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    “Chief, are the preparations ready?” A young man with tanned skin tapped on the flap of a leather tent with the butt of his wooden spear. He waited a few moments before pressing his ear against the flap. “Chief?” 
 
    There was a faint grunt, followed by a gruff voice. “It’s almost done. Come in and help me apply the finishing touches.” 
 
    The young man rested his spear against the tent before lifting the flap. An old man with a grizzled beard stood over a young girl, who looked to be about seven years old. She was wearing an outfit made of animal carcasses. Bones provided the frame of the dress for the animal meat to rest upon, and sinew tied it all together. The old man had a brush in one hand and a jar of sauce in the other. He smeared the sauce on the back of the girl’s outfit before raising his head, nodding at the young man. 
 
    “What do you need me to do?” the young man asked, looking around the tent. It was bloody, and animal hides littered the ground. 
 
    “Rub some salt and ground peppercorn into the outfit. Dragons love salt and pepper.” 
 
    The little girl made a face as the young man approached her, holding two jars of spices. “I hate peppercorn.” She turned her head to face the chief. “Uncle, are you going to cook me?” 
 
    “Stop wriggling,” the chief said as his brush almost slipped. “Uncle’s not going to cook you. Today’s the day of offering; you’ll get to see your parents again. Don’t you want to see your parents again, little one?” 
 
    “But Aunt said my parents went to sleep and will never wake up again because of the bear,” the little girl said. “Did Aunt lie to me? Or are you lying to me? I don’t like being lied to, Uncle.” 
 
    The young man grimaced as he finished adding salt and pepper to the girl’s outfit. “Chief…, do we have to do this?” 
 
    “It’s necessary,” the chief said, his face unchanging. “With the taxes from the empire increasing and the recent drought, an offering’s the only way to ensure our tribe’s survival.” 
 
    The young man sighed as he tousled the girl’s hair, sprinkling it with bits of salt. He shook his head and helped the chief pack away the cooking tools before exiting the tent, equipping his spear. “If only the empress weren’t such a devil, things would be different.” 
 
    “Don’t say things like that,” the chief said as he led the girl outside the tent. A bug flew up to her, but the chief swatted it with a palm filled with fire, incinerating the poor insect. “If you’re mistaken for a rebel, those devils will come after the whole tribe.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” the little girl asked, her gaze switching between the two adults. “Are we going to a feast? I like feasts.” 
 
    “Yes, we’re going to a feast,” the chief said, smiling at the little girl as he grabbed her hand. He raised his head towards the sky, staring at the peaks of the mountains that protruded beyond the trees. A few winged creatures could be seen in the air above them. The chief’s face hardened as his hand tightened around the girl’s. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sera yawned, causing wind to whistle through the cave. She smacked her lips a few times as she climbed to her feet. Her head swiveled around before stopping on an indent in the ground. “Vernon?” she asked, bringing her snout down to the indent. She sniffed it before raising her head. “Where’d he go?” 
 
    Sera frowned as she lumbered towards the exit of the cave, poking her head outside the entrance. A jet of orange flames rained down from above, striking her snout. Her eye twitched as smoke drifted off her scales, causing her nostrils to curl. She stomped out of the cave, unfurling her wings, and glared at the five dragons in the sky before letting out a roar. Four sky-blue dragons were ganging up on a golden dragon, but they stopped mid-attack as their attentions turned towards the ground. “Watch where you’re shooting your breaths!” 
 
    “Sorry, Aunt Sera!” one of the sky-blue dragons said as she landed on a ledge overlooking the cave. “But it’s Uncle Vernon’s fault for dodging. You can’t only blame me.” 
 
    “You little rascal,” Sera said and rolled her eyes. “I bet it was you who wanted to wrestle with your uncle this early in the morning, Alora.” 
 
    Alora raised her brow and smirked as she crouched down and pulled her head back so that only the tip of her snout was peeking out from over the ledge. “And I bet you wrestled with Uncle last night when the full moon was—ah! Murder! Uncle Vernon, help! Aunt Sera’s trying to murder me!” 
 
    “Now, now,” Vernon said as he alighted onto the ledge. “You shouldn’t tease your aunt like that.” He reached forward with one paw to pry Sera’s claws off of Alora’s tail, but one glare from his mate made him lift his outstretched paw and scratch his cheek instead. He cleared his throat as he looked off to the side. 
 
    “Have you no morals?” Alora asked as she struggled to stay on the ledge, her front claws digging into the stone, slowly creeping backwards as Sera continued to pull. Alora’s eyes brimmed with tears as she met Vernon’s gaze. “Someone’s about to die in front of you, but you’re—ack!” 
 
    Vernon cleared his throat again as Alora disappeared over the edge and into the cave. The three dragons flying above him stared at him with accusation in their eyes. One of them opened its mouth and asked, “You’re not going to help her, Uncle Vernon?” 
 
    Vernon peered into the cave and was met with wailing sounds. He blinked a few times before turning away. “Oh, would you look at that,” he said, pointing at the base of the mountain. “Looks like there’s people.” 
 
    “Ugh,” one of the dragons said as it wrinkled its snout, “it’s them again.” The dragon tucked its wings and dove towards the ground, heading towards the three people—one of them wearing a dress made of meat. 
 
    “Them again?” Vernon asked, tilting his head. “Humans bother you regularly?” 
 
    “Once a year or so,” a dragon said as it landed on the ledge next to Vernon. “They come up and offer sacrifices, asking for things like rain or a good crop yield.” 
 
    “Sacrifices?” 
 
    The dragon pointed at the base of the mountain, and Vernon squinted his eyes as he followed its claw. “You see that? Those kinds of sacrifices,” the sky-blue dragon said. The dragon that had gone down to confront the humans rose onto its hind legs. With a lunging motion, its mouth covered the girl dressed in meat, and she disappeared as the dragon drew its head back. The remaining humans dropped to their knees and knocked their foreheads against the ground as the dragon flew back up. “At first, they offered us healthy men, but we told them that humans tasted disgusting. So instead of offering us cows or something, they dressed themselves in cow meat and repeated their first offer. Of course, we didn’t accept and told them humans tasted disgusting.” The sky-blue dragon sighed as it sat up straight. “Somehow, they misinterpreted our words and came back with young women as sacrifices instead. Grandma was getting annoyed at that point, so she just gave them what they asked for to get them to leave us alone, and ever since then, those humans bother us with sacrifices until we give them what they want.” 
 
    “They, uh, don’t fear you?” Vernon asked, raising his brows. If someone woke him from his nap once a year, he’d probably burn the village down to get them to stop. 
 
    “They fear us,” the dragon said and bobbed its head up and down, “but they respect us more.” It sidled over to make space for the returning dragon. “What did they want this time?” 
 
    The dragon that had gone down to the base of the mountain opened its mouth and dropped a shivering ball of crying meat onto the ground. “Blech. Too much salt and pepper.” The dragon scraped its tongue with its claw a few times before wiping a glob of saliva into the earth. “They asked for the usual: more rain, more crops, more babies. Apparently, a war’s brewing or something and the empire raised their taxes again.” 
 
    “Ah?” Vernon craned his neck to the side and squinted off in the distance. “That aura feels like Vur.” 
 
    “What is it, Uncle Vernon?” Alora asked as she was dragged out of the cave by Sera, who was holding onto her tail. “Aunt Sera suddenly stopped punishing me.” 
 
    “It seems like our son’s here,” Vernon said with a chuckle. “Right?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Sera said, releasing Alora and flying into the air. “You four better get ready to welcome your cousin.” 
 
    “Our cousin?” Alora asked as she crawled up the ledge. “Oh, a ball of meat—lunchtime already? Wait, why’s it crying?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “It’s great that you’re comfortable with being a dragon and all,” Alice said, her face pale as she clung onto Vur’s scaly head, “but is it really a good idea to fly into a dragon roost unannounced? You said your parents were here, but unless you have nine parents, there’s an extra seven dragons down there that you don’t know.” 
 
    “Oh, it’ll be fine,” Mr. Skelly said, slapping Alice on the back. “You worry too much; what’s the worst thing that could happen? We’ll all die and come back to life thanks to the mistress. There’s no issue.” 
 
    “That’s a big issue!” Alice and Tafel said at the same time. They glared at Mr. Skelly before exchanging glances with each other. 
 
    Tafel sighed and placed one hand on Alice’s shoulder. “If you want to leave a will behind, I’ll be sure to bring it to your parents.” 
 
    Alice narrowed her eyes at Tafel. “If I’m dying, you’re dying too. Don’t think about teleporting away by yourself.” 
 
    “H-hey,” Tafel said as she took a step back. “I made vows with Vur to accompany him to death, not with you. You have Mr. Skelly for that.” 
 
    Alice placed her hands on her hips. The rushing wind caused her and Tafel’s hair to flutter. “Call him Nate.” 
 
    “But I’ve been calling him Mr. Skelly for years; it’d be awkward to change that now,” Tafel said and scratched her head. She smiled at the grinning skeleton. “Besides, he doesn’t mind, right?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” Mr. Skelly said, shaking his skull. “I’ve been addressed through so many names and titles that I’ll even respond to an incorrect name as long as it’s spoken in my direction.” 
 
    “Oh?” Vur asked, his eyes rolling up to look at the people standing on his head. “What kind of names and titles do you have? I want more names and titles too. How do you get them?” Vur’s wings paused mid-flap, causing him to plummet a few feet. “Wait, Alice has titles too like berserk librarian and griffin-cub lover.” 
 
    “When did I become a griffin-cub lover!?” 
 
    “Probably from the day you were born,” Tafel said and nodded at Alice before turning her attention onto the skeleton. “I’m curious too. What titles do you have?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly’s cheekbones flushed pink as he looked down and scratched the back of his skull. “It’s embarrassing to brag about myself like this,” he said, “like I’m tooting my own horn.” He straightened his back and puffed out his sternum, the blush disappearing from his bones. “But if you insist! I used to be called hero, the first explorer, the savior, the conqueror, the defender, the most handsome, the greatest, captain, commander, general, leader, devilish rogue, best in bed, sneakiest—” 
 
    Alice pushed Mr. Skelly off Vur’s head mid-speech, her face flushed. Tafel blinked and peered over the edge of Vur’s scales. Her horns glowed silver as she waved her hand and created a portal in midair, catching Mr. Skelly before he could shatter against the ground, and repositioned him next to Alice. “You know that’d count as attempted murder if he were still alive, right?” Tafel asked. 
 
    “He’s dead,” Alice said with a snort. “Your point is moot.” 
 
    “No, I was just saying, if he were alive—” 
 
    “But he’s not.” 
 
    Tafel’s forehead scrunched up as she sighed. “You know, sometimes, you’re more unreasonable than Vur.” 
 
    Alice shook her head. “Impossible.” 
 
    “Why am I unreasonable?” Vur asked. His eyes lit up as a flying figure approached him, and he flapped his wings harder, cutting through the air while wiggling his torso like a fish before Tafel could respond. “Ma!” 
 
    The approaching dragon halted in midair, her head tilting to the side. “…Vur? Is that you?” 
 
    “My scales and wings grew out!” Vur said as he tackled his mother and hugged her. “How do I look? Aren’t I handsome? Are you surprised? You said it’d take a long time for me to grow them out, but Stella helped me speed it up.” 
 
    Sera blinked twice at the dragon in her embrace. Vur was almost as large as her. Even a real dragon wouldn’t grow that fast! Her eyes flickered, her gaze settling onto Tafel. Though she didn’t open her mouth, Sera’s question was easily transmitted to the demon through some unknown bond that people around Vur seemed to share. 
 
    Tafel’s knees trembled a little, but she pinched her thigh to make them stop. “A fairy polymorphed him, and he learned how to polymorph himself into a dragon.” 
 
    Sera looked down to meet Vur’s eyes and patted his back with her paw. “You look great, very handsome. I raised a really good son, didn’t I?” 
 
    Tafel’s eye twitched. That’s not the conclusion you should draw! 
 
    “Even dragon mothers act like normal mothers, huh?” Alice muttered while rubbing her chin. “I thought Vur’s mother would be a crazy, irresponsible beast considering his personality.” 
 
    “And who’s this?” Sera asked as she lifted Alice into the air using the tips of two of her claws. “Another mate? Dragons are monogamous, Vur.” 
 
    “Eh? But Kondra likes Grandpa Nova, but she already has a mate,” Vur said. He tugged Alice out of Sera’s grasp. “This is Alice. She’s my party’s meat shield.” 
 
    “I’m a guardian.” 
 
    “Wait,” Sera said, ignoring Alice. “Kondra? The holy dragon matriarch from the eastern lands? What do you mean she likes your grandpa?” 
 
    Vur tilted his head to the side before rolling his eyes up to look at Tafel. He whispered, “Was that supposed to be a secret?” 
 
    “I mean, no one wants anyone to find out about their affairs, right?” Tafel asked in return. “So, yeah, it probably was supposed to be a secret.” 
 
    “Your grandmother’s going to be quite interested in hearing about this,” Sera said with a wry smile. “Let’s head down to meet her and your aunt, uncle, and cousins.” 
 
    “Your family’s really big,” Tafel said to Vur as the two dragons flew towards the mountain where eight other dragons were waiting. “Actually, my family was larger than yours before some crazy fairy kidnapped and killed most of them.” 
 
    “What? Which crazy fairy was that?” Stella asked as she appeared out of Vur’s back in the form of purple bubbles of light. The bubbles shone and took on different colors as they solidified into a fairy with silver hair and golden horns. “I’ll teach her a lesson for you, Tafel! No one bullies my friends.” 
 
    “Eh….” Tafel shook her head. “Forget it; I wasn’t that close with the royal family anyway.” 
 
    Stella pouted. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes. I appreciate the sentiment.” 
 
    Stella shrugged. “Well, alright. I’ll let that sneaky fairy off for now. But she better watch her back!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The first thing Vernon said when Vur and Sera landed in front of him was, “See, look! I didn’t lie. He grew out his scales and wings when he got older.” 
 
    Sera promptly smacked her mate’s snout. She smiled at her nephews and nieces who were hiding behind their grandmother before shifting her gaze. “Mom, this is Vur, your grandson that I’ve been telling you about.” 
 
    “Oh?” Sera’s mother asked, raising her brow as she brought her face closer to Vur. “You told me I shouldn’t judge him by his appearance when I first saw him. I assumed he’d have a deformity, but I don’t see anything wrong with him?” Her head swiveled and her neck craned up and around, getting a better look at Vur from all angles. “Other than a head lice problem, he’s perfectly normal and healthy.” 
 
    “…Did she just call us lice?” Tafel asked. 
 
    Mr. Skelly ran his fingers through Alice’s hair. “Maybe she was referring to the lice of someone on his head.” 
 
    Alice snapped Mr. Skelly’s wrist off. “I do not have lice!” 
 
    “She couldn’t have been talking about us, right, Deedee?” a high-pitched voice asked from somewhere within Vur’s shoulder. 
 
    “She definitely was. You’re just as annoying as lice,” Stella’s voice said, drifting out of Vur’s chest. 
 
    “Deedee! Your wife is being bullied by a stupid fairy! Do something.” 
 
    A sigh echoed out of Vur’s shoulder. 
 
    “Guys! Stop arguing so much,” Sheryl whispered, her voice barely audible as it streamed out of Vur’s neck. “We’re in the presence of dragons.” 
 
    A tiny whine drifted out of Vur’s back from a leviathan-shaped rune. “I want to go home….” 
 
    Vur’s grandmother turned to face Sera. “I think I spoke too soon. It seems like he’s infested with parasites.” She sighed and clicked her tongue as she lumbered towards Vur. “Don’t worry, Grandson. Grandma will take those nasty little critters out of you soon. You must’ve suffered for so long.” 
 
    Vur blinked at his grandmother three times before sidling over to Vernon. He cupped a paw over his mouth and whispered, “Is Grandma senile?” 
 
    Vernon whispered back, “No, and I also think it’s a little weird how there are so many things talking inside of you. They’re not in your stomach, right? You didn’t eat them? Didn’t I tell you eating things that could talk would give you a stomachache?” 
 
    Alora slapped her face with her paw. “Those are elementals, Uncle Vernon.” She came out from behind Vur’s grandmother and walked up to Vur before sitting on her haunches. “Hi, my name is Alora. It’s—” 
 
    “You can’t have him!” Tafel shouted from atop Vur’s head, glaring at the sky-blue dragon in front of her. “He’s married and has a child!” 
 
    “Huh?” Vur asked, his eyes widening as Sera and Vernon stared at him with heated eyes. “T-Tafel?” 
 
    Tafel placed her hands on her hips and lowered her head to meet Vur’s gaze. “Snuffles is your son, right? I didn’t lie.” She held out one hand as if she were weighing an imaginary object. “You’re married.” She held out her other hand. “And you have a child.” She brought her hands together and clasped them in front of her chest. “See? Married with child.” She freed her right hand and turned it into a fist that she shook at Alora. “I don’t care how handsome you think he is; don’t try to make him your mate!” 
 
    Alora scratched her head as her face scrunched up into a weird shape. “That’s like, um, totally wrong. And gross. We’re cousins, you know, related to each other?” 
 
    Tafel’s face flushed red, but instead of backing down, she crossed her arms over her chest. “Well, that didn’t stop his aunt from trying to steal him from me.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Vur took a step back as his parents took steps forward. His eyes shifted to look at Alice and Mr. Skelly. “Did Tafel hit her head on the flight here? I thought I flew smoothly.” 
 
    “Don’t try to make me look crazy,” Tafel said. “I’m talking about Lulu, the sister of the dragon that you call Aunt Leila. You should be calling Lulu Aunt Lulu! Did you know that she still sends me magical letters asking me to rent you to her?” 
 
    Vur rubbed his chin. “I never really thought about it like that before,” he said, knitting his brows. “Lulu really is my aunt. But she doesn’t act like an aunt. How can my aunt be younger than me?” 
 
    Tafel snorted. “She’s not. She’s probably like ten or twenty times your age, you know?” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “Let’s stop standing around outside, shall we?” Vur’s grandmother asked. Though it was phrased as a question, it was more of a command. Alora stiffened and bobbed her head up and down before retreating back behind her grandmother. 
 
    “I think I’ll wait outside, Vur,” Alice said as she slid off of Vur’s head, taking Mr. Skelly with her. “For some reason, I think it’s safer out here.” She gestured towards Tafel. “Are you coming too?” 
 
    “I’m staying,” Tafel said, taking in a deep breath. “I’m Vur’s wife. I can’t back down from meeting his grandmother.” 
 
    “Your legs are shaking,” Alice said, a blank expression on her face. 
 
    “I know that!” Tafel glared at Alice before crouching down and nudging Vur’s forehead with her palm. “Let’s go before I change my mind.” 
 
    “Why are you nervous?” Vur asked Tafel as he lumbered after the dragons towards a cave near the base of a cliff. “Didn’t you become a phoenix?” 
 
    “Phoenix or not, it’s the size difference,” Tafel said. “Think about it. What if a really huge bear that was a hundred times your size compared to your dragon form charged at you? What would you think?” Tafel paused. “Wait, no. I forgot normal analogies don’t work on you. You probably thought it’d just be more to eat, right?” 
 
    Vur nodded. “Well, yeah.” 
 
    Tafel sighed. How many dragons did she have to meet? Maybe she’d have to meet Grimmy’s parents. Then Prika’s parents. Then Vernon’s parents. And, heck, she’d probably have to meet Nova’s parents too since dragons practically lived forever. “I said this earlier, but your family really is too large.” 
 
    “Did she just call us fat?” 
 
    “You are fat.” 
 
    “Hey! Rude. I’m wide-scaled; it’s not fat.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alice sighed as she and Mr. Skelly stood outside of the cave that the dragons had entered. She flinched when Mr. Skelly poked her ribs. She glared at him, but Mr. Skelly grinned in response and asked, “Are you sure you don’t want to go inside?” 
 
    “I won’t,” Alice said and snorted. “I’m an outsider, and dragons don’t exactly see eye to eye with humans, you know?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Mr. Skelly said. “Humans are too short for that.” 
 
    Alice stamped her foot. “I’m not short!” 
 
    “I didn’t say you were short,” Mr. Skelly said and chuckled. “I just said humans, in general, are short.” 
 
    “Then what? I’m not a human?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly rubbed his chin and made a humming sound. “Never mind. You’re short.” He collapsed into a heap as Alice slammed her shield against his spine, shattering him into pieces. A sigh escaped from the pile of bones as it reformed itself. “You know I’m spending your mana to rebuild myself, right?” 
 
    “It’s worth it,” Alice said as her shield shrank. 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be in love with me?” Mr. Skelly asked, his skull contorting as his brow rose. “You don’t hit someone you love.” 
 
    “They’re love taps,” Alice said. “Besides, you can’t feel it anyway.” 
 
    “Nonsense, skeletons can feel pain,” Mr. Skelly said with a sigh. 
 
    “Wait, really?” Alice asked, her eyes widening. “How? You don’t have nerves! Or a brain! There’s no way you can feel any pain.” 
 
    “I can speak without vocal cords, can’t I?” Mr. Skelly brought his hand to his chest. “Whenever you hit me, I feel pain”—he tapped to the left of his sternum—“right here. In my poor, poor broken heart.” 
 
    Alice shattered Mr. Skelly again with her shield. She snorted as she dusted bone powder off of her hands before snapping her head to the side as something drew her attention: a walking ball of meat. “Is that … a person?” 
 
    The ball of meat flinched and froze. A second later, a childish head popped out of a hole at the top. The meat-person’s eyes were large and round, pooling with tears. Like a penguin, it waddled over and tackled Alice, hugging her thighs while sobbing. 
 
    “You never fail to see new things while traveling in different lands,” Mr. Skelly said as he grabbed his spine and reattached it to his pelvic bone. 
 
    Alice lifted the little girl up and held her out with her arms extended. “Hey. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “That’s not how you’re supposed to hold a crying child,” Mr. Skelly said. He held his arms out towards the girl. “Let me show you.” 
 
    The little girl wiped away her tears and turned her head to the side. Mr. Skelly’s grinning face appeared in her vision and seemed to grow larger and larger as her eyes widened to the size of saucers. An ear-piercing scream split the air as the girl thrashed around before twitching once and passing out, her head dropping forwards. 
 
    Mr. Skelly scratched the back of his head. “Or not. I forgot how excited kids could get when they meet someone they admire. It’s not every day you see someone as charming as me, eh?” 
 
    Alice sighed. “You’re terrible.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did someone just scream?” Alora asked, turning her head towards the exit of the cavern. The gaggle of dragons—and Tafel—were sitting in two rows: one row with Vur and his parents, the other row with his cousins and their parents. Vur’s grandmother had wandered off to do something that she insisted on keeping a secret while her descendants chatted. “I swear I heard someone scream.” 
 
    “It was the wind,” Sera said. She nudged Vur’s shoulder before gesturing towards the dragons across from them. “That’s my sister and her husband, your aunt and uncle. You can ignore them.” 
 
    “You’re pleasant as always, Big Sister,” Vur’s aunt said and rolled her eyes. “It’s nice to meet you, Nephew! Call me Aunt Emma. This is Uncle Will.” Emma gestured towards her husband. There was no response. She turned her head to face him. “Uncle Will?” 
 
    A snot bubble extended from one of Uncle Will’s nostrils, inflating and deflating in time with his breaths. He was sitting upright with perfect posture, and his eyes were wide open, but they were glazed over like the surface of a frozen pond. Emma frowned and popped the snot bubble with the tip of her claw, but there was no reaction. She sighed and smiled at Vur. “Sera’s right. You can ignore him.” 
 
    Sera nodded and gestured at Vur’s cousins. “And these are your cousins: Alora, …Ju—? Jane?” Sera shrugged and patted Vur’s shoulder. “I forgot the rest of their names, but I’m sure you’ll learn them in time.” 
 
    “Aunt Sera, you can’t be like that!” 
 
    “That’s right! That’s right!” 
 
    “Grandma! Aunt Sera’s playing favorites again!” 
 
    Alora lifted her snout into the air and snorted. “You three are just jealous of me.” She crossed over to Vur’s side and sat beside him, wrapping one wing around his back. “You can call them the annoying trio. I’m the only important dragon on this side of the family. They’re just there to add commentary when necessary.” 
 
    “Rude!” 
 
    “Alora’s so mean.” 
 
    “That’s right, that’s right.” 
 
    Vur tilted his head before asking Alora, “Is that really alright?” 
 
    “Yeah, totally,” Alora said, her head bobbing up and down. “I’m the oldest too. Which means I’m the favorite child and most important. They’re a triplet born fifty years ago, and that means they’re practically babies and completely uncool to hang around with. I used a genie to wish for a friend my age, and you appeared! I didn’t think the effect would happen so soon.” 
 
    “Genie?” Tafel asked, sitting up straight on Vur’s head. “Genies are real?” 
 
    Alora made a strange face as she pointed at Tafel. “So, uh, what exactly is this featherless phoenix? A pet?” 
 
    “She’s my wife,” Vur said. “Her name’s Tafel.” 
 
    “That’s not important right now,” Tafel said, her eyes gleaming. “You said you used a genie to make a wish, right? Do they actually grant wishes?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah?” Alora asked, raising an eyebrow. “But they have limits, you know. You can’t make impossible wishes like wishing for the world to explode or wishing for your favorite author to write faster or things of that sort.” 
 
    Tafel lowered her head to meet Vur’s gaze. “We have to go genie hunting, Vur.” 
 
    Before Vur could respond, his grandmother’s voice echoed through the cavern. “Who wants cookies?” A large mithril tray with hundreds of plate-sized cookies on top of it came into view from a tunnel in the back. Vur’s grandmother’s head poked out from behind the monstrous pile, a wide smile on her face. “You want some, don’t you, Vur? Grandma’s cookies always taste the best. Come try some; I won’t take no for an answer.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alice frowned at the little meatball girl that was lying down across her lap. She pursed her lips as she brushed the sleeping girl’s hair back behind her ear. “It’s like someone wanted her to be eaten by wild beasts. Who would let a child wander around looking like this if that weren’t the case?” 
 
    “Didn’t your father say he dressed you up as a baby griffin?” Mr. Skelly asked. “I don’t see how it’s any different. Perhaps this girl really likes meat.” He laughed as he leaned forward and lifted a raw slab of thinly cut meat off the girl’s arm. He put it into his mouth, and it passed through the bottom of his jaw, dropping to the ground. “Tastes like salt and pepper.” 
 
    “You can taste things?” Alice asked, raising her eyebrow. Did that mean skeletons really could feel pain? What if she was torturing Mr. Skelly every time she punted his head off? She swiped her finger across the girl’s back and licked the sauce. It was salty with hints of spice. “…Seriously?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly chuckled. “I’m just kidding you,” he said as he waved his finger underneath Alice’s nose. “There was so much salt and pepper left behind on my fingers. It was easy to tell what it’d taste like.” 
 
    Alice glared at the skeleton, but before she could say anything, a rustling sound caught her attention. Mr. Skelly grabbed the meatball girl as Alice turned the shield on her wrist into a tower shield. Two women came into view, wearing clothes made of woven grass. Their eyes lit up upon seeing the meatball girl and Alice. One of them smiled and approached her. “Are you two the new sacrifices?” 
 
    Alice shifted her shield to the side. “The new what?” 
 
    The woman didn’t answer as she stepped even closer. “Honey, salt, and pepper,” she said, staring at the little meatball girl. “It seems like she came from Hornet Village. And only Sterben Village would adorn their sacrifices with human skeletons. But it seems like the dragons already ate all the meat on it? That’s odd; they usually never do.” The woman stepped around Alice and reached out to grab the little meatball girl. “Poor girl. She’s so young too. I wonder what her elders told her.” 
 
    As the woman’s arms wrapped around the little meatball girl, Mr. Skelly grabbed onto the woman’s wrist. She screamed and jerked back, falling onto her butt. She scrambled backwards on the ground like a crab, but Mr. Skelly didn’t let go, letting himself get dragged along while cackling. The woman’s shrieks filled the air, and her companion ran away while screaming her head off. A moment later, Alice’s shield slammed down onto Mr. Skelly’s spine with a loud cracking sound, pinning him to the ground. “Stop with the skeleton shenanigans!” 
 
    Mr. Skelly’s cackling stopped as he sighed. “But terrifying people is one of the only ways to enjoy life as a skeleton, you know? You can’t taste things; you can’t smell things; and you can’t even feel things. If I don’t terrify people, what’s the point of living?” 
 
    “You’re not living,” Alice said with a snort. “Do some good for the world. Instead of creating terrified faces, try making people smile. Sheesh, look at how badly you frightened the poor woman.” She crouched down and pried Mr. Skelly’s fingers off the woman’s wrist. “Are you alright? He’s a skeleton, but he’s just a big doofus; he won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “I-it’s a moving skeleton! I-it talks!” 
 
    Alice sighed and pursed her lips. “That’s right. It’s a talking skeleton. You can think of it as my familiar,” she said as she helped the frightened woman to her feet. “My name is Alice. Who are you? What was that bit about sacrifice to the dragons?” 
 
    The woman stared at Mr. Skelly, who waved back at her, before averting her gaze while swallowing her saliva. “You’re not a sacrifice?” 
 
    Alice shook her head. “No. Are people regularly sacrificed to dragons around here?” 
 
    The woman’s head bobbed up and down. “Yes, but the dragons don’t actually eat the sacrifices. They said we taste bad….” The woman shook her head once and took in a deep breath. “Every time a new sacrifice is offered up, the dragons would leave her alone, and we’d pick her up to bring back to the village.” 
 
    “Back to the village the sacrifice came from?” Alice asked, raising an eyebrow. She lifted the little meatball girl, who was still unconscious, and frowned. “Wouldn’t that ruin the village’s purpose of sacrificing someone in the first place?” 
 
    “No, no,” the woman said. “We bring her to Sacrifice Village. We live in a little valley to the south. If we try to go back home, we’d be sent back here with more sacrifices to appease the dragons that we escaped from even though the dragons don’t care…. If we try to enter a different village, the same thing happens.” She shrugged. “That’s why Sacrifice Village was established. We have several hundred women living there.” 
 
    “And all of you were sacrifices,” Alice said, her expression blank. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You’d think people would learn,” Mr. Skelly said, scratching his head. “Why do villages offer sacrifices? Is it like a protection fee? The dragons threaten you to pay or something along those lines?” 
 
    “No,” the woman said, shaking her head. “Dragons possess great amounts of mana. As long as they are happy, the mana that passively radiates out of them is filled with abundance and life. The crops grow well, and the sky is full of rain. But if the dragons are sad or angry, the crops wither as drought plagues the land. And with the constantly rising taxes, the villages need more and more crops to survive.” 
 
    Alice turned her head towards Mr. Skelly. “Is that true?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly shrugged. “I’m not an expert on dragons. But even if it’s not true, it makes sense. If villages are short on food, they can sacrifice people to have less mouths to feed. Brilliant.” 
 
    “That’s not something you should be praising,” Alice said with a snort. “I don’t like the ruler of this land already—raising taxes so much that people are being offered to dragons? I wonder if Vur will overthrow them if I asked him to.” 
 
    “Why not do it yourself?” Mr. Skelly asked. “Are you forgetting who your husband is? I’m a great commander.” 
 
    “But you don’t have your army.” 
 
    “Then we can just make one.” Mr. Skelly wrapped his arm around Alice’s shoulder. “Rally the people around you. Become a leader for the peasants to follow. Engage in warfare and overthrow the evil king. Let’s do it. It’ll be fun. Didn’t you say you enjoyed your time at war with me?” 
 
    Alice bit her lower lip. “I did…, but—” 
 
    Mr. Skelly slapped Alice’s back. “It’s decided then! Let’s start a war.” 
 
    The woman stared at Mr. Skelly and Alice as if they were crazy. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tafel swallowed and stared at the cookie in her hand. It was larger than her face, and the chocolate chips embedded inside were as big as her eyes, but she didn’t have any issues with eating it. She was already on her third one. With every cookie she ate, her mana pool increased and she swore her body became a bit sturdier. “What are these made out of?” Tafel asked, raising her head towards Vur’s grandmother. “They’re really good.” 
 
    Vur shoveled pawful after pawful of cookies into his mouth nonstop, eating five to seven at a time. The annoying trio were staring at him with their eyes wide open, their lower jaws hanging to the ground. They exchanged glances with each other before bowing down towards Vur. “Cousin Vur’s the greatest! We can’t compete with his bottomless stomach!” 
 
    Alora rolled her eyes as she nudged Vur’s shoulder. “You should slow down.” She bit her lower lip as she stared at the mountain of cookies that didn’t seem to diminish no matter how many Vur and Tafel took. Her paw stretched towards the tray, but it trembled in the air as she hesitated, recalling her sister’s earlier words. “Aren’t you afraid of getting fat, Vur?” 
 
    Vur shook his head and swallowed, rinsing his mouth out with a jar of liquid that happened to be nearby. “If I get fat, I’ll polymorph myself into a skinnier version.” Vur nodded and shoveled another pawful of cookies into his mouth. 
 
    Alora’s eyes widened. “That’s cheating! You can eat however much you want and use mana to make yourself look skinny again!” Her eyes narrowed into slits as she raised her neck to look down on Vur. “Teach me.” 
 
    Vur paused his paws and swallowed again. “Okay,” he said. “To make yourself skinnier, all you have to do is gragh, rrrrr, and zwoop.” 
 
    “…I have to what?” 
 
    “Gragh, rrrrr, and zwoop,” Vur said. “You make your mana go gragh, then rrrrr, and then zwoop. See?” His ocean-blue scales shrank as his torso slimmed by a noticeable amount. “And if it’s too skinny, then you fix it with gurgle, mzmzm, and ploop.” 
 
    Alora’s head tilted and continued to tilt until her chin faced the ceiling of the cavern. “Uh, what? Is this some kind of ancient magical language that I haven’t learned yet?” 
 
    Vur sighed and shook his head before grabbing another few cookies off the pile. “Someday, someone will understand.” 
 
    “You make it sound like you gave up on teaching me,” Alora said, furrowing her brow. 
 
    “He did,” Tafel said. She waved at Vur’s grandmother. “Can you teach me how to make these?” 
 
    “Hmm?” Vur’s grandmother raised an eyebrow. “Well,” she said as she climbed to her feet. She plucked Tafel off the ground and lumbered into the kitchen. “It’s simple, really. It’ll be good for Vur to have someone able to make these for him when I’m not around.” 
 
    Tafel swallowed her fear by taking in a deep breath and focused on her surroundings. Surprisingly, there was actually an area designated as a kitchen. She had never seen one of those back at Vur’s place. Sera and the rest would fly outside and hunt bears when they were in the mood for a snack; she hadn’t seen any of them cook a meal before. Vur’s grandmother’s kitchen was filled to the brim with counters and cabinets, each adorned with lumpy knobs that were easy for a dragon to grasp to pull open. There was a magnificent orichalcum box adorned with magical symbols and lines that Tafel recognized as a chilling spell formation. There was another orichalcum box with magical symbols that were the basis of a heating spell formation. A floating spout that was attached to a ball of white light had a few switches that could be flicked on and off, emitting cold or hot water depending on the combination. 
 
    “Impressed?” Vur’s grandmother asked, her eyes lighting up. “A lot of dragons don’t cook. My mate doesn’t like cooking either, choosing to use his time to paint instead.” She shrugged as she placed Tafel onto a nearby table. “But everyone’s free to have their own hobbies, and this is mine.” She stretched her sky-blue-scaled paw towards one of the cabinets and pulled it open. She swiped her paw across one of the shelves, dumping large quantities of miscellaneous ingredients onto the countertop. “Now watch closely. First, we warm up the oven to five thousand degrees by pressing this button.” 
 
    “Five thousand degrees…?” 
 
    Vur’s grandmother ignored Tafel’s tiny voice. “Then you take golden sugar, rainbow sugar, and silver sugar and mix them all together in a bowl like this.” 
 
    Tafel bit her lower lip. “Um, where am I supposed to obtain this sugar?” 
 
    “From the cabinet.” Vur’s grandmother nodded. “Moving on, after you’ve mixed the sugars, you take some minotaur butter and breathe some fire onto it to soften it up. Once it’s nice and gooey, you throw it inside the bowl and give it a good swirl until it’s nice and clumpy.” 
 
    “Minotaurs produce milk?” 
 
    “After that, take some phoenix eggs and—” 
 
    “Wait! Wait, wait, wait!” Tafel shouted. “Don’t kill phoenixes like that!” 
 
    “Hmm?” Vur’s grandmother tilted her head. “Oh! Don’t be silly; these eggs are unfertilized.” She cracked the red egg over the bowl and dumped the reddish yolk inside before Tafel could reply. “Give it a good whisk, and if you think the texture isn’t good enough, add another egg—like this.” 
 
    “…I’m a cannibal.” 
 
    “Did you say something, dearie?” Vur’s grandmother blinked at Tafel, who was muttering to herself. “The oven waits for no one—I’m going to continue; try to keep up. After the texture is how you want it to be, add some genie bean extract and purified sea salt obtained from the bottom of the ocean. Give it a taste to see….” Vur’s grandmother dipped her claw into the mixture and gave it a lick. “And perfect.” 
 
    “Genie bean extract…? And purified sea salt from the bottom of the ocean?” 
 
    “They’re in the refrigerator, bottom shelf, near the tomato sauce.” Vur’s grandmother reached underneath a countertop and pulled out a bag. “Add some flour made from wizened mandrake wheat until the batter is nice and thick. At this point, you can add whatever you want: raisins, chocolate chips, oats, dried squid, fresh tuna, anything at all. I have some excess fruit from a Tree of Knowledge, so I’ll use these for now.” 
 
    “…” 
 
    “Once the batter is ready, just take out the mithril trays and scoop some generous helpings onto it. Place it into the oven for three seconds ... and we’re done! Transfer the cookies onto a different tray and cook the rest of the batter.” 
 
    Tafel stared at Vur’s grandmother, who was using her bare paws to place and retrieve the trays from the five-thousand-degree oven. Like a machine, she repeated her motions, piling up a mountain of cookies within a minute. Tafel bit her lower lip as the sky-blue dragon finished baking the last batch of batter and shut off the oven. “I never thought baking cookies would be so difficult…. Maybe I’m not cut out for cooking.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t say that,” Vur’s grandmother said. “You helped out a lot! In time, I’m sure you’ll be just as good of a baker as me. Now help me bring this tray to the young ones in the living room.” 
 
    Tafel sighed and muttered to herself as she carried a tray, “Why are dragons so good at everything?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two small red birds were perched on the branches of a leafless tree. The branch was thick, wider than both of them combined. Between them, there was a stone plate filled with all kinds of bugs, dead and alive. One of the red birds reached forwards with its talon and picked up a centipede, stuffing it into its mouth. With a loud slurp, the squirming insect disappeared down the bird’s beak. It belched before trembling, puffing its feathers out. “I can’t believe Big Sis really left us like that!” 
 
    “But, Emile, you were the one who told her to leave,” the other phoenix, Susan, said. “You can’t tell someone to leave and then get angry at them for leaving.” 
 
    “Says who? It’s my right to be mad at her!” Emile snorted as he tossed another bug into his beak, craning his neck back to swallow. He clacked his beak after he was done and lowered his head to glare at his sister. “We’re on a new continent; Mom told her to take care of us! How dare she leave like that?” 
 
    Susan sighed, her chest deflating as her feathers pressed against her body. “When you tell someone, ‘Go away or I’ll peck your eyes out,’ you’re not really giving them a choice to stay. And she left behind the signaling bead for us to break if we’re in danger or lost.” 
 
    “Oh really?” Emile asked, his chest puffing up. “And where’s that bead now, hmm? Exactly.” 
 
    “You threw it into a waterfall, dummy,” Susan said, rolling her eyes. “I couldn’t even retrieve it!” 
 
    Emile made unintelligible noises as he munched on more bugs. “Whatever. It’s her fault. If something bad happens to us, I’m telling Mom.” 
 
    Susan sighed again. “It’s not Tafel’s fault that the pretty peacock rejected you. You didn’t have to take your anger out on her. Everyone faces rejection; it’s a part of life.” 
 
    A worm splatted against Susan’s face. Emile flapped his wings and shouted, “I’m not mad at being rejected! I’m mad at Tafel leaving me when I told her to! Look, you stayed behind, didn’t you? I told you to leave too, right? But you didn’t! You stayed. How come Tafel didn’t stay too?” 
 
    “Oh, I was going to leave since you were being moody, but Tafel told me to stay behind to watch over you,” Susan said. “And she gave me that bead, which you threw away. This is your fault.” 
 
    Emile made a face as he grabbed the edge of the plate with his talon and flipped it off the branch of the tree. There was a crashing noise followed by a loud scream. Emile and Susan froze as they stared at each other. They crept towards the edge of the branch and peered over, pressing their stomachs against the bark to stay low. Beneath them, a group of people were gathered around a fallen person who had bugs crawling over her face. One of the people raised his head and met Emile’s gaze. The man let out a strange grunt as he reached towards his waist and pulled out a bow and arrow. In less than a second, the man’s bowstring was pulled all the way back, an arrow nocked and pointed at the two phoenixes. 
 
    “Look at what you did!” Susan shouted as she dove to the side, dodging an arrow. She scrambled to her feet and pumped her wings, lifting herself off the branch. 
 
    Emile leapt into the air, away from the hunter, and spread his wings. “Less talking, more fleeing!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Tafel returned to the living room with a tray of cookies, she found Vur and Alora glaring at each other with a single cookie left on the tray between them. They each had a clenched paw raised in front of themselves. With a rapid motion, their claws flashed three times before stopping. Alora’s claws were completely outstretched while two of Vur’s claws remained curled up. “Scissors! I win.” 
 
    Alora’s head dropped into her paws. “No! Why!? You did scissors three times in a row! Why would you choose scissors again!?” 
 
    Vur didn’t respond as he stuffed the last cookie into his mouth. His eyes lit up as Tafel approached him. She asked, “Wasn’t Alora worried about getting fat? How did she end up competing with you for the cookies?” 
 
    “They taste too good to resist,” Alora mumbled. She sighed and raised her head, but she ceased mid-sigh once she saw the tray in Tafel’s arms. “There’s too much temptation. Vur, if I get fat, you have to polymorph me to make me skinnier, got it?” 
 
    “Why do I have to do that?” Vur asked, blinking twice. 
 
    “Because we’re family, and family sticks together in times of crisis.” Alora nodded and snatched a few of the new cookies before Vur could respond. “And I’ll tell you about the genies. You were curious about the genies, right?” 
 
    Tafel picked up a cookie with three Fruits of Knowledge embedded inside of it. She’d definitely catch up to Vur if she ate enough! Her gaze shifted onto Vur, who was stuffing his mouth with half a dozen cookies every few seconds, and she bit her lower lip as she stifled a sigh. “Slow and steady wins the race, right?” 
 
    “What race?” Alora asked, crumbs decorating the sides of her mouth. 
 
    “Nothing,” Tafel said before taking a bite out of the cookie that was as large as her face. “I want to know about the genies.” 
 
    “Once we finish this batch, I’ll take you to them,” Alora said. “It’s nice and bright out, so there should be a lot of them. And it’s the perfect season too. Genies grow on vines like green beans, you see, but instead of green beans, they’re called genie beans.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Duh,” Alora said, cookie crumbs flying out of her mouth. “What’d you expect? They’d be born in lamps? Anyways, even if you get lucky and find a genie bean vine, there might not be any genie beans on it. And even if there are genie beans, there might not be a genie inside. It’s as hard as finding a three-leaf clover.” 
 
    “Three-leaf clovers are pretty common though?” 
 
    Alora rolled her eyes. “Well, when you’re a dragon, it’s really hard to see something so small, alright? Moving on, even if you find a genie inside, they might not be able to grant your wish. Older genies can grant more powerful wishes. Younger genies can barely grant any wishes. And if you find the genie king, you can wish for anything you want! But only stupidly lucky people can find one of those.” 
 
    “Vur’s going to find one!” Stella said, her head popping out of Vur’s forehead. “I have a good feeling.” 
 
    Alora stared at Stella. “Genie?” 
 
    Stella tilted her head. “No. Fairy. Do we look similar?” 
 
    “A little,” Alora said with a nod. “You’re both tiny, but genies are men. There aren’t any female genies, so I was surprised when I saw you.” She turned towards Tafel. “And there’s one thing you should know about genies. Not all of them are nice. They’ll fulfill your wish, but you have to be really careful about what you wish for and how you wish for it!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I know you wanted to start a war and all, but shouldn’t we have at least told Vur and Tafel where we were going?” Alice asked Mr. Skelly as the two followed behind the woman wearing a grass outfit with the little meatball girl in her arms. “We came here as a party. Parties are supposed to stick together.” 
 
    “Oh, it’ll be fine,” Mr. Skelly said and gestured at the woman ahead. “She said the village is pretty close. We’ll be there and back in no time; those two won’t even know we’re gone. Besides, isn’t it more exciting to adventure alone with me?” 
 
    “You’re not a healer or a ranged attacker,” Alice said as she slapped away Mr. Skelly’s arm that he was trying to wrap around her shoulder. “We’re both frontline fighters; there’s a severe imbalance in our party composition without Vur and Tafel. We have to be prepared for anything when entering new lands.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly chuckled. “You say that, but you’re following me anyway without informing Vur and Tafel ahead of time. Actions speak louder than words. You protest verbally but comply physically; it’s clear what you want.” 
 
    Pink tinged Alice’s cheeks as she turned her head away. “I only came along to keep an eye on you. Who knows what kind of trouble you’d start without someone to watch over you?” 
 
    “What? Me? Cause trouble?” Mr. Skelly leaned back and covered his open mouth with his hand. “Just what kind of person do you think I am? Back when I was still alive, people praised me for resolving all kinds of trouble. I’ve slain many a ferocious beast threatening the kingdom I belonged to, and I helped many an old lady cross a busy marketplace street.” 
 
    Alice rolled her eyes, but before she could reply, a clearing came into view as she walked past some trees. The woman ahead of them turned her head and smiled at the two. “We’re here. Welcome to Sacrifice Village.” 
 
    “I think you should change the village’s name,” Mr. Skelly said. “It sounds like something terrible is going to happen to it if you don’t.” 
 
    “Please don’t be the cause of that calamity,” Alice said, pulling Mr. Skelly’s shoulder. She walked in front of him and frowned. Though it was called a village, town or city would be a more apt word to describe it. Wooden walls encircled the village, and clay roofs of buildings peaked over the top. Smoke drifted out of chimneys, but the gray mist dispersed before rising beyond the treetops. Clamoring sounds that accompanied large populations of people rang through the air. “This isn’t what I was expecting at all.” 
 
    The woman tilted her head. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Alice pursed her lips and shook her head. “Never mind.” If a group of young women doomed to be sacrifices were able to build a town inside of the wilderness, then who was she to question how? Maybe the dragons helped out, but she doubted it. Alice grabbed Mr. Skelly’s wrist, stopping him from marching up to the wooden gates. “Can you tell me what you’re planning on doing before you actually do it?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly frowned. “But that’ll ruin the surprise.” 
 
    “I don’t like these kinds of surprises.” 
 
    “Just because you don’t like something doesn’t mean you should avoid it,” Mr. Skelly said. “Gathering new experiences, even if they’re unpleasant, is one of the thrills an adventurer lives for. How can you call yourself a guild master if you avoid a core part of adventuring because you find it unpleasant?” 
 
    “Alright, I’m a terrible guild master; sue me,” Alice said, her grip tightening around Mr. Skelly’s wrist. “Now tell me what you’re going to do.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly sighed. “You’re not going to let go of me unless I do, huh?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly sighed again. “It breaks my heart to see you suspect me like this. What have I done to warrant such distrust?” 
 
    “You tricked me into signing a declaration of war by changing its appearance into that of a mundane document’s through the use of fairy magic,” Alice said. “You deceived a fortress of dwarves by claiming the war was over and marching into their fortress under the guise of peace talks. You made me accept a kidnapped baby griffin by lying to me and telling me its mother was dead. The list goes on and on; shall I continue?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly scratched his cheekbone. “It’s embarrassing for me when you list out all my glorious deeds,” he said. “Alright, I’ll tell you my plan so you can brag about it to Vur and Tafel later.” He cleared his nonexistent throat. “If we’re going to start a war, then what’s the most important thing we need?” 
 
    Alice frowned. “An army? You’re planning on recruiting these people?” 
 
    “Nope, guess again.” 
 
    Alice furrowed her brow as she chewed on her lower lip. “Oh! Supplies. You need a source of mana crystals before you can raise an undead army.” 
 
    “Nope. Guess again.” 
 
    “Huh? Really?” Alice asked, lowering her head. If it wasn’t an army and it wasn’t supplies, then what was the most important thing required for war? “Weapons…?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly clacked his teeth and shook his head. “Your thinking is too narrow. The answer is a reason! How can you rally an army of people without a reason to declare war? How can you convince people to give up their food and mana without a reason? Why would blacksmiths create weapons for you without a good cause? The peasants need a reason to pick up their pitchforks to fight against their rulers!” 
 
    Alice’s eyes lit up, but they dimmed shortly after. “I get it now, but somehow, I don’t like hearing it from you,” she said. “You didn’t have any reason for starting a war against the dwarves way back then. And you didn’t rally anyone with your reasons. You kidnapped people and forced them to join your cause.” 
 
    “But I had a reason.” Mr. Skelly straightened his back and stuck out his chest. “Because the mistress told me to.” 
 
    “That’s a horrible reason.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll admit it was,” Mr. Skelly said with a shrug. “But back on the eastern continent, I already had an army of skeletons. I don’t have that here; thus, I need an actual reason to rally these natives to my cause.” 
 
    Alice nodded. “Yes, an actual reason would be nice. And you’re going to ask around the village to find their grievances against the ruling class, right? She did say rising taxes were a problem.” 
 
    “Eh?” Mr. Skelly’s eyes widened. “Why would I do that? I was thinking of burning this village down and blaming it on the king. Isn’t that a great reason? The king burned down a bunch of villages for no reason at all. If you don’t want that to happen to your village next, then you’ll have to pick up your weapons and fight!” 
 
    Alice chopped Mr. Skelly’s head off with her shield. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vur and Tafel laughed as they walked side by side through a dense rainforest spotted with all kinds of colors. Frogs, insects, parrots, brightly colored animals were everywhere amongst the foliage. Thick vines hung down from trees, and thinner vines grew from the soil, circling around tree trunks. Clouds of insects hung in the air, but as Tafel and Vur walked towards them, they’d disperse before reforming a while later only to disperse again as a woman with blue hair and golden eyes staggered by. “You two! Wait for me. How do you balance so well without a tail!?” 
 
    Vur and Tafel paused as they waited for the gasping woman to catch up. She wasn’t wearing any clothes despite Tafel’s earlier pleading. Alora had said it’d be easier for Tafel to find genie bean vines since she was a small human, so Vur disabled his dragon form and polymorphed Alora against her wishes. Tafel bit her lower lip as Alora caught up and placed her bare hands on Vur’s shoulders from behind while panting for breath. Tafel crossed her arms over her chest and asked, “Are you sure you don’t want to wear clothes? They help with balance. Look, even Vur’s wearing pants.” 
 
    Alora squinted at Tafel before lowering her gaze to Vur’s black leather pants. She crouched down and pinched it, pulling it while tugging it up and down. Her head tilted to the side as she released the material. “I don’t get it. You can’t control it like a tail at all. How does it help you balance?” 
 
    “It just does, okay?” Tafel asked. “Not all phenomena are explainable yet, but that doesn’t mean they don’t happen.” She stretched her arm out and into a portal, taking out a bathrobe. She held it out towards Alora, who sniffed it before wrinkling her nose, causing Tafel’s eye to twitch. “Try it on. And don’t wrinkle your nose like it smells bad! I just washed it.” 
 
    Alora snorted. “I don’t want to.” She tilted her head up and to the side, pointing her chin at the treetops while closing her eyes and crossing her arms. “Have you ever seen a dragon wearing a wooly sweater? It’s embarrassing. Grandma makes us wear them all the time in the winter. I’m not going to voluntarily humiliate myself in the summer.” Her eyes opened, and she raised her brow. “Oh? Is that a genie vine?” 
 
    “Where?” Tafel asked, her head snapping to the side, following Alora’s gaze. A blueish-green vine appeared in her view, barely noticeable against a greenish tree trunk. Three bean sprouts grew out of the vine, dangling like Christmas lights. “I see them. How do you summon the genie?” 
 
    Alora walked over to the base of the tree and looked up at the sprouts that were out of her reach. “You pluck the bean sprouts, but you leave the vine for future genies to grow on. Or you can wait here for a few months until the genie beans fall off on their own. There’s a higher chance that those genies can fulfill your wishes.” 
 
    Tafel furrowed her brow, but before she could decide, Vur climbed up the tree and pulled off a bean sprout. A silver light flashed, and a tiny man appeared on Vur’s palm, looking much like Stella but male. Alora’s eyes widened. “That’s a genie king!” 
 
    “I called it!” Stella shouted from Vur’s chest. “Who said Vur was going to find a genie king? I did!” 
 
    Tafel’s mouth fell open before she heaved a sigh. “Slow and steady….” 
 
    “Ah?” the genie king’s head swiveled around before his gaze settled onto Vur. He yawned while stretching his arms up towards the sky. “I wanted to sleep for longer…. Will you let me?” 
 
    “Oh,” Vur said before nodding. “Yeah, I know how you feel. Go back to sleep.” 
 
    The genie king’s eyes widened to the size of saucers. “Huh!? Really!? You’re the first person to let me do this. I’ll sleep inside you for now. When I wake up, I’ll grant you any wish you want!” The genie king dissolved into motes of silver light that sank into Vur’s chest. 
 
    Less than a second later, Stella’s scream rang through the rainforest. “Deedee, Sherry, Zilphy, Misty! Help! There’s a naked man in my home! H-he fell asleep on my bed!” Her voice choked up as she wailed, “My blankets are tainted now; you have to burn them, Sherry!” 
 
    Sheryl’s sun-like tattoo on Vur’s shoulder lit up. “When did my name become Sherry?” 
 
    “When mine became Misty,” Mistle said from Vur’s back. 
 
    Vur ignored the chattering elementals and looked down at Alora and Tafel. “Should I grab another one? There’s only two left.” 
 
    “Let me pick my own!” Tafel said as she scrambled up the tree. She pursed her lips before grabbing the rightmost bean sprout. Nothing happened. 
 
    Alora coated her fingers and toes with mana and dug into the tree like a squirrel. She climbed up and clicked her tongue. “There wasn’t a genie inside that one,” she said, pointing at Tafel’s sprout. “But you can eat the beans or give them to Grandma as cookie ingredients.” 
 
    Tafel sighed as she stored the bean sprout, sneaking a peak at Vur’s chest. Vur noticed and raised an eyebrow. “Do you want the genie king?” he asked. “I don’t need it.” 
 
    Tafel bit her lower lip before shaking her head. “No. I want to find one myself. I can’t always rely on you.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Vur scratched his head. “You should rely on me more. I’m your husband.” He shrugged before letting go of the tree, dropping to the ground. 
 
    “I’ll rely on you now,” Tafel said to Vur. “Catch me.” She released her grip and fell over backwards into Vur’s waiting arms. She smiled at him as she righted herself. “When it comes to getting stronger, I want to do as much as I can by myself. It wouldn’t mean anything if you improved my strength for me.” 
 
    “You two should get a room,” Alora said from above with a disgusted expression. She plucked the last bean sprout, causing a blue light to flash. A blue-haired genie materialized on her palm. “Oh, lucky, lucky.” 
 
    The genie blinked at Alora before making a face. “Tsk. Alright, what do you want? I’m a busy person. Make a wish, chop-chop.” 
 
    “I wish you weren’t such a rude little bugger,” Alora said with a snort. The genie glared at her with murder in his eyes. He raised his arm and a blue veil of mana enveloped him. 
 
    “Your wish has been granted, ma’am. Have a nice day.” The genie smiled at her before dissolving into motes of blue light that floated back into the vine. 
 
    “Was that wish worth it?” Tafel asked as the polymorphed dragon struggled down the tree. 
 
    “Rude genies ruin wishes,” Alora said once she was on the ground. “If I wished for something, it’d have done everything it could to screw me over. Like if I wished for a cookie, it’d be poisoned. If I wished for a non-poisoned cookie, it’d taste horrible. If I wished for a good-tasting, non-poisonous cookie, it’d be the size of a grain of sand. Too many things can go wrong with wishes.” 
 
    Vur tilted his head. “What if you wished for a large, good-tasting, non-poisonous cookie?” 
 
    Alora made a face. “Then it’d probably be gluten-free or something. Blech.” 
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    “Whew, it’s so hard to eat when your mouth is so tiny,” Alora said, staring at the half-eaten drumstick in her hands. “If I had my dragon form, I could inhale this through my nostrils and swallow it like a booger.” 
 
    “Please, we’re trying to eat here,” Tafel said, making a face. She sighed as she placed her drumstick onto a nearby flat rock, wiping her hands on a handkerchief. She stood up and walked to the campfire before rotating the dead boar that was spit-roasted above the flames. “Do you want more, Vur?” 
 
    Vur shook his head, holding onto a chunk of meat that was the size of his torso with his mouth. 
 
    “Ah.” Alora sighed and leaned back against a boulder, tossing the remains of the drumstick to the side. She placed her hands on her stomach and exhaled. “It feels great to leave the house. Normally, I’m stuck babysitting the annoying trio, so I never get to do anything fun. It’s nice that Aunt Sera can watch over them for me. Mom and Dad sleep way too much. How can they just shirk their responsibilities and pass them all to me? I’m only three hundred years old! People shouldn’t be allowed to burden children with such heavy responsibilities, don’t you agree?” 
 
    Tafel cleared her throat. “You know, I’m only seventeen.” 
 
    Alora blinked at Tafel, a blank expression on her face. A moment passed before her eyes lit up. “Right! I forgot how short a human’s life is. And a sacrifice once told me a dog’s life is even shorter. One nap, and the dog’s already dead, can you believe that? Oh! And flies live even shorter lives than dogs! You can close your eyes and an entire generation of flies would’ve been born and died! Weird, huh?” 
 
    “Right….” Tafel turned to face Vur. “What am I even supposed to say to that?” 
 
    “When people talk about boring things, just nod and grunt,” Vur said. The chunk of meat that he was eating had vanished. “I do it all the time.” 
 
    Tafel’s eyes narrowed as she placed her hands on her hips. “You nod and grunt at me all the time. Do I bore you?” 
 
    Vur coughed and turned his head to the side. 
 
    “Hey!” Tafel said. “Dragons can’t lie. C’mon, answer me.” 
 
    “Oh, the moon looks nice today,” Vur said, staring at the sky while avoiding Tafel’s gaze despite her best attempts to stand in front of his view. “How come the moon always looks the same no matter where we go?” 
 
    Tafel’s voice lowered. “Vur….” 
 
    “The moon?” Alora asked, bolting upright. She scrambled to her feet, her eyes wide. “It’s nighttime! Quick, turn me back into a dragon!” 
 
    Vur scratched his nose. “I don’t know how. Why do you want to turn back?” 
 
    “Grandma has a strict curfew!” Alora ran up to Vur and grabbed his shoulders, shaking him back and forth. “We can’t be out at night without an adult or else Grandma will withhold her cookies from us!” 
 
    “Then there’s no problem,” Vur said and puffed his chest out. “I’m an adult.” 
 
    Alora stopped shaking Vur and blinked. “Huh? You? Really?” 
 
    Vur snorted. “What’s with that tone? I stopped Grandpa’s meteor a long time ago.” 
 
    Alora collapsed to her knees, her arms falling to her sides. “No way…. You don’t act like an adult at all! And I’m a prodigy! A genius! An unparalleled existence amongst dragons! How can someone my age become an adult before me!?” She fell onto her stomach and grabbed her hair while fluttering her feet, kicking the ground. 
 
    “Is she alright?” Tafel asked, staring at the polymorphed dragon that seemed to be throwing a temper tantrum. A bitter smile appeared on Tafel’s lips. “I can understand how she’s feeling.” 
 
    Vur scratched his head. “Should I tell her I’m only as old as you?” 
 
    Alora flinched, her legs freezing mid-kick. Her neck let out creaking sounds as her head crept up and to the side to face him. “You’re less than two decades old…?” 
 
    Vur coughed and shifted his gaze up towards the sky. “Oh, the moon looks nice today, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Vur…,” Tafel said. “Why are you avoiding our questions?” 
 
    “Yup, it’s a really pretty moon. No clouds to block it.” 
 
    Tafel sighed. “You take after Grimmy too much,” she said, recalling all the times Grimmy would avoid conflict by saying random things. Tafel bent over and grabbed Alora’s leg, dragging her back and away from Vur. “Don’t try to kill my husband. And yes, he’s really as old as me.” 
 
    Alora’s body went limp as she sighed, deflating like a balloon. “What have I been doing for the past three hundred years? Someone younger than the annoying trio is stronger than me…. Supposedly.” She raised her head off the ground, glaring at Vur. “Is he really? I don’t believe it. Vur, I challenge you to a match!” 
 
    Vur lowered his head to meet Alora’s gaze. “No thanks. Mom said I shouldn’t bully people weaker than me.” 
 
    “Wow!” Alora shook off Tafel’s grip and jumped to her feet. “I can’t not fight you after hearing that!” 
 
    Vur scratched his nose and looked around. He walked over to Tafel and reached into the bag by her waist, pulling out a silver coin. “Okay, let’s have a match based on our luck.” 
 
    “Can that even be called a match anymore?” Alora asked, tilting her head to the side. 
 
    Vur shrugged. “Well, I don’t know how to turn you back into a dragon without getting rid of all my mana,” he said. “You can fight me like that, though. I don’t mind.” 
 
    Alora lowered her head and stared at her palms. “Eh…. Alright, we’ll compete in luck.” She stuck out her hand before Vur could say anything. “Wait! There has to be stakes. The loser has to follow the winner around as a lackey for fifty years!” 
 
    “I object!” Tafel shouted. “If Vur loses, then I’ll have to follow you around too since I’ll be sticking by him. And if Vur wins, then we’ll have unwanted company for fifty years.” 
 
    Alora’s face fell. “I’m … unwanted?” 
 
    “N-no, that’s not what I meant,” Tafel said. “I mean—” 
 
    “Then there’s no issue,” Alora said, her head bobbing up and down. She pointed at Vur. “Flip the coin!” 
 
    Vur nodded. “I pick heads,” he said as he tossed the coin into the air. It bounced on the ground twice before coming to a stop by Tafel’s feet. A strange expression appeared on her face as she stared at the coin before turning her gaze onto Vur. 
 
    Alora held her breath as she approached the coin, squinting her eyes to prevent herself from seeing the result. She crouched down and slowly opened one eye. “No! No, no, no! How can this be!?” 
 
    “Heads,” Vur said as he grabbed the coin and dumped it into Tafel’s bag. “I win.” 
 
    Alora clutched her hair as she dropped onto the ground, rolling back and forth. 
 
    Tafel furrowed her brow and whispered into Vur’s ear, “Wasn’t that the coin I confiscated from Mr. Skelly? The one with the same picture on both sides?” 
 
    “Oh, hey. The moon’s really bright tonight.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alice leaned back, resting against Mr. Skelly’s sternum. “The sun’s already set, huh?” 
 
    The two were sitting next to each other on the ground of a living room. A few leather cushions decorating the floor and a waist-high table were the only pieces of furniture in sight. Mr. Skelly raised his brow. “Oh? We’re in someone else’s home, but you want to do the naugh—” 
 
    “No.” Alice straightened her back, sitting upright. The top of her head collided with Mr. Skelly’s lower jaw, cutting off his words. “I mean, it’s nighttime, but Vur and Tafel haven’t contacted us yet. Do you think they forgot about us?” 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Mr. Skelly said. “Vur probably forgot about us, but there’s no way Tafel would’ve. You know how dragons are—everything they do is slow and relaxed as if they have all the time in the world. I wouldn’t be surprised if Vur’s initial meeting with his grandma took several days.” 
 
    Alice pursed her lips. “I did hear that dragons slept for years at a time….” 
 
    “See?” Mr. Skelly asked. “Our party members wouldn’t abandon us. You worry too much.” 
 
    “The bath is ready,” a voice said from a doorway leading outside the living room. “Sorry to keep you waiting.” 
 
    Alice and Mr. Skelly exchanged glances. “Now that I think about it,” Alice said as she climbed to her feet, “do skeletons even take baths?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly shook his head. 
 
    “It’s because water probably softens your bones, huh?” Alice nodded. “Makes sense.” 
 
    “What? No, of course not,” Mr. Skelly said. “We take showers. The only point of a bath is to relax in hot water and play with bubbles, but we can’t feel anything. Showers are much more practical for a skeleton.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tafel rummaged through her bag and pulled out the coin that Vur had used for his match against Alora. She flipped it over and sighed. It really was the double-headed coin that she had confiscated from Mr. Skelly. Her brow furrowed, and after one glance at Alora’s pitiful state, she opened up a portal and tossed the coin inside, removing all evidence. It was her duty as a wife to support her husband after all. But it was also in her best interest to not fool a dragon…, but Vur was a dragon too, so in the end, she made the best choice. After internally justifying her decision, Tafel closed her bag and hung it on the belt on her waist. “Hey, Vur,” she said. “Are we forgetting something?” 
 
