take care off, you see.」


  I smiled at him and seeing as Aru managed to relax a bit, I stood up.


  But I still knew that he would rather see me not go with Ten, and my heart was breaking apart knowing that I had to go no matter what.


  Having reassured Aru, I then turn towards Kyle.


  「Miko-chan is still not here, so please be careful.」


  Kyle then comes to me, looking at Ten with mysterious look in his eyes.


  He must have been thinking the exact same thing I was: why was this dragon so strangely cooperative right now?


  Besides our questions, I wanted to hear what they had to say.


  「Now then, shall we get going?」


  「Of course. That’s what we’ve come here for in the first place.」


  Ten invited us to come with her, and we accepted the invitation.


  


  Chapter 36: Dragon-san Asks Her Senior


  The moment I took Ten’s hand, I felt as though my consciousness was being pulled somewhere else.


  It was a feeling similar to teleportation, but the details were slightly different.


  「I moved us somewhere else for now. This is my very own space, with no leylines. I can do something like that.」


  When my vision finally stabilized, I realized that Ten was telling the truth and that we were no longer in the garden we were before.


  This place with only the bare ground and the vast sky above us is probably some sort of another dimension.


  The only thing that was here, was a huge stone altar.


  On the flat stone base made out of smooth stone there were seven gates that resembled torii gates from my world, placed to form some sort of a circle.


  What’s more, the gates and the base of the altar were covered in complicated Towa spells.


  It was a simple sight, but it was so tranquil and serene that I took a deep breath on reflex.


  「Now, since you have responded to my wish, you can ask me anything you desire.」


  I look at the altar again and let out a small sigh to calm myself down.


  「Ever since I came here, I saw, heard and felt many things. Towa is truly a wonderful and mysterious place.」


  People who were happily going about their everyday lives despite the fact that demonic appearance was a common occurrence.


  What’s more, they are cooperating with some of them in order to protect their homeland. That concept alone would be simply unthinkable in the West.


  If only we could learn from them, then defeating the Eclipse wouldn’t be so difficult.


  「This country seems like a paradise to me. I find it very comfy in here.」


  「I know, right? This is one of my greatest creations.」


  Ten placed her hand on her chest all of a sudden and spoke with pride.


  「Then why aren’t you protecting it completely? If you can adjust the leylines so perfectly, couldn’t it be possible for you to create a land that is free from monsters’ influence?」


  That’s right, that was the source of the discomfort I’ve been feeling ever since I first came here.


  The way in which Ten could adjust the leylines was a textbook example, something that we dragons of the West should try to strive towards.


  But even so, it felt to me that this environment was made especially so that monsters could easily be born in here. Hence why I felt so weird and frustrated.


  「Every single time you are mentioned in history annals of Towa, you are described as a generous god that cares for her people. To me, it seems like you have a very strong attachment to this country. So why leaving it all unchecked?


  「Yes, that’s because I thought it was for the best.」


  Ten smiled as she said that, crossing her arms on her chest as she continued in a light tone.


  「You see, I really love this country. Its animals, its plants, its beasts and its people. I love every single one of them and I want to protect them all. That haven’t changed in the last five thousand years.」


  Five thousand years ago. I’ve heard that phrase somewhere before.


  The more I tried to learn about Eclipse, the harder it actually was to find anything useful.


  「What happened five thousand years ago? How come you know about Eclipse if none of the other dragons know? What exactly is the Innocent Chaos? Where did it come from? What’s its purpose?」


  There was a whole lot of things that I wanted to know, but I still needed to keep my guard up.


  When she first appeared before us, she looked like a spirit, a ghost with no anchor to reality.


  I could theoretically do that as well because dragons are essentially a huge mass of magical energy, but it’s something that takes a lot of time and is hardly even worth doing in a long run.


  After all, unless you are really sensitive to magic, you wouldn’t even be able to see her.


  The fact that Mikado-san was able to see her in the first place must have been the result of his pact with Karura-san.


  「No, this soul form is basically what I am right now. I don’t think you’ll believe me, but it’s the truth.」


  I couldn’t help it but to swallow hard hearing Ten’s words.


  「So, to summarize, you have four basic questions. I’ll try to answer all of them, one at a time. Heh, wouldn’t you know? There actually came the time I have to explain this to someone! In your face, you bastards! …… I wish.」


  Her golden eyes glitter slightly. Then Ten walks towards the altar.


  Strangely enough, her words sounded convincing. So her goal in kidnapping Aru…… It was really for me…… To bring me here.


  I followed her towards the altar, and then Ten placed her hand on one of the torii gates there.


  「Right, the first one. Why I don’t have a physical body? That’s because my physical body no longer functions. It disappeared together with Eclipse on that day long ago when it first hit Towa.」


  There was no regret, no anger, no sadness in her voice. It was just as if she was relating something to someone.


  I guess this can be attributed to her pride in protecting the land she cherished so deeply.


  「That’s impossible, right? After all, Eclipse should have no effect on dragons. Otherwise, it would……」


  Otherwise she wouldn’t be standing right here in front of me.


  If Eclipse would be able to swallow the dragon completely, a creature that is an extension of the world itself, wouldn’t that mean it could destroy the entire world?


  In fact, because I wasn’t affected by it together with Nectar we could witness the Eclipse’s threat firsthand, and see just how much of a dangerous phenomenon it really is.


  However, if what Ten is saying is the truth and her physical body is no more, that actually changes everything.


  「I knew it, so you could touch it after all.」


  The expression on Ten’s face was really weird right about now, as if she was upset about something.


  So does that mean I can touch it without a problem?


  It’s as if the Eclipse Ten and I know are two completely different things.


  But Ten just continued on without delving into the details.


  「I was always skeptical about the attitude of the dragons ever since then. If you do all this for the world, then shouldn’t you be more involved with its people? Go out there, get to know them, have fun! After all, all of our hard work is for them! The more you look at them and love them, the more rewarding it will be!」


  Saying that more to herself than to me, Ten nodded to her own words as if to reassure herself that she was right.


  But hey, I totally agree.


  Being around humans was fun and rewarding, for they were always up to something and you couldn’t get bored while being with them.


  And getting yourself involved was always making me try a little bit harder.


  「That’s why I decided that I would protect this land thoroughly! I was even thinking of the people of this land as my own children, can you imagine? And the result of that love is the Towa we all know today. All thanks to the fact that my children made such a good work at making this land prosper!」


  「Umm, wha?」


  Ten’s eyes were glittering brightly, but my reaction was more of a confusion rather than anything else.


  Ten seemed to be dissatisfied with that reaction.


  「Eh, you have a child of your own as well, so you should understand. How I felt about the prospect of my beloved, men and women alike, to die someday. So what can you do to make people happy, even though the inevitable concept of death lurks in the air? Shrine Maidens! Thanks to them everyone can live happy lives and be merry!」


  Ten then laughs, her voice clear and without hesitation.


  Does that mean that just maybe……


  「Does that mean that Shrine Maidens are all your direct descendants?」


  「At least I think it’s like that for the main bloodline of Shrine Maidens. Though I must say, after those five thousand years worth of time it has become a lot thinner. But even so, Makkochi and Miko-chan grew up to be splendid Shrine Maidens.」


  Hearing Ten, I was at a loss for words.


  In the past, together with Nectar we had similar idea for a while. To treat the whole nation as our offspring. But the scale of Ten’s affection was completely mouth gaping.


  …… Just how many children did you manage to make? Or no, let’s not go there. I might discover something that I really would not like to know.


  Let’s just say that more than enough. Yeah, more than enough Shrine Maidens. That’s more than enough for now.


  Or rather, did she just said that she way okay with anyone!? Be it either man or a woman!?


  「Ah, you see, I’m a big dragon with lots of love to share. So isn’t it natural that I would love for everyone to just love one another without worries?」


  Ten’s smile right now was so intense that I couldn’t bring myself to answer that.


  It must be culture shock. I can’t think of any other explanation.


  「But why did you design the Shrine Maiden system in the first place?」


  A system where every one hundred years the Head Shrine Maiden needs to be sacrificed in order to strengthen the seal.


  If you say that you love everyone so much, why make them into sacrifices?


  And even so, why the Eclipse appears so regularly even though the system seems to be working?


  Hearing me ask that, Ten’s expression distorted slightly.


  「…… Right, make that five questions.」


  Now her voice was visibly tinged with regret.


  Struggling a little bit, Ten rose two fingers in the air.


  「Onto the second question. Why not protect the land completely? This is just my own fault. The eclipse that threatened this country was once contained, but the seal was not perfect. For five thousand years, the Eclipse was trying to get back here from its space-time prison.」


  「Huh……?」


  My eyes widened with surprise as Ten’s voice became much more serious.


  「Five thousand years ago I tried to repel the Eclipse that attacked Towa. But it quickly swallowed up nearly half the continent, so I had no other choice but to seal it away.」


  「Nectar and I guessed that your attribute is most probably time. If you can control the flow of time freely, that explains a whole lot. But still……」


  Some dragons have physical attributes. Like me, for example. But others manifest themselves as conceptual things, such as thoughts.


  If her hyper-speed movements were the result of her tinkering with time, small wonder I was unable to respond properly to her.


  Ten’s spiritual body must have escaped from the Eclipse by sending itself to a different time from this world’s.


  Then, because you are in a completely different flow of time, access to this world should be extremely troublesome, but to be able to act freely without any input lag was amazing in its own right.


  「Uwah, so you noticed?」


  Saying that, Ten smiled in a sad way as she let out a small sigh.


  The next moment, her golden eyes glowed brightly as she continued.


  「We call it seal, but what it actually does is just preventing the Eclipse from manifesting in this time as well. It was obvious for me that one day the Eclipse would be able to break through and flood this time as well. So I decided to train my children. Until they gained the power to overcome something that cannot be overcome via any normal means.」


  Its power and strength were overwhelming.


  「Youmas are one of the methods I came up with. They can swallow up the traces of Eclipse up to some extent. But they are too dangerous for them to always be here, so my children need to dispatch them. They make them stay always vigilant. In addition, we would periodically loosen the seal. The goal was to eliminate the Eclipse little by little, trace after trace. All so that my children could survive.」


  There was no change to Ten’s voice, but I could say that she was clearly distressed.


  Pampering someone with unconditioned love is not kindness.


  Perhaps the reason why the Shrine god is a dragon is because it cannot be relied upon in that regard.


  And since we cannot rely on the Gods for every single little thing, we must take matters in our own hands and do things ourselves.


  I would really like to do this in a different way, but since I can’t, the only thing I CAN do is to give it my best shot.


  And the moment I realized what shape the unnatural flow of leylines was forming, I was at a loss for words.


  Chapter 37: Dragon-san Gets a Glimpse of the Truth


  While we walk, Ten was talking non-stop.


  「You see, the ‘seal’ that I produce can only stay in effect for about a few hundreds of years. And if I don’t renew the seal, Towa would be eaten away by ‘Eclipse’. And since the moment I lost my physical body, I also lost my means of interacting with the world on my own. I was truly desperate. After all, I am a dragon, one of the most powerful beings in the entire world. So I was wandering if there was something I could do to protect the people for more than just a few hundreds of years.」


  Ten, who was clenching her fists all this time, finally relaxed a little bit.


  「But, you see, it’s just as my children are saying. If I needed a physical form, I could just hijack one of the Shrine Maiden’s bodies. Now, you may probably wonder what exactly is a Head Shrine Maiden? They are basically my spare bodies for when the time comes for me to seal away the ‘Eclipse’ and renew the seal.」


  At that time, Ten looked as though she was filled with remorse and grief, but soon enough she went back to her usual resolve of steel kind of look.


  「Some of my children here aren’t compatible with me, and some of them happen to have low aptitude for magic. But even so, they can still serve the purpose of re-sealing the ‘Eclipse’ just fine. It is by their noble sacrifice that I’ve been able to protect this land up until now. In the first place, that technique of demons and humans making covenants, it was also my idea.」


  「Still, there is no way that having a dragon spirit inside of your body won’t have any bad side effects.」


  I also understand that it was the same kind of technique that Mikoto was using.


  After fusing herself with Kyle, the Thunder Demon, she fell to the ground, exhausted, even though she herself didn’t use that much magic to begin with.


  Small wonder, since in fact she was using the kind of magic that greatly exceeded her own capacity. Pretty much everyone would be exhausted after something like that.


  No matter how compatible you may be, what else could happen when you use up all of the magic that circulates through your body?


  「Yeah. That’s about right.」


  Ten nodded her head while also frowning her brow just a little bit.


  「Truly. These girls are way too good for their own good. And they are all but aware of their role once they come here to Taisha. Still, they say they all want to stay here and see this through. However, not many of them are left. It pains me greatly. I don’t want to end up being all alone.」


  Even though there was a smile on her face, she was shedding tears.


  Look at all that pain and regret.


  That is why I was able to understand. Ten was only accepting that method of action because there was no other solution at hand.


  「About Makkocchi. I would do anything for her, just to see her happy. That all that was to it. That is why I asked her to travel to the Western Continent. So that I could do my job properly.」


  Ten took a deep breath and stared at me, as though she was trying to penetrate me.


  「That is why I cannot simply disappear. Not until Towa is completely safe from the ‘Eclipse’s’ threat. Otherwise, it would be nothing more but to tarnish the memory of those who gave their lives to stop it.」


  Her will and determination was so strong that even I was able to feel it.


  She tried her hardest to change something, suffered because of it, cried in helplessness, by still she was adamant on going forward to achieve her goal.


  All for the sake of protecting her beloved Towa.


  She was a very strong person, but her struggle was very sad at the same time.


  But it also meant that for the sake of achieving her goals she didn’t intend to hold back.


  As if she knew what I was thinking, Ten spoke up again:


  「Now, the most important part: what exactly is ‘Eclipse’? To make a long story short, we can say that it is not something of this world.」


  It was a very simple, but a t he same time very clear answer.


  For a while, the only thing I could do was to stare at Ten in disbelief.


  She, on the other hand, looked as though she completely understood my reaction.


  「Unbelievable, isn’t it? Even though we dragons are something that far exceeds the concept of being off this world.」


  「I get it, but,」


  Dragons are creature that are created as something existing in this world, but also being outside of its frames.


  So we are aware of the things that are not available to normal creatures of this world, while I am also aware of the existence of other worlds, since I originally come from one such.


  This is the kind of knowledge that only someone who’s been reincarnated like me could know.


  However, it was a very strange thing indeed when someone else was there to confirm it.


  The other reason was because of the general knowledge about the world that only us dragons have.


  「Even though ‘Eclipse’ may not originate from this world, due to the world correction theory, once manifested here it shall adapt itself as magical power of this world…… Which should make it disappear. But in reality, something quite the opposite is happening and it erodes the surrounding reality instead. What an irony.」


  It seems that this world was still in the making, that is why the correction force was stronger here than anywhere else.


  It was the kind of force that adapted anything otherworldly to the state where it could be recognized by its new reality as something natural.


  Maybe that is the reason why my sould was changed into that of a dragon upon my reincarnation.


  Besides, there was something else that I wanted to know about ‘Eclipse’.


  「So where all that negativity tha oozes out of the ‘Eclipse’ is coming from?」


  All of those horrid emotions, I didn’t wanted to think that they were also coming from different worlds.


  I think that there was something more to it. Something much more sinister than that.


  To that, Ten had a really surprised face.


  「Feelings? What feelings? What are you talking about? Negativity?」


  「What do you mean, ‘what feelings’? Feelings like pain and grief and all of that.」


  Or loneliness.


  For a moment out there, Ten looks really puzzled, and then she just looks at me, with her golden eyes shining brightly.


  「…… That reminds, me, I never even asked you what your dragon name is. Could you tell me? 」


  Now that I think about it, I really didn’t even formally introduced myself to her.


  「It’s ‘Lava Enesceram Nocturnus Figura’.」


  As I had nothing against telling her that, once she heard my name, Ten’s mouth raised in a mysterious smile.


  「Night and Lava…… Ahh, now I see. That bastard. So we finally meet!」


  The expression on her face was that on a pure exhilaration, as if she wasn’t able to contain herself anymore.


  I have to admit, seeing her like that was something of a new experience to me.


  「I see! Yup. It’s a real pleasure. For me, but also for them.」


  It seems that Ten had no intention of explaining to me what exactly did she meant by that.


  「Say, Ten? Whatever was that supposed to mean?」


  When I tried to ask her that, Ten just looked at me again.


  It was the most serious stare that she gave me to date.


  「Say, Lava? Do you want to save the world?」


  When she suddenly asked me a question like that, I initially thought she was joking, but the look in her eyes was telling an entirely different story.


  While I was wondering what to answer her, Ten smiled at me.


  「You don’t have to answer me right away. It’s not like you’re going anywhere. So let us talk and then you can talk me your answer.」


  Suddenly, I could feel that the concentration of magic power around Ten was raising.


  「Let’s get started, then! First of all, let’s see how strong your magical power really is! At the same time, I would like to see just how resistant you are to ‘Eclipse’s’ influence! If you want to save the world, you need to be as strong as me, and maybe even stronger!」


  「Hey, aren’t you a little bit too aggressive!?」


  Ten said a lot of incomprehensible things, and then her body was coated with bright light.


  What turned up next, was a beautiful and uniquely shaped dragon that descended from the heavens, brimming with magical power.


  However, it was a completely different kind of dragon from me or Vaas-senpai.


  Its body was quite long and resembled that of a snake, with bunches of fur the same color as its hair growing in various places of its body.


  Its head resembled that of a crocodile, with a pair of intricate horns growing out of it, giving it a really noble look.


  The dragon looked down onto me and its golden eyes shined with joy.


  「Fufufu. You are on my turf here. Because of that, I can easily take my old form! Come on now, Lava! Play with your Senpai for a bit!」


  When she was saying it like that, I didn’t really had much of a choice here!


  So I turned around and started running away from the laughing dragon, looking for some kind of exit somewhere, anywhere!


  Let me tell you this for now! I’m no match for her right now!


  That is why I pulled out my wings while still being in my human form, trying the best that I could to escape from her.


  I could feel my whole body becoming scared.


  It was even filling up my heart, making me even more scared than ever before.


  Looking behind me, I can see the altar in the middle of the area glowing and shaking, surrounded by the seven glowing tori gates. With each passing second, the gates were emitting more and more magical energy, and the altar was shaking even more.


  Once the tori gates reached the critical point of magic emission, the altar broke apart.


  At that moment, a gust of white fog started to ooze out from the cracks.


  As I flew even higher, I could see the fog convert in one place, whirling and swirling, forming some kind of shape.


  It was as if the ‘Eclipse’ was trying to take a humanoid shape.


  However, the scale of that creature was even bigger than everything else that I have seen so far, and what was even more frustrating was the fact that this shape was starting to look exactly like the green dragon that was flying around.


  Finally, the long, white fog dragon notices me with its white, foggy eyes.


  「……––––!! ––––……!!」


  I was wondering how it was going to roar at me with a body made out of fog like that, but then the white fog started to ooze out of its mouth.


  「「Wooooooaaaaaahhhhhh!?!?」」


  I folded my wings and flew downwards, and when I saw the green dragon catching up to me, I protested with all my might.


  「What the fuck!? Why the fuck would you even create such a thing!? And why the fuck is it chasing me like that!?」


  「It’s a misunderstanding! One big misunderstanding! It’s nothing like that. The only thing I can do is to loosen the seal just a little bit, not force the ‘Eclipse’ to take any kind of shape in particular! Did you really think I was the one who created that!?」


  Certainly, I felt as though Ten was screaming something at the same time I did just a moment ago, but it was really hard to believe that something she herself created would attack us just like that. Ten was also getting closer to me with each passing second.


  I felt nauseous for some reason, and then both Ten and I simultaneously dodged to the sides.


  In the meantime, a huge wave of magic passed right through the space where we were at just a moment ago.
 The white dragon then lands on the one side of the altar, reducing it to ashes.


  It seems that it needed to settle down for a bit after staying in the air for a prolonged period of time.


  Seeing that made my face turn pale.


  「Then why the hell does it look exactly like you, huh!? And did that dragon used a freaking magic just now!?」


  「Um, ummm, this is……」


  Said Ten with her golden eyes going all over the place.


  「To tell you the truth, when I sealed the ‘Eclipse’ off, it managed to absorb some of my power. I thought that this thing might have disappeared long ago, but since that space is mostly devoid of the flow of time, it must have survived in there. Maybe it managed to assimilate with my power and made it its own.」


  She continued speaking, and I could see cold sweat running along her green, draconic face.


  「And since I thought it would be dead, I basically threw it out of my memory. So maybe it is able to use magic because of my power still being inside of it? And maybe it got activated all at once because I woke it up so suddenly?」


  That sounded pretty plausible. After all, dragons are the strongest entities in the entire world.


  We have our automatic interception mode and we could use magic in that mode, so maybe it truly was just that in the working here.


  But that would also mean that it was acting completely autonomous from the rest of ‘Eclipse’.


  「So basically it’s all your goddamn faaaaaaauuuuuulllllltttttt!!!!!!!!!」


  「I’m soooo sooooooooorrrrrrrrryyyyyyyyy!!!!!!!!!」


  While I kept on screaming with the white fog dragon shooting magic at as in the background, Ten began to apologize with tears filling her eyes.


  Chapter 38: Dragon-san and Those You Want to Protect


  There was a WHOLE lot of things that I wanted to say about that stupid dragon Ten right beside me, but first, let us resolve the situation we have at hand.


  Realizing the threat and the severity of the situation, I revert back into my original dragon form.


  Fortunately enough, since this space was brimming with magic, it shouldn’t be too hard to cast any high level spells, as well as casting the barriers that would protect us from ‘Eclipse’s’ destructive influence.


  「Become the raging fire of creation that protect me from ruin!」


  The spell creates a cloud of smoldering fire right in front of me and lunches itself at the fog dragon.


  It was a new and original spell that I came up with in order to fight ‘Eclipse’, so it should be quite effective against that dragon.


  …… At least that’s what I thought. For when the white dragon saw the cloud of fire coming right at him, there was a sign of magic being activated and the space right in front of it distorted.


  As a result, my cloud of flames disappears without a trace.


  Uwah!?


  Soon after that, the white dragon resumes its chase, its fog body slithering just like that of a snake.


  It was somehow reassuring that it wasn’t going to attack us right off the bat, but it was also disturbing that it managed to erase my spell without a problem.


  For a moment out there I thought it got obliterated just like every other victim of ‘Eclipse’, but something felt strange here.


  It looked as though the flames vanished before they even managed to make contact wit the dragon.


  「Uwah!?」


  This time around the rampaging dragon focused on chasing down Ten, but when she dodged its fangs and disappeared somewhere, it went straight after me again.


  It seems that it had no sense of self and its surroundings, going after the first thing that acted hostile towards it.


  No, it would be beyond scary it that would be the case.


  「Hueeeh, it’s dangerous, it’s freaking dangerous!」


  While I mutter that to myself, I can hear Ten reappearing right next to me.


  「What the hell!? It made the magic disappear!」


  「It looks that way to me. The time around it must be distorted as well, that is why the magic disappears before it can reach it. That me for you!」


  「Could you spare me the self-praises for now!?」


  「I get it! I get it already!」


  I screamed at her again and Ten reflected on her action, but at the same time I could feel a message coming to me.


  It was coming from Nectar. I thought it should be impossible with Taisha being in a whole different dimension, but thanks to the dense magic around here the connection must have become successful.


  “We’re in trouble here! The reports are flooding in that the Innocent Chaos has been spotted appearing all over the country!”


  「What did you just say!?」


  「What’s happening!?」


  I shout loud, and Ten becomes restless seeing my expression.


  When I quickly told her what was going on, I swear I could see all colors drain from her face.


  “The Innocent Chaos appears outside of Taisha as well!?”