    Alora stopped rolling around on the ground, lifting her head to stare at the duo, her cheeks streaked with mud. “Right! Forgetting something like declaring how many rounds there were supposed to be! It’s best two out of three!” 
 
    Vur clicked his tongue. “Sore loser.” 
 
    “Hah!?” Alora jumped to her feet and glared at Vur. “I’m not a sore loser! You’re a not-forgiving winner!” 
 
    Vur shrugged. “If you don’t want to be my lackey, then that’s okay too.” He puffed his chest out. “But I won, and you lost.” 
 
    Alora’s eye twitched. “What kind of dragon do you think I am? I’m an honorable dragon, and honorable dragons keep their promises! Even if you don’t want me to, I’m going to stick so close to you and do everything you could possibly want for the next fifty years that you’ll be rendered completely helpless without me by the time I leave. You got a problem with that?” 
 
    “Um, I do,” Tafel said, raising a hand. 
 
    Alora snorted. “You’re not my boss.” She pointed at Vur. “He is.” 
 
    “No, she’s your boss too,” Vur said. “Treat her words like mine.” 
 
    Alora’s face spasmed before she closed her eyes and exhaled. “You got it, Boss.” 
 
    Tafel whispered to Vur, “Don’t you feel bad for tricking her? Like even a teensy bit?” 
 
    “No matter what kind of match we had, I would’ve won anyway,” Vur said, placing his hands on his hips. “And that’s because I’m a dragon. Dragons never lose.” 
 
    “…I’m a dragon too,” Alora said. 
 
    Vur blinked before turning to Tafel. “Let’s go back to Grandma’s.” 
 
    “You’re just going to pretend you didn’t hear me?” Alora asked as she followed after the couple. “Really? Hello? You there? Wow, fine, be that way.” 
 
    “Ah!” Tafel stopped midstride. “I remember now! We forgot about Alice and Mr. Skelly.” She bit her lower lip. “But they weren’t waiting outside the cave when we left. And I got distracted by the talk about genies.” She tugged on Vur’s arm. “Do you think they’re mad at us?” 
 
    Vur hummed and rubbed his chin. “I’ve never seen Mr. Skelly get mad before,” he said and paused. “But Alice is always mad. That’s why she’s called the berserk librarian, right?” 
 
    “Alice would smack you if she heard that.” 
 
    “See?” Vur asked. “Always mad.” 
 
    “Maybe she’s only mad around you,” Tafel muttered. “There are times when you can be very … frustrating.” 
 
    “Huh? Like when?” 
 
    “Like now! Don’t ignore me,” Alora said, sticking her head between the two while wrapping her arms around their shoulders. 
 
    Tafel flinched at the soft feeling pressing against her back. “Alright,” she said. “The first thing you’re going to have to do if you want to follow us is wear clothes.” She opened up a portal and retrieved the previous robe from before. “Here.” 
 
    Alora stared at the fabric in Tafel’s hands. Her nose twitched as she resisted the urge to set it on fire. She sighed as she released Vur and Tafel, grabbing onto the robe. “You shouldn’t humiliate your lackey like this. It’ll reflect poorly on you if you make me wear silly things.” 
 
    “It’s not silly,” Tafel said, glaring at Alora. “Right now, you look like a human, and humans wear clothes.” 
 
    Alora rolled her eyes as she wrapped the robe around her waist and tied a knot with its sleeves to keep it from falling, turning it into a makeshift skirt. “There. You happy?” 
 
    “No! Wear it like a normal person!” 
 
    Alora let out low growls as she untied the robe. “You say that, but I’ve never worn human clothing before. What’s the normal way to wear this? Arms probably go in the sleeves, huh? Oh, that makes sense. Euck, clothes suck. It feels like someone’s touching me all over.” 
 
    “You’ll get used to it, I’m sure,” Tafel said. She sighed. “I wish Alice were here. I need a slightly normal companion around or else I’ll go insane.” 
 
    “It’s not like you’re normal either,” Alora muttered. “I can’t believe she’s brave enough to order around a dragon. I’m going to slip centipedes into her bed while she sleeps.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “In the end, we really spent the night at a stranger’s house,” Alice said with a sigh. She stared out the window, sunlight pouring into her eyes through the gaps between the trees. The skeleton by her side didn’t respond, causing her to frown. She knocked on its skull with her knuckles. “Hey. At least snore when you sleep so I know you’re not dead.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” a voice asked from the doorway leading into the room. 
 
    Alice raised her head. A skeleton was holding a book and leaning against a doorframe. Alice’s eyes widened before she let out an ear-piercing scream. “What the hell!?” She kicked the skeleton lying beside her, launching it into the wall and causing it to shatter on impact. “Nate! You! What—, gah! Was that a real skeleton!?” 
 
    “Uh, no,” Mr. Skelly said as he placed the book onto a nearby table. He used his feet to sweep the broken bones into a neat pile that he shoved into a corner of the room. “Of course not. You must’ve been imagining things.” 
 
    Alice’s eyes flashed with a yellow light as the rune on her forehead lit up. Translucent golden fangs sprouted from her mouth as she leapt out of bed, landing on all fours. With a roar, she pounced forward, knocking Mr. Skelly to the ground. A few bone-breaking moments later, Alice’s rune disappeared as she stomped out of the room, leaving behind a disassembled, shattered skeleton. 
 
    In the bathroom, which surprisingly had running water, Alice rinsed off her face and dried it with a cloth towel. She stared into the mirror above the sink and sighed. “Am I too harsh on him?” she muttered to her reflection. “He did say fooling people was one of the greatest joys in life for him after becoming an undead…. Ugh. But if he wants to prank someone, why does it have to be me?” She shook her head before taking in a deep breath. “Maybe I should help him start that war he was going on about. But wouldn’t it be wrong to start a war just to please him? Yes, it would. And that’s why you”—she pointed at herself in the mirror—“need to gather evidence of the king’s wrongdoings.” 
 
    “Ms. Alice? Who are you talking to?” 
 
    Alice flinched as her face flushed red. She scratched her neck as she opened the door to the bathroom. “I was just clearing my throat,” she said to the woman standing outside. By the woman’s side, there was a little girl that had the same face as the little meatball. Alice ruffled the little girl’s hair. “How are you doing? Feeling better?” 
 
    The girl shook her head back and forth, her short hair whipping against her cheeks. “The skeleton is scary.” 
 
    Alice’s face darkened. “Right? He might look really scary, but he’s actually even scarier once you get to know him as a person. For your own good, you should stay away from him.” 
 
    “What? How rude; I’m the definition of a gentleman,” Mr. Skelly said, popping his skull into the hallway from the bedroom doorframe. 
 
    The little girl trembled and opened her mouth, bawling out loud as tears fell from the corners of her eyes. She ran into the bathroom and slammed the door shut with a bang. The woman glared at Mr. Skelly before sighing at Alice. “Why don’t you take your companion and go outside for a bit?” 
 
    “I’ll do that,” Alice said, speaking towards her feet. She raised her head and narrowed her eyes at Mr. Skelly, drawing a line across her neck with her thumb. “Stop terrifying children, alright?” 
 
    “Then it’s okay to terrify adults?” Mr. Skelly asked as Alice pulled him along, dragging him out of the house. “You should be more open-minded. Children should receive the same treatment as adults. They have every right to be terrified by skeletons too.” 
 
    “Children don’t want to be terrified!” Alice frowned at Mr. Skelly. “I’m going to buy a suit of armor for you. It’ll come with a helmet that covers your face too.” 
 
    “You … don’t like looking at my face?” Mr. Skelly asked, clutching his chest as he bent over. Fat tears leaked out of his eye sockets, plopping onto the ground. 
 
    Alice smacked the back of his head. “Stop it. You’re making a scene.” 
 
    Dozens of villagers—all of them women—were standing around, whispering while pointing at the couple. Mr. Skelly sighed, causing some of the women to gasp and take steps back. “Alright,” he said, his tears vanishing. “For your sake, I’ll wear a suit of armor. I understand you become jealous very easily, so I’ll hide my face to prevent women from falling in love with me at first sight. And a suit of armor will provide many opportunities for me to approach people without causing alarm before I scare them.” 
 
    “You really like scaring people, huh?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly nodded. “It’s my only form of release.” 
 
    Alice bit her lower lip. “Is it tough? I mean, you know, being dead and all. Is living life as a skeleton difficult? That’s what I meant.” 
 
    “Is being a skeleton difficult…,” Mr. Skelly said and rubbed his lower jaw. “It’s actually really convenient. You don’t have to eat. You don’t have to poop. You don’t have to breathe. You don’t have to worry about dying. You can’t even feel pain. If you’re tired, you can hibernate to preserve mana. When it’s cold out, you don’t need to wear a jacket. When it’s hot out, you don’t even sweat. Mosquitoes don’t bite you. Dogs will flock to you. And you don’t even have to worry about getting fat.” He nodded and grinned at Alice. 
 
    “So … if you could come back to life, would you?” 
 
    “Without a doubt,” Mr. Skelly said. “If I missed being dead after coming back to life, it wouldn’t be too hard to change that again with the help of my trusty ol’ sword.” 
 
    Alice punched Mr. Skelly’s sternum. “Don’t say things like that.” 
 
    “But you asked?” 
 
    Alice snorted. “Forget it. Let’s go explore this village and find a reason to start a war.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What? The price rose again?” 
 
    Alice and Mr. Skelly turned their heads. A woman was standing in front of a cart of fruit and other miscellaneous food goods. Across from her, there was a fat, bald man with a jet-black goatee and nearly closed eyes that looked like mini crescents. Behind him, there was a convoy of wagons with two horses per wagon. Alice wrinkled her nose at the smell of horse manure lingering in the air. 
 
    The merchant smiled at the woman and rubbed his hands together. “Yes, I do apologize. The empress has raised our taxes, taking nearly half of our earnings. The other half is spent on hiring an armed escort to traverse these lands. With the rising taxes, bandits are more abundant, and it really is quite dangerous to make a trip this deep into the wilderness. If we’re not careful, we can even be assaulted by dragons. I hope you understand our plight; we really can’t afford to sell these for any less. Truly, our empress is a demon lord.” 
 
    Alice’s head snapped towards the merchant. “Did he just say demon lord?” she whispered to Mr. Skelly. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure he did,” Mr. Skelly said and nodded. He nodded again, slowly this time. “Yes, he did. That’s the kind of lead we need.” He grabbed Alice’s wrist and pulled her along, marching towards the merchant with his chest puffed out. 
 
    The merchant’s eyes widened at the sight, and he took several steps backwards, stumbling and hitting the wagon behind him with his back as he fell over. He pointed at Mr. Skelly with a trembling hand. “S-skeleton! G-guards!” 
 
    Mr. Skelly grinned and waved at the man as armored men poured out of the wagon. “Hi.” 
 
    “This is a guest,” the woman, who was speaking with the merchant, said as she held out her arms, stopping the guards in their tracks. “He won’t hurt you.” She paused and added in a mutter, “I think.” 
 
    Alice pointed at the armor that one of the guards was wearing. “Can I purchase a suit of armor like that?” she asked, glancing at Mr. Skelly. It was a perfect fit for his frame, well, as perfect as a suit of armor meant for a fleshy human could fit on a skeleton. 
 
    The merchant wiped away a bead of sweat from his brow with a handkerchief he pulled out of his front pocket. He dabbed at his pale cheeks before taking in a deep breath, his upper body shying away from Mr. Skelly as he stood up. “Armor, yes, armor can be sold,” he said as he folded his damp handkerchief and stuffed it away. “One set for seventy shillings.” 
 
    “A what?” Alice asked. She reached into the pouch by her waist and pulled out a gold coin. “How about this?” 
 
    The merchant’s crescent eyes lit up, but before he could take the coin away, the fruit-buying woman stopped him. “Can I see that?” the woman asked Alice. She received the coin in her palm and grasped it while closing her eyes. A moment passed as she moved her arm up and down. “It’s worth about a hundred shillings,” she said, opening her eyes and handing the coin back to Alice. 
 
    “Oh,” Alice said, nodding at the lady. “Thanks.” She held the coin out to the merchant. “I’d like to buy a full set of armor; you can keep the change as long as you answer some of my questions.” 
 
    The gold coin disappeared as the merchant’s hand flashed. He beamed at Alice and Mr. Skelly. “I’ll answer any question to the best of my ability.” He pointed at the guard standing next to him. “You, strip and hand over your armor to her.” 
 
    “B-but, sir, I—” 
 
    “Nonsense! Are you disobeying your employer?” 
 
    The guard’s hands trembled for a moment before he lowered them, sighing as he used his eyes to ask the other guard for help. While they worked on freeing him from his gear, Alice crossed her arms and tapped her elbow as her forehead scrunched up. “Hmm, what should I ask first? I’ve been hearing a lot about the rising taxes; what’s that about?” 
 
    The merchant sighed. “Judging from the markings on this coin, you’re not from around these parts,” he said. “The empress is the ruler of the lands. With a single stroke of her brush, she can sentence thousands of people to death. With a simple glance from her eyes, a guard will come forth to execute a man. She’s a demon who cares not for her people, treating them as disposable resources to be exploited. Her financial advisors are beheaded when they disagree with her ideals, and she knows nothing about running an economy. Taxes, taxes, more taxes. She’s trying to amass all the wealth in the land at the cost of her people’s lives. It’s terrible. At this rate, the dukes will rebel and a civil war will break out.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly nudged Alice’s side with his elbow. “Did you hear that? There’s going to be a war starting soon.” He smiled at the merchant. “Are any of the forces recruiting mercenaries?” 
 
    “That’s … hard to say,” the merchant said, a sheen of sweat appearing on his forehead. “Mercenaries will certainly be executed if they’re hired by dukes to rebel against the empress. But there’s no doubt they’ll be drafted by the empress to fight against the dukes. It’s a matter of picking a side that you think is going to win. I imagine many mercenaries would stay out of a rebellion until the winner becomes clear.” 
 
    “I think it’s clear what we have to do,” Mr. Skelly said, wrapping his arm around Alice’s shoulder. “The empress is evil. She’s nicknamed the demon lord. We have to stand on the righteous side and help overthrow her.” 
 
    “Do you think we can do it with just the two of us?” Alice asked. “I mean, without Vur and Tafel. I feel like it’d be cheating if we asked for their help.” 
 
    “Cheating?” a clear voice asked from behind Alice and Mr. Skelly. Tafel placed her hand on Alice’s shoulder, causing her to turn around. “We finally found you two. Sorry about the delay. We, err, got a little sidetracked.” 
 
    “You forgot about us, didn’t you?” Alice asked. Tafel bit her lower lip while Vur looked to the side. Alora was standing behind Vur with her eyes closed, her head drooping to one side as a line of drool ran down from the corner of her mouth to her chin. Apparently, she had inherited her father’s ability to sleep in any position. Alice rolled her eyes. “It’s whatever. Who’s the lady with blue hair?” 
 
    “That’s Vur’s cousin, Alora,” Tafel said. “For reasons, she’ll be accompanying us as a party member”—Tafel’s voice lowered to a whisper—“for the next fifty years.” She cleared her throat as her eyes glistened. “Anyway, I couldn’t help but overhear something about a demon lord?” 
 
    After a bit of elaboration on the merchant’s part, Tafel narrowed her eyes at him. “So, you’re telling me that the empress isn’t actually a demon.”  
 
    The bald man wiped the sweat off his brow with his handkerchief before nodding. “There’s no doubt about her being a human.” He wet his lips with his tongue before sending a glance towards his guards. They were as uneasy as he was. Just where did all these weirdos pop out of? First there was the girl with the talking skeleton, and then there was the girl with horns and purple eyes who called herself a demon. 
 
    “And the empress is called demon lord because people think she’s evil, not because her class is demon lord,” Tafel said, the hope in her eyes dimming. 
 
    “That’s right,” the merchant said. He leaned forward and whispered, “The empress is actually a dark knight. Her strength is powered by blood and souls. The previous emperor had seventeen children, all of them competing for the throne. Once the emperor died, it took the demon lord less than half a year to ascend to the throne. The palace tells us all the other heirs suffered from unfortunate accidents and passed away, but everyone knows the demon lord killed them.” 
 
    Tafel heaved a sigh, her eyes completely dull. “Here I was, thinking I found a lead,” she said and clicked her tongue. She turned towards Vur, who was eating food out of the merchant’s cart, and bit her lower lip. “One day….” 
 
    Alice tugged on Tafel’s sleeve. “After hearing about this empress’ crimes, what do you think?” 
 
    Tafel tilted her head. “What do you mean? What crimes?” 
 
    Alice’s brow furrowed. “You know, raising taxes so much that the citizens are dying of starvation, killing her brothers and sisters to take the throne, forcefully seizing property of citizens in the name of helping the empire.” Alice nodded. “Doesn’t that make your blood boil? Don’t you want to beat her down for being such a tyrant? You want to, right? Let’s start a war.” 
 
    “You’re crazy,” Tafel said, her expression blank. She glared at Mr. Skelly. “This was your idea, wasn’t it? Why are you always trying to goad me into doing things by using Alice? Don’t think I forgot how you tricked us both into invading elven territory.” 
 
    “Normally, you’d be right,” Mr. Skelly said. “But this time, it really isn’t just my idea. Alice sincerely wants to start a war.” 
 
    “The empress is abusing her powers,” Alice said. “The people are oppressed and dying. I don’t want to stand by and watch when I have the ability to do something. We might not be from this continent, but that doesn’t mean we can’t relate to the natives here.” 
 
    Tafel knit her brow. “Honestly, she might be called the demon lord, but how can you take sides in a conflict after hearing only one point of view? What if there’s a good reason for the things that the empress is doing?” 
 
    “She committed fratricide,” Alice said, placing her hands on her hips. 
 
    Tafel snorted, crossing her arms over her chest. “She was forced into a situation where she had to fight for her life. If she didn’t rid herself of her opposition, she would’ve died. Is it wrong to want to survive?” 
 
    “It wasn’t just to survive,” Alice said. “If that were truly the case, she could’ve let them live and imprisoned them or something. You heard the merchant; the empress grows stronger through blood and souls. She killed them for herself when she could’ve spared them.” 
 
    “What do you know?” Tafel asked, her eyes narrow. “Someone born in a normal, happy family can’t possibly understand the struggles of the royal family. How could she imprison her brothers and sisters? Every heir has factions behind them, each hoping the heir they’re backing would ascend the throne. Imprisoning one person can draw the ire of a whole faction. Besides, there’s no proof this empress was the one who killed her brothers and sisters in the first place. She could’ve been lucky as her brothers and sisters killed each other and just happened to be the last one standing.” 
 
    Alice wrinkled her nose. “Oh, yeah, sure. She just happened to be the last one standing in a bloody conflict without taking part in it, okay.” She rolled her eyes. “I wouldn’t expect royalty to understand the plight of us normal, happy people. Have you ever gone hungry in your life? Have you ever eaten dirt because you haven’t had anything to eat for weeks?” 
 
    Tafel and Alice glared at each other, sparks flying between their eyes. Mr. Skelly sidled over to Vur, poking his side. The skeleton cupped his bony hand over his mouth and whispered into Vur’s ear, “I think you should mediate.” 
 
    Vur swallowed the chunk of random fruit in his mouth before asking, “Why don’t you?” 
 
    “Whenever I say things, they both tend to get angrier,” Mr. Skelly said with a nod. “That’s why you have to do it before the party falls apart.” 
 
    “The party won’t fall apart,” Vur said as he reached over and grabbed a handful of grapes. He and Mr. Skelly watched as Tafel and Alice drew their weapons: a mumbling sword with a half-closed eye, and a kite shield. “Once one side wins, the other will submit. That’s how dragons work. I bet Tafel’s going to win—she already won once before.” 
 
    “Uh, no,” Mr. Skelly said. “They’re not dragons. If things get too out of hand, they might grow to hate each other. You see, when men fight, they might cut off each other’s limbs, but the next day, they’ll have made up. When women fight, they cut straight to each other’s hearts and rip apart internal guards, exposing all insecurities for the whole world to see, and they end up loathing each other for the rest of their lives.” 
 
    “You’re worrying too much,” Vur said as he placed the grapes to the side and took a few steps towards the two women. “But fine, I’ll mediate.” He placed his hands on Tafel’s and Alice’s weapons, halting them in place. They glared at him, causing him to shake his head. “You two shouldn’t be fighting.” 
 
    “Whose side are you on?” Alice asked. “You’re going to take her side, aren’t you? You’re royalty too.” 
 
    “Don’t judge Vur like that,” Tafel said, her voice icy. “He wasn’t born as royalty. He lived a normal, happy life amongst dragons.” Her expression faltered for a second as Alice gave her a look that made her feel silly. “B-but Vur’s still going to take my side, and that’s because I’m right! He’s not taking my side because he’s royalty. He was a commoner too, but he knows I’m making the most sense between the two of us. Isn’t that right, Vur?” 
 
    Vur sighed. “The empress should step down.” 
 
    Alice’s eyes widened before she gave Tafel a smug look. “Hah. Even your husband thinks you’re wrong.” 
 
    Tafel bit her lower lip. “Vur….” 
 
    “But there’s nothing wrong with the taxes the people are paying right now,” Vur said, staring off into the sky and nodding as if he were a sage. 
 
    “Huh?” Alice raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “There you go,” Tafel said to Alice, her voice trembling as she turned towards Vur. “There’s nothing wrong with the taxes, but I don’t see why you think she should step down.” 
 
    “Isn’t that obvious?” Vur asked. “The empress can’t be the ruler because this land belongs to Grandma. She’s the real owner of this continent. All taxes should go to her as rent.” He nodded again. “Both of you are wrong, so there’s no reason for you two to fight. See?” 
 
    Tafel and Alice stared at Vur as Mr. Skelly slapped his own forehead. 
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    In the middle of a courtyard surrounded by black stone walls with reddish stains decorating their sides, a woman with dark-red hair and green eyes swung her sword. Her sword was jet-black like her metal armor that covered every inch of her body except for her face. The armor was sleek, but it had no luster; instead, it swallowed the moonlight shining down on it. The grass in the courtyard was worn down, filled with stains and bits of unidentifiable lumps strewn about. 
 
    A shadow appeared by the entrance to the courtyard, and the woman halted mid-swing. She sheathed her sword and turned around, sweat dropping from her chin onto the ground. Her voice was hoarse like an old man’s. “What is it?” 
 
    “My liege,” the shadow said as he knelt to the ground, his face and body hidden beneath dark wrappings. “We’ve figured out Grand Duchess Apollonia’s plan. She intends on summoning a being from another dimension to overthrow you.” 
 
    The woman cocked her head, sheathing and unsheathing a portion of her sword with her hand. “Really? How did you come to such an outlandish conclusion?” 
 
    The shadow flinched with every clink of the sword bumping into its sheath. His breaths grew short as he lowered his head even further, staring at his right hand that was pressed to the ground. “There hasn’t been a moment where we’ve taken our eyes off of the grand duchess. Her trusted retainer left her side, and we sent someone to tail him. He entered the royal library and perused the forbidden section. All the books he read were related to summoning and contracting with devils. A few weeks later, the grand duchess purchased materials required for summoning en masse.” 
 
    “A devil, is it?” the woman asked, letting her sword rest. A smile blossomed across her face. “I’ve never slain a devil before. I look forward to it. Let her proceed.” 
 
    “Understood, my liege,” the shadow said, his trembling halting along with the clinking of the sword. He exhaled out a silent breath as he raised his head. “We aren’t certain, but the grand duchess will most likely perform the summoning ritual during this year’s autumn banquet.” 
 
    “So that’s why the old hag took the initiative to invite me,” the woman said. Her white teeth seemed to sparkle in the moonlight as her smile widened. “Was there anything else?” 
 
    “According to the oracle, a genie king has been found and the finder hasn’t made a wish yet.” 
 
    The woman raised her eyebrow. “See if you can negotiate for it, but don’t resort to threats. I don’t expect too much, but there has to be a reason why the finder hasn’t used it yet. Perhaps I can grant the finder a wish that the genie can’t.” 
 
    “Yes, my liege,” the shadow said, remaining perfectly still. “There’s one more report. A tenth dragon has appeared at the roost. Its scales are a darker blue than the native dragons, but it seemed to be acquainted with the rest—there have been no signs of conflict.” 
 
    The woman frowned. “That’s the third one this year, isn’t it?” She tapped her finger against the pommel of her sword, clicking her nail against the metal. “Should I cull some of them? It’d be a problem if their population continues to grow at this rate…. But I just succeeded the throne; it’d be in poor taste if the dragons destroyed the empire under my reign.” Her eyes narrowed as her tapping stopped. “Send an offering to the dragons. I’ll let the next generation worry about them.” 
 
    “Yes, my liege,” the shadow said as he rose to his feet. He thumped his fist against his chest before disappearing, melting away into the darkness. 
 
    The woman stared at the entryway, unmoving. After a few moments passed, she exhaled and clenched her hand, gripping onto the hilt of her sword. It cut through the air as she unsheathed it in one motion, holding it out in front of herself. “I wonder,” she said to her sword in a low voice. “How strong is a devil? If Apollonia thinks she can kill me with one, then it has to be pretty tough, right? Can I kill one?” 
 
    A blue light flashed along the sword’s edge, and a high-pitched voice responded, “If you train harder!” 
 
    The woman sighed as she positioned herself into a combative stance. “That’s what you always say.” 
 
    “If you weren’t so weak, I wouldn’t have to tell you to train harder. Train harder!” 
 
    The woman swung her sword, cutting the air, leaving behind a line in the space in front of her that vanished a second later. “One of these days, I’m going to replace your ego.” 
 
    “That day won’t come unless you train harder!” 
 
    “Right, of course.” 
 
    “There is no problem in the world that can’t be solved with violence. The stronger you are, the more problems you can solve. To freely roam the world in a carefree manner, you need strength! And strength comes from training. Train harder!” 
 
    The woman’s eye twitched. “If you weren’t such a powerful sword, I would’ve melted you down and turned you into scrap. Shut up and let me practice in silence.” 
 
    “…Train harder,” the sword whispered in its high-pitched voice, practically squeaking. 
 
    The woman sighed. After a hundred swings, she paused and looked down at her sword. “Hey, if I gave you some blood, would you answer a question seriously?” 
 
    Blue light flickered along the sword’s edge like a dancing firefly. “Instead of giving me blood, you can train harder!” 
 
    The woman grimaced as she sheathed her sword before grabbing the edge of her gauntlet. She removed the armor around her left arm and laid it onto the ground by her feet. The sword glowed with a blue light as she slid it out of her sheath, but it took on a purplish tinge as she pulled more and more of it out. By the time it left the sheath, the sword was emitting a bright-red light reminiscent of blood. The woman’s expression didn’t waver as she pressed the sword’s edge against her forearm and pulled, cutting a deep gash from her elbow to her wrist. Her blood flowed freely, dripping onto the sword, staining its red hue black with every drop. 
 
    Once the sword was pitch-black, a deep growl came out of the sword, and a raspy voice asked, “What is it that you wish to know?” 
 
    The woman’s forehead wrinkled. “If I were to fight a fully-grown dragon by myself, who would win?” 
 
    A deep chuckle echoed out of the sword. “With my help and all of your precious blood, it’d be easy to slay a dragon. But whether or not someone could bring you back to life after the fight…, heh-heh.” 
 
    “As I thought,” the woman said as she sheathed her sword. She pressed her thumb against her elbow and traced a line along the gash down to her wrist. Her blood stopped flowing as the wound disappeared, leaving behind a thick scar. She gripped the hilt of her sword, her face pale. “It looks like I have to train harder.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Are they always like this?” Alora asked as she munched on a piece of meat. She was sitting at a table, her seat next to Vur’s. Across from them, Mr. Skelly was operating a grill, placing plate after plate of food in front of Vur, who was clearing their contents as fast as they appeared. Alice and Tafel each occupied one head of the table, glaring at each other with their utensils in their hands. Their steaks were untouched, and the steam that had been rising off of them had already disappeared. 
 
    “No,” Vur said after finishing another plate. “Alice is usually a lot louder. Like a bear.” 
 
    Alice slammed her fist against the table, causing multiple plates to clink. Her head snapped towards Vur, veins bulging on her forehead. “What did you call me?” 
 
    “Yeah, just like that,” Vur said and nodded. He turned his head towards Alora. “See?” 
 
    “Mm, I’m not sure,” Alora said and scratched her head. “She reminds me more of an angry puppy.” 
 
    “An incorrect angry puppy,” Tafel said under her breath, but everyone heard her anyway. She snorted and lowered her head, cutting apart the steak in front of her, ignoring Alice’s withering gaze. “This meat cost as much as the potatoes. Doesn’t that mean there’s an abundance of it? How are people starving?” 
 
    Alice pointed her knife at Tafel. “That just means the potatoes are as scarce as meat! Potatoes are a staple food. They shouldn’t cost as much as a luxury. Normal people can’t afford to buy it!” 
 
    Tafel gestured around the plaza filled with women, the previous sacrifices. They were laughing while chatting, eating at tables similar to theirs. Smoke from multiple grills filled the air, and the smell of meat and potatoes wafted around, attracting wild birds to the region. “If this is your definition of starving, then I’ve never been full in my life.” 
 
    Alice ground her teeth together. She pushed her plate away from herself. “You know what, I—” 
 
    “You going to eat that?” Alora asked, pointing at the steak on Alice’s plate. Alice choked midsentence and glared at Alora. The polymorphed dragon shrugged and grabbed the steak with her bare hands before taking a big bite out of it. “Whew. Stomachs become full a lot quicker when you’re smaller, huh?” 
 
    “I don’t like you,” Alice said to Alora. “And our names are too similar.” 
 
    “Then change yours,” Alora said, chomping into the bone of the T-bone steak. It crumbled without resistance. “I was named first since I was born first.” 
 
    “How long is your cousin staying with us?” Alice asked Vur. 
 
    “Fifty years,” Vur said. 
 
    Alice froze. “Years?” 
 
    “Yup.” Alora and Vur nodded at the same time while Tafel sighed. 
 
    “I’d like to rescind my application to your party,” Alice said, her face expressionless. 
 
    “You can’t do that,” Tafel said before Vur could respond. 
 
    “Can’t I?” 
 
    Tafel shook her head. “You’re not allowed to. Without you, we don’t have a tank.” She glanced at Vur. “You don’t count.” Her head turned back towards Alice. “Besides, it’s in the contract. You’re not allowed to leave.” 
 
    “What?” Alice asked. “Let me see.” 
 
    Tafel reached into a portal and took out a piece of paper. “This is just a copy, so it doesn’t matter if you destroy it,” she said and placed it into Alice’s waiting hand. 
 
    Alice scanned the page and frowned. “I don’t see any clause that says I can’t leave…,” she said as she flipped the paper. There was nothing on the other side, so she turned it back around. She raised it up and squinted at it. “If there was a clause like that, I wouldn’t have signed in the first place. Where is it?” 
 
    The page flew out of Alice’s hands as Mr. Skelly reached forward and snatched it. “I was the one who taught Tafel this trick,” he said with a grin. He reached into the grill and pulled out a burning coal, bringing it close to the paper. As the page heated up, letters appeared in a previously blank space. “You should be more careful about the things you sign, dear.” 
 
    Alice’s eye twitched as she grabbed the paper and tore it to shreds. She flung the scraps towards Tafel’s face. “That doesn’t count and you know it!” 
 
    “What’s wrong with Alice today?” Sheryl whispered from Vur’s shoulder. Alora flinched at the sound, drawing away from Vur as she narrowed her eyes at the sun-like rune. 
 
    “She’s on her period,” Stella whispered back. 
 
    “Her what?” Zilphy asked. 
 
    “It’s a thing that happens to humans and elves,” Stella said. Her head poked out of Vur’s chest and stared at Tafel. “And demons. It’s very inconvenient and makes no sense. They start bleeding out of their—ack!” Stella retreated into Vur’s chest, dodging the fork that Alice threw at her. “In conclusion, disagreeing with someone when they’re on their period is like poking a bear.” 
 
    Tafel rolled her eyes. “Not everyone becomes as prickly as Alice,” she said. “For example, I don’t.” 
 
    Stella coughed. “Uh-huh. Sure. If you say so.” 
 
    Tafel’s expression disappeared. “…Do I?” 
 
    Vur placed his hand on Alora’s shoulder as he avoided Tafel’s eyes. “Don’t you think the sun looks brighter than usual today?” 
 
    “Huh?” Alora finished chewing apart the bone in her hand and raised her head. She squinted at the sun. “Eh, nope. It’s about as blinding as usual.” 
 
    Tafel sighed. “Fine, whatever.” She crossed her arms over her chest and glared at Alice. “Either way, you’re not allowed to leave. How about this? We’ll go to the empress and investigate her. If I’m right, and she’s actually a nice person who was forced into a bad situation, then you’ll admit your wrongs and apologize to me while swearing to never leave the party.” 
 
    “And if you’re wrong, and the empress is actually a tyrant who exploits her people, then…, then … I’m not sure what I want from you exactly,” Alice said, her brow wrinkling. “Just having you apologize won’t be enough.” She nodded. “Alright, if I win, then you’ll make me the party leader and respect all of my decisions. Is that fair?” 
 
    “You can place any condition you want,” Tafel said, “but it won’t matter because I’m not going to lose.” 
 
    “So, I take it you agree?” 
 
    Tafel nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    Vur scratched his nose. “But wasn’t I the leader?” 
 
    Tafel raised an eyebrow before lifting her head. “Mm, I think the sun is a bit brighter than usual.” She lowered her head and placed a steak onto Vur’s plate before he could respond. “Here, eat your food.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Alora?” A sky-blue dragon poked her head out of a tunnel and looked around. The annoying trio were wrestling with each other in a corner of the cavern while their parents slept. Sera was counting a pile of glowing gems while Vernon was lying on his back, staring up at the ceiling, looking for images that didn’t actually exist. “And Vur? Those two missed the curfew.” 
 
    “Vur’s not a child, Mom,” Sera said, her gaze still drawn to the mountain of gems. They clacked as she transferred them from one pile to another. “He doesn’t have to follow the curfew.” 
 
    “Not a child?” Vur’s grandmother asked, her eyes widening. “He’s not even half-a-century old yet! Of course he’s not a child; he’s still a baby. He’s even younger than the annoying trio!” 
 
    “Really, Grandma, really?” one of the dragons in the corner asked as he untangled himself from his siblings. “Even you’re calling us that now too? We’re not annoying!” 
 
    “Yeah! We’re not annoying. We’re … what’s the antonym for annoying?” 
 
    “Adorable?” 
 
    “We’re adorable, but that’s not the word. It’s, um, non-annoying!” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re nonnoying.” 
 
    “That’s not a word, stupid.” 
 
    “Don’t call me stupid, dummy!” 
 
    Vur’s grandmother ignored the trio as they resumed their wrestling match. “Whose rite of passage did Vur pass?” 
 
    “Dad’s,” Sera said. She picked up a particularly shiny gem and brought it close to her face, squinting at it and rotating it for a better look. After a thorough inspection, she nodded and placed the gem into its own separate pile. “I saw it with my own eyes. He didn’t go easy on Vur, so don’t accuse him of that.” 
 
    Vur’s grandmother snorted. “That reminds me. Why isn’t he here to visit me after waking up? It’s like he forgot about his own mate.” 
 
    “Well,” Vernon said, lifting his head off the ground. “Why weren’t you there by his side waiting for him to wake up?” Sera and her mother glared at Vernon, causing him to lower his head. He cleared his throat. “Forget I said anything.” 
 
    “I’m going to fly to the central continent to visit him,” Vur’s grandmother said. “Keep watch of my lands for me while I’m gone.” 
 
    “Sure,” Sera said, still rummaging through the pile of gems. 
 
    Sera’s mother stared at her. “And why exactly are you going through my cooking ingredients?” 
 
    “Gemstone lizard’s gemstones are great for amplifying magic power,” Sera said. “I’m going to make a staff for Vur.” 
 
    “Why would Vur need a staff? He can turn into a dragon,” Vernon said, turning his head to the side. He reached over and picked up the gem that Sera had singled out. “I don’t see what’s so special about this….” 
 
    Sera snatched the gem out of Vernon’s paw. “Vur needs a staff for his own safety. If he fights someone as a dragon, then he’ll have to get close to them. What if he gets injured? He’s a blue mage, and he should act more like one.” She placed the gem down on the opposite side of her body, away from Vernon. “It’ll be best if he can defeat everyone with magic before they can even reach him.” 
 
    Vernon snorted as his head turned back to face the ceiling, his eyes closing. “I think you’re worrying too much.” 
 
    “It’s a mother’s job to worry about her child,” Sera said, thumping her tail on Vernon’s stomach. “It’s more like you’re not worried about him enough.” 
 
    “Eh....” Vernon rubbed his belly before scratching his snout. “Mm. Alright, what’s he lacking? Armor? But he doesn’t like wearing clothes. Then why don’t I give him a sword? Swords have defeated dragons before, right?” 
 
    Sera’s tail thumped against Vernon’s stomach again. “Didn’t you hear anything I just said? I’m making him a staff to avoid close combat; why do you think giving him a sword is a good idea?” 
 
    “Right, right,” Vernon said, lifting Sera’s tail and placing it on the ground beside him. “How about a bow?” Sera’s tail twitched. “Wait! You’re really not giving me many options to work with here. He doesn’t wear armor, and he already has plenty of accessories, and you don’t want me to give him any close-ranged weapons.” 
 
    “Aren’t you two spoiling Vur a little too much?” Vur’s grandmother asked as she left the kitchen, walking past Sera and Vernon towards the exit. “How can he mature without hardship? How will he face hardship if he’s constantly protected by you two?” 
 
    Vernon coughed. “Says the dragon who places her grandchildren under curfew to keep them from getting hurt.” 
 
    Vur’s grandmother’s eyes narrowed. “They aren’t at the age where they need to mature just yet. But if you claim Vur is an adult, then he should be treated as one.” 
 
    “Ah!” Vernon sat upright, his eyes lighting up. “I got it! I’ll make Vur a staff too. Two staves are better than one, right?” 
 
    Sera’s brow furrowed. “And just how is he going to draw on the power of two staves at once?” 
 
    Vernon tilted his head. “Well, he has two arms, doesn’t he? He can use one in each hand.” 
 
    Vur’s grandmother shook her head. “Whatever you two decide to do, don’t use up all of my ingredients, alright? They take a while to replenish. I do have some ten-thousand-year-old firewood harvested from Trees of Knowledge lying around; you can use some of them for the bodies of the staves.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mom,” Sera said. “That’d be perfect.” She raised an eyebrow. “But were you really going to use those as firewood?” 
 
    Vur’s grandmother snorted. “Of course! What else would I smoke my meat with? Every meal should be made with the most perfect of ingredients—including during the preparation phase.” She rubbed her chin. “Speaking of perfect ingredients…, there’s a few I can pick up at Nova’s place. That’s one more reason for me to hurry over. If any trouble that you can’t deal with arises, ask your sister to handle it. And be careful around the human ruler living in my territory. She has a nasty sword.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Boss,” an armored man whispered to the bald merchant with the goatee. The two of them were sitting at the front of a wagon, the guard holding onto a pair of reins. “I’m not really comfortable with those five joining our caravan.” 
 
    The merchant’s already crescent-like eyes narrowed even further. “And you think I am?” he hissed back. He turned his head around, peeking beyond the goods to the opposite end of the wagon. The wagon behind him had five people sitting inside of it, their chatter able to be heard but not discerned from his position. He glared at the guard. “One of them is a skeleton, one of them has horns, another has blue hair, and one of them talks to himself all the time! The only normal-looking person is the short one, but she killed a hobgoblin in a single strike! You think I want these people traveling with our convoy? How am I supposed to refuse when my guards tremble in their boots upon confronting them? It’s your own fault that you’re uncomfortable!” 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    The guard and the merchant flinched. Tafel’s voice had been transmitted behind them through the use of a portal. Her head and arm snaked through the portal, and she poked the merchant’s shoulder with the butt of her sword. “Why are you so stiff? Never mind that, how much longer is it going to take before we reach our destination?” 
 
    “We’ll enter Grand Duchess Apollonia’s lands before night falls as long as nothing gets in our way,” the merchant said. “But recently, bandit activity has been at an all-time high. I’ll be counting on you to take care of them if and when the time comes.” 
 
    “Will do,” Tafel said, retreating into the portal. She waved her hand, dismissing it, and faced Vur. “Did you hear that? We’ll be there before the sun sets.” 
 
    Vur snorted. “We could’ve been there before the sun even rose if I flew,” he said. “This wagon’s too cramped, and it smells like mangoes.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with mangoes?” Alora asked. 
 
    “They don’t taste good,” Vur said, wrinkling his nose. “Why don’t we fly?” 
 
    “I already answered this,” Tafel said. “Weren’t you paying attention?” 
 
    “I want to hear a new reason because I don’t like the first one,” Vur said, making a face. 
 
    “Do mangoes really smell that bad?” Sheryl asked from Vur’s shoulder. “I wish I had a nose.” 
 
    “Did someone say wish?” a high-pitched voice asked. 
 
    “The pervert woke up!” Stella shouted, storming out of Vur’s chest. She flew into his hair, hiding behind his ear. “I couldn’t sleep in my bed for days because of him! Days!” 
 
    “There’s a bed inside of Vur?” Alice asked. “Is it an actual bed? Does he have some kind of space inside of him, or do you shrink down enough that you’re treating mana particles as furniture? I’m really curious now.” 
 
    “That’s not what’s important,” Stella said, glaring at Alice. She pointed a finger at Vur’s chest. “He’s coming out!” 
 
    A tiny head full of silver hair and golden horns popped out of Vur. The genie king looked around with his rainbow-colored irises before completely exiting Vur’s body. He hovered in the air, flapping a pair of wings that looked much like Stella’s. Yawning, he lifted his arms into the air and stretched, straightening his whole body. “Whew. That was a good nap. The bed smelled really nice too.” 
 
    “What are you saying, you pervert!?” Stella shouted, shaking her fist at the genie king from behind Vur’s ear. “Who gave you permission to inhale my scent?” 
 
    “Huh?” The genie king made eye contact with Stella. He stared at her for a moment, then his face flushed bright red. “H-hi. My name’s Mervin.” He flew up to Vur’s shoulder, not daring to get closer. “Who are you? Are you a genie? You’re not a man, right?” 
 
    Stella recoiled and shivered, crouching down even further behind Vur’s ear, using more of his hair to cover her face until only her eyes were showing. “I’m a fairy, stupid! What are you doing acting so flustered and enamored for? If genies are anything like fairies, you shouldn’t be falling in love!” 
 
    “But you’re so beautiful,” Mervin said, his eyes widening. He landed on Vur’s shoulder. “Let me sing you a song.” His eyes shut as he took in a deep breath, placing his hand on his chest. 
 
    “I wish you were gone!” Stella shouted before the genie king could start. 
 
    Mervin froze as his eyes shot open. “S-sorry, I can only grant wishes to the person who found me unless they give me permission,” he said. His eyes landed on Vur’s face. “Oh, right. You’re the person who found me. Nice to meet you. Since you let me nap for so long, I’ll grant any wish you want as long as it’s not unreasonable.” 
 
    Vur tilted his head. “Any wish I want?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Mervin said. “By changing my mana into matter, I can make anything appear. I can help you get stronger by using my mana to expand your mana channels. Or I can enhance your weapons by reinforcing them with mana. But there’s a limit to everything.” 
 
    “How about a star?” Vur asked. 
 
    Mervin blinked as Stella heaved a sigh from behind Vur’s ear. “What about a star?” 
 
    “Can I wish for a star?” Vur asked. 
 
    “…Uh, you mean like the things in the sky at night?” Mervin asked, pointing at the ceiling of the wagon. He scratched his head while letting out a low hum. “Is it possible…?” 
 
    Vur nodded, and Tafel poked his side. “Why do you want a star?” she asked. 
 
    “You don’t want a star?” Vur asked back, raising his eyebrows. 
 
    Tafel scrunched up her brow. “Why would I want a star?” 
 
    Vur blinked. “Because … you want one?” 
 
    “But I don’t?” 
 
    “You don’t?” 
 
    “I don’t think I do?” 
 
    “Think about it harder.” 
 
    Tafel lowered her head and clasped her hands together. A moment later, she sat up straight. “I thought about it, and I’m positive I don’t want a star. What would I even do with one?” 
 
    “Oh,” Vur said. He looked at his left bicep. “You were wrong, Zilphy.” 
 
    “…You’re the one who misinterpreted my words in the first place,” Zilphy said. 
 
    “So, you don’t want to wish for a star?” Mervin asked. “That’s good because it would’ve been impossible for me to make you one. What else do you want? You don’t want to become stronger?” 
 
    Vur turned towards Tafel. “Do you want anything?” 
 
    Tafel’s arm rose into the air, her hand creeping towards Vur’s face. She pressed her thumb against the nail of her middle finger and lifted her hand towards his forehead, her other fingers outstretched. Then she flicked him. “You found the genie king. It’s your wish,” she said. “I don’t want you using your wish on me, alright? If you do, I’m going to be mad. You always do so much for me, so wish for something that you want for once.” 
 
    Vur rubbed his forehead and frowned. “Something I want…,” he muttered. He glanced at Mervin, who was staring at the part of Stella that wasn’t hidden behind his hair. “Can I wish for a cake?” 
 
    “No!” Tafel, Alice, and Alora shouted at the same time, causing Mervin to fall over before he could respond. 
 
    “I’ll bake you a cake,” Tafel said. “Wish for something harder to get!” 
 
    Vur sighed. “What about bear meat? I haven’t had that in a while.” 
 
    “Don’t wish for food, Vur,” Tafel said, her eyes narrowing. “Is that really all you want?” 
 
    “Well, I’m hungry.” 
 
    Tafel reached forward and grabbed the genie king. “I’m going to hold onto him until after you finish eating. Think about what you really want. There has to be something other than food.” 
 
    Mervin struggled free and floated towards Stella. Miniature red hearts appeared and disappeared around him. His face flushed red, and he lowered his gaze while clearing his throat. 
 
    “Go away!” Stella hissed at the genie king and flew to the other side of Vur’s head, landing on the shoulder opposite Mervin. 
 
    A miniature flower blossomed out of thin air, appearing over Mervin’s waiting palm. He flew over to Stella, but she flew back around Vur’s head. Vur’s eyes flitted back and forth as the fairy queen and genie king repeatedly passed through his field of view. 
 
    “Stella, wait. I made this just for you.” 
 
    “Don’t call me by my name!” Stella said. She circled around to the back of Vur’s head, but Mervin was waiting for her there. She flinched and scrambled backwards, nearly tripping on air. She circled around to the front of Vur’s face before flying up into his hair. “Go bother someone else!” 
 
    Vur ignored the two miniature people and asked Alora, “What happens to a genie after you make a wish? The last one went back into the genie bean sprout, right?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Stella said, peeking her head out from behind Vur’s ear. She scanned the surroundings before whispering, “Hurry up and make a wish so he disappears.” 
 
    “It’s up to the genie, actually,” Alora said. Her hand flashed, and she snatched Mervin out of the air, holding him by the neck with two of her fingers as if he were a puppy. He kicked his legs and flailed his arms, but he was too small to do anything. “Some genies go back to sleep because granting a wish takes up a lot of energy. But he’s a genie king. If your wish is small enough and he doesn’t feel like going to sleep, then he’ll stick around.” 
 
    “Does that mean I can wish for another cake after the first one?” Vur asked, tilting his head. 
 
    Tafel pinched his waist. “No. You can’t even wish for the first cake.” She turned towards the pouting genie. “But can you grant more than one wish?” 
 
    “One wish per person per genie per each time we’re awake,” Mervin said, placing his hands on his hips. “That’s the genies’ code of honor. That means if I grant you a wish and go back to sleep and you find me again, I won’t grant you another wish.” 
 
    “Oh great,” Tafel said, her voice bland. “Another code of honor.” She gave Vur and Alora a dirty look. “Did you hear that, Vur? You can only get a wish from this genie king once. He can grant you anything you want, so don’t waste it on something you can easily get, okay?” 
 
    Vur furrowed his brow and lowered his head. His gaze landed on the necklace made of souls that Lindyss had given him. He blinked once. “I know what to wish for.” He freed Mervin from Alora’s grasp. “I wish my mana regeneration was faster. Can you do that?” 
 
    A wrinkle appeared on Mervin’s forehead. “That’s a tough wish. Let me check.” His body dissolved into motes of white light that disappeared into Vur’s chest. 
 
    Stella’s eyes widened as she chased after him, entering Vur’s chest as well. “Who said you could enter my house without my permission!? Vur! What if he steals my stuff? You can’t let random strangers enter you like that!” 
 
    “Genies don’t steal things! We’re honorable,” Mervin’s voice said from a flashing white dot on Vur’s sternum. A purple dot chased after it. “We only sometimes trick people when they make vague wishes, but that’s part of the genies’ code of honor, so it’s honorable too. But it’s really nice in here, wow. Can I live here too?” 
 
    “No!” Stella’s voice said from the purple dot. “I spent so much time furnishing this place! This is my home, not yours.” 
 
    “How long are you planning on living inside of Vur?” Tafel asked the two flashing lights. 
 
    “Until he dies, which is never, so forever and ever,” Stella said. 
 
    “You know he’s my husband, right?” 
 
    “And he’s my house, so what?” Stella asked back. “Vur let me stay here when he chose to accept my birthflower.” 
 
    Tafel looked at Vur. “And what are your thoughts on being turned into a mobile home?” 
 
    Vur scrunched up his forehead. “…Is it possible to live inside of myself?” 
 
    Tafel sighed, but before she could respond, Mervin spoke up, “It’s possible!” 
 
    “For him to live inside of himself?” Alice asked, her eyes widening. She glanced at Mr. Skelly’s helmeted face, but all the armored skeleton did was shrug. 
 
    “Not that,” Mervin said. “I meant your wish is possible, Vur. I can increase your mana regeneration.” 
 
    “Can I change my wish to being able to live inside of myself?” 
 
    “No, that’s impossible.” 
 
    “Hm. Fine,” Vur said. “Then I wish my mana regeneration was faster.” 
 
    A white light flashed as Mervin exited Vur’s body, reappearing in the air in front of his chest. “Alright,” the genie king said. “Let’s get started.” He rubbed his hands together, and a fairy-sized spear sprang out of his palms. The tip of the spear rotated like a drill, making a small whining sound. “You ready?” 
 
    Vur and Tafel stared at the spear. Tafel raised an eyebrow and bit her lower lip as she crouched down to get a better look at the genie’s weapon. “You’re increasing his mana regeneration, right…?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Mervin said. 
 
    Tafel pointed at the spear, which had smoke coming out of its tip due to the friction between the spearhead and the shaft. “And you’re going to use that.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Mervin said with a nod, his face completely serious. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I’ll use this special mana-regeneration-increasing spear and poke some holes in him,” Mervin said, his eyes lighting up. “You see, mana is everywhere around us, right? And if you want to increase the rate at which mana enters your body, all you have to do is poke a few holes for the mana to flow through, see?” He gestured towards one side with his spear. “Skin and muscles block mana flow.” He gestured towards the other side. “Removing skin and muscles unblocks mana flow.” 
 
    Tafel resisted the urge to swat the genie king and gritted her teeth. “Doesn’t that mean the mana will flow out of him if there’s more mana inside of him than his surroundings?” 
 
    “But it also means he’ll never run out of mana unless the world runs out of mana,” Mervin said, tilting his head to the side. “What’s wrong with that?” 
 
    “This operation can’t fail?” Tafel asked. 
 
    Mervin snorted. “Trust me; I’m a doctor.” 
 
    “Are you really?” Alora asked, butting into the conversation. 
 
    “No,” Mervin said. “I just wanted to say that at least once.” 
 
    “Surely Vur can’t be the first person to make a wish like increasing his mana regeneration,” Tafel said, stopping Mervin from stabbing the spear into Vur’s chest. “How come I’ve never heard about anyone with a body like this?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s because they bleed to death unless they patch the holes. Or sometimes things crawl inside of the holes and lay eggs or feast on their innards,” Mervin said, “but if they patch the holes, then they don’t have the increased mana regeneration anymore.” 
 
    Tafel’s face darkened as she snapped the spear with her fingers. “You were right,” she said to Alora. “You really do have to be careful about what you wish for.” 
 
    “Then we’re not poking holes in my body?” Vur asked. 
 
    “Don’t sound so disappointed!” Tafel said. “You should be angry at the genie instead!” 
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    A man wearing a suit of armor pushed aside a heavy wooden door. He stepped into a room, his boots leaving deep impressions on the plush carpet behind himself. Ahead of him, a woman was sitting on a throne-like chair, a cup of tea in her hands. A saucer lay on the table in front of her, on top of a pile of documents. She raised an eyebrow at the approaching knight as she placed her cup of tea onto the saucer, folding her hands in her lap, smoothing out the wrinkles in her noble dress. “Well?” 
 
    “Everything you’ve asked for has been secured, Grand Duchess,” the knight said, dropping down to one knee. “The magicians are ready to proceed with the summoning ritual at any time.” 
 
    The woman, Apollonia, nodded, her golden hair falling in front of her face. She swept it back with her hand and leaned into her seat. “And what of the other dukes? Have they responded?” 
 
    “Everyone you’ve sent the invitation to has accepted,” the knight said. He added after a short pause, “Including the demon lord.” 
 
    Apollonia’s hand that was reaching for her cup of tea froze in midair. “Her? She accepted an invitation? She is personally coming to attend my autumn banquet?” 
 
    The knight nodded, and Apollonia collapsed back into her chair. “Unbelievable,” she said, deep wrinkles appearing on her forehead. “She turned down every single invitation ever sent by any noble. For what reason is she attending the banquet? Could she have found out?” 
 
    “Anything is possible, Grand Duchess,” the knight said, his knee still on the floor. “While I was outside, I couldn’t shake off the feeling of a pair of eyes watching me. I wasn’t able to find anyone, but I was highly uncomfortable.” He paused as Apollonia’s green eyes narrowed into slits. “I don’t mean to alarm you, and it’s possible my paranoia was acting up again. But as an insurance, may I suggest relocating the position of the summoning portal? The fortress by the dragons is relatively empty, and no one will travel that far north during the banquet.” 
 
    “Very well, Daniel. I leave it to you,” Apollonia said. “Remember, you’re my most trustworthy retainer. Don’t betray my expectations.” 
 
    “If all goes well, you’ll be empress before the flowers bloom next spring,” the knight said, lowering his head even further. 
 
    A faint smile appeared on Apollonia’s lips. “And if things don’t go well?” 
 
    “They won’t. Nothing short of a natural disaster will stop your plans from coming to fruition,” the knight said and raised his head, meeting his master’s gaze through his visor. “Even if it costs me my life, I will accomplish anything you ask of me.” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid, Daniel,” Apollonia said. “The last thing I want you to do is die. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Grand Duchess!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me.” A man with a mustache leapt onto the driver’s seat of the wagon that Vur’s party was in. He nodded at the five people before facing Tafel. “We’re about to enter Grand Duchess Apollonia’s territory.” 
 
    “About time,” Alora said as she stretched her arms and legs out. “It was getting too cramped in here.” Her gaze drifted about before landing on Stella and Mervin. “Especially with these two annoying things talking up a storm.” 
 
    “It’s not my fault!” Stella wailed. “This stupid genie is too persistent! Hurry up and make a wish, Vur. I can’t stand this anymore! He’s so annoying that he makes me want to destroy the whole world to get him to be quiet!” 
 
    The man with the mustache cleared his throat. “Our leader says we’ll have to part ways soon. We’ve brought you to the nearest human fortress according to our original agreement.” He flinched as Stella glared at him. “I’ll be seeing you then. It was nice traveling with you.” Before Vur or Tafel could respond, the mustached man leapt off of the driver’s seat and entered a different wagon in the convoy. 
 
    Tafel poked Mervin’s side. “You should really take a hint. Women don’t like men who are too persistent despite stories saying otherwise.” 
 
    Mervin shook his head. “I’m sure I can sway Stella’s heart with enough time.” A flower blossomed in his palm, and he flew up to Stella, holding it out towards her. “Please, accept this small token of my love. Even if you won’t accept me, this—” 
 
    “Vur! Hurry up and wish!” Stella tugged on Vur’s hairs, interrupting Mervin’s speech. “You trust me, right? Right? I was the one that told you to become an elementalist dragon to grow up faster. And I wasn’t wrong; you really became a full-fledged dragon, didn’t you?” Stella bobbed her head up and down, speaking again instead of letting Vur open his mouth. “Then you can trust me again. Your best interests are in my best interests, and you won’t regret listening to my advice. Okay? Tafel wants you to become more independent and develop your own hobbies and likings, but this dumb genie will drive me insane before that happens! So I’ll tell you what to wish for, got it? Actually, I’ll give you a whole list of things you can wish for, and then you can pick one of those items.” 
 
    Vur nodded. “That sounds a lot easier than finding out what I want by myself.” 
 
    “You’re being used by Stella again,” Tafel said with a sigh. 
 
    “I never used Vur in the first place,” Stella said, sticking her tongue out at Tafel. She flicked her wrist, and a fireball flew out of Vur’s shoulder, striking towards Mervin, who had flown even closer to Stella. “Okay, let me brainstorm some ideas for you.” She put her fingers on her temples, below her horns, and closed her eyes. A high-pitched hum echoed from her throat as her forehead entered a cycle of scrunching up and relaxing. “Okay! These are my wish suggestions: Wish for the ability to take on a second subclass. Wish for all the gold that Mervin’s capable of making. Wish for a never-ending jug of alcohol. Wish for a plate that can duplicate food infinitely. Wish for a larger mana pool. Wish for more physical strength. Wish for the ability to speak two sentences at once. Wish for the ability to think about two different things with a hundred percent of your thinking ability at once. Wish for more stamina. Wish for an aura of charisma that makes people automatically trust you. Wish for faster reflexes. Wish for the ability to go to sleep instantly without tossing and turning for thirty minutes. Wish for Tafel to be more affectionate—” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Wish for Alice to be less grumpy.” 
 
    “The hell?” 
 
    “Wish for your elementals to become stronger. Wish for Mervin to become mute. Wish for Mervin to fall in love with his own reflection. Wish for Mervin to fall in love with a rock. Wish for Mervin to leave your cute, adorable fairy-queen daughter alone. Wish for Mervin to go away. Wish for”—Stella paused and took in a deep breath, her face bright red from speaking nonstop—“the ability to never have to use the bathroom again. Wish for a wallet that always has money inside of it. Wish for all the mosquitoes in the world to die. Wish for more wishes. Actually, no, don’t. If you wish for more wishes, he’ll never leave. Wish for anything, please, just make a wish soon! There had to be something you liked in all my suggestions, right?” 
 
    Vur scratched his nose. “You spoke too fast. Can you repeat them?” 
 
    Stella’s face darkened. She flew down to the sun-like rune on Vur’s shoulder and patted the pattern. “Sheryl, it’s clear Vur doesn’t want to make a wish. Help me burn Mervin to ashes, okay?” 
 
    “I really think you should give up on Stella,” Tafel said to Mervin. “Fairies don’t feel love. She’ll really make you disappear, you know?” 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” Mervin said. “Stella’s so beautiful. I’m sure she’s even more of a beautiful person on the inside. She’s just saying those mean things because she’s shy.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    On top of a fortress wall, a man was dressed in a full suit of armor that had a crest of two intertwined tigers emblazoned on its chest. He raised his helmet’s visor, a deep frown visible on his face. A line of wagons was approaching the fortress walls from the north, riding on a road that hadn’t seen much maintenance. He nudged the guard standing next to him with his sword’s sheath. “Who are they?” 
 
    “Sir Daniel,” the guard said. “That’s the Spring Ferret Merchants convoy. They usually pass through around this time after picking up goods from the tribes located within the wilderness.” 
 
    Apollonia’s trusted retainer raised his eyebrow before lowering his visor. “I see,” he said as the convoy stopped by the fortress gates. “To travel through the wilderness, they must be pretty strong. How long do they usually stay before departing?” 
 
    “Only a day,” the guard said as the people below them searched through the wagons. “There aren’t very many people here to trade with. After exchanging some goods, they move south to Bergia. I don’t know where they go after that.” 
 
    “A single day,” Daniel said. “There should be no issues then.” 
 
    “Captain!” a voice shouted from below. “There’s an issue!” 
 
    Daniel didn’t say a word as he stepped to the edge of the wall and leaned over, looking down on the guard who had just spoken. The guard beside Daniel frowned and leaned over as well. “What is it?” he asked, scowling at his subordinate. A group of five strange-looking people were standing behind the man on the ground. “Haven’t you processed a group of merchants before, James?” 
 
    “Do you remember the orders we received two days ago, Captain?” James asked in reply. “These people are undocumented. They have no form of identification.” 
 
    “Then refuse their entry,” the guard captain said. “Orders are orders.” 
 
    “But, Captain, they’re coming from the north. If we don’t allow them in, they’ll die to the beasts. Can’t we make an exception this one time? We can even hold them in the cells until those orders are lifted.” 
 
    Beads of sweat formed on the guard captain’s brow as his irises shifted to the corner of his eyes, sneaking a peek at the knight that had given them the orders to prevent all undocumented people from entering the fortress. Unfortunately, he couldn’t tell what Daniel was thinking due to the visor covering his face. The guard captain’s lips spread into an awkward smile as he turned towards the knight. “What do you think? They really will die if you turn them away here.” 
 
    Daniel didn’t respond as he turned around and walked down the stairs leading towards the ground. He stepped outside the gate, stopping in front of James and the group of five. He lifted his visor and crossed his arms over his chest. Before he could say anything, a bald merchant came up to him, rubbing his greasy hands together. “They’re not with my group,” he said as he reached towards his waist, his hand disappearing into a sash. A small brown pouch appeared in his palm, which he offered towards the knight. “I hope my Spring Ferret Merchants convoy won’t be affected by their arrival.” 
 
    The knight slapped away the pouch, glaring at the merchant. He pointed at the half-naked man with brown hair and golden eyes who seemed to be the leader of the group. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m Vur,” Vur said. He paused for a moment before adding, “Hi.” 
 
    The girl with purple hair ornaments that resembled horns sighed as she stepped forward. “We’re adventurers,” she said. “Is there a problem? What kind of city doesn’t allow people to enter even with a small fee?” 
 
    “This is a fortress, ma’am,” Daniel said. “It’s not meant for civilians. What do you mean by you’re adventurers? Are you seeking death in the wilderness for the thrill of adventure?” He frowned at the knight dressed in a full suit of plate armor. “Which noble do you serve? Taking noble ladies outside to uncharted lands to impress them is highly irresponsible. If your liege found out, what would he say?” 
 
    “I guess there aren’t any adventurers on this continent,” Tafel muttered. She touched her horns. “At least there are demons.” 
 
    “Oh-ho?” Mr. Skelly asked. “It seems like I’m the one with the highest authority here?” He placed his armored hand on Vur’s shoulder before walking past him. He stopped right in front of Daniel and crossed his arms. “Don’t be such a stickler. Haven’t you ever wooed any women while in uniform? Honestly, between us knights, we shouldn’t have to abide by so many rules, don’t you agree?” 
 
    “Don’t lump me together with scum like you,” Daniel said, his face contorting. 
 
    Mr. Skelly clacked his teeth, creating a sound like someone clicking their tongue. “Are you sure that’s how you want to be treating me? You don’t even know who my liege is while I know exactly who yours is.” He reached forward and poked the intertwined-tigers crest on Daniel’s breastplate. “If I complain to my liege, do you believe he won’t be able to cause trouble for your master? I’m certain he can.” 
 
    Daniel gritted his teeth as his eyes flicked downwards, searching for a symbol to identify the noble behind the knight in front of him, but there wasn’t any. If this knight was sent by someone allying with the Grand Duchess, then he couldn’t afford to offend him now. But if he belonged to a faction loyal to the empress…. Daniel took a step back, turning his head towards the guard captain, who was still on top of the fortress walls. “Escort these group of thrill seekers to the guest lodgings. Make sure people accompany them at all times for their safety.” He narrowed his eyes at the knight standing before him. “The streets of a fortress this close to the wilderness can be dangerous. It’d be best if you didn’t wander lest an accident occurs.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly chuckled. “If anything happens to us, your master will be the first to hear about it.” 
 
    The two knights glared at each other, unmoving. 
 
    “Why would the streets be dangerous?” Vur asked, breaking the tension. “What’s the point of having guards if they can’t do their jobs?” 
 
    “Vur, let’s not antagonize them further,” Tafel said, grabbing onto Vur’s hand. “You can’t just call people weak like that.” 
 
    Vur tilted his head. “Because the truth hurts?” 
 