  “Yeah, that’s right. Although they appear mostly around the forbidden zones and Taisha’s branch offices. Currently, Shrine Maidens and Guardians are doing their best together with the demons to stop them.”


  “……!! Can you patch me through to every Shrine Maiden in the field right now!? There’s something I must say to all of them! Twenty eight and still raising? Is the strength of the gates insufficient!? You must aid them in strengthening them at all cost!”


  Ten told all of that to Nectar in a fit of panic, and when the scope of the narrative was widened, she spoke to her every follower in Towa.


  “My children, can all of you hear me? The seal upon the ‘Eclipse’ has been loosened. I repeat, the seal upon ‘Eclipse’ has been loosened! Taisha is no longer safe. Proceed to the main gate and evacuate immediately!”


  Since I was also connected to this conversation, I could hear countless replies coming fro mthe Shrine Maidens all over.


  However, the fog dragon noticed that as well.


  It flies high into the air, readying its fog for another devastating attack.


  「Become the shield that protects me from the dangers of the world!」


  I managed to erect a barrier in time, one that prevented the fog’s devastating effects.


  「Ten-san, how strong is your resistance to ‘Eclipse’s’ effect!!?」


  」About the same as for other demons!」


  In other words, prolonged contact with the fog was sure to make her disappear.


  I could already see a sea of mist clouding my vision, and so I decided to fly higher to avoid it.


  All around me, I could hear the squeaking noises coming from another spaces.


  Thinking that the ‘Eclipse’ somehow managed to affect other spaces as well, I could see Ten shedding her dragon form and becoming human again.


  「Jump!」


  While she shounted like that, her clothes began to glow and something strange was erected all over Taisha.


  Looking behind me, the fog dragon was nowhere to be found. However, fear was still holding a firm grasp over my heart.


  「Where is that damn dragon!?」


  I just temporarily sealed it off with a wall. There’s a completely different space between us and it, but if enough fog is accumulated, it will eventually break through. Before that happens, we must evacuate everyone!」


  On that we could both agree.


  While still feeling a little bit anxious, I came down to the Shrine Maiden that began to gather around on the square in front of the main gate.


  *********


  The Shrine Maidens were quick on their actions.


  They gathered quickly in the square, had no unnecessary luggage on them and there was peace and order among them.


  Even when they were approached by an unfamiliar dragon, they weren’t panicking. They only seemed to be surprised just a little bit.


  When I saw Kyle in the crowd I approached him, but then I saw that Mikoto and Makoto were arguing about something.


  No, I get a feeling that it was more of a one-sided discussion really, looking at how Makoto shook her head silently at Mikoto, whose fur was all standing up in a fit of anger.


  I changed back into my human form, and at that time Mikoto let out a hopeless scream.


  「Why!? Why do you insist on staying here, Onee-chan!? Why can’t you evacuate like anybody else!?」


  「You know that I just cannot do that.」


  After telling Mikoto that in an apologetic tone, Makoto saw Kyle and I and bowed down to us.


  Her expression was so calm and composed that it seemed almost out of this world, as she lets out a small sigh.


  I give Kyle a look, and he told me softly.


  「Aru went on ahead. Nectar should be already taking care of him. However, our little Mikoto is currently having a hard time with her sister.」


  「Thank you.」


  「Wait, just a moment!」


  Together with Kyle we went towards the sisters. It seems that Makoto didn’t wanted to leave here, as long as there were still people who needed help.


  I was glad that Aru was away in a safe place, but then I also remembered the reason why Makoto was so adamant on staying here.


  As we approached them, Makoto turned towards Ten and asked:


  「Ten. Please tell me our current situation.」


  「First of all, the seal has been loosened, and the ‘Eclipse’ that’s been stored there took over my shape. For the moment, I managed to contain it in another dimension. With that, the balance of magic was distorted, which resulted in creation of many black and white youmas. Like that, we cannot possibly hope to seal it all away.」


  「That means you need to form a new seal from scratch.」


  「…… Yeah. That’s right.」


  Said Ten while smiling bitterly and Makoto placed her hands on top of her chest.


  「If that’s the case, then please use my body. Let us make a new pillar right here and right now.」


  According to their words, the atmosphere between them was warm and welcoming, just like it should be between a pair of old friends.


  Guess that means they were done with saying their goodbyes.


  However, Mikoto wouldn’t have it as she didn’t say her last word.


  Mikoto rushed to Makoto’s side, her face looking as though she was about to cry.


  「Why!? Why are you like that!? Onee-chan! Why do you accept your fate just like that!? If you accept to go through with it, Onee-chan, you’re going to……」


  Mikoto was still trying to persuade Makoto, but deep down inside I believe she already knew what kind of fate the world had in store for her sister.


  Makoto opened her eyes just a little bit, and you could see an incredible love emanating from those eyes. But then, she narrowed them again.


  「I am the Head Shrine Maiden. And the Head Shrine Maiden’s duty is to accept Ten and help her at all cost if need be. Unless I do that, the whole of Towa is going to die.」


  「!!!」


  I may have not known her for all that long, however, even I was surprised just how easily she accepted her role in restoring the seal. She must have really trusted Ten deeply.


  Just then, several screen-like objects appeared in the air and started to project some sort of images.


  Those were the images of Towa, currently being ravaged by monsters created out of the white fog.


  Those were all live footages. I couldn’t believe that it was all far worse than the situation we had at Melias.


  While Mikoto was looking at the images in shock, Ten said to her:


  「Just from this alone, you can probably tell that the situation is not good right now. We simply lack the manpower to keep up with the pace at which the white youmas are appearing. That is why we need to rebuild the seal again. You’re a Shrine Maiden as well, you must know that.」


  Mikoto was speechless, and Makoto smiled softly at her.


  「If my sacrifice can help to maintain the peace in Towa and make it possible for you to be safe, that’s more than enough for me. That’s just how important you are to me.」


  When she said that, Mikoto’s ears clapped down.


  Seemingly having her understand, Makoto let out a sight filled with sadness, but also with relief.


  Seeing that Mikoto was about to cry, Makoto went closer to her and tried to hug her tightly.


  But before she could put her arms around her, Mikoto took a step back.


  Wearing a Shrine Maiden uniform, she truly looked just like a child right now.


  「…… No, I don’t want that.」


  Mikoto stares into her redden eyes.


  Tears began to drip down Mikoto’s cheeks as she shook her head just like a small child, crying uncontrollably.


  「I don’t want a peace that was brought by my sister having to sacrifice herself!」


  That outburst of emotions must have taken Makoto completely by surprise.


  Yes, that’s right. That’s not something you could convince someone to in just a moment or two.


  Surely, most people of Towa would understand that reasoning and feel happy that they were going to be saved from an imminent doom.


  However, it was a completely different story when it comes to family members. Peace and safety can never fill up the void that is created when one of your beloved ones is here no more.


  For the first time, Makoto’s expression shifted.


  How much tears she needed to shed to steel her resolve like that? How much she had to suffer and how much trouble did it cause for her?


  「Mikoto……」


  「Isn’t there, some other way? Something, anything at all……」


  While Mikoto was crying her eyes out and weeping, a huge figure appeared right behind her.


  「Well said indeed, young Miss Amagi.」


  It was none other than Mikado-san, without his Emperor headwear and in his clothes all in tatters.


  Chapter 39: Dragon-san Opposes


  As Mikado-san drew closer, I couldn’t contain my surprise.


  「You, weren’t you supposed to go back to Towa!?」


  「I wanted to, but at the same time I thought to myself that I would never have another opportunity to talk to the Taisha’s deity like that. So I just went back to give them some basic instructions and jumped back in.」


  Said Mikado-san, and then his brows frowned when he looked upon Ten.


  「God of Taisha, now I truly understand the meaning behind the Shrine Maidens. However, I still cannot condone to what you just said.」


  「Excuse me?」


  「We simply cannot allow you to go through with that plan.」


  Mikado-san paused for a second to look at the images projected on the screens in the air.


  「God, is this all the critical point you were talking about?」


  「That’s right. In the first place, the reason for establishing branch offices in the prohibited zones was because the seal is especially thing there. There’s the higher chance of Innocent Chaos appearing there.」


  「So in other words, it’s the same job as always. This might actually work out……」


  「What did you just say?」


  Asked Ten, after staying quiet for a moment, as if she was calculating something inside of her head. The look on her face was quite serious.


  「God of Taisha, this place is connected to every branch office via the gate, correct? If so, it is quite possible to travel to different locations from here. I shall send the Guardians and Shrine Maidens under my command to fight the white youmas where need be. So please open the gates for them!」


  「Say what!?」


  「I’ve already notified all Guardians and Shrine Maidens that have contracts with the demons to gather in the castle. Furthermore, although still experimental, we developed a temporary method that would allow others to forge contracts with the demons for the sake of fighting white youmas. If we count Taisha’s Shrine Maiden among our forces, we might still stand a chance!」


  Ten was seemingly taken aback by Mikado-san’s strong response.


  Looking behind Mikado-san’s back, his tail was wagging in excitement.


  That’s right. It was a strong resolve not to give up.


  However, Ten gave him a sharp look as she turned her back on him.


  「And? What are you going to do with my Shrine Maidens in such a short time? The Innocent Chaos that I sealed away is enormous. Surely you cannot hope to slay something that even I wasn’t able to slay five thousand years ago, right?」


  Ten said so in a calm manner, but I could see overwhelming sadness in her eyes.


  Mikado-san must have anticipated that, for he just said:


  「But we still need to try, right? And if that doesn’t work, we just have to find another solution.」


  「That’s right. Instead of resealing the damn thing, I might lend you my power –––– That way, you just might be able to kill the beast.」


  「Eh……」


  Hearing that, I opened my eyes wide in astonishment.


  「I am a dragon. Because I am made entirely out of magic, you can use me without having to worry about my magic reserves running out. And from what I can tell, you might make even better use out of me than Makoto did. …… That being said, Ten-san, that dragon is the irregular version of you, right? So, can we do this in the same way we’ve been going at it until now?」


  「…… This, this is,」


  Ten turned her eyes away, but her suspicious behavior was telling me I was on the money there.


  「Ten-san, it is true that thanks to you I’ve been in a whole bunch of trouble, but we simply cannot allow that ‘Eclpse’ dragon to roam free, for the sake of Sen-san, Mikoto and all Towa citizens. So, in order to get it done, we shall cooperate with you.」


  「Does that mean, that you’ll help me?」


  Ten asked that, and I answered while folding my arms on my chest.


  「Earlier, you were saying something about ‘Eclipse’ and a time five thousand years ago.」


  Also, whatever did she mean by that ‘Do you want to save the world?’ question earlier?


  「You see, this might be the opportunity we’ve been all waiting for. This dragon is the source of the most ‘Eclipse’ out there right now, their ‘root’ of sorts. If we manage to beat it, most of the Innocent Chaos should disappear. That would solve the problem for now.」


  「So, do you have any suggestion what should we do?」


  For the time being, I glanced over everyone present, hoping that someone might come up with an idea.


  「So, for the time being, we can safely assume that sacrificing Makoto is going to be our last resort should everything else fail.」


  「I, I……」


  Makoto, seemingly at a loss to how to react, Makoto looked at Mikoto with her red eyes wet with tears that were about ready to overflow.


  Mikoto wiped her own tears from her eyes, which were now filled with nothing but sheer determination.


  「I am also a Shrine Maiden. I should be able to make a contract as well. So, I can also be the shield that shall protect Towa and its people. I won’t let Onee-chan bear this burden all on her own.」


  「……!!!」


  Then, seeing as Mikoto stood up right next to Kyle, ready to put her own life on the line, she couldn’t take it anymore and her mask crumbled away.


  While looking at the exchange that happened between Mikoto and Makoto, Mikado-san turned to Ten.


  「I now realize just to what lengths you needed to go to protect this land together with your Shrine Maidens. –––– However. People won’t stand in one place forever.」


  After saying that, Mikado-san let out a small sigh and then laughed wholeheartedly.


  「I think that you think very little of the people of Towa!」


  Overwhelmed by that reaction, Ten brought her hand to her face and looked towards the sky, trying to hold in all the emotions that were raging inside of her right now.


  「Ohhh…… Sheesh. This, this is why I love you guys so much!」


  Her voice right now sounded as if she was about to cry right here right now.


  However, in the next moment she looked at us with fire in her eyes, looking about ready to go.


  「Let’s kick that five thousand years old monster to the curb! Do you guys have any suggestions? Anything at all?」


  *********


  What we previously suggested to Mikado-san, was the temporal contracts between humans and demons.


  We needed every bit of help we could get to defeat the ‘Eclipse’, but the nature of the demonic contracts and their burden were proving to get in the way of that. That is why so few people were ready to make them.


  However, demons were more or less imperative to Towa’s survival, and without them, people wouldn’t be able to withstand the ‘Eclipse’s’ destructive force.


  So we proposed the temporary contract method to beat the ‘Eclipse’ and warm the people to the demons at the same time.


  As for the catalysts, we were using the leaves that were falling off of Nectar’s spirit tree branch staff, since otherwise those leaves are pretty much useless.


  Of course, since this covenant was way lighter than the one that bounded the soul to the demon, humans could use magic as a result, and demons didn’t receive any life force in return. Even the increase in physical abilities for humans was somewhat miserable.


  Even so, it was still enough to fight off the ‘Eclipse’. The Guardians slashed them with their weapons, demons blasted them away with magic and the Shrine Maidens protected everyone with their barriers.


  However, it was something that was going directly against the idea of deep mutual friendship between Towa people and the demons.


  Still, as a result of our campaign, for the moment, about eighty percent of Towa demons had contracts forged with humans, be it the Guardians or the Shrine Maidens.


  And since the overall number of demons in Towa was pretty enormous to begin with, with eighty percent of them having established the contracts, it was more than enough to cover every single one of Taisha’s branch offices.


  And I personally think that’s great.


  Because even if only temporarily, the demons chose to ally themselves with those who they were always consider to be weaker.


  So even demons were able to change their ways, given enough time or the direness of the situation.


  Currently, what Ten has been working towards for the last five thousand years was now coming to fruition.


  Then, as Ten watched from above, people and demons were being send to different locations around the country to fight against ‘Eclipse’. Together. Honestly, it was really impressive of a spectacle to watch.


  *********


  After a while the barrier around Taisha started to weaken, and cracks began to appear in the sky.


  Before that happened, Makoto and the rest of Taisha Shrine Maidens managed to successfully open the gates and guide all of the Guardians and demons to their respective fields where they began hunting down white youmas.


  However, because of that the passage to Taisha was pretty much occupied, and under the influence of ‘Eclipse’ some of its parts began to weaken.


  I was doing my best to keep the damages to a bare minimum, but before long I saw a figure with fair hair with red ends emerging out of the gateway, at the same time slamming his staff to the ground.


  Quickly chanting the spell, a strong anti-‘Eclipse’ barrier was erected all around the gate, protecting it from any further damages.


  It was Nectar who came out of the portal, a figure that none of us didn’t anticipate to actually show up.


  「Nectar!? I thought you were supposed to support establishing temporary contracts with the demons! And what about the gate!?」


  「I left them enough tree leaves to have that covered, and I passed the gate control to another Shrine Maiden. Besides, if you were staying here, how would you intend to return to the other side after defeating the ‘Eclipse’? We must also consider the possibility that there will be no magic left here once we’re done.」


  Although Nectar said all of those things in a rapid succession and with a steep expression, I could tell from the look in his eyes that he was worried sick about me.


  Ten, a ancient dragon that seemed drunk on her own power at the time…… Nectar must have thought that she was going to try something with me after we defeated the ‘Eclipse’.


  「…… Are you mad, by any chance?」


  「I’m not angry. However, even though I was sure that you were going to get rid of the ‘Eclipse’, I was regretting the fact that I wouldn’t be there to support you.」


  Nectar muttered that more to himself than to anyone in particular, but I could already feel something in my heart was melting.


  After all, he still looked pretty much embarrassed about admitting that.


  「So, please let me do whatever it is I can do to support you in your fight!」


  Next to Nectar, Makoto bowed down deeply in a Towa fashion, and then smiled gently.


  「Although my role may have been changed, I still want to do my very best in order to protect Towa.」


  Her expression was really complicated at that moment, but it seemed genuine enough to me.


  Finally, the cracks in the sky became so big that the white fog began to seep right through them.


  But even in the face of such danger, I could feel my heart being filled with pleasant warmth.


  Even in the face of overflowing ‘Eclipse’, Nactar and Makoto’s resolve did not waver a bit.


  There was nothing more reliable than comrades like that.


  Kyle, Mikoto, Ligurila and Senjiro…… They were all going into battle as well.


  I know that Nectar also wanted to use his power to help, not just stand at the side and watch the events unfold.


  It also seems that Ligurila and Senjiro made a proper contract.


  We left them all alone to their own devices, and I was really curios how was it going between them, but apparently the atmosphere about them has changed…… Especially when it comes to Ligurila.


  It like…… They calmed down a little, or that they got a little bit closer to one another.


  So when I heard that I said nothing, but inside I was all like: ‘Way to go!’ or ‘I’m rooting for you!’.


  Somehow, I also felt jealous about their relationship.


  I couldn’t really explain it all that well, but as long as Ligurila is happy, then everything was fine in my book.


  Wait just a moment, no, I definitely wanted to hear some juicy details about all that. I know that it was their own thing, but I just couldn’t help it but to be curios! Otherwise I wouldn’t be able to give them my blessing in peace!


  Oh well. The important thing here is that for now our backs are pretty much covered.


  Delighted to have such trustworthy companions, I tightened my expression and approached Nectar who was busy with maintaining the barrier, and kissed him softly to the cheek.


  「!!!」


  「I’m heading out. We shall continue with this after I get back.」


  I put my index finger to my lips and smile as to not disturb Nectar and his barrier. Still, it was satisfying to see just how red he turned on the face.


  「It’s a promise! We are definitely continuing this later!」


  I knew it, Nectar is so cute when he’s embarrassed.


  Uhaha, now I’m so excited!


  I get the feeling that I may have gone a little overboard with this, but I think that once in a while it is a completely worth to do so.


  「Geez, what a bunch of showoffs! But it’s fine, it’s fine, you can show off to me even more once we get this thing done.」


  「Now way, that one of the privileges of having a husband. Now come on, we don’t have time to lose!」


  Even though Ten looked like she wanted to say something more, she stopped herself from doing that and instead focused on the task at hand.


  Even though we couldn’t use our strongest spells for the moment, we needed to at least restore our connection to the dragon network.


  「Let’s go!」


  In that moment we hold our hands together and let our foreheads touch one another.


  Ten’s consciousness slips deep into my mind.


  Although she was merely spiritual body, her magical power was still overwhelming. Our egos mix for a moment before she manages to fix that, setting up a proper border for what’s to come.


  But it is pretty much obvious that a prolonged battle would do us no good.


  “It’s going to be a short but intense battle. Are you ready?”


  “Of course.”


  As we gazed at the fog dragon emerging from the cracks in the sky, we returned to our dragon forms.


  Chapter 40: The Spirit’s Heart Is Confused


  The spirit called Belga watched in silence through the window as the monster created from the white fog drifts from outside of the forest.


  This space here is a special space that her friend Palette created using her magical paintbrush.


  Pallet made sure that one of the doors in this place were connected to the land of Towa, and through the different windows you could easily gaze into other dimensions as well.


  Belga didn’t know why she was here.


  Lute once told her that even though her body may be no more, her abilities were still of use to him, and for Belga that was more than enough.


  Still, for Belga it was strange to be able to function even though her life already ended. She would walk around the mansion with Bastard, look at the paintings Palette has made and on rare occasions she would even talk with Lute.


  Her days were filled with calmness and happiness.


  However, there was this one time when Belga asked Lute what her exact purpose was.


  Belga was a spirit using a magical gun, and apparently her sole purpose was to defeat a certain someone.


  Together with Bastard and Palette, they were destroying lots of monsters, and every time they did a good job Lute would pat her head and praise her, which made her feel extremely happy.


  She realized that it was precisely because it was Lute who praised her that she was this happy.


  But still.


  “What are you thinking about?”


  Hearing a deep and noble voice speaking to her, Belga rose her face only to see Bastard approaching her. He looked like a true noble, a physique truly suited for his voice.


  Palette was busy with painting her paintings as always, and Lute was currently up to his own devices.


  Because other two were often busy, it was Bastard with who Belga talked the most in here, and it was always making her feel kind of relived to do so.


  As always, he had that huge sword of his hanging from his back, and his eyes were filled with intelligence when he looked at her.


  Feeling the pressure of those eyes of his, Belga looks down and fails to answer.


  Even so, Bastard looked out the window, gazing on the same sight that Belga was seeing.


  「Do you want to help the people out there?」


  As Bastard saw right through her intentions, Belga’s shoulders shuddered, but she still shook her head.


  「Lute decided to not intervene outside, because outside is filled with our enemies. There’s no way to help them now.」


  「Enemy……? Ahh, you mean the monsters we encountered in the dungeon?」


  Even though Bastard did not answer her, Belga realized that she said too much and her cheeks started burning as a result.


  Seeing the hordes of monsters marching through the land…… Belga was feeling restless and uneasy for some reason.


  It was only natural to feel that way. Because thanks to Lute, Belga knew exactly what was going on.


  However, once she saw the monsters that they encountered in the dungeon that one time, her restlessness grew to even bigger heights.


  She didn’t know this feeling. She shouldn’t know this feeling.


  And yet, she was somehow filled with anticipation.


  It was impossible for her to hold that feeling back.


  Because these monsters were the enemies, and they enemy must be destroyed.


  Lute himself told her that this was the exact reason what her gun was for. This is the way it should be.


  But since she was unable to go outside and fulfill her purpose, Belga could only sit around and try to endure this feeling that was squeezing her chest so much that she thought it might crush her.


  「Belga.」


  As she heard the familiar voice, Belga raised her face again only to see a young man with fair hair with a lute hanging on his back.


  「Lute! Welcome back!」


  Just because she saw Lute right now, her mind felt lighter and that tightness in her heart subsided a little bit.


  Belga went to greet Lute, but came to a halt once she realized that the expression on his face was rather complex.


  「Lute?」


  「Is it bothering you?」


  Lute gazed at Belga, and even though he didn’t seem angry, Belga’s shoulders shuddered uncontrollably.


  Lute then gazed through the same window as them, and for a moment out there, a pained expression danced on his face.


  「I told you that you were awakened as a spirit in order to help me realize my dreams, right?」


  Hearing that Belga nods her head, as it was exactly the reason why she was here in the first place.


  She nodded again, as if to confirm that fact to herself.


  「But other than that, you are basically free to do as you see fit……」


  As he raised his face and looked at her, Belga felt confused. Lute was neither laughing nor was he angry.


  「B, but……」


  「Would you like Palette to draw something for you before you go? Just please don’t forget your key. Without it you won’t be able to go back, and that could be a problem.」


  After he said that, Lute turned away and was already leaving the room.


  He didn’t forbade her from going out there.


  She didn’t know anyone else. Lute was the only one to who she sworn her gun to.


  She didn’t know. She just didn’t know anymore.


  「Belga!」


  She couldn’t get that voice out of her head.


  Before she even noticed, she was already opening the window that was in front of her.


  After confirming that Belga jumped out of the window and was no longer here, Lute mumbled to himself.


  「Because I only erased your memory.」


  He had no right to stop her. It was the only thing he could to silence that burning sense of regret inside of his conscience.


  「You are surprisingly sentimental.」


  Lute raised his head and saw Bastard, a huge spirit with an even larger sword hanging from his back.


  「Does that make you resent me?」


  「I feel as though there may have been some things that were chaining me down deep inside of my memory. But now, when I managed to forget them all, I feel as though I finally found my inner peace.」


  「…… I see.」


  「My sword is yours to command. So use me however you see fit.」


  For some reason Lute felt irritated by that statement and couldn’t bring himself to look at Bastard.


  「As soon as this affair is over, I’ll be ready to move out. But I’m not so sure about the girl. It seems that she still retains some sort of connection with her past.」


  That’s right. It needed to be stopped.


  After all, attachments from your previous life were nothing more but a distraction.


  After being awakened by Lute as a spirit, Belga was molded into being a perfect vessel for fighting the ‘Eclipse’.


  Being able to attack them from distance, she was much more suited for fighting against them than demons who needed to get up close and personal with them.


  The place to which Belga jumped was Taisha’s branch office, one that was situated near the capital city of Towa.


  It would be good if she didn’t wondered into one o that dragon’s companions.


  At that moment, it wasn’t the face of that black-haired woman that came to Lute’s mind, but rather an image of the young dragon child.


  He might turn out to be useful to him in the future.


  「I need to talk to Palette. Let’s go.」


  「Understood.」


  Lute quickly composed himself and together with Bastard they went ot the room where Palette should be.


  *********


  Kyle went to one of the prohibited zones together with Mikoto.


  It seems that this area had something called ‘shintai’, or a God’s relic, in it, an object that served as one of the cornerstones of the entire barrier.


  As long as that relic stays intact, the barrier shall not be broken and ‘Eclipse’s’ destructive influence won’t spill out outside of the prohibited zone.


  However, the area itself had already been flooded with various ‘Eclipse’ monsters, who were destroying houses and killing anything that was alive in the vicinity.


  So the ultimate task of every other Guardian and Shrine Maiden here was to protect Taisha’s branch office. Just that.


  To Kyle’s understanding, they only needed to hold out until Lava and Ten manages to bring down that huge white dragon inside of Taisha.


  The branch office at their current location was situated in the mountains, and although the terrain here was treacherous, it served as a sort of a natural fortification for the branch office. It wouldn’t be taken that easily.


  Perhaps it was built in such location with this exact situation in mind.


  Kyle, who only saw the ‘Eclipse’ monsters inside of the Melias dungeon, saw the white mist monsters in their natural form for the first time. They were similar to the monsters of the Western continent, but at the same time they felt much more chaotic and dangerous.


  However, taking the terrain and the presence of demons into consideration, it was safe to assume that this place was relatively safe.


  「Mikoto, they are coming from the front and to your right.」


  「Understood.」


  Mikoto responds swiftly and shakes the lightning staff that she borrowed from Taisha’s headquarters.


  Threads of lightning shoot out of the staff and strike the approaching white youmas, scattering them about.


  「All, done!」


  Says Mikoto with satisfaction in her voice. Her usually golden hair and fur now had traces of brown mixed in them.


  It was the proof that at that moment she was wielding demonic powers as part of her own.


  Although Mikoto and Kyle’s contract was somewhat different from the ones usually made in this country, there was no need for them to change it in any kind of way, since it was more than enough to combat the approaching ‘Eclipse’.


  When she first saw the monsters approaching them, Mikoto grasped firmly on her staff and concentrated, but her face turned as white as the sheet.


  Even though she wasn’t alone, the actual combat must have been scary.


  Still, she was doing her best to fight back, standing brave in her place and not backing down even a single step.


  Although Mikoto certainly had potential, she was no different from any other recruit in terms of combat experience.


  …… Honestly speaking, Kyle felt it was unfair and overwhelming to force girls Mikoto’s age to take part in something as terrifying as this.


  That it why it was his duty as her elder to guide her properly and make sure that she would survive this battle, to live to see another day and to hone her own skills as a fighter.


  「I know that much. White youmas may be scary, but as long as we keep them at distance with using magic, they are no different from any other monster out there. So you can compensate your lack of experience with actual magic skill.」


  「!!!」


  「It’s okay. We can do this. Now, let’s give it our best!」


  Mikoto raises her staff again, this time around mixing the surrounding magic with her own spell as well, letting the memories of old days guide her.


  Then she shapes the memories into magic, both thunder and wind, and she throws the raging sphere of magic towards the white youmas, right in the middle of their most dense formation.


  It seems that the nature of white youmas was the same as other monsters and demons, in a sense that they were gathering around the stronger ones.


  Therefore the white youmas continued to push forward without hesitation, running right into the Guardians and demons protecting the branch office.


  They should be fine for as long as Mikoto continues to strike the large groups with her magic, eliminating the leaders and sending the small fries into disarray.


  But their situation was tougher than anyone would have thought.


  Of course there were other demons and Guardians here currently in combat with ‘Eclipse’, but they were lacking in coordination when it comes to their actions.


  The cause was likely that their contracts were brand new and they didn’t have the time to familiarize with one another.


  Because of that, even the demons with contracts were forced to manifest in physical forms.


  Although physical manifestation was part of the new contract’s side effects, part of the reason for that was because demons had hard time adapting to the bodies of the contractors who weren’t all that compatible with magic in the first place.


  It was like throwing the untrained soldiers right into the fray of the fierce battle, but if they want to pull through somehow they would need to learn all of the small stuff on the go.


  Fortunately, because of the contracts none of the defenders was afflicted with ‘Eclipse’s’ eroding effects so far, and demons were getting used to their physical shells, but the real question was about the physical abilities of both of the sides.


  While the forest was giving them some sort of natural protection, that was it. And since there were also normal monsters mixed in with the white ones, there was no time for them to rest in between skirmishes.


  Because of that, Mikoto, who was more used to contract than the other, was staying at the very frontline of the battle.


  And as to be expected, after several continued skirmishes, Mikoto’s breath was becoming ragged and irregular.


  It was obvious that she wouldn’t be able to last for long.


  However, Kyle could very well see that even though Mikoto physical strength was waning, there was still fire burning inside of her eyes.


  She was still insisting on fighting at the frontlines, refusing to back away to the rear.


  So the least that Kyle could do right now was to try to keep her from overdoing it, and so far that strategy seemed to have worked out.


  Just then, Kyle noticed that he was smiling, and he quickly got rid of that expression from his face.


  Doing something like that in the middle of battle was dangerous, he could even die because of that! Distractions were truly a potent risk right now, especially since neither Nectar nor Belga were here to watch his back for him.


  Nectar was somewhere else. What’s more, they were surrounded with enemies whose every single attack could prove to be fatal.


  But even if he was unable to go all out against them, he needed to focus his effort on protecting his allies for as much as he could.


  「Kyle-san!」


  Mikoto shouted at Kyle, pointing towards a youma that’s been slithering its way through the battlefield with the movements of its long body, swiping every other monster aside.


  It was similar to a snake, but it was surely made out of the white fog.


  Also, there were a few fog monsters coming at them from the sky now.


  What’s worse, the assault of the ground youmas showed no signs of stopping anytime soon.


  If Nectar was here, he could have taken care of the flying ones with one of his long range spells.


  And if Belga was here…… No, it was pointless to think about that right now.


  With youmas flying that high in the air, was it possible for anyone here to actually attack them and kill them efficiently?


  It would be faster to take out the ground forces, that’s for sure.


  So, having no other choice, Kyle and Mikoto prepared themselves to intercept the white youmas coming at them at the ground, while also being on alert for any aerial assaults.


  One more person, it would be ideal to have just one more person here with them. One that specialized at long range combat. Without someone like that, they were doomed to die sooner or later.


  Just when Kyle was about ready to give instructions to Mikoto.


  「All at once!」


  There was a loud noise and in the next moment a tremendous amount of magical lights rained down onto the ground from above.


  The rain of magical bullets pierce through white youmas like they were nothing, and makes them disappear without a trace.


  As soon as he saw it, Kyle flew upwards with his magic.


  When he was at a considerable altitude, he raised his lightning-covered staff into the air and sent it plummeting to the ground with full force.


  With a loud noise, the rest of the ground white youmas were nowhere to be seen.


  Landing back onto the ground, Kyle gazed at the figure of a woman clad in black robes who descended to the ground some distance away from them.


  Without a shred of doubt, it was Belga, his dear late wife who he met again inside of the dungeon near Melias.


  After that day, he was looking everywhere for her, but was unsuccessful in finding any kinds of clues. He was even going to admit that she must have been an illusion and give up. With a storm of thought swirling inside of his head, Kyle was unable to say anything for a moment.


  Finally, she looked at him.


  「Bel……」


  「I don’t know who you are.」


  She said that with a tone as ice-cold as her stare, even though she must have known that they’ve met once before.


  Still, she raised her magic gun and shot it at the white youma that was still lurking about.


  「But I must defeat all of the enemies.」


  The moment Kyle saw that flame of determination in her eyes, Kyle’s chest was freed from all of the conflicting emotions.


  And so, Kyle would devote his efforts into taking out the youmas that remained on the ground, while Belga fired at the ones flying in the air.


  Thanks to her appearing like that, they managed to take down all of the youmas that remained here.


  Now, even though Kyle knew she didn’t remember him, he was still happy that Belga was here with him.


  「Aah. Let’s do this, Belga! Please watch my back!」


  「……!? Idiot! What the hell do you think you’re doing!?」


  Kyle pressed his back against Belga, who then looked as though she was severely shocked by that gesture, and started to swing her magic gun in a funny way.


  But, she was smiling at the same time.


  First things first, they needed to concentrate their effort on taking out the new waves of white youmas that was charging at them. The rest might come after that.


  Chapter 41: Dragon-san’s Struggle


  While I returned to my dragon form, I turned towards Ten and quickly asked her, seeing how the ‘Eclipse’ dragon was slowly descending from the cracks in the barrier.


  “The most annoying thing about this guy is its ability to bend space around itself. Ten, how are we going to deal with that?”


  “That is actually my specialty, so you would need to copy the exact things that I’m going to do. That is, if you are able to keep up with the process!”


  Ten must have scanned me to see my capability for casting magic, and then whistled shortly in admiration.


  I honestly think that my magic processing speed is quite fast, since in the past I was forced to cast powerful and complex spells one after another and I had little to no problem with that.


  But for Ten’s technique to be so wide? It was quite a shock for me.


  The ‘Eclipse’ dragon opened its mouth wide, and from inside of it I could feel numerous signs of magic. Then, it shot numerous small objects towards us.


  Magic projectiles, each the size of a baseball ball came raining down on us with tremendous speed.


  I initially used the same kind of barrier as I used in Melias dungeon to protect us, but eventually the magic projectiles managed to break through it and I felt an immense amount of pain spreading through me.


  “Are you okay? The ‘Eclipse’ also influences the mind, so please do well to remember that. It can also start affecting you if its density increases, so rather than tanking it with a barrier it is best to avoid it entirely.”


  You should have said so earlier! Still, I lifted the barrier and doged to the side, trying to avoid the rain of projectiles that was falling onto us.


  I technically could have used the same thing that Ten and that dragon were using to erase the projectiles right before they were about to hit me, but since space-time wasn’t really my forte I preferred not to do that, since I wasn’t sure if I’ll be able to get the timing right.


  As a result, I managed to avoid some of the projectiles, but others came crashing right into my inner shield that I erected around my body.


  Still, it wasn’t good to just let them hit me like that.


  The ‘Eclipse’ dragon kept on shooting these projectiles one after another without stopping, but even so, Ten wasn’t hit by any of them so far!


  Uwah, it’s like she wasn’t scared of that thing in the slightest!


  “Just try to endure it for some more. Now that I have see it enough times, I’m pretty sure I can get the timing right. I will also try to put the most of my magic into my next spell, to see if I can do something about this dragon’s space-bending ability!”


  Ten says something like that as if it was no big deal, but she soon shares with me the concept of what she was about to do. It was a schematic of a large magic cancelation field that was supposed to take its effects in real time.


  While I was overviewing that, I could see something strange at the very corner of my field of view. Looking towards that something, I could see a huge whirlpool of distorted space beginning to gather around the ‘Eclipse’ dragon.


  Uwah, amazing! Was it all the distorted space? …… Hm?


  “Hey, is it ijust me, or is that dragon grew bigger than it was before!?”


  „Maybe he assimilated all of the surrounding fog just so it could grow stronger. I can certainly imagine it doing that!”


  We ascended to the skies above Taisha, where we thought it would be easier to avoid the incoming missiles as well as the ‘Eclipse’ fog.


  But just then my tail hit the space-time distortion and suddenly it becomes as heavy as a rock.


  “Uwah!?”


  When I realized that it was trying to pull me in I became distressed, and just then a whole lot of small ‘Eclipse’ monsters attacked me, coming at me from all over the sky.


  I quickly cast the spell in order to protect myself.


  「Become the raging fire that incinerates my enemies!」


  But just before I cast my spell Ten came to my rescue, creating a firestorm that swarmed all over the ‘Eclipse’ monsters, burning them to nothingness, although its effect was slightly delayed by the space-time distortion.


  Then, the magic that was taking hold over my tail suddenly subsided.


  Once I flew higher and got out of its reach, I could finally let out a sigh of relief.


  Although the space-time distortion was neutralized by Ten’s spell, it was like trying to cast multiple different spells at the same time. If we keep on doing that, our defenses against ‘Eclipse’ fog are sure to become weaker in no time.


  Oh well, it wasn’t all that different form being mowed down by the ‘Eclipse’ monsters, so it would be equally as bad.


  At that time, Ten conveyed a certain thought to me.


  “Say, Lava, aren’t you used to fighting against dragons?”


  “Ahh, yeah, there was this one time when my Senpais pinned me down and I tried to resist them, but it didn’t account to much.”


  At that time I couldn’t use my magic, so having to rely solely on brute strength I was quickly overwhelmed by them and defeated.


  As you could probably easily imagine, it was still frustrating to me, thinking about that.


  “…… Unexpected violence?”


  That evaluation wasn’t very pleasing.


  “We are really busy at the moment, so care to save that conversation for later?”


  “Yeah, I wanted to say the exact same thing.”


  As if to cheer me up, Ten showed me an image of her cuddling the tails and soft fur of every Shrine Maiden in here. It was a truly heartwarming scene.


  Wow, it looked so soft and fluffy.


  But, I had the reason to wrap this up quickly as well.


  Aaaah, geez! Now I wanted to cuddle my sweet Aru even more!


  Then, there was really one thing left to do here!


  So we flew even higher, accelerating this whole time.


  That ‘Eclipse’ dragon was a tough opponent.


  Once it found out that its attacks were not so effective, it switched their pattern to something much more deadly and quicker, focusing almost exclusively on me.


  I think it is because it also absorbed some of Ten’s memories and experiences, and because of that I almost wanted to cry while erecting protective barrier after protective barrier.


  I was really hard, constantly shooting magic at it while also maintaining the highest level of defensive barriers.


  No, that’s not it. Of course it was hard for me. Why wouldn’t it be? After all, for me it was the first time ever using some of them.


  “That’s my magic! It’s not yours!”


  “I know that!”


  I say that while making a whole lot of tight dodges.


  While doing that, I would sometimes turn my head back and spit my breath at the fog dragon, with magic incorporated in it.


  My magical flames shoot through the sky and manage to hit the fog dragon in the tail, but it was not enough to do any kind of damage to it.


  And what really breaks my heart is the fact that it kept on regenerating so quickly that it was insane.


  Shit, absorbing the mist from its surroundings to regenerate and changing attack patterns!? What the hell is this!? The last boss from some kind of hardcore RPG!?


  “Last Boss?”


  “It’s none of your business!”


  Seeing as Ten was able to glimpse into my mind, I quickly rebuilt the mental walls around me.


  To tell you the truth, I wanted to finish this as soon as possible.


  Although the flow of time was different here in Taisha, the real world was now plunged into an all-out war with ‘Eclipse’, so we needed to wrap things up in here in order to avoid as many casualties as possible.


  Also, as to avoid our egos from merging completely.


  Even though I was doing my best to resist, I was already beginning to lose the sense of distinction between Ten and myself.


  Even though dragons are all part of the world, our sense of individuality remains tightly connected to our physical vessels.


  The dragon network was an entirely different thing because of the vessels being present and kept separately, but now a raw spirit was mingling with my mind.


  So even if Ten’s spirit was an outsider in my mind, it was being treated as something completely natural.


  “You’re not me!”


  “That is right. You are not me, and I am not you.”


  We were doing that time after time in order to see if we could still distinguish ourselves from one another.


  Still, I couldn’t really help it but to witness the scenes that I knew were not my memories right in front of my eyes.


  It was a scene with lots of winged monsters filling the sky.


  The white fog was filling the ground, so thick that it was impossible to see the earth or trees or grass.


  Even though I was doing my best and threw magic after magic at the monsters, almost half of Towa was eradicated right in front of my eyes.


  It was enough of a reason to fall into despair.


  But I needed to survive. No matter what.


  It was to give hope to those of people who managed to survive.


  But I was overcome with grief. I couldn’t stop ‘Eclipse’ myself.


  I don’t want to forget this. I cannot forget this.


  For the sake of those who lived on, as well as those who passed away.


  I won’t speak about that to anyone. I will be the only one to carry that burden, no matter how heavy it turns out to be.


  No matter what. No matter who.


  I shall never forgive the white scales and blue……


  “LAVA!!”


  Why my soul was in so much pain, I could hear Nectar’s voice ringing somewhere in the distance. I then woke up and saw monsters crawling all over me, and so I started to use my teeth and claws to fight them off.


  It feels as though I barely made it, but for now I was safe.


  I could still hear Nectar’s voice ringing in my ears.


  “Lava, you slowed down, so I thought you were in trouble!”


  “Yeah, I was. But thank you, Nectar. You saved me.”


  I meant that from the bottom of my heart.


  It was really dangerous. I let myself to be sucked right inside of Ten’s memories and I must have blacked out.


  I we were to merge together then, we would become a completely new dragon with both memories of Ten and myself.


  I don’t know which one of us would end up being a dominant one, but even with my memories still intact, I know I wouldn’’t be myself anymore.


  The pain in my soul was slowly dying down, and I could feel my connection with Nectar again.


  “I’m sorry…… Looks like I dragged you inside of my memories.”


  “It couldn’t be helped, so don’t worry about that.”


  Ten apologized to me and I reassured her.


  This memory was so shocking to me, that for her it must have been some kind of a trauma. Nobody could possibly remain calm after witnessing something like that.


  However, being able to see things that were probably buried deep inside of her mind was certainly a bad thing.


  If we don’t take any countermeasures against that, no amount of protective barriers will be able to help us.


  Also, while trying to avoid the fog dragon I looked down towards the ground, where I could see worried Nectar who was gazing upwards towards me.


  It must have been very difficult for him to keep the barrier going, and after he managed to pull me back to reality I would be really glad if there was anything I could do to thank him right now besides offering my words of grattitude.


  That’s right. I was really glad that Nectar was my beloved partner.


  But, now wasn’t the time to be thinking about that!


  “Nectar, can you stay connected to me like this?”


  As long as Nectar was with me, I shouldn’t forget myself, no matter what.


  “Wait, Lava!?”


  “Of course, I don’t mind! I don’t mind at all!”


  I felt bad for puzzled Ten, but Nectar was overflowing with happiness right now.


  So as Ten ultimately gave up, I accelerated yet again and aimed straight at the fog dragon.


  Then suddenly, after inhaling, Nectar began to talk.


  “Lava’s scales are blacker than the darkest night and they have a wonderful luster to them, just like obsidian. Their smooth texture always makes me feel euphoric.”


  I tried to fire multiple fireballs at the dragon, but thanks to Nectar’s words my mouth slipped and it managed to avoid the most of them.


  Well, some of them actually managed to connect, but it was way too few to make any kind of damage to it. I was pretty upset with myself for that.


  Besides, Nectar! I know I was the one who told you to keep talking, but aren’t you taking that way too far!?


  I tried to calm him down, but once Nectar’s switch was flipped on, there was no stopping him.


  “Her red and black wings hold tough bones inside of them, but the membrane itself is thin and soft, so much that you could see the sun shining right through it. It feels so strange, but at the same time extremely comforting. They can protect you from the rain, or you can bury your face in them if you’re feeling down.”


  I flapped my wings strongly to chase away the gathering fog.


  But next time it is raining, you are using the umbrella, my dear husband, you hear me!? Umbrella it is!


  “Her red hair look like the dancing flames themselves, and are so hot and beautiful that you can fall in love with them! I was always thinking that her dragon form was that special, one of a kind of beauty that you won’t find nowhere else.”


  I gather the flames in my mouth and then cast them towards the fog dragon.


  At least I wanted to, but I was so embarrassed by Nectar’s words that I was unable to send my flames forward.


  “Her long tail is really supple but can also be quite emotional. When she’s happy, it swings happily as well. However, taking care of it is a really hard work, and she also needs to make sure to protect it from different kinds of damage.”


  Wah! Wah! I’m sorry! I was trying to hide that fact from everyone else, but I’m truly sorry!


  I tried to shoot at the fog dragon, but it was no use. It was always one step ahead of me.


  So I try to lash my tail at it, hoping it will connect.


  Surprisingly, that it exactly what happens. My barrier-coated tail crushed right into its skull.


  Although the wound already regenerated by the time the dragon managed to collect itself, it seems that this attack managed to deal some major damage in.


  “Lava’s golden eyes are just like the glow of the full moon. There are full of kindness and warmth, reflecting her true nature towards the world. I could never get bored of looking right into them!”


  “Kyaah! I’m so jealous! Thanks you for such tasty treats!”


  Even though Ten seemed to be enjoying this greatly, I was taking more and more mental damage.


  Well, thanks to that I managed to draw a firm distinction between my ego and Ten’s, but still it was so embarrassing that I just wanted to crawl under a rock and just stay there.


  “Right, that about does it for the appearance alone! Now, onto the traits of character! There’s a whole lot of goodness that we need to cover in that department!”


  “Good, good! Keep ‘em coming!”


  “Haven’t you had enough, Ten-san!?”


  But even though Nectar said he wasn’t over, it seems like he ran out of things to talk about.


  If this keeps up and Nectar blabbers some more, I will have to kill him out of shame and then kill myself to atone for my crimes!


  Now I was motivated even more to get rid of the fog dragon as soon as possible.


  At that time, the fog dragon finally noticed both Nectar and Mikoto and plunged all the way down towards them.


  Not good!


  “Mikoto!”


  Ten screams towards Mikoto.


  I was irritated with her behavior, but I could completely understand it. Still, I somehow knew they would be fine.


  The fog dragon does not slow down. It wanted to break through the barrier, knowing full well that there was a lot of delicious fodder on the other side.


  …… I’m not sure if fodder was a good expression here.


  Nectar holds Mikoto close to him as he was backing away.


  However, seeing the light in his eyes I realized the he was backing away on a purpose. He must have had some sort of a plan.


  Then, he smiles in his usual, gentle way.


  “I love you, Lava.”


  “I love you, too, Nectar!”


  To be honest, I wasn’t able to keep my composure.


  I knew that it would be risky and I would open myself for fog dragon’s attacks, but keeping up the protection barriers around me this whole time was eating way too much of my magic.


  I also needed to carry out Ten’s spell, but its magic consumption was relatively low for a spell of that caliber.


  Still, I let go of the magic inside of my body.


  Payback time!


  「Bent both space and time to my will!」


  A slightly greenish wave of magic cast by Ten hits the fog dragon, severely crippling its movements.


  It was the spell that slowed down the space and time many times.


  Of course, the fog dragon was trying to break free from that spell, but while it was doing that, I had the time to cast a new spell.


  I created a burning hot, bright-red ring of flames all around me, and soon there was a green flame of Ten mixed in my own as well.


  「By my order, burn the space and time itself in blazing inferno!」


  The ring proceeded forward and encircled the fog dragon, and then it erupted into a gigantic pillar of blazing flames that shot into the sky.


  The barrier cracked and broke down, and soon both Mikoto and Nectar disappear behind the wall of smoldering fire.