    “Alright, just stop talking,” Tafel said, ignoring the glowers of the guards surrounding them. “Let’s not start a war in the very first week that we’re here.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “It’s strange to be on a continent where adventurers aren’t a thing,” Tafel said with a sigh as she pulled towels and other miscellaneous items out of a portal. The group had been given two rooms: one for Mr. Skelly and Vur, and the other for Tafel, Alice, and Alora. But Tafel had switched with Mr. Skelly, and Alora tagged along because she thought Alice smelled funny. It didn’t matter though because everyone gathered in Vur’s room anyway to discuss their next course of action. “I wonder how their society is set up.” 
 
    “It’s simple, really,” Mr. Skelly said, still wearing his full plate armor. “The empress is on top. Below her, there’s her vassals—the nobles. Below the nobles, there are knights, and below the knights, there are the commoners. That’s how things were run back in the north way before that dragon filled with worms arrived. Adventurers rose up from amongst the commoners because the knights were a bit overbearing. I’m guessing the noble who escaped to this land was a purist and quashed all adventurers.” 
 
    Tafel’s brow furrowed, and Alice smirked, nudging the demon’s side. “Are you considering overthrowing the empress now?” Alice asked, her voice smug. “Look at her oppressing the common people and preventing them from moving up the social ladder.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not really the empress’ fault, you know?” Tafel asked. “She inherited a faulty system, and she might not have the power to implement a change.” 
 
    Alice sighed. “I’m not sure why you’re so adamant on defending her,” she said before shaking her head. “You—” 
 
    “You’re pretty adamant on starting a war,” Tafel said, cutting Alice off. “Don’t forget about our agreement.” 
 
    Alice clicked her tongue. “I won’t. I look forward to the day that I become the leader of this party,” she said. “Then it could finally display its true potential.” 
 
    “Oh?” Tafel raised an eyebrow. “Are you saying I don’t know how to lead a party? I don’t want to hear that from someone who was isolated from her previous one.” 
 
    “You’re really going there, huh?” Alice asked, her face darkening. “Is that how you want to do this? Shall I nitpick your faults as well, Ms. Dependent on Vur?” 
 
    The cup that Tafel had taken out of the portal shattered as her grip tightened. “I am not!” 
 
    Vur’s gaze went back and forth between the two women. Alora poked his side and whispered, “Something creepy is happening.” 
 
    Tafel and Alice both whirled around to glare at the polymorphed dragon. “How are we creepy!?” 
 
    Alora blinked. “Eh? I wasn’t talking about you two though?” She pointed at the only window inside the room that was opposite the door. A curtain was covering it. “You don’t feel that?” 
 
    “Feel what?” Alice asked, furrowing her brow as she walked over to the window. “If there’s something right outside this window that’s going to try to scare me when I open the curtain, I’m going to kill it.” She spoke in a loud voice towards the window, “You hear that?” 
 
    Tafel rolled her eyes. “Don’t be stupid,” she said as she grabbed one end of the curtain and flicked the whole thing to the side. There was nothing there. A faint red glow illuminated the horizon, coming from above the fortress walls. Tafel shuddered as her rune, that was previously hidden, materialized on her forehead, flickering twice. “Emile!?” Her brow furrowed. “Wait, no, that’s not him. It’s not Susan either.” 
 
    Vur’s head appeared by Tafel’s shoulder. “Is there a dragon?” he asked, staring at the red glow in the distance. “It feels like there’s a dragon.” 
 
    Alice frowned at the two before squeezing next to Tafel and pressing her face against the glass. “Now I feel obligated to say something like there’s a lion out there, but I really don’t feel anything. That’s probably not a normal festival bonfire light, right?” 
 
    “Perhaps something sketchy is happening,” Mr. Skelly said. “There’s no good reason to turn undocumented people away from a fortress unless the inhabitants of the fortress are doing something that can only be seen by certain people.” He nodded. “Let’s go take a look.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tafel said, walking away from the window, “let’s go. I want to know what this feeling is.” 
 
    Alice sighed as she followed after Tafel. “Guess we’re going then.” 
 
    Alora and Vur stared at each other as the three left the room. “They really don’t treat you as the leader, huh?” she asked. She slapped his back. “Have some more self-respect. If you’re a dragon, you have to be in control! Unless you’re the lazy kind who likes letting other people do things for him so you can sleep for longer. Oh my god, that’s it, isn’t it? You’re just like my dad.” 
 
    Vur blinked as Alora rushed out of the room, leaving him all alone. He lowered his head and tapped on the rose tattoo on his chest. “Is there something wrong with wanting to sleep for longer?” 
 
    “Only when you sleep for days at a time,” Stella said, her voice weary. “Vur, do you know how hard it is to lock this stupid genie up? He struggles too much! And he keeps on looking at me with these eyes that say, ‘tie the rope harder.’ If you don’t make your wish soon, then I’ll really feed him to the dragon in your head.” 
 
    Vur sighed and turned towards the open door. Maybe Alora was right. He wasn’t respected as the leader of the party because he didn’t act like one. Then all he had to do was get to the glowing red light first and his party would realize they should’ve followed him there instead. He opened the window, stepped onto the windowsill with one foot, and leapt outside, transforming into a dragon as he soared through the air. On his way up, his tail accidentally destroyed a part of the building they were staying in, but he didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    But the guards down below did. They screamed and shouted, causing lights to pour out of the previously unlit buildings. Men rushed out of the barracks but froze in place upon seeing Vur fly overhead. They exchanged glances and agreed to pretend they hadn’t seen anything without even saying any words, retreating back inside. There were a few guards who rallied together, including the guard captain, but at that moment, a second dragon appeared in the middle of the fortress without warning, destroying multiple buildings as it stumbled around in surprise. Then it roared before shouting, “Vur, wait for me!” and flew into the air, leaving behind a group of terrified guards and three baffled people. 
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    Two men wearing breastplates that had the crest of intertwined tigers emblazoned on them were chatting in front of a pair of metal gates. Beside them, a man wearing a suit was sitting on a chair next to a torch, a cup of ale in his hands. One of the guards glanced at the road; a lone figure was walking towards them, but they were still quite some distance away. “Which noble is that? He doesn’t even have a steed.” 
 
    “Probably some backwater knight,” the other guard said. “Even dumb kids can be knighted these days, you can’t expect all of them to have horses.” 
 
    The other guard chuckled while the man wearing the suit shook his head. The chuckling guard leaned back against the fence, knocking against the latch that held the metal gates shut. “Do you think the demon lord is really going to show up? The banquet’s almost over.” 
 
    “Her?” the other guard asked, rolling his eyes. “No chance in hell. If I were her, I’d be too ashamed to show my face. She’s driven the empire into the ground with her policies; it’s a miracle no one’s tried to assassinate her yet. She’ll stay locked up in her palace, ignoring every invitation as usual.” 
 
    “Shut your trap,” the man in the suit said, glaring at the guard. “The grand duchess said the empress was attending. She wouldn’t lie, and she most certainly wouldn’t make me wait out here if the empress wasn’t actually coming.” 
 
    The guard snorted. “Would you even recognize her if she showed up? I bet you’ve never seen her face in person.” 
 
    “I’ve seen her before,” the man said in a low voice, practically snarling. “If you say another word, I’ll have your head delivered to your family before the night is over.” 
 
    The other guard removed his back from the fence and straightened his posture. The person traveling down the road had come within earshot. She was a woman with dark-red hair and green eyes. She wore a traveling cloak that covered every inch of her body except her head. It trailed along the ground, even her feet hidden underneath the fabric. With every step she took, metal clanking sounds rang out, each footstep resounding in the guard’s head. She stopped in front of the dazed guard; when there wasn’t a response, a frown appeared on her face. 
 
    “S-sorry!” The guard flinched and sucked in his breath. “Your invitation, madam?” 
 
    The woman’s frown deepened. She pulled open her traveling cloak, revealing a set of pitch-black armor, and rummaged around. After a brief moment, she closed her cloak, her hands empty. “I must’ve dropped it.” She turned her head towards the side, her eyes flickering when her gaze landed on the man in the suit. His face was whiter than snow, his cup on the ground by his feet, alcohol seeping into the earth beneath his chair. “Aren’t you Apollonia’s nephew?” She gestured towards the closed gates. “Let me in.” 
 
    The man in the suit dropped to his knees, knocking his chair over in his haste. “Yes, Your Imperial Majesty! Please, forgive my men for not recognizing Your Imperial Majesty right away! Their eyes are clearly useless—I’ll have them gouged out and delivered to Your Imperial Majesty’s doorstep before the sun rises!” 
 
    The empress made a face as the guards dropped to their knees, knocking their foreheads against the ground while shouting for forgiveness. “Don’t do that,” she said. “You’ll dirty my palace.” Her brow wrinkled as she squinted at the man in the suit, whose sweat left visible patches in the fabric. “Oh. No wonder why I thought you looked so familiar. You were there when my brother accidentally killed himself on the sword I was holding in the garden. You hid behind a bush, didn’t you? I only realized after seeing your terrified expression.” 
 
    “Your Imperial Majesty!” a voice shouted from beyond the gates. Hurried footsteps echoed through the night, and Grand Duchess Apollonia appeared from around a bend. She strode to the gate and undid the latch, letting the metal swing open as her escort that was behind her finally caught up. “Look at how late it is; I thought you weren’t coming.” 
 
    “While I was walking, I was distracted by the smell of something nice and lost my way,” the empress said, her expression neutral. “Someone was roasting fish over a campfire.” 
 
    Are you a dog? Apollonia thought as a dark expression appeared on her face. “You said you walked here? From the palace?” 
 
    “Yes. You know about my motion sickness, don’t you?” 
 
    Apollonia’s eyes widened. “The palace is over four mountains away. When did you set out?” 
 
    “This morning.” 
 
    “…You must be tired.” Apollonia nodded. “Either way, you’re looking well for someone who’s traveled all day. I expected you to look more haggard from all the responsibility that comes with being the empress. If someone saw you, they would think you weren’t working hard at all.” 
 
    The empress’ expression remained neutral. “You’re looking well for someone who’s almost fifty years old, Grand Duchess. Please teach me how to put on makeup one day.” 
 
    Apollonia’s eye twitched as a vein bulged on her forehead. She took a step back, gesturing towards the path that led towards the mansion in the background.  “Come, let me show you around. All the nobles have been waiting for you.” 
 
    The empress shook her head. “I’m not interested in the banquet.” 
 
    Apollonia froze. “Pardon?” 
 
    “You’re summoning a devil to get rid of me today, aren’t you?” the empress asked. “I’m here to kill it. I don’t like playing games in the shadows. Let me teach you what it means to be powerless in the face of real strength.” 
 
    “…Where did you hear that?” Apollonia asked, raising an eyebrow. “No, I suppose it doesn’t matter. The summoning ritual is taking place in my northernmost fortress. It’s too late for you to stop it.” 
 
    “I spoke properly,” the empress said, her eyes narrowing as she drew her sword. “I didn’t say I was here to stop the ritual. I’m here to kill the devil after it comes out. But aren’t you afraid of death? You’re plotting to overthrow the empress.” 
 
    “Why would I be afraid if you kill my clone?” Apollonia asked, a smile blooming on her face. “By this time tomorrow, you’ll be dead. I—” 
 
    The empress’ sword flashed, and Apollonia’s body shattered like an image in a broken mirror. The fragments dissolved into motes of light that drifted up towards the night sky. The empress swept her gaze over the guards and Apollonia’s nephew before walking past them, exiting the gate. When Apollonia’s nephew was about to take in a breath, the empress whirled around and glared at him, causing him to choke on air. She sheathed her sword, a clink resounding through the air. 
 
    Apollonia’s nephew trembled as he raised his head, meeting the empress’ gaze. He flinched at another sudden clinking sound coming from the empress’ waist. His eyes wavered before he shut them tight, praying to the god he hadn’t thought about for years to save his life. “P-please, don’t—” 
 
    “Stop.” The empress’ command cut through his sentence. She frowned at the rancid smell that assaulted her nostrils and took a step away from the man who had just soiled himself. “Look me in the eyes.” 
 
    Apollonia’s nephew’s eyes shuddered as they opened. 
 
    The empress stared at him for a moment. “Which way’s north?” 
 
    The man’s arm trembled. He raised it and pointed towards the road leading away from the mansion. “T-that way.” 
 
    The empress nodded and followed the man’s finger, not saying a word as she turned her back on him and left. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Daniel stood in front of a large window that had its curtains spread wide open. Outside, a group of six magicians were spread out in a circle in the backyard of the property. Daniel frowned as the magicians painted glowing red lines in the ground, using up a thick liquid from a barrel that they had created earlier. Nearly half the grand duchess’s fortune had been used up in creating that liquid. It made his chest hurt when he thought about the ingredients inside. 
 
    “Daniel.” 
 
    Daniel flinched and turned around. Standing on his table, there was a miniature person, Apollonia, who was flickering in and out of existence. Daniel dropped to one knee. “Grand Duchess,” he said. “The ritual is proceeding as planned.” 
 
    Apollonia’s image flickered as she sighed. “However, the banquet hasn’t proceeded as planned. That crazy, barbaric demon lord killed my clone,” she said while inspecting her nails. “I told her the ritual was taking place here. She said she’d let the ritual finish because she wants to kill a devil. Accommodate her when she arrives, but make sure she dies to the devil when she fights it. I don’t care about the methods you use: poison her, maim her while she sleeps, stab her in the back mid-fight, anything goes as long as she dies, understood?” 
 
    “Yes, my liege,” Daniel said, his expression unreadable. His face was still pointed at the floor. “I will punish her for killing you, even if it was just a clone. There will be—” 
 
    Screams rang through the air. Daniel shot to his feet, drawing the sword by his waist. A moment later, an earth-shaking roar echoed through the night, bringing silence to the whole fortress. Faint words drifted into his ears, but he couldn’t quite make them out. He whirled around, pressing his face against the glass of the window. The six ritualists outside were crouched down, covering their heads while trembling. 
 
    “What was that?” Apollonia asked. “Has she already arrived?” 
 
    “I’m … not sure,” Daniel said, a deep wrinkle appearing on his forehead. He opened the window, but before he could jump out, Apollonia’s image climbed up his arm and onto his shoulder. He glanced at her before lowering his visor. Then he leapt outside, landing on the ground with a heavy thud. “What happened?” 
 
    The six ritualists remained crouched, unmoving, and a heavy thumping sound answered him instead. The thumps resounded like a heartbeat, growing louder as time passed. The treetops swayed as gusts of wind pushed against them. Daniel raised his head and froze in place. A massive dragon was hovering above the backyard, every flap of its wings causing miniature tornadoes to form on the ground with a booming sound. 
 
    “You … didn’t summon that, right?” Apollonia whispered. Even though she wasn’t present in her real body, her projection was pale and shivering from the pressure coming from the dragon’s glare. 
 
    The dragon’s head swiveled a few times as if it were looking for something. It landed on the ground, ignoring the trembling men, and brought its head closer to the barrel of glowing red liquid. Its nostrils widened as it took in a deep breath through its nose, sniffing the fumes coming from the barrel. Its head tilted a few times before it sniffed again. It blinked before turning its gaze onto the men, who were frozen like statues. A low growl echoed from its throat. “What is this?” 
 
    “Daniel,” Apollonia whispered directly into her trusted retainer’s ear, her face passing through the metal helmet. “Can you slay a dragon?” 
 
    Daniel nearly collapsed. “That’s impossible, my liege. Knights only kill dragons in stories.” 
 
    “Hey,” the dragon said, its tail thumping against the ground. The house shook, and the men fell over. “I asked a question.” 
 
    “That’s—” 
 
    Before one of the ritualists could respond, another dragon crashed into the ground from above, knocking over the trees and destroying a part of the house. Luckily, the first dragon had lifted the barrel off the ground or the contents would’ve spilled over. Daniel swallowed his saliva. “My liege, what do I do?” 
 
    Apollonia’s head turned to face the first dragon. Then it turned to face the second dragon. They were so large that she couldn’t keep both of them in view at the same time. “Daniel, just do your best to survive. The ritual doesn’t matter anymore. I can’t lose you.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Alora asked, pointing at the barrel in Vur’s paw. “Juice?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Vur said. “It smells like dragons though, right?” He lifted it, bringing it close to Alora’s face. 
 
    Alora sniffed it a few times before wrinkling her snout. “It smells like Dad after he sheds some scales,” she said. Her brow furrowed. “It smells exactly like Dad’s shed scales….” She turned towards Daniel and plucked him off the ground, dangling him above the treetops as she brought him close to the barrel. “Oi, what’s in this? Dragon scales, right?” 
 
    “Th—” 
 
    “Hey,” Vur said, interrupting Daniel. He patted Alora’s shoulder. “You have to be more intimidating. Like this.” He glared at Daniel with glowing eyes, a golden rune pulsing on his forehead, nearly causing the knight’s heart to stop. Then Vur nodded and met Alora’s gaze. “See? Dragons have to be intimidating when they ask questions. That’s what Grimmy said. You’re still a baby, so I’ll teach you.” 
 
    Alora ground her teeth together as she gave Vur a withering glare. Then she snorted and turned her attention back onto Daniel. She bared her fangs and asked in a low growl, “What’s in this barrel? If you don’t tell me, I’ll, uh, squish you, I guess.” 
 
    “Wrong!” Vur said. “You don’t threaten people with words. Your posture and attitude should already imply the threat. Try again.” 
 
    Alora blinked at Vur. “You’re really undermining my scary image here,” she said. “How am I supposed to intimidate him if you embarrass me like this?” 
 
    “O mighty dragon, I think you’re plenty intimidating,” Daniel said, his voice wavering. “You are correct about the summoning reagent. Dragon scales, phoenix feathers, roc claws, wyvern wings, hundreds of precious herbs and minerals have been dissolved inside. I—” 
 
    Vur poked the knight’s stomach with his claw, causing the knight to fall silent immediately. “Did you see that?” Vur asked Alora. “I didn’t even say anything and he knew I was threatening him. That’s why he stopped talking.” 
 
    “Alright, whatever, Mr. Adult,” Alora said, rolling her eyes. “Now we know why we sensed a dragon here. He’s using my dad’s shed scales like some kind of pervert.” 
 
    “P-pervert?” Apollonia asked from Daniel’s shoulder. 
 
    “Isn’t he?” Alora asked. “He, like, rummaged through our stuff and picked up our shed scales. What, did you take our boogers too?” 
 
    “Vur! Alora! Why’d you two go ahead like that!?” 
 
    The two dragons turned their heads towards the side. Tafel, Alice, and Mr. Skelly were running towards them, panting for breath. Vur blinked. “I’m the leader. Leaders are first.” 
 
    Tafel’s expression darkened. “You couldn’t take me with you?” 
 
    “You left the room first,” Vur said and shrugged. “It’s not my fault you weren’t there to take with me when I went ahead.” 
 
    Tafel sighed. “Okay, dragon logic always wins, I get it,” she said and shook her head. She frowned at the half-completed spell circle painted on the ground. “What’s going on here? It looks like some really intricate space-magic spell’s design. Are they opening up a portal?” 
 
    “A summoning ritual, I think,” Alora said. She placed the knight onto the ground by Tafel. “He said something about a reagent made of Dad’s old scales and phoenix feathers.” 
 
    Tafel’s eyes lit up, then they dimmed again. “Eh? Weren’t you that really rude knight from earlier today?” she asked, wrinkling her brow. “Whatever. You’re going to complete this ritual, and I’m going to watch.” 
 
    Daniel turned his head and met Apollonia’s gaze. Both of them were at a loss. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A woman dressed in black armor was sitting by the side of a campfire. A haunch of meat was spit roasting over it. Across from her, a wary traveler was rotating the meat over the flames. He bit his lower lip, eyeing the black sword by the woman’s side. “So…, ma’am…, what brings you this far south?” 
 
    The woman hesitated before answering, “South?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “A devil, I see,” Tafel said, nodding her head. She was standing beside Daniel, overlooking the summoning portal in the backyard. The two were standing on a pile of rubble that used to be the house but was knocked down by Alora’s clumsiness. “Is it really going to work? Summoning a being from another dimension sounds like something from a fantasy story.” 
 
    “We don’t know if it’s actually going to work,” Daniel said, rubbing his helmeted head. “But it’s worth a shot. The spell ritual and formula wouldn’t have been recorded and passed down if it hadn’t worked. More importantly, are you a devil?” 
 
    Tafel blinked and pointed at herself. “Me?” 
 
    “Yes,” Daniel said, gesturing towards his temple. “You know, the horns. When I first saw you, I thought they were ornaments, but now that I look more closely, I see they’re attached to your head.” 
 
    “Oh, these,” Tafel said, touching the base of one of her horns. “I’m not a devil. I’m a demon. We’re something like a mix between humans and fairies.” 
 
    “What’s a fairy?” 
 
    “It’s like a female genie.” 
 
    “…You mean the tiny people who grant wishes? They have wings on their backs, and they’re generally very rude or clingy or both?” 
 
    Tafel nodded. “Yeah, those.” 
 
    “And your race is a mix between those little people and humans…? How does that…, isn’t the size difference…, err, you know?” 
 
    Tafel groaned and held her forehead with her hand. “Not like that, okay? Just…, no. I’m not a devil, and that’s that.” 
 
    Daniel turned his head away before clearing his throat. “Right, of course.” 
 
    The two stared at the ritualists in silence. Behind the ritualists, Vur and Alora were competing in balancing trees vertically on their snouts without using their paws. Alice and Mr. Skelly were sitting in a corner with Alice leaning on Mr. Skelly’s plated chest, her eyes closed and a line of drool leaking from her mouth. 
 
    “Anyways…,” Tafel said, breaking the silence. “Why are you trying to summon a devil? It has something to do with this empress that you people call a demon lord, right?” 
 
    “Yes. The demon lord is an unbelievably strong existence,” Daniel said. “Only a devil can hope to defeat her.” He glanced at Vur and Alora. Alora’s tree fell off her snout towards the ritualists, but Vur smacked it away with his tail before it could crush them. “Or two dragons, but dragons don’t interfere with humans. Usually.” 
 
    Tafel sighed as Vur puffed his chest out, looking down on Alora. “You want to ask about them, don’t you?” Tafel asked. “Well, don’t. I don’t feel like answering.” 
 
    Daniel nodded. “Alright.” He paused. “They won’t interfere with the summoning process, right?” 
 
    “Not on purpose,” Tafel said with a dark expression on her face. Alora’s tail nearly squished one of the ritualists out of anger. Tafel rose to her feet and cupped her hands around her mouth. “Hey! You two! Stop fighting so close to the ritual site!” 
 
    “Ah,” Alora said as she shuffled her tail away. “My bad.” She looked around before pointing at a relatively empty clearing. “Let’s go compete over there instead.” 
 
    “But I already won,” Vur said. 
 
    “I can beat you in something else! I don’t believe you can do anything I can do but better.” 
 
    Vur clicked his tongue as he followed after Alora. “Children should respect their elders. I’m doing you a favor by teaching you Grimmy’s code of honor. You shouldn’t resist so much.” 
 
    “Blah, blah, blah,” Alora said, rolling her eyes. “This time we’re competing in digging holes. Whoever digs the deepest hole wins. We stop when I say so, okay?” 
 
    Vur nodded. “And if I win, you have to memorize one more of Grimmy’s teachings.” 
 
    Alora snorted. “What are you, a missionary? Whatever. We’re starting in five…, four…, one! Go!” 
 
    “Dragons suddenly don’t seem that scary anymore,” Daniel said, the expression on his face blank. His visor was raised to get a better view. “But then I remember that they can kill me by looking at me funny.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tafel said, nodding her head. “They’re like really big puppies sometimes.” 
 
    “Sir Daniel,” one of the ritualists said from down below. “The summoning circle is ready. How should we proceed?” 
 
    Daniel frowned and turned his head, facing Apollonia’s image, which was sitting on his shoulder. “My liege, the choice is yours.” 
 
    Apollonia smiled, and her voice resounded through the backyard. “Summon the strongest devil that you can. It’s fine even if you can’t control it. The demon lord will be here soon.” 
 
    “Yes, my liege!” the six ritualists said at the same time. 
 
    Tafel frowned. “Is that really okay?” 
 
    “Our orders are absolute,” Daniel said. 
 
    “Really?” Apollonia asked, her eyes glimmering. “I ordered you to prevent strangers from entering the fortress, yet here we are.” 
 
    Daniel coughed and cleared his throat. “It couldn’t be helped.” 
 
    “Sshh! It’s starting,” Tafel said, putting a finger to her lips. Her eyes shone as the ritualists retrieved piles upon piles of meat which were hidden inside of a nearby wheelbarrow. They chanted while stacking the meat until the pile was larger than themselves. Then they made separate smaller piles around it. As a pentagram with five piles of meat acting as the points appeared, the ritualists’ chanting increased in speed, becoming louder as well. Tafel mumbled along, trying to memorize the phrases they were using, but the chant was too fast, causing her to clench her fists when she failed. 
 
    “Now, appear, Great Devil! Accept our offering and descend upon this world!” The lead ritualist raised his hand into the air and slashed his palm with a knife. Instead of flowing down his arm, the blood in his palm surged towards the sky, creating a red orb at the center of the pentagram. It spread out into a thin line that slowly opened like an eye. Then, all the meat on the ground was sucked up into the bloody portal, disappearing from view. “Great Devil! Bring ruin to our world! Come out! With my blood and offerings, I call upon thee, Great Devil! Come out!” 
 
    A short, high-pitched yelp echoed out of the bloody rift. 
 
    “Great Devil!” the lead ritualist shouted, his voice even louder. Blood continued to stream out of his palm, flowing towards the edge of the portal, maintaining its shape. “Accept my offerings, heed my wish! Show my enemies your wrath!” 
 
    There was a short moment of silence. Then a feminine voice rang out, “Ilya!!! Something weird is happening! Help!” 
 
    “How many times do I have to tell you not to…, is that a portal?” another voice asked. 
 
    “I don’t know! I was burying some swords as legacies, and then a ton of meat dropped from the sky onto my head! Gah! Those dumb immortals are bullying me, aren’t they? …Hey, do you think the meat’s poisoned?” 
 
    “Don’t eat it! Stop! Ugh, let me destroy that portal first.” 
 
    The lead ritualist’s mouth fell open as the portal winked out of existence, his blood falling to the ground like a cut rope. A wry smile appeared on his lips as he turned to face Daniel. “It would seem like the strongest devil has rejected our call.” 
 
    “That was to be expected,” Apollonia said. “Don’t mind it. This time, focus on a devil that is weaker but controllable.” 
 
    “Yes, my liege,” the lead ritualist said. His gaze swept over his fellow ritualists. “Prepare the secondary materials.” 
 
    “Stop!” Alora shouted. The ritualists froze. Alora blinked and looked at the trembling people. “Oh, not you. I was talking to Vur. You little things can carry on.” She peered over to the side at Vur’s hole. It was at least two times wider and two times deeper than hers. “…You cheated. New competition.” 
 
    Vur snorted as he climbed out, wiping away some lava that had pooled underneath his paws. “I don’t have to cheat; I’m a dragon. I’ll always win anyways. That’s one of Grimmy’s codes: Dragons always win. Remember that.” 
 
    Alora’s head tilted to the side. “What happens if two dragons compete?” 
 
    “One of them wins, so a dragon always wins. Duh.” Vur pointed his chin towards the sky and looked down on Alora with his eyes, causing her to grind her teeth. Vur’s brow wrinkled as he pointed at the ritual site. “Is that a booger?” 
 
    “Why would there”—Alora turned her head to follow Vur’s claw—“be a…, that’s a booger. It looks like Dad’s. Did they really take his boogers with his scales!? What didn’t they take?” 
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    “Devil, come out!” the lead ritualist shouted, his palm releasing blood at a steady rate. Instead of mounds of meat, a small pile of dragon boogers and other miscellaneous items lay in a pentagram formation at the center of the spell circle. A portal was widening over it, but noticeably slower than before. “Accept my offerings, Devil! I summon thee; bring ruin upon my enemy!” 
 
    “Compared to the first ritual, this one’s a little … lame,” Tafel said and turned towards Daniel, looking away from the summoning circle, “don’t you think?” 
 
    Apollonia responded before Daniel could, “It’s a weaker devil; the summoning ritual for it is going to be lackluster compared to summoning a greater devil.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you have started with the weaker devil in the first place?” Tafel asked, raising an eyebrow. “Then you wouldn’t have used so much, err, meat. I guess. I’m sure it must’ve cost something other than meat too.” 
 
    “Summoning a greater devil is the best-case scenario,” Apollonia said. “A lesser devil will work too, but that means we’ll have to aid the devil in defeating the demon lord. If only that devil accepted our offer, then we could’ve saved the lives of thousands of our men.” 
 
    “Thousands…?” Tafel asked, raising an eyebrow. “How strong is the demon lord?” 
 
    “Conventional wisdom doesn’t apply to her,” Apollonia said with a sigh. “All she cares about is killing and pursuing strength. She’s a dark knight; with every person she kills, her strength increases by leaps and bounds. But that doesn’t mean she can’t get tired. With the devil at the lead, we’ll use a human wave tactic to drown her.” 
 
    “How is she as a person?” a voice asked from the bottom of the rubble that Tafel and Daniel were standing on. Alice was climbing up with Mr. Skelly following behind her. “Is she evil? She’s evil, isn’t she? She doesn’t care about the lives of her citizens and raises the taxes to the point of starving them, right?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Apollonia said, nodding her head. “Even people like you who aren’t from these parts have heard about her evil deeds. Doesn’t that just go to show how cruel she really is?” 
 
    A smug smile appeared on Alice’s lips as she raised her eyebrows at Tafel. The demon didn’t have to be a mind reader to know what she was thinking. Tafel snorted and said, “Well, we’re hearing propaganda directly from its source. There’s no way someone who’s summoning a devil to kill someone will claim they’re a bad person. It’s all in the name of justice; who wants to be painted in a bad light? But! Have you ever thought about the fact that someone summoning a devil to kill someone is inherently a bad person? Until we hear from the demon lord herself, our bet’s still ongoing.” 
 
    “Devil! You’ve come!” 
 
    Alice and Tafel stopped their bickering, focusing their attention completely on the summoning circle. A brown blob fell out of the bloody portal, absorbing all the sacrificial materials into its body. A face with ten eyes and three mouths appeared on the blob’s surface, its eyes peering at the lead ritualist. “Many years have passed since someone has called for me. What is it that you seek, mortal?” 
 
    “There is someone that I wish for you to kill, devil,” the lead ritualist said. “She’s unfathomably strong, a worthy opponent for one such as yourself.” 
 
    The face on the blob contorted as three hideous grins manifested on its mouths. “Where is she?” 
 
    The lead ritualist turned towards Daniel. Daniel and Apollonia shrugged. “She should’ve arrived by now,” Apollonia said, furrowing her brow. “Don’t tell me she got sidetracked again.” 
 
    The lead ritualist faced the devil once more. “I’m not sure where she is.” 
 
    “…Then what do you want me to do, mortal?” The blob jiggled before shrinking and solidifying, condensing into the shape of a gorilla that had eight spindly legs growing out of its back like a spider. The ten eyes shifted around the devil’s body: some entering its legs, others into its arms, and even a few down by its butt, giving the devil perfect vision of its surroundings including the sky and the ground. Its spidery legs extended, suspending the gorilla-like body in the air. “With these paltry offerings, I can only maintain this form for one moon cycle.” 
 
    Tafel turned towards Daniel. “Hey, if you can’t find the demon lord in two weeks, can I kill it?” she asked, pointing at the devil. “I’d get a lot of experience fighting it.” 
 
    Apollonia’s eyes widened. “Do you think you can kill it?” 
 
    “Um, probably,” Tafel said with a nod. “I’m pretty strong, you know?” 
 
    Alice snorted. “Braggart.” 
 
    “Hey!” Tafel said, her cheeks flushed. “I whooped your butt before, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Just wondering…,” Apollonia said while rubbing her chin, “can we hire you to kill the demon lord?” Upon seeing Tafel’s reaction, she added, “Or even just defeat her if you’re not comfortable with killing.” 
 
    “I don’t really like interfering with the politics of other regions,” Tafel said, scratching her head. 
 
    “Cough, liar, cough.” Alice cleared her throat a few times as Mr. Skelly patted her back. 
 
    Tafel narrowed her eyes at her short party member. “Are you having issues?” 
 
    Alice shook her head. “Nope.” 
 
    “Mm.” Apollonia nodded. “It seems like I’ll have to rely on the devil still.” 
 
    “I’m being ignored,” the devil said, glaring at the group chatting on the rubble. Its spidery legs bent, its face getting closer to the lead ritualist’s. Its three mouths clacked their teeth a few times before asking in a low rumble, “How do you wish for me to proceed in slaying your enemy? I can track her down by her scent. Or I can drink her blood to place a tracking magic on her.” 
 
    The lead ritualist turned towards Daniel. “Do we have the demon lord’s blood? No, in the first place, does she even bleed?” 
 
    “I have an article of her clothing,” Daniel said, his cheeks taking on a hint of pink. “Could you get her scent off of that?” 
 
    The devil sprang into the air, landing on the rubble without shaking the foundation as if its massive body was as light as a feather. The gorilla head warped and contorted, elongating into a wolf-like muzzle. “Let me smell it,” the devil said, its other mouths growling. One of its eyes shifted to the side of its head, glaring at Tafel. “Don’t do anything stupid, walking goat.” 
 
    “Goat?” Tafel asked. 
 
    Alice snickered. “Because of your horns. Walking goat, heh-heh. Should I call you that from now on? Maybe you’ll understand how it feels to be called by a title you hate.” 
 
    Tafel snorted. 
 
    “Here,” Daniel said, reaching into his bag and pulling out a piece of black cloth. “This is the article of clothing.” 
 
    Apollonia squinted at Daniel’s hands. Then her gaze turned onto Daniel, an unreadable expression on her face. “Panties. Really.” 
 
    Daniel shrugged. “You said I should obtain an article of her clothing.” 
 
    Apollonia’s expression darkened. “But why panties?” 
 
    “Does that really matter right now, my liege?” Daniel asked, shoving the panties onto the devil’s snout. “I followed your orders, didn’t I?” 
 
    “I thought I knew everything there was to know about you, Daniel,” Apollonia said with a sigh. “It turns out dark secrets are hidden in deep places.” 
 
    “My liege, please,” Daniel said. “You’re embarrassing me in front of our guests.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The sun shone overhead. Blue waves lapped at the golden shore. An elf wearing nothing but a few strips of cloth lay on a recliner, a glass of clear liquid in her hand with a metal straw leading towards her lips. Ice cubes clanked as she drank a sip and exhaled, leaning back and closing her eyes. 
 
    “You’re sunbathing? I thought you were like a fungus! Fungi don’t like well-lit places.” 
 
    Lindyss sighed as her eyes opened. A fairy was hovering in front of her face. “Be quiet or go away. Those are your only options.” 
 
    “How far away do I have to go?” Erin asked. “If I go a couple feet away, then can I shout at you? Is out of your smacking distance going away enough?” She flitted back and forth with her hands on her hips. “Well?” 
 
    Lindyss sighed again as she leaned over to the side and pulled a pair of earplugs out of the bag that was lying on the sand. She placed them into her ears and closed her eyes, readjusting her hair while leaning into the seat. 
 
    Erin’s wings stopped beating, but she stayed hovering in the air. “Oi. That’s rude. That’s rude. That’s very, very rude.” She flew up to Lindyss’ face. “Are you listening?” Her head craned forward to peer at Lindyss’ pointy ears. Her eyes narrowed as she inched forward, reaching out with her hands. Right when she was about to snatch away the earplug, a hand connected with her face, knocking her down into the beach headfirst. Her wings flapped as she pulled her head out of the sand, spitting out bits of yellow. “You stupid potato! Fairies aren’t meant to be swatted!” 
 
    Lindyss’ eyes remained closed as she took a sip from her straw. She lowered her cup and wet her lips with her tongue. “Your size begs to differ.” 
 
    “You can hear me!” Erin shouted, shaking a fist at Lindyss from the ground. “And what do you mean by my size begs to differ!?” 
 
    “It means exactly what it sounds like,” Lindyss said. “If your body wasn’t so easy to swat, I wouldn’t swat you. But alas, it is, so swat, I must.” 
 
    “You’re a horrible person.” 
 
    “And you’re my friend; what does that say about you?” 
 
    Erin puffed her chest out. “That I’m a very tolerant indi…vi…dual…,” she said, her voice trailing off. Her eyes widened to a comical size, nearly falling out of her head. “I’m your what!? Say that again!” 
 
    Lindyss opened her eyes and sat up, frowning at the fairy with her brows furrowed. Her head tilted to the side. “What does that say about you?” 
 
    “No, no, no! Before that,” Erin said, her eyes glistening as she clasped her hands in front of her chest. 
 
    Lindyss’ expression darkened. “If you weren’t so easy to swat, I wouldn’t swat you?” 
 
    “After that!” 
 
    “I said something poetic about swatting.” 
 
    “After that too!” 
 
    “…I don’t remember.” 
 
    “You said I was your friend!” Erin said, soaring into the air above Lindyss’ head. A moment later, she dove straight down and landed in the cursed elf’s lap. “I knew it! I knew it, I knew it, I knew it! You see me as a friend.” A wide smile split the fairy’s face as she bounced up and down, her wings fluttering. She giggled to herself and pressed her hands against her cheeks. 
 
    Lindyss’ eye twitched. “I don’t remember saying anything like that.” 
 
    “You said it!” 
 
    “It must’ve been a slip of the tongue.” 
 
    “You still said it! Slip or not, it counts.” 
 
    Lindyss sighed as she placed her palm against her forehead, sinking back into her seat. She glanced at the cup in her other hand before tossing it over her shoulder. “It seems like I’ve had too much to drink.” As she stared up at the sky, a moving black dot caught her eye. “Speaking of friends, my bestest friend is coming to visit right now.” 
 
    Erin froze mid-bounce. Her neck creaked as she turned her head towards the sky. Her face paled, and she attempted to hide underneath the cloth strip covering Lindyss’ waist, but the cursed elf flicked her away. “Why is the dragon coming!?” Erin shouted as she hid behind the chair near Lindyss’ head. 
 
    “He must’ve heard about one of my friend slots being taken up, so he came to clear it out,” Lindyss said. “Scared?” 
 
    “You’re not normal for being not scared! He’s a dragon of darkness; he’ll do all kinds of awful things to you, you dumb turnip!” 
 
    “Why do you always call me a vegetable as an insult?” 
 
    “Because you’re as dumb as one, that’s why!” Erin climbed up to the top of the chair, looking down on Lindyss’ head. “You stupid radish, a darkness dragon will take your soul and stuff other things inside of it to take its place. He’ll experiment on you and curse you until you wish you were dead. Although you’re pretty evil and wicked already, it’s not too late to escape from his influence!” 
 
    With a rush of wind, Grimmy landed on the beach, creating a mushroom cloud of sand above the shore. Lindyss erected a barrier that prevented her chair from flying away from the impact and stopped the sand from landing on her. “Whoa,” Grimmy said, staring down on the chair that Lindyss was lying on. “You’re sunbathing. I thought you hated the sun.” 
 
    Lindyss clicked her tongue. “It’s your fault I couldn’t bathe in the sun for nearly half a millennium.” 
 
    “Ah, yeah, sure, blame all your problems on me,” Grimmy said, rolling his eyes. “Anyways, I sensed some weird magic being cast somewhere to the west. It’s probably a devil summoning. I thought I erased all devil-summoning knowledge from existence when I wrecked the southern continent, but I guess some things will always slip through some cracks. Want to go check it out?” 
 
    “Not interested,” Lindyss said. “I run two continents—that’s five kingdoms and a few miscellaneous groups. I think I have enough on my plate as is.” 
 
    “But you’re sunbathing,” Grimmy said. “Your plate’s completely empty.” 
 
    “Leaders need to take time off to alleviate stress to make proper decisions, alright?” 
 
    Grimmy slipped one claw underneath the chair and flipped it over, causing two short yelps to echo through the air. “Nonsense. If you don’t move around, you’ll get moldy. I’m going and you’re coming with, agreed? Agreed.” 
 
    Lindyss crawled to her feet, spitting out clumps of sand. “What am I? A piece of bread? Only dragons become moldy because they sleep for years at a time.” 
 
    “Well, too bad,” Grimmy said, scooping Lindyss up with his paw. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The empress frowned at the metal gates looming over her. Behind her, there was a road speckled with houses alongside of it. She scratched her head before knocking on the gates, the clanging of chains echoing through the air. A few moments of silence followed, the empress unmoving, her expression unchanging. Another moment of silence passed, and she drew her sword while slashing outwards at the same time. The chains holding the gates together fell to the ground, and the empress pushed her way into the courtyard of the mansion. “So troublesome,” she muttered as she walked up to the building’s entrance. With the hilt of her sword, she knocked on the wooden door, dull thumping sounds resounding through the air. 
 
    The door creaked open, a man dressed in a suit on the other side. “Do you have any idea what time it is? There are still a few hours before the sun starts to rise!” 
 
    “I’m looking for Grand Duchess Apollonia’s northernmost fortress,” the empress said. The butler hadn’t recognized her due to the cloak and lack of lighting. “Which way do I go?” 
 
    “The northernmost fortress?” The butler’s eyes narrowed into slits as he took a step back, reaching towards a decorative sword that was hanging on the wall. “Who are you? What business do you have there? You say you’re looking for the northernmost fortress, but you’re as far south as you could possibly be in the grand duchess’ lands. Any more and you’ll be in Duke Taver’s territory.” 
 
    “That’s odd,” the empress muttered while furrowing her brow. “I followed that hunter’s words perfectly except for a few diversions to eat. How did I end up even further south?” She raised her head, meeting the butler’s eyes. His hand was firmly wrapped around the hilt of the sword on the wall, just one motion needed to swing it at her. “Which way’s north?” 
 
    The butler pointed in the opposite direction that the empress had been traveling the whole time. “Why do you want to go to the northern fortress. It’s not a good place to go for a woman like yourself. If you need anything, shall I ask the grand duchess to provide it to you?” 
 
    “Ask the grand duchess?” the empress asked, tilting her head. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Grand Duchess Apollonia is in her study at this very moment,” the butler said. “She hasn’t slept tonight, saying things needed to be done. If you’re nobility, shall I bring you to her? What is your family name?” 
 
    “Scathir.” 
 
    “Lady Sca—" The butler froze mid-sentence. “D-did you say … Scathir…?” 
 
    The empress nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    “Y-Your Imperial Majesty…?” 
 
    The empress nodded again. “Yes. That’s me.” 
 
    The butler’s hand slipped off of the decorative sword’s hilt as he dropped to his knees. He landed with a loud thunk, but he didn’t even notice the pain shooting into his legs. “Your Imperial Majesty, forgive this servant for not recognizing Your Imperial Majesty’s face! I’ll notify the grand duchess right away!” 
 
    The empress didn’t move as the butler scrambled away, falling down a few times as he ran down the hall and into the living room. She waited until he was out of sight before entering the mansion, making herself at home on a plush couch made of tiger fur. She clasped her hands and placed them onto her lap, waiting with a stiff posture, not even bothering to look at the numerous paintings and decorations in the room. Her eyes closed as she fell into meditation, reviewing her sword strikes and stances in her mind. 
 
    A short while later, a flustered woman with golden hair, Apollonia, appeared by the stairs leading into the living room. She gripped the handrail while biting her lower lip, unsure of how to approach. In her moment of hesitation, the empress’ eyes opened, and she turned her head to face the grand duchess, the rest of her body remaining as still as a statue. “Apollonia, we meet again.” 
 
    “Weren’t you going to kill the devil, Your Imperial Majesty?” Apollonia asked, her voice shaky as she released her grip on the handrail and strode over to the couch across from the empress. She sat down and took in a deep breath. 
 
    “Yes,” the empress said. “I got lost and decided to ask the nearest noble for directions. Here I am.” 
 
    “Do you expect me to believe that?” Apollonia asked, clenching her fists. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You said you were going to my northernmost fortress to slay the devil that was summoned, but instead, you came down to the southernmost region of my territory and found my exact location.” Apollonia ground her teeth together. “I’ve lost. I’ve clearly underestimated you. No wonder why you surpassed all of your siblings to claim the throne.” 
 
    The empress tilted her head. “Does this mean you won’t tell me the way to the northernmost fortress?” 
 
    “…There’s no need to go there anymore after having found me, is there?” 
 
    “I told you I came to ask for directions.” 
 
    Apollonia knit her brow. “You were being serious?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You ended up at my secret mansion by complete accident?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “By accident, do you mean the same kind of accident that happened when you killed your brother that I was supporting?” 
 
    The empress blinked. “Which brother was that?” 
 
    “Edgar.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how Edgar died,” the empress said, her expression unchanging. “My sister gifted me a bottle of genie tears, but Edgar stole it from me before I could drink it. That’s my last memory of him. The next day, he was found dead in his bed, and everyone accused me of his death.” 
 
    “Edgar was poisoned.” 
 
    The empress’ eyes lit up as if a lightbulb had appeared inside of her head. “Is that so? I understand now. I have to thank him for saving me when I meet him again after I die.” 
 
    Apollonia tapped her finger against her knee. “My nephew told me he saw you kill Boris in the garden.” 
 
    “That was an accident,” the empress said, lowering her head. “Quite unfortunate, really. I was practicing my sword swings, and he walked into its path. It was just a nick, but due to the properties of my sword, he lost all his blood and died on the spot.” 
 
    Apollonia’s face paled. “You’re a demon,” she said. “How can you lie with such a straight face? It’s almost as if you sincerely believe their deaths were by accident.” 
 
    The empress sighed. “Those are the same words my eldest brother said to me while he was lying on his deathbed. I didn’t come here to talk about my past. Which way do I go to get to the northernmost fortress?” 
 
    Apollonia sank back into her chair, her expression unreadable. “Shall I have someone guide you there?” 
 
    The empress shook her head. “I’ve been told I walk too fast. Even the people who are supposed to be guarding me from the shadows can’t keep up. A guide won’t work.” 
 
    “Have you considered walking slower…?” 
 
    The empress blinked twice. “I’ve never considered it, no.” She paused, a wrinkle appearing on her forehead. “I’ve considered it now. I don’t want to. More time spent traveling means I have less time to train.” 
 
    Apollonia sighed. “You can wait in my residence. I’ll have the devil come here. Would that be alright, Your Imperial Majesty? It shouldn’t take longer than a week.” 
 
    The empress bit her lower lip. “Okay. Let me walk back to the palace to bring my towels and toothbrush first.” 
 
    “Don’t. You’ll get lost,” Apollonia said, her eye twitching. “I’ll provide you those.” 
 
    “My mother once told me to never share towels and toothbrushes with other people.” 
 
    Apollonia sighed. “I’ll provide you with new and unused ones.” 
 
    “Okay.” The empress nodded. “Then I’ll be imposing on you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You found the demon lord?” Daniel asked the small figure sitting on his shoulder. “My liege, couldn’t you have found her a few minutes ago before I revealed I stole her panties?” 
 
    “If you didn’t steal her panties, you wouldn’t have been outed as a pantie thief,” Apollonia said with a snort. “And I didn’t find her; she found me.” 
 
    “Are you unhurt?” Daniel asked. “She isn’t angry?” 
 
    “I don’t think she even has any emotions,” Apollonia said, shaking her head. “She kills without blinking an eye. She speaks without caring about being judged. She’s a lot different than what I thought she’d be. Normally emperors are supposed to be conniving and wise, right? They don’t survive the struggle for the throne otherwise.” 
 
    Daniel furrowed his brow. “She’s neither conniving nor wise?” 
 
    “She’s as pure as a child,” Apollonia said with a sigh. “As psychopathic as one too. I wonder what goes through her head.” 
 
    “Am I being ignored again? Who summons a devil just to ignore them?” the gorilla with a wolf’s head and spider legs growing out of its back asked. “Tell me where your target is.” 
 
    “Right,” Apollonia said. “I forgot.” She turned her head towards Daniel. “Go to my southernmost mansion but pass through and gather all the soldiers from my nobles’ territories, including their knights. You have one week.” 
 
    “You just said she’s like a child,” Tafel said. “Why do you want to overthrow her still? Can’t you just teach her how to properly govern her empire? Actually, other than the fact that she’s raising taxes, you haven’t given a real reason to remove her from the throne.” 
 
    “Do I need a reason to want to seize the throne for myself?” Apollonia asked, tilting her head. “It’s natural to want power. And I’ll be a more fitting ruler as well. Everyone wins if I become the new empress.” The tiny grand duchess frowned at Tafel. “I thought you said you didn’t interfere with the politics of other regions. You’re not thinking of stopping me now, are you?” 
 
    Tafel scratched her head. “It just feels a little wrong to not stop an army from chasing one person down,” she said. “It’s not very fair, you know?” 
 
    “Is it fair that she gets to rule the empire just because she was born into the right family? If you want to talk about fairness, I want to hear nothing of it,” Apollonia said, crossing her arms over her chest. “The world is inherently unfair; it is up to us, the residents of the world, to decide whether we want to resign ourselves to our given roles or not. Who says a grand duchess can’t be empress?” 
 
    Tafel frowned and rubbed her chin. “For some reason, I just don’t like your reasoning,” she said before sighing. 
 
    “That’s because you’re a queen,” Alice said with a snort. “It’s obvious you wouldn’t like someone saying they can overthrow your position if they wanted to. That makes you a tyrant, in case you haven’t noticed.” 
 
    “I’m not a tyrant! My people love me,” Tafel said, glaring at Alice. 
 
    Alice raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure that’s not because bad things would happen to them if they said they didn’t love you?” 
 
    “I’m not that kind of person!” 
 
    “Vur told me the Tafel-method of claiming a throne involves finding the current ruler of the land and smacking them over the head with a sword until they surrender.” 
 
    Tafel’s eyes widened as she whirled her head around to face Vur. “Why would you tell her that!?” 
 
    “Dragons don’t lie,” Vur said. He tilted his head. “Should I have talked about the moon instead?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, you should’ve.” Tafel sighed and placed her hand on Alice’s shoulder. “Look, there were circumstances around my ascension to the throne, alright? The demon lord is supposed to be the strongest demon, so anyone who can defeat them can become the new demon lord. And I defeated the previous one, so the throne became mine.” 
 
    Alice picked her ear with her pinky and flicked away a glob of earwax. “Yeah, yeah, sure. Do you know what you sound like right now? A big, fat hypocrite.” 
 
    “What’s with you recently?” Tafel asked, furrowing her brow. “Why are you always picking fights with me? First, it was the thing about taxes, and now it’s this. Did I do something to make you hate me?” 
 
    “Hmm…, no?” Alice raised an eyebrow. She smiled at Tafel. “Or did you? I wonder.” 
 
    “She’s upset you went searching for genies without her,” Mr. Skelly whispered in a voice loud enough for everyone to hear. “Despite how she portrays herself to be tough and independent, Alice has issues with abandonment. She’s like a puppy that way.” 
 
    “Who has abandonment issues? I’m not a dog!” Alice punched Mr. Skelly’s helmet, causing both the metal and his skull to fly off. 
 
    Daniel and Apollonia screamed at the sight, Daniel drawing his sword. “You killed a knight!” 
 
    “Uh, no, he’s already dead,” Alice said, waving off Daniel’s words with her hand. “Don’t worry about it.” She slapped the back of Mr. Skelly’s armor. “See? Say something.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly crumpled to the ground like a puppet with its strings cut, not saying a word. 
 
    Daniel and Apollonia stared at the fallen set of armor before staring at the woman standing over it. Alice’s eye twitched as one corner of her lips curled upwards, veins bulging on her forehead. “You damned skeleton! Stop messing with me like this!” 
 
    Tafel opened a portal and reached into it, retrieving Mr. Skelly’s helmet and skull. She pulled the skull out of the helmet and raised it up. “Look. He was already dead,” she said, waving the two items at Daniel. 
 
    Daniel’s eyes bulged, nearly falling out of his head. Mr. Skelly’s skull moved, his lower teeth clacking against his upper ones. “Avenge … me….” 
 
    Tafel met Alice’s gaze. Alice nodded. Tafel threw Mr. Skelly’s skull over her shoulder without looking and handed Alice the helmet. “I’m sorry for not bringing you with us to go looking for genies. I just wanted to give you some alone time with Mr. Skelly.” 
 
    “Really,” Alice said, her eyes narrowing at Tafel. “If you’re lying, I won’t forgive you.” 
 
    Tafel bit her lower lip. “Alright, I admit it—I forgot about you two when I heard about the genies.” 
 
    “I knew it. You really did forget.” 
 
    “Speaking of forgetting…, was I forgotten again?” the devil asked, its face downcast. “Should I just go back home? I…, I wanted to succeed in my first contract.” It hung its neck, staring at the ground. “Maybe my sister was right. I really am just a useless devil with no presence.” 
 
    “Wait!” Apollonia said. “Don’t go.” She patted Daniel’s helmet. “Hurry up and follow my orders. I don’t know if the demon lord is actually going to sit patiently at my home. The faster you get here, the better it is.” 
 
    “Ah,” Tafel said as Daniel leapt off the pile of rubble. “Should we follow them?” 
 
    “No,” Vur said, his head appearing behind Tafel and Alice. “We’re leaders. Leaders lead. We’ll go find the empress first.” 
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    “Your Imperial Majesty, what are you doing?” Apollonia asked. She was standing at a doorway with a tray of food in her hands. Ahead of her was the guest room she had assigned the empress. And inside of that room, the empress was balancing on the crown of her head, the rest of her body as straight and stiff as a pole with her arms pressed to her sides. 
 
    “I’m training.” 
 
    Apollonia walked into the room and set the tray down on a nearby table. “What kind of training involves balancing on your head? Doesn’t your neck hurt?” 
 
    “This is image training,” the empress said, still upside-down. “You copy an animal or object to take on its properties. Your understanding increases the more you do it.” 
 
    “Let me guess, Your Imperial Majesty is imitating a sword,” Apollonia said. “The tip of a sword is pointed down while sheathed. You’re as straight as a sword too.” 
 
    “No, you’re wrong. I’m not imagining myself as a sword,” the empress said. “I’ve already achieved the level of being one with my blade. Sword image training is nearly useless to me.” 
 
    Apollonia raised an eyebrow. “Then what are you imitating?” 
 
    “A carrot.” 
 
    “…Come again?” 
 
    “It’s like an orange radish.” 
 
    “I know what a carrot is, Your Imperial Majesty.” 
 
    “I see. Then I didn’t speak clearly enough. I’ll keep that in mind next time,” the empress said. She bent at her waist, her feet planting down onto the floor tile in front of her face. Then she stood up while cracking her neck before walking over to the table. “Breakfast?” 
 
    “I heard you liked mangoes, so I had my servants prepare some for Your Imperial Majesty,” Apollonia said. “The milk was freshly squeezed from one of my serfs’ cows. And the flour used to bake this bread was ground just the other day.” 
 
    The empress ignored the loaf of bread and grabbed a mango slice. She brought it up to her face and sniffed it a few times before popping it into her mouth, slurping it up like a noodle. In less than five seconds, three mangoesworth of slices disappeared from the plate into her stomach. The empress cleaned her hand on a hot, wet towel that was meant to be used before eating and nodded at Apollonia. “Thanks for the meal.” 
 
    As the empress was about to once again balance on her head, the door to the room swung open, and a servant stepped inside. “Grand Duchess,” he said, lowering his head. “The devil is here.” 
 
    “That was quick,” the empress said, before Apollonia could even open her mouth. “It hasn’t even been a day.” Without waiting for Apollonia or the servant to respond, the empress picked up her sword that was leaning against the wall and left the room. 
 
    “Hey!” Apollonia shouted as she scrambled after the empress. “If you’re going to confront it, you’re going the wrong way! That hall leads to the laundry room.” 
 
    The empress’ footsteps halted. She turned around and passed Apollonia without saying a word, walking as if she had always been moving in that direction. 
 
    “Not cute at all,” Apollonia muttered as she followed behind the empress. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the two of them to arrive in the foyer where they found Vur’s party sitting around on the tiger-skin couches, eating snacks from plates on a low table. Vur’s eyes lit up upon seeing Apollonia, and he poked Tafel’s ribs, causing her to flinch. “I told you we found the right house.” 
 
    “Don’t do that,” Tafel said with a scowl as she brushed away Vur’s finger. 
 
    “You’re the devil sent to kill me?” the empress asked, scanning Tafel from top to bottom. She frowned. “Why do you look so weak?” She sighed. “I’ll make this quick.” 
 
    Before Tafel could even say a word, the empress charged at her, reaching out to grab Tafel by the neck with her armored hand. Vur shot to his feet and placed his hand in the empress’ hand’s path, stopping her a few feet away from Tafel. His eyes widened as his arm buckled, and he leaned forward while digging his feet into the floor, straightening his elbow and pushing the empress back by a few inches. 
 
    The empress’ eyes flickered. “You’re strong.” She also corrected her posture and leaned forward, digging her heels into the floor. Neither side budged an inch. 
 
    “How long do you intend on holding another woman’s hand, Vur?” Mr. Skelly asked with a laugh. “Push her back.” 
 
    Vur grunted in response, the muscles on his arm bulging. The empress snorted and took in a deep breath, locking eyes with Vur. “You should give up,” she said. “You might get hurt. I only want to slay the devil.” 
 
    Vur snorted. “I’m not going to lose.” 
 
    “Wait,” Tafel said. Her hand trembled as she put back the snack she was holding onto the table. “Is this woman really as strong as Vur?” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Mr. Skelly said. “Vur still has his polymorph.” 
 
    Tafel bit her lower lip. “But I’ve never seen anyone able to compete with Vur even if he’s not polymorphed.” 
 
    “Who are you?” the empress asked, ignoring Alice, Mr. Skelly, Tafel, and Alora. Her green eyes were focused completely on Vur. 
 
    “I’m Vur.” 
 
    The empress waited for more, but there was no response. “I’m Mary.” 
 
    The two’s arms trembled as they pushed against each other, but their midpoint hadn’t changed despite the constant adjustments of their posture. The empress narrowed her eyes, and a rune in the shape of a shell appeared on her forehead. Black aura gushed out of the cracks in her armor, forming another protective layer that clung to her like tar. 
 
    Vur’s elbow bent, and his upper body leaned backwards, but a black aura rushed out of the golden rune that appeared on his forehead. The two auras collided, and Vur pushed the empress back into her original position. He grunted. “I’m not going to lose.” 
 
    “Neither will I.” 
 
    At that moment, a crack appeared on the floor between the two. It widened and elongated, traveling through the tiles until it reached the walls. “Hey! You two, stop before you destroy my mansion!” Apollonia shouted, but it was too late. The mansion split into two as the crack ran up the walls and ceiling, Vur and Mary on opposite sides. As the floor was pushed apart, their legs went further and further away from each other’s, but their hands remained in the same position, slowly getting lower and lower, causing both of them to fall face first into the earth underneath the mansion as their bodies were completely stretched out. Without moving their hands, they jumped back onto their feet and braced themselves again, using the earth this time, ignoring the screams of the servants and the rubble falling around them. 
 
    “Hey!” Tafel shouted, “Are you two trying to split the world in half too!? Give it a rest!” and threw a blood-red fireball at Mary’s head. 
 
    The empress yelped and pulled back, clawing at the flames covering the black aura on her face. Within seconds, they dissipated as if she had covered her head with water. She glared at Tafel and lowered her hand, grabbing the hilt of her sword. Before she could draw it, Vur said, “Hah! I win.” 
 
    “You didn’t,” the empress said, whipping her head around to face Vur. “The devil interfered. There was no victor.” 
 
    “Nope,” Vur said, shaking his head. “I pushed you back first. I’m stronger. The end.” 
 
    “Again,” the empress said. “That time didn’t count.” 
 
    “Nope,” Vur said, shaking his head again. “It counted. I’m stronger.” 
 
    The empress stamped her foot against the ground, causing a web of cracks to appear in the earth. “It wasn’t fair. You’re not stronger than me.” 
 
    “If I’m not stronger than you, then how come I pushed you back?” Vur asked, puffing his chest out and pointing his chin upwards. “I wouldn’t have been pushed back if Tafel threw flames at me.” 
 
    “It didn’t count,” the empress said. She charged at Vur, stretching out her hand like before, but Vur ducked to the side and avoided her. “Why are you dodging?” 
 
    Vur yawned and patted his mouth a few times before crossing his arms over his chest. “I’m a very busy person. I don’t have time to play around with people I’ve already beat.” 
 
    The empress stared at Vur with a blank expression, her fingers twitching on her sword’s hilt. “You didn’t beat me.” 
 
    “Are you two children?” Alora asked, her gaze shifting from Vur to Mary. “You’re starting to sound like the annoying trio, gosh. I won; no, I did; no, I did! You, shut up; no, you, shut up! Jeez.” She stood up and picked up the plates of food that had fallen to the ground but not spilled, placing them into Vur’s and Mary’s hands. “Eat your snacks and behave.” 
 
    Vur and Mary stared at the plates of fruit. Mary pushed her plate of sliced apples towards Vur. “I want the mangoes.” 
 
    Vur pulled his plate of mangoes back and to the side, shielding it with his body. “They’re my mangoes.” 
 
    “I thought you hated mangoes,” Alice said. 
 
    “I want her to not have mangoes more than I dislike mangoes,” Vur said. He grabbed a handful off his plate and stuffed them into his mouth, making a face before swallowing. 
 
    The empress glared at Vur and threw her plate away like a frisbee. She tackled Vur, bringing him to the ground. “Give me my mangoes!” 
 
    “I had them first!” 
 
    Tafel sighed, planting her forehead into her palm. She shuffled over to Apollonia. “I see what you mean by the empress is oddly pure like a child.” The two watched as Vur and Mary pulled each other’s hair while biting each other’s arms. “There’s nothing adultlike about her.” 
 
    “I could say the same for your companion,” Apollonia said, placing her hands on her hips. “Look at what those two did to my mansion. It’s destroyed. I’ll have to remove all the debris and start from scratch.” She sighed as she surveyed the wreckage before her gaze landed on Tafel. “But how did you arrive here in less than a day? Don’t tell me it’s because you walk fast.” Her eyes lit up. “You rode the dragons, didn’t you? Where are they?” 
 
    Tafel pointed at Alora; then she pointed at Vur. “Those are the dragons.” 
 
    The empress stopped biting Vur’s arm and raised her head. She followed Tafel’s finger and blinked at Vur. “This person is a dragon? That’s impossible. He’s just a mango thief.” 
 
    “You’re the one trying to steal from me,” Vur said with a growl. He widened his mouth and inhaled, sucking up all the mango slices before chomping down. His neck bulged as he swallowed without chewing, ignoring Mary’s aggrieved cry. “See? They’re mine. I won again.” 
 
    “I was distracted by the devil again,” Mary said, biting her lower lip. “That doesn’t count.” 
 
    “Oh, more excuses,” Vur said, rolling his eyes. “You know only losers make excuses, right?” 
 
    “…I don’t like you very much,” Mary said as she got up and took a step back, placing her hands on her hips. “Are you here to kill me too?” 
 
    Vur tilted his head as he stood up. “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “You came with the devil,” Mary said. “A devil alone isn’t enough to kill me. You must be one of Apollonia’s elite knights that she’s kept hidden.” 
 
    “No,” Apollonia said, “he’s absolutely not related to me.” 
 
    Mary’s brow furrowed before relaxing. “You’re right. You couldn’t control someone this strong. Then who is he?” 
 
    Apollonia shrugged. “I honestly have no clue. He just appeared to watch the summoning ritual.” 
 
    Mary turned her gaze onto Vur. “Well?” 
 
    “We’re adventurers,” Tafel said. “We—” 
 
    “I wasn’t talking to you, weak devil,” Mary said, cutting Tafel off without even looking away from Vur. “Speak out of line again and your head will roll on the floor.” 
 
    “Don’t threaten my wife,” Vur said, narrowing his eyes at the empress. 
 
    Mary blinked and turned around. Tafel was glaring at her. Mary pointed at Tafel and turned back to face Vur, her finger still in the air. “She’s your wife? Are you a devil too? Or maybe you’re a person with an odd fetish?” 
 
    Tafel stepped towards the empress. “I’m not a devil!” Her eyes widened as she reached into a portal and drew her sword, barely blocking the empress’ sudden swing. Tafel grunted as she flew off the ground and crashed into the wall, leaving a web of cracks behind as she slid down to the floor. 
 
    “She’s not as weak as she looks,” Mary said, her expression blank. 
 
    Her sword lit up with a blue light. “You couldn’t behead her in one stroke because you didn’t train hard enough. Train harder!” 
 
    Mary sighed and leapt back, avoiding a column of frost filled with icicles that had shot out of Vur’s mouth. “You’re a mage?” 
 
    “I’m a dragon,” Vur said as his eyes glowed golden. Scales sprouted from his skin as wings extended out of his shoulder blades. His body grew in size as claws covered his fingertips, his tail growing from above his butt. He fell onto all fours as his neck elongated, stretching towards what remained of the ceiling. 
 
    Mary took a step back and froze upon seeing Alora undergoing the same transformation. After a brief moment of hesitation, she brought her sword up to her neck, pressing the black metal against her pale skin. A droplet of blood ran down the length of her blade as she took in a deep breath. She gritted her teeth and—“Stop!”—paused. 
 