  To keep the flame going, I had to remove every other spell that I cast before, but right about now I needed all of my remaining magic to keep the flame ablaze, and to even make it stronger!


  ‘Lava!! What about Makkocchi and the others!?”


  “Forget about them! Now, concentrate!”


  In the sea of fire, Ten’s desperate voice sounded even more miserable, especially since I wasn’t able to see her.


  But as soon as I was to explain to her what was going on, the fog dragon began to thrash about inside the blazing cyclone.


  Even though two powerful sources of magic were attacking him and cutting him away from its fog, that thing was still trying to break free.


  If we were to lose our focus now, even for a spilt second, it would break free and escape.


  Then it would be all over.


  I’m sorry. I know this is painful, but if we won’t do this right now, everyone’s going to be in grave danger.


  Ten supported me with all of her strength, even though I could clearly feel just how distressed she was.


  I put the last remnants of my magic power to power up the raging firestorm.


  The fog dragon lets out a bloodcurdling roar, similar to a death cry. It echoes throughout my whole body.


  The vortex of feelings was nothing like the ones I felt before. There was no hatered, no pain. Only deep sense of sorrow and loneliness.


  Sadness, hurt. Painful. Fear. –––––– Loneliness.


  What was that, all the way back there?


  “It’s over, it’s already gone! Anything more and you are going to break apart!”


  I hear a scream like that and I regain my consciousness.


  I could feel the last shreds of fog dragon’s presence disappearing inside the cyclone of flames.


  As soon as I cancel the spell the flames disperse, showing no trace of the white mist anymore.


  Then once the flames were no more, I could see Nectar right next to the portal, waving his hand towards us and showing that he was okay.


  Makoto was also there, waving her hand at us.


  That’s because Nectar was wearing a certain amulet around his neck. That amulet held a spell that would never let Nectar and the ones he considered friends to be hurt by my magic.


  The phrase which activated the spell was ‘I love you’, which showcased my desire to protect those I cared about, without letting them be harmed by my power.


  Originally it was something I wanted to keep as a last resort in case of a crisis or life or death situation, but I guess now was as good opportunity as ever to use it.


  And just when I thought that, all power left my body.


  “See, that’s what happens when you use too much of your magic! Just get to the ground and rest for a bit.”


  I tried to move my wings and get down to the ground just like Ten advised me, but it was no use.


  On a side note, the strained another dimension was also beginning to collapse.


  I felt so heavy. I don’t think I will be able to use my wings at all.


  Eh? But wait, isn’t that like, totally bad?


  「Ten!! Here!」


  At the moment when Makoto shouted towards Ten, I was almost completely passed out.


  It seems that Makoto accepted Ten inside of her body again, and she kneeled on the spot, exhausted just like me.


  She must have done it so that Ten could focus her magic power on maintaining the rest of the realm here that was still standing.


  As for me, I turned into my human self in order to minimalize the consumption of magic, and before long I was slowly regaining my ability to move.


  Seems like we won’t be falling into another dimension anytime soon.


  “Lava, I’m here!”


  “I’m fine. You go on ahead.”


  I uttered to him, but Nectar just shook his head.


  It is really fortunate that Nectar managed to secure the gate that it was still operational now, even though I thought it would be impossible.


  Nectar proved himself to be an invaluable help yet again.


  While I think that, the seven tori gates gradually begins to shake.


  I see, even though the gates been maintained by Shrine Maidens, Ten was also a part of this process.


  And now, when she was too weak to act, this space couldn’t be maintained anymore.


  Once the gates disappear, we won’t be able to rebuild them and go back.


  As a result, we would end up drifting through different dimensions forever, unable to return to our original world.


  If it was a joke, then it must have been a poor one.


  Just a little bit more! Just a little bit more!


  Feeling my way forward, I eventually managed to reach out the gate that Nectar managed to protect.


  As soon as I got through the portal, I could feel water splashing all around me.


  It spreads all around me and wets my clothes, but I could clearly sense my magic and leylines presence was clear in the air.


  I don’t know if I managed to go back, because my body was so tired that I wasn’t able to stand up or even lift a single finger.


  As expected, my body was really selfish in that matter.


  Before I fall to the ground, someone supports me.


  I thought it was Nectar, but that was not the case.


  「Lava!」


  Because I could hear Nectar’s voice clearly coming from the distance.


  Realizing that, I managed to raise my face and when I saw who it was that was supporting me, I opened my eyes in astonishment.


  Because it was none other than Lute himself, a young spirit that I met during the previous ‘Eclipse’ crisis not so long ago.


  Chapter 42: Dragon-san and Lamenting Spirit


  「What do you want from Lava!?」


  Nectar shouted, at the same time taking out his staff and readying it for battle.


  However, before he could do anything, other two spirits, one noble-looking man with a huge sword on his back named Bastard and a beautiful woman wearing a pure-white dress named Palette, got in his way.


  「!!!」


  「It’s been a long time, Nectar. Now, I’m not as gentle of a person as Ten, so whatever do I want with that dragon indeed?」


  「…… Why are you guys even here?」


  「I think it is best for you all to be nice and listen for now. Say, do you hold this dragon dear?」


  Lute pressed his instrument against me, one of the sharp, talon like protrusion extending from its hold pressing against my skin.


  But before that, I could hear Lute whispering in my ear.


  「Thou art a person, made of soft skin and weak flesh.」


  As soon as I heard the words in ancient language, I could feel all of my strength leaving my body.


  I felt so heavy that I wasn’t able to stand up on my own.


  What did he do? My limbs felt all weird and weren’t responding to my commands at all.


  In the meantime, Lute strengthened his grip over my upper body, making me completely dependent on his will for the moment.


  Feeling the raising frustration in me, the only thing I could do was to look at Nectar who was some distance away from me.


  Nectar held his hands on the staff so much that his fingers turned pale, and glared at Lute.


  「What did you do to her?」


  「I just put a little spell on her, one that basically reduced her physical capabilities to that of a normal human being. I think she’s unable to move because too much of her magic was depleted.


  Letting out a deep sigh, Lute looked away from Nectar.


  「Say, Ten? How did it go? Is this dragon going to cut it?」


  Makoto opens her mouth, and answers Lute in Ten’s voice.


  「She will. She met all the conditions.」


  Although it was Makoto’s body, the voice belonged to Ten for sure.


  Ten must have been the same as me, exhausted beyond belief.


  However, I couldn’t help it but to be surprised that Ten and Lute were friends, and I was also confused about their words of conditions being satisfied.


  Hearing her response, Lute sighed again and put his hands onto me more firmly, strengthening his hold.


  「I see. Very well, then. I shall take her there.」


  Take me? Take me where? Even though he seemed to hate me so much?


  「Palette, is Belga coming along as well?」


  「She’s on her way now.」


  「Well then, Bastard. I’ll leave these guys to you.」


  「I won’t let you!」


  In a fit of rage, Nectar lunges forward towards Bastard and Lute, intending to fight them with magic.


  No, Nectar! Don’t do that! You are alone, and there’s three of them! You don’t stand a chance! I wanted to shout like that, but I couldn’t draw my voice at all.


  Instead, I found out that Lute’s expression was rather complicated when he turned to Nectar again.


  「It seems that you really care about that dragon a lot.」


  「Isn’t that obvious!? For me, Lava is the most important person in the entire world!」


  「In that case, why won’t you come with us?」


  Hearing that, Nectar stopped in his tracks and cancelled the spell that he was about to cast.


  「I cannot let her go, since it is all for the sake of fulfilling my ambitions, but if you come along, I shall tell you the reason for why am I doing this.」


  Lute spoke quietly, but even though he was trying to hide, you could hear the emotions that were hidden behind his words.


  I could tell that Lute was serious.


  Nectar lowered his hands, the light of rage now gone from his eyes. He must have understood that as well.


  At this rate, Nectar would come together with us. And he would do this purely for my sake.


  However,


  「No, don’t……」


  I didn’t want Nectar to risk his well-being without first knowing Lute’s plans, so I wanted him to stay out of this.


  I needed to avoid that at all cost.


  I wanted to say something more, but unfortunately it was hard for me to remain conscious as I was right now, so any more words would prove to be too much for me.


  Devoid of magical power, my body was unable to move.


  I knew that there was nothing that could be done. But someone, anyone!


  Please do something!


  「I must say, that a really pathetic display you show here. My poor disciple.」


  I could hear such a calm voice.


  In the next moment, various plants and trees began to sprout from the spaces in between the cobblestone.


  「Wha!?」


  The plants that started to grow all over isolated Nectar from other spirits, and then separated me from Lute.


  As Lute became disoriented, the restrains on my body became weaker as I was being swallowed up by the sea of rapidly growing greenery.


  But before that happened, I could feel someone gently supporting my back.


  「Black Dragon, it seems that you’ve went and done something stupid again.」


  This deep voice that symbolized years of experience in this world was something that I was pretty much familiar.


  I looked up at that newly arrived person with a whole lot of intense feelings swelling up inside of my chest.


  Even though his brown skin was full of wrinkles, his white hair and beard were making up for it, making him look noble and full of wisdom.


  Additionally, he was wearing a Ballow-style traveler clothes. It was none other than Gramps, the Great Plant Spirit.


  There were fresh leaves coming out of Gramps’s body, flying high into the air and falling onto the ground, where new plants were beginning to grow out of them.


  In the meantime, I was still holding onto him.


  Now, even though I wasn’t feeling so sluggish anymore, I still had problems with holding my balance on my own.


  While he was thinking about something seriously, I could see Nectar right besides Gramps’s side.


  Then, Nectar encloses his arms around me.


  「Lava, I’m so glad……!」


  Despite feeling reassured by Nectar’s warmth, I couldn’t suppress my surprise and confusion. I looked towards Gramps, who was looking as humble as ever.


  「My poor disciple, you certainly weren’t neglecting your training, but it doesn’t change the fact that you’d stood no chance against them.」


  「God damn it! So I really am too weak!? But more importantly, Master……」


  「Why the hell are you here!?」


  Before Nectar could finish that question, we heard a scream like that coming from behind us. Looking back, Lute managed to squeeze his way through the plats that stopped growing.


  However, his expression wasn’t that mask of calmness and melancholy like before. Now his face was stained with both surprise and shock.


  Gramps just stared at Lute, his calm and serene expression didn’t change in the slightest.


  「You must be that spirit with that musical instrument. I thought it might be possible to meet you here, but to see it actually being true, color me surprised.」


  We were so surprised that we couldn’t even raise our voices.


  Does Gramps know Lute!?


  Thinking about it carefully, Lute’s reaction was also the one as though they have met face-to-face before.


  Then, another woman got through the plants and rejoined Lute, glaring at Gramps with so much hostility that you could almost feel the killing intent in it.


  「I knew it, that other spirit is no longer with you, is she? However, you should have been entrusted with taking care of the seal. Why were those things coming into this world?」


  「Shut up! As if you were to one to speak!」


  I could almost feel a regrettable tone in Gramps’s voice, as if he was about to cry.


  That person? Who were they talking about?


  And what was that thing about a seal just now?


  However, judging by the atmosphere between the two, now was not the right time to be asking that kind of questions.


  「I couldn’t be helped. It cannot be helped that you’ve forgotten. You wouldn’t be able to keep going if you didn’t forget.」


  「What the hell do you mean ‘It couldn’t be helped’!? Isn’t that wrong!? Do you have any idea how much sadness that person have felt!?」


  「What……?」


  For the first time around the expression on Gramps’s face has changed, but Lute continued to cry and lament even despite of that.


  「There’s no way I could have forgotten that person, about Adversa! Did you know that it was the world itself that killed her!?」


  「…… you’re being delusional.」


  Said Gramps while his green eyes shone brightly.


  「But let me just say this: I am going to undo the seal on that thing!」


  Lute’s response was dramatic. Maybe even overly dramatic.


  「What, did you just say……?」


  「It seems that you’ve forgotten the role your beloved played.」


  Lute opens his eyes wide and was at a loss for words, and then Gramps slowly approaches him.


  But just then, there was a loud sound of something being shot, and a bullet of light separates Gramps from Lute.


  「Lute! I made it in time!?」


  The one to arrive at the scene right now was a brown-haired woman in dark clothes, holding a magical gun in her hand. Was Belga, looking just like at the time I first met her.


  There was also a bunch of magical guns flying all around her, ready to take a shot at whoever she deemed an enemy.


  Standing before us, Belga looked back towards Lute with her face as white as a sheet.


  「You’d honestly thought that would hold me back!?」


  「!!!」


  The situation suddenly got even more dramatic.


  There was a large explosion somewhere around the room, and as Lute wanted to say something, someone appeared in front of us.


  Kyle appeared thorough the large hole in the wall while being covered in an armor of thunder, and swung his staff at her while assuming battle stance.


  Gramps shook his arms as if trying to get away, while the thunder and the sound of bullet being shot clashed with one another.


  At that moment, plants opened yet again and the other spirits rejoined their companions.


  Bastard shook his great sword with one hand and cut the moving plants as if they were made out of paper, rendering them useless.


  「Water Barret!」


  However, at that moment Nectar cast the spell with almost god-like speed, sending several water bullets towards them.


  Once the bullets grazed Bastard, they changed shape and created a wall of water, huge enough to reach all the way towards the ceiling.


  The water wall crumbled quickly and what emerged from the other side were the monsters created by Palette’s paintbrush, rushing towards Gramps and Nectar to intercept them.


  Even though Lute was still shaken up, I saw him taking a hold of his instrument and getting ready to stroke its strings. In the next moment, a teleportation circle appeared right beneath their feet.


  I wasn’t going to let the story repeat itself. I was going to prevent them from escaping this time around.


  「Lava, stop! Don’t do anything stupid!」


  「SHADOW BIND!」


  Completely ignoring Nectar’s calls, I squeezed the last ounces of magic that I still had in me to create countless shadows around my feet, although they were much weaker than before.


  Even so, I still sent them towards Lute, hell-bent on stopping him.


  Although Bastard managed to destroy some of them, others went straight towards their target.


  However,


  Noticing what I was doing, Belga pointed all of her guns towards me and fired them all at once.


  A blinding light filled my vision, shrinking my shadows as a result.


  As the magic surges, all other responses disappear.


  When the magical light finally disappeared, Belga lost consciousness in Kyle’s arms.


  It must have been the doing of the magic in that light.


  You could do something like that by purposefully disturbing the circulation of magic in someone else’s body.


  However, I couldn’t feel the influence of Lute’s magic on me anymore.


  Also, I couldn’t hear anything anymore. Same with thinking straight.


  Just then, after finally reaching its limit, my consciousness slipped into the darkness.


  Chapter 43: Dragon-san Worries For the Future


  When I finally woke up, I found myself laying in a soft futon.


  The ceiling was unfamiliar, so I wonder just for how long was I asleep? Just when I thought about that and tried to get myself up, I could hear footsteps approaching fast.


  「Mother!」


  「Lava!」


  The ones to enter the room were Nectar and Aru, who jumped at me with looks of relief on their faces.


  Eh, eh? What does that supposed to mean?


  「You were asleep for three days and nights straight! I was so worried because something like that never happened to you before!」


  「It’s good that it was nothing serious!」


  Finally, my head cleared up and I remembered it all: the fog dragon, Lute, Gramps and Nectar about to go to war with Lute’s group.


  「What happened after I lost consciousness?」


  I asked Nectar with my expression tightened.


  GRUMBLE~~~~~~~~~. It was a sound similar to a roar of some otherworldly beast.


  ………… Guess I was really hungry after all of that.


  I must have been. After all, my stomach was never growling so hard and loud ever before in my life!


  Was my belly this lonely after three days!? Was it that hungry!? Is that it!?


  Even though I was thinking about something serious here, its timing couldn’t possibly be worse!


  As I was trying to hide my face, which was burning so hot that it could have very well start a small fire, I could feel familiar signs of magic all around me.


  「Better not force yourself too much, you are still under the influence of Lute’s curse. The Shrine Maidens are currently preparing some meal, so you might get better after you eat something good.」


  Gramps entered the room as well, wearing a traditional Towa clothing.


  Although his physique was so different from the people of Towa, this kimono was looking surprisingly good on him.


  「Gramps……」


  I looked at Gramps in a way that signaled that we need to talk.


  However, Gramps only shrugged his shoulders while wearing his usual gentle expression.


  I tried to say something to him, but then my stomach grumbled again, rendering it impossible.


  I also noticed it just now, but it looks like my magic power was almost completely exhausted……?


  Nectar and Aru both stood up, as if they felt that I was going to ask them about that and they didn’t want to answer.


  「Now then, it’s lunchtime. We’ll bring you some food shortly.」


  「Yup, just you wait, Mother! Would you like a double portion?」


  I felt disgusted at myself that my stomach was growling so much, and then both Nectar and Aru left the room in a hurry.


  Once Nectar and Aru brought me some lunch, I couldn’t help myself but to wolf it all down.


  The meal was made out of steaming-hot white rice, and a lot of sided dishes. There were also plenty of fish meat and vegetables to choose from.


  「Looks to me like a form of gratitude from both nearby farmers and Shrine Maidens alike.」


  It seems like even though the white youmas were pretty much gone, the excess magical power from the leylines resulted in creating lots of monsters that were rampaging in the vicinity.


  Even though they still needed to take care of the monsters and youmas, both the normal people and Shrine Maidens wanted to thank me for getting rid of the main ‘Eclipse’ monster, which was causing all this.


  I was glad that they felt that way, but…… I was afraid that my stomach would not be able to contain all that delicious food.


  I shared my portions with Nectar and Aru, and once everyone had their share we proceeded do empty our rice bowls with our chopsticks.


  While we were at it, I asked Nectar and Gramps to fill me in on what I missed.


  It seems that we were in one of Taisha’s branch offices, the one that got attacked by Lute. It was also the closest one to the capital of Towa.


  The reason why I collapsed was due to severe exhaustion of both my stamina and magic power, and so Gramps suggested that I should stay here while I was recovering, since Taisha was the perfect place to do that.


  Honestly, I was surprised.


  Losing consciousness for the first time since how many years? Anyways, it was a miracle that I didn’t switched into my automatic mode, because then I could have caused some serious harm to those around me, even without me noticing.


  It also seemed that I was absorbing most of the magical power from my surroundings, looking just how exhausted Gramps looked right about now. I only hope that I didn’t drain it completely.


  「Your family was worried sick about you. They thought you might never wake up at this rate. They never left your side and watched over you this entire time. Your husband even stroked your head all the time. It was really cute.」


  After all, it turned out that I did entered the automatic mode, but I snapped out of it as soon as Nectar connected his thoughts to me and calmed me down.


  Aru did the same thing and it was because of that that they were sitting beside me this whole time.


  「Uwah, I’m sorry, really sorry about that……」


  It was so embarrassing that I couldn’t stop my face from becoming bright red with embarrassment.


  I hung my head low, feeling all depressed, but Nectar just smiled at me gently.


  「It was no big deal. What’s important is that you were alright.」


  「So everything’s fine.」


  Nectar smiled at me again, and I just couldn’t believe how wonderful his expression was right now!


  Aru also looked so much brighter, knowing that I was alright right now.


  「You don’t have to worry. We were watching you all this time.」


  「Goodness gracious! Just don’t let watching other people sleep become a habit!」


  …… Is this disappointment that I see on your face, my dear Nectar? I hope not!


  …… Anyways, it’s good to know I didn’t do anything. Now, let’s get onto business.


  「Gramps, what were you doing ever since you left the Western Continent!?」


  「I feel like it’s been ages since I shed my branch for this lad here in order to make a staff for him.」


  He said that completely out of the blue, and I got the feeling as if he was trying to dodge the question.


  「Goodness gracious, please don’t change the subject on me now!」


  Gramps makes a difficult expression while shrugging his shoulders, and then fills me in on the aftermath of this whole crisis.


  It seems that with the annihilation of the big fog dragon, about eighty percent of youmas disappeared from Towa for good.


  All seven branch offices of Taisha managed to endure their assault somehow.


  However, there seemed to be places where the barriers collapsed together with the main Taisha, and there were sightings of both white youmas and white fog there. Even it was just a rumor, there were still lots of monsters left around to be disposed of, and both demons and people had their hands full with work.


  On a side not, both Ligurila and Senjiro were dispatched quite far away from the capital, but once they arrived at the scene they managed to establish probably the biggest record of white youmas killed to date, and since they still didn’t have enough, they joined the Guardians in their hunt for any remaining monsters.


  「I wonder if that’s how people fell when they are hunting First Class monsters? Towa is such a wonderful place, having playthings like that.」


  That was the message Ligurila sent me, and I just couldn’t stop myself from laughing. I knew it, Ligurila was something else alright, calling exterminating the white youmas ‘fun’.


  After the ‘Eclipse’ outbreak, Mikado-san and Karura-san look the command and thanks to their efforts any danger was properly disposed of before it could cause any harm to the civilians.


  After the fighting ended, they were apparently busy with estimating the losses and dispatching help to anyone who might have been afflicted by the ‘Eclipse’.


  However once they heard that I collapsed, Karura-san came to see me as well, ditching her responsibilities for a moment.


  「Karura-onee-sama said that she would bake us some sweets for the next time we meet.」


  It was only for a short while, but it seems that Aru grew especially fond of Karura-san.


  I also wanted to thank Mikado-san for everything he did for us, but that might wait until after the reconstruction is finally over. Getting a hold of it all must have been a tremendous effort for him.


  Although Makoto was asleep for a whole day after suffering exhaustion from housing Ten inside of her, now she was travelling all over the nearby villages together with Mikoto, helping all of those who needed help.


  「Where’s Ten?」


  「…… I’m right here.」


  Hearing that voice I looked back, and it seems that there was a figure there, trying to hide itself in a corner.


  But wait a moment? The figure’s shadow was rather small, and its voice was rather high-pitched as well?


  While I was thinking that, Aru stood up and walked over to that figure.


  「Ten-san, it must be really hard to talk from way over there. Please come sit with us.」


  「I, I get it! Wah! Geez, I’m not all that used to this new body of mine yet!」


  After being encouraged by Aru, what appeared in front off my eyes was a rather small version of the adult Ten that I knew.


  Her green hair and golden eyes stayed the same, but her body was a lot smaller and she looked just like an adorable little girl.


  Five, maybe six-years-old at best? In other words, she was really young and small.


  However, she was no longer semi-transparent, and gave the feeling of being closer in for to a normal physical being.


  「What the hell happened to you?」


  「Yeah, you see, about that.」


  I was wondering whether should I be surprised or shocked more, and Ten only scratched her cheek in response.


  「Now that the fog dragon was slain and most of the ‘Eclipse’ was taken care off, people no longer have any need for someone like me. My part in this play is over. I even told my children that they are no longer bound to Taisha and that they can do whatever they want.」


  I wonder why she decided to do something like that, but then Ten continued talking.


  「It was then that Makkocchi told me not to do that. After all, my dragon gem was still the key to the ‘Eclipse’s’ seal.」


  Ten was shivering and I thought it was oddly uncharacteristic of her to be afraid, but then I could see that it was a different kind of shiver. The shiver of joy. She must have been a true vortex of different emotions right now.


  Well, the fact that Ten was weakened surely won’t go unnoticed. She used to hold the demons in place, but now that she was weakened, some of them are bound to try to cause some havoc. It would be foolish to think otherwise.


  However, Ten must have been aware of those facts and it must have been hard for her to accept that.


  It was a given. Even though her job was over, it was hard for her to say goodbye.


  Therefore, the Shrine Maidens managed to recover Ten’s dragon gem, which was the key to the ‘Eclipse’s’ seal, and filled it with magical power. Thanks to that, Ten managed to settle in this childlike, pseudo-spiritual form.


  Ten summarized the whole thing quickly, but I was sure that there was more to this whole situation than that.


  「I may look like that for now, but once I manage to restore my magic power inside of the dragon gem, I should be able to restore my adult form. I even contacted the Emperor to establish what to do now. Hopefully we shall reach some sort of understanding.」


  Ten fell silent for a while, apparently having said everything that was on her mind.


  I could understand the gravity of the situation after merging my mind with hers and witnessing some of her memories. For over five thousand years she was the living symbol of Taisha, but right now Taisha was no more and she was little different from normal human girl.


  But right about now, Ten’s magical capacity was probably on par with Aru’s, maybe even lower.


  However, now she could directly enjoy eating and drinking, as well as interact with people and stroll around the city like anyone else, which was impossible for her in her spiritual form. Surely the Shrine Maiden must have wanted something like that for the one who did so much for them.


  So it should be okay for Ten to enjoy the country that she was protecting for so long.


  Although we’ve began our acquaintance on the wrong foot, now I was genuinely happy to see her like that.


  …… But there was also something else to all this.


  「Well anyways, that how things look right now! I am next to helpless for the moment! Here’s your chance at revenge against me! Boil me, burn me, tear me apart, I’m not going to complain! You have every right to do so!」


  Even though she said that in a light tone, in reality she must have felt really tense, awaiting the verdict and her righteous punishment. Realizing that, I corrected my posture and sat on the futon.


  I still wasn’t sure if it would be alright for me to forgive her for abducting Aru like that.


  Also, from their short exchange I realized that Ten was somewhat connected to Lute.


  I could also feel that Nectar was at edge here. Because Ten meant that completely seriously. Every single word.


  I was about ready to open my mouth and speak up, but then Gramps suddenly stood up.


  Gramps walked towards Ten, looked at her for a moment and then he smacked her to the head with an open palm of his hand.


  She must have been a old dragon, but for now she was only but a little girl, and so she must have felt that quite strongly, and her eyes watered with tears of pain.


  「Ouch! What the hell was that for!?」


  「Tempertre. You know what you did and that you cannot be forgiven so easily for that. First of all, isn’t there something you wish to say to them? It was because of their cooperation that you’ve managed to protect your beloved country.」


  「But, isn’t that kind of insincere, hearing something like that from the perpetrator who caused them so much suffering?」


  「You’re overthinking this way too much. Even if you don’t feel like doing it, it is nothing more but polite do so nonetheless.」


  Under Gramps’s stern gaze Ten looked as though she was wavering, but then she ultimately turned towards us and bowed her head deeply to us.


  「Thank you very much for saving Towa. Also, I’m sorry for all the horrible things I’ve done to you!」


  Her words may have been simple, but I felt that she really reflected on her actions and that those words were coming straight from her heart.


  「Umm, by any chance, do you know each other?」


  It seems that Nectar was thinking the very same thing I was thinking.


  Their exchange just know was so intimate that it was hard for me to believe that they have met for the very first time now. It was only natural for us to think so.


  Surely enough, Ten’s expression warmed up instantly.


  「Oh my, Ficell, you didn’t tell them?」


  「Well you see, you butted in just when I was going to tell them.」


  「Uhueh, I see, I see.」


  「Wait just a moment! Who’s this Ficell guy?」


  While I was curios about that unfamiliar name, Ten smiled brightly.


  「Why, it’s just a name. As simple as that.」


  「Um, yeah, but whose name is it?」


  「Why, this guy’s here.」


  「Eh.」


  「Eh!?」


  Ten made a face as if she was completely understanding our shock, while for me it was the first time ever seeing Gramps looking so overwhelmed like that.


  「and here I was, wondering why didn’t you tell them your name!? I know that you’re old, but you’re so slow when it comes to those things! Isn’t that girl basically your forster child by this point!?」


  「I felt that there was no real need for me to do so. Besides, it’s embarrassing.」


  「By the way, how come you are scolding me like you are my elder or something like that when you’re clearly younger than me!? If anything, I should be the one who should be scolding your ass off right now!」


  「Don’t you act like you’re that much older than me! Besides, look at you now! You look as though you wouldn’t be able to handle a normal meal on your own!」


  Seeing them bicker like that, not wanting to admit to the words of the other, made it perfectly clear: those two were old acquaintances alright.


  No, I wonder if Gramps knows other dragons as well?


  「Gramps, so you do have a proper name?」


  「Well, yeah, I do.」


  While Aru was looking at their dispute in fascination, I glanced sideways towards Nectar, and I realized that the look on his face was scarily surprised. Like, really scarily surprised.


  It felt as though he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.


  「Hey, Nectar? Did something happen?」


  「…… Ah, no. It’s nothing.」


  I knew it wasn’t ‘nothing at all’, but since Nectar said so I decided to leave it at that.


  「Well, anyway! Together with Ficell, we go way back. And I must say, I’ve never really thought you would come here.」


  Feeling all tense, Gramps just shrugged his shoulders.


  He was doing his very best to stay calm and collected, and so he turned to Ten again.


  「For now, maybe I should also try to make myself look as closely to a ten-years-old as possible?」


  Rather than being angry, Gramps seemed to be infatuated with the idea of getting himself to look younger. It was nothing new to us.


  …… Mainly because Gramps was doing that all the time.


  「Yeah. Of course. And from what I’ve heard from Hubby-kun here and Black Dragon-chan, you are the last one of your kind?」


  Looking towards us, Nectar smiled vaguely, and Aru made a complicated expression.


  「Because you have sworn an oath.」


  「Yeah. It was to make myself free as well.」


  「Those two were rather amazing.」


  I wonder what they were talking about just now?


  I wanted to know, but something in Nectar’s smile was telling me that he wouldn’t tell me even if I asked him about it.


  Then Ten said something about not going to lose to me, which was rather surprising in its own right.


  I really hope that you won’t come to regret it.


  I could respect her desire to protect the people of Towa, and I think that the desire to get to know her people and the land itself better was an admirable goal to chase.


  Even though I thought I was done, I still managed to wolf down some more rice (five people’s worth of portions) and I thought that my stomach was about to settle down a little.


  Perhaps it was due to Lute’s curse still coursing inside of me and the fact that my magic reserves were depleted, but I could hear my stomach growling again.


  But now I was rested enough. I had the strength to ask my questions and handle the answers to them.


  「Ten, about that particular subject……」


  My expression tightened, but then I heard several footsteps coming closer and closer.


  「Lava-sama!」


  「Lava-sama, you finally woke up!」


  Then, after Makoto, Mikoto and Kyle arrived to see me, the situation changed to a more friendly chat, and I decided to postpone the talk with Ten for sometime else.


  Chapter 44: Dragon-san Flirts


  I was relaxing in the bath, sitting in hot water and watching the sunset slowly setting.


  Even though this incident was already deemed ‘The Minimalistic Magical Disaster’ in Towa’s history, the damages sustained were not zero.


  Even though another three days have passed since I woke up, the state of emergency wasn’t lifted.


  Shrine Maidens accepted anyone who’s been afflicted with ‘Eclipses’ fog, or who lost their home or family due to white youmas. They also established relief centers around the country, providing first aid to whoever needed it the most.


  Damages to people and property were not all, since the leylines also sustained great damage due to the overabundance of monsters that were created during the incident.


  And since only dragons could really restore the leylines, I thought that I need to get better as soon as possible and join the efforts at rebuilding what was lost.


  However, everyone else just wouldn’t have it, saying things like: ‘You must rest!’ and other stuff like that.


  Aru even said at one point: ‘Just leave the leyline restoration to me!’


  Although at first I thought I wasn’t such a good idea, it was true that restoring the leylines was part of Aru’s duty, and he needed to start doing that at some point in time. But this time around, even Ten offered to have an eye on him during the whole process.


  It looks like Aru was receiving some kind of guidance from Ten during those last few days. He pleaded so much to just let him do it, that I had no choice but to give in and let him get the job done.


  And since Gramps was also accompanying them, there was little to no danger of something bad happening.


  Additionally, Ten ordered her underlings to do some repair work on the leylines and infrastructure in advance, so there were times when they would arrive on the spot only to find that it was all nicely repaired and there was little to no work to be done there.


  Mikoto was helping other Shrine Maidens, Nectar was creating medicine for the injured in relief centers, so I was sure that there was something that I could do to help out as well……


  As a matter of fact, I let myself create a huge public bath for everyone to enjoy as a matter of adding my brick to the reconstruction efforts! Hahaha! Take that!


  …… Well, I thought it might be a good idea to just let the people who lost their home or families to at least have a nice and hot bath.


  Leaving Aru to take care of things out there, I was now relaxing in the warm waters as the magic of Taisha’s branch office was slowly regenerating my lost powers.


  But there was also something else.


  And even though I just took a bath and was feeling refreshed, my heart was still feeling lonely.


  I let out a long sigh as I recall the story that I heard from Kyle a while back.


  After fainting in Kyle’s arms, Belga was now held in confinement after receiving a magical seal created by Karura-san herself.


  In other words, Belga could not do anything like trying to escape or use magic, even if she wanted to.


  The seals were also placed upon her magical guns, since they were more of like the extension of her body rather than simple tools. They were also placed under a very strick surveillance.


  We confirmed that she was indeed Belga, but as far as we knew she had no memories of any one of us, as well as her previous life. Together with Gramps and Nectar we managed to confirm that it was all due to a curse that Lute most probably placed upon her.


  This curse was also rather annoying, since its roots reached so deep that they managed to ultimately merge with her soul, and any attempts at tinkering with it could prove fatal for Belga.


  Kyle was visiting her every single day if he only had some spare time, but so far they were unable to find any common ground.


  I thought that Kyle would take that blow hard, but surprisingly enough he seemed to be rather calm about this whole situation.


  「That attitude, it’s the same old Belga, just like the time when I first met her. And just because she lost all of her memories, you can think of it as just meeting her for the first time ever again.」


  Thinking it would be best to just leave Belga to Kyle for now, Nectar and I decided to mind our own businesses and not meddle in their affairs.


  I also wanted to see if we could manage to salvage some information about Lute from Belga, but it seemed that Lute wasn’t the only one with a dislike for dragons.


  「Say, Nectar? Care to explain what are you doing here?」


  I said that, sensing Nectar’s presence. I got down into the water a bit. Wasn’t that suspicious?


  「I wanted to check on you and see if you were resting properly. I have a night shift today at the relief center, so I will go there after dinner.」


  「I’m telling you, I’m completely fine now. You don’t have to worry so much……」


  「Please remind me: last time, who fell unconscious because of staying too long in the hot water?」


  Yup. It was me alright.


  Back then I was still low on my magic, and I couldn’t judge my limits properly.


  「No, no, no. It won’t happen this time, I promise.」


  「Sure, sure.」


  Both Ten and Gramps reprimanded me after that and forced me to promise that it won’t happen again. I didn’t wanted to have a conversation like that ever again.


  So I needed to be extra careful from now on, so it wouldn’t happen ever again.


  But speaking about Gramps, he said that the reason why he came here to Towa was because he was looking for Lute.


  Ten also said that it was still too early to re-seal the ‘Eclipse’, and thinking about it, she and Gramps must be the most well-oriented people in here when it comes to the recent events.


  「Are you worried?」


  「Yes, but I think it will all work out somehow.」


  Because I have strong friends and I partner that I could always count on.


  When you have someone you love dearly right beside you, you can do pretty much anything. I was honestly thinking that.


  However, Nectar’s blue eyes were brimming with determination.


  「I want to learn a whole lot of new things. Just so that I can protect you.」


  「You’re good enough the way you are. If it wasn’t for you, Nectar, I would have ended up assimilated into Ten’s mind.」


  「I know that you are strong, Lava, and everyone else knows that, too. Even Lily-san, who is always on an on how she wants to surpass you. But just because dragons are strong, it doesn’t mean that every single problem of this world should be pushed onto their shoulders. I want to be able to help you in equal way. I want to be able to protect you properly.」


  Nectar’s expression changed to that of a wry smile, and I was puzzled b seeing him like that.


  Nectar must have been really worried for me. It was always him that lifted my spirits whenever I was feeling down, so this time around maybe it was my turn to do just the same.


  This time around, Nectar was spearheading the research on the gate to Taisha and developing the temporary contract system that allowed people of Towa to pull through this crisis. Honestly, I don’t think I’ll ever be able to reach his level of magic mastery.


  What’s more, if Nectar didn’t defend the gate properly, we all wouldn’t be able to evacuate out of Taisha, and if his words didn’t pull my back from the vortex of Ten’s memories, I wouldn’t even be here right now.


  It wasn’t him that was reliant on me. It was the other way around.


  But right now, I came to understand that Nectar’s feelings were the same as mine.


  When I realized that the same troubles were ailing both of us, my mind became very light.


  At the same time, Nectar smiled in that really funny, but at the same time really mysterious kind of way.


  I’m sorry, I guess I should explain this properly.


  「Think about the kind of relationship Sen-san and Ligurila have at the current moment. I don’t think something like that would be possible for us and it wouldn’t suit us at all.」


  「The two of them…… do have something like that going on?」


  「They sure do.」


  Their relationship is that they tend to work together towards the same goal, and that is becoming stronger.


  This is a great thing in an out of itself, but I don’t think it would work out for us.


  Hearing my thoughts on that subject, Nectar laughed merrily while looking at me with affection.


  「I should have known you would say something like that, Lava. This is so like you. Why didn’t I noticed that sooner?」


  「I was surprised that you were thinking the same thing myself, Nectar.」


  I looked at Nectar’s surprised face and continued.


  「So instead, why don’t we both compliment ourselves in areas we are lacking the most?」


  「?」


  「Nectar shall protect me wherever he can, and I shall protect Nectar wherever I can. It should fit us rather nicely. What do you say to that?」


  「You’re right.」


  Nectar’s tension left him completely, and his blue eyes calmed down.


  「If it is to compliment each other, let’s try to maximize the things we can do.」


  「I shall do my very best so that I can protect you.」


  I then watched Nectar for a while, and I burst out laughing, hearing just how serious Nectar was about that.


  While I was happy, Nectar coughed a few times as though he wanted to change the subject.


  「Well, anyways. What about that promise that we made?」


  A promise? Question marks keep floating in my mind as I try to remember what was Nectar talking about, and then I remember what I said to him right before I went ot fight the fog dragon.


  Speaking of which, I did said something like that.


  「We did made a promise?」


  Looking at Nectar, his cheeks were bright red in the setting sun, but I was sure that my cheeks were even brighter at the moment.


  He was always shining at a time like this.


  It wasn’t fair that my husband was always so cool at the weirdest of places.


  I look around to make absolutely sure that we were alone, and there wasn’t a sign of anyone being here.


  Nectar stress at me with a look full of hope and expectation.


  But of course I was going to keep the promise! Nothing would make me happier!


  Together with Nectar, we put our hands together and let our fingers intertwine with one another.


  We close the distance between us, so much that our foreheads touch and our noses rub against each other.


  「Thank you, Nectar.」


  And also, I’m sorry.


  I muttered the second half of that only in my mind, as I decided to spend the rest of my life with Nectar. He was the only one for me. Period.


  Later that night, I slipped out of my room, making sure that I wouldn’t wake up anyone who was still sleeping.


  I still needed to avoid spending large quantities of magic, since I was still recovering.


  …… I have no idea when my magic is going to return completely, so please don’t ask me that.


  Then, after going out I spread my wings and go to the forest that was behind the branch office, until I reach the place with a stone monument, a place from which Ten was supposed to acquire some portion of her powers.


  She was there together with Gramps, and she chose that place specifically since she knew that none Shrine Maiden would dare to approach it. We could talk in here without any interruptions.


  Ten was still in her child form, but after three days I already got used to it.


  Aru was a little bit more surprised, but he also adapted to her new form rather quickly.


  Anyway.


  During daytime, Ten and Gramps send me a message that they wanted to have a talk with me.


  Initially, I wanted to come together with Nectar.


  However, Gramps told me that they wanted to talk to me and me alone.


  Thus, thinking that Gramps must have had a reason for wanting to speak to me alone, I came alone to the designated place.


  「So, what is it the two of you wanted to talk to me about?」


  However, I could more or less figure it out already.


  Surely it had something to do with that white dragon that I witnessed inside of Ten’s memories when I started to assimilate with her.


  I don’t know why Gramps wanted to be present as well, but it was going to make the situation clear, then all the better for me.


  I ask with my arms crossed on my chest, and hearing that Ten, who was sitting on one of the tree branches, flies down to the ground.


  Even in the darkness Ten looked as pretty as ever, but I could have sworn that there was a shadow of something serious cast on her face.


  The same could be said about Gramps, who was nothing like his usual gentle self, instead looking all serious.


  Well, I was serious here as well.


  「Ficell said that he wanted to have a word with you first.」


  Somehow I felt that it was a bad sign, but then again I walked to Gramps who also stood up and walked towards me.


  「That’s right. I see that you’ve become a splendid dragon.」


  「Even I didn’t think I would come this far.」


  While I was crying in the middle of a smoldering hot volcano, it was Gramps who found me and comforted me.


  From there on out, he taught me all that he knew about the world itself and magic, all the knowledge he managed to amass during the five thousand years of his life.


  Although I keep calling him Gramps, he was more like a parent to me here in this world.


  「If you didn’t find me there, Gramps, I wouldn’t even be here today. For that, thank you so much.」


  I had a feeling that he was remorseful about something, and Gramps’s expression suddenly changed.


  From his usual gentle expression into that of sadness.


  「I’ve been meaning to apologize to you for a while now.」


  「What?」


  「I didn’t find you by accident. I knew all along that you were there.」


  I couldn’t quite understand the meaning behind his words, and so I only blinked for a few times, while Gramps approached me slowly.


  Then he put his hand on my cheek.


  Gramps continues, his voice ridden with sadness and regret.


  「That is because I was the one who caused you to come to this world.」


  In that instant, my face became pale-white.


  I wanted to ask what did he meant by that, or that maybe he was talking about something else, but I could see it in Gramps’s eyes that he was dead serious with me right now.


  Gramps knew that I reincarnated into this world.


  That face caused me so great of a shock that I was unable to think straight.


  Why was he telling me this now?


  「I wanted to tell my disciple about that as well. But the way in which he loves this world exceeded even my wildest expectations. That is why I decided that you’re the only one who must hear it for now.」


  Gramps continued to speak while I remained silent.


  His voice was grave, and it caused me so much pain.


  「This world is slowly approaching its end. And you’re the only one who can prevent that from happening.」


  More than a hundred years have passed since I was reincarnated as a dragon.


  With each passing year, my memories of my previous life were becoming more and more distant.


  I could also feel something taking root deep inside of me.


  [Halloween Extra]


  A chill ran through my body as I walked through the hydro wall. However, I remained dry even when I was on the other side of the wall.


  As I took one step forward, I felt the hardness of the stone path beneath my feet.


  I expected this place to be in the wild but still, I was glad that had my shoes on.


  Now, I was standing here, beneath the clear blue sky which seemed to reach out for miles.


  Turning around, I saw the hydro wall and its surface swaying gently.


  A field of colourful flowers that seemed to have been delicately taken care of surrounded the area.


  Space was filled with magic, yet none of them seemed to be connected to the Leyline.


  Which means, this place is in a different dimension from where we were before.


  The place seemed to be very open, yet it also gave out an odd sensation of being boxed in.


  Carla and Kyle, who could sense the strangeness of this space seemed to be on a high alert.


  『So this is Taisha. The architecture is similar to the other shrines… However, the atmosphere here is exceptional.』


  The emperor commented with an excited expression, but he did not let his guard down for even a second.


  Personally, I saw this place as a garden which has been completely boxed in.


  Anyway, in front of us stood a gorgeously decorated building. I’m guessing that must be the Honden. [1. TL Note: “Honden” is “a building within the shrine where the god which is celebrated by the shrine is believed to be resting”.]


  『Kyle, I shall ask you to guard the gate just as we have planned. I hope our composure will help us guide our way through any problems we may face』


  The emperor cut off suddenly and looked towards the end of the stone path.


  There, we saw a familiar figure approaching us.


  After all, we are in her territory. I was expecting her to spot us sooner or later.


  『Well I did tell you fellows to come over. But I didn’t expect you guys would use such an outrageous method. I apologise, I completely underestimated you guys.』


  Ten appeared with a bitter smile spread across her face. She wore her vivid outfit and her dark green hair flowed behind her.


  Beside her was Makoto standing casually with white hair and white ears standing upright at the top of her head.


  She wore the typical shrine maiden outfit with the white kimono and the red hakama. She looked over to us apologetically but Ten was the one who spoke.


  「Lava, so those people are the…」


  「That’s right, she’s the one who kidnapped Aru and one of the valued dragons.」


  I replied when Kyle whispered the question to me. However, there was something odd about Ten who was standing in front of me. But before anyone could make any move, Carla-san stepped in front of us.


  『The dragon of the storms, I ask for your understanding that none of my actions was against the contract.』


  Carla-san, whose face was as white as a pill gave a small bow as she finished the sentence. To this, Ten nodded approvingly, but with her bitter smile still plastered on her face.


  『I know. I understood that you haven’t taken any action against the contract. I noticed that your magic stem hasn’t shifted at all. This only means that the emperor was better than me.』


  The emperor who was casually thrown into the conversation also bowed his head down.


  『It is my honour to meet you, the god of Taisha. I am the emperor of the current era. I deeply apologise for our sudden visit.』


  『You better be. I’ve never heard of someone who managed to walk through the Taisha’s gate along with one of the valued dragon with them.』


  『I have always believed that I have been blessed with good-natured people and good luck. However, this time around I was exceptionally fortunate.』


  Ten shrugged in dismay as the emperor, who replied casually suddenly sharpened his gaze.


  『However, I am certain that she is the one who will fulfil the long-awaited promise.』


  Ten’s eyes which were full of energy before widened at the emperor’s word. He continued as if to ignore her reaction.


  『On the dawn when the emperor opens the gate of Taisha, he may make one wish to the god of Taisha. Is a saying that has been passed down over generations in my family.』


  At those words, I finally understood why the emperor wasn’t afraid that Ten might kick us out of the shrine.


  I’m guessing there was some sort of connection between the past emperor and Ten a long time ago.


  『You’re right, we did make that promise. However, Are you making that wish upon understanding the true meaning behind that promise?』


  The emperor did not even flinch at Ten’s chilling tone.


  『Indeed, my wish is to put an end to the shrine maiden system.』


  Ten’s eyes widened at the emperor’s words. Her expression twisted up into a sad smile with almost tearful eyes.


  『I see, so you came here understanding the meaning of that promise. However, my response is…』


  『No one else, speak. I have thought out a way to convince her. And Ten, I will have you listen to them.』


  As the emperor gave a competitive smile, Ten smiled as she gave in.


  『This is an irregular case but there’s no doubt that you managed to get here on your own. I guess I have no choice but to listen to you.』


  She said it in such a kind and tender tone that it only intensified the suspicion I had towards her.


  『However, I feel like a hole is being dug into my body right now. So, I will get Mako-chi to listen to them in my place. But don’t think of her as my replacement. After all, we’re practically two halves of one being.』


  I felt a little irritated that the emperor poked fun at how I glared at Ten. Yet, I decided to ask an important question first.


  『Are Aru and Mikoto safe?』


  I have analysed her ability with Nectar before.


  Now that I have some theories about Ten, I’m confident that I can win against her.


  『Of course, I can hand them over to you right now. After all, you did make it all the way here. Is that all you wanted?』


  I asked her with the will of not backing out even if the argument became physical. However, she agreed so casually as if she has read my mind. So, I stood there, unsure of what to do next.


  As I struggled to find a word to say, the emperor spoke up as he looked straight into Makoto’s eyes, who was standing next to Ten.