    Tafel climbed to her feet, dusting off her clothes. She coughed into her hand a few times before glaring at Vur and Alora, wiping her bloody palm on her robe. “Don’t attack her.” 
 
    Vur tilted his head. “But she—” 
 
    “She’s mine,” Tafel said, a golden rune shining on her forehead. Blood-red flames erupted from Tafel’s skin as she raised her sword and let out a clear phoenix cry. 
 
    Alice sighed as she stepped to the side, avoiding a stray flame that appeared as Tafel charged towards the empress. “Who’s the child now?” she asked as she pulled Mr. Skelly away. “My party members are a bunch of barbarians, I swear.” 
 
    The empress took in a deep breath while lowering her sword. She gripped the hilt while turning to face Vur and Alora. The two dragons waddled backwards, destroying another portion of the mansion with their massive bodies, before plopping down onto their bellies, their paws extended out towards the front like dogs. Mary’s neck creaked as she turned her head back around, stopping when Tafel appeared in her view. “Dragon tamer?” 
 
    “Who are you calling tamed!?” Alora shouted, slamming her paw against the floor. She nudged Vur with her elbow. “Can I bite her?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Alora pouted and slammed her tail against the remains of the wall a few times before laying her head on her front paws. “Fine.” 
 
    Mary distanced herself from the dragons, inching towards her left while readying her sword. She pointed it at Tafel, a black aura surging out of the cracks in her armor like dark mist sinking towards the floor. The demon halted her charge, her flames coming to an abrupt halt as they collided against the mist, unable to pass. “You keep claiming to not be a devil, but in the end, you can’t hide the fact that you want to kill me.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re irritating!” Tafel said, pointing her sword at the empress. “And I don’t want to kill you. I just want to smack you around to teach you a lesson in manners.” 
 
    “That sounds awful,” Alice said from atop a pile of bricks. “Domestic abuse is a serious issue.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly stared at Alice, disbelief painted on his bony face. “Aren’t you the one who regularly punts my skull off?” 
 
    Alice cleared her throat and turned her head away, the tips of her ears red. “We’re not married yet, so it’s okay.” 
 
    “No, that doesn’t make it okay at all,” Tafel said. “Stop interrupting my fight with pointless commentary, please.” She took in a deep breath and locked eyes with the empress. “If Vur can beat you, then I can beat you too.” 
 
    Mary’s eyes widened as she stomped her foot against the shattered ground, causing a shockwave to blow back Tafel’s flames. Like a lightning bolt, Mary shot forwards with her sword raised directly above her head, its hilt held by both her hands. She chopped down at Tafel, the blade screaming through the air. Tafel lifted her sword horizontally and braced herself for the blow. Mary’s sword crashed into Tafel’s, forcing the demon straight down into the earth as if she were a nail struck by a hammer, causing her to disappear from view. Mary glared at the hole that Tafel had been struck into. “I didn’t lose to him.” 
 
    “Did Tafel teleport?” Vur asked, sidling over to Alice. “I didn’t see a portal.” 
 
    “No,” Alice said. “I think she was hit so hard that she was buried into the ground.” She pointed near the empress’ feet. “Look, you can see smoke rising out of that hole.” 
 
    Mary took a step back. A moment later, a jet of flames shot into the air, dispersing the clouds in the sky. She shielded her eyes as she retreated, enveloping her body with her black aura. When the flames disappeared, Tafel crawled out of the hole, blood soaking the lower portion of her robe. She spat out a clump of dirt and glared at the empress. “Alright, I admit it. That was stupid of me to take that hit directly.” 
 
    Mary tilted her head. “I can’t tell if you’re weak or strong.” She readied her sword, gripping the hilt with both hands. “As expected of a devil.” 
 
    Tafel groaned as she climbed to her feet. “All you have is strength, right? Then this should be an easy fight for me.” She tapped the back of her blade, and an eye appeared in the middle of the sword. “Cast ice storm, Chi’Rururp.” 
 
    “Alright,” Chi’Rururp said, blinking once. A low drone echoed out of it as it chanted. Tafel opened her mouth and chanted too, but in a higher intonation. Her horns glowed green as mana surged through her veins. 
 
    “A magician,” Mary said with a sigh, hanging her head. She ignored Tafel’s chanting and looked down at the sword in her hand. “Her sword talks too. Are you two related?” 
 
    “If you spent more time training your vision, you’d see that her sword has an eye. I don’t have any eyes—we can’t be related. Train harder!” 
 
    “Tornado!” Tafel raised her sword, whipping up a gust of wind. It circled around and around in place, creating a vortex. 
 
    “Ice storm,” Chi’Rururp said. Icicles formed above Tafel and shot into the tornado in front of her. Tafel swung her sword outwards, and the icy cyclone howled as it cut a path towards the empress. 
 
    Mary lifted her sword in front of her mouth and stuck her tongue out, pressing it against the sword’s edge. She jerked the sword to the side without flinching, coating the upper half of the blade with her blood. She pointed the bloody sword at the oncoming tornado and lightly flicked her wrist, sending a single droplet of blood towards the howling vortex. “Null magic.” 
 
    As if it had never existed in the first place, the tornado winked out of existence, not even leaving any ice behind. Mary spat the blood that was pooling in her mouth onto her blade before charging forward, swinging her now-red sword at Tafel, not giving the demon a chance to recover from her shock. A portal appeared in front of the blade’s path, but instead of entering it, the sword cut through the portal, splitting it in half, the halves dissipating into fuzzy grains of mana. Tafel barely managed to raise Chi’Rururp before she was sent flying through the air, crashing into the wall beside Apollonia. 
 
    Apollonia swallowed and stepped to the side. “H-hey. Are you still alive?” 
 
    Tafel groaned as her eyes flickered open, blood streaming down her face. Her sword lay by her feet. She tried to grab it, but her arms wouldn’t move. Her legs wouldn’t move either. Her breath quickened as she lowered her head and vomited out a mouthful of blood. She swallowed and panted while raising her head, her sight blurry from the tears pooling in her eyes. What entered her vision was Mary’s expressionless face that almost looked bored. Tafel wanted to say something, but all that came out of her mouth was a weak, unintelligible cry. Mary’s gaze remained on Tafel as she lowered her sword and slid it into her sheath, the clinking sound echoing through Tafel’s ears like thunder. As the empress turned around to face the two dragons, Tafel fell forward, her vision darkening. The last thing she saw before her vision faded was Mary’s black metal sabatons walking away. 
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    Tafel let out a groan as her eyes fluttered open. The bed underneath her was soft, and the fur that brushed her arm when she turned over to the side felt like she was being embraced by a giant rabbit. How long had it been since she had slept in a bed this comfortable? The inns that she stopped at with Alice and Vur were usually made of sheets covering a wooden board. She sighed and closed her eyes, mumbling, “If only Alice weren’t so stingy.” 
 
    “Excuse me…?” 
 
    Tafel’s eyes shot open. Alice was at the side of her bed, staring down at her with an expression that said, “Can you believe this girl?” Tafel cleared her throat as she sat up, her face red. She avoided Alice’s gaze by looking away and furrowed her brow. “Where are we?” 
 
    “We’re in Apollonia’s servants’ quarters because her main mansion was wrecked.” Alice frowned at Tafel. “You don’t remember anything? Like, say, being absolutely destroyed by Mary?” 
 
    A shiver ran down Tafel’s spine as her face went pale. Images of a blood-red sword cutting through a portal flashed through her mind as she clenched her fists, crumpling up the blanket between her fingers. She took in a deep breath through her nose. “What happened after that?” 
 
    Alice scratched the back of her neck as she sighed and looked down at her lap. “Well, Vur got super mad and tried to crush Mary, but Alora stopped him. Apparently, dragons have an agreement to not kill the emperor or empress of the lands as long as their territory is left alone.” Alice raised her head, an odd expression on her face. “So now, they’re competing in another way; they’ve been going at it ever since you fainted over a day ago. If Vur wins, then Mary has to give up the throne so he can deal with her without breaking the agreement. If Mary wins, then she gets to keep one of Vur’s scales as a trophy.” 
 
    Tafel bit her lower lip. “How are they competing?” 
 
    “I think it’s better for you to see for yourself,” Alice said with a wry smile. “Can you walk? You should be able to since Vur healed you while you were out.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tafel said as she climbed off the bed. Her robes had been changed. It was a nice robe, but … the colors…. The top portion was bright orange while the lower part was a deep green and purple mixture. “Thanks for changing my clothes. They look … nice.” 
 
    Alice rolled her eyes. “You think I did that?” she asked as she led the way out of the servants’ quarters. “It’s your husband who lacks a fashion sense. He’s the one who changed you.” 
 
    “Figures,” Tafel said and sighed. She left the building and shielded her eyes from the sunlight. Across a field, the broken mansion looked like one of those collapsed ruins she used to explore back in the northern continent with the Swirling Winds. “I hope we don’t have to pay for that.” 
 
    “And I’m the stingy one?” Alice asked, clicking her tongue. She turned her head and met Tafel’s gaze. “Be honest. How are you feeling right now?” 
 
    Tafel sighed and lowered her head. “I mean, you’re acting like I’ve never lost before. When you’re with Vur, inferiority is like your best friend. You get to know the feeling so well. I’m fine; don’t worry.” She raised her head and gave Alice a weak smile that only lasted for a brief moment. “Sure, I’m frustrated, but I don’t feel like I completely lost, you know?” 
 
    “No, you did,” Alice said. “You were completely and utterly dominated. What were you even thinking when you tried to compete with her in a contest of strength when you saw she was able to enter a pushing contest against Vur without backing down?” 
 
    Tafel pursed her lips. “You’re not even going to try to console me?” 
 
    “You said you were fine,” Alice said and slapped Tafel’s back, causing a loud sound to echo through the field. The demon jumped and flinched before scowling at Alice. “So? Why did your brain turn off during that battle? Didn’t you defeat an actual holy dragon to solidify your position as Vur’s wife?” 
 
    Tafel grunted. “I messed up,” she said, shaking her head. She raised her hand in front of Alice’s face. Tafel’s skin turned translucent as a golden rune appeared on her forehead. Flames danced within her palms, entering and exiting the boundaries of her skin until it seemed like her hand had turned into fire. A moment later, she clasped her hand into a fist, and the flames dispersed. “I recently learned how to turn my body into flames, but I’m not exactly proficient at it yet. I thought it’d work in actual combat, but she was too fast and I couldn’t transform until after I was already knocked down into the earth. Do you ever get that feeling when you know what you’re supposed to do, but when the time comes to do it, you screw it up? It’s like practicing something a few times, getting it right, then showing it to a friend but failing instantly.” 
 
    Alice’s eyes widened as she drew her head back and covered her mouth with her hand. “You have friends?” 
 
    “That’s not the part you were supposed to comment on!” Tafel said, glaring at Alice. “Of course, I have friends. There’s Vur, Auntie, you, Mr. Skelly, Emile, Susan, uh, maybe Stella? See, that’s more than the number of fingers I have on one hand. And stop acting like Mr. Skelly.” 
 
    “Four of those were family, they don’t count,” Alice said. “And who’s acting like Nate? I’d never take after his deplorable behavior.” 
 
    Tafel stared at Alice with lukewarm eyes. “Yeah, sure.” She sighed as she raised her head, continuing down the field towards the ruined mansion. “And I didn’t expect her to know how to nullify magic. Isn’t that a complete cheat?” 
 
    “Your husband’s a cheat. You’re not allowed to complain, Mrs. Phoenix.” 
 
    “Hey…, just because I’m a little more special than some people doesn’t mean there aren’t people even more special than me, alright?” 
 
    Alice rolled her eyes. “My name is Tafel. I have the imprint of a phoenix. Anyone weaker than me isn’t worth my time. But anyone stronger than me is a cheater.” 
 
    “I don’t sound like that,” Tafel said, biting her lower lip. “Are you still mad about the genie thing? I said I was sorry, didn’t I?” 
 
    Alice snorted. “It wasn’t a very sincere apology.” She slapped Tafel’s back again, causing the demon to let out a yelp. “Even if you did turn into flames, couldn’t Mary cut you anyways with her null magic? She completely broke your portal, by the way, you know, just in case you forgot.” 
 
    “Your consolation sucks,” Tafel said while rubbing her back. 
 
    “Why didn’t you just teleport yourself away instead of using a portal?” 
 
    “When you’re being rushed at that fast, you don’t think, alright? Portals have always worked for blocking attacks, so I tried to use a portal to block hers.” Tafel slapped Alice’s back in return, causing the diminutive woman to fall over. “I screwed up, alright? I’ve already thoroughly reflected on my loss. It’s not going to happen again.” 
 
    Alice picked herself up off the ground and glared at Tafel while spitting out a clump of grass. “You’re taking your loss a lot better than I expected.” 
 
    Tafel snorted. “Didn’t I already tell you? If losing were a person, he’d be my best friend. I’m not one of those people who mope and give up because of one or two losses and lose myself to alcohol while losing all will to fight and eventually pick up the sword again because a promising young person wants to seek out a teacher and, while I’m training her, I reflect back on my time as an adventurer and miss the feeling of the sword. Then, while my disciple is overcoming her hardships, I overcome my own and together we move on with our lives—she, overcoming the challenge that forced her to seek out a master, and me, learning how to look forward after a loss. That kind of inspirational story is called a story for a reason. I have to be practical.” 
 
    Alice stared at Tafel. “You have a pretty weird imagination.” 
 
    “Do I? I think I’m normal though.” 
 
    “All crazy people think they’re normal.” 
 
    “I knew it. You’re still mad about the genie thing, aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vur sat on a tiger-fur couch, his arms crossed over his chest. In front of him, there was a table with empty plates stacked upon it with some fresh plates of food. Across the table, Mary was sitting on a similar couch, her cheeks bulging as she chewed on a piece of dried mango that extended out of her lips. The two stared at each other, their eyes red. Faint lines ran down their cheeks to their chins where tears had dried. Neither of them said a word as they stared at each other and ate without breaking eye contact. 
 
    A door creaked open, but neither Vur nor Mary turned their heads. A moment later, the door shut with a soft click, and footsteps approached the duo. “What kind of battle is this?” a feminine voice asked. “You made it sound like they were killing each other.” 
 
    “Morning, Tafel,” Vur said, not turning his head to greet his wife. His eyes remained locked on Mary. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m alright,” Tafel said as she approached the side of the table, sticking closer to Vur than Mary. She picked a piece of pie off a plate in the center and sat beside Vur. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “We’re having a staring contest,” Vur said. “Whoever blinks first loses.” 
 
    Tafel stopped mid-chew and swallowed. “Alice said you’ve been competing for over a day.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Don’t your eyes hurt?” Tafel bit her lower lip and lowered her head to inspect Vur’s eyes without blocking his view of Mary. “Wait, no, before that, you stayed up for over twenty-four hours?” 
 
    “Yep,” Vur said again. He opened his mouth and yawned, but his eyes stayed wide open. A tear leaked out of the corner of his eyes and ran down his cheek to his chin. Tafel dabbed away the droplet with her sleeve. “I’m sleepy.” 
 
    “Then quit,” Mary said as she yawned as well, squeezing tears out of her eyes. “I won’t lose.” 
 
    “You already lost to me,” Vur said with a snort. “You’ll lose again.” 
 
    “That was that and this is this,” Mary said. She picked up a dried mango slice and placed it into her mouth, chewing on it like a cow chewing on grass. “And I apologize for calling you a devil, goat lady. Your husband told me you weren’t one, but I figured it out from how weak you were.” 
 
    Tafel’s eye twitched. “Vur, do my horns really look like a goat’s?” 
 
    “I can’t look,” Vur said. “Staring contest.” 
 
    “You know what they look like!” 
 
    Vur coughed. “Oh, hey, that tree over there looks awfully tall, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “You’re not looking at the tree!” Tafel sighed and hung her head. She touched the base of her horns with her hands. “I like my horns….” 
 
    “They’re very pretty,” Vur said, wrapping his arm around Tafel’s shoulder. “You shouldn’t be discouraged just because they look like a goat’s.” 
 
    Tafel’s face flushed as she leaned against Vur, burying her head into his neck. She sighed and closed her eyes as she wrapped her arms around his waist. 
 
    Mary made a face. “That’s distracting. But I’ll still win even if she interferes again.” 
 
    Tafel turned her head and glared at Mary before sticking out her tongue. 
 
    “Losers shouldn’t taunt winners,” Mary said. “I showed mercy by letting you live.” 
 
    “I’ll beat you next time.” 
 
    “Impossible,” Mary said. “I excel at dispatching magicians.” 
 
    Tafel grunted. “How’d you get so freakishly strong anyway?” 
 
    “It’s thanks to my uncle,” Mary said. “He strengthened my foundation when I was little. To feed me, he captured a pregnant desolate bear to nurse me with her milk. When I could eat solid foods, he fed me the meat of magical beasts. To bathe me, he’d soak me in the blood of wyverns. When I was four, he gouged out my heart and replaced it with a cheetah’s through blood magic. When I was five, he injected liquid orichalcum into my bones. When I was six, he hid me inside the egg of the turtlesnake and tricked it into imprinting me. After it ate me out of anger, he killed it and dug me out.” 
 
    Tafel bit her lower lip as she waited for more, but Mary didn’t continue. “It sounds like you’ve had a rough childhood,” she said and glanced at Vur. “It’s very similar to someone else’s.” After a brief moment of hesitation, Tafel wet her lips and asked, “About that heart transplant…, how does that work?” 
 
    “Are you interested?” Mary asked. “My heart easily beats three times faster than a normal person’s. If your body isn’t strong enough to handle it, your veins will rupture and you’ll die. It’s very painful too; I don’t recommend it.” 
 
    “…Painful?” 
 
    “Being stabbed in the chest hurts,” Mary said, her face expressionless. “But adding orichalcum to your bones hurts even more. You shouldn’t do either.” 
 
    Tafel’s lips trembled. “Were you awake … when he did those things?” 
 
    “Of course,” Mary said. “As with any blood-magic spell, fainting means death. A lot of my brothers and sisters died while trying these operations when they learned I had them.” 
 
    “Who’s your uncle?” Apollonia asked. She had been sitting in a corner, not having made a sound until now. “Why have I never heard about him?” 
 
    “He was the head of Shadows,” Mary said. 
 
    Apollonia furrowed her brow. “Are you his puppet empress?” 
 
    “No,” Mary said. “He fell down the stairs and died when I was ten. It was an accident.” 
 
    “…Someone who could capture a desolate bear died by falling down the stairs?” 
 
    Mary shrugged. “There were a lot of steps.” 
 
    Apollonia’s mouth fell open. “That’s…. I see. A lot of steps.” 
 
    “What’s this turtlesnake?” Alice asked. “I’ve never heard about one before.” 
 
    “It looks like a turtle,” Mary said, “but instead of a tail, there’s a snake. There was only one left, but my uncle killed it, so turtlesnakes should be extinct now. He said they were as strong as phoenixes and dragons.” 
 
    “If they were that strong, how was there only one left?” Tafel asked, furrowing her brow. “Don’t tell me humans hunted them down….” 
 
    “No, that’s not it,” Mary said. “After a turtlesnake lives for a few centuries, the snake part and the turtle part fight and eat each other. Then the turtlesnake dies.” 
 
    “…It kills itself?” 
 
    “Some caterpillars turn into moths that can’t eat and die within a week. Some spiders let their young eat them after they’re born. Some mantises eat their mates during copulation. Is it so strange for a turtlesnake to eat itself?” 
 
    “Yes.” Tafel nodded. “It’s strange. Just because you listed three examples of strange animal behaviors doesn’t make turtlesnakes eating themselves any less strange. I think you’re the weird one for thinking it’s normal.” 
 
    Mary blinked and tilted her head. “I’m weird?” 
 
    “I win!” Vur shouted as he jumped to his feet. He caught Tafel midfall and pointed at Mary. “You blinked!” 
 
    Mary froze. “Your wife distracted me again! It doesn’t count!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lindyss sighed as she wrapped her blanket around herself tighter. Everything around her was white, and a shivering fairy with damp hair was clinging to her neck. Lindyss kicked her foot against the black surface beneath her. “How many times do I have to tell you not to fly through clouds!?” 
 
    Grimmy snorted. “You can tell me as many times as you want, but if it gets too hot when I’m flying, I’m going to dip into the clouds to cool off. You knew what you signed up for when you wanted to tag along.” 
 
    “Who wanted to tag along, damnit,” Lindyss said, pulling the blanket around herself tighter. She sneezed and sniffled a few times before wiping her nose against the fabric covering her shoulder. “I was perfectly happy sunbathing on a beach until you came along and whisked me away for no good reason.” 
 
    “Eh, when you put it that way, you make me seem like I’m the bad guy,” Grimmy said. “I’m the one carrying you across two oceans like some kind of cheap transportation. You’re not even paying me.” 
 
    “I didn’t want you to carry me,” Lindyss said, narrowing her eyes. “We’ve been flying for over a day now. I haven’t eaten or slept or used the bathroom. What kind of transportation won’t stop to let someone use the bathroom?” 
 
    “What, you want me to just float atop the ocean or something?” Grimmy asked. “Dragons aren’t great at hovering, you know. Circling around at high altitudes is much easier.” 
 
    Lindyss sighed. “Forget it. Just hurry up and fly.” 
 
    Grimmy clicked his tongue. “Someone’s grouchy.” 
 
    “I have every right to be grouchy. Why are we even going to check out this devil summoning? What is a devil anyway?” 
 
    “A devil’s a being from another dimension,” Grimmy said, rolling his eyes up to look at Lindyss. “They don’t have conventional forms, and the rules governing their abilities are different from ours. Back when I lived in the southern continent, a group of people tried to get rid of all the dragons using devils. Long story short, those pesky people failed and everyone died, rendering the whole continent uninhabitable. Then—” 
 
    “I remember you mentioning you destroyed the southern continent,” Lindyss said, lowering her head to meet Grimmy’s gaze. 
 
    “Did I?” Grimmy asked. “Let’s ignore the minor details, alright? Anyways, it’s not like I exterminated everyone. Clearly, someone must’ve escaped to the western continent. How else would knowledge of devil summoning appear?” 
 
    “You think the person summoning devils is trying to get rid of the dragons again?” Lindyss asked. “It makes sense why’d you want to investigate.” 
 
    “Yup,” Grimmy said. “Who knows, it might even be someone I’m familiar with.” 
 
    “You get along with people other than me?” Lindyss asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    Grimmy snorted. “What, you thought you were the first person I experimented on?” 
 
    “I’m not?” 
 
    “No, but you’re the only one that I like,” Grimmy said. “All the other people swore to get revenge on me for some reason. Sheesh, after all I did for them too. Well, not like it matters—thousands of years have passed since then, so they’re all probably dead.” 
 
    “I told you he’s evil,” Erin whispered from Lindyss’ neck. “It’s not too late to jump off and hide in the ocean.” 
 
    “No, no,” Grimmy said. “It’s far too late even if you do that. No matter where you go, I’ll know where you are thanks to those souls planted inside of you.” 
 
    Lindyss frowned. “…Really?” 
 
    “How do you think I found you to take with me?” 
 
    “That’s … kind of creepy,” Lindyss said. “No, that’s seriously creepy.” She paused. “Does that mean you were just ignoring me for all those years before I found Vur and met you again?” 
 
    Grimmy scratched his snout. “Eh…, dragons are very busy individuals, you know?” 
 
    Lindyss sighed. “Sure. If you say so.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t ignore you for years,” Erin said with a pout. 
 
    “Please do.” 
 
    Erin snorted. “Maybe it really is too late for you to be a good person anymore.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mary sat with her arms and legs crossed, her cheeks bulging outwards like a chipmunk’s as she glared at Tafel. Tafel smiled at the pouting empress. “Glaring at me won’t change the fact that you lost.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear that from someone as wishy-washy as you,” Mary said, the tension in her face relaxing. She turned her head away and closed her eyes, her chin tilting towards the ceiling. “This round doesn’t count. We agreed that only Apollonia could spectate as a judge. Outsiders interfered.” 
 
    “You should’ve said something when Tafel and Alice came into the room,” Vur said. “By not saying anything, you agreed to let them spectate. Besides, even if they hadn’t come, I would’ve won anyway.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t’ve,” Mary said, still refusing to meet Vur’s eyes. “It doesn’t count.” 
 
    “Sore loser,” Vur said and clicked his tongue. “Where’s your honor?” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear that from you, cheater,” Mary said, opening her eyes and pointing at Vur. “You made your wife distract me because you knew I was going to win. Where’s your honor? I refuse to step down as empress under these conditions.” 
 
    Tafel nudged Vur’s side. “You want her to step down because it’d be bad if you beat up the empress since you’re a dragon, right? That’s what Alice said, at least.” 
 
    Vur nodded. “I don’t like how she hurt you.” 
 
    Tafel sighed. “You know how I told you I have someone I want to beat?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “And how you shouldn’t interfere and beat them for me because it’d be unsatisfying for me?” 
 
    “Mm.” 
 
    “Well, she’s the same,” Tafel said and pointed at Mary. “I want to get stronger and beat her with my own strength. Yeah, sure, she beat me pretty badly, but that’s not something you should get mad over.” 
 
    Vur tilted his head. “I shouldn’t get mad when someone hits you?” 
 
    “Hmm.” Tafel scratched her head. “No, that’s not right. You should, but when someone beats me this badly, you should let me take revenge for myself unless I want you to help.” 
 
    “But how do I know if you want me to help?” Vur asked. “You were unconscious.” 
 
    Tafel bit her lower lip. “Um, you just should…?” 
 
    Vur sighed and lowered his head, staring at the rose tattoo on his chest. It flashed with a purple light as Stella’s voice rang out, “I told you so.” 
 
    Vur furrowed his brow and placed his hands on Tafel’s shoulders. “You’re really confusing sometimes.” 
 
    Tafel’s face turned red. “Well, sorry,” she said, emphasizing the last syllable. “But you understand my feelings, right?” 
 
    “Right. You want to beat her yourself.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Mary said as she leaned forward and grabbed a slice of dried mango. “Someone who can’t fully dedicate themselves to their craft has no chance of winning against me.” 
 
    “Hey,” Tafel said, furrowing her brow as she broke away from Vur. “I train hard every day. Who says I have no dedication?” 
 
    Mary shook her head. “Your efforts will always be half of mine. You can’t decide whether you want to be a magician or a swordsman. That’s why you fail at being both.” 
 
    Tafel let out a long breath through her nose, clenching her hands. “I might fail at being a swordsman and a magician, but at least I can run a kingdom properly.” 
 
    “Wow, how childish,” Alice said from off to the side, her voice dry. 
 
    The tips of Tafel’s ears turned red, but she pretended as if she hadn’t heard the guild master. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Mary asked, her eyes narrowing. “Are you trying to say I’m running my empire improperly?” 
 
    “That’s right. Your people hate you,” Tafel said. “You’re a terrible ruler.” 
 
    “When you can’t hurt her with fists, you’ll hurt her with words, huh?” Alice asked. “Is that what you meant by beating her?” 
 
    “My people love me,” Mary said as she stood up, placing her hands on her hips. She talked through gritted teeth due to the mango slice hanging out of her mouth. “Look at all the taxes I’ve collected.” 
 
    “Pardon me for interrupting,” Apollonia said, lowering her head, “but people most certainly do not enjoy being taxed.” 
 
    Mary tilted her head as she slurped up the mango and swallowed. “Why not? The richer an empire is, the happier its people. The more taxes I collect, the richer the empire becomes. To make people happy, I simply have to raise taxes. Whenever people complain about something, I can raise their taxes to make them happier.” 
 
    Tafel’s expression disappeared off her face as she poked Vur’s side. “Maybe you should force her to step down.” 
 
    Vur knit his brow. “I don’t know,” he said and rubbed his chin. “What she’s saying makes a lot of sense to me.” 
 
    Apollonia raised an eyebrow at Tafel. “Does this mean you approve of my plan?” She glanced at Vur before smiling at Tafel. “Since it seems like you’re the one who makes the decisions.” 
 
    “By plan, you mean the one involving”—Tafel motioned at Mary with her head—“and…, wait. Why am I even trying to hide it? She thought I was a devil coming to kill her. She knows about the plan, doesn’t she?” 
 
    “The one where Apollonia tries to take my throne from me by summoning a devil to kill me?” Mary asked. She nodded. “I know about it.” 
 
    Tafel stared at Mary with a blank expression. “And that’s something you’re alright with?” 
 
    “Yes,” Mary said. “I’ve never killed a devil before. I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
    “And that’s how it is,” Apollonia said. “You’re not going to interfere, right? It’s her wish.” 
 
    “That’s….” Tafel bit her lower lip. “But does she know about the other part?” 
 
    “What other part?” Apollonia asked, raising an eyebrow. “There is no other part.” 
 
    “Aren’t you forgetting the human wave?” Mary asked as she picked up a dried mango. “Of course, I know about it. After I kill the devil in one strike, I’ll run away. I’m very fast.” 
 
    Tafel’s expression darkened. “You’re—” 
 
    “Um?” Mary made a small sound as she reached out for another mango but grasped empty air with her hand instead. She looked down just in time to see Vur stuff the last slice into his mouth. “You did it again! My mangoes….” She hung her head before glaring at Vur, clenching the hilt of her sword. “I’m going to train. Goodbye.” 
 
    Vur made a face as he swallowed the mango slice. “Like I thought, mangoes still taste bad.” 
 
    “Then why’d you eat it?” Tafel asked with a sigh. She pursed her lips as Mary left the room. “I’m going to follow her. I want to see what kind of training she puts herself through.” Vur yawned and leaned back, resting his head against the back of the couch. He was just about to close his eyes when Tafel grabbed his hand. “You’re coming too.” 
 
    “Eh?” Vur’s eyes widened. “Me? Why? Dragons don’t train. We naturally grow stronger.” 
 
    Tafel’s eye twitched as she dragged Vur out of the room. “You’re going to train with me!” 
 
    “Should we go too?” Mr. Skelly asked Alice. 
 
    “Nah. I—wait, where did you come from? Actually, never mind,” Alice said, shaking her head. “I don’t want to be made fun of after not being able to keep up with those two. There’s other ways for us to be useful.” She turned her head and gestured at Apollonia, waving her down. “Do you have a library?” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Apollonia said. “I’ll show you where it is.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly and Alice followed Apollonia out of the room, leaving behind a woman with blue hair all alone on a couch in front of a table filled with empty plates. Alora blinked as her head swiveled around. “Wow. It’s so quiet. This is amazing!” She curled up into a ball and closed her eyes before chuckling to herself. “I wonder if Dad can sleep with the annoying trio bothering him now that I’m not there.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Can I observe your training session?” Tafel asked. She stood next to Vur, facing Mary who was standing under a tree. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter to me,” Mary said. She grabbed a flat rock nearby and placed it by her feet. She pressed her forehead against the rock and kicked her feet off the ground, balancing on her head without using her hands. She crossed her arms over her chest and closed her eyes. Somehow, the sword on her waist wasn’t affected by gravity and didn’t fall out of its sheath. Mary took in a deep breath and exhaled, her body stiffening up like a statue. 
 
    Tafel tilted her head. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Mary didn’t respond. 
 
    “Hello?” Tafel asked, crouching down to see eye to eye with the empress. Unfortunately, Mary’s eyes were closed. 
 
    Vur walked up to Mary and pushed her knee, causing her to topple over. The empress yelped as she scrambled to her feet, glaring at Vur with glistening eyes. Her lips quivered as if she were about to cry. “It’s you again! Why do you always oppose me!?” 
 
    Vur coughed and shifted Tafel in front of himself, using her as a shield. Tafel scratched her neck. “Um, so, what kind of training was that?” 
 
    “I was becoming one with a carrot,” Mary said with a pout. Her hand trembled as she pointed at Vur. “I had a feeling I was about to experience a breakthrough until he pushed me over!” 
 
    “Wait,” Tafel said. “Becoming one with a carrot? Shouldn’t it be one with a sword?” 
 
    Mary shook her head, her hair whipping about. “I’ve already become one with the sword. Becoming one with a carrot is the next obvious step.” 
 
    “What part of that is obvious?” 
 
    Mary furrowed her brow. “No one likes carrots. Carrots are always avoided. No one notices a carrot when they walk past one. If I can become as unnoticeable as a carrot, then no one will be able to read my attacks.” 
 
    “…Are you sure it works that way?” Tafel asked, her voice tinged with doubt. She raised an eyebrow as she took a step backwards. “I was expecting, um, a lot from your training methods, but I guess not….” 
 
    Mary snorted. “As someone who’s lost to me, you have no right to criticize my training methods at all,” she said. “For as long as I’ve been able to wield a sword, I’ve swung it ten thousand times every day until it was as natural as breathing. If you can’t even do ten thousand swings, your opinion doesn’t matter to me.” She bit her lower lip as she glared at Vur. “Though I hate to say this, I’m sure your husband knows what I’m talking about. No one can be that strong without going through intense training.” 
 
    Vur cleared his throat while puffing his chest out, a smug smile on his face. 
 
    “Hey,” Tafel said as she pinched her husband’s waist, her eyes lukewarm. “What happened to dragons cannot lie?” 
 
    Vur patted Tafel’s head. “It’s not lying if I haven’t said anything.” 
 
    “No, lying by omission’s a thing, you know?” Tafel asked. “If you don’t correct someone’s obviously wrong interpretation about yourself, you’re basically lying.” 
 
    Vur scratched his nose. “Grimmy didn’t have anything about lying by omission in his code of honor, so I think it’s okay.” He nodded at Tafel’s defeated expression. “But I’ll ask him to be sure next time.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tafel lay on the ground, panting for breath. She stared up at the sky, sweat running down her face, dripping onto the cold earth beneath her. Her sword lay by her side, and Vur was sitting next to her, munching on a muffin. Tafel glared at him. “Are you just going to watch?” 
 
    Vur nodded as he chewed. 
 
    Mary opened her eyes and brought her legs down to her face. She righted herself and dusted off her forehead with the tips of her gauntlet. Her hair flowed like red water as she shook her head, scattering the leaves that had piled up in her hair. She looked down at Tafel, her body casting a shadow along the demon’s face. “You gave up already?” 
 
    Tafel gritted her teeth as she sat up, clutching her sword. “I was just taking a short break. Breaks are necessary to prevent overexertion.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Mary asked, tilting her head. “I never had to take any breaks.” 
 
    Tafel dug the tip of her sword into the ground and used it to support herself as she climbed to her feet, her body trembling. “I bet you couldn’t do ten thousand right off the bat,” she said and bit her lower lip. “I’m just getting started.” 
 
    “But you won’t finish,” Mary said. “It’s been six hours and you’ve only done two thousand swings. Even if you can keep up your current rate, you’ll only finish eight thousand. Now that you’re tired, you’re only going to slow down. And when will you find time to sleep and eat?” Mary tilted her head. “You’re half a magician too, aren’t you? How are you going to practice ten thousand spells as well?” 
 
    Tafel exhaled. “A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.” 
 
    “Can’t you draw a magic circle on the ground and teleport?” Vur asked. He crumpled up the paper used to hold the muffin and set it on fire, dusting the ashes off of his palm. “You can skip all the steps that way.” 
 
    Tafel narrowed her eyes at her husband. “You’re not helping.” 
 
    Vur shrugged. “Just saying.” 
 
    Mary crossed her arms over her chest. “Didn’t you want to know how I trained to catch up to me? Do you think I’m going to be waiting around for you to catch up? When you’re able to do ten thousand swings a day, I’ll have doubled that. When you catch up again, I’ll have doubled it again. As long as you try to compare yourself to me, you’ll never be satisfied.” 
 
    “I can do it,” Tafel said and bit her lower lip. “I’ll catch up, beat you, and make you eat your words. I promise.” 
 
    “You’re like a child telling an adult that she’ll one day be the same age as her,” Mary said. “The sooner you realize which tasks are futile, the more time you can devote to things that matter.” She sighed and shook her head. “When I was growing up, my father had me and my siblings tutored in many subjects: geography, math, economics, philosophy, ethics, literature, music, etiquette. It was to prepare us in case we succeeded the throne.” Mary puffed her chest out. “From the very start, I failed every single one of my courses. My tutors were famous individuals with multiple publications backing them, but they were perplexed by my inability to retain even the slightest bit of information. Once I realized I wasn’t suited for learning such trivial matters, I skipped all my lessons and devoted myself to training instead. While my brothers and sisters spent time learning, I spent my time training. When they spent time training, I spent my time training. They didn’t realize how inefficient it was to focus on two things when they should’ve picked the better one to focus on instead. That’s why I’m the empress.” 
 
    Tafel’s expression darkened. “You really shouldn’t sound so proud about being unable to run your empire properly.” 
 
    Mary snorted. “You’re paying attention to the wrong thing,” she said, placing her hands on her hips. “Swordsmanship or magic, give up one of them and focus entirely on the other. Since your body is already so frail and it seems like you have a lot of mana, you should focus on magic. Why did you even pick up the sword in the first place?” 
 
    “That’s…,” Tafel said and lowered her head. Why had she picked up the sword in the first place? “You know, since I have a lot more mana and better mana control compared to the average magician, I’m basically a genius. I had time to focus on learning the sword while still being able to outperform my peers in magic. Wasn’t it better to strengthen my deficiencies in close combat by learning how to use a weapon?” 
 
    “When I engaged you in close combat, how much help was that sword to you?” Mary asked. “Instead of capitalizing on your talent, you chose to waste your time learning something you’re only mediocre at.” 
 
    “Is that true…?” Tafel muttered to herself. She glanced at Vur, but he was picking his nose and staring up at the clouds in the sky. Tafel pursed her lips and gripped the hilt of her sword. Was the decade she spent training with the Swirling Winds a waste? After receiving her phoenix imprint, the amount of mana she had had increased, but her strength barely budged. Wouldn’t it have been more effective to focus on magic the whole time? 
 
    Mary furrowed her brow upon seeing the expression on Tafel’s face. She drew her sword and tapped Tafel’s shoulder with the flat of her blade. Tafel looked up and met her eyes. “If you think you can do this one day, then continue training with your sword,” Mary said as she removed her left gauntlet. “If not, give up.” 
 
    Tafel blinked as Mary stabbed her sword into the palm of her left hand. Her already pale skin paled even further as her arm pulsed, her sword drinking her blood. Once her forehead became slick with sweat, Mary pulled the sword out of her hand and swung it at the sky with an underhand slice. A crashing sound echoed through Tafel’s ears as a line appeared in the air and extended towards the sky. Heat flooded Tafel’s body as the air was rapidly compressed and decompressed by Mary’s sword strike as if a thunderbolt had struck the ground beside her. A red line appeared in the sky as the air was set ablaze by the friction from Mary’s swing, but it disappeared almost as fast as it appeared. The clouds above dispersed, causing Vur to let out a small sound. He lowered his head and gestured at Tafel while pointing up. “The clouds are gone.” 
 
    Tafel nodded, her mouth hanging open. She raised her sword up to her face and sighed. “Sorry, Chi’Rururp. I don’t think I’ll be using you much longer.” 
 
    Mary exhaled as she slid her gauntlet back on and sheathed her sword. She wobbled before steadying herself by grabbing onto Tafel’s arm. “I want to take a bath.” 
 
    Tafel raised an eyebrow as she lowered her sword. “Then take one?” 
 
    “I’ll get lost if I try to find my way back,” Mary said. “Take me there.” 
 
    “You can literally see the roof of Apollonia’s mansion over there…,” Tafel said and pointed at the building peeking above the trees. 
 
    Mary pursed her lips. “Take me there.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “We’re here,” Tafel said as she pushed open the door to the bathroom. Inside, there was a steaming pool with a fountain placed in the center with a statue of a two-headed lion adorning it. Water poured out of the lion’s mouths, crashing into the pool below. Tafel raised an eyebrow at the sight. “Wow. This bath is huge. Thankfully it wasn’t damaged by your clash with Vur.” 
 
    Mary nodded. “Good job. You’re useful for something,” she said, causing Tafel’s eye to twitch. The empress walked into the bathroom and leapt into the bath, submerging herself fully. A moment later, her head popped out of the water, and she whipped her hair behind her. “Good temperature.” 
 
    Tafel’s expression darkened. “Um…?” 
 
    “Yes?” Mary asked as she sat down and leaned back, resting her head against the edge of the bath. 
 
    “Your armor,” Tafel said. 
 
    Mary looked down. She raised her gauntleted hand out of the water. “What about it? You can’t have it.” 
 
    “No,” Tafel said, shaking her head. “I don’t want it. I mean, why didn’t you take your armor off before you went in? You’ll get the bath dirty. And you won’t be able to wash yourself, but more importantly, you’ll get the bath dirty.” 
 
    Mary scratched her head. Then she removed her gauntlets and sabatons, placing them on the floor behind her. She glared at Tafel as she approached and hugged her armor as if she were a mother hen protecting her chicks. 
 
    Tafel’s expression darkened even further. “I’m not going to steal your armor,” she said. “Do you want help removing the rest?” 
 
    “You can’t,” Mary said. As Tafel continued to come closer, Mary dragged the pieces of armor she took off into the water and stuffed her limbs back inside of them. “They’re mine.” She brushed her hair back with her armored hand and sank into the pool. “Besides, I can’t take off the rest.” 
 
    “That’s why I offered to help,” Tafel said. She had watched knights get dressed when she was little. They always had their squires around to remove their armor for them since it was almost impossible to do by themselves. She turned away to leave the bathroom. “Since you don’t need my help, I’ll be leaving.” 
 
    Mary shook her head. “You can’t remove my armor,” she said. “My uncle made it a part of me.” 
 
    Tafel stopped and turned back around. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You have an imprint, right?” Mary asked, raising her head and meeting Tafel’s gaze. “Have you awakened yet?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    Tafel’s eye twitched. “Are you picking a fight?” 
 
    “To awaken, you have to be in a near-death situation or driven by rage,” Mary said, ignoring Tafel’s question. “I received my imprint when I was eight. I couldn’t awaken for two years no matter how many times my uncle almost killed me.” Mary sighed as she leaned back to stare up at the ceiling. “He got frustrated.” 
 
    “What does—” 
 
    “Turtles’ spines and ribs are attached to their shells,” Mary said, cutting Tafel off. “My uncle thought making me more like a turtle would help awaken the turtlesnake imprint faster.” She tapped the armor covering her chest with her gauntlet. “This is my shell.” 
 
    The blood drained out of Tafel’s face. “You mean, you can’t take off your armor, ever?” 
 
    “No,” Mary said, shaking her head. “I can take it off, but I’ll die. And I don’t want to die yet, so I won’t. I’m happy my uncle used magic to let it grow with me, or I might’ve stayed small forever.” 
 
    “That’s not something you should be happy about!” Tafel shouted. 
 
    Mary flinched. “Indoor voices, please.” 
 
    Tafel ignored her as she stomped over. “Why did he do something like that!?” 
 
    Mary inched away from the edge of the pool and drifted towards the center, looking at Tafel with wary eyes. “He was in a hurry,” she said. “It was my fault for being too slow. It’s like he knew he was going to die soon, so he wanted to help me as much as possible.” 
 
    “Didn’t you say he died in an accident?” Tafel asked as she stood at the edge of the bath, her hands clenched. 
 
    Mary tilted her head. “Maybe he could see the future? He seemed to know everything,” she said and nodded. “That must be it.” 
 
    “Did it hurt?” Tafel asked, her voice low. “When he did … that.” 
 
    Mary bobbed her head up and down. “When he carved my spine out, it hurt so much I thought I was going to die,” she said. “The near-death situation helped my awakening.” 
 
    Tafel exhaled and sat down. “It’s a good thing your uncle died,” she said, shaking her head. She shuddered and snapped her head towards Mary. 
 
    “Why would you say something like that?” Mary asked, her eyes narrowed. “Without my uncle, I wouldn’t be empress. I would be dead. He gave me everything I have. How can you say it’s a good thing he died?” 
 
    “This is some next-level brainwashing,” Tafel muttered to herself as she retreated backwards while standing. She shook her head as metallic clinking sounds echoed from Mary’s waist despite being underwater, her thumb partially unsheathing and sheathing her sword. “No, you misheard me. I said, ‘It was a good thing your uncle tried.’ You know, tried that to help you awaken.” She gritted her teeth. “He sounds like a great person.” 
 
    “Oh,” Mary said, removing her hand from her sword’s hilt. “You’re right. He was a great person.” She smiled and sank into the water, submerging her head. She swam towards Tafel and resurfaced, beaming at the demon’s face. “My birthday is at the end of the month. Do you want to come celebrate it with me?” 
 
    Tafel made an odd expression. 
 
    Mary narrowed her eyes. “You can’t refuse.” 
 
    “I guess I have no choice then,” Tafel said. “I’ll bring Vur too.” 
 
    “No!” Mary said as she shot to her feet, splashing Tafel with water droplets. “I don’t like him. He makes me mad.” 
 
    “If he finds out I went to a party without him…,” Tafel said, biting her lower lip. She shook her head. “Anyways, you’re not afraid of fighting that devil at all, are you?” 
 
    “Not one bit,” Mary said, sinking back into the water. “My uncle used to summon devils to kill all the time. They looked so weak. He wouldn’t let me fight one though.” 
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    Alice and Mr. Skelly walked into a dining room, their arms linked together by their elbows. Vur was sitting at a table, stuffing his face with food. Alora was sitting next to him, eating at an equally fast pace as if she were competing with him. Other than a few servants delivering trays to the table and Apollonia sitting at the head, no one else was in the room. Alice scratched her head as she took a seat across from Vur. “Where’s Tafel?” 
 
    “She’s in the yard,” Apollonia said. “She said she wouldn’t eat until she finished her training.” 
 
    “Oh,” Alice said and nodded. “The empress isn’t here?” 
 
    “Her Imperial Majesty is training in the yard as well.” 
 
    “Oh?” Mr. Skelly asked. “Those two are getting along awfully well, aren’t they?” He tapped the chin of his helmet and hummed. “But there’s no point in training on an empty stomach. I’ll bring those two in.” He patted Alice’s shoulder before turning to leave. 
 
    “I think the food will be gone before they arrive,” Alice said as she reached forward and snatched three plates away from Alora and Vur. They glared at her, causing her to shrink back, before competing against each other for the remaining dishes. 
 
    Right when Alice finished stocking the three plates, a portal appeared behind her and three people tumbled through: Tafel, Mary, and Mr. Skelly. Tafel hopped to her feet, her head swiveling around until her gaze finally landed on Vur. “Where’s the emergency?” 
 
    “Ah, yes, a terrible emergency,” Mr. Skelly said as he sat up and dusted off his armor. “Vur’s wife is starving herself, and we have to help her eat before she collapses and dies. It’d be a tragedy if Vur went berserk due to the loss of a loved one.” 
 
    Tafel punted Mr. Skelly’s helmet and skull off in one smooth motion. 
 
    “He’s right,” Alice said and handed Tafel a plate filled with food. “The less you eat, the less effective your training becomes.” 
 
    Tafel pursed her lips before letting out a sigh. “Thanks, I suppose,” she said as she sat down beside Alice. She turned towards Mary. “You’re not going to eat?” 
 
    “There’s no emergency?” Mary asked, furrowing her brow. “I wanted to challenge something….” 
 
    “You can compete in their eating contest,” Apollonia said, pointing at Vur and Alora. The two hadn’t taken their eyes off of the plates on the table the whole time. 
 
    Mary took one glance at the two and shook her head. “Impossible,” she said. “There’s—” 
 
    “Grand Duchess! An emergency report!” A servant barged into the dining room. “Your clone left a message in your study. The devil’s disappeared!” 
 
    “Disappeared? What do you mean disappeared?” Apollonia asked. Her face paled as Mary glared at her like a tiger stalking its prey. “Give me the orb.” 
 
    The servant half-ran, half-walked up to Apollonia and handed her a blue crystal sphere. Apollonia peered into it, and an image of herself standing on a knight’s shoulder came into view. The miniature Apollonia jumped up and down. “A black dragon flew down from the sky and caught the devil with a net. Then the dragon stuffed the devil into a jar and flew away.” 
 
    Apollonia furrowed her brow as she placed the orb down and raised her head. “Hey,” she said towards Vur and Alora. 
 
    The two ignored her. 
 
    “Hey!” she said again, practically shouting. There was still no response. She gestured towards the servants bringing the trays into the dining room. “Stop supplying them with food.” 
 
    A moment later, Vur and Alora finished inhaling the contents on the table. When they reached out for more, they found that the plates were empty. Vur blinked before grinning. “I won,” he said and patted Alora’s shoulder. “Again.” 
 
    A low growl escaped from Alora’s throat as she trembled. “I’m not used to eating with such a tiny mouth!” She raised her hands in front of her face. “And these hands don’t even have claws; how am I supposed to tear my food into bits?” 
 
    Vur cleared his throat. “No excuses,” he said. “Here’s Grimmy’s next law: Honorable dragons never forget even the slightest slight. When a dragon is wronged, he must get revenge, but it’s not a priority. You can wait a thousand years or so and strike when the other party least suspects.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t an honorable dragon learn to forgive and forget?” 
 
    Vur smacked the top of Alora’s head, causing her to wince and clutch her scalp. “You forgot Grimmy’s first law: Never question Grimmy’s code of honor.” 
 
    Alora whimpered as tears formed in her eyes. “When I finally meet this Uncle Grimmy, I’m going to bite him.” 
 
    Apollonia cleared her throat, drawing Vur’s attention. “Excuse me, dragon,” she said. “Do you happen to know of a black dragon on this continent? A black dragon captured the devil while it was in transit.” 
 
    Vur shook his head. “I know a black dragon,” he said, “but he’s not here.” 
 
    “A dragon stole my prey?” Mary asked, her eyes narrowing. She turned towards Vur. “And it’s not a part of your roost.” She nodded. “I’m going to hunt it and make it return the devil to me.” 
 
    “…The devil’s not yours in the first place,” Apollonia said. 
 
    But Mary ignored her. The empress inhaled the food on the third plate that Alice had been saving and swallowed it down before walking around the table. She approached Vur, who leaned back to keep his distance. Mary ignored the fact that Vur was trying to avoid her and came even closer until she was standing over him. Her face crept towards his, their noses practically touching as Vur leaned further and further back. 
 
    “What are you doing!?” Tafel shouted as she jumped to her feet. She opened a portal next to herself and reached inside, yanking Mary through. The empress let out a yelp as she fell backwards, landing on Tafel’s feet. “Why were you trying to kiss my husband!?” 
 
    Mary rubbed her nose as she got up. “I wasn’t,” she said. “I was smelling him.” 
 
    “…That’s even weirder,” Tafel said. “Please don’t do that from now on.” 
 
    “I needed a dragon’s scent. Now I won’t get lost.” Mary turned around and took a step but stopped mid-stride. She turned back around and waved at Tafel. “You have to come to my birthday party at the end of the month. I’ll see you later.” Then, before Tafel could reply, Mary dashed towards the exit of the mansion, disappearing from view in an instant. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Now what?” 
 
    Tafel turned her head towards Alice, who was sitting in a chair and holding a closed book in her hands, resting it on her lap. “What do you mean now what?” Tafel asked. She was lying down on top of a bed with frills and plush pillows adorning it. “Now I sleep. It took me twenty hours to cast ten thousand spells. I’m beat.” 
 
    “No, I mean after,” Alice said. “We came here to meet the empress, right? We still haven’t decided who’s right. It’s clear she has no business running an empire.” 
 
    “But that wasn’t what we bet on,” Tafel said. “We agreed to check whether she was an evil person worthy of being overthrown or not. Just because she’s incompetent doesn’t mean she’s evil.” 
 
    “But you do agree that she shouldn’t be running an empire, right?” Alice asked, narrowing her eyes. 
 
    Tafel cleared her throat and rolled onto her side, facing the wall. “I’m tired. We’ll discuss this tomorrow.” 
 
    “Oi,” Alice said as she climbed to her feet. She walked over to Tafel and placed a hand on the demon’s shoulder. With a tug, Tafel flipped over onto her back, but her eyes were shut, her mouth hanging open. Alice’s eye twitched. She reached forward and pinched Tafel’s cheeks, stretching them out like a chipmunk’s, but there was no response. After a few more tugs, soft snores rang out of Tafel’s mouth, but they were garbled due to Alice’s hands. Alice sighed and shook her head before releasing her fingers. “Fine, we’ll discuss this tomorrow.” 
 
    Alice grabbed Tafel’s blanket and brought it up to the demon’s neck, covering her previously exposed skin. She turned around and was about to settle into her own bed when a flash of light coming from beyond the curtain caught her attention. The watch-sized shield on her wrist expanded as a wrinkle appeared on her forehead. Standing on the tips of her toes, she approached the curtain and swung it open. Her own reflection greeted her in the dark glass. “Hmm.” 
 
    There was another flash of light that illuminated a figure in the garden down below. Alice opened the window and leapt outside, landing on all fours as a rune appeared on her forehead. Her eyes turned catlike with golden irises as clawed paws made of yellow aura appeared around her hands and feet. The dark garden appeared as bright as day with the help of her awakening. “Vur? What the heck are you doing?” 
 
    The figure in the garden turned its head. “Oh, hi, Alice.” 
 
    Alice stood up and shook off the aura surrounding her limbs as she strode towards Vur. “Were you using lightning magic just now?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Vur said as he pointed his finger up at the sky. A lightning bolt that was as wide as a tree shot out of his finger tip, turning the night into day for a brief moment before disappearing. 
 
    “Why didn’t it make a sound?” Alice asked as she rubbed her eyes. “And warn me next time you do that, please.” 
 
    “If it made a sound, then I’d wake people up,” Vur said. “And people don’t like waking up, so I made it not make sounds.” 
 
    “Is that even possible? I thought thunder accompanied lightning by default.” 
 
    Vur nodded. “It’s possible if you believe.” 
 
    Alice sighed. “Why are you playing with lightning this late at night?” 
 
    Vur scratched his head and looked off to the side. His eyebrows knit together, and he crossed his arms over his chest before staring Alice in the eyes. He nodded as if reassuring himself before asking, “What’s the purpose of training?” 
 
    “To get stronger,” Alice said. Her eyes widened. “Wait. You were training?” 
 
    Vur snorted and puffed his chest out. “A dragon doesn’t need to train,” he said as he placed his hands on his hips. He ignored Alice’s stare and tilted his chin up at the sky. “Mm, but if one were to train, how does that make them stronger?” 
 
    “Well…,” Alice said and placed her hand on her chin, tilting her head down. “I’ll keep it simple since it’s you. When people do strength training, their strength goes up. When people study, their intelligence increases. When people do skill training, their proficiency with the skill increases. You shooting lightning bolts at the sky for no reason would be classified as skill training.” 
 
    Vur furrowed his brow. “I don’t get it,” he said. “How will repeatedly shooting lightning bolts at the sky make me better at shooting lightning bolts?” 
 
    “It becomes more natural,” Alice said. “The more you do it, the faster you’ll be able to shoot them out. The chance of failure greatly decreases as well, and if you aim at a target, your accuracy should increase.” 
 
    The wrinkle on Vur’s forehead deepened as he tilted his head. “But shooting lightning bolts is already as natural as breathing? Why do people practice?” 
 
    Alice exhaled, trying to suppress the hot feeling in her chest that wanted to boil over into her arm and channel itself into Vur’s face through her hand. “It’s not natural for normal people.” 
 
    Vur sighed and stared at the ground. “That’s right. I’m amazing, aren’t I?” He shook his head and clicked his tongue before meeting Alice’s heated glare. “Does that mean training is useless for me?” 
 
    “Don’t sound so disappointed,” Alice said through gritted teeth. She unclenched her hands that she hadn’t realized she had clenched and exhaled again. “Even for you, there are some merits to training. You know how Tafel lost to Mary because her portal was slashed apart? She could’ve teleported herself away, but she didn’t. Do you know why?” 
 
    “Mary was too fast?” 
 
    “That was part of it,” Alice said. “But even if Mary approached her at the same speed, as long as Tafel trained herself to teleport her body away instead of relying on portals, she could’ve avoided Mary’s attack. People have instincts much like animals, but compared to animals, our instincts are horrible. Some people literally freeze up and stop moving when they’re in danger. Training overrides your instincts, allowing you to unconsciously make a better choice than your instincts would in a situation.” 
 
    Vur blinked at Alice. “My instincts have never failed me though.” 
 
    “That’s because your body is stupidly strong,” Alice said. “If someone who had the same strength as you and a higher level of training competed in hand-to-hand combat against you, they’d win. If Mary challenged you to a swordfight, there’s absolutely no way you’d win.” 
 
    Vur snorted. “I can win without a sword.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right, but I’m saying, if you were to compete in swordplay, you’d lose.” 
 
    Vur pursed his lips. “Swords are for people without claws to make themselves feel better about not having claws. A dragon would never compete in swordplay because it’s demeaning to them.” 
 
    “Sure, make up all the excuses that you want,” Alice said. “It doesn’t change the fact that you’d lose. Mary’s had more training than you, and that’s the important part about training. Whoever has more training wins if all else is equal. You’ve never lost because your natural strength, mana capacity, and gift for wielding magic is greater than all of your opponent’s and their training combined.” 
 
    Vur hummed and rubbed his chin. “So…, training will help me?” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you!” 
 
    Vur’s eyes lit up. “If I train my lightning bolt enough, can I shoot down a star?” 
 
    “Eh…, sure, if you believe,” Alice said, turning her head away. She sighed as Vur shot another lightning bolt into the sky. Now even Vur, one of the laziest people she knew, was training to get stronger. Maybe she’d join Tafel’s practice tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lindyss lay on a bed of grass, splaying her limbs out in the sun. She yawned and adjusted the sunglasses on her face that had slid down. A smile appeared on her lips as her shoulders relaxed. A low rumble sent tremors down her back, but she ignored it. A few seconds later, the rumbling grew louder, and the ground shook as if Lindyss was lying on a massage chair. “That feels great,” she said without opening her eyes. “Whatever you’re doing, keep it up.” 
 
    The trembling stopped. A shadow fell over Lindyss, causing her to sigh and open her eyes. A massive black dragon’s head towered over her. “Can you not?” she asked. “You’re blocking the sun.” 
 
    A low rumble escaped out of Grimmy’s throat as he chuckled, causing the ground to tremble. He grinned at the cursed elf. “Don’t you want to see?” 
 
    “No,” Lindyss said. “I got a good look at it from the sky. I’m not interested in spiders.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with spiders?” Erin asked, her head poking out from underneath Lindyss’ hair. “Fairies love spiders. They eat all the pesky bugs.” 
 
    “They seem to have missed the fairies,” Lindyss said, pushing Erin’s head down with her finger. 
 
    “One day, you’re going to tell me why you hate fairies so much,” Erin said with a muffled voice. “And then I’ll fix your trauma!” 
 
    “You want to know?” Grimmy asked, raising his brow as he used one claw to lift Lindyss’ hair, revealing the trembling fairy queen. “I know why she hates fairies.” 
 
    Lindyss glared at Grimmy. “Don’t you dare tell her.” 
 
    “Well,” Grimmy said, showing his teeth as he smiled, “how much are you willing to pay me to keep my mouth shut?” He exhaled through his nose, puffing a blast of air that knocked Erin away from Lindyss. “And how much are you willing to pay to find out?” 
 
    “I can give you a staff of polymorph,” Erin said, her face pale. She seemed to shrink under Grimmy’s gaze, her feet disappearing into the dirt beneath her. There was an audible gulp as she swallowed. “I, I mean, t-two staves of polymorph.” 
 
    “Stop bullying the fairy,” Lindyss said, snatching Erin and shoving the fairy into her robes out of Grimmy’s sight. Before Erin could say anything, Lindyss glared at her. “No, I wouldn’t care if he bullied you under normal circumstances, but this involves me.” She stood up and placed her hands on her hips, meeting Grimmy’s twinkling eyes. “Alright, you win. What did you want me to see?” 
 
    “Look,” Grimmy said as he took out a translucent jar. Within, a curled-up demon was sobbing into its hands. “It’s a being from another dimension.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Lindyss said, rolling her eyes. “I’ve seen it.” 
 
    “That’s not the reaction you should be having,” Grimmy said and tutted. “You should be wondering whether or not it has a soul. Aren’t you curious?” 
 
    Lindyss’ face paled. “If you stick that thing’s soul inside of me, I swear I’ll stop being your friend for real,” she said. “It’s only been a few years since I’ve been able to enjoy the sun since who knows when. I’m not going to give that up again.” She took a step back as Grimmy’s grin widened. “I’ll seriously fight you.” 
 
    Grimmy sighed before shaking his head. “Don’t worry,” he said. “Even though I want to, it’s not possible. Devils don’t have souls.” 
 
    “Darn,” a small voice said from within Lindyss’ robes. 
 
    Lindyss ignored it and crossed her arms over her chest. “Then what’s so special about it?” 
 
    “It can move and talk and think as if it had a soul,” Grimmy said, gesturing towards the jar. “Isn’t that amazing? Usually, a living being without a soul is just a vegetable, but this devil isn’t. Think of the implications.” 
 
    Lindyss furrowed her brow as she tilted her head. “It’d be ethical to kill it?” 
 
    “Why is that the first implication you thought of!?” Erin shouted as her head appeared from Lindyss’ shirt’s collar. “It’s never okay to kill anything!” 
 
    Lindyss shrugged. “It was just a joke,” she said. “Calm down.” She nodded at Grimmy. “In other words, this devil is simply a golem with an extremely high level of intelligence. It sounds like it can be disobedient though; what’s the point? Golems are already effective.” 
 
    “Maybe you’ll understand after I do this,” Grimmy said as he lifted the jar above his head. The devil trembled upon seeing Grimmy’s gaping maw underneath it. Black flames flew through the air, scorching the bottom of the container. The devil hopped up and down in silence, but its mouth was opened as if it were screaming. Grimmy stopped blowing flames and lowered the jar. “Do you understand now?” 
 
    Erin’s face paled as she sank back inside of Lindyss’ shirt, determined to never appear in front of Grimmy again. Lindyss shook her head. “I don’t get it. Are they tastier since their flesh isn’t tainted by impure souls?” 
 
    Grimmy heaved a sigh as he moved the jar to the side and collapsed onto his belly, resting his chin on his front paws. “And you call yourself a necromancer.” He gestured at the jar by lifting one claw. “This soulless body can feel things. What’s the greatest issue with the undead?” 
 
    “A warm body,” Lindyss said, her eyes lighting up as she stared at the crying devil. “Can it reproduce too?” 
 
    “Now you’re getting it,” Grimmy said, a smile breaking across his face. 
 
    “Instead of maintaining a dead body with mana, we can put a soul inside of a devil instead,” Lindyss said. Her brow furrowed before she narrowed her eyes at Grimmy. “I thought you didn’t like devils and wanted to stop whoever was summoning them.” 
 
    “Did I say that?” Grimmy asked. “You must’ve misheard. Besides, I already know who’s behind this.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mary sat atop a hill overlooking a town. A frown was etched in her face, her eyes narrowed at the citizens walking to-and-fro through the streets. Her nostrils flared as she inhaled deeply, her chest expanding from the excessive air. She exhaled through her mouth and relaxed her face before staring up at the sky. With a clank, she leaned back, letting her armor hit the ground. She held her sword up in front of her face and sighed. “Why does everyone smell like a dragon…?” 
 
    “Your sense of smell is too weak,” her sword said in response, its edge flashing with a blue light. “You have to devote more time to developing your nose. Instead of becoming one with a carrot, become one with a wolf. Train harder!” 
 
    Mary pursed her lips as she sat up. She crossed her legs and placed her hands against her greaves. “Woof.” 
 
    “…That was terrible. Train harder!” 
 
    “Woof!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alora stretched her limbs above her head and yawned. She pressed her hand into the mattress underneath herself and smiled before bouncing up and down a few times. “Beds have to be the greatest invention humans have ever come up with,” she said as she arched her back and stretched again. “I bet Dad would love something like this. I wonder if he’ll take care of the annoying trio more often if I made him one. What do you think, Vur?” 
 
    There was no response. 
 
    Alora blinked a few times before rubbing her eyes. “Vur?” she asked, rotating her body to scan the room. She was all alone. “…Alright, that’s fine too—make me seem like I’m crazy by talking to myself.” With a thump, her feet hit the ground as she hopped out of bed. “At least no one’s listening.” 
 
    Alora tilted her head up and inhaled deeply through her nostrils. Her brow wrinkled as she exhaled and inhaled again. “Gosh, human noses suck at smelling things,” she said and shook her head as she approached the curtains. She lifted it aside and pressed her face up against the glass while muttering, “I want to turn back into a dragon….” Her eyes lit up upon seeing Vur in the garden. She pushed with her palms, and the window fell outwards along with its frame. Her body wiggled as she crawled through the opening she created and promptly fell to the ground headfirst with a yelp. She clutched her forehead as she climbed to her feet. “…Dumb wingless body.” 
 
    “Hey, Vur!” Alora shouted as she limped over to the only patch of grass that wasn’t ruined in the garden. Vur was splayed out in the center of it, his eyes empty as he stared up at the sky with his mouth hanging open. “Vur…?” Alora leaned forward and nudged his rib. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Vur blinked and shook his head like a dog, shaking off the dazed state that he was in. He created a ball of water above his palm and drank it. Then he stretched his arms over his head and yawned. “Alora? What are you doing here?” 
 
    “No,” Alora said, “that’s what I should be asking you. I was in a normal place when I woke up. You’re…”—she gestured towards the ground—“here. What were you doing anyway?” 
 
    “I almost died,” Vur said with a sigh. “I never knew training could be so boring.” 
 
    “You were training?” Alora asked, blinking twice. “What were you training? A dog? I don’t see it.” She shielded her eyes from the sun and looked around, but the only thing in sight was burnt grass, fallen trees, and Apollonia’s slightly charred mansion. “It burnt to cinders, didn’t it?” 
 
    Vur snorted. “I was practicing with my lightning bolt,” he said and raised one finger. “Before, I could only do this.” A lightning bolt that was as thick as a tree struck a cloud in the sky, causing it to disperse. “Guess what I can do now.” He stared at Alora as if he were a puppy awaiting treats.  
 
    Alora scratched her nose. “I don’t know,” she said. “Tell me.” 
 
    Vur puffed his chest out. “I can do this.” He pointed his finger at the sky, and hundreds of lightning bolts surged out of his finger in a conical shape. Alora’s hair rose into the air in all directions as sparks of electricity leaked out of Vur, jumping across the already burnt land. Vur lowered his hand as the lightning dispersed. “Did you see?” 
 
    “No,” Alora said, rubbing her face with her palms. “You blinded me. Human eyes suck.” 
 
    Vur frowned, his chest deflating. “It was amazing, okay?” He nodded. “I think I know why people train even though it’s really boring.” A wrinkle appeared on his forehead as he stroked his chin. “I wish there was some way I could have all the benefits from training without actually training….” 
 
    “Psst.” Stella’s head popped out of Vur’s chest. “Get rid of Mervin with that wish.” 
 
    Vur’s eyes lit up. “Right! Mervin,” he said as he tapped his chest. The genie king fell out of Vur’s back, and Vur turned to catch Mervin before he could hit the ground. “Can you do that? I wish I could have all the benefits from training without actually training.” 
 
    Mervin’s face scrunched up as he tilted his head back and forth with his arms crossed. “Eh….” He relaxed his body and shrugged. “Nope, can’t do it. You’re basically asking me to draw out your full potential, but that’s impossible for me. You’re way, way, way, waaaay too strong; it feels like your potential has no limit. If you were as weak as a peasant, I could do it.” 
 
    Vur sighed. “Alright.” 
 
    “No! Not alright!” Stella shouted as she flew up and pulled on Vur’s ear. “He’s been following me everywhere for the past few days! I hate him, hate him, hate him! Please, Vur, make any wish. How about wish for him to make training easier for you or faster or funner or effectiver? Heck, if you get rid of Mervin right now, I’ll personally make training funner, entertaininger, and effectiver for you!” 
 
    “Those aren’t real words,” Mervin said. “It’s more fun, more entertaining, and more effective.” 
 
    “Get rid of him right now!” Stella wailed, pulling Vur’s ear even harder. “He watched me when I slept last night. Do you know how creepy that is!? I even tried to feed him to Toothy, but Toothy spat him out because of how slimy he is and tastes!” 
 
    “I was keeping your nightmares away,” Mervin said, his face red. “No need to thank me.” 
 
    Stella snatched a fireball out of Sheryl’s runes on Vur’s shoulder and threw it at Mervin. “You gave me nightmares! I woke up and saw this creepy face staring at me with a huge smile—I thought I was going to be murdered.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Vur said towards Mervin, covering Stella’s mouth with his finger. “What if I wish for you to teach me how to grant wishes?” 
 
    Mervin tilted his head. “Are you sure? I could do that, but then you’d turn into a beansprout after you grant a wish.” 
 
    “What if I polymorph myself back?” 
 
    “No, no,” Mervin said, shaking his head. “Beansprouts can’t cast magic. Once you turn into the beansprout, you’ll forget how to polymorph.” 
 
    Vur sighed. “Darn.” 
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    Tafel opened the door to the dining room while yawning. She stepped inside and looked around before sitting next to Alice. “Where’s everyone else?” she asked, taking a piece of bread off of Alice’s plate. “Why didn’t you wake me?” 
 
    “Have you thought about our bet?” Alice asked, meeting Tafel’s eyes. 
 
    Tafel flinched. “Why is that the first thing you bring up?” She shook her head. “Let’s eat first, okay?” 
 
    “Hmm.” Alice stared at Tafel with a lukewarm expression before grabbing a knife. She dipped it into a piece of warm butter and spread a layer over a piece of bread. The two ate in relative silence, just the sounds of chewing echoing through the room. Alice waited until Tafel was about to swallow before saying, “Vur’s training outside.” 
 
    Tafel choked. Bits of food flew out of her mouth and nose as she coughed and sputtered before glaring at Alice. Tafel wiped her face with a napkin, maintaining eye contact with the guild master, who had a smug smile plastered across her face. “That wasn’t a very funny joke,” Tafel said with a snort. “Vur never trains. I bet he’s taking a nap.” 
 
    “Really?” Alice asked, raising an eyebrow. “Why don’t you take a look at the garden outside?” 
 
    Tafel stared at Alice, trying to read the guild master’s expression. In the end, Tafel opened a portal beside her and stuck her head inside. The other end of the portal was connected to the sky above the garden. Below her, Vur was napping while Alora, Stella, and Mervin were chatting on a patch of grass that was surrounded by an area that seemed like a wildfire had run through it. Tafel furrowed her brow before pulling her head back and closing the portal. She grabbed her cup and drank a sip of water before facing Alice. “I was right. Vur’s taking a nap.” 
 
    “You’re not even going to question why the land’s burnt like that?” Alice asked. “It’s because Vur stayed up all night shooting lightning bolts out of his fingers.” She smirked at Tafel. “I noticed last night while you were sleeping, and I even gave him valuable advice on the benefits of training. To me, it seemed like he was upset at tying with Mary in power. Maybe he sees her as a rival and doesn’t want to fall behind.” 
 
    The cup in Tafel’s hand shattered, spilling water over her clothes, but she ignored it, her hand clenched into a fist. “Ri…val?” 
 
    “You’re making a really ugly face right now,” Alice said. “H-hey?” 
 
    Tafel stood up without saying a word. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Alice asked as she stood up, chasing after Tafel, who had stomped towards the door. “It’s pretty obvious that you’re mad, but if you’re thinking of venting your anger on either Mary or Vur, you’re going to lose.” 
 
    “I’m not mad!” Tafel said and bit her lower lip. “I’m going to train. In the garden. Where Vur is sleeping. With giant exploding fireballs that make lots of noise. I’m going to lose to Mary? Do you think that’s such an obvious conclusion?” She reached into a portal and pulled out a reddish stick with a red jewel mounted at its tip. “If I can’t beat her as a spellblade, then I’ll go back to being a black mage.” 
 
    “You remember she can cut apart magic, right?” Alice asked, sweat running down her forehead. Heat radiated off of Tafel, distorting the air around her and causing the room to feel like a sauna. “How is giving up the only thing that can hurt her going to help you beat her?” 
 
    “I thought about it a lot. Mary’s really strong, but that’s all she is: strong and fast. For her really outrageous abilities, she needs blood to use them, right?” Tafel gripped her staff. “She cut her tongue and spat blood on it to cut apart my magic. If there’s one thing I’m confident in, it’s my absurd amount of mana. It might not be as much as Vur’s since my imprint didn’t awaken, but it’s most definitely more than the amount of blood Mary has in her body, right? I’ll make her bleed to death from self-inflicted injuries with an overwhelming number of spells.” 
 
    Alice wiped her forehead with the back of her arm. “Speaking of evil empresses that have to be removed from thrones…, are you sure you should be leading a kingdom?” 
 
    Tafel glared at Alice. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Alice cleared her throat. “Nothing,” she said. “Please stop radiating heat. You’re melting the floor tiles. And you’re making a lot of assumptions about Mary. What if she has a healing ability that replenishes her blood? She has an imprint too that’s supposedly on the same level as yours and Vur’s. Aren’t you taking her a bit too lightly?” 
 
    “I’m not,” Tafel said, shaking her head as the air around her cooled. “That’s why I have to practice. I have to engrain these phoenix abilities into myself until I’m doing them without thinking. I’m not like Vur who grew up with an imprint. I know I’m not strong enough to be his rival, but I refuse to let him see Mary as his!” The air around her heated up again as she left the room, heading towards the garden outside. 
 
    Alice scratched her head and turned towards the side where a suit of armor was standing with its back resting on the wall. “She was a lot easier to provoke than I thought.” 
 
    “Isn’t she?” Mr. Skelly asked, raising the helmet covering his head. “Do you really think this’ll work?” 
 
    “That ancient book on devil summoning was right, wasn’t it?” Alice asked. “Then I don’t see a reason why this book’s methods wouldn’t work.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly rubbed his chin. “Well, it can’t hurt to try,” he said and shrugged. “But to think you’d help Tafel get stronger. I didn’t expect that from you after hearing about how thoroughly she beat you in a fight.” 
 
    “What?” Alice asked, placing her hands on her hips. “Just what kind of person do you think I am? Tafel’s a precious party member of mine. I might be a little bitter about losing to her, but she worked hard to get to where she is. She also received a lot of help and had a great background, but let’s ignore that for now. I want her to get stronger and become a true demon lord even if it means she leaves me behind.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly patted Alice’s head and smiled. “This is why I love you.” 
 
    “That hurts!” Alice said, pushing his hand away, her face flush as she glared at him. “Don’t rub my scalp with metal armor.” 
 
    “But to think there’d be a book on becoming a demon lord that was written thousands of years ago,” Mr. Skelly said, his voice low. “I thought demons were exclusive to the central continent. They’re not a naturally occurring species, you know? They’re humans who’ve robbed fairies of their mana.” 
 
    Alice shrugged. “Civilizations rise and fall. Maybe someone will independently develop a way to summon demons as well. It’s not impossible.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s not impossible, but it’s certainly very fishy…,” Mr. Skelly said. “Well, it doesn’t matter. Are we going to the library again today?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Oh, hey, Tafel,” Alora said and waved at the approaching demon. “Had a nice nap?” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Tafel asked, biting her lower lip while raising her eyebrow. 
 
    “I’m drawing doodles on Vur’s face. It’s not some weird summoning ritual, don’t worry,” Alora said, blinking twice. She stared at Tafel before leaning over, placing the piece of charcoal in her hand next to Vur’s cheek. Without breaking eye contact with the demon, Alora drew a picture of a dog in one fluid motion. After seeing Tafel’s expression, Alora furrowed her brow. “Does it bother you? Human faces are so unexpressive, it’s hard to tell.” 
 
    Tafel pointed at her eyes. “This is an expression that says, ‘Wow, that was a very impressive dog you just drew.’ I kind of wish I took art lessons when I was little after seeing that.” 
 
    “Lessons?” Alora asked, tilting her head. “I inherited this talent naturally from my grandpa—or so Grandma says. Maybe I can give you some lessons.” 
 
    Tafel’s expression darkened. “Right, I forgot. You’re Vur’s family,” she said and sighed. “And if your teaching is anything like Vur’s, I have a feeling I won’t get anywhere, so I’ll have to pass. I appreciate the offer though.” 
 
    “What do you mean? You’re Vur’s family too,” Alora said. She paused. “Are you not? Mary seems more related to Vur than you, honestly. She’s as simple and strong and—oh! I know what that expression means. That’s the one where you want to kill someone, right?” 
 
    “As a loving wife, I don’t make expressions like that,” Tafel said while smiling. 
 
    “Really? I was sure you were radiating bloodlust just now,” Alora said and rubbed her chin. “Hmm, reading expressions is harder than I thought. Dragons are so much easier to understand. When Mom’s mad, she glares at me. When Mom’s sad, she glares at me. When Mom’s confused, she glares at me. When Mom’s sleepy, she glares at me. When Mom’s excited, her tail wags. See how much easier that is?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Alora clicked her tongue. “That’s because you’re not a dragon. You’re a phoenix, right?” She snorted. “Those dumb birds can’t even smile because of their beaks.” 
 
    “You’d think that’d be the case,” Tafel said, furrowing her brow as she recalled Minerva’s odd ability to manipulate her upper beak and lower beak as if they were lips. “And phoenixes aren’t dumb birds. We’re very smart.” 
 
    “It’s a term of endearment,” Alora said as she picked up another piece of charcoal. She leaned over Vur’s chest and doodled on a scene of a dragon eating a phoenix. “Phoenixes call us stupid lizards, and we call them dumb birds. Then we kill each other when a territorial dispute breaks out, but that hasn’t happened in a very long time. There aren’t many of us left—there’s no point in killing each other.” 
 
    “You’re talking as if you were around back then,” Tafel said. “Didn’t you say you were only fifty years old or so? Have you ever met a phoenix?” 
 
    “I don’t have to meet a phoenix to know they’re dumb,” Alora said, rolling her eyes. “Just knowing their concept is enough: Feathers are flammable. Phoenixes produce flames. Phoenixes are their own worst enemy, are they not?” 
 
    “They’re not!” Tafel said. “It’s similar to how dragons are still able to fly despite being so heavy. It makes no sense to have such a dense body given how much time you spend in the air.” 
 
    “Are you calling me fat?” 
 
    Tafel bit her lower lip. “Were you the one who was sensitive about your weight back then?” 
 
    “What? You couldn’t tell? Are you saying all dragons look alike now too?” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m saying!” Tafel said and stamped her foot. “Stop twisting my words around. You’re the one who called me a dumb bird first.” She slammed the butt of her staff into the ground. “I’m going to start practicing now. Were you watching over Vur last night? Was he actually training?” 
 
    “No,” Alora said, causing Tafel’s expression to relax. “I was asleep all of last night and most of the evening and afternoon too. But I’m sure Vur was training a dog, but he accidently burnt it to ashes while punishing it with lightning, and he blinded me to get rid of the evidence or something like that.” 
 
    “…Are you sure you’re not misunderstanding something?” 
 
    “Mom says I misunderstand things a lot when it comes to taking care of the annoying trio like when she says to babysit them, I sit on top of them and don’t let them move, but she doesn’t know I’m doing it on purpose to make her stop delegating duties to me,” Alora said. “So, on the outside, it looks like I misunderstand a lot of things, but I’m actually pretty smart, you know?” 
 
    Tafel scratched her head. Did Vur actually train or not? She crouched next to her husband and frowned before placing her hands on his shoulder and shaking him awake. “Vur,” she said. “If you sleep outside, you’ll catch a cold.” 
 
    Vur blinked his bleary eyes. “Dragons don’t catch colds,” he said before brushing off Tafel’s hands as he yawned. He rolled over to the side and resumed snoring. 
 
    Tafel rolled him back onto his back and shook him awake again. “Vur, what were you doing last night?” 
 
    “Trying to shoot down a star with lightning,” Vur said through yawns. 
 
    Tafel blinked. In the time it took her to regain her senses, Vur had fallen back asleep. She shook him awake again. “Why?” 
 
    “Because I can,” Vur said. “I want to sleep.” 
 
    “Wait, one last question,” Tafel said. “Did you succeed?” 
 
    “Not yet.” A tiny wrinkle appeared on Vur’s forehead. “Soon.” 
 
    Tafel shook her head, a wry smile on her lips. “Alora said you were training a dog, were you? And Alice said you were training your spells. Was she right?” 
 
    Vur frowned. “You said one last question.” 
 
    “This is really the last one.” 
 
    “But there were two.” 
 
    Tafel sighed. “Just answer them both, please.” 
 
    “I forgot what you asked,” Vur said, rolling over and breaking free from Tafel’s grip. “No more.” 
 
    “You’re not going to wake him up again?” Alora asked as Tafel stood up. 
 
    Tafel shook her head. “I woke him up repeatedly at night once for … reasons, and he hugged me in such a way that I couldn’t move an inch to even try to wake him up or break free.” Her expression darkened as she lowered her trembling gaze. “I couldn’t escape for two days.” 
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    Tafel brought her hand close to her forehead and evaporated the sweat on her brow. She splayed her fingers out in front of her face and exhaled. “That’s pretty convenient,” she said and nodded. 
 
    “Why do you sweat?” Alora asked, munching on a rectangular piece of wood. Her teeth left indents on its surface and stripped away splinters that she spat out of her mouth. “You’re a phoenix, right? Those dumb birds shouldn’t sweat. Things only sweat when they become overheated like staying in a pool of lava for a few hours after Mom told you to get out—which I’ve totally never done by the way. Don’t phoenixes have a better way of cooling off?” 
 
    Tafel lowered her hand and blinked at Alora. “You’re right,” she said, her eyes widening. “You’re smart sometimes.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Alora said. She bit on the block of wood and froze. Her eyes narrowed. “Hey. What do you mean by sometimes? I’m smart all the time.” 
 
    “I mean, you’re eating a block of wood,” Tafel said, raising an eyebrow. “It can be hard to take you seriously.” 
 
    “I’m not eating it, you dumb bird,” Alora said and snorted. “I’m teething.” 
 
    Tafel stared at Alora and nodded. “I see.” She turned away and ran her fingers over her staff. “An innate ability to prevent sweating. Maybe I’ll learn it after awakening. Ah, I wish Emile or Susan were here, then I could just ask them. I wonder what happened to them anyway?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The scenery blurred as Mary traversed through a forest at inhuman speeds. She was walking, but the floor seemed to be shrinking underneath her feet. Every time she took a step, her pale face became a little paler until her thin blue veins could be seen through her skin. When her vision faded in and out, gray lining its edges, she took in a deep breath and sat down on the nearest object that looked like it could be sat on without having to bend her knees too far. 
 
    Mary scanned her surroundings. After confirming nothing was around, she crouched down and fell onto all fours, bending her legs and elbows, hiding her arms and legs underneath her stomach. The rune on her forehead glowed as a turtle-shaped aura enveloped her. A translucent snake sprang out of the aura and coiled on top of the turtle’s shell, its tongue flickering in and out as it kept an eye out. Mary closed her eyes and exhaled, her heartbeat dropping to once every five seconds. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Mary’s eyes shot open. The snake retreated back into the shell, and the black aura melted away, sinking into the cracks in Mary’s armor. She climbed to her feet, her face flush with blood. Her arms reached towards the sky as she stretched, and she tilted her head up before taking in a deep breath. A familiar scent tickled her nose, causing her brow to wrinkle. “Tafel?” 
 
    In a nearby tree, two phoenixes were crouching, hiding behind some leaves as they stared at a weird lady that had turned into a turtle with a snake tail and back again. “What do you think that is?” one of the phoenixes whispered. “I like her hair color. Tafel has a thing for taking redheaded people’s hair, right? Let’s steal some.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t do that, Emile,” Susan whispered back. “Poor Percy was crying for hours after Tafel took her hair. I don’t want to ruin a stranger’s day.” 
 
    “Just a stranger’s day?” Emile asked. “Then if we become friends with her, you’ll do it?” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” Susan said, glaring at her brother, whose beak was contorted into a stupid grin. “You—” 
 
    “Sshh!” Emile said and stuffed Susan’s beak with his wing. “I think she noticed us.” He grabbed some nearby flowers that were growing on some vines and stuck them into Susan’s feathers with his talons. Then he put some on himself. “Emergency camouflage.” 
 
    Susan trembled as Mary approached the tree. She crouched down even further, deflating her body until she was as flat as a pancake. “I don’t think this is going to work,” she whispered to Emile, who was doing the same. “She’s letting off a scary aura.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Emile whispered back. “Snakes have trouble seeing their prey if they aren’t moving.” 
 
    “Why did you label us as prey?” Susan hissed. 
 
    “Shush!” 
 
    Mary frowned and brought her face close to the tree trunk. She closed her eyes and took in a deep breath. Her frown deepened as a wrinkle appeared on her brow. She grabbed onto the tree with her arms and pulled herself up, hugging the trunk like a koala would. Her nose twitched as she sniffed the air again. Tiny tremors ran through the tree as she shinnied up the trunk, inhaling the familiar scent with every motion. She stretched her neck out to the side and sniffed, her eyes still closed. 
 
    Emile and Susan stared at each other with wide eyes. The strange lady’s face was hovering right over their heads, sniffing them. Susan’s feathers were swaying from the small movements in the air caused by Mary’s inhalations. As Mary’s nose got closer and closer, Susan’s heart beat faster and faster. Right when Mary’s nose was about to touch the phoenix, Susan hiccoughed, causing Mary’s eyes to shoot open. 
 
    “Flee!” Emile shouted as he smacked Mary in the face. He meant to knock her off with that blow, but it felt like he had hit a steel wall instead. He leapt backwards at the same time as Susan and spread his wings, twisting in midair and flying up towards the sky. He heard Susan’s wings beating underneath him followed by a short yelp. 
 
    “Emile! Help! Lookout!” 
 
    Emile’s eyes bulged as cold metal made contact with his foot. A moment later, he squawked as his upwards momentum was stopped, his body plunging towards the ground. He struggled to kick off the armored hand wrapped around his leg before remembering he could turn portions of his body into flames. But somehow, despite his legs being made of fire, the vicelike grip wouldn’t let go. 
 
    “Caught you,” Mary said as she landed on the ground, one phoenix in each hand. She brought the upside-down Emile to her face and buried her nose into his stomach, taking in a deep sniff while ignoring the flames he spewed at her. She withdrew her head and frowned. “Why do you two smell like Tafel?” 
 
    Emile stopped struggling and tilted his head. “Like Tafel? You know her?” 
 
    Mary blinked. “Yes. Do you know her?” 
 
    “That depends,” Emile said, rubbing the underside of his lower beak with the tip of his wing. “Do you like Tafel or hate her?” 
 
    “She’s my friend.” 
 
    “Oh! In that case, we know her,” Emile said, bobbing his head up and down. He waved. “Hi, friend.” 
 
    Mary frowned. “The friend of my friend isn’t necessarily a friend,” she said. “Do you taste delicious?” 
 
    “Nope,” Emile said, shaking his head back and forth underneath Mary’s glare. “We taste like burnt toenails; you definitely don’t want to eat us.” 
 
    Mary’s frown deepened before her face relaxed as she sighed. “Maybe we can be friends since you’re not food.” 
 
    “Then let’s be friends,” Emile said as he struggled to right himself. “You look like you’re struggling up there, so why not let us help you think?” 
 
    Mary blinked at Emile and dropped him onto the ground, causing him to squawk as he fell on his head. 
 
    Susan cleared her throat and smiled at Mary. “Can you put me down gently? I’m sure someone as powerful as you can control their strength.” 
 
    A faint smile appeared on Mary’s lips as she placed Susan onto her shoulder. She picked Emile up and hugged him, bringing him to her chest. Her head lowered and the two’s gazes met. “You should be more like this one,” Mary said and pointed at Susan. “My name is Mary. I can think perfectly fine by myself when I have to.” 
 
    “I’m Emile,” Emile said. One wing popped free from Mary’s hug, and he gestured towards the phoenix sitting on Mary’s shoulder. “She’s my sister, Susan.” His wing covered Mary’s gauntlet as he lowered it. “It seems like you’re pretty strong. What are you doing out here all by yourself?” 
 
    Mary patted Emile’s head, causing his face to cramp. Even though she was wearing metal armor, she still felt Emile’s warmth in her palm. “I’m hunting a black dragon. It stole my prey.” 
 
    “You’re hunting a dragon…?” Emile asked, his eyes widening. A dry laugh escaped from his beak. “Well, it was nice meeting you. I hope we see each other again someday. Mind letting me go now? I just remembered we had important phoenix things to do.” 
 
    Emile squawked as Mary tightened her hug. Her eyes narrowed at him. “Friends do things together, right? And we’re friends.” 
 
    Emile hung his head and buried his face into his wing. He muttered, “Big Sis, save me.” 
 
    Mary smiled at Emile and grabbed a nearby vine, tying it around his waist. She tied the other end around her arm before meeting Susan’s gaze. “Your brother’s very dramatic. He reminds me of my own.” 
 
    “Really?” Susan asked as she shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “What’s he like?” 
 
    “He was a coward,” Mary said. “He used to tremble and hide in a corner when my other siblings picked on him.” 
 
    “Used to?” Emile asked, pecking at the vine around his waist. “Does that mean he isn’t a coward anymore?” 
 
    “Yes,” Mary said with a nod. She closed her eyes and sniffed the air before turning around and walking, shrinking the ground underneath her feet as her face grew pale. “He’s dead now. He fell on my sword and died.” 
 
    “…Oh.” Emile deflated and shut his beak, all thoughts of escape pushed to the back of his mind. 
 
    A few days of traveling later, Mary stopped by a gated mansion, two phoenixes perched on her shoulders. She closed her eyes and dropped to all fours, sniffing the ground. “The black dragon was definitely here,” she said as her eyes shot open. She stood up and tilted her head back, letting out a howl towards the moon. Then she closed her eyes and sniffed the air again. “It’s still here. Its scent is fresh.” 
 
    “You sure?” Emile asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Mary said. “My nose can’t be tricked now that I’ve become more in tune with a wolf. I’m going to rest before this fight starts.” She grabbed a piece of cooked meat that was in a bag hanging on her waist and shoved it into her mouth as she crouched down, chewing twice before swallowing. Her back arched as she hunched over, dropping to her elbows and knees, her forehead shining with a black rune that devoured the moonlight illuminating her face. 
 
    “Should we run?” Emile whispered to Susan. Mary’s eyes were closed, and the aura turtle and snake had appeared. The snake eyed the phoenixes, its tongue flickering in and out. “If we both fly at the same time, I bet we can confuse it.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Susan said. “If it chases after only one of us, then we’re dead for sure if Mary finds out. This is all your fault. Why did you insist on following her even though you could see her traveling at ridiculous speeds?” 
 
    “I followed her precisely because she could travel at ridiculous speeds,” Emile said, flapping his wings twice. The snake coiled around him, preventing him from moving. “You agreed to follow her too!” 
 
    “I didn’t agree.” 
 
    Emile snorted. “You didn’t disagree either. That means you agreed.” 
 
    “You didn’t give me a chance to say anything before flying off,” Susan said, narrowing her eyes at her brother. “The next time we see Tafel, I’m going to tell her about everything you did wrong.” 
 
    Emile rolled his eyes. “Don’t be a tattletale. What’s Tafel going to do to me, huh? I’m technically older than her even if she is our big sister.” 
 
    Susan puffed her chest out and stretched her neck up to look down on Emile. Her voice deepened as her wings crossed over her chest. “I’ll make her teleport you back to Mom.” 
 
    “…Please don’t tell,” Emile said. “It’s not like I did anything wrong, right? Why are we bickering between ourselves? If anything, we have to get Tafel to punish this crazy turtle lady.” 
 
    “I’m not crazy,” Mary said as her eyes opened. The snake that was surrounding Emile disappeared. “I have full confidence in my ability to hunt a dragon. As long as I drain all my blood, I should be able to do it.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that mean you’ll die?” Susan asked, tilting her head. 
 
    Mary blinked. “But I have two phoenix friends,” she said, patting Emile and Susan on the head. For some reason, she was a lot gentler with Susan. Emile squawked as his wings flapped, but he couldn’t avoid the crushing petting ability of Mary. “If I die, won’t a phoenix down revive me?” 
 
    “Do you think we fart out phoenix downs?” Emile asked, tears wetting the corners of his eyes as he pointed at Mary with a trembling wing. “Our down keeps us warm and prevents us from catching on fire! Giving someone your phoenix down is like giving them your favorite pair of still-warm underwear from your body heat in the winter when you have no other clothes.” 
 
    “What do you know about wearing clothes?” Susan asked Emile. 
 
    “It was an analogy that she’d understand,” Emile said, bobbing his head up and down. “You understood that, right?” 
 
    Mary shook her head. “I didn’t. But please use your phoenix down on me if I die. Tafel would be sad if I did.” Her brow furrowed, and she added in a tiny voice, “Maybe. I hope.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Grimmy rolled a translucent jar back and forth between his two front paws. The devil inside had turned back into a potato-like shape with closed eyes, its limbs and distinguishing features having snapped off due to a previous session of violent shaking. Grimmy blew flames over the jar, but the devil didn’t react. The black dragon rolled the jar towards Lindyss, who was sitting on a rock while reading a book. The jar struck her leg, causing her to hiss as she put the book down. “That’s hot,” she said as she kicked the jar away and rubbed her knee and shin with a hand filled with healing magic. She wiped her hand on her seat and stared at Grimmy. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Pay attention to me,” Grimmy said, a smile cutting across his face. 
 
    Lindyss snorted. “What are you, a dog?” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a book. “Here, you can read this.” 
 
    “Pass,” Grimmy said, holding his paw out in front of himself. “Human words are too tiny and flipping the pages is annoying.” 
 
    Lindyss stored the book and swiveled her head around, looking for anything to amuse Grimmy with. Unfortunately, the cave that they had chosen to reside in was relatively empty. There was a bear carcass in the corner—the previous owner of the cave. Lindyss scratched her head. “Why don’t you, uh, I don’t know, terrorize a few towns or something? That’s always fun for you, isn’t it?” She glared at him when he shrugged his shoulders in response. “Didn’t you come here with a goal in mind? All you did was trap a devil. Why don’t you catch the summoner or the people behind him as well?” 
 
    Grimmy exhaled, causing Lindyss’ hair to flutter backwards. “This is why you’re the ruler of only half the world,” he said and shook his head. “You see, summoning devils takes a lot of energy and resources, and the materials required for that are a huge pain to find. Well, not really, but it’s a hassle. If I want to capture devils, all I have to do is let those summoners summon more for me. I’ll achieve my aims without even lifting a finger. It’s a little like having the great idea of creating a massive undead army that I control but don’t have to maintain because I placed someone else in charge of the boring bits.” 
 
    “See,” Erin whispered from within Lindyss’ shirt. “He’s just using you.” 
 
    Lindyss flicked the fairy with her finger, causing her to cry out. “I already know that.” 
 
    “Then why’d you hit me!?” 
 
    “Be quiet,” Lindyss said. “Stop saying things that’ll annoy him because he’ll take it out on me in the form of relentless nagging or teasing.” 
 
    “…You deserve it,” Erin said in a defeated voice. 
 
    Grimmy’s head rose off the ground as his legs straightened. He turned around, his massive body scraping against the walls of the cave, kicking bits of dust and soil up into the air. “Something interesting is coming this way,” he said with a chuckle as his tail nearly knocked Lindyss’ head off. He lumbered outside, the moonlight gleaming off his black scales as if they were made of obsidian. 
 
    “What is it?” Lindyss asked as she stored the book in her hand. “Not many things are interesting to you.” 
 
    “Two phoenixes,” Grimmy said as he licked his lips, “and one very delicious species of turtle.” 
 
    “Aren’t all species of turtle delicious?” Lindyss asked, raising an eyebrow as she climbed up Grimmy’s tail. She made her way to the top of his head and sat in between his eyes with her legs crossed. “I want some too.” 
 
    “This species of turtle has a snake for a tail, so it’s a two-in-one package deal,” Grimmy said. “I thought they went extinct long ago, but it seems like we encroached on one’s territory.” 
 
    Lindyss nodded and swallowed her saliva. She hadn’t eaten for a few days because she was too engrossed in her book, and Grimmy hadn’t hunted anything either. “I think I can sense it, but it’s a very faint aura. It seems like an infant? If it’s on the verge of extinction, shouldn’t you capture it and start up a hatchery?” 
 
    “You want me to start a turtle farm? These turtles are as strong as dragons when they’re adults,” Grimmy said. “It’s better to eat it now before it grows old enough to lay eggs.” 
 
    Lindyss smacked the top of his head. “You’re giving up huge long-term profits for a tiny short-term gain.” 
 
    Grimmy rubbed his chin with his front paw. “We’ll see.” 
 
    The two waited underneath the moonlight. A figure appeared on the horizon, two phoenixes perched on its shoulders. Grimmy’s expression relaxed as he deflated with a sigh. “It’s just a person with an imprint,” he said and clicked his tongue. “How disappointing.” 
 
    Lindyss sighed as well, her stomach grumbling. “I guess we can eat the phoenixes? A small consolation prize at least.” 
 
    “Phoenixes taste burnt,” Grimmy said with a snort. “I don’t want any.” He turned back around and lumbered inside the cave, plopping down onto the ground while curling up into a ball. A moment later, he raised his head. “Waiting for these people to summon more devils is boring. Maybe I’ll capture this person and use her as bait for the turtle that imprinted her.” He climbed back onto his feet and trudged out of the cave. When his head poked out of it, his snout nearly collided against an armored woman, Mary. 
 
    Mary took in a deep breath and drew her sword, pointing it at Grimmy’s nose as the two phoenixes on her shoulders flew away into a nearby tree. 
 
    “Doesn’t that dragon look familiar?” Susan asked Emile as they hid behind some leaves. 
 
    “All dragons look the same,” Emile said and snorted. 
 
    Grimmy tilted his head and blinked at Mary. “What’s this?” he asked. “You’re pointing a sword at me?” 
 
    “You captured a devil,” Mary said, her voice unwavering despite her pale face. “I’m here to reclaim it.” 
 
    Grimmy’s eyes narrowed into slits as his smile widened. “Oh?” He plucked Lindyss off his head and placed her in front of Mary. “You two should fight.” 
 
    “Huh?” Lindyss and Mary asked at the same time. 
 
    Lindyss glared at Grimmy. “This is entertainment for you, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I’ll give you the devil if you win,” Grimmy said to Mary as he folded his front paws and rested his chin on top of them. “Well, what are you waiting for?” 
 
    “I don’t particularly like thrashing brats,” Lindyss said as she scratched the back of her head with an awkward expression on her face. “How about you surrender?” 
 
    Mary charged at Lindyss while swinging her sword in response. 
 
    “Such a violent girl,” Lindyss said as she twisted her torso, evading Mary’s sword strike by a hair’s breadth. As Mary brought her arm back up to swing again, Lindyss flicked a tiny ball made of shadows at Mary’s wrist. The shadow ball collided with Mary’s armor, knocking her arm back and interrupting her attack. “How about it? Want to talk now?” 
 
    Mary’s mouth hung open as she blinked at her arm that was knocked back by what she assumed was the magical equivalent of a pebble. Her eyes wavered as she bit her lower lip. “As expected of the wife of a dragon,” she said, meeting Lindyss’ gaze as she brought her sword up to her mouth. 
 
    “Wait, hold on, you’re misunderstanding something,” Lindyss said, her expression darkening as she placed her hands on her hips. “I’m single, alright? What are you—” 
 
    Mary ran her tongue along the edge of her blade, coating the black metal with a layer of blood. Her face grew pale as she tilted her chin down and pressed her still-bleeding tongue against her armor. Her armor flashed with a red light as her blood trickled down while circling around to her back, forming runic patterns along its surface that glowed like lava running down the side of a volcano. 
 
    “Oh-ho?” Grimmy raised his brows as he shuffled backwards further into the cave. “That’s a branch of magic I haven’t seen in a long time. But most people carry around the blood of others to fuel it. Why aren’t you?” 
 
    Mary froze like a startled deer. “…My blood is more efficient,” she mumbled after a brief moment of hesitation. She raised her head and knocked the hilt of her sword against her breastplate. “Null-magic.” 
 
    “Is that what it sounds like?” Lindyss asked Grimmy without taking her eyes off of Mary. 
 
    “Why don’t you test it out?” Grimmy asked back with a smile. Though Lindyss couldn’t see his face, she knew his smile was a smug one just by hearing his voice. “If you lose this fight, I’ll stick another soul in you so you won’t lose the next one.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t,” Lindyss said as she took a step forward. A smoke-like hand shot out of Mary’s shadow and grabbed onto her ankle. The bloody runes on Mary’s sabatons flashed red, and the hand disappeared. Lindyss clicked her tongue as she leapt backwards, dodging a horizontal strike by Mary. Lindyss seemed to float as she was pushed back by the wind pressure that accompanied Mary’s swing, and before the cursed elf could even touch her feet against the ground, Mary was already slashing down at her head with an overhand strike. A purple aura sprang out of Lindyss’ back, forming wings that flapped hard once, shoving her to the side. 
 
    Mary’s brow furrowed as her sword struck the ground, creating a ten-meter long fissure in the earth. She whipped her head around and leapt to the side, following Lindyss, but the cursed elf had left a glob of purple aura in the air which flew towards Mary’s face. Mary slashed at it with her red sword. Unfortunately for her, the glob split in two and avoided the strike before congealing behind the sword and glopping onto her. It clung to her nose and mouth, squirming its way inside. 
 
    Mary’s eyes widened as she grabbed at the aura, pulling bits of it out at a time with her gauntlet as a black rune shone on her forehead. Black lines ran down from the rune towards her nose and mouth, digging out the offending purple aura with a black aura of its own. By the time Mary had finished clearing her respiratory passageways, hundreds of tiny red fireballs were floating around her. 
 
    Lindyss smiled at Mary and raised one hand. Chills ran down Mary’s spine as she leapt forward, but she was too slow. Lindyss snapped her fingers, and a chain of explosions swallowed the empress whole. Lindyss flew up into the air instead of waiting for the smoke to clear and created more and more tiny red fireballs that floated above the ground and in the sky like little fireflies. When the smoke cleared, Mary appeared with blood pouring out of the cracks in her armor, her face covered with soot and her hair frizzy. A black aura crawled down her body, taking on the shape of a turtle as she tilted her head at Lindyss. “How did that hurt me through my null-magic?” Mary asked as her bleeding stopped. 
 
    Lindyss smiled, and another tiny fireball exploded. Mary didn’t even flinch as her aura absorbed the impact. “Simple,” Lindyss said with a shrug. “All anti-magic works on the same principle—distorting the mana inside a spell. It looks like your null-magic disperses mana on contact. If I create a tiny explosive fireball, you can cancel it out before it explodes, but you can’t do anything to stop the physical impact if it does. 
 
    “Do you always lecture people while fighting?” Grimmy asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Shut up,” Lindyss said, glaring at Grimmy. “She reminded me of Vur for a second. Look at her head tilt and wide, innocent eyes.” 
 
    “Huh,” Grimmy said, stroking his chin. “You’re right. She does remind me of Vur.” 
 
    “You two know Vur?” Mary asked, her head tilting even further. 
 
    Grimmy snorted. “She’s stalling for time to heal her injuries,” he said to Lindyss. “Why are you letting her do that? You’re monologuing like a final boss in a play. If you don’t watch out, she’ll cut you down and win.” 
 
    Lindyss rolled her eyes. “I know. Did you think I wasn’t doing anything?” she asked as she crossed her arms over her chest. Without warning, the ground underneath Mary dropped straight down and crumbled into bits before she could use it to jump up, revealing a seemingly bottomless hole. Lindyss clapped her hands once, causing the hole to secrete an oil-like substance along its walls as its surface hardened into diamond. “There, now she’s trapped like a turtle in a jar.” 
 
    “You’re getting a lot of use out of that geomancer’s soul, aren’t you?” Grimmy asked as he lumbered out of the cave and peered into the trap. Through the darkness, he could see Mary leaping onto the walls but sliding down instantly due to the oil. The hole was in the shape of a cone, larger at the very bottom and narrower at the top. 
 
    “It’s convenient,” Lindyss said as she landed on Grimmy’s head, disabling her aura wings and the tiny floating fireballs. “Besides, it’d be a waste not to use it after suffering for so many years just to incorporate it.” 
 
    “You’re not going to finish her off?” Grimmy asked. 
 
    “Nope.” Lindyss leaned back as she drew a book and a drink out of her pocket. “It’s easily ten times more difficult to capture someone alive without injuring them than it is to kill them.” She placed a straw into her drink and took a sip. “This is a show of power. Once she gives up, I’ll capture her and use her to train Vur or something. She looks like she’d make a good sparring partner. She’s really fast—I almost got hit by her attacks.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “That’s definitely Grimmoldesser,” Emile whispered to Susan. The two phoenixes huddled next to each other, hiding behind a particularly large leaf. “Look, it’s Lindyss. She’s the elf who kicked Kondra’s butt.” 
 
    “Don’t call the dragon matriarch by her name,” Susan said, smacking the back of Emile’s head with her wing. “That’s disrespectful. But you’re right. I wonder what those two are doing here?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” Emile asked and shrugged. He stood up straight and spread his wings before hopping off the branch. 
 
    Susan’s eyes widened. “Emile! Did you forget Grimmoldesser tried to eat us but only stopped because Tafel was there!?” She leapt off the branch after her brother, tackling him to the ground. The two tumbled in the dirt, rolling and screeching until they collided with a hard wall-like object. They froze and fell silent as they untangled and raised their heads. A black dragon’s face was gazing back down at them. 
 
    “Grimmoldesser!” Emile said. “Um. Hi.” 
 
    Grimmy exhaled a puff of smoke through his nostrils, blowing Emile’s and Susan’s feathers backwards. “It rarely happens, but sometimes snacks really do appear by themselves,” he said with a grin. 
 
    Lindyss smacked the scales near Grimmy’s eye. “Those are Tafel’s siblings,” she said. “Don’t eat them.” 
 
    “Hmm?” Grimmy raised an eyebrow as his eye rolled up to stare at Lindyss. “And how do you know that? You can tell phoenixes apart?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Lindyss said and snorted. “How is anyone supposed to distinguish one red bird from another when they look exactly the same?” She pointed off into the distance. “I heard them talking while they were hiding in that tree over there.” She took a sip from her drink before leaning over Grimmy’s snout and gestured towards the phoenixes. “If you two are here, does that mean Vur and Tafel are nearby as well?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Emile said and shrugged. 
 
    Lindyss knit her brow. “Maybe? What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I mean, either she’s here,” Emile said as flames spouted out of his beak, “or she’s been eaten by a pack of wild dogs. Either one.” 
 
    Lindyss stared at Emile. A few moments of silence passed. Lindyss turned her head towards Susan, who was fidgeting by shifting her weight from one leg to the other. “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on? Because, clearly, your brother has issues.” 
 
    “Right,” Susan said, bobbing her head up and down, causing Emile to let out squawks of protest. “What Emile meant to say was we don’t know because he dared Tafel to leave and was shocked when she actually left. Tafel left behind a bead for us to let her know if and when we were in danger, but Emile threw it away because he’s a butt.” 
 
    “If I’m a butt, then you’re a sister to a butt!” 
 
    “So if I eat them, no one will know?” Grimmy asked, blinking at Lindyss. 
 
    “Don’t eat my friends!” a voice boomed out of the hole in the ground. A few seconds later, there was a thumping sound and a squeal along with a groan accompanied by the clanking of metal. Shrieks and clangs roared out of the hole as the ground shook while cracks formed on the earth’s surface. Grimmy took a step back while Lindyss furrowed her brow and spread her aura wings, ascending into the sky. 
 
    The ground crumbled as it sank inwards, creating a crater filled with gravel and dirt. An arm shot out of the center of the rubble, and Mary climbed out with her armor and sword dyed completely red. Blood poured out of her like a fountain from two deep slashes on her neck, and her face was so pale that her lips were white. A roar echoed out of Mary’s mouth as she swung her sword upwards, lifting it above her head. The air caught fire and exploded as a red line surged out of her blade, striking Lindyss and cutting off her right arm. The cursed elf had tried to dodge, but Mary’s attack had traveled too fast. 
 
    Mary stomped her leg against the ground, and her body vanished, reappearing in the air in front of Lindyss. The empress’ eyes were dull, and her gaze unfocused, but her following sword strike was sharp, gleaming like a polished gem as it sliced down at Lindyss. A white shield emitting a soft glow appeared out of nowhere, blocking the sword strike, causing the muscles in Mary’s arm to tear from the backlash as her blade bounced off. 
 
    Mary flew backwards through the sky from the impact, but she righted herself and kicked off the air with her legs, flying back towards Lindyss like an arrow but destroying her knees in the process. “Null-magic!” she shouted, her sword glowing with an even brighter red light. She swung it horizontally at Lindyss’ waist, but the shield floating above the cursed elf intercepted the blow. Mary’s blade bounced off the shield again, causing her body to spin in the air and crash into the ground, blood pouring out of her neck, arms, and legs as she panted, her eyes shifting to stare at Lindyss in the sky. Mary propped herself up on one elbow, gritting her teeth. She raised her sword arm, pointing the trembling blade at Lindyss, and collapsed, her eyes glazing over. 
 
    Lindyss frowned as she flew down and picked up her severed arm. She touched the two wounded bits together, and a stringy white light stitched her arm back onto her torso. “She ruined my shirt,” Lindyss said and wiped away the sweat on her forehead. “Is she dead?” 
 
    “Almost,” Grimmy said, “just like you.” He grinned at Lindyss. “If you didn’t have that holy shield spell from that blessed warrior of light’s soul, you would’ve died.” 
 
    “Then it’s a good thing I had it, isn’t it?” Lindyss asked as she walked over to Mary’s unmoving body that the two phoenixes had gathered around. 
 
    “Stop!” Emile shouted. “What are you doing!? Where do you think you’re touching!?” 
 
    “Don’t struggle!” Susan said as she tore away bits of her brother’s feathers with her talons. “This is all your fault in the first place, you dumb butt!” She grumbled as she pinned her brother down and systematically stripped the feathers near his butt. Then she hopped off of him and stuffed the feathers into Mary’s mouth. Susan took in a deep breath and blew a small flame onto the feathers, igniting them. A golden glow encompassed Mary’s body, healing her wounds at a visible rate. 
 
    Lindyss ignored the process and looted Mary’s sword. A frown appeared on her face as the blade flashed with a blue light and said, “Don’t touch me! Stop groping my hilt! Let go, let go!” With a swift slap to the surface of the blade, Lindyss dispersed the blue light, silencing the sword. Then she stuck it into her pocket. 
 
    “You’re going to let me see that, right?” Grimmy asked, nudging Lindyss’ waist with his claw, forcing a yelp out of the cursed elf. 
 
    Lindyss rubbed her side and glared at Grimmy. “This is my trophy.” 
 
    “If I didn’t force you two to fight, you wouldn’t have had a reason to claim a trophy in the first place,” Grimmy said with a grin. “I just want a look at it later.” 
 
    Lindyss sighed. She knew he wasn’t going to take no for an answer. “Alright, whatever. Just don’t force me to fight your fights again, okay?” 
 
    Grimmy scratched his snout and looked away. “Eh.... The moon’s nice tonight, huh?” 
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    “That’s odd…,” Mr. Skelly said as he leaned back, a book in his armored hands. He was sitting beside Alice, the two of them covered in a layer of dust with piles upon piles of books lying on the ground beside them. Every time one of them turned a page, another cloud of dust would fall out from within the book. Alice had to wear a facemask that covered her nose and mouth to breathe properly. 
 
    “What’s odd?” Alice asked, her voice muffled. She placed the book in her hands onto her lap and grabbed her glasses, tapping them against the chair’s armrest to knock the dust off the glass that was obscuring her view. 
 
    “I thought I sensed the mistress’ aura,” Mr. Skelly said, meeting Alice’s gaze. “But she’s supposed to be on vacation. What’s she doing here?” 
 
    “Maybe she’s vacationing here?” Alice asked. “She seems to be all powerful, so it’s not unlikely that she’d show up at another continent, right? Who doesn’t like sightseeing?” 
 
    “The mistress isn’t all powerful,” Mr. Skelly said, shaking his head. “She’s actually quite fragile. Not too long ago, she’d die if she stepped out into sunlight.” 
 
    “What, is her other weakness garlic?” Alice asked, rolling her eyes. “Or perhaps a wooden stake driven through her heart would kill her?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly removed his helmet and dropped his mouth open while widening his eye sockets. “How did you know?” 
 
    “Wait, really? That’s it?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” Mr. Skelly said as he put his helmet back on. There wasn’t a need to because Alice punched it off along with his skull. “That was a joke.” He paused as he groped around for his head. “Do you think the black dragon that Mary went to find is Grimmoldesser? If the mistress is here, then certainly Grimmoldesser’s here as well.” 
 
    “Didn’t you say there was nothing going on between those two?” Alice asked. “If the mistress is taking a vacation, why would Grimmoldesser be there too?” 
 
    “Grimmoldesser and the mistress are like … cookies and milk,” Mr. Skelly said, picking up his helmeted skull. “Cookies are in relationships with other cookies, and milk belongs with other milk, but despite that, the two are perfectly suited for each other, but alas, their love can’t come to be because they’re both eaten.” 
 
    “That was a horrible analogy,” Alice said. “Stick to making jokes, please.” She shook her head. “If you’re curious about them, why don’t you ask? You have some kind of mental connection to the mistress, don’t you?” 
 
    “Was it really that bad of an analogy? I thought it was pretty good,” Mr. Skelly said and shrugged. “I don’t want to bother the mistress while she’s on vacation. If it’s Mary we’re talking about, Apollonia said she was incredibly challenged directionally; there’s no way she could’ve found them in the first place. No doubt, she’s going to wind up back here because where else would Vur’s scent be the strongest if not on Vur himself? Besides, even if Mary meets Grimmoldesser, what’s the worst that could happen? At most, she’ll be kidnapped and used as an experimental specimen.” 
 
    “…That sounds pretty bad,” Alice said. “Hasn’t she already been traumatized enough in her childhood?” 
 
    “It’s alright,” Mr. Skelly said as he screwed his head back on. “To undo one trauma, all you have to do is traumatize them again until they forget about the first one.” He tapped on the book on his lap before Alice could retort. “More importantly, where do you think these books came from? Apollonia said her knights uncovered them from a dungeon, but what kind of dungeon stores books inside of them?” 
 
    “Dungeons drop spellbooks all the time,” Alice said. “It’s not that weird for more technical books about how to cast spells to appear.” 
 
    “But for every book to be on this kind of ancient and forgotten and most-likely-going-to-be-banned-if-they-circulated-through-the-world kind of magic?” Mr. Skelly asked. “Do you know what I’m thinking?” 
 
    “That Apollonia’s lying to us?” Alice asked back, raising an eyebrow. “She seems pretty nice on the outside, but she’s a noble. No doubt there’s a snake inside of her waiting for the perfect chance to rear its ugly head.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly sighed. “That’s not what I was thinking at all. I’m thinking we have to go raid a dungeon. If this dungeon continuously spews out books like these, then we have to get our hands on some of them. Tafel will definitely agree to go once she hears there’s information on becoming a demon lord within.” 
 
    “We’ve already read the book that had the bit on demon lords,” Alice said, pointing at the pile of books in the corner. 
 
    “Well, the steps were vague and blurry,” Mr. Skelly said. “To become a demon lord, one must seek vengeance to the point of burning away everything inside of them? Too vague. Provoking Tafel and making her chase after Mary probably wouldn’t be enough. I don’t remember much vengeance seeking from the first demon lord when demons were being created back in the central continent centuries ago, but I don’t remember much from that time other than lots of war and battle. Let’s find more books.” Mr. Skelly chuckled. “Besides, you’re extremely interested in these books as well, aren’t you?” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Alice asked, narrowing her eyes at Mr. Skelly. 
 
    “Well, you said you were going to read some books instead of training because there were other ways you could help Tafel and Vur’s party, no? Read some books on the geography, learn the names of places and their characteristics, you know, the boring logistical stuff that someone has to do,” Mr. Skelly said. “But then you came across the topic of how to get stronger in a short period of time.” Mr. Skelly’s face was covered by metal, but Alice could tell he was grinning. “And you’re not the teensiest bit interested in using this knowledge to match Vur and Tafel in strength? The Alice I know has a greater greed than that. You’re not fine with being relegated to a logistical role. And you’re trying to create a chasm between Tafel and Mary under the guise of helping Tafel become a demon lord. Why? Because you’re afraid you’ll be replaced if Mary somehow joins the party.” 
 
    Alice sighed and placed the book on her lap on top of a nearby pile while standing. “For someone without a brain, you’re awfully sharp sometimes,” she said. “Let’s go raid that dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tafel was hunched over, her palms pressed against her bent knees as she panted for breath. She wasn’t sweating, but she was ejecting thick steam onto the ground from her mouth with every exhalation. Her staff was planted in the ground beside her, and past the staff to her right, Vur was in the same exact pose as Tafel. A vein bulged on Tafel’s forehead as she whipped her head to the side. “You’re not even tired! Why are you doing that!?” 
 
    Vur blinked and scratched his nose. “Didn’t you say it was okay for me to copy you?” 
 
    Tafel’s expression darkened as she straightened her back. “It’s not okay to copy me when I’m exhausted,” she said and rubbed her eyes with her palms. “It feels like you’re making fun of me.” 
 
    “Oh,” Vur said and straightened his back. “You were tired?” 
 
    Tafel’s eyes trembled as her fists clenched. “You’re definitely making fun of me right now. When did you become like this? Who taught you how to bully people? Was it Stella? I bet it was Stella.” She nodded and placed her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Vur! I’m being falsely accused by a phoenix who gets exhausted after using only four thousand spells!” Stella’s head popped out of Vur’s chest, her eyes as wide as a guilty puppy’s as she looked up at him. Then she twisted around to face Tafel and stuck her tongue out. “I didn’t teach Vur anything. You know he’s brutally honest.” 
 
    A low groan rumbled out of Tafel’s throat as she clutched her staff. “Back to practice,” she muttered before giving Vur a dirty look which Stella hid from by retreating back into his chest. Vur looked as if he had been asleep for a week. There was nothing off about him to indicate the fact that he had shot out over a million lightning bolts over the last six hours. At least, she was pretty sure it was a million. “Hey, Vur.” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “There should be a focus when you’re training,” Tafel said. “You know how sometimes quality is better than quantity? Instead of focusing on creating more lightning bolts, why don’t you focus on making one lightning bolt as strong as possible?” 
 
    Vur tilted his head. “But I do both? I make as many lightning bolts as strong as I can.” 
 
    Tafel furrowed her brow. “And you’re not exhausted?” she asked. Was the difference between their mana pools that great? Just because he had four elementals and maybe a fairy supplying him with mana of their own? That … was a pretty valid reason. “Wait, alright. Fine. More importantly, why are you so obsessed with lightning? You don’t even have a lightning elemental.” 
 
    “But I do?” Vur asked, raising an eyebrow. He reached into his chest and pulled out a pink egg-shaped object despite Stella’s protests. “See?” 
 
    Tafel’s eyes bulged as she pursed her lips. “That’s not an—” 
 
    “And Alice told me I could shoot down a star if I train my lightning enough,” Vur said as he stuck the so-called lightning elemental back into his chest. “Right, Alice?” 
 
    Tafel turned around. Mr. Skelly and Alice were approaching them from the garden’s entrance. “Hey,” Alice said, raising one hand in greeting. That hand went to scratch her neck that suddenly became itchy under Tafel’s murderous glare. “Did I say something like that? I’m pretty sure you misheard.” 
 
    “No, I’m sure you said I could shoot down a star with lightning if I believe,” Vur said and nodded. He turned towards the yellow rune on his shoulder. “Right?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Sheryl said. “I heard everything loud and clear.” 
 
    Alice coughed and shrank back under Tafel’s further-narrowing eyes. “You know it’ll happen one day if he sticks to it,” she said. “Anyways! I found out the location of a dungeon, courtesy of Apollonia. It has a lot of books and information on demons, including a detailed guide on becoming a demon lord.” 
 
    “You just lied to Vur about shooting stars down with lightning,” Tafel said, crossing her arms over her chest, her staff tilting to the side as it was gripped in her hand. “Why would I believe you? Besides, how do you know there’s a guide inside? Demons are a race unique to the central continent. If you wanted to raid a dungeon, you could’ve just asked and we’d’ve said yes. There’s no need to tease me like that.” 
 
    “Right, sorry,” Alice mumbled as she lowered her head, avoiding Tafel’s eyes. “Shall we go?” 
 
    “Yes,” Tafel said. “It’s been forever since I’ve raided a dungeon. The last one was back in the northern continent with Swirling Winds.” 
 
    Vur rubbed his chin. “Dungeon’s a very familiar word….” 
 
    “What kind of adventurer are you?” Tafel asked as she wrapped her arm around Vur’s. “A dungeon is a place filled with monsters, a mini-boss, and a final boss that drops great treasures when you conquer them. Usually, there’s something special inside that a lot of adventurers seek that it’s even worth their own lives. Dungeons are exciting places filled with adventure and glory and equally worthy hardships to match them. Conquering a dungeon is the best part about being an adventurer.” 
 
    Vur’s brow furrowed. “You mean like Auntie’s place?” 
 
    Tafel’s expression froze, the light in her eyes dimming. Her neck creaked as she turned her head to face Vur. “That’s right…,” Tafel murmured. “Auntie does live in a dungeon. In fact, she’s the final boss before you can reach the Fountain of Youth…. And the dragon roost is a dungeon with multiple final bosses that no one’s ever managed to reach yet….” Her head drooped as she released Vur’s arm and whirled around. Mr. Skelly happened to wander into her vision. “And let’s not forget about the graveyard where the fallen heroes are buried in a mire. The final boss there is an elder lich, but the unique part about it is the multiple skeleton knight mini-bosses.” 
 
    Vur blinked. “My home’s a dungeon?” he asked and tilted his head. “Does that mean I’m a final boss too?” 
 
    “…No.” 
 
    “I’m not?” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” Tafel said, more firmly this time. 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    “Because I said so. You’re not allowed to be the final boss of a dungeon. You’re an adventurer like me.” 
 
    Alice raised an eyebrow. “You know, I bet if the dwarves saw your palace in the central continent, they’d think it’s a dungeon. Don’t you fit all the requirements? Strange unique race, lots of treasures inside, royalty mini-bosses, and an insecure final boss who’s not quite a demon lord yet.” 
 
    “Who’s insecure!?” 
 
    Stella’s head popped out of Vur’s chest. She raised both her hands into the air. “My home was a dungeon too!” 
 
    Tafel groaned. “We’re adventurers, okay? Just normal adventurers with normal backgrounds raiding a normal dungeon in a normal adventure-like manner.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Grimmy stared down at the unconscious girl who was lying by his front paws. He was looking at her, but his mind seemed to be elsewhere. A few moments later, he blinked before yawning, his tail stretching and arching up towards the cave’s ceiling, piercing the rock. With a crash, his tail hit the ground as he smacked his lips a few times. He turned his head to the side, dropping down and resting one cheek on his paws, nearly crushing the armored girl underneath. “When’s she going to wake up?” 
 
    “Why would I know?” Lindyss asked. She was running a brush through her hair as she sat on a stump. It was light out, the sun barely peeking over the horizon. Beside her, two phoenixes were huddled against her waist, shivering in the breeze. A frown appeared on the cursed elf’s lips as she lowered her head and glared at the two trembling birds. “How is it that you two are cold? Aren’t you phoenixes?” 
 
    “I’ve been stripped of my down,” Emile said. “It’s only obvious that I’d be cold!” 
 
    “I have to pretend to be cold or Emile will strip me too,” Susan said. “I’m actually very warm.” 
 
    Lindyss’ expression darkened as she moved her hair away from the two birds. The ends were curling from the heat coming off of them. “Since it was your down, you should know when that girl will wake up.” 
 
    “I don’t know…,” Emile said as he followed after Lindyss’ hair, walking across her lap. “You beat her up pretty bad. It’d be normal to never wake up again after that, you know? If we weren’t around, you’d be a murderer.” 
 
    Grimmy snorted. “She’s already a murderer, one more body doesn’t matter.” 
 
    Emile’s eyes widened as he froze midstride. He trembled as he tilted his neck up, making eye contact with Lindyss. She smiled at Emile, causing a few feathers to fall off of him as he trembled. “Calm down,” Lindyss said, reaching out to pet the poor phoenix. Emile tried to dodge, but Lindyss’ hand flashed and clamped down on his skull, preventing him from moving. “Grimmy was just joking. Does someone as sweet as me seem like she’d be a murderer?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” Emile said, his voice stiff. 
 
    “That’s right,” Lindyss said, her smile widening. She turned to face Grimmy as she released Emile. “See? This phoenix knows…. Are you stripping her?” 
 
    “Yup,” Grimmy said as he used the tips of his claws to pry off Mary’s armor. “If you won’t let me play with her sword, I’ll take her armor.” 
 
    “Is her armor even special?” Lindyss asked, raising an eyebrow. “I thought it was her blood.” 
 
    “She’s only been imprinted by a turtle,” Grimmy said as he slid a second gauntlet off of Mary. “That won’t make her blood resistant to magic. It’s the armor and sword that have built-in null-magic effects.” He pried off Mary’s sabatons and raised one of them up, bringing it to his eye. He blinked and placed it down. “It’s really been a long time since I’ve seen blood magic like this. There used to be a bunch of lunatics on the southern continent that loved this kind of stuff. The head of that cult probably fled over here. I always wondered where he went, but it seems like that mystery’s cleared up.” 
 
    “You don’t believe the natives of this continent independently developed blood magic?” 
 
    “Nah,” Grimmy said, shaking his head as he dug the tip of his claw into the crack by Mary’s waist between her upper and lower armor pieces. “I recognize these runes because I taught that crazy fellow how to make them. He wanted power and I thought it’d be interesting to give him something like this, but he ended up hating me for some reason.” 
 
    “For some reason,” Lindyss said, rolling her eyes. “I wonder why.” 
 
    “Probably because he needed the blood of a relative to draw them,” Grimmy said with a shrug. “Hmm, that’s weird. This armor won’t come off.” 
 
    “Don’t shrug off something like that,” Lindyss said, her expression darkening. “What do you mean blood of a relative?” 
 
    “Ah, you know,” Grimmy said, waving his claw in the air. “You can’t have power without sacrificing something. It’s just not right, so I added a condition to his strength. Every so often, the runes would try to suck out all his blood unless he gave them similar blood to drink. Looks like this girl’s been doing fine by replenishing her blood with that turtle’s imprint though.” A low chuckle escaped from Grimmy’s throat as he smiled with his teeth bared. “His descendants must’ve gone crazy looking for a way to preserve themselves. Seems like they found one.” 
 
    “Preserve themselves? The runes are hereditary?” 
 
    “Of course,” Grimmy said, eyeing Lindyss. “What, you think the power to slay dragons comes for free? Think of what your boyfriend Vincent had to give up to put Nova to sleep.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Lindyss said, her expression turning dark. Emile and Susan stiffened and inched away from the shadows that were creeping out of Lindyss. 
 
    “Mm? Are you going to start hating me too?” Grimmy asked, raising an eyebrow. He grinned at her. “You know you don’t want to do that.” 
 
    Lindyss sighed as the shadows crawling out of her were sucked back into her body. “These runes you created,” she said, gesturing towards Mary, “what else do they do other than null-magic? You said they were strong enough to slay a dragon, but null-magic alone won’t do that.” 
 
    “They can do a lot,” Grimmy said, “but it seems like this girl hasn’t learned it all for some reason, or the knowledge’s been forgotten since a really long time has passed. If she could use the runes to their full potential, you might’ve been the one lying on the ground right now. Well, I can’t blame her, really. She’d have to sacrifice ten relatives or die ten times over to truly bring out the runes’ power.” 
 
    “Other than telling me, ‘look at how damn awesome I am for creating these super-powerful runes,’ you really haven’t told me anything about what they can do,” Lindyss said. 
 
    Grimmy nodded. “Well, yeah. It won’t be fun if you’re already prepared for the next fight between you two. That’s like watching a rigged fight. Boring.” 
 
    “Why am I fighting her again…?” 
 
    “You think she’s going to give up once she wakes up?” 
 
    Lindyss’ gaze shifted onto Mary. “You’re right. As long as I have her sword, she won’t. What a pain.” 
 
    Grimmy chuckled. “Maybe she’ll make a new one. That crazy cult leader must’ve left behind a lair somewhere with all his information.” He picked Mary up and manipulated her limbs as if he were playing with a doll. “I wonder if she knows where it is. Oh. That’s why her armor wouldn’t come off. Looks like she fused it with her spine. Neat.” 
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    Two men dressed in armor were sitting outside on wooden chairs, their helmets by their feet, mugs of alcohol in their hands. On their chests, there were engravings of a snake with spread wings and an open mouth, a bright green droplet hanging off of one of its fangs. There was a cabin behind the two knights and a small hut that seemed like an entrance to a mineshaft beside it. Shadows flickered through the screened windows of the cabin, and muffled, passionate cries leaked through, accompanied by deep grunts. 
 
    “They’re really going at it, huh?” one of the knights asked as he wiped his mouth with the back of his armored hand. 
 
    The other knight grunted, his mug pressed against his lips with his head tilted back. His eyes widened to the size of saucers as he choked and coughed, dribbling alcohol all over his beard and armor. He threw his mug down and shot to his feet. “Dragon!” he said through coughs as he ran up to the cabin. Knocking sounds echoed through the clearing as he pounded on the cabin door. “There’s a dragon!” 
 
    The first knight furrowed his brow as he lifted his chin. A blue speck in the sky was heading towards them, growing larger with every passing second. The knight’s eyes narrowed as he squinted. The approaching speck really did look like a dragon. “But do dragons come this far west?” he asked as he turned his head towards the first knight. “Maybe the alcohol’s playing tricks on us.” 
 
    “On both of us at the same time?” the second knight asked. “Are you daft?” 
 
    The first knight cleared his throat as he rubbed his pink nose. “Well, isn’t that more believable than a dragon coming this way?” 
 