  『I have no reason to object as long as she is one of the current shrine maidens of the Taisha.』


  『Then it has been decided. Anyway, welcome to my home. It is my pleasure to have you guys here.』


  Said Ten with forced politeness as she spread her arm out as if to lure us further into the shrine.


  However, at that moment I felt a familiar presence. I listened in without thinking and heard a set of light footsteps running along the stone path.


  Not long after, I saw that the figure who came in running from behind Ten was Aru. His maroon hair with red streaks was being blown back as he ran as fast as he could.


  I doubt that I will ever experience greater joy than this moment in my life.


  「Mummy!」


  「Aru!!」


  I slipped past Ten and ran over to Aru. His face was lit with joy and I hugged him tightly the moment I reached my precious son.


  『Well, well, he already noticed her presence. He sure is a child of a dragon.』


  「Are you hurt anywhere? Were you scared? I’m so sorry it took us so long…」


  「Mummy, I’m fine. All the shrine maidens have treated me so kindly.」


  I didn’t even notice Ten’s troubled voice. I just patted Aru’s head as I scanned through his body.


  The white kimono and the red hakama he was wearing was well tailored and he didn’t look pale or starved.


  But most of all, I was relieved to see how happy he looked.


  Then, Aru’s golden iris suddenly blurred with tears.


  「I was so lonely! I’m happy that mummy and the others are safe…!」


  I held him tighter as he started to cry, burying his face into my shoulder.


  「I see, I see. It’ okay, now, you’re not alone anymore, mummy’ here.」


  The last thing Aru saw before being taken away was us getting knocked out by Ten.


  Just like we have been worried about him, he would have been worried about us as well.


  The more I thought about it, the more regrets filled my mind. Why, just why couldn’t I reach the shrine sooner?


  I wanted to apologise but if I said it out loud, he will probably hold back his tears and tell me it’s okay. After all, he’s such a clever child.


  So, I would rather not say anything and let him cry.


  『Ten, I hope you are reflecting on your actions a little.』


  『… I am, more than I ever have.』


  I heard such a conversation from behind me, as I continued to pat his head and his back to let him know that I was there with him.


  When I glanced over to them, I saw Ten with her shoulder dropped down as Makoto stared up at her.


  As Makoto sighed at Ten’s posture, she noticed my awkward gaze and dropped her tail apologetically.


  『Ms Lava. I do not ask you forgive neither I or Ten. However, I would be grateful if you could at least listen to our side of the story.』


  When Makoto finished speaking, she turned to look over at the emperor and bowed politely.


  『Mr emperor, please, follow me. We have our own matter to discuss.』


  Her posture was something of a strict shrine maiden.


  The atmosphere which she possessed around her made me forget that she was only in her early twenties.


  『Yes, I understand. Carla, we shall go.』


  As the emperor saw Makoto’s gaze, he followed her to a different path. Although, he probably had something he wanted to ask us as well.


  Now, only the four of us were left on the field. Aru continued to sob as I kept my arms wrapped around him. When I looked up, I saw Ten standing in front of me looking unsure.


  『Um, so, … well, first of all, you can just leave the gate hanging like that. Well, I’m surprised by the spell that can leave the gate like that.』


  『I have a lot of questions I want to ask you.』


  Ten broke the silence uncertainly, but she seemed to be relieved once I’ve responded.


  『I thought so. Let’s move to someplace quieter.』


  I agreed with her. However, when I got up, Aru held onto my clothes tightly.


  I almost changed my mind when Aru looked up at me with his eyes still filled with tears and his hiccup that didn’t seem to calm down. However, I patted his head gently and put my forehead against his.


  「Nectar is waiting at the other side of the gate. So, can you go over to him and let him know everything is okay?」


  「Mummy… ?」


  「Seeing you happy really cheered me up. So I’m going to continue fighting a little longer.」


  I showed a bright smile to calm him down. Then, when I got up, he calmly let go of his hand from my clothes.


  He probably knew I forced that smile. It hurt to see how he looked back at me, holding back his urge.


  I asked Kyle to look after Aru before anything else happened and he silently agreed with me.


  『Miko-chan will eventually come too so take your time going back.』


  As Ten said, Kyle shifted one of his eyebrows higher and showed his suspicion towards her.


  I’m guessing this is what he is thinking right now. How can this dragon person act so casually?


  Including that question, I wanted to ask everything from her.


  『So, are you coming?』


  『Of course, that is why I’m here.』


  That’s why I accepted Ten’s invitation without showing the slightest hesitation.


  [Collaboration Extra Edition] Reincarnated Dragon-san Wants to Take a Nap Part 1


  Author’s Note: This chapter is going to be a collaboration chapter with another light novel series written by Chokigyo called 「Reincarnated Vampire-san Just Want to Take a Nap」.


  Chokingyo and Earth Star Novel have given permission to write this chapter.


  I would appreciate it if you could refrain from posting comments such as 「Reincarnated Vampire-san wouldn’t say something like that.」


  I hope you enjoy.


  


  I am a dragon.


  It is the most over-powered species in this universe. However, as I was a loner university student in my past life, I just couldn’t accept the lifestyle of a typical dragon of being alone for all of their lives.


  So, even though I made a couple of mistakes every now and then, I tried my best to make a friend in this new life. As a result, I was blessed with a lovely partner and a child and have been living a pretty happy life.


  And now, I’m lost.


  「…」


  Finally coming back to reality, I looked around me.


  Okay, let’s try and think back to what has happened before. As usual, I dived into the leyline away from my home to fix up the problems. But when I came out, I found myself here, in the middle of an unrecognisable forest.


  What should I do now?


  At first, I thought hundreds of years have gone by while I was in Leyline. However, the place I dived in was a steep and rocky mountain. The forest which surrounded me now was flat and over-grown bushland.


  If the shape of the land changed, I would have noticed it even at my half-conscious state. So, it’s hard to believe that a long time has gone past while I was in the Leyline.


  This could only mean that while I was in my half-conscious state, I moved to a location more comfortable for fixing the Leyline. Still, I’m surprised that I moved so far away from the original location that I don’t even recognise the surrounding landscape.


  I somehow need to get back home. But there’s one more problem


  「snore〜」


  The presence of this girl who is fast asleep on my stomach. Or should I say on the stomach of a dragon.


  Okay me, calm down.


  This girl, who looks around 13 or 14 years old, is sleeping, with her long silver hair scattered carelessly across my jet-black scale.


  The girl who looked a couple of years older than Aru had a very small frame. She looked so fragile that I thought she would shatter into a million pieces if I gave her a little nudge.


  Her pale pink lips were softly closed together, and you could tell how smooth her pale skin would be just by looking at it. In short, she was very pretty.


  The white girly outfit with hooded cape really suited her.


  However, I was intrigued by the design which I have not seen in either Ballow nation or in any of the surrounding nations.


  Anyway, when I gained my full consciousness, she was already fast asleep, just like this.


  I looked at the position of the sun on the clear blue sky and guessed it must be close to midday. She’s sure sleeping well considering its only midday.


  She even has a bubble coming out of her nose.


  I have no idea why she ended up sleeping here but because of her presence, I can’t move, transform or talk to her.


  … hold up, I can’t transform?


  As I realised this truth, I felt the blood rush from my face.


  I’m not trying to brag about it, but if a girl like her saw a dragon, a creature known to have immense power, she’ll scream in the best case scenario and faint in the worst case scenario. In between would be running away.


  There’s no way I would be able to ask her where this place is.


  「No, I just need to calm down. Being a loner is all in the past. As a dragon, I have the most social skill. I’m sure I can talk to her even in my dragon form. Oh, but that failed with the dwarves…」


  「hm.」


  While my confidence was coming and going, I heard a cute voice and a shiver ran through my body.


  Turns out, while I was thinking what to do, I was unconsciously swaying my tail, which ended up waking up the girl.


  I slowly, but rigidly tuned my head towards my stomach and saw the girl sitting up and scratching her eyes.


  My eyes met her tired red eyes.


  When I saw her eyes, I immediately noticed how clear and vivid those two red irises were. But this didn’t mean I wasn’t panicking internally at the same time.


  「um…. so…」


  Using all the social skills which I have learned in the past, I tried to look for a word that wouldn’t intimidate her. However, before I could speak, she looked up, opened her bright red eyes wide and spoke.


  「Good morning. Good night.」


  「Um, could you try and stay up?」


  I spat out the question as I saw the girl casually going back into her sleeping position.


  She has already leaned her head against my stomach and closed her eyes. But when she heard my question, she opened them up unsatisfyingly.


  「The surface is just the right hardness and it’s very warm. It’s a perfect napping spot so I would appreciate it if you could let me sleep for another three days.」


  「Well, that napping spot is my stomach so it’s kind of troubling? Hold up, isn’t three days logically impossible?」


  Today was a nice sunny day but the air was a little chilly. However, my jet-black scale would have kept some of the heat from the sunlight, so I guess it made pretty good napping.


  Still, napping on the stomach of a dragon? How much does she like napping?


  As I trembled in shock, the girl opened her red eyes wide and bowed.


  「I apologise. I had a very nice nap, Loner Dragon-san.」


  「Hey, that was in the past!」


  「Is that so?」


  「Ye, yeah. I have a husband and a child! I have friends too! Hold up, you heard me talking to myself before!?」


  「Yes, well, I was tired so I decided to just ignore it.」


  「Next time can please wake up!?」


  I trembled at how much she wanted to nap. Although she personally attacked me, I felt relieved overall.


  The girl with the silver hair didn’t seem to be scared of me. Even when she saw me after waking up, she remained seated on the ground, right where she was. We even managed to talk normally.


  Wording, it’s very important (straight face).


  Then, I noticed something. The girl’s ears which peeked out from the strands of her hair was pointed at the tip.


  I thought she might be a forest elf, but she possessed a lot of magic to be them. On top of that, I didn’t get a human-like presence from her.


  Her presence was much closer to a spirit or a dragon. I was fascinated by this mysterious girl, but first, I decided to introduce myself to this friendly girl. So, she wouldn’t come up with more triggering nicknames.


  「I’m Lava. Just call me Lava.」


  「My name is Argenton Vanpeel. Please just call me Alge, Lava-san.」


  I’m sorry for the girl who simply told me her name, but I was a little hesitant when I heard her name.


  Vanpeel was a name you would hear a lot if you were into anime and gaming subculture back on earth.


  Argento sounds familiar too… that’s right, it means silver.


  When she gave a big yawn, I saw two fangs growing amongst her teeth. Hold on a minute.


  「Are you… a vampire?」


  「Yes. I am a vampire.」


  「I thought vampires aren’t supposed to be in direct sunlight?」


  「Oh, my Sunlight Resistance is 10 so it’s fine.」


  She mentioned a word which I didn’t understand but I just accepted everything which she has just said as a cold sweat ran down my spine.


  Well, dragons don’t sweat but that’s how it felt, okay?


  I just couldn’t help it.


  In both my past and current life, I only knew vampires from stories and fairy tales. Even in this universe, vampires are referring to creatures which like to suck onto other’s mana.


  However, I was certain she wasn’t one of the Neighbours. And the Leyline here seemed odd? Unfamiliar? So, if she is a vampire, it explained the strangeness surrounding this area.


  Getting a really bad feeling about what was happening, I leaned in towards the girl who called herself Arge.


  「Arge-chan, was it? There’s something I really want to ask you…」


  Just then, my hyper-reliable hearing picked up the sound of multiple people running towards us.


  『I, is that a Yggdrasil level Dragon!? I thought it was just a rumour.』


  『Please, step away from Arge-san!』


  A woman with an odd eye and her brown hair tied up into a high side ponytail appeared. Along with her was a girl with a golden blonde hair with beast ears showing at the top of her head.


  However, the tail growing behind the girl who wore an outfit resembling of a shrine maiden outfit had 3 tails.


  Mikoto, who is a half beast half human herself never told me of a case where their species had more than one tail.


  Also, as I sensed the magic which was pouring out from the hand of an odd-eyed woman, I noticed that I did not recognise the spell which she was casting.


  On top of that, I didn’t understand the language which they were speaking.


  …Well, this isn’t the time to turn my back on reality.


  Right now, I look like I’m about to eat Arge’s head off.


  To prove my point, the atmosphere surrounding the two girls were nothing but hostile.


  I’m such an idiot! Why didn’t I transform into a human form earlier!?


  Not even giving me the chance to explain the situation, the half beast girl started throwing sharp wind blades towards me.


  The spell used for the wind blades were also something that I didn’t recognise. With tears starting to fill my eyes, I dropped my wings in an attempt to protect Arge.


  However, before I could even move, Arge stepped out, swaying her silver hair behind her.


  「Arge!?」


  「Wind, please lend me your powers.」


  As the odd-eyed girl looked troubled, a gust of wind blew out as she mumbled something to herself.


  The wind which she created blew away the blades before it could reach Arge.


  Again, I didn’t know the spell she used but I got that it was a pretty cheap spell.


  『Arge-san!?』


  『Suguha-chan, Felnote-san this dragon is not our enemy. She accompanied me with my nap.』


  『Oh, I see…』


  As Arge spoke in another language, the two girls dropped their shoulders.


  Though they are still giving me this uncomfortable suspicious gaze.


  Moreover, I was surprised to know that Arge spoke their langue. After all, she did talk to me pretty casually.


  Anyway, let’s do something about this intimidating appearance.


  I transformed into my human form and landed in front of Arge. However, they seemed to be even more surprised by this.


  That’s weird, I made sure to transform into my usual punk-ish female uni student appearance with the long black hair with red streaks.


  『A dragon turned into a human!? Or did the human turn into a dragon!?』


  The ear of the half beats girl straightened upright from surprise. And the female, who was standing next to her widened both her purple and golden irises.


  I only just noticed this, but her eyes are really big.


  Although I have only talked to Arge a few times, I thought she was a pretty calm and composed girl. So, when I saw her red eyes opened wide, I felt a little averse.


  However, I gained every courage I could find and asked the silver-haired girl a question.


  「Arge-chan, can you tell me where this place is?」


  「… We’re in a forest to the west of Sakuranomiya.」


  「… Is Sakuranomiya a name of a town?」


  「Yes, it’s the capital of the United Nations of Clover.」


  I didn’t know any town named Sakuranomiya nor any nation called the United Nations of Clover.


  Could this mean that I got lost into another universe?


  **********


  A couple of days have gone by now.


  「Lava-san, could you please take this to table 4?」


  「Coming right up!」


  I took the bowl from Suguha-chan, the girl with the golden yellow beast ears. Then, I walked through the café, my black skirt swaying along with my motions.


  Right now, I’m wearing a black dress with a white apron.


  On my head was a headband with frills on it called a white brim. The cute dress hemmed with frills looked nothing but a maid outfit.


  Every time I walked the frills would brush along my legs which really bothered me. However, that was no excuse to keep the customers waiting.


  As I placed the ordered dish onto the table, I turned to the customer and smiled.


  「Thank you for waiting, this is a Rare Cheese Cake with a tea.」


  This is Cafe May, located in Sakuranomiya, the capital of the United Nations of Clover.


  Currently, I am working at that cafe.


  After the incident in the forest, I got Arge to explain to Feltone-san and Suguha-chan my situation. When they heard my side of the story, they were very compassionate about it.


  Then, they got in contact with one of their acquaintance to see if they could figure out a way to send me back to my own universe. While waiting for their acquaintance to get back, it was decided that I would stay over at the girl’s place.


  I was surprised that I managed to get into the town so easily. Especially in this universe where I have no form of ID.


  I’m really grateful for Satsuki-san, who is the owner of the cafe. She has been a huge help to me these couple of days.


  「I see, I see, well, I’m surprised that a dragon can turn into a human. But, if it’s another cute girl, I can’t help it but welcome you. It must be fate, so just leave everything to Satsuki-chan!」


  And like that, she organised everything for me.


  Apparently, she is acquainted with the higher-ups of the Clover Nation.


  In a situation like this, I cannot thank her enough for the amount of help she has given me. But still, I can’t believe I got lost into another world.


  Anyway, while I was staying at their place, I decided to help out the shop as a way of showing my appreciation.


  Cafe May seems to be popular within Sakuranomiya and the shop was close to full already at midday.


  Apart from the owner, Café May only had one cook and two workers. So, Suguha-chan who only looked a couple of years older than Aru, split herself into three using a spell called「Tail Clone」and was doing her best to keep everything moving.


  I can’t cause trouble in a tight situation like this.


  However, this is my first time working in customer service. Not stopping my legs were hard enough on its own.


  「Arge-chan, Suguha-chan, Lava-chan, let’s have a lunch break.」


  After the lunch peeks was over, I turned around as Satsuki-san called out our name.


  She was taller than an average woman and wore a green kimono. She decorated her silky black hair with a flowery hair clip.


  Like that, some aspects were very similar to Towa. However, the design and such were slightly different from the traditional kimono, confirming that this is not the same place.


  Anyway, I knew this place wasn’t Towa the moment I saw the streets fenced with brick houses and calling this shop a café instead of a tea house.


  Satsuki-san who always has a bright smile of her face is apparently a vampire just like Arge.


  Iris-san, who is the cook at this cafe is a vampire as well so I thought it might be a common species in this universe.


  However, when I asked them, they said it was a total coincidence that they all met up and vampires are pretty rare species in this universe.


  「Thanks for the hard work. Satsuki-chan is really happy with your work!」


  Satsuki-san said with a bright smile and a thumbs-up. However, once the sleeves of the kimono were lifted, it revealed two large spheres on her chest.


  Hmmm. I thought Ligurila’s were big but she’s on another level.


  I showed a bitter smile as I thought about that.


  I maximized my learning ability to learn as much of their language as I could. As a result, I could have a casual conversation without a problem. So, I felt a little awkward now that I could clearly understand what Satsuki-san was saying.


  「Personally, I think I still have a lot to improve. Also, could you please stop referring to me with a 「chan」…」


  The uniform for the café which she has organised it for me fitted so perfectly that I was surprised. However, it was kind of embarrassing to wear such a cutesy outfit at my age.


  My actual age is over 500 years old and no one had ever referred to me by 「chan」. So again, it was kind of embarrassing.


  「Now way, I always refer to a cute girl by 「chan」! Also, it’s only natural to make a cute girl wear a cute outfit! And Lava-chan, you’re a cute girl.」


  「Um, I mentioned this before, but I’m actually a lot older than I look and…」


  「Satsuki-chan is forever seventeen!」


  「I don’t think that’s a logical reason.」


  No matter what I said, Satsuki-san seemed to be satisfied overall. So, I stopped making comments about it.


  Although I found it rattling, it didn’t feel bad being told I look cute.


  If Nectar was here, he would probably beg me to transfer the image. So, I’m glad he wasn’t here.


  … though, it’s kind of lonely.


  When I saw what Satsuki-san has prepared us for lunch, I lost my words.


  「um, thi, this is…!」


  「It’s Omurice. Weren’t there any in Lava-san’s original universe?」


  I couldn’t even reply to Suguha-chan, who asked me the question with a tilted head and her ears twitching curiously.


  In front of me was a pile of fluffy and creamy sheet of golden yellow egg with some sort of writing on top of it using a bright red tomato sauce. No doubt, this was an omurice.


  Holding back my excitement, I gently dug into the mount with a spoon. Inside it was a rice that has been mixed with ketchup.


  I Travelled the food into my mouth. The soft rice, the sweet and sour flavour of the tomato sauce, the chewiness of the meat, and the crunchiness of the onion and the capsicum all danced in my mouth.


  「〜〜〜〜!!!」


  I trembled at this undoubtful taste of omurice.


  Towa Nation did have rice, but they didn’t have any modern food like this.


  I continued to eat on, thinking how happy I was to come across this nostalgic taste in such an unexpected place. Then, Suguha-chan, who was sitting next to me shook Arge was sleeping face first on the table.


  「Arge-san, Arge-san, it’s lunchtime. Please wake up.」


  「hmm…」


  Arge, who finally woke up already has a dribble showing from her mouth. Seeing this, I gave another bitter smile.


  In the past few days, I learnt that Arge will sleep anywhere at any time if given the opportunity.


  It was to a point where I thought she would sleep in all day if she didn’t have any plans.


  Suguha-chan waking her up was becoming a very common scenery throughout the day.


  「Suguha-chan, I admire how you always look after Arge.」


  「Of course, I’m Arge-san’s friend. It’s my job to look after her!」


  Suguha-chan, who sat up proudly with a spoon in one had looked so adorable, that I couldn’t help it but pat her head.


  Seeing how she was trying as hard as Aru has been back at home, it made me want to support her.


  Symphasized with Suguha-chan, who shook her three tails in a bashful, yet a joyful way, I spoke to Arge as well.


  「Come on Arge, this omurice is really delicious. You should eat it before it cools down.」


  「You’re right. It’s better to eat delicious food while it’s still delicious. Thanks for the food.」


  Arge, who looked as if she was about to step into her dreams picked up the spoon and started to eat.


  Unlike Suguha-chan who was shoving as much food as she could into her mouth, Arge ate piece by piece in a very well-mannered way.


  I was surprised to learn that vampires could eat normal food as well.


  It was even more surprising to see how much Arge worked throughout the day, regardless of how much she enjoyed napping.


  She attends to each customer more professionally than I do, and when she shows that customer service smile, she looks like a portrait of an ideal maid.


  I don’t know much about her, but because we met in such an outrageous way, I was flabbergasted by this contrast.


  When I asked her why she thought about it for a little, then responded with a soft smile, 「If I took a break, then I’ll cause trouble to both Suguha-chan and Lava-san.」.


  Silver hair with red eyes. Pale pink lips with a beautifully shaped face. Her expressions were weak, but I saw that she thought about others around her.


  Like that, I continued to eat my omurice, grinning like an idiot.
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  In the afternoon, I was able to take the shift off. Satsuki-san told me that the other two workers would be more than enough to keep the shop running. So, Arge and Suguha-chan have agreed to show me around Sakuranomiya.


  Ever since I have wondered myself into this universe, I was too busy getting used to my new routine. So, I haven’t had the chance to look around the town yet.


  「Since Lava-san has come to this universe, I really want you to enjoy your life here.」


  Suguha-chan’s beast ears twitched excitedly, as she impatiently ran ahead of Arge and I, dragging the two of us by the arm.


  On our way, we met up with Felnote-san, who was living away from Café May.


  「How have you been Lava-san? Have you gotten used to the lifestyle in this universe?」


  When we first met, her hostility was so overwhelming that I was frightened of her. However, now that the misunderstanding has been cleared, I have realised that she is very kind and caring.


  As usual, she had her brown hair tied up to the side. Overall, she was very slender but her slopy limbs gave her a very feminine appearance. Also, Felnote-san, being a very compassionate person, will check up on people occasionally, like she has done with me right now.


  Since I have never been close with a knight type of person, becoming acquainted with Felnote-san was something very new to me.


  「I have, everyone has been very kind to me so things have been turning out pretty well. Thank you for asking, Felnote-san.」


  「No problem, it’s good to hear that you’re making yourself feel at home in this universe. You sure did amaze me the last time I visited the café. You looked like you have been working there for years.」


  Her purple and yellow irises gave a soft, soothing gaze. However, her smile haltered a little, as she seemed to have remembered something.


  「By the way, don’t you think that maid outfit really suited Arge? … She looked like a fairy with her silver hair contrasting against the dark navy dress. It was so adorable when she was blushing bright red.」


  「Felnote-san」


  Felnote-san was explaining with a very joyful smile but turned around and froze on the spot as she heard Arge call out her name.


  Arge, whose face was as red as a tomato, stared at the ground and spoke in a very quiet tone.


  「Please don’t talk about that time while I’m around…」


  「Pfft!」


  Felnote-san tried to hold back her laughter, but she ended up letting it burst out. A moment later, she collapsed on the grounding laughing.


  「Are, are you okay?」


  「Arge, haven’t you gotten girlier recently? When did you learn to act bashful like that? I’m starting to worry for you…!?」


  For a moment, I was worried about them. But after hearing Felnote-san speak, the worry turned into awkwardness.


  But I have to admit, it was kind of cute seeing Arge act like that. Especially since her expression rarely changes.


  Though I was a little set back by Felnote-san’s reaction, it did remind me of Nectar. So, at the same time, I felt like I was back in my other universe.


  …Maye, Nectar is starting to have some effect on me as well.


  As I gave a weak smile at the thought, Suguha-chan jumped in between Areg and Felnote-san.


  「Come on Arge-san, Lava-san, the sun’s going to set if we keep up this pace. Let’s go sightseeing!」


  「Hey, I’m coming as well you know? I have made the golden sightseeing route with all my researches.」


  As Suguha-chan started to walk off, grabbing Arge and I by our hands, Felnote-san caught up with us from behind.


  Seeing them like that, it looked like they disliked each other on the surface. However, there was a hint of fondness between the two.


  So, quietly, I turned to Arge who was getting dragged along with me and asked.


  「Are Suguha-chan and Felnote-san…」


  「Yes, they are very close friends.」


  「「As if!」」


  When the two of them confronted at the same time, I couldn’t help it but burst out laughing.


  Like that, the golden sightseeing route which Felnote-san have searched through the magazines has begun.


  At one point, we came across a medieval-style castle which was surrounded by four sturdy towers. Suguha-chan and Arge gave an odd expression at the castle, but apart from that, we had fun sightseeing around the town together.


  Finally, we came to an open field which according to Felnote-san, is the most recommended spot in Sakuranomiya. When we got there, my breathe was taken by the amazing view.


  Pale pink petals and lovely soft scent floated down from the trees along with the gentle wind.


  Everything in this universe has been a surprise to me. But this scenery was the most unexpected.


  「It’s, it’s cherry blossoms…」


  This familiar view, this very nostalgic view of a field lined up with fully bloomed cherry blossom trees was spread out in front of me.


  I froze on the spot completely speechless. Who knew I would get to see these unique flowers again?


  「Lava-san, is something wrong?」


  「oh, er, um. It’s just, this makes me feel very nostalgic.」


  I snapped out of my thoughts as I heard Felnote-san’s voice. When I replied in a very shaky voice, she softly narrowed her purple and yellow irises.


  「I see, I’m glad you liked it. Well, we will go and buy something to eat. 」


  「I will accompany you! Lava-san, Arge-san please wait here.」


  As I waved at Felnote-san and Suguha-chan who walked off happily, I looked back up at the cherry blossoms.


  I didn’t think the name Sakuranomiya was actually suggesting the cherry blossoms. But I’m glad I got to see them again. [1. TL Note: “Sakura ” is “a Japanese word for cherry blossom”.]


  In my past life, I only saw them as the common, pretty looking flowers. But now, my heart was filled with nostalgia.


  「Lava-san, you know these flowers?」


  I was surprised when Arge asked me that question.


  No offence to her but she is the type of girl who falls asleep the moment she is given an opportunity.


  But right now, Arge was giving me a curious gaze. Her bright red eyes not showing a hint of weariness.


  「A long time ago, I used to live in an area where flowers like these were planted everywhere.」


  It’s about my past life but the wording is all that matters.


  「Because they bloom when there was a lot going on, we even had sayings like Blossoms Bloom or Blossoms Fall. It’s like these flowers were part of our lives.」


  As I continued talking in a nostalgic tone, Arge widened her eyes with surprise.


  「Blossoms Bloom as in passing the entrance exam and Blossoms Fall as in failing the exam?」


  「Yeah. Wait, how do you…?」


  Sayings are usually very specific to that culture. So, usually, you need to have a good understanding of its culture to understand it.


  However, Arge guessed the meaning instantly. Which made me question something.


  Actually, now that I think about it before we ate our food, Arge said 「Thanks for the food」but Suguha-chan or Felnote-san didn’t say anything.


  Could she be …


  Could it be…


  When I tried to ask her, my super sensitive hearing picked up someone’s scream.


  Not even a moment later, a strong gust of wind blew through the field. When I looked up, I saw something flying through the sky with its wings spread out wide.


  The creature’s body was covered in black scales, had a long neck and a beautiful, long tail. Undoubtedly, this creature was a dragon.


  People who have come for flower watching has run past us as we stood up.


  「It’s a Yugdrasil class dragon. Its sighting was reported to Sakuranomiya the day I met you. I was helping out with the investigation to see if the sighting was true or not.」


  A dragon with black scales. It had the same characteristics as me.


  However, they appeared to be more menacing and its surface looked very rough.


  On top of that, it had an odd presence to it or ugh, I can’t think of a good word for it…


  But seeing this dragon, I now understood why the two girls glared at me so fiercely on the first day.


  「I see, they do look similar…」


  「Not at all.」


  I was about to make a comment but Arge casually cut in before I could finish the sentence. I was shocked at first but felt a little bashful at what she has said.


  As someone who has been misunderstood for a long time, it feels nice to hear something like that.


  「Gyaaaaaaaaaaaa!!!!」


  However, while we were standing around, the dragon breathed out a liquid looking mist along with an ear-piercing screech.


  Although the mist didn’t seem to be forceful, the cherry blossom which was swallowed by the mist shed all of its flowers and tilted down. I was shocked by this sight.
 The mist itself didn’t appear to be strong. However, the blossoms which were swallowed by the mist have shed all of its flowers and its bark have wilted down.


  The people who have come for flower watching started to collapse on the ground the moment they inhaled the mist.


  The sweet scent of the flowers was now getting overtaken by the rotting stench coming from the mist.


  「It’s poison!」


  I started to get irritated as I saw the field quickly turn into scenery from hell.


  I don’t know what intentions this dragon has. But if we don’t act now, it’s going to destroy Sakuranomiya.


  The people from the cafe who have warmly welcomed me are going to get hurt.


  I can’t use mage craft in this universe, but I could perform wizardry.


  I have four strong legs and a pair of wings which will not lose against that poison dragon.


  However, in front of me were some people who were suffering from the symptoms of the poison.


  Which one should I prioritize?


  While I was hesitating, the silver-haired girl dashed in front of me.


  「It was such a perfect environment to take a nap… purify.」


  Along with her crystal-clear voice, a form of magic came out and it rapidly spread across the field.


  Suddenly, the dark mist of poison was blown away. The people who were collapsed on the ground were starting to regain their strength, and the blossoms were regaining its liveliness.


  As Arge performed the cheap magic.. or as they called it wizardry, I reluctantly stared at her serious expression.


  It was a small change, but her red eyes seemed to ignite with passion.


  「I’ll take care of the people. Lava-san, could you please…」


  「On it, I’ll get rid of it in a second!」


  「Hyan!?」


  When I dispelled my human form, I accidentally knocked Arge down to the ground.


  So, she’s wearing white. I’m sorry Arge.


  As I apologised internally, I drifted up into the air.


  Seeing the poison dragon up close, I saw that it had a large frame. However, it didn’t seem to have any level intelligence and through its eyes beamed an intense hostility towards me.


  I was hoping that this dragon knew a way back to my original dimension. But I guess I’m out of luck.


  The moment I appeared in front of the poison dragon it gave me a threatening glare. I’m sorry buddy but it’s going to take a lot more than that to scare me away.


  I may not be familiar with the rules of this dimension. But I am a fragment of the entire world. I am one of the most powerful species in existence. I am a dragon.


  There is not a single spell which I cannot cast, there is nothing which will defeat these fangs, these claws and this tail.


  So, there’s only one thing to do.


  「It’s time for punishment!」


  As I locked eyes contact with the rough-looking poison dragon, I flew straight towards it with a wide grin on my face.


  That sure was a tough fight.


  Yugdrasil was it? I knocked that dragon down beyond the cherry blossom forest, then floated back on the ground feeling a little light-hearted.


  As expected, it was my complete victory. I don’t even have a single scratch on me. However, I must have inhaled some of their poison since I’m not feeling very well.


  Once I was back on the ground, I noticed that the rotten smell has now perished from the field, and the wilted trees were now standing upright.


  Some of them already had new buds.


  This must be Arge’s work.


  Immediately, I transformed back into my human form so that I wasn’t taking up so much space. Maybe, that made the poison get around my system faster, because once I was in my human form, I felt a little dizzy.


  Then, an elegant pair of arms supported me.


  「Are you okay? Purification.」


  Along with the voice, I was wrapped in a serene atmosphere. A moment later, I felt refreshed, like when you’ve just stepped out of the shower.


  My body felt lighter than before.


  This healing spell, it sounded simple to cast but it must be a very powerful spell.


  「Thanks, you really saved there.」


  「It’s nothing. Though, I’m really tired.」


  「Same here.」


  As we exchanged such words, we walked over to one of the cherry blossom trees which has fully recovered and sat against its trunk.


  I let out a sigh of relief as the sweet scent of the flowers filled my chest.


  「I’m glad we managed to save a lot of people. Good work, Arge.」


  「You’re giving me too much credit. I just wanted to have a nap.」


  After that, Arge added that there was no way she could have taken a nap with all that wind, but I felt like she meant more than that.


  Sure, she falls asleep the moment she’s given the opportunity. But when Suguha-chan or Felnote-san, who visits the café everyday talks to her, she wakes up immediately. And even though she says it’s such a burden, she will always help out those who are in trouble.


  It’s just that she really enjoys taking naps and on the inside, she’s a kind-hearted girl who cares a lot about others.


  She just doesn’t know that herself.


  Oh, that’s right, there’s something I wanted to ask her.


  「Hey Arge, are you…」


  As I asked her, I felt a weight lean against my shoulder.


  Her silky, silver hair brushed against my cheeks.


  「zzz…」


  Looking to my side, I saw Arge leaning against my shoulder with her eyes closed.


  Hearing her calm, quiet breath, there was no way I could wake her up.


  「She sure do sleep a lot.」


  The sun felt warm on my skin and the smell of the blossoms filled me with joy. Indeed, it was the best weather to take a nap.


  Seeing Arge sleep so peacefully, I started to feel tired too.


  It was such a big incident. Suguha-chan and Felnote-san who went to buy some snacks should be coming back soon.


  But until then, I guess I’ll take a nap as well.


  「Yawn, Goodnight.」


  For now, I decided to take a quick nap. And then…


  Just before I closed my eyes, I thought I saw a woman with long black hair.


  She was a beautiful woman and was wearing a maidenly outfit. Her outfit was very unusual, and it looked like a mixture of huntress’s outfit and the shrine maiden outfit.


  「My apologies and thank you for saving me.」


  Her elderly behaviour and speech betrayed her charismatic appearance and voice.


  Or as Arge would call it…


  「Loligramps?」


  「Even you’re calling me by that ridiculous name!? Sigh, first that youth and now you? Are there only peculiar humans in the afterlife!」


  For some reason, when this lady mentioned 「That youth」I knew she was talking about Arge.


  Hold up, I thought that youth was a female because of the feminine appearance they had in the mysterious image which appeared in my mind. But could she be… a boy?


  While I was confusing myself, a woman whose eyes were filled with tears waved her hand.


  I somehow knew that it was our time to go our own ways. Suddenly, I felt my consciousness becoming fainter and fainter…


  「The one who has been reincarnated into another world. I am not one of you. However, I wish you countless joys in your next life.」


  **********


  「…va, Lava.」


  I regained my consciousness as I heard a gentle voice call out my name.


  「hmmm?」


  As I slowly opened my eyes, and I saw a pair of pale blue eyes smile down at me.


  「Good morning Lava. It’s not very common to see you fast asleep.」


  「Good morning mummy!」


  In front of me was Nectar with his usual beige hair with pink tips tied up loosely. Next to him was Aru, smiling down at me.


  Not resisting the overflowing feeling of relief and joy, I hugged onto them.


  「I’m back!」


  「Lava!?」


  「Mummy? What’s the matter!?」


  「I thought I’ll never find my way… wait, what?」


  I felt relieved as the two of them hugged me back. Though, they looked as if they didn’t know what I was talking about. To this situation, I tilted my head.


  Looking around, I noticed that I was in the living room back at my house, and I realised I was sitting on my favourite sofa.


  「Was I… asleep?」


  「Yes, you looked very peaceful. It’s just, we finished baking the cheesecake and I was wondering if you wanted to join us while it’s still warm.」


  「So all that was a dream?」


  Thought, it was very realistic for a dream.


  Oh, but I haven’t eaten any rice since I’ve been reincarnated. Nor have I been to the Towa nation, so that would explain why I was thinking about rice when I ate that Omurice.


  「Did you have a dream?」


  「Yeah. I got lost into another dimension.」


  Although feeling a little disappointed, I explained the weird dream I had to Aru who listened to it curiously. Then, both Nectar and Aru widened their eyes as I finished telling them my dream.


  「That is quite an adventure filled dream.」


  Although it was just a dream, Nectar sounded genuinely worried. Feeling relieved, I decided to continue on.


  「Yeah, but I came across a strange girl and we had a lot of fun.」


  Pity I didn’t have the chance to ask if Arge was reincarnated into that world. Oh wait, it wouldn’t have mattered either way since it was all just a dream.


  However, I can recall all the events so vividly.


  How Suguha-chan was working so hard, how Felnote-san couldn’t act normal around Arge, the absolute understanding between Satsuki-san and Iris-san, and how I worked at Cafe May along with them.


  The cherry blossoms in Sakuranomiya and Arge’s tired expression. I remember them all so clearly.


  I guess my expression was softened while I recalled my dream because Nectar spoke to me in a soft tone.


  「It must have been a very nice dream.」


  「Yeah, it was. It would have been better if both of you were in it.」


  I noticed that Nectar’s expression became slightly serious as I continued to think about the dream absentmindedly.


  「If something like that ever happens to you, I’ll be sure to come and save you.」


  「Aw, my hero. I’m counting on you.」


  I was over the moon when I heard Nectar say that. My lips curved upwards as warm feeling filled my chest.


  Then, Aru leaned in with his eyes shining with curiosity.


  「I wanna hear more about your dreams! What was that girl like?」


  「I would love to hear your dream as well. Let’s listen to it while we eat our cake.」


  「Of course, there was another girl who was half-beast. She was around your age, Aru. We ate a lot of yummy food together.」


  「Really?」


  A vampire girl who had silver hair, red eyes and loved to take a nap.


  She was always sleeping but I’m sure her lovely friends will take her out into many adventures.


  I wish that one day, she will find her own happiness.


  So, I told about Arge and her friends to Nectar and Aru, the happiness which I have found in this life.


  「So, this is how the dream started. I woke up in the forest, then, I saw a girl with silver hair sleeping on my stomach while I’m still in my dragon form.」


  「I’m jealous of her.」


  「I thought you would say that Nectar!」


  The end.


  [Commemorative Extra] Can Dragons Understand Humans? Part 1


  Author’s Note: This is a spin-off chapter to celebrate the official publication of dragon-san.


  The chapter will follow why Ten has decided to remain at Taisha in the form of a little girl.


  


  『….. and that is the purpose of the Taisha and its Sacrificial Maiden.』


  When Ten finally finished telling the tale, the girl with a pair of white beast ears slowly closed her eyes.


  Her whole act looked as if she was trying to deny and accept something at the same time.


  Ten thought that the girl would start crying, as she noticed her hands trembling on her lap.


  She did not blame the girl. After all, it was a heavy topic even for adults. Even Sawa, the head shrine maiden, thought it was too early to speak.


  However, from experience, Ten knew very well that if the girl could not handle the truth now, she would not be able to handle it later.


  That’s why she decided to tell her today, on her fifteenth birthday. The age which shrine maidens are treated as an adult. Ten hoped for the girl to stay. However, she knew that if she spent any more time with the girl, it would only become harder to let go of her.


  『If you can’t handle it, tell me now honestly. So I can wipe out your memories and assign you to a different shrine.』


  As the girl’s shoulders flinched, Ten gave a gentle smile and spoke in a hopeless tone.


  『Thank you….. For everything.』


  Not even a moment later, the girl looked up and gazed into Ten’s eyes with her vivid red irises.


  Although a single tear rolled out of her bright red eyes, the flame of determination in her eyes did not dim down.


  『What made you think that I would deny?』


  The first generation Amagi which Ten have loved was a quiet and elegant girl, but with steel-like determination.


  *****


  Ten replayed an old memory in her mind and thought to herself how Makoto has always been terrifying whenever something has angered her.


  Even when Ten revealed the secrets behind Taisha, Makoto have ranted on to Ten why she didn’t tell her about this sooner.


  Every shrine maiden at Taisha had unique and fun characteristics to them. However, Makoto stood out amongst them. Her rare and interesting traits have captured Ten’s attention and have changed her perspective permanently.


  After all, since the day they’ve met, when Makoto was still twelve years old, Ten knew that she would grow up to be a beautiful young lady. Especially from how her pure white ears and tail had an exceptionally soft texture.


  Makoto, who has a gentle and quiet vibe to her possessed a strong determination which would intimidate a giant. Even when Ten spoke about the purpose of the sacrificial maiden, the light in her brilliant red eyes did not fade away. Even when the tears started to blur her vision.


  Makoto was Ten’s precious other half. Although she has dragged Makoto into many of her selfish acts, Ten just wanted to see Makoto smile and find her own happiness.


  So, Ten have made up her mind to face Makoto.


  Makoto, who has finished her coming of age ceremony and grew up to be a beautiful and elegant young lady, got up from her bed.


  However, as if to express the discomfort hidden deep in her mind, the white ears of hers were twitching.


  『Um, Ten, is there something which I need to mad at you for?』


  Ten knew very well that there was. For that matter, she has come to this room early and has sat down to prepare herself.


  They were currently in one of the rooms in a shrine closest to Kayou.


  Makoto walked into the room, as she has finally woken up from the Gluttonous Dragon’s Ritual.


  Ten was relieved that it only took Makoto half a day to regain her consciousness.


  Although Ten was already a ghost, to take in a dragon with the body of a human would have caused major stress on Makoto’s body.


  Going by the books, it is not something which can be done multiple times.


  Thanks to Makoto’s exceptional potential and talent, it would be possible to cast a light spell on her. However, that would not relieve the stress on her physical body at all.


  『There’s something I need to tell you.』


  『And what would that be?』


  Ten knew that one of the reasons why Makoto was able to regain her consciousness so quickly was because she just accepted everything in.


  However, Ten knew that there was another reason why…


  『I’m not going to last much longer. Sooner or later, I will vanish from this world.』


  The other reason was that she has already lost half of her powers.


  At Ten’s words, Makoto, who rarely changed her expression, widened her eyes.


  Ten was aware that this was a heavy topic to bring up to Makoto who has just regained her consciousness.


  But she was also aware that this was something that she needed to tell Makoto urgently. Even at this moment, the spirit which is supporting her structure was becoming more and more unstable.


  It was something that she has kept it a secret from the dragon of night and obedient, Lava. However, every time Ten used magic, it was becoming harder for her to maintain her identity. Ten could exist by proving to herself that she exists in one of the timelines. The more she interferes with the different timelines, the weaker her identity becomes.


  She has grown weaker after the Gluttonous Dragon Ritual as she has used all of her strength for the ritual.


  Ten would not be surprised if she was to vanish tomorrow.


  That’s why she felt the need to tell Makoto the moment she woke up.


  Makoto and Ten had the bond of the sacrificial maiden. On top of that, Ten has told all of the truth to Makoto. They were now practically the same person.


  Because of Makoto, Ten was able to cause the uproar this time. Because of Makoto, she was able to move around freely.


  So, Ten though, that the least she could do for her, was to disclose the last secret to Makoto first.


  Makoto usually did not express her inner emotions. However, this was often covered up by her gentle impression.


  But the two have known each other for five years. Ten knew very well that Makoto was very emotional inside.


  From Ten’s perspective, five years was merely a second. However, it was more than enough time to understand each other on a personal level.


  So, Ten thought that perhaps, if it was Makoto, she would cry and mourn for her. Or maybe, she might be angered at Ten for pushing everything on her. But no matter the consequences, she has settled on telling everything to Makoto would be the best solution.


  And because Ten wanted Makoto to understand her intentions, she straightened her back and continued.


  『By soon, I don’t mean in the next couple of hours. After all, some matters need to be sorted and responsibilities that I need to pass onto you.』


  『If I recall correctly, the contract which you had with Ryuu and You have been disbanded at that very time and place. By matters and responsibilities, I believe you are referring to Lava-sama?』


  As Makoto responded in her usual yet surprisingly calm tone, relief rushed through Ten’s body and she nodded silently.


  『But I have no more power left.』


  The recent incident which Ten has caused was something which should not have been possible.


  After all, her responsibility as the Essential Dragon has come to an end, and she had no power left but to protect Towa.


  However, when Lute appeared, she had no choice but to make a move.


  Others may see it that Ten has done everything which she was wanted to do and that she have no regrets. However, that was not the case.


  She failed to protect Towa 5000 years ago.


  And that led to her regretting her decision of choosing a sacrificial maiden.


  And she failed to protect her dearest friend.


  And finally, Lute’s determined wish was the very definition of Ten’s regret.


  In the end, Ten was not able to fulfil Lute’s wish. However, not being able to turn down his earnest wish, she has decided to cooperate with him.


  Or perhaps, Ten has wished for the same thing as Lute.


  To reach out for the slim hope that was left in this world, and finally clear off all of her regrets.


  Ten thought to herself, that both Lute and Lava must think of her as a handful opponent.


  Many people have said that she was a very hard person to read.


  When in real life, she has always been serious and hard working.


  Everything she has done was to protect Towa and to fulfil her duty as a dragon.


  However, in the last incident, there was some of her ego mixed into it.


  『The reason why I have assisted you through this uproar was that I respected your wish to save those who you care. Are you telling me that you are taking back those wishes?』


  『If there’s still some possibility that I can save them than I want to bet on that chance. But I don’t have the rights to make the possibility happen anymore.』


  『You no longer have the rights, you say?』


  Ten didn’t blame for the hint of awkwardness in Makoto’s tone.


  Makoto could accept the purpose of the sacrificial maiden. Even all the events which took place in the past 5000 years. But Lava was a different problem for them.


  The dragon named Lava was an unexpected scenario.


  Ten only took interest in Lava because Lute despised dragons. However, once she had met the dragon, everything about her was just present.


  Although it was a reason for Ten to stay at the Taisha, she was glad that she has begged Makoto and the other shrine maidens for help.


  After all, the birth of a new dragon would only bring happiness to the current state of the universe.


  And the birth of Lava showed that there was still hope left in this world.


  However, that all changed after Ten saw a short glimpse of memory during the Gluttonous Dragon Ritual.


  Ten was happy that she was reincarnated as a dragon. However, she was not expecting her to be born with the memories from her past life.


  It has been a couple of thousand years since she was brought to this world. And for the very first time, she wanted to curse the creator.


  Ten did not have the heart, to pass down this burden to that dragon.


  In this current time, the live ones fight for their survival and that was an expected lifestyle of a dragon.


  Yet Ten was willing to make up for all the damages which she has caused to Lava and others. However, she hesitated to answer her fifth question.


  『If Lute didn’t show up, I wouldn’t have thought of doing any of this. Even Ficel told me that it was an unwanted help. So, I’ll just leave the rest of it up to them.』


  『Is Faecel the spirit which you have wished to meet?』


  『Yep, that’s right. He called me an idiot. Don’t you think that’s a little cruel? I couldn’t even get in contact with him when I went to ask him for a piece of advice.』


  Ten thought it was adorable how Makoto struggled to pronounce the foreign language.


  Even though she knew her place very well, she was very disappointed with how her old friend has treated her after reuniting thousands of years later.