    “Huh,” the second knight said as he lowered his hand which was about to knock on the cabin door again. “You have a good point.” He looked up at the sky and frowned. The ocean-blue dragon was getting closer, close enough to see four people standing on its head. One of them had horns, and another one didn’t even have a face on its skull. “Yeah, you’re right. We must be seeing things.” 
 
    “See? No problem,” the first knight said as he leaned over and picked up the mug that his partner had thrown away. He brought it to a barrel and twisted a spout, refilling the mug with a frothy drink. “Here, have another.” 
 
    “Thanks,” the second knight said as he grabbed the drink and sat back down. The dragon was right overhead, circling around and around as if deciding on where it wanted to land. It chose the spot right in front of the two knights, creating a massive blast of wind as it touched down, nearly blowing the two knights out of their chairs. “Phew. That was realistic as all heck.” 
 
    “That’s the first time someone hasn’t screamed,” Vur said and frowned. “Do I have to do it again?” 
 
    “Is this another one of Grimmy’s rules?” Alora asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Vur said, rolling his eyes up to look at the polymorphed dragon. For some reason, Alora hadn’t turned back into a dragon despite Vur polymorphing himself into one. Maybe it was the result of his training. “Dragons must make grand, intimidating entrances when meeting people for the first time.”  
 
    The door to the cabin flew open as a half-naked man wearing trousers dashed outside. He took one look at the dragon and let out a shriek as the region around his crotch darkened, the color running down the legs of his pants. 
 
    “Like that,” Vur said, nodding at the man. 
 
    “W-w-w-what’s going on!?” the half-naked man shouted as he fell backwards onto his butt, pointing at Vur with a trembling hand. “D-dragon!” 
 
    “No, no,” one of the knights said. “Boss, that’s just a figment of our imaginations. It’s the alcohol making us see things. Why would there be a dragon?” 
 
    “It spoke! It freaking spoke!” 
 
    “Alcohol can make people hear things too,” the other knight said. “It’s rare, but I heard if you’re really close to your companions, you’ll all see the same hallucinations when you drink.” 
 
    “Alcohol doesn’t cause hallucinations!” 
 
    The two armored knights exchanged glances with each other. One of them pointed at Vur. “Then what’s that if it’s not a hallucination?” 
 
    “This is why you should hold yourself back when you drink, Vur,” Tafel said as she hopped off of Vur’s head. “You’ll become stupid if you drink too much and too often.” She walked up to the two sitting knights and nodded. “We’re adventurers sent by Grand Duchess Apollonia to clear the dungeon.” 
 
    “W-w-w-what does Grand Duchess Apollonia have to do with us?” the first knight asked. “We’re knights of the Scathir household.” 
 
    Alora whispered to Vur, “Tafel’s a better dragon than you. Look, she said one sentence to that man, who didn’t even flinch in your presence, and he’s trembling already.” 
 
    “Alright, that was clearly suspicious,” Tafel said, her expression darkening. “You’re hiding something from Apollonia even though you work under her, aren’t you?” 
 
    “We’re knights of the Scathir household. W-who’s Apoll—” 
 
    An earth-shattering roar shook the ground, causing everyone—including Tafel—to fall over. Vur snapped his jaws shut with a slamming sound as he stomped up to the three men and stopped once his head was above Tafel, his chin almost resting on her head. He glared at the knights, but none of them were in any condition to respond. His eyes rolled up to look at Alora. “Did you say something?” 
 
    Alora clicked her tongue. “How petty.” 
 
    Alice rubbed her bleeding ears. “I think you broke my eardrums.” 
 
    “Mine too,” Mr. Skelly said. He dug into a gap on the side of his head with his finger. A moment later, he pulled his finger back, revealing nothing. “Just kidding! Worms ate those when I died.” 
 
    Alice smacked his skull off. 
 
    Tafel glared up at Vur as she climbed to her feet, but she didn’t say anything. She walked up to the three fallen knights and placed her hands on her hips. “Well, are you three going to cooperate with us or are you going to become this dragon’s next meal?” 
 
    Vur made a face as he wrinkled his nose. “I don’t eat humans, so you better cooperate.” 
 
    “We’ll cooperate!” 
 
    “Alright, Vur,” Tafel said. “Now that we have their cooperation, what’s the first thing you want to find out about the dungeon?” 
 
    “Is there anything tasty inside?” Vur asked, resting his chin on his two front paws. He blinked at the two guards with large eyes like a puppy staring at a ball. 
 
    “No! That’s not it!” Tafel said before the two guards could respond. “It’s the danger level! You have to figure out how dangerous the dungeon is before you enter! There are some dungeons that won’t let you out until you fully clear them. Many adventurers have lost their lives that way.” 
 
    “But these guys are still alive, right?” Vur asked. “Doesn’t that just prove how easy it’ll be to conquer the dungeon?” 
 
    “…We’re being called weak,” one of the knights said. 
 
    The other knight nodded. “Compared to a dragon, he’s not wrong. I wonder how strong she is though.” The knight’s gaze flitted onto Tafel. “She’s scolding a dragon.” 
 
    “Vur’s got a point, you know?” Alice asked. “I doubt there’s any dungeon that can force Vur to fall into dire straits.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Tafel said, placing her hands on her hips. “Vur’s home is a white-ranked dungeon. He would definitely lose if he entered and had to fight his parents along with Grimmy, Prika, Leila, and Nova.” 
 
    “But those people made it out alive.” Alice gestured towards the knights. “Isn’t Vur’s point valid?” 
 
    Tafel snorted. “That doesn’t mean we can waltz right in without care. Before adventure, equipment, and money, the most valuable thing an adventurer has is her life. Safety first; an adventurer is always prepared.” She placed her hands on her hips and glared at the guards. “This dungeon should’ve had some kind of lights near the entrance that indicated the quality of mana inside. What happened to that?” 
 
    The three men exchanged glances. “Do you remember anything about that?” 
 
    “No. What about you?” 
 
    “Could she be talking about the glowing crystals?” 
 
    “Yes,” Tafel said. “Glowing crystals are a good indicator. What happened to them and what color were they?” 
 
    “Well, we sold ‘em off a long time ago,” the half-naked man said. “As for their color…. A faint yellow? White? If you go to the jeweler, I’m sure you’ll find some of ‘em.” 
 
    “They’ll lose their glow if taken away from the dungeon for too long,” Tafel said, shaking her head. “A faint yellow or white. Either the highest-difficulty dungeon or the lowest difficulty.” 
 
    “Wow, your initial investigation was so fruitful, wow,” Alice said. 
 
    “I wasn’t done yet,” Tafel said, narrowing her eyes at her diminutive companion. “You’re supposed to be a guild master! Why are you so lax when it comes to safety?” 
 
    Alice puffed her chest out as she crossed her arms. “With strength comes arrogance, and I’m quite confident in you and Vur.” 
 
    “You know you’re the party’s tank, right?” Tafel asked, her expression darkening. “If there’s any danger, you’ll be exposed to it first.” 
 
    Alice’s face stiffened. “Hey,” she said towards the knights. “What kind of monsters are inside of the dungeon?” 
 
    The half-naked man hesitated. “That’s … a bit hard to answer,” he said. “We’re not sure what they are. The first room has a red man. The second room has a red woman. And the third room has two red children. All of them seem to be made of blood. They don’t speak or make any sounds. They’re very aggressive and will attack you on sight. After you kill them, they’ll respawn in three days or so.” 
 
    “Red people made of blood,” Alice said. “I’ve never tanked blood before. Sounds like Mary’s null-magic would be pretty useful here.” 
 
    “Well, she’s not here,” Tafel said and snorted. “Are the red people strong?” 
 
    “It takes a group of six of us to defeat one,” the half-naked man said, rubbing his chin. “And we need a squad of twelve to defeat the room with the two children. The man is a close-ranged fighter who sticks to physical attacks. The woman hangs back and casts spells. The two children are a combination of both. As for the rest of the dungeon…, the scout I sent to the fourth room came back almost dead and told us there was a group of four red people, so we stopped exploring further.” 
 
    “You stopped?” Tafel asked, raising an eyebrow. “Doesn’t Apollonia want you to clear the dungeon?” 
 
    “Well, she pays us based on a salary, not on a quota. To clear out that room, we’d need twenty-four people, but the rooms aren’t large enough for that many knights to maneuver in. We can’t do it,” the half-naked man said, scratching the back of his head as a faint blush appeared on his cheeks. “As long as we ship her the crystals that drop from the first three rooms, we can pretend we’re exploring the dungeon.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Tafel stared at the man with lukewarm eyes. “I see.” She turned around and faced her party. “What do you guys think?” 
 
    Alora tapped on Vur’s head from where she was seated. His eyes were struggling to stay open, and a snot bubble was rising out of one nostril. Mr. Skelly readjusted his skull, which he was spinning around and around on his spine like a top, and cleared his throat. “I think we’ll be fine,” Mr. Skelly said. “He said they needed six people to beat one monster. Well, Vur here has the strength of a hundred, maybe a thousand people. With that logic, he can clear the first four rooms by himself in his sleep.” 
 
    “That may be true, but I’m more worried about the boss of the dungeon,” Tafel said, shaking her head. “Clearly, the dungeon isn’t a yellow-ranked dungeon. It’s a white-ranked one just like Vur’s home. Something stronger than Vur might appear.” 
 
    “Then … you’re going to run away?” Mr. Skelly asked, his head tilting to the side. “You came all this way just to be scared off?” 
 
    “…I was giving the rest of you a chance to back out,” Tafel said as she bit her lower lip. “Let’s start!” 
 
    “Uh, don’t I get a say in this?” Alice asked. “I’m the one who’s going to be taking the most hits.” 
 
    “If you back out, Mr. Skelly’s next in line to tank for us,” Tafel said, her voice flat. “You’re not going to hide while your husband’s fighting on the frontlines, right?” 
 
    “He’s not my husband yet,” Alice said, stamping her foot. “Who’s going to hide? Let’s start!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is it,” Alice said, taking in a deep breath as she stared up at a pair of white metal doors. The group had traveled down the mineshaft next to the cabin and arrived in a dimly lit lobby. According to the guards, crystals used to illuminate the room, but those had been harvested and sold. All that remained of the lobby’s previous splendor were a few pockmarks in the walls and ground, the only source of illumination coming from the sun above. “Are we ready?” 
 
    “Yep,” Tafel said, her hand on her staff. “Remember, we have to clear this in a week and a half to make it in time for Mary’s birthday party. If we manage to find something inside that looks like it’ll make a decent gift, we can have an extra day to explore.” 
 
    “I was under the impression you didn’t like Mary,” Mr. Skelly said as he adjusted his helmet. 
 
    “She sincerely invited me,” Tafel said. “I’m not going to not go just because I lost to her once. And she did give me some useful advice. Not only that, but I also feel a little bad for her. She was tortured as a child, you know?” Her gaze shifted onto Vur. He was fidgeting with his pants, his gaze locked onto the ground. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    Vur frowned. “I don’t want to wear pants.” 
 
    “…Feel free to open the door whenever you want,” Tafel said to Alice, her expression neutral. 
 
    Alice nodded. “I’m starting.” Her shield expanded to a tower shield, and she hid half her body behind it as she pressed against the center of the double doors with her free hand. They swung open without a sound, revealing a brilliant light that forced the party to shut their eyes from the sudden change. The room was a simple, carpet-less foyer with a man made of red liquid standing in the center. Behind the man, there was a set of stairs leading down. 
 
    The bloody man let out an unintelligible scream as it reached over and picked up a coatrack, thrusting it towards the party as if it were wielding a spear. Alice sucked in a deep breath as she angled her shield and charged forward to meet the attack, deflecting it to the side. She swung her shield out, blowing the coatrack away, exposing the red man’s chest to an attack. As if she had eyes on the back of her head, Alice leaned over, avoiding a fiery spear that brushed by her hair and embedded itself into the man’s sternum, causing bubbles to propagate outwards towards its limbs from the heat. The flaming spear condensed into a small ball before exploding, blowing apart the boiling man and splattering blood everywhere. 
 
    Alice scrambled to hide behind her shield, avoiding the blood flying towards her face. She turned her head and glared at Tafel. “An explosion, really? Wouldn’t you normally freeze a monster if it’s made of liquid like a slime?” 
 
    “I’m a phoenix, not an ice dragon,” Tafel said as the glowing rune on her head dimmed. “Burning things is much more effective. I mean, it worked, right?” The blood spatters didn’t seem to be moving. She wasn’t sure what held the bloody man together, but whatever it was had been destroyed in the explosion. “How was that fiery spear into explosion that I’ve practiced over twenty thousand times?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, you’re amazing,” Alice said, rolling her eyes. “But as the party’s tank, I don’t like having to dodge and block my own party member’s attacks. Why can’t you be more like Vur? Look at how he’s contributing without inconveniencing everyone else.” 
 
    “What? What’s Vur doing?” Tafel asked, turning her head to face her husband. Four glowing balls of light were floating around him, radiating different colors that illuminated the backs of his party members. 
 
    “Sheryl said elementals can give everyone buffs if I stick mana inside of them like this,” Vur said, gesturing towards the four lights. “Sheryl gives stamina. Zilphy gives speed. Deedee gives defense. Mistle … I forget, but she does something. You didn’t notice?” 
 
    Tafel scratched her cheek. “I thought I was just in good condition today.” 
 
    “Vur, as an ocean elemental, I increase natural healing and mana regeneration,” Mistle said, speaking in a tone as if she were pouting. 
 
    “Whatever. I’m still better,” Zilphy said as she pushed aside the blue light floating near the brown one. “Stop getting so close to my husband. Can you stick this seductress back inside your body, Vur? Please?” 
 
    “She’s useful,” Vur said. “Why don’t you try to get along with her?” 
 
    “She’s a horrible roommate, that’s why,” Zilphy said, the green ball of light flashing twice. 
 
    “Shall we move on to the next room?” Alice asked. “It seems like the knights already looted everything of value in this place. That’ll probably be the case for the next rooms as well.” 
 
    “What about the coatrack?” Vur asked, pointing at the bloody man’s makeshift weapon that had fallen into a corner of the foyer. 
 
    “I’ll store it,” Tafel said as she walked over and stuffed the coatrack into a portal. “It feels like an ordinary coatrack though, nothing special about it.” 
 
    Alice snorted as she trudged through the bloody puddles that the previous fight had left behind. “Watch your step,” she said as she walked down the stairs, coming face to face with another door. “This one is supposed to use magic. I’m counting on you to counter whatever comes my way because blocking magic isn’t exactly the easiest thing in the world to do.” 
 
    “But you’re so good at it,” Mr. Skelly said with a smile. 
 
    “Aren’t I?” Alice asked, puffing her chest out. She chuckled to herself as she kicked the door to the next room, but instead of it swinging open, her leg bounced off. 
 
    “It’s a pull door, not a push,” Tafel said, staring at Alice with a lukewarm expression. 
 
    “Shut it; I knew that,” Alice said with a flushed face. She pulled the door open and wrinkled her nose as the smell of mold assaulted her senses. The room was green, completely covered in moss and algae. There was a toilet and a bathtub off to the side of the room, and a red woman was lying in the tub. The bloody person’s head turned towards the open door, and it shrieked while pulling the moldy curtain to the side, blocking off the party’s view. The next moment, ten bloody spears pierced through the curtain, surging towards Alice, curving towards her from all directions. 
 
    A wall of ice appeared in front of the guild master, and the spears froze upon contact. Alice furrowed her brow, turning her head towards Tafel. “I thought you weren’t an ice dragon.” 
 
    Tafel shrugged. “That doesn’t mean I can’t freeze things.” She gestured with her hand, and the wall of ice charged forwards, slamming into the side of the tub. However, a bloody hand reached through one of the holes in the curtain and pressed against the ice, causing it to vanish in an instant. 
 
    “Was that teleportation or null-magic?” Alice asked, crouching further beneath her shield. 
 
    Tafel made a face. “Null-magic.” 
 
    “Got it,” Alice said as she charged towards the broken tub. “If those knights could beat it with physical attacks, I don’t believe I can’t do the same.” 
 
    Vur tilted his head as Alice ripped aside the curtain and clashed against the bloody person. “Can I beat it up too?” 
 
    “No, you just stay there and support us,” Tafel said. “It won’t be a challenge for you.” 
 
    “This is kind of boring, huh?” Alora asked from behind Vur. She patted his shoulder. “I’m going to take a nap in the sun outside. Wake me up when you’re done.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly turned to watch the polymorphed dragon leave. Then he lifted his visor and grinned at Vur, who was making a face. “Don’t feel bad,” Mr. Skelly said. “Everyone has a role in this party. Alice is the tank. Tafel is the damage dealer and luggage bearer. You’re the support. And I’m the scout; though, I don’t have anything to do until we clear the third room. Did you know that the support is the most important role in the party?” 
 
    “It is?” Vur asked, his eyes lighting up. Sobs and wails came from the bathtub as Alice and Tafel smacked the poor red woman with their shield and sword. 
 
    “That’s right,” Mr. Skelly said. “Without the support, the tank won’t have the confidence to charge in. If the tank is unconfident, then the damage dealer won’t be able to do their job properly. Because you’re here, everyone can fight in their optimal condition without fear. You’re the pillar that holds this whole party together.” 
 
    Vur coughed twice as he dusted off the front of his pants. His chest swelled as he smiled. “Of course. It’s only natural for a dragon to take on the most important role.” 
 
    “You’re impressed too easily, Vur,” Stella said, poking her head out of the rose tattoo. “Don’t forget, as the most important person, you deserve the best loot from the dungeon. And if you don’t need the loot, feel free to give it to me. Your soul could use some more furniture. And I could use a weapon to rid myself of a pest called Mervin since you won’t do it.” 
 
    “Phew, this dungeon’s easy despite the fact that it’s a white-ranked one, don’t you think?” Alice asked before Vur could respond. She wiped away beads of blood and sweat from her face with a handkerchief. The red woman was lying in the tub, unmoving, the tub half-filled with red liquid even though it was empty before. 
 
    “We’re just getting started,” Tafel said. “Don’t relax. What if there’s a room with twenty of these things and half of them can cancel out magic and the other half is freakishly strong physically?” 
 
    “Well, that’s when we’ll rely on our awesome support, right?” Alice asked, smiling at Vur. 
 
    “That’s right,” Vur said and nodded. “I’m awesome.” 
 
    Tafel sighed and muttered, “Please stop inflating his ego.” 
 
    “Were the next two monsters supposed to be children?” Alice asked. 
 
    Tafel nodded. “According to the knights, they’re supposed to be, yes.” 
 
    Alice frowned. “It doesn’t feel right to beat up kids even though I know they’re monsters.” 
 
    “Just think of them as adult goblins.” Tafel shrugged. “We know for a fact they respawn anyway. It’s not like we can actually kill them. And doesn’t it seem like they don’t have brains or thoughts? We can just think of it as harvesting vegetables.” 
 
    “The logic you go through to justify beating up kids…,” Alice said and shook her head. 
 
    Tafel rolled her eyes. “What? So you think we shouldn’t conquer the dungeon?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” Alice readied her shield as she walked up to the door on the opposite end of the bathroom. “I’m starting.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with beating up kids?” Vur whispered to Mr. Skelly. 
 
    Mr. Skelly tilted his head. “There’s nothing in Grimmy’s code of honor about that?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Hmm. Well, some people think children are small and helpless and shouldn’t be harmed,” Mr. Skelly said, nodding his head as Alice shoved open the door to the next room. “But those same people hunt and eat small and helpless and cute animals like pigs and rabbits and chickens, so take what they say with a grain of salt.” 
 
    Vur scratched his head. “Then it’s okay to beat up kids?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” Mr. Skelly said. “But I didn’t not say that either. You’re smart. It’s up to you to decide.” He patted Vur’s back and followed Tafel into the next room. It was an empty one with two children made of blood sitting on the ground, facing each other. They were drawing lines on the floor tiles with their fingers, leaving red streaks behind. There were a few ‘X’s and ‘O’s drawn in the spaces between the lines. The room looked like it had been furnished before, but the knights probably took everything away judging by the scuff marks on the walls and tiles. In the back, behind the two kids, there was another door. 
 
    The two kids raised their heads at the same time and turned towards the approaching party. Their mouths open and closed, but no sounds came out. They huddled together and stood up, retreating to a corner of the room, crouching while shutting their eyes and hugging each other. 
 
    Alice’s expression darkened. “Yeah, this doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    Tafel’s eyes wavered as she bit her lower lip. “Maybe we can … go around them?” 
 
    “Just because they’re taking the shape of children doesn’t mean they’re actually children,” Mr. Skelly said. “Look, it seems like that one is ready to cast a spell.” Alice, Tafel, and Vur stared at the huddling children. There were no movements other than a few tremors that rippled across the bloody surface as the children sobbed. Mr. Skelly shrugged. “Or so I thought. Looks like I was wrong.” 
 
    Tafel sighed as she lowered her staff. “When we leave this dungeon, I’m going to give those knights a stern talking to. Look at how badly they terrorized these two.” 
 
    Images of Alice and Tafel bashing and slashing the sobbing bloody woman in the bathtub surfaced in Mr. Skelly’s mind. “These two are a serious threat to our progression, you know? What if we’re ambushed from behind at a crucial moment if you leave them alone? What if we’re forced to retreat by the boss of this dungeon, and one of us dies when one of these kids attacks us on the way back?” 
 
    “I don’t like killing kids pressed into a corner, alright?” Tafel asked, gritting her teeth. “I already have bad experiences with—” 
 
    A roaring sound cut Tafel off as an icy breath blew past her head. The breath struck the two children in the corner, freezing them inside a solid block of ice. “There,” Vur said as he wiped away an icicle from his lips with his hand. “Now we don’t have to worry. We can just unfreeze them later if you want.” 
 
    “What if they null-magic the ice away?” Mr. Skelly asked as Tafel’s mouth open and closed, her expression changing repeatedly. 
 
    Vur snorted. “There’s nothing magical about a dragon’s breath like there’s nothing magical about a snake’s venom. It’s all natural. You can’t null-magic something that isn’t magic.” 
 
    “And you know this because…?” Alice asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    Vur’s eyes half-closed and his head lowered to look down on Alice. “It’s in the name. Null-magic. Cancels magic. It’s not null-everything. Duh.” 
 
    “That’s not what I was referring to!” Alice shouted. “How do you know a dragon’s breath isn’t magic? How did you spit out a dragon’s breath in your human form if not through magic!?” 
 
    Vur shrugged. “I’m a dragon, so it’s natural.” 
 
    “…Let’s move on,” Tafel said, grabbing Alice’s shoulder before she could bicker more with Vur. The demon dragged the guild master over to the door and pointed at it, her gaze avoiding the giant block of ice in the corner. 
 
    “My party’s insane,” Alice muttered as she kicked open the door to the next room before positioning herself behind her shield. When there weren’t any attacks, she peeked her head around the side of the shield. Four bloody people were sitting at a square table. Their hands were stretched towards the center of the table, scrambling red tiles between them. Loud clacking sounds echoed through the room as the tiles knocked against each other. A few moments of tile-scrambling passed before the bloody people stopped. Then they rearranged the tiles into neat rows that they placed into the shape of a square. One of the bloody people made eye contact with Alice after setting up the tiles on the table. The two stared at each other, and the other three bloody people turned their heads to look as well. A long moment of silence passed. Alice swallowed as she reached forward and grabbed the door’s handle, slowly pulling the door shut as the four people watched. 
 
    “What happened?” Tafel asked. She wasn’t able to see anything in the other room from behind Alice’s shield. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Alice said, her brow tightly furrowed. “It felt like I was interrupting something. Can we conquer a different dungeon instead? One with ogres or goblins or things I wouldn’t feel bad about beating to death.” 
 
    Tafel raised an eyebrow. “Weren’t you the one who wanted to come here?” 
 
    “Yes, but I mean, ugh, fine, whatever,” Alice said, shrinking under the gazes of Vur, Tafel, and Mr. Skelly. “Fine, fine, fine. Sorry about this, red guys.” She readied her shield and kicked open the door to the room before charging inside. 
 
    The four red people, two men and two women, stood up at the same time. One of the women retreated to the back of the room and reached behind a bookshelf, pulling out a wooden staff, while the other three people reached underneath the table and behind their chairs, equipping themselves with wooden weapons just in time to clash with Alice. A metal tower shield and a wooden buckler collided as Alice and one of the red men smashed into each other. With a grunt, Alice dug her heels into the ground and pushed outwards, but it felt like she was trying to shove down a wall. The red man pushed Alice back and swung its arm upwards, sending the diminutive guild master flying into Tafel, who was in the middle of casting a spell. 
 
    “Urk!” Tafel caught Alice before the guild master could hit the ground and righted her with a gentle push of her staff. “Careful.” 
 
    Alice snorted. “How does that make any sense? He used a buckler and I used a massive shield, yet I was the one sent flying?” 
 
    “That’s because you’re tiny,” Tafel said. “It’s physics.” 
 
    The red man with the shield puffed its chest out and pointed at Alice with its index finger before twisting its arm, retracting its finger and giving her a thumbs-down with a wide smirk on its face. Alice’s eyes nearly bulged out of her head as she slammed the bottom of her shield against the ground and activated her awakening, her eyes turning yellow as claws made from aura sprang out of her hands and feet. A tail and a pair of lion-like ears appeared as well, adorning her head and bottom. 
 
    “Hey!” Tafel said as Alice charged in and clashed again with the red man, more evenly this time. Neither side budged as they both pushed, Alice grunting while the red man squelched. “Don’t fall for the tank’s provocation that easily!” 
 
    While Alice was distracted by the man with the shield, the red woman with the staff unleashed a salvo of bloody arrows that passed straight through its companions and pierced towards Alice and Tafel. Tafel waved her staff, and a wide portal stretched across the air, eating all the arrows. A moment later, the portal disappeared as Tafel pointed her staff’s end at the group of red people. The other man had finished arming itself with a pair of swords, while the other woman pointed a crossbow at Alice’s feet. 
 
    “Inferno!” Tafel shouted, channeling her mana into her staff, skipping the casting sequence of her spell as the jewel at the end of her weapon glowed with a red light. Flames roared out of the gem and engulfed the man and woman with the swords and crossbow, but a moment later, they stopped as Mr. Skelly struck the back of Tafel’s head, cutting her spell short. Tafel stumbled forward, nearly falling onto her face. She whirled around and glared at Mr. Skelly. “What the heck!?” 
 
    “Are you going to burn all the books?” Mr. Skelly asked, pointing at the bookshelf that the woman with the staff was standing by. “We came to the dungeon to gather the books! It counts as a loss if you destroy them even if you win against the blood people.” 
 
    Tafel groaned as she opened a portal beside herself and stuck her red staff inside. Then she pulled out a different staff made of black metal that had a blue gem embedded on its tip. “Then I’ll have to freeze them? At least Vur proved ice was effective on them earlier.” 
 
    Vur scratched his nose as Alice let out a roar and shoved aside the buckler-wielding man, knocking it to the ground. She pounced forward and whacked the crossbow out of the woman’s hand with her aura tail while blocking two swings from the sword-wielding man at the same time. “Should I be doing something?” Vur asked and tilted his head. The four elementals were still glowing around him, giving out buffs to the party. 
 
    “No, you stay right there,” Tafel said as she pointed her staff at the buckler-wielding man, who was climbing back onto its feet. She gritted her teeth and ejected a massive icicle from her staff that impaled the bloody man, launching it back and pinning it to the wall. Before she could celebrate, the man lightly tapped the icicle with its buckler, and the ice disappeared. A wide smirk appeared on the man’s lips as it pointed at Tafel. Then, like it did to Alice, the man gave Tafel a thumbs-down. Tafel’s expression darkened. “I’m not going to fall for such cheap provocations.” 
 
    The man paused. A second later, it reached forward with its buckler-wielding hand as well and gave her two thumbs-down with both arms at once. Tafel’s expression darkened even further. “Like I said, I won’t—” 
 
    “You already fell for it by responding!” Mr. Skelly said, shoving Tafel to the side as wooden bolts flew towards her. They pierced through his armor, but as a skeleton, he took no damage from the blow. “You’re too relaxed. Pay attention! Do you think you can take it easy because Vur is here?” 
 
    Tafel bit her lower lip. If Mr. Skelly had been a being made of flesh, he would’ve suffered serious injuries to save her. “Sorry,” she said as her expression hardened. “You’re right; I was taking it easy. Alice! It might get a little chilly in a short while, but bear with it. Mr. Skelly, defend me as I channel my spell!” 
 
    “What do I do?” Vur asked, pointing at himself. 
 
    “Nothing!” 
 
    Vur pouted. “This is boring.” 
 
    Tafel pulled Chi’Rururp out of a portal and planted it into the ground by her feet. “Dual cast blizzard with me, Chi’Rururp.” 
 
    Tafel and her sword chanted while Mr. Skelly went forward to engage the buckler-wielding man in battle. Alice slammed the man with the swords into the staff-wielding woman in the back, canceling out another salvo of bloody spells, before lunging towards the pair, whaling on them with her shield. The woman, who had the crossbow knocked out of its hands, ran to its weapon and retrieved it. The woman nocked an arrow, looking for a suitable target to shoot. Alice was moving too fast, and Tafel was partially shielded by a sword. The woman already knew arrows had no effect on Mr. Skelly from the earlier attack. That left Vur, who was sighing while staring up at the ceiling. A wooden crossbow bolt flew towards Vur and split into three midflight. One bolt struck him directly on the forehead, the other on the center of his chest, and the last on his thigh. All three arrows snapped in half upon impact as if they had struck a metal wall. The woman stared at Vur with a dumbstruck expression, not even reloading the crossbow, as he rubbed his head and frowned at the broken projectiles by his feet. 
 
    Vur glared at the woman and stomped over. It tried to take a step back, but an overwhelming pressure locked it into place as a rune appeared on Vur’s forehead. He stopped right in front of the bloody person and snatched the crossbow out of its frozen hands. Then he bent his knees and undid the strap that was holding the woman’s quiver, taking the crossbow bolts as well. “These are mine now.” 
 
    The woman nodded, its mouth hanging open, as Vur turned his back and returned to his place near the entrance to the room, fiddling with the crossbow. Tafel’s voice increased in volume as she slammed the butt of her staff onto the ground. “And on the thirteenth day, the world was consumed by ice and snow. Blizzard!” 
 
    Alice’s aura tail stiffened as mana surged out of the gem on Tafel’s staff, radiating outwards like an explosion. The ice-cold mana washed over the room, coating everything it touched with a layer of frost. Alice shivered and shook herself off, shattering the crystals forming on her skin. “You said it’d be only a little chilly!” 
 
    “You shook it off, didn’t you?” Tafel asked in reply. “And it’s not done yet.” 
 
    Icicles blossomed like flowers from every surface with frost on it. They grew in size until they were as large as infants before exploding into clouds of snow and hail. Wind picked up from underneath, whirling around and around, turning the room into a snow-filled landscape. The bloody people’s movements were stiff as they struggled to wipe off the snow accumulating on their partially frozen bodies. Alice had retreated towards Vur, taking shelter underneath Sheryl, who was canceling out some of the effects of Tafel’s spell. 
 
    A moment later, another wave of ice-cold mana radiated out of Chi’Rururp, slowing the bloody people’s movements even further. The snow and hail in the room became thicker and thicker until it was impossible to see anything other than white. Tafel picked up Chi’Rururp and stuffed it inside of a portal along with her staff. The two blizzard spells ended and the snow and hail died down, revealing four frozen red statues sticking out amongst a snowy field. 
 
    “I hope you didn’t damage any of the books,” Mr. Skelly mumbled as he dug himself out of a pile of snow. He shook himself off and took off his helmet, leaning forward and patting the back of his skull with his hand to knock snow out of his eye sockets. Once his vision cleared up, he tapped the frozen buckler-wielding man. “It seems like he couldn’t null this spell, eh?” 
 
    “I figured if Vur could freeze those children, then I could freeze these adults,” Tafel said with a nod. “I think I’m starting to understand how null-magic works and how to counter it. The icicle I shot at it before was created through mana, so all he had to do was disrupt the flow of mana within to destroy it. But blizzard creates lots of ice and snow to drop the temperature. The only way to cancel out blizzard would be to destroy each individual snowflake to prevent the temperature drop. At least, that’s my theory.” 
 
    “Speaking of temperature drops,” Alice said and clutched her shoulders while shivering. “Am I the only one who’s cold!?” 
 
    Vur shrugged. “I feel fine.” Despite standing in the middle of the blizzard without moving, there wasn’t a single speck of snow on his skin, in his hair, or covering his pants. “The snow melted before it could touch me thanks to Sheryl.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, Vur,” Sheryl said, the red orb of light hovering around him flashing twice. 
 
    “I’m undead,” Mr. Skelly said. “Cold and heat are foreign concepts to me. After being dead for so long, I forgot what they felt like.” 
 
    Alice turned towards Tafel. The demon shrugged. “Phoenixes don’t get cold, sorry.” 
 
    “Well, Ms. Phoenix,” Alice said, narrowing her eyes at her companion, “you can be the one to dig out all those books with your non-cold hands.” 
 
    Tafel snorted. “Excuse me, I’m married. It’s Mrs. Phoenix.” She walked over to the bookshelf and gestured towards Vur. “Hey, can you move these bodies into the other room with the children?” 
 
    Vur scratched his nose. “So now I’m needed, huh?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly whispered to Vur, “She phrased it like a question, but it’s actually an order.” 
 
    Tafel glared at Mr. Skelly. Then she smiled at Vur. “Please?” 
 
    Vur sighed and tapped his chest. “Mervin, can I wish for you to move these statues to the other room?” 
 
    “No!” Tafel and Mervin said at the same time. The genie that popped its head out of Vur’s chest made eye contact with Tafel. She raised an eyebrow. “Eh?” 
 
    “The statues are too heavy,” Mervin said and shrugged. “Look at how tiny I am. How am I supposed to move those things?” 
 
    “For a genie king, there sure are a lot of wishes you can’t grant, huh?” Stella asked as she pushed Mervin out of Vur’s chest from behind, causing him to fall into a pile of snow face first. The fairy queen poked her head out and shook her fist at the legs that were sticking out of the snow. She whirled around to face Vur. “He can totally move those statues, but he’s delaying because he wants to keep pestering me. You have to be more firm, Vur. Hurry up and turn him back into a beansprout.” 
 
    Tafel sighed as she opened a portal beside the two nearby statues and tilted them over so that they fell through. Then she pushed their frozen feet inside before closing the portal. Alice tilted her head, still cowering underneath Sheryl’s warmth. “If you could do that, why’d you have to ask Vur?” 
 
    “I thought he’d be happier if he was given something to do,” Tafel said and shook her head. She brushed a fire-filled hand over the frozen books, melting the frost around them and evaporating the water before it could soak into the bindings. “Huh. I can read these.” 
 
    “You’re literate, congratulations,” Alice said through chattering teeth. 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” Tafel said, her expression darkening. She turned around and stared at Alice, who was glaring at her. “Are you seriously upset about the spell I used to disable that group of people? If I didn’t freeze them, how else were we supposed to win?” 
 
    “If you gave me a little more time, I’m sure I could’ve bludgeoned them to death with my shield,” Alice said, pursing her lips. 
 
    “We’re supposed to be rushing this dungeon, remember?” Tafel asked, placing her hands on her hips. “Mary’s birthday party is less than two weeks away and we don’t know how deep this dungeon goes. Look, there’s already two doors that we can go through now which clearly shows this dungeon isn’t a linear one.” She opened a portal by the end of the bookshelf. Then she swept the books off their shelves, dumping them inside the portal. “Alright, loot acquired. Which way are we going next?” 
 
    “Let’s split up,” Vur said, his eyes gleaming. “If we want to clear it faster, then—” 
 
    “No,” Tafel said, her voice as hard as steel. “That’s how horror stories start. Dungeon parties never split up.” 
 
    “She has a point,” Mr. Skelly said, patting Vur’s back. “It’s a white-ranked dungeon after all. There could be terrifying things waiting for us.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure Vur’s the most terrifying thing inside this dungeon,” Alice said. 
 
    “We’re going this way,” Tafel said, gesturing towards the door closest to herself. Vur sighed as he followed after the party, his eyes drifting towards the unexplored door on the other side of the room. 
 
    The door the group entered led down a hall with a red carpet covering the floor. Suits of armor lined the walls, but they were covered in dust. At the end of the hall, there was another door. Tafel walked up to a suit of armor and kicked it over, making sure nothing was inside before walking past it. 
 
    “Huh?” Alice looked down and frowned at her hands. “Did we lose Diamant’s defense boost?” 
 
    Tafel, Alice, and Mr. Skelly turned their heads towards Vur. Three different-colored orbs of light, blue, green, and red, were floating in the air beside him. Vur stared at the group and smiled, his movements stiff. “Diamant was tired. There is no issue.” 
 
    Tafel narrowed her eyes at Vur. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes. Perfect,” Vur said, nodding his head up and down like a machine. “Never been better. Why do you ask, dear wife?” 
 
    “Oh my god…,” Zilphy mumbled but not loudly enough for the group to hear. 
 
    Tafel scratched the back of her head. “I must be stressed and tired,” she said as she sighed and turned back around. She kicked over another set of armor, pointing her staff at the heap and confirmed it wasn’t moving before passing it by. 
 
    “No, Vur’s acting pretty abnormal,” Alice said and shook her head as she walked alongside the demon. A set of armor up ahead lunged at the two women before Tafel could kick it over, and Alice let out a short shriek before smashing it to bits with her shield. “God. I hate living armor.” 
 
    Tafel turned her head towards the armor walking behind them that happened to have a skeleton inside. “That’s ironic.” 
 
    “Alright, Vur,” Mr. Skelly said as he fell back from the group to match Vur’s pace. He slapped his armored hand against Vur’s back. “Tell me your troubles and I’ll give you answers.” 
 
    “I have no troubles, skeleton man,” Vur said. “None at all.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly stared at Vur. Vur wasn’t even looking at him, keeping his eyes locked on the back of Tafel and Alice as he marched after them with uniform steps. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Vur…, Tafel’s going to be so mad when she finds out,” Stella said, poking her head out of Vur’s chest. He was alone, humming to himself as he walked while swinging his arms, the crossbow in his hand swishing back and forth like a pendulum. “And of all the people to not leave behind, why did Mervin have to come with us? Couldn’t you have polymorphed Mervin instead of Deedee?” 
 
    “Mervin doesn’t know me well enough like Deedee does,” Vur said. “He wouldn’t be able to fool them. And Mervin can’t go inside of Deedee, so it only makes sense for him to come with us.” 
 
    The genie king sitting on Vur’s shoulder beamed at Stella, who gave him a dirty look before retreating back into Vur’s chest. The poor genie was temporarily banned from entering Stella’s room, which she declared to be all of Vur. Mervin looked around once Stella disappeared. “Your wife said that splitting up in a white-ranked dungeon was like the start of a horror story, what did she mean by that?” 
 
    Vur ignored the skulls hanging from the ceiling that projected lights out of their eyes and mouth like creepy chandeliers. The ground let out a little wail every time he stepped on it, and ghostly hands would wrap around his ankles, coming out of the carpet that seemed to be made of furless skin. Of course, the ghostly hands snapped when Vur kept walking, acting as if he hadn’t noticed them at all. He frowned and rubbed his chin. “I’m not sure. Horror stories make no sense to me,” he said and shook his head after thinking for a while. “In most of the stories, a group goes into an isolated environment, a little like this dungeon, and the beginning starts all happy. Then one of them hears a noise when it’s dark, and the group splits up. The person who goes to check on the noise never comes back, and the remaining group splits up again to find them. Then when everyone’s alone, it turns out some monster was attacking those people.” 
 
    “Mm, that does sound a little scary,” Mervin said. “Why doesn’t it make sense to you?” 
 
    “Because they don’t beat up the monster,” Vur said and snorted. There was an earth-shaking roar as the wall next to Vur cracked open, revealing a massive bloody paw with sharp claws the size of Vur’s face. Vur held his hand out and grabbed one of the digits on the paw before tugging on it with a slight bend of his elbow. A confused cry rang out as a bloody bear was dragged through the wall and into the hallway that Vur was walking along. With one punch, the bloody bear’s head exploded, and the creature collapsed into a heap. Vur furrowed his brow. “What was I saying? Right, no one in the stories ever beats up the monster. They only run. It doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    Mervin stared at the fallen bear and swallowed. Another bear poked its head out of the hole the first one had left behind. It took one look at Vur, whose face was covered with blood, and let out a human-like scream before running away. “Vur…,” Mervin said. “Tafel was right. This is like a horror story.” 
 
    Vur tilted his head. “How?” 
 
    “You’re the monster,” Mervin said and nodded. “This dungeon is these bloody things’ home, right? They heard a noise, you, and came to check it out. And the first person who came alone died! The second person to check it out saw you and ran instead of attacking. Quick, you have to catch that bear before it alerts the rest of the group so they keep splitting up.” 
 
    Vur’s eyes lit up. “So the monster attacking the people in horror stories were dragons in disguise. I think I understand now.” A second later, his eyes dimmed as he knit his brow. “But dragons don’t bother with humans. They taste bad and their meat-to-effort ratio is too low.” Vur walked past the hole that the bear had left behind but stopped and poked his head inside. It wasn’t very deep, and he could see the end. It was like a cave, and a bear was busy digging a hole in the ground to bury itself. “Bears on the other hand…. But I can’t eat these.” His gaze landed on the fallen bear’s corpse. “Or can I?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “That’s the last of them,” Tafel said as she kicked aside a heap of armor. It landed into a gaping portal in the ground, vanishing into the darkness. The portal closed as she dusted off her hands, nodding at the empty hall. All that was left to do was open the door at the end. But there was just one thing that was bothering her…. “Vur. Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “Absolutely. I’m the definition of okay,” Vur said and gave a toothy smile while raising one hand to perform a thumbs-up. “I am currently the okayest that I have ever been.” 
 
    “You seem a little stiff,” Tafel said, her eyes narrowing. “If you weren’t you, I’d’ve thought you’ve been replaced by someone. But no doppelganger’s strong enough to do that.” Her eyes narrowed even further. “Unless….” 
 
    “Weren’t we in a hurry?” Alice asked, waving her hand in front of Tafel’s face. “Vur’s always derpy some of the times. How is this any different?” 
 
    “He’s not this kind of derpy,” Tafel said, placing her hands on her hips and glaring at Alice. “I’m seriously worried about him.” 
 
    “You’re supposed to defend Vur,” Zilphy whispered into Vur’s ear. 
 
    “I’m never derpy,” Vur said. “Because I’m a dragon.” 
 
    “See? He’s normal,” Alice said, gesturing towards Vur with her shield. “Let’s move on.” Before Tafel could retort, Alice pulled open the door to the next room. A dozen bloody creatures flew out at once, chirping and shrieking. Tafel turned her attention away from Vur and whacked away a bloody bat with her staff before freezing another with ice magic, causing it to fall and shatter like a dropped vase. 
 
    “How am I supposed to tank these!?” Alice shouted as she bashed three bats in a row with her kite shield. 
 
    Mr. Skelly appeared by her side, swinging a sword that he had liberated from one of the living armors. “It doesn’t seem like their attacking capabilities are very high,” he said as a bat bit him and nibbled on his armor, its teeth unable to puncture the metal. He sliced it in half with his sword and shook off the blood on his arm. As for Vur, for some reason, the bats completely ignored him as he stood as still as a rock against the nearby wall, blending in like a decoration. 
 
    It didn’t take very long for the party to wipe out all the bats, leaving bloody puddles and bits of bat everywhere. Tafel cleaned her face with a piece of ice that she melted while rubbing against her cheeks, using it like a bar of soap. She took a glance at Vur. Part of her suspicions went away when she realized he was completely clean, not a single drop of blood having landed on or in the region around him. 
 
    “Hey, guys,” Mr. Skelly said as he peered into the next room. “I think you’re going to be disappointed.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Tafel asked as she pushed aside the door. She created a ball of flames that she sent towards the center of the room. It was a small one with red, bat droppings on the floor. The walls were lined with shelves, but they were completely empty. There wasn’t even a carpet. Tafel’s brow furrowed as she stepped inside and took a closer look, still finding nothing. “Is this an empty pantry?” 
 
    “If it is, this is the most poorly designed house I’ve ever seen,” Alice said, shaking her head as she scanned the room as well. “This is basically a house, isn’t it? There was a foyer, a bathroom, a daycare room, a living room, and now a pantry. But the layout’s absolutely horrendous. You have to pass through a bathroom to get from the foyer to the rest of the house. And you have to walk all the way over here to bring food to the kitchen that we haven’t even found yet? Maybe it’s connected to the other door in the living room.” 
 
    Tafel snorted as she left the pantry. “This is a dungeon, not a house. We’re adventurers, not home invaders. A dungeon like this forms and grows naturally, which is also why the layout isn’t anything like how a home would actually be. And don’t forget it’s underground.” 
 
    “First she justifies beating up children, then she justifies home invasions,” Mistle said, the blue ball of light around Vur flashing once. “I’m really surrounded by barbarians…. I want to go home.” 
 
    “I’m not justifying home invasions!” Tafel said. She placed her hands on her hips and glared at the floating ball of light. “Why don’t you tell her what I mean, Vur?” 
 
    “…I was also under the impression that this was a home invasion,” Vur said. “Are dungeons not the homes of monsters? Are monsters not people too?” 
 
    “You tell her, Diamant,” Mistle said. “Teach her her place.” 
 
    Sheryl and Zilphy froze as Vur’s face stiffened into a neutral expression. A second later, Mistle stopped bobbing up and down as well, pausing in midair, her light dimming. Tafel crossed her arms over her chest and glared at Vur. “Alright, what’s the deal here?” 
 
    “Dia-Deedee … was the one who spoke just now,” Vur said, gesturing towards the brown runes on his arm. 
 
    Tafel raised an eyebrow. “In your voice?” 
 
    “He’s been practicing,” Vur said. After a pause, he nodded and added, “He’s very diligent, even for an earth elemental. Isn’t that right, …Deedee?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” a gruffer voice said but clearly came out of Vur’s lips. 
 
    “Oh boy,” Sheryl muttered. If she had hands, she’d have slapped the forehead that she also didn’t have at the moment. 
 
    “Where’s Vur?” Tafel asked. “Did he really go off on his own? After I specifically told him not to because that’s how horror stories start? Look at where we are! We’re in a dungeon filled with walking armor and people made of blood! Of all the dungeons to do this in, why this one? Couldn’t he have wandered off in a dungeon that housed puppies or kittens instead!?” 
 
    “Hey, Tafel, I think you need to calm down,” Mr. Skelly said. A second later, his skull went flying. 
 
    “Mr. Bones,” Sheryl said with a sigh as she hovered over the skeleton’s headless body, “you should never tell a woman to calm down when she’s clearly not calm. There’s just nothing to be gained from it.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly groped around for his head and screwed it back on as Tafel stomped down the hall. The fake Vur and Alice exchanged glances with each other. “You’re a horrible ventriloquist,” Alice said. 
 
    “I’m a mountain elemental, not a performer.” The fake Vur shook his head. “This was a terrible idea from the start.” 
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    Vur let out a burp and wiped away the blood on his lips with the back of his hand. He was walking down a hall, his chest and arms stained with large red spatters of blood that ran down his body like tiny rivulets. Behind him, there was a trail of bloody bear corpses, the ones at the start of the trail made only of red bones. The later ones were frozen in blocks of ice. Vur had been ambushed through the walls, ceiling, and floor thirteen times as shown by the holes left behind. 
 
    “Why’d you freeze those ones?” Mervin asked, pointing at the bears, whose eyes were still moving underneath the ice. 
 
    “I only kill what I eat,” Vur said and let out a softer burp that sounded like a hiccough. He half-walked, half-waddled towards the door at the end of the hall, dragging his crossbow across the ground. “And I’m full. Who knew bears made of blood would taste so tasty?” 
 
    “Tasty…? Really?” Stella asked, staring at Vur with half-closed eyes. 
 
    Vur nodded as he pushed open the door. “Meat is tasty because of the juices. And the bloody bears were all juices.” 
 
    A clanking sound cut Stella off before she could respond. A bloody woman was standing behind a counter, a spilled pot of food in front of it. The viscous material inside was still leaking out, pooling on the countertop as the trembling woman stared at Vur. Vur’s eyes lit up. He sauntered over to the counter, ignoring the six people sitting around a table as he passed them, and dipped his finger into the pooling food. He brought his finger up to his nose and sniffed it before giving the liquid a lick. He smacked his lips as he wiped his finger on a nearby cloth and righted the fallen pot. “Needs more juices,” he said as he propped his crossbow up against the counter. 
 
    Without waiting for a response, Vur reached behind his back and pulled a piece of bloody bear meat out of his pocket, positioning it over the pot. He squeezed and twisted it like a towel, dripping blood into the stew. Then he put the drier bear meat back into his pocket before wiping his hands on the cloth again. One of the childlike people sitting around the table let out a soundless scream, presumably something about a dead pet, but Vur couldn’t hear him, much less understand. The adults around the table shushed the child, covering its mouth with their hands as they watched Vur with wary gazes. 
 
    Vur picked up a nearby ladle and stirred the pot, mixing the bear’s juices into the stew. He scooped up the liquid that had fallen onto the counter and mixed that back into the pot as well. Stella frowned at his actions. “Haven’t you ever heard of the five-second rule?” 
 
    Vur shook his head. “No. What’s that?” 
 
    “If you drop food, you have five seconds to pick it up before it’s too dirty to eat,” Stella said, nodding her head. The bloody people behind her nodded as well. And the woman standing across from Vur was still paralyzed by fear. 
 
    “Okay. And?” 
 
    Stella wrinkled her nose. “That stew on the countertop has been there for way more than five seconds.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” Vur said. “I wasn’t the one who dropped it, so it doesn’t count, right?” 
 
    Stella sighed. “Never mind. You eat bears raw. I forgot you didn’t care about food safety and hygienic practices.” 
 
    Vur grunted as he placed down the ladle and lifted the pot to his lips. He tilted his head back along with the pot and finished the stew in a few gulps even though the pot was larger than his head. Mervin stared up at him with round eyes. He pulled on Stella’s arm, but Stella smacked him away. “Didn’t he say he was full?” Mervin asked as he rubbed his red skin, still staring up at Vur. 
 
    “It’s a liquid,” Vur said as he placed the empty pot down. “It doesn’t count. It’s like drinking water after a meal.” He exhaled and patted his stomach while licking his lips, removing all traces of stew from his mouth. “Ah, I probably should’ve saved some for Tafel.” 
 
    “It’s fine. I’m pretty sure she wouldn’t have wanted any,” Stella said. 
 
    “Maybe,” Vur said as he looked around. There were only two doors in the room: the one he entered from, and the one behind the counter. “It doesn’t seem like there’s anything of interest here.” He walked around the counter and rummaged through the cabinets and drawers, but the things he found could easily be found in his own palace back at home. “Yep, boring stuff. Thanks for the drink.” He patted the bloody woman’s shoulder as he walked past and headed towards the next door. With a clank, he broke the lock by turning the handle and left the room. 
 
    The seven bloody people exhaled at the same time. Their lips moved, but no sounds came out. That didn’t stop them from speaking in turn though. One slammed its hand on the table and pointed at the door that Vur had just entered. The woman next to it pulled on its arm, gesturing towards the door Vur had came from, before shaking its head. The angered man stood up and walked to the entrance, pulling it wide open. The sight of frozen and dead bears greeted its eyes. Without a sound, the man closed the door and sat back down at the table, folding its hands into its lap, staring at the empty space where its bowl of stew would’ve been if the liquid hadn’t already been drunk. The woman by its side patted its back and let out a small smile. That smile stiffened as the door that Vur had just left through swung open. 
 
    Vur reappeared, covered in even more blood than before. Behind him, there was a corpse of a bloody creature, but it had been torn apart into an unrecognizable blob. “Forgot my crossbow,” Vur said as he walked back around the counter, leaving bloody footprints on the wooden floorboards. He once again ignored the gazes of the people as he lifted his crossbow, leaning it against his shoulder, and marched back out of the kitchen, closing the door behind him. The bloody people shivered as all of them thought they heard a faint human-like scream coming from beyond the door, but that was impossible. The bloody creatures in the next hall knew no fear nor pain…. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tafel exhaled as she glared at the sight in front of her. A series of corpses lined a path, leading up to a few mounds of ice that contained still-alive creatures inside of them. A diminutive figure stepped up to her side and nodded. “Well, it looks like Vur was definitely here,” Alice said with her hands placed on her hips. “But what’s the deal with the ones at the end? Actually, no, what’s the deal with the bears that look like they’ve been eaten?” 
 
    “He … probably ate them,” Tafel said, causing Alice to make a face. Tafel’s brow furrowed as she pursed her lips. “I wonder what they taste like.” She crouched down by the first corpse and poked around for some fleshy bits that Vur hadn’t completely eaten. When she found a piece, she stripped it off and popped it into her mouth. 
 
    “Well?” Mr. Skelly asked as he wrapped his arm around Alice, who had turned away from Tafel with a pale face. “How is it?” 
 
    “It tastes like iron, but it’s salty too,” Tafel said as she stood up and wiped her bloody fingers on the thigh region of her robes. “Overall, not that different from an actual raw bear. It might even be tastier if you enjoy the taste of that.” Her forehead crinkled. “Which Vur does.” She walked over to the frozen bears near the end of the hall and tapped on the surface of the ice, causing the bears’ eyes to roll towards the sound. “And this is how he was taught to preserve food by his mother. We could probably leave them here without issue.” 
 
    “Our contractor’s a savage…,” Mistle said as she hovered near Tafel. “These poor bears.” 
 
    “They’re monsters,” Tafel said with a snort. “It’s not like they have any feelings. And they’re made of blood too, so I doubt they can even feel any pain. If anything, the creatures in this dungeon are all a type of golem created by some perverse magician who’s probably the final boss. They’re very rare, but it’s not like an artificial dungeon is impossible to create.” 
 
    Alice slipped out from Mr. Skelly’s embrace, walking with her head held high to avoid looking at the eaten corpses on the ground. Unfortunately, she was too short, and the bones of the bears were on her face level. So she bashed them aside with her shield, clearing a path to the door at the end while walking around the frozen mounds. “How far do you think Vur got?” 
 
    Tafel’s expression darkened. “Even if we run, I doubt we’ll catch up to him before he reaches the final boss.” She pushed open the door. “Unless the dungeon’s like a labyrinth and he got … lost….” 
 
    Seven bloody people stared at the intruding demon. They were sitting around a table with utensils in their hands and cooked vegetables on the plates in front of them. After examining Tafel, they exchanged glances with each other and stood up. A few reached underneath the table while others walked towards a cabinet, but in the end, all of them pulled out some kind of weapon. 
 
    “…Did Vur get lost in a completely straight line?” Alice asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “He….” Tafel bit her lower lip. “Maybe…? He’s Vur; the impossible becomes possible for him. Like getting lost where no one else possibly could.” 
 
    “Or we can use logic and conclude that the door has multiple exits,” Diamant said. After being discovered by Tafel and Alice, he had reverted back into the form of a ball of light. Unfortunately, Alora wasn’t around to discover the secret of canceling a polymorph. “Close the door and open it again. We might be able to find the path Vur took.” 
 
    “Got it,” Alice said as she shut the door just in time to block a bloody arrow. There were a few thudding sounds as multiple attacks landed on the door. “Now I open it again?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tafel said as she readied her staff. “I’ll block any attacks that come your way.” 
 
    Alice nodded as she prepared her shield as well. Then she kicked open the door. The sight was exactly the same, and a bombardment of bloody spells flew towards the group. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Is it just me, or is it a little loud back there?” Stella asked, turning her head almost a hundred and eighty degrees behind herself without moving her body like an owl. 
 
    Vur twisted his torso around and cupped one hand over his ear. A few moments passed, but the only sound he heard was the wind whistling as the walls whished past. “Nah. It’s just you.” 
 
    “Oh,” Stella said as she fixed her posture. Her legs swung back and forth as she sat on Vur’s shoulder, holding onto a clump of his hair to prevent herself from falling off as they traveled at high speeds. Vur was sitting on a strange bloody creature with seven legs, two heads, and four tails. Each of the legs seemed to belong to a different kind of animal. One of the heads was crocodilian, and the other was birdlike. The tails were all long and thin like a furless cat’s. “How much longer do you think it’ll take for us to get out of here?” 
 
    Vur shrugged as his chimera mount rounded a corner. The hallway after the kitchen ended up being a type of maze with traps laid out on the floor, walls, and ceiling. Vur came to the conclusion that one of the beasts living inside the maze would know the way out, so he sat on one. Then it started running on its own. 
 
    “This is such a dumb idea,” Mervin said, his face pale. Vur’s body jolted up and down along with the chimera’s clumsy seven-legged gait. “I’m getting motion sickness. Genies weren’t made to move like this.” 
 
    “Then hurry up and turn back into a beansprout,” Stella said, shaking her fist at the genie king who was sitting on Vur’s other shoulder. “And nonsense! All of Vur’s ideas are good.” She tugged on Vur’s hair. “You can’t let him disrespect you like this. You should get rid of him.” 
 
    Vur turned his head towards Mervin. “Why is this a bad idea?” 
 
    “Think about it,” Mervin said. He held one hand up and turned his head away, vomiting off the side of Vur’s arm. He wiped away the remaining spittle from his lips and readjusted himself. “Genie kings don’t even eat. How did I vomit…?” He shook his head. “Anyway, think about it. If you’re an animal being chased by a predator, where would you run?” 
 
    Vur stared at Mervin. “I can’t relate.” 
 
    “…If you’re hunting a bear, where does it run when you first show up?” 
 
    “I kill it instantly because Grimmy says I shouldn’t play with my food.” Vur nodded. “My food never runs.” 
 
    “Okay,” Mervin said, his expression dim. “Well, animals will run to where they think is the safest place for them. Squirrels run up trees. Rabbits run into burrows. Sloths just die. If this chimera you’re sitting on has lived in this maze for its whole life, then there’s no way it’ll run to the maze’s exit. It wouldn’t run somewhere unfamiliar to escape from you. If anything, it’ll head deeper into the maze.” 
 
    Vur raised an eyebrow. “So I should get off?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    Vur grumbled. “But it’s pretty comfy. I think I’ll wait and see where it brings me first.” 
 
    Mervin scratched his nose. “Well, you’re the landlord, so I guess I can’t complain.” 
 
    “Vur’s body isn’t for rent!” Stella glared at Mervin. “It’s private property owned by me!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Ugh.” Tafel groaned as she pressed her back to the wall and dropped down, sliding onto her butt as her legs bent. She lowered her staff onto the floorboards and tilted her head back, digging her horns into the wooden surface as she stared up at the ceiling. “That was tough.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Mr. Skelly asked with a grin. Half of his helmet had been shattered and cracked off, revealing the right side of his skull. “I’m not even out of breath.” 
 
    “You don’t breathe,” Alice said, glaring at the grinning skeleton. She was stacking the bodies of the bloody people in a corner of the kitchen where they wouldn’t be blocking any of the cabinets and drawers from opening. Parts of her shirt and pants were torn, but there wasn’t a single dent on the round shield that hung from her back, making her seem like a turtle. “Help me move these bodies.” 
 
    “This is cruel…,” Mistle said as she hovered over the bloody people. “They were having dinner and you ambushed them. They couldn’t even eat their last meal.” 
 
    “Like I said earlier, they’re monsters.” Tafel climbed to her feet and dusted off the bottom of her robes. “Even a slime has to eat, these things aren’t any different.” 
 
    “Didn’t you say they were like golems?” Mistle asked. “Have you ever seen a golem eat anything?” 
 
    A tiny wrinkle appeared on Tafel’s forehead. “Golems eat mana. The concept’s the same. If you feel so guilty about conquering a dungeon, why are you even here?” 
 
    “Vur dragged me along….” 
 
    Tafel pretended not to hear as she walked over to the counter and pulled open a few drawers. Her eyes lit up. “Their utensils are made of mithril.” 
 
    “What?” Alice asked, dropping the bloody corpse in her hands as she whipped her head around to face Tafel. “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, look,” Tafel said as she picked up a spoon that was tinted with a bluish hue. “It’s a mithril spoon. There’s dozens of them.” 
 
    Alice went to the table and grabbed the utensils that the bloody people hadn’t been able to use for a final time. “Woah, you’re right. These really are made of mithril. No wonder why those knights stripped everything in those previous rooms. If even forks and spoons are made of mithril, then….” Her gaze shifted onto the wooden table. She rapped on it with the back of her hand, a dull thudding sound echoing through the room. “Now, trees aren’t my specialty, but even a layman like me can tell that this is pretty good stuff. This is something that E would’ve used in his dining room.” 
 
    “E? The ex-dwarf king?” Tafel asked. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be better to call him the dwarf ex-king?” Alice asked as she gathered up the utensils, plates included, and handed the stack over to Tafel, who shoved them all into a portal. “He’s still a dwarf, you know.” 
 
    Tafel shrugged. “You knew what I meant,” she said as she searched through the bloody people’s refrigerator. “Their freezing device is pretty nice too. Lots of space, and it doesn’t look like it takes a lot of mana to maintain. Well, that makes sense. If the mana it took to operate it was greater than the mana provided by the food inside, then they’d just unplug it and use the mana source to power themselves.” She took out a carrot and sniffed it before biting into it. “Tastes like a regular carrot.” 
 
    “…Do you just eat everything raw?” Alice asked, raising an eyebrow. “First it was that bloody corpse, now it’s a carrot? Are you a barbarian?” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with eating carrots raw,” Tafel said, furrowing her brow. “In fact, people who cook carrots are ruining a perfectly good vegetable. Once you cook it, it becomes all mushy and disgusting with no texture. It’s like eating a slime.” 
 
    “Yep, you’re a barbarian,” Alice said. “Why am I the one on the frontlines while you’re staying behind and casting? It should be the other way around.” 
 
    “That’s not really my fault,” Tafel said as she tilted the refrigerator through a portal by lifting one side from the bottom. She grunted as it toppled over completely, disappearing from the room. “Bring that table over? I’ll work on separating the cabinets from the walls.” 
 
    Mistle hovered overhead, watching the party strip the room of everything including the lights on the ceiling. “This is too cruel….” 
 
    “At least they dispatched all the monsters first?” Sheryl asked as she floated around the blue ball of light. “They don’t have to see their belongings taken away.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make it any better.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Is this their nest?” Stella whispered to Vur as she sank into his body, leaving only her head showing outside. The chimera mount had finally stopped running once it entered a pitch-black cave. Hundreds of glowing red eyes permeated the darkness, all of them staring at Vur. 
 
    Vur hopped off the chimera and yawned as he stretched his arms towards the ceiling. A figure flashed from the darkness, lunging towards Vur. With a simple downward movement of his arm, he swatted the attacking figure into the ground. It was a chimera with three legs and five wings. Vur crouched down and lifted it by its neck while sniffing its chest. Then he took a bite out of it without hesitation. He swallowed and licked his lips. “Tastes like chimera.” 
 
    “What does chimera taste like?” Stella asked from inside of Vur’s body. 
 
    “Try some and you’ll know,” Vur said as he stood up, his hand still wrapped around the creature’s neck. He glared at the eyes that seemed to be shrinking back. Even though it was pitch-black and only lit up by red eyes, Vur could clearly make out everything inside the cave. Hundreds of chimeras were staring at him, but most of them were small as if they were still hatchlings. “This is probably where they spawn from.” 
 
    “Do you think they have a mother?” Mervin asked. “Do you think she’d be the mini-boss of the dungeon?” 
 
    “Dummy,” Stella said, her tone filled with disdain. “Don’t you see that these chimeras are super weak? They’re pests, like rats or cockroaches that happen to be living in a dungeon. And you think a pest is a mini-boss?” 
 
    “Isn’t Vur just too strong? I’m sure a group of knights would have trouble dealing with even a single one of these chimeras,” Mervin said. 
 
    Stella harrumphed. “What do you know? You’re just a beansprout.” 
 
    “…Aren’t you just a flower?” 
 
    “Everyone knows flowers are smarter than beansprouts. On the hierarchal food chain of plants, fairy birthflowers are at the top.” 
 
    “Plants eat each other?” Vur asked, tilting his head as he kicked aside a few chimeras while making his way deeper into the cave. Only a few brave ones came out to attack him, the others pressing themselves against the cave’s walls, creating a path for him. “I didn’t know they had a food chain.” 
 
    “You didn’t know? Well, that makes sense; it all happens underground,” Stella said and nodded. “The roots of a birthflower travel really far and wrap around roots of other plants. Then they suck out all the nutrients and consume the plant completely. The only plant that can grow in the vicinity of a birthflower is another birthflower. We even eat trees.” 
 
    Vur thought back to the garden of birthflowers he planted. Tafel had contributed with a few fruit trees that she had transported with the help of portals. Oh wells. 
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    Mary’s eyes shot open. The first thing that greeted her vision was a stalactite positioned over her head like a spear. She sat upright and groped around for her sword, taking in her surroundings. …And groped around some more. Her expression stiffened as she lowered her head, her gaze traveling down towards the empty space by the side of her waist. Her forearms and shins were showing, and her sword was nowhere to be found. She bit her trembling lip, and her eyes widened as she leapt to her feet. After making sure she hadn’t slept on her sword, she collapsed to her knees. “Where…?” 
 