  He was a friend who Ten has wished to meet if she had enough strength left to cross the ocean. And at the very last minute, he appeared right in front of her.


  She has always thought that he appeared at an unusual time. Despite that, this was another surprise to her.


  Not only that, he happened to know everything about Lava.


  When she asked him how the two of them knew each other, she was shocked to hear that he had raised Lava. While he was telling the story, Ten was doing her best to not hit him in the head.


  But Ten knew that regarding to this matter, she was practically a stranger. So, all she could do was to respect her friend’s decision of trusting Lava.


  After all, his perspective as both the perpetrator and the victim would be the most trustworthy opinion in this situation.


  『I just think that my time is up. There’s no need for Taisha anymore. And there’s the grudge from the magical beings after I used them as a labour force for over 5000 years. Thanks to Lava and her companions, the Gluttonous is almost gone. So, I think it’s safe to pass down this up coming era to the Lord.』


  Although the Gluttonous hasn’t completely vanished from Towa, it was no longer a threat.


  On top of that, the new contract policy established by Nectar has increased the military force in Towa.


  Towa was no longer in danger.


  And Ten was no longer needed in Towa. In fact, she would only be seen as a hazard.


  『I guess all is well if it ends well. Towa doesn’t need my protection anymore. This is the situation I have always dreamed of! So I will quietly disappear as a dead dragon should.』


  When Ten stated in an upbeat tone, Makoto’s expression, for the very first time sharpened.


  With this, Ten felt a little uncomfortable but before she could add anything, the pale pink lips broke the silence.


  『Are you sure that there’s nothing you won’t regret?』


  『If I said there wasn’t, I would be lying… But come on, I died a long time ago.』


  Although a dragon’s death is very complicated, Ten, who has already lost her original form would be going against the law of nature if she stayed in this world any longer.


  It will only become more difficult for her to go against the core force of this universe.


  Ten regrets the fact that she needs to leave everything which comes after this to the others. However, she has already made up her mind.


  Makoto, who have understood Ten’s intention nodded in silence.


  Seeing this, Ten has heartfully felt that she did not want to see Makoto in despair.


  『Don’t worry, I don’t think that everything which comes after this is going to be bad. Makoto, you’re free now. You’ve escaped the fate of death. You can be wedded to the person you love. And find your own happiness. It’s a pity that I won’t get to see you in a wedding dress. I’m sure you would look beautiful in it!』


  Ten knew very well that all those words did was provide a little comfort to Makoto.


  However, Ten knew that when people were struck with hopeless situations, they hit rock bottom, and cry. But then, they always get back up. And sometimes, they rise stronger than a dragon.


  So, Ten faced the girl who has accompanied her for the past five years and bowed down with every respect and gratefulness that she could gather.


  『Thank you so much, for dealing with all my selfishness.』


  『Not at all.』


  That Makoto’s unhesitating response has truck into Ten’s mind.


  [Commemorative Extra] Can Dragons Understand Humans? Part 2


  『… What?』


  『I said not at all』


  With that response, Ten finally realised that Makoto was acting strangely.


  Her words alone rejected Ten’s apology, but her tone was too calm.


  Ten looked up nervously. And there, she saw a soft expression with a gentle smile, delicately framed with snow-white hair.


  『You’re, you’re not mad at me?』


  『Of course I am. Did you really think I would be happy if you sacrificed yourself?』


  Ten straightened her posture as Makoto’s vivid red eyes under her crisp white eyelashes sharpened.


  『You know that the reason why I pray for the happiness of those who I care is that I despise the idea of seeing them leave my side. So, Ten please, do me a favour and realise that you are one of the people who I truly care.』


  『Well…』


  Ten knew very well that the reason behind Makoto’s composure is because she did not care about anything except for very few things which she held dear to her heart. And she was disgusted at the idea of any harm done to those few things.


  In fact, the moment Makoto became the sacrificial maiden, she already had a plan of letting the few people who she cared, Senjirou and Mikoto to travel over to distant lands.


  She saw that if Mikoto studied overseas, there definitely would be an increase in oversea stay to maintain an equal exchange.


  She saw that the moment she is required to give up her body as the sacrificial maiden, that would be an indication that Towa was in great danger.


  That idea of protecting their loved ones regardless of its consequences was something which Ten understood on a personal level.


  So, she knew why Makoto has helped her through this incident.


  Ten has adored Makoto as just as much Makoto has adored her. From Ten’s perspective, Makoto was the most precious thing to her. More than her own health.


  It wasn’t that hard for her to imagine what Makoto really meant. After all, Ten herself has dragged on the consequence of her action for over five thousand years.


  Ten knew that if she disappeared, Makoto will never let that day go for the rest of her life.


  The calm and guiltless tone of Makoto’s voice made Ten weirdly better about what was about to come.


  『That would be enough lecturing for today. Now, shall we be on our way?』


  『huh!?』


  Makoto smiled than picked up her staff which was laying close by and walked out of the room.


  Ten was surprised by Makoto’s unusually bold behaviour but followed her out of the room anyway.


  『Where, where are you going? You need to rest!』


  『I will be just fine.』


  『You seem to be in a good mood?』


  『Oh, my apologies』


  Makoto covered her mouth with her hand in an attempt to hide her smile. But the attempt was unsuccessful and like that, the two continued to walk through the shrine.


  On their way, the two came across a couple of people who were shocked to see Makoto walking around when she was supposed to be resting. However, Makoto did not care a single bit.


  Not being able to get any clear answer, the two walked out of the shrine, travelled past the forest of Chinju, and they finally came to a stop at the shrine where the gluttonous has been sealed. [1. TL Note: “Chinju” is “a shrine which is believed to possess the god which protects the surrounding area”.]


  Unlike the separate shrine over the shrine gate, this one had a Sazare Stone. [1. TL Note: “Sazare Stone” is “A large stone which is believed to have manifested a god”.]


  Makoto, who has come to a stop in front of the Sazare Stone finally looked over to Ten.


  『You have run out of spiritual power because you do not have a physical body. So, all we need is a competent vessel.』


  『You’re not wrong but using「Drowsy Bell」across different universe is forbidden. So, without any powers, the bell with just absorb me.』


  「Drowsy Bell」which Ten has used to travel out of Towa is a magical item which was invented to summon high-level spirits and magical beings.


  Once something enters the bell, it will not take any damage from the outside force unless something pulls it out of the bell. Drowsy Bell is an indestructible crib.


  Due to its ability, once it’s away from the separate shrine, it becomes harder for others to detect Ten’s identity. That is how she was able to travel outside of Towa when she was close to vanishing.


  But that was when she still possessed some level of energy. Not only that, the bell wouldn’t have been the easiest thing to control even if she had all of her powers.


  The bell would be impossible to use now that she has lost all of her powers.


  Ten was aware of this. That there was no way for her to stay in this universe any longer.


  She was about to tell this to Makoto. But Makoto didn’t give her the chance.


  『There is a way. Right here.』


  『What are you…』


  Makoto lifted up her staff with an unfading smile and struck at the Sazare Stone with it.


  To Makoto’s uncharacteristically violent behaviour, Ten was shocked to the point where she was rooted on the spot. But then, she realised that Makoto’s spirit power started to grow rapidly.


  『I beg for an apology, as the protector of Towa, I ask for this thin core of the storm which draws up a spiral in the air. I, Amagi Makoto, the sacrificial maiden who has given up its own body, beg for an apology for this sin which I am about to commence. For this once, I ask you to appear in front of me.』


  The words which the clear, silvery voice has sentenced out was the celebratory phrases for summoning gods.


  Makoto’s spirit power which was known to be the strongest in this generation started to twist up. Then, it all gathered at the cap of the staff and the Sazare stone which was twice as big as Makoto cracked into pieces along with a loud sound.


  What poured out from the stone was Ten’s original power.


  However, it was now in a form of pure energy and was completely cut off from her consciousness.


  When it came to the level of power, Ten was no different from an ordinary person with her current state. The dense energy which has just been released would easily knock her out.


  On top of that, the god Summoning ritual usually causes some level of harm to the individual who has conducted the ritual.


  The ritual would be life-risking for Makoto who has gone through everything which has happened yesterday.


  『Makoto, stop! What are you…』


  However, it was already too late. The violent swirl without any will rushed towards Makoto.


  However, she stood on the spot indifferently and swung around her staff again.


  『Now, we welcome you!』


  Suddenly, the forest which has been shaded by the trees were lit up by the beam of light.


  The dense energy became a violent wave and the surrounding trees started to shake hysterically.


  Once the light has filled up the surrounding area, it faded away and the forest went back to its usual dimly lit woodland. When Ten opened up her eyes, she saw Makoto holding a glowing orb in her hands.


  Her staff was thrown onto the ground carelessly.


  Makoto kept her composure in her expression. But she was drenched in her own sweat her breathing was very shallow. Then, she turned around and moved her hand towards Ten.


  『The energy which was in the stone in this isolated shrine must be a fragment of your original energy. That’s why I think this would be the perfect vessel.』


  The orb which Makoto has retrieved was indeed a fragment of who Ten used to be. The orb was called the Dragon’s Marvel.


  Although Ten has already told Makoto that the isolated shrine has already been blessed, she did not expect Makoto to break the Sazare Stone.


  Either way, what Makoto said was true.


  Now that there is no need to maintain the shield, retrieving dragon soul, which was mixed into the stone shouldn’t have caused any problems. On top of that, the object itself would satisfy the requirement to be her vessel.
 Now that there wasn’t any need for the shield, there wouldn’t be any problem even if someone tried to retrieve it.


  The marvel, which was about the size of a thumb flaring in a dark green colour from the reflection of the sunlight. And it was calmly sitting in Makoto’s slender hand.


  If Ten uses this as the vessel, then she would be able to stay in this universe.


  Ten looked at the orb that resonated with her nostalgically. However, she took one step backwards.


  『But,…』


  『Do you not like my plan?』


  A shiver ran through Ten’s body as she was surprised to her Makoto question in her usual calm tone.


  『The reason why you turn a blind eye to these simple solutions is that you are afraid of living any longer isn’t it?』


  Ten froze on the spot. What Makoto said was true.


  The first thing which was on Ten’s mind when everything was sorted and she knew that she was close to vanishing was a relief. Relief that everything will finally come to an end.


  Everyone she has ever cared about has left her. They all died away, leaving her behind.


  The parting with her loved ones was inevitable. And five thousand years of it was painful but Ten thought it was well deserved. Even if she didn’t, she wouldn’t have been able to escape her fate anyway.


  The dragon desperately wanted to forget what it means to feel, even if it meant erasing her memories. But a part of her never wanted to forget what emotions are.


  After all, she had made so many memories with the people who she has met over that five thousand years.


  But every time she realised that her presence didn’t make that much difference to the world, that was it.


  The thoughts which she had bottled up suddenly started to pour out.


  『I’m sick of it… saying goodbye to the people I care… I just can’t take it anymore…』


  The partings seemed to happen in such a meaningless fashion for Ten. Watching them return to their spirit form with a smile.


  She was just tired of knowing that even if she came across their spirits in the future, they would not be the same.


  So, the most she could do was to pray that their soul will end up in a better place.


  For the first time in a very long time, she has let out a silent cry of regret, not a single tear rolling out from her eyes.


  The up-welling emotions only burnt her body.


  She covered her face, not knowing where to put this overwhelming feeling.


  But then, Makoto took Ten’ hand.


  『I shall be your at your side, until our death.』


  『What…』


  Shooting up her head, Ten saw Makoto’s calm face.


  Makoto stated casually.


  『The day I die, no matter what others say, I shall break this dragon’s marvel. And the day you vanish from this world, I shall vanish with you.』


  That’s wrong, thought Ten.


  She wanted Makoto to live. After all, Makoto was a mortal being.


  However…


  『Are you… sure?』


  Ten couldn’t resist but to ask her that question.


  Ten’s heart filled with joy as she heard Makoto’ words. She was rejoiced to know that Makoto wanted to save her even when Ten herself wanted to end everything. Those words brought comfort to her.


  Makoto who was dressed in all white and red smiled as if to cling onto Ten.


  『Of course, I shall promise you. After all, I am the sacrificial maiden. My purpose will not change even if my title comes to an end.』


  Makoto’s timid yet reassuring nod gave Ten a tremendous amount of delight and comfort.


  Makoto gently turned her eyes towards the hand which she firmly held onto Ten’s.


  『On top of that, I doubt that you will go back to your original self even if you take over this marvel.』


  『You’re right, majority of its power would have been consumed by the stone. The most I would be able to regain from the marvel would only be a fraction of what the power used to be.』


  The marvel would not make Ten immortal. In fact, the most it would be able to do is extend Ten’s stay in this universe.


  However, the smile on Makoto’s face did not change.


  『Yes, in other word, you too will become a mortal being. I mean, how bad could it possibly be? This would be your last cycle.』


  When Ten looked up to see Makoto, she thought that she saw a glimpse of something.


  Well, at least I won’t have to say far well to her, thought Ten.


  The moment she felt that way, she knew that she has failed her role as a dragon completely.


  It was strange for her that such a small thing could clear her mind which she has been clouding it with all the things that have happened in the past.


  『… Yeah, you’re right. You’re absolutely right.』


  Ten, who has surrendered to a girl who has only lived for about twenty years tightened her grip on Makoto’s hand. She accepted the marvel which rolled into her hands and pressed it against her heart.


  The reason why the marvel didn’t take over Ten’s mind is that she had no will of living any longer.


  The Dragon’s Marvel melted into Ten’s body very smoothly.


  Suddenly, the spirit power rushed through Ten’s body to the fingertips and she felt the weight come back to all four of her limbs.


  However, the weight felt a little too heavy for Ten. Nervously, she opened her eyes. Surprisingly, the first thing that came into her view was Makoto’s vivid red sleeves.


  Looking up, Ten saw Makoto towering over her, looking down at Ten with confused eyes.


  『… huh?』


  『My, how adorable!』


  Makoto’s face lit up as Ten blinked a couple of times. Then, she realised that she has grown shorter.


  『Oops, I knew I was going to be the biggest size that the Dragon’s Marvel could make me. But I didn’t think I would shrink this much.』


  Looking at her limbs, she guessed that her physical appearance would be of a child around 4 or 5 years old.


  She didn’t have to worry about vanishing for a while but shrinking this much will bring some inconvenience.


  She will grow back to her original size if she collects the rest of her fragments. However, some isolated shrines that still have the Gluttonous clinging onto them. So, she’s most likely going to spend some time in this small figure.


  『I assume that you will grow back to your original size once we collect the rest of your fragments. We could call in the other shrine maidens for help. However, I do wish to adore this lovable appearance just a little longer.』


  『I don’t really care to be honest. I look like this at the moment but if I gain more power, I should be able to mould my appearance.』


  『Then, we hall start collecting the fragments right away.』


  Ten forgot about all of her worries as she saw Makoto talk about the future plans excitedly. Suddenly, there was a sound of excited chatter marching towards them from the outskirt of the forest.


  Neither of them was surprised by this. After all, the seal was suddenly broken and the large beam of light which was emitted after breaking the stone would have reached over to the shrine. They were expecting at least a few people to come over to see what was happening.


  Makoto picked up her staff and looked over to Ten seriously.


  『Ten, we must apologise to Lava-sama and the others once we get back. We must negotiate with them properly.』


  『Yeah, you’re right.』


  Even though Ten has extended her lifespan in this universe, she has lost the majority of her powers. So, she wouldn’t be able to help those girls’ whose fate was about to shift drastically.


  Ten didn’t want to make Makoto apologise with her. So, she was thinking about apologising to them on her own. It was then, Makoto suddenly spoke.


  『Oh, and also, there will be another punishment with Sawa-sama about your independent action.』


  『Whaaaat!? Why!?』


  『What do you mean why? Were you not aware of what you were saying before? That was such unacceptable behaviour.』


  『A, actually, it might be better if I just let myself vanish…』


  『Ten?』


  『Nothing, I shall receive the rightful punishment!』


  Makoto gave a satisfying smile and Ten dropped her shoulders in despair as she imagined herself getting lectured by all the shrine maidens.


  Ten unenthusiastically made up her mind, knowing that there was no escaping from this. But then, something crossed her vision.


  It was Makoto, who has crouched down and was now looking directly into Ten’s eyes.


  『One more thing, it seems that there has been a misunderstanding so please allow me to clarify the matter.』


  『Wha, what… !?』


  Ten’s expression darkened as she imagined all the punishment she will be getting. Then suddenly, soft white hair wrapped around her.


  The warm and soft sensation brushed against Ten’s cheeks.


  『I have learnt this from Nectar-sama and Lava-sama but in nations over the sea, this is how they express their affection to one another.』


  『Wait, what, huh?』


  『Your existence means a lot to me. That’s what I’m trying to tell you.』


  Ten thought Makoto misunderstood something she has said since she can be very naïve. However, that changed when Ten heard Makoto’s words.


  In Towa, people rarely make any physical contact even if they were close.


  Hand-holding would give other people a shock and kissing was something which they considered doing with someone very special.


  Ten herself has experienced many forms of physical affection. However, she knew very well that this was the first time for Makoto.


  Ten covered her cheeks with her small hands. She couldn’t do anything but to look up at Makoto who have gotten up as suddenly as she has leaned in.


  『I have never addressed this to you since you have always prioritised the safety of Towa over everything else. And even if you didn’t, it would have only brought more burden to you. But from now on, please prepare yourself.』


  Ten has received a countless number of affections before. However, looking up at Makoto’s bashful expression, she could not help it but to charmed by it.


  This was when she realised why Makoto has been very joyful. It was because Ten was finally freed from Towa and could walk alongside her.


  But most of all, she could finally confess her true feelings towards Ten.


  Makoto must have found her bold action more embarrassing then she has expected it to be. She stood up and swiftly walked over to the crowd which was trooping towards them.


  Ten looked at Makoto’s pure white tail sway side-to-side, she knelt down on the spot. She could not process the amount of surprise which she has felt in a short time.


  Even though they shared one consciousness, Ten has never taken a hint.


  One thing which she was certain is that their feelings were mutual.


  Not that long ago, Ten only saw Makoto as an adorable child.


  『Urghhh… I will never understand human beings!!』


  Ten gave up. Her cheeks were burning and her heart was beating fast.


  She screamed out her mixed feelings that was bottled up for over five thousand years.


  [Extra Edition]


  Author’s Note: This chapter is going to be based on when Lava and others were residing in Kayou.


  


  On one of the article published by Matsutake Daily.


  ~The corrupted being finally brought to justice! ~


  The politicians have made their move in the past couple of days.


  A surprise waited for the criminals who have broken into the opium storage room.


  They were ambushed by an unexpected figure who have beaten the criminals up to the point they were begging for their lives. The unexpected figure who has diligently stood before them was a girl.


  The girl is said to be a citizen of Towa and has dark hair with a vivid red strand mixed among them. The criminals have given out a fearful shriek as the girl with otherworldly atmosphere glared at them with her golden eyes.


  「I am the director of the organization which directly serves the current lord of this nation. I have brought justice to all eight million corrupted gods. And now, your turn has come.」


  As the girl took a step forward, the insignia of the dragon engraved by the authorities started to glow.


  She was one of the dragons who have served the royalty for some time. The fate of these criminals in front of her was to be burnt to a crisp by her so-called Flame Veil.


  This elegant young lady was the next in line for the throne.


  As the criminals bowed before her, she said that she left their punishment to themselves and left the storage, only taking the corrupted god with her.


  Not naming herself, not showing any pride, only walking off with the corrupted god being dragged behind her, that stature was nothing but of a true ally of justice.


  The criminals’ skills were nothing against the girl’s talent. After this, they had a great amount of respect for her and have started to look into who this nameless lady was.


  People couldn’t keep their mind off from this new god!


  Article published by Kachou Publisher.
 ~ Incident on Hostess Shizuno and her knight’s flawless victory! ~


  This city is filled with many beautiful hostesses. However, as we all know it, the most beautiful amongst them all is Hostess Shizuno.


  However, in this day of age, not everyone who seeks comfort from a woman are gentle and delightful.


  The uneasiness which has been troubling Hostess Shizuno recently has finally shown itself on the streets.


  The creature that stood in front of her was a God who seems to tower over the entire city and appeared to be half-cat, half-human.


  Her bodyguards did their best to protect the hostess. But their opponent is a god.


  The bodyguards were knocked down in a blink of an eye and the beast’s filthy hand reached out for the hostess’s bare head.


  Everyone else who was in the area lost all hope.


  Then, one male god appeared at the scene like a mist.


  The man dressed in all black did not show any sign of intimidation at the sight of this corrupted beast. He threw over his jet-black chain and brought down the beast to the ground before anyone knew what was happening.


  The two looked like a dog and its master. Everyone who has witnessed this scene has been shown the difference between their powers.


  Surprisingly, even the finest maiden in the village has said that the male god had an appearance of the beautiful beast.


  However, his beauty did not compare with Hostess Shizuno.


  The hostess has heard the desperate cry of the beast which has attacked her. Still, she could not accept the male god’s arrogant move of using the watchtower to look over Matsumi family’s shop.


  She was left speechless when the two continued their battle in the middle of the road.


  She did not care about the overwear which has gotten some dirt on or her hair which has come undone.


  Either way, the bravery of the male god who has disappeared along with the corrupted beast was respected by many people.


  This incident has also helped Hostess Shizuno spread her already well-known name around the nation.


  At the Kachou Publisher, the painting of Hostess Shizuno and the mysterious male god is now on sale!


  A very detailed article featuring Hostess Shizuno and the male god was seen everywhere. 「Incident at Maidou street」!


  Another day, another article published by Matsutake Daily.


  ~ Justice has been served, immoral God has been punished at last! ~


  Recently, in Asakawa area, a man claiming to be a Kabuki actor causing multiple incidents. However, the man turned out to be no more than a boor.


  Since their ring leader used to be one of the eight million gods, even the lord’s advisor can’t do anything about this incident.


  However, wherever the God of Chaos is, there is a God of Peace.


  At the sweets shop that’s famous for Oshiro-chan who works there, one elegant God has descended.


  The God had jet black hair that suited the Towa’s theme with a single strand of red hair mixed among them. Her look was completed with golden eyes which proved her to be a god and her red overwear suited her very well.


  The issue is, the ring-leader is a strong man who managed to kick off anyone who has dared to fight him. On top of that, his face painted with stage make up seemed to be miles up from anyone’s perspective.


  On the contrary, the girl had a slender frame.


  Everyone thought that their hopes were gone.


  However, the girl gave a relaxed smile and started to knock down the guards one after another. When she finally reached the ring-leader, he too was taken down with a single strike.


  Her swordsmanship won against the corrupted god and her victory was flawless.


  The moment after their battle, the villagers were speechless at what they have witnessed.


  After the female God left without mentioning her name, there was a rumour that she was the same God who has saved Hostess Shizuno.


  The hope rises to the adorable, elegant yet strong female God!


  *Takematsu Daily continue to gather any information regarding the female god!


  Please consult any issues regarding Gods to your nearest consultant.


  Kayou City Administration.


  Important news from the noodle shop’s notice board.


  3 days after the white beast has gone wild.


  Parts of the town have started to recover from the damage.


  It was a surprise to see the Taisha and the current lord both be shocked at the once-in-a-lifetime catastrophe. However, it has been announced that the hero of the incident turned out to be a godly dragon from a foreign country.


  It is said that the dragon with black scales and red mane who has taken down the white beast is the same God that has black hair and golden eyes. The same god who is known for taking down criminals around Kayou city the past couple of days.


  Currently, the godly dragon has been kept in one of the separate shrines.


  If you spot any beasts, please report it to your nearest administration swiftly!


  Check your local emergency supply area here.


  Check your local evacuation area here.


  Keep your hopes up! The time to show the spirit of Towa to those demons is now!
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