    “Oh? You’re awake?” a voice asked from the cave’s entrance. Susan hopped into the cave, tilting her head at Mary. “We thought you weren’t going to wake up.” 
 
    Mary raised her head, meeting the phoenix’s gaze with bloodshot eyes. “Where’s my sword?” 
 
    “Um, Lindyss took it,” Susan said. “She’s the elf lady who beat you up.” 
 
    Mary bit her lower lip until blood came out, dying her teeth red. “Where’s my armor?” 
 
    “Grimmy took that,” Susan said. “He’s the black dragon.” 
 
    “He didn’t even defeat me! How dare he take spoils from me?” Mary’s eyes lit up as she clenched her hands, veins bulging along her skin. “Where are they?” 
 
    Susan’s head tilted the other way. “Are you … mad? What are you going to do once you find them?” 
 
    “I’m going to beg for my stuff back,” Mary said, nodding twice. “It’s clear I can’t beat them, but I can’t give up my sword and armor.” 
 
    “Well, you’re in luck!” a voice boomed from behind her. Mary stiffened as her torso straightened, her body twisting towards the back of the cave. Grimmy was lying against the cave walls, but he was unnoticeable earlier because his eyes were closed. A pair of red eyes gleamed at Mary through the darkness. “For the cheap price of being my servant for fifty years, I’ll return your sword and armor to you. Not only that, but I’ll throw in some bonuses to help you get stronger. What do you say?” 
 
    “Servant?” Mary asked, crossing her arms to hide the goosebumps on her skin. “What do you want me to do as your servant?” 
 
    “Oh, you know,” Grimmy said. His head inched forward, coming out of the darkness. A grin was plastered on his face. “This and that. Act now while supplies last. This offer won’t be available forever, you know? In fact, you have about twenty seconds to make up your mind.” 
 
    “Can—” 
 
    “Ten seconds left,” Grimmy said, tapping his claws against the ground. He pushed forward a piece of paper. “Here’s the contract that you should sign. Take your time and read it over. Oh, there are five seconds left by the way.” 
 
    Mary stared at the piece of paper that was taller and wider than herself. Thousands of lines of ink were scrawled upon it, and they were written in the most convoluted font she had ever seen. She raised her head and met Grimmy’s gaze. “That’s a lot of words to spell out this and that,” she said. 
 
    “Two seconds.” 
 
    Mary shook her head. “I don’t like being blackmailed.” 
 
    Grimmy raised an eyebrow. “…You don’t want your armor back? I guess you don’t want your precious sword back either. Hmm, so much for begging, huh?” 
 
    “Please, look deep within your heart and dig out every ounce of kindness that you can,” Mary said, lowering her head. “I’d greatly appreciate it if you returned my armor set to me. It means a lot to me.” 
 
    Grimmy blinked and looked down at his chest. He poked himself with a claw before raising his head again. “I looked, but I couldn’t find anything called kindness. Sorry. But you know what I did find?” He reached behind his wing and pulled out Mary’s gauntlets and sabatons. “A few pieces of armor that belong to me. Really high-quality stuff, I’ll take them over kindness any day.” 
 
    Mary’s eyes trembled as she stretched her arms out, palms facing the ceiling of the cave. “Please.” 
 
    Grimmy chuckled as he stuffed the armor pieces away. Then he pointed at the contract. “All you have to do is sign. You don’t even have to read it.” 
 
    “What are you trying to make this poor girl do?” Lindyss asked as she walked into the cave, causing Mary to flinch and turn around. Their gazes locked. “He didn’t do anything strange to you, right?” 
 
    “…He’s bullying me,” Mary said and pouted. 
 
    “I’m not,” Grimmy said, shaking his head. “I’m just trying to get her to willingly give up her soul to me. If that’s bullying, then call me evil.” 
 
    Lindyss shook her head. “Alright, kid,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. “What’s your relationship with Vur and Tafel? The phoenixes said you knew them.” 
 
    “Tafel’s a good friend of mine,” Mary said. “We had a duel and I won. Then I gave her encouragement.” Her hair fluttered as she bobbed her head up and down. “But I don’t like Vur. He cheats when we fight.” 
 
    “Vur? Cheats?” Lindyss asked, raising an eyebrow. “Are we talking about the same person? He’s a stickler for honor, isn’t he?” 
 
    Mary’s expression dimmed. “No. When we had a staring contest, he cheated by making Tafel make me blink.” 
 
    “Staring contest?” 
 
    “It’s when you stare into each other’s eyes, and whoever blinks first loses.” 
 
    “Why did you get into a staring contest with Vur?” 
 
    “The skeleton said it was an ancient tradition amongst the undead to have staring contests to determine their rankings.” 
 
    Lindyss’ expression darkened. “You know skeletons don’t have eyelids, right? They can’t blink. That skeleton was just messing with you.” 
 
    Mary’s eyes widened. “No way….” 
 
    “Are you really the same person who attacked me a week ago?” Lindyss asked, furrowing her brow. “You seem different.” 
 
    “That’s because you beat her to near death,” Emile whispered from the cave entrance. “Anyone would change their attitude after that.” 
 
    Lindyss leaned over and picked up Susan. Then she smiled at the phoenix before throwing her at her brother. “As I was saying,” Lindyss said, dusting flames off of her hands, “you seem different. You’re not going to try to take your sword back from me?” 
 
    “If I couldn’t beat you with my sword, I can’t beat you without it,” Mary said, shaking her head. “Did you say our fight was a week ago?” 
 
    Lindyss shrugged. “Around that. Days aren’t really important when you can live forever. Maybe it’s been longer?” 
 
    “…My banquet.” Mary lowered her head. “Did I miss it? I hope Tafel doesn’t think I stood her up.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Mr. Skelly said as he nudged Alice and Tafel. The two women were lying on the ground with blankets wrapped around them, sleeping next to a campfire. They were in a hall: one end was a dead end, the other end extended into darkness. “It’s been eight hours.” 
 
    Tafel groaned as she sat up and rubbed her eyes. “Did anything happen?” she asked as she stuck her hand into a portal and groped around. She pulled out two bottles of water, lobbing one towards Alice who was just getting up. The wooden container hit Alice’s forehead, causing her to fall back down with a yelp. Tafel took a few gulps before screwing the lid of her bottle back on. “Well?” 
 
    “There was just one chimera,” Mr. Skelly said, gesturing towards a dismembered bloody beast lying beside him. “There seems to be less and less of them.” 
 
    “What about the shaking?” Alice asked as she rubbed her forehead, shooting a dirty look at Tafel. She grabbed the water bottle and unscrewed the lid. 
 
    “That stopped,” Mr. Skelly said. “The last tremor occurred around three hours ago. Whatever was causing it must’ve left the area or went to sleep.” 
 
    Tafel nodded as Alice tilted the water bottle all the way up, finishing it in one go. “This marks the start of our seventh day in this maze,” Tafel said with a scowl. “If we don’t find a way out fast or reunite with Vur, we’ll miss Mary’s birthday party.” 
 
    “Do we really have to unite with Vur though?” Mr. Skelly asked, his skull contorting as he raised his brow. “Mary specifically told you not to bring Vur. It’s not like he needs to go. Besides, I bet he’s having fun conquering the dungeon.” 
 
    “Without us,” Tafel said, catching the empty water bottle that Alice threw at her head. The demon dunked it into a portal with a flick of her wrist. “I wonder if he found the maze’s exit. I did tell him the trick of placing his right hand against the wall and walking forward without breaking contact, but seeing as we’ve encountered so many chimeras and no corpses, he went on a completely different path from us.” 
 
    “You know, he probably was the cause of all that shaking,” Alice said as she climbed to her feet and folded the blanket before passing it to Tafel. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he was the cause of that chimera flood too.” 
 
    Tafel sighed as she thought back on the last week. Their group had been attacked by chimera after chimera without pause for the first few days. It was almost as if the chimeras were running away from something, like deer running from a forest fire. Most of the chimera were small, but a few big ones were problematic to deal with, having both high physical strength and the ability to block spells. If it weren’t for Vur’s elementals providing the group with buffs, they probably would’ve had to retreat through a portal. “Well, even if he was, there’s nothing we can do about it,” Tafel said and shook her head. “On the bright side, I’ve gotten really good at quick-casting ice spells.” 
 
    “I don’t feel like I’ve improved at all,” Alice said and sighed. “Compared to a magician, a warrior’s growth rate is much slower and less noticeable. It’s not fair.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you learn some magic?” Mr. Skelly asked. “I’m sure Tafel would teach you if you asked.” 
 
    “No, that’s okay,” Alice said and made a face. “I tried to learn a simple spell once back when I was little. I burnt off all my hair, and it took two years to grow back to how long it was before. I was teased so much by my schoolmates…. There was one boy in particular who was relentless with his bullying. I remember using my small chalkboard as a weapon and breaking it over his head. That moment probably influenced my weapon choice.” 
 
    “…What happened to the boy?” Tafel asked, raising an eyebrow as she packed away the burning campfire with her bare hands, picking it up and dropping it into a portal. 
 
    Alice shrugged. “I don’t know. Never saw him again. I don’t even remember his name.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vur stared down at the dead creature beneath his scaled feet. He was in his dragon form, but the chimera underneath him was twice his size. It had nine heads, but those were scattered all about the chamber’s ground. The cave he had entered with the little chimeras turned out to be their spawning place, and a ramp had led downwards into an egg-shaped chamber with hundreds of chimeras milling about, feeding larval chimera which were growing in the walls like baby bees in a hive. That’s where he found the monstrosity he was standing on. When the fight between him and the chimera queen started, the chimeras in the spawning chamber had fled. 
 
    “That was a tough but boring fight, huh?” Stella asked as she poked her head out from in between Vur’s eyes. “It couldn’t even pierce your scales, but it took you six whole days to make it bleed to death. That must be a record, right? That’s totally a record. I’m recording this.” 
 
    Vur exhaled out a breath of frost as he collapsed onto his belly, splaying his limbs atop the dead chimera queen. It had the body of an elephant, the tail of a scorpion, hundreds of legs like a centipede, and nine snakelike heads. “I’m tired,” Vur said as his eyelids drooped. His upper and lower jaws spread apart, revealing a row of bloody teeth as he yawned. “I don’t think I’ve ever stayed awake for that long before.” The chimera queen corpse bubbled underneath him as his weight pressed down on it, causing it to flatten outwards. “This waterbed is nice. Wake me up when…, actually, don’t wake me up.” He yawned again, fully shutting his eyes. “Goodnight.” 
 
    Mervin flew out of Vur’s body. “Is it just me, or is he absorbing the chimera?” 
 
    Vur was sinking further and further into the dead queen, pressing it out as if it were a blob of jelly. The blood underneath Vur was rippling and trickling into the gaps between his scales. A few hair-like tendrils could be seen waving about the blood, hanging off from his body. 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Stella said. “That’s me. A growing plant needs a lot of nutrients! And whatever I can’t finish will go to Vur. You can’t have any.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You’re really an empress?” Lindyss stared at the woman sitting across from her. No, it was inappropriate to call her a woman. She was still just a girl. A simple, stupid girl. The cursed elf shook her head and leaned back against the cave’s wall. “Well, an empire can’t always flourish. They rise and they fall.” 
 
    Mary bit her lower lip. “Are you insulting me?” 
 
    “No,” Lindyss said. “I’m merely pointing out a fact. If you feel personally attacked by a statement of fact, then perhaps there are some insecurities you’re internalizing.” 
 
    “You’re totally attacking her,” Emile said. He was perched on Mary’s head, using her hair as a cushion for his butt. He patted the side of Mary’s head with his wing. “Don’t let yourself be insulted like that. Tell her about the good things you’ve done for your empire to prevent it from falling.” 
 
    A wrinkle appeared on Mary’s forehead. “I … raised taxes? My empire’s a happy one now.” 
 
    “See, kiddo,” Grimmy said from his position to the side of the two people, “that’s where you went wrong. A happy empire is always on the verge of decline. Think about it.” He waited while staring at Mary, who was staring back at him. “Have you thought about it?” 
 
    Mary shook her head. “I don’t understand. Please, teach me.” 
 
    Grimmy sighed. “It can’t be helped. I’ll enlighten you this one time.” He cleared his throat and propped his chin up with his claw. “A happy empire is always on the verge of decline. Why is that? Well, simple. People always want more. They’re happy now, sure, but will they still be happy in a day? Two days? Three? Think of how much harder it is to make a really happy person even happier compared to making them sad. You have to go through a massive effort to make someone happy, but to make them sad, all you have to do is sneeze on their home.” 
 
    Mary’s head bobbed up and down, her eyes shining. 
 
    “No…, that’s not quite right,” Susan muttered. “If a dragon sneezes on a person’s home, that home is destroyed.” 
 
    Grimmy swept Susan away with his tail. He chuckled. “Now, continuing that train of thought, the simplest way to make your empire rise instead of fall is to make them miserable. When you’re at the top, you can only go downhill from there. But when you’re at rock bottom, you can only go up! All you have to do is make your empire as miserable as possible, then slowly improve their living conditions to make them feel grateful. See? Giving a loaf of bread to a noble won’t make him happy. But what if that noble is homeless and hasn’t eaten in a week? He’ll be ecstatic for even a single slice.” 
 
    A shadowy blob landed on Grimmy’s face. Lindyss glared at the black dragon, her hand outstretched. “Don’t give her such terrible advice. She’s almost as naïve as Vur. She’ll take you seriously.” 
 
    Mary blinked twice and turned her head towards the cursed elf as Grimmy wiped away the shadows on his face. “What’s wrong with his advice?” Mary asked with large eyes. “It makes sense to me. Maybe the nobles would feel more grateful about having their homes if I burned them down.” 
 
    “And there lies your problem,” Lindyss said. “You don’t see anything wrong with burning down your own citizens’ properties? How do you think an empire rises from rock bottom? Through a revolution. They’ll hate you and want to overthrow you.” 
 
    Mary stared at Lindyss and turned towards Grimmy. She blinked at him. 
 
    Grimmy snorted. “Yeah, sure, they can revolt all they want, but you’re strong, right? If they send an army after your head, just swat it down. If they send two armies, swat both of them down. It’s really not that hard. Once you defeat enough people, they’ll give up. That’s when you can start becoming more lenient.” 
 
    Mary nodded twice before turning to face Lindyss. A dark expression appeared on the cursed elf’s face. “Right now, your empire is probably in an okay place, seeing as you’re free to wander as you please and no one’s revolting. If you follow this dragon’s advice, then your empire will definitely collapse on the spot, but he’s not wrong in saying it’ll rise back up. It’ll just be headed by a puppet emperor with him as the true owner.” 
 
    Mary’s eyes widened. “He’s … tricking me?” She whipped her head around to face Grimmy. He smiled at her, and Mary bit her lower lip as she turned back towards Lindyss. “Is he really? What he says makes a lot of sense. How can he persuade me to do the wrong thing but have me believe it’s in my best interest?” 
 
    “He’s a cursed dragon who has thousands of years of experience on you,” Lindyss said and shook her head. “To him, taking away your empire is as easy as stealing wings off a sheep.” 
 
    Mary furrowed her brow. “But sheep don’t have wings.” 
 
    “That’s because he took them,” Lindyss said, pointing at Grimmy. “And much like that poor, now-wingless sheep, your empire will be gone before you even realize it’s no longer there.” 
 
    Mary pouted at Grimmy. “You’re a bad person.” 
 
    Grimmy poked Lindyss’ side. “Why are you slandering me? Don’t tell me you’ve taken a liking to her. It’s clear she’s incapable of ruling an empire. Wouldn’t it be better for everyone to let me have it instead? Besides, I’m technically her ancestor’s creator if I’m not wrong. What’s hers is mine.” 
 
    “What?” Mary asked. “My ancestor’s creator?” 
 
    “Right,” Grimmy said. “You know all these blood runes and techniques you’re using? I invented them.” 
 
    Mary glanced at the armor on her torso. Grimmy still hadn’t returned her gauntlets and sabatons. Her brow wrinkled. “Really?” She raised her head and squinted at Grimmy’s scales. “Then how come you don’t have any runes like these?” 
 
    Grimmy raised an eyebrow. “Why would I use something so crude and barbaric?” 
 
    “…Why did you invent the runes if they’re crude and barbaric?” 
 
    Grimmy shrugged. “I thought it’d be interesting. And if you’re the product of thousands of years of fermenting this technique, then I say it’s a success. You’re a bit slow, but you have your merits. And it’s not like being slow is even a bad thing; it means I can manipulate you more easily.” 
 
    Mary’s expression dimmed as she bit her lower lip and inched away from Grimmy, scooting along the rocky bench. She looked up at Lindyss with her eyes while keeping her head lowered. “I don’t like him.” 
 
    “That’s normal,” Lindyss said with a shrug. 
 
    “Hey now, what’s there to not like about me?” Grimmy asked and grinned at Mary. “At most, I’ll only manipulate you, but that other fellow, he’ll take over your body and destroy your soul completely, you know?” 
 
    “Huh?” Mary furrowed her brow. “The who will what?” 
 
    “…Hmm. Did I ruin a surprise?” Grimmy asked and retreated back into the shadows. “Forget I said anything.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to forget something like that!?” 
 
    Grimmy shrugged. “Easy. Just pretend like I didn’t say anything.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Well, we found him,” Alice said, staring at the ocean-blue dragon at the bottom of the pit. A snot bubble extended from his nostrils, growing and shrinking in time with the rising and falling of his back. Alice turned her head towards Tafel, who was standing beside her. “Now what?” 
 
    Tafel rubbed her eyes a few times and wiped the dark expression from her face by pushing the corners of her lips upwards into a smile with her fingers. She exhaled and lowered her hands. “Don’t get mad,” she muttered. “Don’t get mad.” Her head swiveled around as she inspected the surroundings. “He chose the weirdest place to fall asleep. It looks like a beehive.” 
 
    “There’s traces of blood in these holes,” Mr. Skelly said. He held up his bloody finger which he had swiped inside a nearby crevice. “These are the perfect size to house those larval-like things those chimeras were holding while attacking us. Maybe this is a nursery?” 
 
    “So Vur wiped out their spawning center,” Tafel said. She nodded. “That’s cool. Okay. Sure. I’m fine with that.” She chewed on her lower lip as she stomped down the muddy path leading towards the bottom of the egg-shaped cavern. Unfortunately for her, her stomps didn’t echo, muffled by the bloody mud instead. She strode up to Vur’s face and extended her staff to pop the snot bubble. With a splat, a stream of green goo dropped to the ground by Tafel’s feet. 
 
    Vur snorted twice and stirred. One eye creaked open. He made eye contact with Tafel. Then his eye closed again. Another bubble of snot rose out of his nostril, inflating like a balloon. 
 
    “Vur!” Tafel shouted and smashed the bubble by swinging her staff like a mace. “Wake up!” 
 
    A few mumbles escaped from Vur’s mouth followed by a jet of steam blowing out of the gaps between his teeth. His neck bent and curved towards his torso, burying his head into the crevice between his body and his wing. His tail wrapped around as well, blocking off the passage to his face. A fairy poked her head out of the space between his two wings. “Vur’s sleeping,” Stella said and put a finger to her lips. “Sshh.” 
 
    “I can see that!” Tafel said, her voice echoing through the chamber. “Vur. If you don’t wake up and explain yourself, I’ll…, I’ll…. Ugh….” She ground her teeth together and stamped her foot. 
 
    “You’ll what?” Alice asked from her position higher up in the cavern. The elementals floating around her drifted down and settled back into Vur’s body, forming the tattoos along his scales. 
 
    “I can’t think of anything,” Tafel said. “How am I supposed to get mad at a dragon? If I got mad at any other dragon other than Vur, I’d be eaten. Threats don’t work. Pleading doesn’t work. He can’t even hear me when he sleeps!” 
 
    “You know, a marriage is supposed to be a partnership between two people,” Alice said. “I don’t see why you have to resort to threats. You shouldn’t have to beg either.” 
 
    Tafel gave Alice a dirty look. “I don’t want relationship advice from someone who regularly hits off her partner’s head.” She turned her attention back onto Vur and frowned. “If he was in his human form, I could shake him awake. But I can’t shake him when he’s this huge.” She bit her lower lip and took a few steps back. The gem on the end of her staff shone as she pointed it at Vur. “Maybe I’ll nudge him with a glacier. Freezing Path!” 
 
    A brilliant blue light flashed, and a jet of white air flew out of Tafel’s staff. The air condensed into a wall of ice which promptly melted into a puddle of water that evaporated in an instant. Tafel’s expression stiffened as her staff stopped glowing. She waved it again. “Freezing Path…?” For a brief moment, her staff lit up before fizzling out. Tafel lowered her weapon and brought the end of her staff close to her face. She blinked and rubbed the gem a few times with her sleeve. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Vur said not to wake him up,” Stella said. She was sitting with her legs crossed on top of Vur’s back. “So I canceled your spell.” 
 
    “You … canceled my spell?” Tafel’s brow furrowed. A long time ago, when she was still a child, someone had told her fairies could silence people. Was it Dustin? It was probably Dustin. She had forgotten about it since all fairies ever did to her was curse her. “Right. Fairies could do that…. The whole time that I’ve known you, you could’ve been contributing but weren’t!?” 
 
    “What?” Stella’s eyes widened. “I’ve been contributing this whole time! What do you mean?” 
 
    Tafel pointed at Stella. “You could’ve canceled out those blood arrow spells. Back in the eastern continent, you could’ve helped so many times when we were doing those random quests that Alice insisted on taking. But you…! Hah. I need to calm down.” 
 
    “For the record, those quests weren’t taken at random,” Alice said and adjusted her glasses with her finger. “I mapped out an efficient route for your request as a part of my guide duty. You should be more thankful. Don’t sound exasperated at me for doing what you asked me to.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Tafel said. “Sorry.” She glared at Stella. “I should be exasperated at the freeloader.” 
 
    Stella crossed her arms over her chest and tilted her chin towards the ceiling. “I’m not a freeloader. I’m an adorable mascot. I raise the morale of the party. Without me, you’d be a group of boring stuck-up people.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly turned towards Alice. “Are we boring?” 
 
    “I prefer the term studious,” Alice said with a frown. 
 
    “It’s too loud.” The ground and walls shook as Vur spread his wings, sending gusts of wind in all directions. He climbed to his feet and rubbed his eyes with the backs of his paws before looking around. His eyes rolled up to the top of his head to stare at Stella, who repositioned herself on his forehead. “How long was I asleep?” 
 
    “About twenty minutes.” 
 
    “…Really?” Vur asked, blinking twice. He stared down at his paws, flipping them over to inspect the fronts as well. “Then why do I feel so refreshed? It feels like I slept for twenty straight years.” 
 
    “You’re not even twenty years old,” Tafel said and glared at Vur while placing her hands on her hips. “Do you have anything you want to say for yourself? About Diamant, I mean.” 
 
    “Eh….” 
 
    “There’s no moon!” Tafel waved her staff in the air, attracting Vur’s gaze which was slipping towards the ceiling. “Don’t say it!” 
 
    Vur scratched his snout and lowered his head to the ground. He coughed and shifted his gaze away from Tafel. “Deedee’s a nice person.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant by having something to say about Diamant!” Tafel strode up to Vur’s face and placed her hands on her hips. Vur was still looking away. Tafel sighed and lowered her arms. “Alright. I’m not going to blame you for going off on your own. Just don’t do it again, okay?” 
 
    Vur blinked before making eye contact with Tafel. “Really?” 
 
    “Really,” Tafel said and nodded. 
 
    “Wait, why not?” Alice asked before Tafel could say anything else. “He endangered the whole party by leaving without warning us. I can charge in recklessly because I know he’s there to take care of any problems if things go south. And he’s our healer! What kind of healer runs off in the middle of a dungeon exploration to do his own thing? Do you know how much more stressful it is to fight without a healer watching over you? This past week was a nightmare.” 
 
    Tafel chewed on her lower lip. “You have a point….” 
 
    “You already said you wouldn’t blame me,” Vur said. His body shrank as he turned back into a human. He stood up and nodded. “That’s why you’re the best wife.” 
 
    “I did say that too,” Tafel said, avoiding Alice’s glare. Her eyes drifted onto Vur. “Uh, Vur? Did you get new tattoos?” 
 
    “Hmm?” Vur raised an eyebrow as Tafel pointed at his torso. He followed her finger and tilted his head towards his stomach. Two jagged, red lines extended down from his shoulders to his torso, disappearing into his pants. They were like lightning bolts, lining the sides of his abs. Vur tucked his thumbs into the band of his pants and pulled them away from his waist. “Oh, so that’s where they stop.” 
 
    Tafel pulled Vur’s hands away, causing his pants to snap back into place. “Don’t do that in front of Alice!” She raised her hand and traced the red line running down Vur’s body. “Is it a new elemental?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Vur said. He tapped the purple flower tattoo on his chest. “Stella? Do you know?” 
 
    “They’re home renovations,” Stella’s voice said. “Don’t pay them any mind.” 
 
    “Oh.” Vur nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    “How is that okay!?” If she knew how to, Tafel would’ve reached into Vur’s tattoo to yank the fairy queen out. “What do you mean home renovations? They’re just decorations? And don’t treat my husband as your home!” 
 
    Stella’s arm popped out of Vur’s chest, and the fairy shook her fist at Tafel. “You’re the one who treated my home as your husband. I was here first.” Stella’s arm disappeared back inside before Tafel could grab her hand. “And these aren’t just for decoration. They’re power-ups! Vur loves power-ups.” 
 
    Tafel’s eyes widened as she stared at Vur. “You … got stronger again?” Her expression fell as her shoulders drooped. She seemed to deflate as she let out a sigh, hanging her head. She muttered to herself, “It’s okay, Tafel. It’s okay. One day. One day it’ll happen.” 
 
    “Are you alright?” Vur asked and tilted his head. Tafel didn’t respond. Vur looked down and tapped on his flower tattoo again. “What do the red things do?” 
 
    “They’re a strength increase,” Stella said. “I absorbed the chimera queen while you were sleeping, and this power was left over because why would a fairy need physical strength? So I gave it to you.” 
 
    “One day, you’re going to run out of canvas space on your body,” Mr. Skelly said. He and Alice had climbed down to the bottom of the pit. “And then what’ll you do?” 
 
    “Not get any more power-ups,” Tafel said as she raised her head. She nodded. “That’s right. You have a limit to how many things you can randomly stick into yourself to get stronger. There’s a limit.” 
 
    Alice raised an eyebrow. “That still doesn’t mean you have any hope, you know?” 
 
    “Shut it,” Tafel said, glaring at the diminutive guild master. “Anything is possible if you try hard enough.” She shook her head before poking Vur’s arm. “Anyways, what happened here? What is this place?” 
 
    “I think this was the chimera nest,” Vur said. “There were a lot of chimeras. There was a really big one too that took a week to kill.” He pointed at the bloody holes in the wall. “It kept eating the other chimeras inside those pockets to heal itself. Magic wouldn’t work on it either, and it kept heating itself up to melt the ice whenever I froze it.” A wrinkle appeared on his forehead as his torso turned red, starting from his stomach. The redness spread to the rest of his body, crawling down his arms and legs. “Like this.” 
 
    Tafel pressed her palm against Vur’s side. “Oh, that’s pretty warm.” 
 
    “Warm? Are you kidding me? That’s hot,” Alice said. “I’m surprised your pants haven’t—” 
 
    A crackling sound interrupted her as Vur’s pants were set ablaze. Sheryl hopped out of the runes on Vur’s shoulder and dropped down to the ground, taking on her form as a red rock. Her body split in half as she opened her rocky mouth and inhaled, sucking up the fire before it could damage his pants even further. When the flames were gone, she let out a tiny burp before crawling up Vur’s leg and torso, sinking back into her runes. 
 
    Vur’s skin returned to its normal color as he cooled down. “Other than that, the big chimera didn’t have anything special. It was a little stronger than Mary, but it was still weaker than me.” 
 
    Alice scratched her head, ruffling her hair. “So, this thing nullified magic, couldn’t be frozen, and was stronger than the freak that could tie you in strength in your human form. In other words, if Tafel and Nate and I encountered it, we would’ve lost miserably.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Vur said. “Mary didn’t tie me. I won.” 
 
    “You’re not going to deny the lost miserably part?” Tafel asked. 
 
    “It took a week for him to kill in his dragon form,” Alice said. “If that doesn’t tell you anything, then you need to take a lesson in reading glaringly obvious cues.” She shook her head. “If that was this dungeon’s mini-boss, then the final boss will be even harder. We won’t make it to Mary’s birthday party in time if we continue. Should we head back?” 
 
    “I can record these coordinates,” Tafel said. “We’ll be able to teleport back here at any time.” 
 
    A furrow appeared on Alice’s brow. “You know, that’s a really cheat-like ability.” 
 
    “Is it? Any time mage can do it,” Tafel said. “Though, I guess, time mages are pretty rare existences. I only know two others. Shall we head back? It’s been a week since we’ve bathed, and we’re starting to smell.” 
 
    “Starting to smell? You’ve been smelling horribly since the second day,” Mistle said from the runes on Vur’s back. 
 
    “Except for me,” Mr. Skelly said. “I don’t sweat. Being undead is so convenient.” 
 
    Tafel rolled her eyes. “Yeah, but you’re dead, so it balances out.” 
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    “Is it wise to show up like this, Grand Duchess?” 
 
    Apollonia turned towards her most trusted retainer. “I haven’t been accused of treason yet,” she said and shook her head. The carriage they were in jolted up and down as it rolled over a wooden bridge to traverse a river. A few droplets of water splashed upwards and through the window, landing on Apollonia’s cheek. She dabbed her face with a handkerchief and sighed. “If I don’t show up for her banquet, the empress may create an excuse to have me killed. If I show up, I may be executed. If I don’t show up, I may be executed. There’s no reason not to have my final meal be the dinner served at an empress’ birthday.” 
 
    Daniel placed a closed fist against his chest and stared into Apollonia’s eyes. “If the demon lord tries to kill you, I’ll find a way to save you.” 
 
    A wry smile appeared on Apollonia’s lips. “Is that so? I appreciate the sentiment, but you and I both know it’s impossible.” The grand duchess turned her head and gazed up at the clouds through the window. “That girl is simply too strong. The only thing we can do is pray she lost her life to the devil or black dragon that took it away.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mary stared down at the plate by her feet. She was sitting on the ground with her legs crossed. Her armor covered her thighs, but her shins and feet were still bare and smudged with dirt. Steam rose out of the roasted … something … in front of her. Mary raised her head away from the unidentified meal and stared at Lindyss. “Am I a prisoner?” 
 
    Lindyss tore her gaze from her book and stared back at Mary. “Have we treated you like one?” 
 
    “…This food smells funny.” 
 
    Lindyss’ eyes drifted to Mary’s plate. The meal was exactly how she had presented it to the empress, and the utensils hadn’t even been touched. “Then don’t eat it.” 
 
    “I’ll go on a hunger strike,” Mary said. Her stomach growled, but she pretended as if it hadn’t, her gaze still fixed on Lindyss’ face. “I won’t eat. And if I die, it’ll be your fault.” 
 
    “Freeloaders don’t get to go on hunger strikes,” Lindyss said. She closed her book, keeping one finger inside to preserve her page. “Did you know that that’s what you are? You’re a freeloader.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Mary said. “You imprisoned me here. It’s your responsibility to keep me alive as a prisoner of war.” 
 
    Lindyss’ expression darkened. “What war? And you’re not a prisoner. No, rather, why are you still here? Don’t you have other things to do? Other places to be? Why are all the empresses and queens so irresponsible and carefree that they have time to bug me?” 
 
    A lump on the cursed elf’s head squirmed as Erin popped out of her hair. “Maybe bugging you is just really, really important? It’s so important that we have to drop everything we’re doing to do it.” 
 
    “I’m really not a prisoner?” Mary frowned. “But you have my sword. And the dragon has my armor. I can’t leave without them.” She nodded. “Since I can’t leave, that means you’ve imprisoned me.” 
 
    “What if I said I don’t have your sword?” Lindyss asked. “Then what? Will you go away?” 
 
    “I still want to fight the devil too,” Mary said and pursed her lips. “And I know you have my sword. Please give it back.” 
 
    Lindyss’ expression darkened. “You’re awfully needy for a self-proclaimed prisoner, huh?” 
 
    “Please. It means a lot to me.” 
 
    The corner of a piece of paper poked Mary’s calf. Grimmy grinned at her when she turned to face him. “Just sign the contract and we’ll return everything to you.” 
 
    Mary furrowed her brow as she grabbed the paper. The dense text seemed to jump out at her, and she looked away. “There’s so much to read,” she said and sighed. She placed the contract down and stared at Grimmy. “If I sign this, will you tell me what you meant by the other fellow will take over my body and destroy my soul?” 
 
    “You know, that sounds pretty self-explanatory,” Emile said from his position near the front of the cave. “Someone out there wants to take over your body by destroying your soul. What’s so hard to understand about that?” 
 
    Mary wandered over to Emile. “But how does he know? Who wants to destroy my soul? How can I defend against it?” She pushed the contract towards the phoenix. “Can you read this for me and tell me if there are any disadvantageous clauses?” 
 
    Emile peered at the page. “The very first line says you’ll give up your soul for all eternity to Grimmoldesser after you die. That sounds very disadvantageous. Should I continue?” 
 
    “I don’t think I need my soul after I die,” Mary said and bit her lower lip. “Continue.” 
 
    Emile stared at Mary. “…Okay.” He cleared his throat and focused his attention back onto the contract. “The next line says that your spouse will be determined by Grimmoldesser.” 
 
    Mary tilted her head. “If I don’t like the spouse he chooses, I can beat him up, so that’s okay too. Continue.” 
 
    “Your firstborn child will also be given to Grimmoldesser.” 
 
    “I don’t plan on having children. Continue.” 
 
    “You must become a willing participant in any experiment that Grimmoldesser comes up with.” 
 
    Mary furrowed her brow. “For how long?” 
 
    Emile squinted at the contract before shrugging. “There’s no time limit, so I’m assuming forever.” 
 
    “Forever’s a long time…,” Mary said. “But if it’s only participating in experiments…. I’m used to those, so it should be fine. Continue.” 
 
    Lindyss patted Grimmy’s snout. “Has anyone ever been crazy enough to sign one of your contracts?” 
 
    “Yep,” Grimmy said. “There’s the few who think they can outsmart me somehow but end up having their souls sucked out of them for breaking the contract. And there’s the ones willing to do anything for a short moment of fame.” He shrugged. “It’s not like I’m offering unbalanced deals either. I take advantage of their desperation and give them an offer just slightly under their breaking point. I mean, really, which one would you rather have? A lot of power, or your firstborn child?” 
 
    “…What do you even do with firstborn children?” Lindyss asked. “I’ve never seen you with a kid before. Other than Vur.” 
 
    Grimmy cleared his throat. “That’s classified information.” 
 
    “I’ll sign it.” Mary walked between Grimmy and Lindyss and held out the contract in her outstretched arms. “Give me something to write with.” 
 
    “You’re going to sign it?” Lindyss asked, her eyes widening. “Didn’t I warn you earlier?” 
 
    Mary pouted. “But you won’t return my sword.” 
 
    “Your sword is really that valuable to you?” 
 
    Mary’s head bobbed up and down. 
 
    “You’re really willing to give up anything for this sword, huh?” 
 
    Mary continued to nod. 
 
    Lindyss sighed. “Don’t sign the contract,” she said and pinched the bridge of her nose. “I’ll return your sword to you, but under one condition.” 
 
    “Hey,” Grimmy said and poked Lindyss’ side before she could say anything else. “Are you poaching my prey?” 
 
    Lindyss snorted. “It feels wrong to watch an innocent young girl fall into your clutches.” 
 
    “Wow, I’m offended,” Grimmy said and blew a puff of smoke out of his nostrils. 
 
    Lindyss rolled her eyes and reached into her pocket. She took out Mary’s sword and pulled her hand back as the empress extended her arm towards it. “I didn’t say the condition yet,” Lindyss said, taking a few steps back. 
 
    “That’s okay,” Mary said as she sidled closer to Lindyss. “I agree. Anything you want. You said you’ll be fairer than the dragon, so it’s okay.” She held her hands out, her palms facing the ceiling. “Sword, please.” 
 
    Lindyss sighed as she placed the sword into Mary’s hands. “Don’t regret your decision.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So…,” Alice said. Her hand was shielding her eyes from the sun and blocking her hair from waving into her face. She rose up and down as Vur beat his wings, hovering in place. “None of us know where Mary’s palace is.” 
 
    “I thought you studied this continent’s geography,” Tafel said. “Isn’t that why you cooped yourself up in the library instead of training?” 
 
    “Hey, at least I tried, alright?” Alice snorted and brushed her hair back with her hands. “You didn’t even try to familiarize yourself with the place. All you did was train after getting schooled by Mary. Just because I know the general layout of the lands doesn’t mean I can know exactly where we are based on a few very small clues.” 
 
    “Hovering is annoying,” Vur said, nearly knocking Alice and Tafel over as his head moved. “Can I circle instead?” 
 
    “Let’s just head towards that direction,” Tafel said and pointed. “If we reach a town, I’m sure we can ask around for the location of Mary’s palace. We have a few days since we left the dungeon early. We’ll make it in time.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mary hummed to herself as she hugged her sword to her chest. Her arms were no longer bare, covered by her gauntlets, and her feet had been washed before slipping back into her sabatons. With a little persuasion from Lindyss, Grimmy had returned Mary’s items back to her. Mary swayed from side to side and giggled before slipping her sword into her sheathe on her waist. “I really didn’t expect those two to return my equipment,” Mary said as she looked up with her eyes. Susan was sitting on top of her head, and Emile was sitting on top of Susan. 
 
    “What did Lindyss ask of you?” Susan asked, meeting Mary’s gaze. 
 
    “Watch out,” Emile said and flapped his wings. “You’re going to walk into a tree. When you’re walking this fast, don’t look away!” 
 
    The forest blurred by as Mary’s footsteps shrank the land underneath her feet. “I won’t,” she said. “I always pay attention.” She rubbed Susan’s belly with her finger. “Lindyss asked me to become her servant for ten years sometime in the future. It was a good deal, right? I think it was a great deal.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Susan’s beak jutted out as her eyes narrowed. “Ten years isn’t long at all. Isn’t Lindyss being really nice? I think she’s planning something. When someone who’s as corrupted as her does something nice, you can bet your tail feathers that she’s working in her best interests. What’d she tell you to do?” 
 
    “She told me to have fun and do whatever, just get out of her sight,” Mary said. She swerved to the side, avoiding a caravan and startling a horse. The trio had exited the forest and were approaching a city with a massive wall surrounding it. “And maybe when I actually became useful, she’d make me her servant, but for now, I’m free to do what I want.” 
 
    “It sounds a lot like you were thrown away,” Emile said. He shifted his weight on top of Susan’s back and squinted. “Which is a good thing when you consider who you were thrown away by. Nothing good comes from associating with flying lizards and their sympathizers. Phoenixes are the only ones that you can trust.” 
 
    “Don’t forget that Tafel married a dragon,” Susan said. 
 
    “Yeah, well don’t forget that Tafel’s a traitor who abandoned us in the middle of nowhere to fend for ourselves,” Emile said and snorted. “We were almost shot by hunters!” 
 
    “Emile…,” Susan said, hesitating as she picked out her words. “You tend to blame others a lot for your own faults. In a few hundred years, you’ll be an adult. Don’t you think it’s about time you grew up and took some responsibility for your own actions?” 
 
    Emile’s beak snapped shut as he lowered his head. Susan met his gaze without wavering. The two phoenixes stared at each other as the scenery blew past. Emile’s eyes narrowed. “Who do you think you are? Mom?” 
 
    “No, I’m saying this as your older sister,” Susan said. “The way you’re acting, it’s not cute at all.” 
 
    “I’m a phoenix; I’m not supposed to be cute.” Emile flapped his wings twice. “I’m imposing! Majestic! Awe-inspiring! People will write stories about my grandeur, not my cuteness.” 
 
    “But I think you two are cute,” Mary said, stopping in front of a shop. She walked inside and grabbed a flask of water that was on a shelf. She popped it open and took a long gulp. 
 
    “H-hey! Miss, you can’t drink before you pay,” the shop owner said from behind his counter. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Mary said. “I’m the empress. This is a tax.” She nodded and left the building before the shop owner could respond. Without caring about the confused man’s feelings, she sat down on the steps leading up to the shop and sipped on her flask. 
 
    Emile leaned forward and glared at Mary. “Which part of me is cute?” 
 
    “You’re small and puffy and you have large eyes,” Mary said. “Isn’t that the definition of cute?” 
 
    Emile clacked his beak. “Just wait a few hundred years until I’m an adult. Then I’ll tower over you, and we’ll see who’s cute then.” 
 
    Mary raised an eyebrow. “I think I’ll be dead before that happens? So, you’ll always be cute and not awe-inspiring in my lifetime.” 
 
    “You see?” Susan asked. “You have to play towards your strengths. Learn to act cuter and take some more responsibility for your actions. You can’t stay immature forever.” 
 
    Emile pecked the back of Susan’s head, causing her to squawk and roll off of Mary, both phoenixes falling to the ground. They rolled around in front of Mary, a ball of red feathers and occasional flames. “Just because Mom told you to seduce Vur for grandchildren you think you’re mature now? You’re only a few minutes older than me! How dare you talk to me like you’re some kind of adult when you’re still just a baby!” 
 
    “Maturity isn’t about age,” Susan said and buffeted Emile’s head with her wings. “It’s about how you handle life. Why do you think Tafel’s an adult when she’s less than half our age? It’s because she’s mature!” 
 
    “You’re dumb! Stupid! Idiot!” 
 
    “This is why you’re immature,” Susan said. With a few deft movements of her legs and wings, she managed to pin Emile underneath herself. She sat on his chest and held his wings against the ground with her talons. 
 
    Emile struggled but couldn’t break free. He stopped moving and stuck his tongue out at Susan. “I know you are, but what am I?” 
 
    Before Susan could respond, Mary scooped the two phoenixes up in her arms. “I’m ready to move again,” she said. “If I move fast enough, I might make it in time to apologize to Tafel for missing the banquet. We’re almost at my palace, just a few more cities to go.” 
 
    Emile and Susan exchanged glances with each other. They were held near Mary’s armpits, one phoenix per arm. “Isn’t Mary the type of person to get lost easily?” Susan asked in a whisper. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I always know the way home,” Mary said and nodded. 
 
    “She’s like a pigeon,” Emile said. “Not a lot goes on up there, but at least she can find her way home.” 
 
    “Up where?” Mary asked, leaving the city behind as the ground warped underneath her. 
 
    “Nothing,” Emile said. “Forget I said anything.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alora opened one eye as she yawned without opening her mouth, inhaling through her nostrils. Her lips parted as she exhaled and stretched, her tail reaching towards the sky as her wings spread apart. “Oh?” Both eyes widened as they shot open, and her head swiveled around. “I’m a dragon again. Vur’s polymorph must’ve worn off.” She let out a groan as she splayed her limbs out, her paws pushing the dirt apart and creating divots in the ground. “I wonder how much longer he’ll be in there for.” Then she folded her legs back underneath herself, curling up into a ball. “I’m getting kind of bored. Well, I guess I can go back to sleep. He’ll wake me up when he’s out.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Within a room with red walls and a black-tiled floor, a stalactite hung from the rocky ceiling. Beneath the pointy structure, there was a coffin made of a transparent material that refracted light in all directions like a diamond. The coffin was filled, nearly to the brim, with a red liquid that resembled blood but was less murky. A droplet fell from the stalactite and landed in the coffin, creating a ripple on the mirrorlike surface of the liquid inside. 
 
    The room was a cubical one with no windows. Glowing red crystals embedded in the ceiling were the only source of light. A fissure in one of the walls was the only exit, but it was blocked off by layers upon layers of red spiderwebs. Dust covered the ground, and white moss grew on the walls and ceiling starting from the base of the stalactite. 
 
    Another droplet of liquid fell from the stalactite into the coffin. As the ripples on the surface reached the edge of the transparent material, the ground shook as the room was engulfed by a bright, white light. The red liquid bubbled as if it were water in a boiling pot, and a pale white hand erupted out of the coffin. It groped around before clasping onto the coffin’s edge, and a second hand snaked out of the liquid beside it, its fingers curling around the diamond-like surface. The pale hands shimmered, flickering in and out of existence, as they gripped the coffin tighter, blue veins bulging against their skin. 
 
    A third droplet fell into the coffin, and the hands solidified. A head burst through the surface of the liquid, and blood-red rivulets ran down its sides. The head was bald, and its skin was as smooth as a baby’s. Its eyes opened, revealing a pair of green irises. A fourth droplet of liquid fell onto the person’s head, and the outline of a neck appeared as the man rose upward. Arms and elbows broke through from underneath the bloody surface as the man pulled himself up with his hands as if he were climbing out of a swimming pool. As the man rose higher and higher, the level of the liquid within decreased. When the man fully emerged from the coffin, rolling over its edge and onto the floor while panting, the last vestiges of liquid had disappeared. 
 
    The man’s arms and legs were splayed as he lay on his back, staring up at the ceiling. He raised one hand over his head and in front of his face. His hand flipped back and forth before his gaze traversed down his arm and onto his bicep. He flexed, and his skin bulged as his muscles knotted. A faint smile appeared on the man’s lips as he sat up. He clenched and unclenched his hands a few times before bending both his arms at his elbows. An exhale escaped from his mouth as he unbent his arms and cracked his neck. He rolled his shoulders a few times before standing up, bending and unbending his knees. Finally, he rolled his ankles one at a time with his eyes closed. The smile on his face widened as his eyes shot open. “Perfect.” 
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    Mary stared at the man kneeling in front of her feet. He was wearing a black outfit that covered everything except for his eyes. She had just returned to the palace when the Shadows member appeared to greet her. Mary pursed her lips as she walked around the man towards a couch in the palace’s foyer. She placed Emile and Susan onto two pillows before sitting down between them. “What happened to the banquet?” 
 
    The man shuffled around without getting off his knees to face Mary. “My liege,” he said, his head still hanging. “All the preparations for your banquet have been completed. It can begin at any time you’d like.” 
 
    Mary’s eyes widened. “I didn’t miss it? When is it taking place?” 
 
    “The banquet was scheduled to happen in three days, but it can be moved forward,” the man said. “Did something happen while you were exterminating the devil to make you lose track of time, my liege?” 
 
    Mary let out a low hum as she leaned back into the couch and exhaled. “A lot of things happened,” she said. “A lot of interesting things happened. Does Shadows know about the black dragon that appeared?” 
 
    “Yes,” the man said. “We’ve sighted it, but after it flew over Viscount Tori’s land, we lost track of it. There’s some kind of magic interfering with our tracking techniques.” 
 
    “Don’t try to find it,” Mary said, still staring at the ceiling. “It’s too strong to kill. Locating it will only antagonize it and bring about greater trouble. Before I could kill the devil, the dragon interfered and took it away.” 
 
    “I understand,” the man said. “My liege….” 
 
    Mary waited, but the man didn’t say anything else. She sat up and tilted her head at him. “What is it?” 
 
    “Have you”—the man’s forehead wrinkled as he hesitated and bit his lower lip—“heard anything about Sir Zyocuh?” 
 
    “About Uncle?” Mary asked. Her eyes narrowed. “What do you mean? Are people spreading rumors about him even though he’s dead?” 
 
    “No, that’s not it,” the man said and shook his head. A bead of sweat formed on his brow, but it was instantly absorbed by the cloth covering his face. “Forget I said anything, my liege.” 
 
    Mary stared at the man without saying a word. 
 
    “I’m hungry!” Emile squawked and smacked Mary’s thigh with his wing. A metallic ringing noise echoed through the foyer, and Emile flinched as he waved his wing back and forth. “Ow. That hurt.” 
 
    “Emile! Can’t you see she’s busy intimidating someone?” Susan asked. “You’re ruining the atmosphere.” 
 
    Mary sighed as she scooped up the phoenixes. She narrowed her eyes at the kneeling man. “My good friend, Tafel, will be attending the banquet. She must be treated with the utmost respect. If I hear even a single complaint about the banquet come out of her mouth, I’ll disband Shadows and create a newer, more competent intelligence network.” 
 
    “M-my liege,” the kneeling man said. 
 
    Mary tilted her chin up as she walked away, two phoenixes tucked under her armpits. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “See? That wasn’t too hard to find,” Tafel said and hopped off of Vur’s head. She landed on a path made of golden bricks leading up to a palace that shone in the sun. It was easily ten times the size of Tafel’s castle back on the central continent, and Vur had to tilt his head up to see the top of the building. “Practical experience is much greater than theory.” 
 
    Alice snorted and slid off of Vur’s face, using his cheek like a slide. “You found the biggest building to have ever existed, congratulations.” 
 
    Tafel rolled her eyes in response. “Yeah, well, you couldn’t find it even though you read all those books,” she said. “Speaking of books, we looted a lot from that dungeon, didn’t we?” 
 
    “Right, I look forward to reading them all,” Alice said. 
 
    “You sound really expectant.” Tafel tilted her head. “If I were you, I wouldn’t get my expectations up over some books we found in what seemed to be a living room, and those books in the kitchen were definitely cookbooks.” 
 
    Alice placed her hands on her hips. “I love reading all kinds of books, cookbooks included.” 
 
    “But you can’t cook,” Mr. Skelly said. 
 
    Alice whirled around to glare at the suit of armor that had slid off of Vur. “And you can’t eat. There’s no issue,” Alice said and snorted. “For the record, Vur and Tafel invited me to their party because Vur loved the way my food tasted.” 
 
    “Right, right,” Tafel said as she tugged on Alice’s sleeve. “Let’s move over a bit to the side, and Vur, please, turn back into a human.” Behind the group, there was what used to be a line of wagons. After a dragon landed on the road, the horses had scattered in all directions. A few people were screaming while others were crawling out of overturned carriages. 
 
    Vur’s scales lost their luster as his body shrank. “Ah,” he said, his voice garbled by his transformation. “We forgot Alora.” 
 
    Tafel stared at Vur, his wings shrinking into his back as his claws retracted and turned into nails. “How could you forget your cousin?” 
 
    Vur shrugged. “I remembered now.” 
 
    Tafel sighed. “I’ll record this location’s coordinates and teleport back to bring her along. You’re coming with me since I’m not sure I’ll have the mana to transport a dragon. And I don’t think she trusts me enough to let me teleport her.” 
 
    “Wait,” Alice said. “What do you mean you don’t think you have the mana to transport a dragon? You could teleport Vur and us without issues.” 
 
    “That’s because Vur cooperates with me,” Tafel said. “Whenever I need to teleport him, his mana works with me instead of against me. There’s something about his mana that makes it easy to use; it probably has something to do with the fact that he’s a blue mage.” 
 
    Alice frowned as Tafel grabbed Vur’s arm. With a flash of light coming out of the demon’s horns, the duo disappeared. Mr. Skelly tapped on Alice’s shoulder and pointed past her head. She turned around and came face to face with shining metal. A group of knights were flanking her in a semicircular formation, their swords drawn and raised. “She couldn’t have warned me before she left?” Alice muttered to herself as she raised her hands up. “Hey, I guess….” 
 
    The knights didn’t react. 
 
    “None of you are going to say anything?” Alice asked and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Without warning, the seven or so knights fell forward, collapsing into a giant heap of shining metal. A lone figure dressed in black stood over them while dusting off his gloves. “My apologies,” the man in black said as he lowered his head, bending his torso to bow ninety degrees. “Might you be Lady Tafel’s companion?” 
 
    “Lady Tafel?” Alice asked. Her brow furrowed for a moment before relaxing. “I’m Tafel’s companion, yes. Did Mary send you?” 
 
    “That’s right,” the man said. He straightened his torso and used his finger to pull down the mask covering his mouth before smiling. “Please, forgive these knights for being aggressive. They saw a dragon and became excited. Her Imperial Majesty has been looking forward to seeing Lady Tafel again. Do you know where she might have gone?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Alice said. “She went to pick up a dragon. She should be back at any moment.” 
 
    A wry smile appeared on the man’s face, and he readjusted his mask to cover his mouth and nose. “Picking up a dragon. Of course. As expected of Her Imperial Majesty’s good friend.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A deep frown was etched on Mary’s face. She was polishing her sword, using a cloth to rub oil into the hilt. Just looking at the metal reminded her of Lindyss’ slender fingers wrapping around it. The frown on her face stretched even harder as Mary applied more force, wiping out the long-gone fingerprints that she was sure was still there. 
 
    “My liege, your good friend, Lady Tafel, has arrived.” 
 
    Mary’s hand froze mid-wipe. She raised her head, the frown on her face flipped upside down into a brilliant smile instead. “She’s here?” she asked the kneeling Shadows member. “Nothing stupid happened like knights charging at her for disrupting the peace, right?” 
 
    Beads of sweat formed on the Shadows’ member forehead before being instantly absorbed by the black cloth covering his face. “N-no such thing happened, my liege,” the man said. “The Shadows are treating Lady Tafel with the utmost care. There were a few incidents with the traffic around the palace being disrupted by the sudden appearances of dragons, but everything has already settled down.” 
 
    Mary’s expression darkened. “I thought I told her not to bring Vur,” she said and pouted. She sighed as she stood up and slid her sword, sheathe included, into the slot reserved for it on her belt. “And I can’t even make him feel unwelcome because he’s a dragon. I … can just pretend he doesn’t exist. Okay.” Mary nodded to herself and walked past the kneeling man, exiting the room. The Shadows member exhaled out a shaky breath before standing up and disappearing. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alora stared at the utensils on the table in front of her. They were silver and had flowers engraved on their handles. With a snort, she swept aside the cutlery with the back of her hand, knocking the plate onto the ground as well. She leaned forward and grabbed the whole roasted pig. As she sat back, the pig was dragged forward, leaving a greasy trail from the center of the table to the space in front of her. She ignored the stares from the surrounding people and chomped down on the back of the pig, spurting juices out from the sides of her mouth. 
 
    Thwack. 
 
    Alora yelped, dropping the piece of meat she tore off as her mouth shot open. A stinging pain stabbed into the back of her head, and she turned to glare at the culprit. Vur pointed at the fork and knife on the ground beside the shattered plate. “What did I say about table manners?” 
 
    Alora pursed her greasy lips. “Um, I don’t remember. Something, something Grimmy said something, something?” 
 
    Vur sighed. “When we’re around special humans, we have to act like them. And that means eating like they eat.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Alora said. “How come we only have to act this way around certain people and not others? What makes them special?” 
 
    “They’re special because Tafel said so.” 
 
    Alora turned her head towards the front of the dining room. Tafel was sitting next to Emile, Susan, and Mary while glaring at the two human-shaped dragons with a gaze that could turn lava to ice. Mary, on the other hand, was busy placing food onto Tafel’s plate, creating a small mountain of meat and vegetables that reached up to her chin. Alora blinked and turned back to Vur. “And how does she decide?” 
 
    Vur shrugged. “Most of the time, she declares royalty as special people. Nobles too but not all nobles. And not all royalty. And sometimes commoners but not always.” 
 
    Alora nodded twice. “It sounds like your wife can’t make up her mind.” 
 
    “Yup.” Vur grabbed a plate off the tray of a waitress who was walking by and placed it upside down on top of the roasted pig. With a flick of his wrist, he flipped the whole thing over so that the bottom of the plate made contact with the table. 
 
    Alora took another bite out of the pig, burying her face into its stomach as Vur turned around to grab utensils. She lifted her face just as he turned back around. “So,” she said before Vur could comment or hit her again, “why do we have to lower ourselves and act like humans around special people?” 
 
    “Eating like a dragon makes them uncomfortable,” Vur said and stabbed the knife and fork into the pig with a squelching sound that echoed through the room. Everyone turned to stare, but Vur didn’t notice or care. “They think you’ll eat them next, and that scares them.” 
 
    Alora tilted her head when she realized Vur wasn’t going to add anything else. “And? I’m not seeing the problem here.” 
 
    Vur snorted. “That’s because you’re too young to appreciate good food. Why do we ambush and kill our prey quickly when hunting?” 
 
    Alora blinked. “We what?” 
 
    “You don’t?” 
 
    “Should I be?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh.” Alora scratched her nose, leaving a greasy smudge on her skin. “Oops?” 
 
    Vur sighed again and shook his head while clicking his tongue. “According to Grimmy, things that are afraid taste less tasty. He says fear leaves a distinct, bitter flavor. So, if you make all these people afraid, then your meal will be ruined by all the fear in the room.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure that’s not how it works,” Alice said from across the table. Only Tafel had been invited up to Mary’s space in the front of the room. “I don’t think Tafel wants you to not eat like a barbarian because it’ll make your meal taste bitter.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Alora’s head bobbed up and down. She froze. “Wait a minute.” Her eyes narrowed at Alice. “I don’t eat like a barbarian. I eat like a very refined dragon. My grandma says I’m a great eater.” 
 
    “That means she’s calling you fat,” Alice said, “in a very round-about way.” 
 
    Alora snorted. “I’m wide-scaled! Don’t make me thrash you once I turn back into a dragon.” She turned back towards Vur. “And your reason makes no sense. Well, it makes sense, but it has nothing to do with the topic. Why do we have to eat like humans only around special humans? Do non-special humans not radiate out bad-tasting fear? Or is it because their fear tastes good? See? Tafel’s just trick—” 
 
    Vur stuffed a fork with a large piece of meat on it into Alora’s mouth. “Dragons shouldn’t speak while chewing.” 
 
    Alora’s throat bulged as she swallowed without chewing since the piece of meat was too big to manipulate properly in her puny human mouth. “Tafel’s just tricki—“ 
 
    Another forkful of meat stifled Alora’s words. She swallowed again. “Ta—“ 
 
    Vur shoved his fork forward and retracted it, leaving another blockade in front of Alora’s verbal cannons, before exhaling through his nose. He turned towards Alice and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Alice crossed her arms and stuck her chin out. “You’re a very sore loser when you’re wrong.” 
 
    “I’m not wrong,” Vur said as he plugged Alora’s mouth again before she could even make a sound. “Dragons are never wrong.” 
 
    “What if two dragons disagr—” 
 
    There was a screech as Alice’s wooden chair scooted backwards, dragging against the marble tile. Vur leapt across the table and knocked the tiny guild master over before she could complete her escape. He placed his butt on Alice’s chest as he sat down and shoved the roasted pig’s leg into her mouth, past her tightly pressed-together lips. 
 
    A strange cry came from the front of the room that sounded like a mixture between a yelp and a gasp. Mary’s mouth was wide open, her hands frozen stiff in the air while holding a fork and a knife that was dripping sauce. The mountain of food on Tafel’s plate creaked as it slowly toppled over onto the demon who was too busy glaring at Vur to notice until it was too late. 
 
    The dining room, which was already silent despite the large number of nobles in attendance, fell deathly still. Rustling sounds rang out as dozens of people dressed in black ran out of the various shadows in the room. They streamed out of the windows and doors, stomping and screaming unintelligible words as they ran for their lives. 
 
    “V-V-V-V-Vur!!!” Mary shot to her feet and leapt onto her table. She drew her sword and stabbed it through the gap in her armor and into her shoulder. Her blade shone with a brilliant red light, illuminating her rapidly blanching face. “This is all your fault!” 
 
    Vur looked to the left, then to the right. He tilted his head. “What do you..., oh. You spilled food on Tafel. Why would you do that?” 
 
    Tafel sighed as the table in front of her splintered from Mary’s explosive leap. The demon used her fingers to remove a wooden fragment that had landed in her mouth and flicked it away. Her gaze fell onto the food covering her dress, pooling on her lap. She reached down and grabbed a fried fish. Her torso bent forward as she propped her elbow up on the remains of the table and rested her cheek on her palm, bringing the fish up to her mouth with her other hand. Her hair fluttered as a shockwave rushed past her, coming from the collision between Vur’s palm and Mary’s sword. And this is why she thought Mary’s idea to ignore Vur was a dumb one. At least the fried fish tasted good. 
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    “Hmm.” Sera growled at the staff in her paw. “Hmm.” Her eyes narrowed as she poked and prodded it with the tip of her claw, leaving tiny marks on the staff’s wooden surface. She sighed and tossed the staff over her shoulder. “Another failure.” 
 
    Vernon’s tail sneaked around to the fallen staff and hooked around it. He dragged it to his front claws and lifted it with one paw. “What’s wrong with this one?” 
 
    “It looks weird,” Sera said. Clanking sounds resounded through the cavern as logs of wood fell out of a cabinet. Sera dug around until she found a piece of wood that was a little longer than her paw was wide. She gave it a squeeze and nodded. “This one will be the one.” 
 
    “You said that last time, Aunt Sera.” 
 
    “And the time before that.” 
 
    “And the time before that time.” 
 
    “And the time before that time that she’s talking about.” 
 
    “And the—“ 
 
    Sera slammed her tail against the ground. “You know this is why Alora calls you three the annoying trio, right?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Wait. Because why? I don’t get it.” 
 
    Sera sighed and lumbered away with her newfound log. Vernon turned towards the trio of dragons who were staring up at him with wide eyes. One of their heads was tilted. Vernon cleared his throat. “How do I address you individually anyway?” 
 
    The dragon in the back puffed his chest out and tilted his chin towards the ceiling. “You can call me Eldest.” 
 
    The dragon closest to Vernon raised one paw. “My name is Youngest.” 
 
    Vernon nodded and looked at the last dragon, whose head was tilted. “Oh,” she said, righting her head. “I’m Bonnie.” 
 
    Vernon blinked. “What’s with those names?” 
 
    “Alora named us,” Eldest said. “It’s why we tease her for being fat even though she isn’t.” 
 
    “Well,” Vernon said and scratched the back of his head, “she can lose some weight. Just saying.” The three dragons’ eyes widened at him, and he cleared his throat. “I mean, what do you expect when…, eh, never mind. Forget I said anything.” 
 
    Eldest tapped on Bonnie’s and Youngest’s shoulders. The three dragons whirled in place and created a circular formation with their heads facing each other. “Does..., does that mean we’re fat too?” Eldest asked in a whisper. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Youngest said, his brow furrowed. “Do you think our whole family is fat and we just don’t know it? Really, how many other dragons do we know? We could be obese when compared to normal-sized ones!” 
 
    Bonnie’s eyes widened and glistened as a layer of tears pooled within her nictitating membrane. She raised her head and stared at Vernon. “Uncle Vernon, am I fat?” 
 
    Vernon coughed and looked towards the wall before turning back towards Bonnie. “You see, ah, size ... is a relative thing. Right, a relative concept.” He nodded. “To insects, humans are huge. To us, humans are small, see? When compared to Alora, you’re not fat at all, Youngest.” 
 
    “I’m Bonnie,” Bonnie said and sniffled. “What if you don’t compare me to Alora? What about compared to Aunt Sera? Who’s fatter?” 
 
    A chill crawled down Vernon’s back. His neck creaked to the side until he made eye contact with Sera, who was staring at him with a blank expression. She smiled, but it didn’t reassure Vernon at all. “Yes, dear,” Sera said, drawing out her term of endearment. “Who’s fatter?” 
 
    Vernon’s gaze swiveled from Sera to the three waiting dragons, their eyes brimming with expectation. Should he tell the truth? Maybe if he wanted to die. Vernon cleared his throat. “As you get older, one day, you’ll understand that your eyes simply don’t work as well as they used to. I’m really not the one you should be asking. How about you ask your father instead? He’s still pretty young, right?” 
 
    “Dad’s asleep,” Eldest said. “And Mom would say we aren’t fat no matter how fat we actually are because she’s the one who encourages us to eat along with Grandma.” Youngest and Bonnie nodded. “You’re the only one who can tell us, Uncle Vernon.” 
 
    “Yes, Vernon,” Sera said, poking Vernon’s ribs with her tail. “Why don’t you tell them? Just the other day, you were telling me how pretty my scales were. If you can’t make out my size with your eyes, then how could you tell my scales were pretty when they’re so much smaller? Don’t tell me you were just complimenting me without actually thinking.” 
 
    The annoying trio bobbed their heads up and down. Vernon met Bonnie’s gaze and let out a sigh. “Alright, Bonnie. You’re fat. Sorry.” 
 
    Bonnie gasped and brought her front paw to her mouth. 
 
    Vernon nodded. “You too, Eldest and Youngest.” 
 
    Tears slid down Bonnie’s cheeks. “...You’re not my favorite uncle anymore.” 
 
    “That’s right. How could you be so mean?” Youngest asked. “Couldn’t you have told us a white lie?” 
 
    Vernon’s expression darkened. 
 
    Sera nudged her mate’s side with her wing. “Heartless,” she said. Her tone was filled with disappointment, but there was a smile plastered on her face that the annoying trio couldn’t see. She hummed as she whittled away at the piece of wood in her paw with the tip of her claw. 
 
    Vernon caught a glimpse of Sera’s smile, and his countenance lit up like sunrays breaking through a cloud. 
 
    “Wow,” Eldest said. “Look at how happy he is after crushing our feelings.” 
 
    Vernon snorted and lumbered over to Sera’s side, ignoring Youngest’s cold gaze and Bonnie’s devastated one. No wonder why Alora called them the annoying trio. Why would they ask him a question they didn’t want to hear the answer to? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vur hummed as he munched on a piece of meat. Underneath him, a woman wearing black armor was flailing her limbs to no avail. Vur looked down and smacked Mary’s lower back with his hand, causing her to cry out. The nobles in the surroundings had already been shocked into silence, and the smack caused them all to flinch. Sweat rolled down their faces, but none of them stood up to leave. 
 
    “Get off of me!” Mary shouted and kicked her legs against the ground. Vur slapped her lower back again and took another bite from his drumstick. 
 
    Tafel pursed her lips. “Vur..., you’re embarrassing her.” 
 
    Vur snorted. “Maybe she deserves to be embarrassed,” he said as he tossed the remaining bone over his shoulder. It bounced along the ground before rolling to a stop against a chair’s leg. “She attacked me for no reason.” 
 
    “How did you get so strong?” Mary asked as she splayed her limbs out. Even trying to push against the ground to raise herself up hadn’t worked. And with her sword out of reach because Vur kicked it away, she couldn’t cut herself to amplify her strength. “Not too long ago, I was stronger than you.” 
 
    Vur snorted again. “When was that?” Mary wriggled underneath his butt as he leaned over and picked up another plate, causing Alora to protest and grope the space that her food had been moments ago. “I was always stronger than you.” 
 
    “No,” Mary said and shook her head, her red hair brushing against the floor. “Before, we were competing, and you only won because Tafel distracted me.” 
 
    Vur didn’t respond as he munched on what he suspected to be some kind of seafood. He swallowed. “Not true. I was always stronger.” 
 
    “But you couldn’t sit on me like this!” 
 
    “But I could,” Vur said and smacked Mary’s lower back once again when she tried to climb to her knees. With a clank, her torso hit the ground, and her eyes grew wet with tears. “I was just going easy on you back then.” 
 
    Mary hit the ground with her gauntlets and pouted. “Let me up,” she said, her voice shaky. “This is no way to treat an empress.” 
 
    “Act like an empress and I’ll treat you like one,” Vur said. He put a grape into his mouth and chewed, loud munching sounds resounding through the dining hall. 
 
    “You mean you’ll dethrone her and conquer her empire?” Stella asked, popping out of Vur’s chest. “That’s what you tend to do with rulers of any nation.” 
 
    “What?” Vur raised an eyebrow. “I only do that to rulers I don’t like.” 
 
    “So you’ll do that to her,” Stella said, looking down at Mary’s head. Tears were seeping out of the corners of the empress’ eyes. 
 
    Vur rubbed his chin. “Probably.” 
 
    “Let me up, let me up, let me up!” Mary wailed and kicked at the floor, creating giant fissures in the marble tile. The nobles turned their heads and exchanged glances with each other, but none of them dared to open their mouths. “Tafel! Your husband is bullying me!” 
 
    Tafel sighed through her nose. She stood up and summoned a portal to catch the food that fell off of her dress. She shook her head as she made her way to the center of the dining hall where Vur was still eating as if nothing was wrong. It was strange. She was married to most likely the strongest person in the world, but sometimes she felt more like a babysitter than a wife. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Zyocuh sat by the edge of a blood-red pond. He was wearing a loose-fitting robe that revealed pale skin, so pale that blue veins showed through. Within the bloody pond, an image of a dining room was displayed just below the surface. A stranger was sitting on a woman, who had eyes as green as his. It was his niece, the vessel he had painstakingly cultivated for ten years, yet she had lost? Zyocuh’s expression darkened as his lips twisted into a sneer. “Gather round, my subjects.” 
 
    Hundreds of people made from bloody liquid emerged from the cracks in the walls of the cavern. Droplets of blood fell from the ceiling, forming creatures made of various animals. Zyocuh spun around. Wherever his gaze landed, the people and animals would shy away while averting their eyes towards the ground. 
 
    “Where is the queen?” Zyocuh asked and furrowed his brow. The chimera queen had only been given freedom for ten years, yet it dared to rebel? His body trembled, and the surrounding bloody creatures lowered themselves to the ground. Zyocuh moved forward and stomped on the head of a chimera, bursting it like a bubble. Droplets of blood splattered against his face, and he glowered at his subjects. “I said, where is the queen?” 
 
    One chimera whimpered as it stepped forward and gestured with its front paws that resembled a bear’s. Zyocuh glared at it before his gaze softened. “It was killed?” he asked and gestured towards the pool. “By that man sitting on my niece?” 
 
    The chimera bobbed its head up and down and brought its paws to its lips, pantomiming a drinking motion. Its chest expanded as it swallowed, and it pointed at the pond before performing the gesture again. 
 
    “He absorbed the queen?” Zyocuh asked and raised an eyebrow. A wide smile split his face, showing his pearl-white teeth that had too little gum per tooth. “That’s perfect.” 
 
    The bloody creatures in the cavern exchanged glances with each other. Zyocuh ignored their puzzled gazes and chuckled as he swept his hand out over the pond. The bloody liquid within flew up and entered his hand, funneling in like a snake. Once the pond was dry, leaving a jagged crater in the center of the cavern, Zyocuh whirled around and spread his arms. “Come,” he said, his eyes glistening. The bloody people and creatures wailed as they shrank down into beads that flew towards Zyocuh, sinking into his skin. “Let us conquer our new vessel!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Oh, this one’s turning out pretty well,” Sera said. She was holding a half-formed staff in her palm, squinting at it while turning it this way and that. “The mana veins are flowing perfectly.” She held the wooden piece out towards Vernon. “See?” 
 
    Vernon grabbed towards the staff, but Sera slapped his claw down. She glared at him. “You see with your eyes. You’ll ruin it if you touch it.” 
 
    Vernon cleared his throat and nodded. “Yes, it looks very nice.” He rubbed his snout with his paw before scratching his cheek. “But don’t you think it looks ... a little big?” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Sera said and snorted. “The perfect staff-to-height ratio is three to one. Everyone knows that.” 
 
    “Is..., is that so?” Vernon raised his brow. He rubbed his snout again before nodding. “Of course it is. How could I forget?” 
 
    “Is it really, Uncle Vernon?” Bonnie whispered from his side. The annoying trio was gathered around a few logs of wood, both burnt and unburnt. 
 
    Vernon tremored as he shook his head with small motions to prevent Sera from noticing. With the tip of his tail, he scribbled on the ground by Bonnie’s face. “The staff should be one-and-a-half-humans long.” 
 
    The annoying trio exchange glances with each other. “How tall is Vur?” Eldest asked. 
 
    Sera grunted and lifted her tail a few feet off the ground. “About this tall.” 
 
    Eldest nodded. “I think I’ll make a staff out of this piece right here,” he said and grabbed a burnt log. “It’s perfect for fire spells.” 
 
    “Vur doesn’t know any fire spells,” Sera said. “He’s a blue mage.” 
 
    “Uh....” Vernon raised an eyebrow. “That’s not true? He knows quite a few fire-type spells.” 
 
    Sera’s claws stopped moving mid-carve. Her head rose as she arched her neck towards Vernon. “What?” she asked, her eyes narrowing into a glare. “Who set my precious child on fire?” 
 
    Vernon shrank back. “...Don’t you remember?”
  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lindyss sneezed. Her hand stretched towards her head and sank into her hair. A moment later, a struggling fairy was pulled out. The cursed elf brought the fairy close to her face and blew her nose on the fairy’s dress. 
 
    “Eek! That is so gross!” Erin wailed and scooped globs of sticky goo away with her hands. She struggled free and flailed her arms up and down, flinging snot onto the walls and floor of the room. “Why did you do that?” 
 
    “It was all the fairy dust you keep leaving behind that made my nose itch,” Lindyss said and turned a page of her book. “It’s only fair that you take responsibility for it.” 
 
    “It’s not like I leave fairy dust lying around on purpose!” Erin hmphed and flew to a nearby box filled with paper to wipe her hands. “It just falls off like your hair.” 
 
    Lindyss let out a low hum that signaled her acknowledgement but not agreement. 
 
    Erin sighed and placed her hands on her hips before shaking her head. “I don’t know why I’m friends with you.” 
 
    “Don’t ask me,” Lindyss said without taking her eyes off her book. “I have no clue either.” 
 
    Crack. 
 
    A massive black claw broke through the wall in front of Lindyss, showering her and her book with a layer of red and white dust. She coughed a few times and wiped at her eyes as a voice boomed out, “Hey, there’s something interesting moving around. Let’s go see it.” 
 
    Before Lindyss could even clear out the dust that had fallen into her mouth, she was lifted out of her seat by the black claw, Erin flying after her. The fairy queen landed on Lindyss’ shoulder. “I don’t know why you’re friends with him.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” Lindyss said and shook her head, dust falling from her hair like snow. She sighed and patted the black scales underneath her. “What is it this time? Another shiny rock?” 
 
    “No, it’s some sort of egg,” Grimmy said. “But it is shiny.” 
 
    “How does an egg move around?” Erin asked. 
 
    Grimmy snorted. “By rolling. Duh. How else?” 
 
    Erin shut her mouth and pursed her lips. 
 
    “Speaking of eggs,” Lindyss said, “weren’t you going to be a father soon? Is it really alright for you to not keep an eye on your and Leila’s egg?” 
 
    “Hmm? Oh, yeah.” Grimmy nodded. “Don’t worry. I already placed dozens of protective features around it before picking you up to come here. If anyone even steps foot into the wilderness, they’ll deeply regret it.” 
 
    “...What about the elves already living inside the woods?” 
 
    “They’ve been relocated.” 
 
    Lindyss’ brow furrowed. “To the afterlife?” 
 
    “...What kind of person do you think I am?” Grimmy asked, staring down at the tiny elf in his palm. 
 
    “That question doesn’t justify an answer,” Lindyss said and snorted. The wind ruffled her hair, blowing it into her face. 
 
    Grimmy chuckled and placed the cursed elf onto his head. “Don’t worry. I’m sure the elves love their new home, and even if they don’t, it’s only temporary.” 
 
    “So..., where did you send them?” Erin asked. 
 
    “The desert.” Grimmy nodded. “I settled their village around a cactus. They loved it.” His eyes lit up, and he pointed at the ground before Lindyss or Erin could comment. “There it is. The rolling egg.” 
 
    Lindyss’ expression darkened. “That’s a baby turtle.” 
 
    “You sure?” Erin asked. “I’m pretty sure that’s a snake.” 
 
    Grimmy licked his lips. “Well, the easiest way to find out is to eat it.” 
 
    Erin choked. “...And why is that?” 
 
    “I’ve eaten eggs, turtles, and snakes,” Grimmy said. “Whichever one it tastes like the most will clear up what it is.” 
 
    “Huh. Weird.” Erin scratched her head. “That shouldn’t make as much sense as it does.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vur sat across the table from Mary, Alora sitting beside him. Tafel was sitting next to the empress, her dress changed into a new one. And around the group of four, there were dozens of tables occupied by nobles with plates of cold food in front of them. “You have to be nice to her, Vur,” Tafel said. “It’s her birthday.” 
 
    “Then I don’t have to be nice tomorrow? She attacked me first,” Vur said. 
 
    Tafel turned towards Mary, and the empress turned her flushed face away to avoid Tafel’s gaze. The demon sighed. “Yes, you can be mean to her tomorrow, but not today, alright?” 
 
    Vur grumbled. “I’m not being mean.” 
 
    Tafel sighed again and swept her gaze over the room. Alice and Mr. Skelly were far away, sitting next to Apollonia. The diminutive guild master had said a saying about not camping on top of an active volcano when Tafel had asked her to sit next to Vur. “Look,” Tafel said to Vur after realizing no one was around to back her up, “didn’t Mary and I make even worse first impressions than she did to you and you did to her? But Mary and I are friends now.” 
 
    A wrinkle appeared on Vur’s forehead. “I disagree. She didn’t almost kill your wife.” 
 
    Tafel’s expression darkened as Mary’s head seemed to shrink down into her shoulders. Alora nudged Vur’s side. “Tafel doesn’t have a wife.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Vur said and nodded twice. “See?” 
 
    “I’ve already forgiven her for thrashing me like that,” Tafel said and patted Mary’s back. 
 
    Vur snorted. “But I haven’t. And it’s annoying how she thinks she’s better than me in anything when she’s not.” 
 
    “But I am...,” Mary said in a small murmur. 
 
    Vur crossed his arms and looked at Tafel with a gaze that asked, “See what I mean?” 
 
    Tafel sighed and turned her head. A motion from the doorway caught her eye. “Oh, the cake’s here.” 
 
    A waiter came up to Mary’s table and placed a slice in front of the empress. Mary looked at it and nodded before pushing it towards Tafel. “Try it. I asked Alice what your favorite flavor was.” 
 
    “When did you ask her that?” Tafel asked and furrowed her brow. Was there a time when the two had been left alone? 
 
    “Secret,” Mary said and pushed the plate even closer to Tafel, nearly causing it to fall off the table. Dozens of waiters streamed into the room and filled the nobles’ tables with plates of cake as well. 
 
    Vur frowned at the slice of cake. It was gray on the inside, and the outside had a layer of cream and fruit covering it. He poked at it with his finger, causing the spongy substance to sink inwards before puffing back out. His hair brushed against the table as he leaned forward to sniff the cake, getting cream on his nose. “This smells like dirt.” 
 
    “That’s rude,” Tafel said. She stabbed into the cake with her fork and retrieved a piece. “What flavor is it anyway?” she asked and placed the spongy bit into her mouth. 
 
    “Rock,” Mary said. Gagging sounds echoed through the room along with the tinkling of forks dropping onto the ground. Tafel’s face paled, her lips pressed tightly around the tines of her fork. Small motions rolled along the surface of her cheeks as she savored the exotic flavor of the cake. With an audible gulp, she swallowed and placed the fork facedown onto her plate. 
 
    “W-what flavor did you say it was?” Tafel asked. 
 
    A bright smile decorated Mary’s face. “Rock.” She nodded as Tafel grimaced. “Alice said you loved eating rocks, so I made the cake rock-flavored. Do you like it? I personally didn’t like it very much, but it’s your favorite flavor.” 
 
    Tafel chewed on her lip. “By rock, do you mean like the bird ... or the stones on the ground?” 
 
    Mary tilted her head. “Rocks can be birds?” 
 
    “Oh, this tastes like rock stew,” Vur said and stabbed his fork into his already half-eaten cake. “No wonder why it smelled like dirt.” 
 
    Tafel gave Mary a thin smile as she pushed her plate towards Vur. “I really appreciate the cake. It was great,” Tafel said, causing Mary’s eyes to brighten, “but I’m on a diet, you see.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Alora hummed while squinting at Tafel. When the demon turned towards the polymorphed dragon, Alora nodded. “It makes sense why you’d go on one.” 
 
    “Oi!” A vein bulged on Tafel’s forehead. Alora didn’t respond, choosing to bite into her cake instead. Vur turned his head towards the window, causing Tafel to narrow her eyes at him. “Vur. Do I look like I need a diet?” 
 
    Vur swallowed the remainder of his cake and frowned. “The sky’s awfully red today.” 
 
    “That doesn’t even make any sense!” Tafel said and slammed her palm against the table. Someone tugged on her sleeve, causing her to whip her head around towards the offender. 
 
    Mary pointed out the window. “You look perfect as is, but the sky really is red.” 
 
    A wrinkle appeared on Tafel’s forehead. Why was the sky red? It was still noon. 
 
    A figure dressed in a completely black outfit fell from the ceiling and landed behind Mary. “My liege, an urgent report! All of the three other empires are performing strange rituals and sending soldiers into our lands!” 
 
    
***
  
 
    “What’s this?” Grimmy asked and raised his head. In his claws, there was a struggling turtle with a snake for a tail. “That’s some weird weather.” 
 
    “This feeling reminds me a bit of that girl with the red hair, don’t you think?” Lindyss asked. “The one with the armor.” 
 
    “You mean Mary?” Erin asked. 
 
    “That sounds familiar,” Lindyss said and nodded. She patted Grimmy’s snout which was underneath her. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I’m thinking I’ll eat this egg later,” Grimmy said as he reached up with his paws. He hooked one claw against the edge of Lindyss’ pocket and pulled it open before dropping the crying turtlesnake inside. “Let’s go see what this commotion’s all about. I don’t like the feeling it’s giving off.” 
 
    “Huh, it’s not very often you don’t like strange things,” Lindyss said. “Are you going to do what you usually do to things you don’t like?” 
 
    Grimmy nodded and spread his wings. “Of course.” 
 
    Erin tugged on Lindyss’ ear. “What’s he do to them?” 
 
    “Usually squishes them or casts a curse.” 
 
    “Oh.” Erin pursed her lips. “He likes me, right?” 
 
    Lindyss smiled at the fairy without replying. 
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    Mary’s face hardened. “We’re being invaded?” 
 
    “Yes, my liege,” the Shadows member said. “It seems as if the other empires have been plotting this for an extremely long time. Knowing that the nobles in charge of our lands have come to attend your banquet, leaving their territories without a true leader, they’ve concluded that it’s the perfect time to attack.” 
 
    Mary stood up and drew her sword. “Shall I personally pay a visit to their palaces? I’ve left them alone because Uncle told me they were vital for our empire’s survival, but this is how they treat my goodwill?” 
 
    “Is it just me, or does Mary have a problem?” Vur asked Alora before taking her cake. 
 
    “H-hey! I was in the middle of eating that!” Alora could only say a sentence in protest before the cake disappeared into Vur’s mouth. She sighed. “What do you mean by problem? If by problem you mean only giving a single slice of cake to dragons, then yes, she has a very big problem.” 
 
    “No, not that,” Vur said after swallowing. “But that is a problem too.” He nodded. “It’s weird. Sometimes, Mary acts like an adult.” 
 
    “I am an adult!” Mary said and slammed her hand against the table, breaking it in half. “This is the banquet for my twentieth birthday, you big dumb dumby.” 
 
    Vur stared at Mary with a blank expression. Then he turned towards Tafel. Tafel nodded. “We’re adults too, Vur.” 
 
    Vur furrowed his brow and squinted his eyes. Then he shrugged and pulled the plate that Tafel’s cake was on towards himself and out of Alora’s grip. 
 
    The Shadows member cleared his throat. “My liege,” he said. “What will you do?” 
 
    “I’ll go straight to their palaces and take those backstabbers’ heads,” Mary said and raised her sword towards the gap in her armor. But before she could, a deep voice echoed through the dining room. 
 
    “You’re not going to do that.” 
 
    The door swung open, revealing a bald man with green eyes. Mary froze. Her eyes widened to the size of saucers, and a shiver ran down her spine as she took a step back, stumbling against her chair and falling over onto her butt. “U-U-Un...cle.” Her sword fell out of her hand, and an audible gulp resounded through the room as her throat bobbed. “You....” 
 
    A wide smile bloomed on Zyocuh’s face. He stepped into the room and spread his arms out to the side as if he were waiting for a hug. “Did you miss me, my dear niece?” 
 
    The Shadows member disappeared and reappeared by Zyocuh’s feet. His clothed forehead touched the ground. “My liege.” 
 
    Zyocuh frowned and lowered his arms before sweeping his gaze over the room. “Where are the rest?” 
 
    “They ... fled ... after an ... incident.” 
 
    “What—” 
 
    “Is this your dead uncle?” Vur asked, his voice echoing through the mostly silent room. He frowned at Mary, who was trembling and hugging her knees while staring at the ground. He turned back towards Zyocuh. “He looks very alive.” Vur waved towards the table that Alice and Mr. Skelly were sitting at. “You should ask him how he got his body back, Mr. Skelly.” 
 
    “And you must be the dragon boy,” Zyocuh said and narrowed his eyes at Vur. “I saw what you did to my niece earlier. The disgusting scent of a dragon is easy to smell from even miles away.” 
 
    Vur tilted his head. “I think your nose is broken. Dragons smell very nice.” He hesitated and snuck a glance at Alora before blinking at Zyocuh. “Unless they fart in their sleep.” 
 
    Alora looked around and pointed at herself. “Vur totally glanced at me just now when he said that, right? Am I the only one who saw that?” 
 
    “You’re imagining things,” Tafel said. 
 
    “That’s right,” Emile said and jumped onto the broken table. “Dragons always smell bad, dumb lizard.” He withered when Vur glared at him. “Except Vur since Tafel’s phoenixy scent rubs off on him when they sleep together.” 
 
    Emile squawked as Susan dragged him off the table and into a corner of the room. 
 
    Zyocuh cleared his throat and gave Vur a faint smile. “I don’t know why dragons chose to imprint you, but quite frankly, I loathe dragons. You can thank them for what’s going to happen.” 
 
    “What’s going to...?” Vur paused mid-question and lowered his head. A red line spiraled out of his bellybutton on his skin. A single red paw reached out of his stomach and extended its claws. The furry paw flattened and expanded, taking on the shape of a door connected to Vur’s bellybutton by a cord. The door swung open, revealing a green pasture with a sunny sky. A pink, egg-shaped object was hopping about amongst the flowers inside. 
 
    Tafel’s eyes widened. “What’s—“ 
 
    Before Tafel could finish her sentence, Zyocuh burst out into laughter as hundreds of thousands of red lights flew out of his body and into the pasture through the red doorway. Everyone in the room shielded their eyes and retreated from the sudden wave of heat coming off of them. When the light stopped streaming from Zyocuh’s body, the door slammed shut and shrank back into the shape of a claw before sinking into Vur’s stomach, the red spiral on his belly disappearing. With a muffled groan, Vur collapsed onto his knees, then fell forward onto his face. 
 
    “Vur!” Tafel ran over to Vur’s collapsed body and lifted his face off the ground. She propped him up into a sitting position before shaking him, but there was no response. Her hands clenched into fists as she whirled her head around and glared at Zyocuh. “You, what did you do to him?” 
 
    A faint smile appeared on Zyocuh’s lips in reply. “Didn’t you see? It’s not my fault if you didn’t understand.” 
 
    A rune erupted on Tafel’s forehead as she rose to her feet. “If you don’t want to answer, that’s fine too.” She reached her arm out to the side and summoned a portal, retrieving her staff. “I’m a very reasonable ruler unlike some people I know. Before I resort to violence, I always try to negotiate with words.” Her eyes narrowed as blood-red flames materialized in the air around her. She pointed her staff at Zyocuh and spoke as if she were spitting out her words, “What did you do to my husband?” 
 
    Zyocuh snapped his fingers. “Mary.” 
 
    An audible clank resounded through the room as Mary flinched. 
 
    “Be a good child and subdue this horned wench for me, will you?” 
 
    Tafel frowned and turned her head towards Mary. The empress had stopped trembling and grabbed her sword. Like a puppet, she climbed to her feet with jerky motions, her head lowered, her gaze glued to the floor.  Tafel clenched her staff as shivers ran down her spine. “Hey, Mary…?” 
 
    The empress raised her head, and the two’s gazes met. Mary’s eyes were dull as if she were staring at the wall behind the demon instead. With a metallic clink, the empress lifted her sword. There was a squelching sound as she stabbed it into the gap near her shoulder. Tafel gulped and jabbed Alora’s ribs with the butt of her staff, causing the polymorphed dragon to squeal. “How about you turn back into a dragon and take care of her?” Tafel said as her horns glowed silver. 
 
    “Not sure how, sorry,” Alora said while stuffing her face with cake that she found on a nearby table. She blinked as Tafel disappeared. An instant later, Mary was standing where Tafel had been, her sword thrusted into empty air. There was a cracking sound as the floor underneath Mary’s feet splintered into fragments, and she blurred as she leapt towards the ceiling where Tafel had teleported herself. “Whew. Tiny things always move so fast.” 
 
    Zyocuh raised an eyebrow and smiled at Alora. “You’re a dragon?” 
 
    “I thought you could smell dragons,” Emile said from the corner of the room, but Susan’s wings slapping his face cut him off before he could say anything else. 
 
    Alora choked on her cake and flailed her arms out. She grabbed a cup of water and drank it down before catching her breath. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, man. Like, really, do I look like a dragon?” 
 
    “No,” Zyocuh said and rubbed his chin. “You don’t talk like one either. If that’s the case, you won’t mind if I take away this freak here, will you?” He walked over to Vur and placed a hand on his unconscious shoulder. 
 
    “Uh…, that’s a bit…, you know,” Alora said and emptied her hands by dropping her food and drink onto the ground. “Unacceptable?” She took in a deep breath, her stomach expanding, and exhaled out a breath of … nothing. Her brow wrinkled as she raised a finger. “Um. Hold on a second.” She arched her back and pointed her face at the ceiling. Her stomach ballooned outwards as she inhaled through her nose. She held her breath and bent her back, aiming her face at Zyocuh. Then she exhaled out another breath of nothing. 
 
    Zyocuh stared at Alora. She stared back. Shouts filled the room as Tafel and Mary’s clash impacted the nearby nobles who hadn’t been able to flee. A sword made of red light formed in Zyocuh’s hand, which he pointed at Alora. She sighed. “Alright, yeah, you can have him.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vur groaned and opened his eyes. He tried to lift his head, but something holding his neck down stopped him. He raised his hands to touch his neck, but a heavy resistance prevented them from moving more than an inch. Though he didn’t have any trouble seeing in the dark normally, he couldn’t see anything but darkness in front of his face. He arched his back, but his waist seemed to be tied down as well along with his legs. His brow furrowed before relaxing, and he cast a spell. “Poison body.” 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Vur took in a deep breath and concentrated his mana on his throat before exhaling. Instead of a dragon’s breath, nothing came out except for a wheezing sound. Before he could try something else, a familiar voice broke through the darkness. 
 
    “Vur?” 
 
    “Stella?” Vur asked. He wiggled, but the restraints that he couldn’t see were still preventing him from getting up. 
 
    Lights flashed on, and Stella flew up to Vur, hovering over his face. He was lying on some sort of table, fettered by red chains. Stella tilted her head. “What are you doing in my dungeon?” 
 
    “Your dungeon?” 
 
    “You know, a place you keep prisoners of war and traitors to the throne,” Stella said and nodded. She paused, her wings freezing in midair. “Wait. What are you doing inside of yourself?” 
 
    Vur blinked and tilted his head as much as the restraint on his neck would let him. “I’m inside of myself?” 
 
    Stella blinked back. “You aren’t?” 
 
    “Am I?” 
 
    “Hmm.” Stella scratched her head and frowned. “Well, there’s one easy way to find out.” She turned her head and cupped her hand over her mouth. “Deedee! Get over here!” 
 
    A few moments passed before the room shook. The tiles on the floor contorted and warped as a boulder rose from the ground. Two diamond eyes appeared on the boulder’s surface. “What do you want?” Diamant asked in a voice that sounded like a sigh. His eyes widened when his gaze landed on Vur. “Is that Vur? What’s he doing inside of his soul?” 
 
    Stella nodded. “Yep,” she said and landed on Vur’s forehead. She sat down and crossed her legs, leaning forward to look down into his eyes. “We’re inside of you right now.” Without moving her head, she waved her hand at Diamant as if she were flinging away a booger. “You can leave now, Deedee.” 
 
    “Guys! Guys, guys, guys!” A gust of wind stormed into the room and slammed into the wall behind Vur. A green boulder materialized from the cracks left behind and fell to the floor with a thud. “Guys! We’re being invaded by red people!” Zilphy rolled up and shook herself off. “Sheryl’s raining fire on them, but there’s a lot!” She paused when she saw the table. “Is that Vur? Hi. Fancy seeing you here. Why are you tied down? Is that a thing you like to do? Was I interrupting something weird? Sorry.” 
 
    Stella tilted her head. “We’re being invaded? Someone’s invading Vur’s soul?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Zilphy said. Stick-thin arms sprang out of her surface, and she raised them up into the air while spreading them. “There’s a huge freaking army out there. There must be millions—or even billions—of them!” 
 
    Stella’s eyes narrowed as she clenched her fists. “How dare they launch a conquest against my home? I took root in this place because it’s the safest place in the world! Vur, what the heck were you doing to let invaders into you like this?” 
 
    Vur shrugged. “I don’t know. A red claw sprang out of my stomach, and a door appeared. Then I fainted.” 
 
    “A red claw…?” Stella muttered. “Was it bloody?” 
 
    “Maybe?” 
 
    Stella shot to her feet and launched herself into the air. “It was that chimera queen! Where is it? I’ll feed her to Chompy!” 
 
    The chains on Vur’s body shuddered and whimpered. Everyone in the room froze and turned their gazes towards the table that Vur was tied to. Stella floated closer. “Vur? Did you just…?” 
 
    “Nope. Wasn’t me,” Vur said and wiggled his head from side to side. 
 
    “I didn’t know chimeras could turn into chains,” Zilphy said and waddled over to the table. A pair of eyes appeared on the red chains and blinked at her. Zilphy turned towards Diamant. “Do you think Toothy eats metal?” 
 
    Before Diamant could respond, a flame burst into existence over Vur’s chest. It solidified into a red boulder that dropped onto his body with a thunk. A pair of coal-like eyes appeared on Sheryl’s face. “So, um, there’s a lot of people out there. And they all seem to have classes. There’s mages and warriors and priests and archers and I’m really scared right now. They’re working together, and I can’t stop them all by myself.” 
 
    Stella wrinkled her brow. “If we send Chompy, do you think he’d win?” 
 
    A blue boulder waddled into the cell. “That wicked creature is fighting the chimera queen. The chimera queen seems weaker than normal, but it’ll still take a while for that beast to win.” 
 
    “She’s probably weaker because part of her is here restraining Vur,” Stella said and crossed her arms over her chest. “So, it’s up to us to stop an invading army.” 
 
    “Five against several million,” Diamant said. “I don’t like those odds.” 
 
    Stella snorted. “Five?” She flew out of the cell towards the adjacent one in the dungeon. “Who says there’s only five of us?” She kicked the lock on the cell, and it fell to the floor with a clank. The door creaked open, and a black humanoid blob walked out. “Alright, Breeze, you freeloader. Go earn your keep.” She flew to the next cell and opened that one as well. “You too, Mr. Golden Man. I never learned your name, but if you earn some merits in this upcoming battle, who knows what your future will hold?” 
 
    A man made of golden light strolled out of the cell while rolling his neck and shoulders. A giant, bushy mustache decorated his face. “It’s Sir Edward, little fairy.” 
 
    Stella nodded and flew back to Mistle. “Go find Mervin. He has to help too.” She puffed her chest out and smiled at Diamant. “See that, Deedee? There aren’t only five of us.” 
 
    “Oh. I guess I was wrong,” Diamant said and nodded. “Eight against several million. I still don’t like those odds.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A red man wore a set of red metal armor. In his hands, there was a red shield and a red short spear. Beside him, to his right, there was another red man dressed in a similar attire. In fact, there were thousands of red men who were dressed exactly like him behind him and to the left of him as well. But this red man was special because his name was Ralph. Ralph turned his head to the side while continuing to march straight ahead on the plains. “Hey, James.” 
 
    The man beside him didn’t seem to react, but a voice asked back in return, “What is it?” 
 
    “We’re just subduing a person’s soul, right?” 
 
    “That’s right, Ralph. If we weren’t, then you and I would be the kind of dead that didn’t move and talk. Do you have any other stupid questions you’d like to ask me?” 
 
    Though there was a helmet on James’ head, Ralph was sure his fellow soldier was rolling his eyes. “I don’t know if it’s a stupid question or not, but isn’t ten million men a bit too many men for the suppression of one person? Wouldn’t, say, three people be enough?” 
 
    “Why are you asking me? Am I the one who summoned us? Maybe Zyocuh wants to be extra, extra sure that we can subdue this target, alright?” 
 
    “But from three people to ten million?” Ralph lifted his helmet’s visor and scratched his head with the hand that was holding his shield. “You know people are a lot weaker in their own souls. If Zyocuh sent ten million of us, then doesn’t that make you think the person we’re attacking is a lot stronger than usual? Maybe he’s an expert in soul magic.” 
 
    “There’s no such thing as a soul magician.” 
 
    “We were sent into a man’s soul through magic, right?” Ralph nodded. “What kind of magic was used to send us here if not soul magic?” 
 
    James grunted. “Blood magic.” 
 
    “Alright, maybe this man we’re attacking is an expert in blood magic.” 
 
    “Brilliant deduction, Mr. Detective. And what gave that away? Was it just the numbers that Zyocuh sent, or was it the meteor-sized fireballs trying to kill us from the sky?” 
 
    “Well, the fireballs were a bit suspicious,” Ralph said and rubbed his chin. “But it was my deductive skills that really highlighted the issue, don’t you think?” 
 
    James was silent for a moment. He sighed. “I think you should’ve stayed in school.” 
 
    Ralph’s eyes widened.  “You think so too? It was my dream to become a scholar, but my parents were ill, so I had to drop out and work as a mercenary to pay for their treatment.” 
 
    “…Sorry.” 
 
    Ralph raised an eyebrow. “What are you apologizing for?” 
 
    “It’s—” 
 
    A shout thundered across the plains, cutting James off. “Fireball incoming! Magicians, raise your barriers!” 
 
    “It looks smaller than before,” Ralph said while looking up at the sky, lowering his visor again. A tiny fireball grew in size as it approached. By the time it crashed into the barriers that the army’s magicians had erected, it was easily big enough to take out a squadron of ten thousand men. Fortunately for them, the barriers held, and the fireball dispersed after letting out an ominous laughter. “Did those flames just laugh?” 
 
    “You’re imagining things,” James said. “Keep your eyes on the ground and keep marching. The mages will take care of any aerial threats. Seems like the soul inside is weakening; the intervals between the fireballs are getting longer and longer. We should be done before lunch.” 
 
    Ralph frowned and lowered his head. “Is that a good idea? To be done so soon, I mean.” 
 
    “Huh? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I mean, once we’re done, we go back to being dead. Shouldn’t we drag this out, so we can stay alive for a little bit longer?” Ralph furrowed his brow. The ground ahead of him seemed to be moving. He spoke again before James could respond, “The ground seems to be … running at us?” 
 
    “How can the—” 
 
    Squelch. 
 
    An earthen spear jutted from the ground and impaled James’ head. Squelching sounds filled the air as thousands of soldiers were impaled before they could make a sound. Ralph shouted and raised his shield to his face. A moment later, an impact struck the metal that nearly blew his arm off. He fell over onto his back, and a chill ran down his spine when a sharp point dug into his shoulder blade. With a whoosh, he was launched into the air, the earthen spear sending him flying instead of impaling him thanks to a barrier that had been summoned underneath him. He screamed on the way down, and landed face first with a splat. 
 
    “Ugh, that was horrible,” Ralph muttered and propped himself up with his elbows. The ground was suppressed by a few layers of barriers that were jumping up and down every time they blocked an attack coming from below. “How can one person be this strong? Who’s Zyocuh trying to supplant? A god?” 
 
    There was no response, and Ralph turned his head to the side. His friend’s headless body greeted him. “Oh, right. James died.” A sigh escaped from Ralph’s lips as he stood up. The ground had stopped trembling, and the army was reforming its ranks. “I guess I’ll see him during the next raid.” 
 
    “Incoming!” 
 
    Ralph groaned. What was it this time? He turned around just in time to see a faint, blurry fist rush towards his face. It struck his nose and blew him back by several meters. Like dominoes, the army fell over as a raging gust composed of windy arms and legs washed over them. A high-pitched voice shouted out, “Now, Sheryl!” 
 
    Ralph lay on his back, staring up at the sky after being knocked down. Hundreds of little star-like lights winked into existence. “Are those…?” He swallowed instead of finishing his question. The tiny lights grew larger in size, illuminating the sky with what seemed to be hundreds of suns. “Oh. That’s not good.” 
 
    “I found it!” someone shouted from behind. Ralph squinted and craned his neck. Standing over him was Lord Briffault, the leader of the archers. A bow that was taller than him was in his hands, a person-sized arrow nocked into place. With one knee against the ground and one leg bent, Lord Briffault aimed his bow up at the sky and grunted as he pulled the bowstring back until his arms were spread as if he were measuring his wingspan. Then he fired. 
 
    The red arrow roared through the air, piercing through the windy arms and legs that tried to stop it. It continued past the falling fireballs towards the one unmoving sun. As if it were sentient, the sun tried to run away, but the arrow curved and chased after it, piercing it from behind. There was a prolonged shriek followed by a sudden silence, and the fireballs winked out of existence. 
 
    Ralph blinked and raised his visor, rubbing his eyes with the backs of his hands. The fireballs were really gone. His eyes widened, and he hopped to his feet. “Excellent work as always, Lord Briffault,” he said and gave the commander of the archers a thumbs-up. 
 
    Lord Briffault smiled, but before he could respond, a black droplet of ink landed on his forehead. He reached up and rubbed his head, lowering his hand to inspect what fell on him. There was nothing on his fingers, and the black substance had disappeared. “Hmm, odd.” He nodded at Ralph. “Good work, soldier. You didn’t do anything yet, but good work nonetheless.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stella frowned and furrowed her brow. She was hovering over a red boulder with an arrow stuck inside of it. “You alright, Sheryl?” 
 
    “Do I look alright?” Sheryl asked and whimpered. “There’s an arrow in my butt!” 
 
    Stella tilted her head. “Rocks have butts?” 
 
    “She’s an elemental, not a rock,” Vur said from his place on the table. The chains were still tying him down. While the elementals were attacking the army outside, Mervin was working on setting Vur free with the drill he used to poke holes in people who wished for larger mana channels. Unfortunately, it didn’t seem to be working. 
 
    “I can’t do it,” Mervin said and shook his head. The drill in his hands disappeared with a poof as he sighed. “The chains aren’t wrapped around you. They’re coming out of you and wrapped around the table. They’re snaking out from inside your body like the spawn of botflies wriggling out of gaping holes in—” 
 
    “Stop,” Stella said and threw a bit of red boulder that had fallen off of Sheryl at him. “I don’t want to hear it. If you can’t free Vur like you said you could, then it’s your job to distract the army while Sheryl heals.” 
 
    Mervin scrunched up his forehead. “I’m just a single genie king. How am I supposed to stop an army of millions that even three really strong magical rocks couldn’t?” 
 
    “They’re not rocks,” Vur said. 
 
    Stella placed her hands on her hips. “If Vur wished for you to stop those people, could you do it?” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” Mervin said and nodded. 
 
    “How?” Stella asked. 
 
    “I’d go out there and—” 
 
    Stella threw another piece of Sheryl at him. “Then do that! Every second you spend arguing is a second closer to my home’s impending violation!” 
 
    Mervin rubbed his forehead where the red rock had struck him. “Alright, I’ll do it,” he said and smiled at the angry fairy queen. He darted out of the cell, disappearing before anyone could say anything. 
 
    Sheryl stopped tugging on the arrow embedded inside of herself and blinked at Stella. “Why does he listen to you when you’re so mean to him?” 
 
    Stella sighed and lowered her hands from her hips. Her wings slowed, and she landed on top of the red boulder. “You see, Sheryl. Some people…, some people like being treated like that. It makes every part of their body happy.” Stella nodded. “We call those people freaks.” 
 
    “Oh,” Sheryl said. She pursed her rocky lips before grabbing onto the arrow again and tugged. “That stupid, stupid archer. When I get this arrow out of me, I’m going to fly out there and stick it up his butt and see how he likes it!” 
 
    Stella pursed her lips. Why was she the only normal one here? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ralph wiped at his forehead with the back of his hand. He didn’t feel exhaustion anymore as a being made of blood and magic, but going through the motions let him feel human again, if even for a brief moment. A tremor shook the ground and the frontline of the army tripped, delaying the whole procession. A tiny, high-pitched voice that seemed to be floating along the wind pierced his ears, “Greetings!” 
 
    Ralph and the other soldiers swiveled their heads, looking for the source of the voice. Lord Briffault pointed an arrow at a tiny figure in the sky. “There.” 
 
    Ralph squinted at it. “Isn’t that a genie?” 
 
    “That’s right!” Mervin said and pointed at Ralph. “Someone give this man a medal. I am Mervin, a genie king! And all of you are now participants of my riddle. Solve the riddle and you’ll be free to proceed. But if you fail…, let’s just say those earthen spears that attacked you earlier will look like tiny toothpicks compared to what’ll happen, alright?” 
 
    “This is nonsense,” Lord Briffault said and nocked his arrow. 
 
    “Ah! You there, the big fellow with the bow,” Mervin said, his body bobbing up and down in the air. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you. The last person to assault a genie king had his whole family cursed for the next thousand generations. You might not face any consequences, but you had kids before you became like that, didn’t you? It’d be a shame if your lineage suddenly disappeared through a series of unfortunate accidents. It’d be even more of a shame if it was because of you, right?” 
 
    Lord Briffault un-nocked his arrow and lowered his bow. 
 
    “That’s better,” Mervin said and nodded. “Now, since there’s so many of you, it’s only fair if there are many questions for you to solve as well. We’ll start off with something simple, but they’ll get harder and harder with every question you answer. The games will begin when all of you sit down.” 
 
    Five minutes passed as word spread. When the whole army was sitting, Mervin nodded. “Alright, first riddle!” He pointed at the sky. “What’s big, blue, and vast?” 
 
    The army waited for more. Lord Briffault cleared his throat. “Was that it?” 
 
    “Yep,” Mervin said. “I said we’d start off with simple riddles first, right? What’s big, blue, and vast?” 
 
    “The sky!” someone shouted. 
 
    “Ding, ding, ding!” Mervin raised his arms into the air. “Congratulations, you got the wrong answer! It was actually the ocean. Deedee, get ‘em.” 
 
    The soldiers screamed as the ground split apart, swallowing up a tenth of the army before closing. 
 
    Mervin sighed. “I didn’t expect you to fail the first riddle,” he said. “Since I feel bad for you and my owner mistreats me, I’ll make the next riddle even easier than this one.” He placed his hand in front of his mouth before clearing his throat. “Is a watermelon a fruit, or is it a vegetable?” 
 
    The soldiers fell silent, all of them turning their heads towards Lord Briffault. He rubbed his chin. “Is that the whole riddle?” 
 
    Mervin nodded. “Yep.” 
 
    “…Isn’t that, uh, not a riddle?” 
 
    “Says who? I’m the genie king. I declare what is or isn’t a riddle. If you don’t like it, you can turn around and leave.” 
 
    “Well, alright then,” Lord Briffault said and crossed his arms over his chest. “I thank you for giving us this easy question. A watermelon is a fruit and not a vegetable.” 
 
    “Ding, ding, ding!” Mervin raised his hands into the air again. “Congratulations, you’re wrong again! I really thought you’d get it this time. A watermelon is both a fruit and a vegetable.” 
 
    Lord Briffault fell over onto his back. “Wait, what? That’s impossible!” 
 
    “Nope,” Mervin said and shook his head. “Look it up in the imperial library.” He shrugged. “Though, I do feel bad since you got the question half-right. I’ll only take five percent of your army this time instead of ten. Deedee, you’re up.” 
 
    Lord Briffault grimaced as another portion of the army was swallowed by the ground. The genie floating above them was looking on with a sorrowful face. Perhaps it really was trying to help him with easy questions, but due to his lack of knowledge, he had failed his men. “Please,” Lord Briffault said towards the small creature, “give us a proper riddle where we have to think about the answer, not a riddle that tests our knowledge.” 
 
    Mervin tilted his head. “Are you sure about that? I can do that if you really want me to.” 
 
    “Yes,” Lord Briffault said. With millions of soldiers, it’d be impossible for none of them to figure out a riddle. But questions pertaining to knowledge…, what if the genie asked something beyond mortal understanding? How’s a watermelon a vegetable? It’s sweet and juicy! It has seeds! Only an expert in the field of watermelons would’ve been able to answer that question correctly, and none of his men were experts in raising watermelons. “Something that we can figure out if we put in enough time thinking about it.” 
 
    “If that’s the case…,” Mervin said and rubbed his chin. “Okay, I thought up an easy one for you.” 
 
    Lord Briffault nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
    Mervin cleared his throat. “Listen up because I’m only going to say this riddle once: When you pay attention to me, I appear quite slow. When your focus turns away, I may fly over your head. You can find me in the sands. You can find me in the sun and shadows. I don’t have hands, but with hands is how people normally catch me. What am I?” 
 
    “Now this is a proper riddle,” Lord Briffault said and smiled. “Let’s work together to figure it out, men. When you think up an answer, tell your squad leader. All the squad leaders will take the most common answer, or any answer that you think may be the right one, and tell me. Then I’ll report it to the genie.” 
 
    “Take your time,” Mervin said and sat down in the air with his legs crossed. “There’s no rush.” 
 
    After thirty minutes of clamoring and writing down answers in the ground, Lord Briffault stared at the words before his feet. There was no doubt about it. “Genie king, I have the answer.” 
 
    Mervin yawned and stood up. He cracked his neck by twisting his head and nodded. “About time,” he said. “It’s really so simple. You didn’t have to spend so long on it, you know?” 
 
    “About time indeed,” Lord Briffault said and smiled. “The answer, is time!” 
 
    “Hooray!” Mervin shouted and threw his hands into the air. “You did the impossible! You actually got the easiest riddle I had incorrect!” 
 
    Lord Briffault’s eyes bulged, nearly falling out of his head. “I-incorrect!? What do you mean incorrect!? When you pay attention to the time, it moves slower! When you don’t pay attention, it flies by. You can count the time as it passes with an hourglass. A sundial uses the sun and shadows to tell the time. But you and I can both agree that the most common way to tell time is with a clock! Time may not have hands, but a clock has a second hand and a minute hand. If time isn’t the answer, then what is it!?” 
 
    Mervin crossed his arms and raised an eyebrow. “A duck.” 
 
    “A…, a duck,” Lord Briffault said and lowered his head. “A duck. I see. It’s a duck. Truly, I’ve never once thought a duck was fast. And—” 
 
    “Sir,” Ralph said, interrupting the commander of the archer’s train of thought. “I think the genie is messing with us.” Soldiers screamed as they were skewered by earthen spears and dragged into the ground. “If we answered with a duck, the genie would’ve said the answer was time. There are no ways to win. You have to remember, genies are excellent at twisting one’s words to ruin a wish.” 
 
    Lord Briffault raised his head and glared at Mervin. “Is this true?” 
 
    “Uh…, no?” Mervin asked. “Really, what do you expect me to say in this situation? You’re asking me if I’m fooling a group of millions of people when millions of you can shoot me down with arrows or magic. Of course I’ll say no. But I promise you that I always have an answer in mind before I compose the riddle. Speaking of which, would you like to hear the next one?” 
 
    Lord Briffault looked around. A quarter of the army had disappeared without a fight. “Everyone, on your feet! Is there an archer or magician here who hasn’t had any children?” 
 
    At least a thousand people raised their hands. 
 
    Lord Briffault nodded. “Shoot that genie down! No curse of misfortune can befall your lineage if you don’t have any. I should’ve ordered this from the start.” 
 
    “Oh boy,” Mervin said and swallowed his saliva. “People who can’t solve simple riddles about ducks always resort to violence.” He cleared his throat and waved at the army. “Since that’s how it is, goodbye!” As he flew away, his voice trailed behind him, “You could’ve avoided a disaster if you just solved a riddle, but no, you had to get violent.” 
 
    Lord Briffault nodded and looked around again. “Why did we even stop in the first place? There was nothing keeping us here!” 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    “What is it, soldier?” Lord Briffault asked Ralph. “You did good work once again.” 
 
    “Your hands are black, sir,” Ralph said and pointed. 
 
    Lord Briffault looked down. “So they are,” he said and furrowed his brow. “Why?” As a blood person, he should’ve been completely red. And it seemed like the darkness was spreading, crawling up his wrists. “Is this the curse of the genie?” 
 
    “Maybe it’s the punishment for failing to solve the genie’s riddle,” Ralph said and scratched his head. “I was sure he was just tricking us.” 
 
    Lord Briffault groaned as his hands moved, grabbing his bow and arrow. “My arms, they’re moving on their own,” he said, beads of red sweat falling off of his face. His hands nocked an arrow and pointed it at the army. “Move out of the way! Someone, stop me!” 
 
    Ralph tackled Lord Briffault, bringing the commander to the ground. “Oh, that’s not good,” Ralph said and swallowed. His hand had touched the commander’s arm, and now his pinky was turning a noticeably darker shade of red. “Maybe we shouldn’t have threatened the genie.” 
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    Lindyss peered over Grimmy’s head and raised an eyebrow. “Well then. That’s on a much larger scale than I thought it would be.” 
 
    Grimmy nodded, nearly causing Lindyss to fall off. He was hovering over a palace. Within that palace’s gardens, there was a massive hole with red liquid churning inside of it. Bubbles occasionally rose to the surface and popped, spraying bloody mist into the air. A group of people dressed in white robes were surrounding it, and there was a line of villagers leading towards the hole from outside the palace. One by one, the villagers jumped into the pit, disappearing underneath the liquid’s surface. Some tried to resist and run away after seeing the bloody liquid, but armored guards with pikes prevented that from happening. 
 
    “Really?” Grimmy asked. “That little girl’s blood magic was just on an extremely small scale. This is the kind of stuff I envisioned it being used for.” 
 
    Erin tugged on Lindyss’ ear, hiding inside a curtain of hair. “I really think your dragon friend is a bad influence,” she whispered. “From now on, you should stay as far away from him as possible.” 
 
    Lindyss rolled her eyes. “What are they doing?” she asked, crossing her legs as she leaned back. “Some kind of summoning ritual? Or is their leader so afraid of death that he’s looking to create an elixir of immortality?” 
 
    “Neither of those,” Grimmy said. “It looks like a creation ritual. They’re trying to create a really big creature filled with resentment using flesh and blood as the bonding agent. It’s a little like that dark spirit you made Vur eat or the god that the humans worshipped back home. It’s crude though, and it’s definitely not going to be humanoid in nature. Or anything natural. Maybe a giant mishmash of different animals.” 
 
    “So, I’ve been wondering,” Erin said out loud towards Grimmy. “Do those people just not care that you’re hovering over them? Isn’t a normal reaction upon seeing a dragon to panic, scream, and run?” 
 
    Grimmy grunted. “Yep, that’s the normal reaction. But it’s okay because I’m stealthy. They can’t see me.” 
 
    Erin blinked hard and rubbed her eyes. She hopped off of Lindyss’ head and flew towards the scales under the cursed elf. “You’re saying you’re invisible right now?” 
 
    “No,” Grimmy said. “I said I’m stealthy.” 
 
    Erin tilted her head before staring up at Lindyss. The fairy queen blinked an unasked question, causing Lindyss to sigh. “Just ignore him when he says stupid things like that,” the cursed elf said and shook her head. “That’s what I do.” She tapped on Grimmy’s scales and gestured towards the bloody pit. “Are you going to do anything about that?” 
 
    “Do anything?” Grimmy asked and raised his brow. “Why would I?” 
 
    “You know what they say,” Lindyss said. “An ounce of prevention is better than a pound of cure. Stop the mishmash creature from being summoned now, and you won’t have to spend nearly as much effort to stop it later.” 
 
    Grimmy rolled his eyes up to look at Lindyss. “But it’s not my problem? I don’t live here.” He grunted and brought his front claw up to his chin and rubbed it. “Hmm. Who does live here? Was it Sera’s family? I think Prika’s cousins lived here too. They’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “It’s your duty to stop them,” Erin said. “You don’t let people get away with evil rituals; it’s called noblesse oblige. As someone born with strength, power, and the ability to do whatever you want, you have the moral responsibility to give back to people less fortunate.” 
 
    “You’re preaching to someone who’s on the other end of the evil rituals,” Lindyss said, grabbing Erin and stuffing the fairy back into her hair. “He’s the person who starts the evil rituals that other people are obligated to stop.” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” Grimmy said. “Let the fairy come out; I want to debate with her some more.” 
 
    “You’re going to eat her, aren’t you?” Lindyss asked, narrowing her eyes at Grimmy. 
 
    Grimmy cleared his throat. “Now why would I do that?” he asked and redirected his gaze towards the ritual site. “She wouldn’t even sate my hunger. In fact, I’d use up more energy digesting her than I’d gain from consuming her.” 
 
    Lindyss rolled her eyes. “Yes, but you’re the type of person to take on small losses for yourself if it means you could create a large loss for someone else. I’m not going to let you eat her.” 
 
    Erin’s head popped out of Lindyss’ hair, her eyes glittering. “I knew it! You care about me! It took you so long to realize your feelings for me because you’re a frigid b—person, but you realized it!” 
 
    Lindyss sighed. “On second thought, you can eat her.” 
 
    Grimmy chuckled and turned his attention back onto the pit. “Once this thing’s created, it’ll take a couple of dragons to bring down. And once they’re all tired, and the creature’s almost dead, that’s when I’ll come in to take it.” 
 
    “Those people are dying as we speak, you know?” Erin asked and pointed at the villagers lining up in front of the pit. “Can you really abandon them so heartlessly?” 
 
    Grimmy snorted. “When I go to sleep for a hundred years, millions of humans will have died by the time I wake up. This tiny amount really isn’t much.” 
 
    Erin snorted. “Hmph, if you won’t save them, then I will! Watch as I, the mighty Erin Koller, save those people.” She flew down to Grimmy’s snout and pointed at the guards who were preventing the villagers from running. “Polymorph!” 
 
    Time seemed to freeze as the guards turned into sheep. 
 
    “That’s right! Run free, villagers!” Erin cheered. “You’re free now!” 
 
    As if they heard her, the villagers ran. Towards the sheep. With shouts and frenzied screams, the villagers wrangled the struggling sheep and threw them into the pit where they bleated before dissolving, wool and all. Then, they swarmed the people dressed in white robes and shoved them inside the bloody liquid too. Like savages, they howled and beat their chests while cheering towards the sky. Grimmy crossed his eyes to stare at Erin, who was frozen in shock on the tip of his snout. “So. You saved them. Congratulations.” 
 
    Erin bit her lower lip. “T-that wasn’t…, that’s…, why…?” 
 
    “Oh, looks like the ritual’s done anyway,” Grimmy said and beat his wings instead of answering Erin. “Villagers, guards, ritualists, all of them are catalysts. It doesn’t matter which ones fall into the pit as long as enough of them do.” The ground shook and fractured, causing the villagers down below to shout as they fell to their knees. “Well, let’s get out of here before things get messy.” 
 
    Erin dragged her feet along Grimmy’s scales and dropped to her knees in front of Lindyss, who was still sitting with her legs crossed. The fairy looked up at the cursed elf. “Did I…, did I do something wrong?” 
 
    Lindyss shrugged. “What’s right, what’s wrong, who are we to decide?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Mary, snap out of it!” Tafel shouted and avoided a sword strike aimed at her head. She gritted her teeth and summoned a wall of ice that was promptly destroyed by a punch from an armored hand. “Didn’t you say I was your friend? You don’t attack friends like this!” 
 
    Mary trembled, and her movements seemed to slow, but an instant later, her body regained its nimbleness and the edge of her sword came dangerously close to Tafel’s face. A few locks of hair fell to the ground, and a nick appeared on Tafel’s cheek, a single drop of blood oozing out. Beads of sweat rolled down her forehead and into her eyes, creating a stinging sensation, but she didn’t dare wipe them away. 
 
    “I never thought a magician would be able to survive for so long against my niece,” Zyocuh said and rubbed his chin, “and such a young one at that. What are you doing, Mary? Dispose of her already, or do you want to be punished?” 
 
    A shudder racked Mary’s body, and a small whimper escaped from her throat. Tafel’s eyes widened, and she took that chance to refresh the haste spell she had cast on herself. “Mary, you’re not a child anymore. He can’t punish you. You don’t have to listen to him.” Tafel swallowed when Mary didn’t respond but didn’t move to attack either. “Listen to me, your friend, instead.” 
 
    “Don’t you remember what you did to the last friend you had?” Zyocuh asked. He was squatting over Vur, painting red symbols on his unconscious body with a brush. Any attempts at reaching him were stopped by Mary, Alice nearly losing her head when she had tried. “You remember, don’t you, Mary? Do you think you deserve to have friends after that? You ripped that poor girl’s arm off.” 
 
    Mary whimpered again, her neck shrinking into her shoulders like a guilty puppy. “I, I didn’t mean to,” she said in a small voice. “I—” 
 
    A piercing snap echoed through the mostly empty remnants of the dining room. “Then do as I say and get rid of her,” Zyocuh said and lowered his hand. Mary’s eyes glazed over again, and her body stopped shaking. 
 
    “That makes no sense at all,” Tafel said and pointed her staff at Mary. “How would killing me, your friend, atone for ripping off your childhood friend’s arm? Think about it, Mary. You might not be the best student, but that doesn’t mean you’re dumb. Your uncle’s using some weird method to control you.” 
 
    “Weird method?” Zyocuh asked. “Is listening to your guardian who simply wants the best for you a weird method?” He stopped painting on Vur’s stomach and smiled at Tafel while twirling the brush in his hand. “I was with Mary for the earliest ten years of her life. You were with her for how long? A week? Two weeks? Do you really think she values you more than she values me?” 
 
    “She doesn’t value you,” Tafel said. “She’s terrified of you.” 
 
    Zyocuh shrugged. “There is value in fear,” he said. “And clearly, fear is worth much more than friendship. Now, if you’ll so kindly stop interrupting me; I have a new vessel to prepare.” 
 
    Tafel glared at Zyocuh. “You know, you’re making me really, really mad,” she said. “I’ll give you one chance, just one, to stop everything you’re doing and get the hell out of Mary’s life. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll take that chance.” 
 
    “Your threats reflect your age,” Zyocuh said and snorted. He rolled his eyes and dipped his brush into the inkwell by his side. “I’m so terrified. Mary, stop hesitating or you really will be punished.” 
 
    Tafel growled and narrowed her eyes. “You asked for it.” Her horns shone with a brilliant silver light, causing everyone in the room to squint lest they be blinded. She slammed the butt of her staff against the ground, and a massive portal appeared behind her, filling the whole width of the room and growing past the ceiling that had long been destroyed. Within the portal, there was the scenery of a cave with glowing crystal ores. 
 
    “What is this?” Zyocuh asked, raising an eyebrow. “Are you thinking of running away?” 
 
    Tafel took in a deep breath and shouted, “Sera! Someone’s trying to kill Vur and I really need your help!” 
 
    A thunderous roar shook the room, echoing out of the cave. The tremors caused the edges of the portal to waver, but Tafel gritted her teeth and clenched her staff tighter, stabilizing the silver border. Earthquake-causing footsteps rang out as a massive figure appeared in Zyocuh’s line of sight. His eyes nearly fell out of his head when he saw the sky-blue dragon galloping towards him. He looked down at the unconscious boy who had been imprinted by a dragon and looked back up at the dragon that was now in the dining room and staring down at him with murder in her eyes. It didn’t take him very long to figure out the connection between the two. Before he could say anything, Sera roared in his face, rupturing his ear drums and blowing him back with a breath that smelled oddly like cookies. He tumbled along the ground, and a claw that was larger than his whole body slammed down on him as if he were a fly being swatted. 
 
    Sera lifted her paw and snorted, exhaling white fire from her nostrils. Zyocuh twitched once, and Sera promptly brought her paw back down, the remains of the walls collapsing from the sudden impact. She lifted her paw once more and waited a moment to see if the pest would move again, but it didn’t. Her head tilted to the side, and she shrugged before slapping down again for good measure. When she brought her paw back, she frowned at the sight. Zyocuh was unmoving and covered in blood, but it was still easy to make out the outline of his body in contrast to the ground. “Why is this thing so sturdy?” Sera muttered and turned around. Her tail rose into the air, and she turned her head to look behind herself. Then she slammed her tail into the poor man over and over again until there was a ten-foot-deep fissure in the ground. 
 
    The people still in the room swallowed at the sight. They were all on their knees, bouncing up and down in time with the tail as the floor rose and fell. Alice whispered to Tafel, “Isn’t this cheating? I thought you’d depend on yourself to save Vur.” 
 
    Tafel shook her head. “I may be prideful, and I may want to do everything myself, but I’m not going to risk Vur’s well-being for some stupid satisfaction.” 
 
    “But, but the climax,” Alice said and bit her lower lip. “Don’t you believe in the whole growing-strong-while-struggling mentality? After nearly dying, you discover a newfound strength and achieve heights you’ve only dreamed about before.” 
 
    Tafel raised an eyebrow. “You’ve been reading too many stories,” she said before waving at Mary, who was standing and falling while moving around Sera like a bee buzzing around a bear ransacking its hive, wanting to take action but unsure how. “Calm down, Mary. Your uncle can’t hurt you now.” 
 
    “Is this okay?” Mr. Skelly asked, whispering to Tafel. He bounced up and down once Sera’s tail slammed into the ground again. “The easiest way to undo the magic on Vur is to have the person who casted it cancel it.” He gestured towards Sera. “But he’s currently…, yeah.” 
 
    “You have a very good point,” Tafel said and nodded. “However, don’t you think it’s already too late? He’d have to be incredibly strong to survive something like that. But I’ll ask anyway. Hey, Sera?” The dragon’s tail paused in the air as she turned her head back around and looked down at Tafel with murderous eyes. Tafel swallowed and shook her head. “Um. Never mind.” 
 
    Sera resumed thumping her tail, and Tafel shrugged at Mr. Skelly. Mr. Skelly shrugged back and stroked the portion of his helmet covering his chin. “You know what they say,” he said. “If your witness died, just bring him back to life. Let me see if I can get in contact with the mistress.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Sera said with a growl. “I’m only angry, not dumb. He’s still alive.” 
 
    “Really?” Alice asked, doubt coating her voice. “Your definition of alive and my definition of alive may be slightly different.” 
 
    Sera snorted and stopped pulverizing the ground. She used the tip of her tail to dig around the fissure and fished out a bloody thing that resembled a person’s shape. “See? Still alive,” she said and dropped Zyocuh onto the ground beside Vur. “What did this thing do to my baby?” 
 
    Tafel shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said. “A door opened connecting to Vur’s stomach, and a stream of light flowed from his body”—she pointed at Zyocuh—“into Vur’s. Then Vur fainted.” 
 
    Sera pushed away Mary, who was trying to get to Zyocuh, with her claw and nodded. Before she could say anything, a high-pitched voice echoed out from behind Tafel. “Woah! Is this the world called the outside?” 
 
    Three sky-blue dragon heads poked out of the portal that Tafel still hadn’t closed. They looked around in all directions, too scared to bring any other part of themselves through, before their bodies were shoved into the room by a golden dragon. “Make way, make way,” Vernon said. 
 
    “He’s calling us fat again,” Eldest whispered in a voice that everyone could hear. 
 
    “He’s saying we take up too much space,” Youngest said and nodded. 
 
    Bonnie sighed. “I wish Alora were here so I could feel smaller.” 
 
    “Hey! What’s that supposed to mean?” Alora shouted. “I’m totally smaller than you right now!” 
 
    The annoying trio exchanged glances with each other before trotting over to Alora. They surrounded her and smelled her, their nostrils flaring, like curious dogs. Their heads tilted this way and that. “Why are you a human?” Bonnie asked. 
 
    “Well, you’re still fat compared to other humans,” Eldest said and nodded. 
 
    “I’m not!” 
 
    “Aren’t you?” Youngest asked and poked Alora’s chest. “Look at how much fat is up here compared to her.” He pointed at Tafel with his tail. “See?” 
 
    Tafel covered her chest by crossing her arms and glared at the dragon before sighing. She teleported over to Sera, next to Vur’s body, and sat beside him. “Can you do anything, Sera?” 
 
    Sera clicked her tongue and waved at Vernon. “Dear, come here and take a look at Vur.” 
 
    Vernon raised an eyebrow and craned his neck forward to squint at the two bodies on the ground. “He looks pretty dead to me: all squished and pasty. What happened to him? Was he crushed by a falling meteor?” 
 
    Tafel stared at her father-in-law with a face full of disbelief. “That’s not Vur.” 
 
    Vernon cleared his throat twice. “I knew that,” he said and nodded before shifting his gaze over onto Vur. “It was just a joke.” 
 
    “It wasn’t funny, Uncle Vernon,” Bonnie said. 
 
    Vernon snorted. “Be quiet, Eldest.” 
 
    “I’m not Eldest! Are you saying I sound like a boy?” 
 
    “No, I’m saying you all sound the same, Youngest,” Vernon said as he reached forward and flipped Vur onto his stomach. Bonnie thumped the ground with her tail before exhaling two jets of flames out through her nostrils. Vernon stroked his chin and nodded. “Yep. Mhm. I see, I see.” 
 
    “Well?” Tafel asked once Vernon stopped inspecting her husband. 
 
    Vernon tilted his head. “Well what?” 
 
    Tafel clenched her hands. “Do you know what’s wrong with him?” 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” Vernon blinked. “Didn’t you just want me to look at him? Those weird symbols do look very nice. Did you draw them yourself?” 
 
    Sera smacked Vernon’s snout with her claw. “Some kind of red light entered Vur’s body, and he fainted.” 
 
    Vernon rubbed his stinging face. “And? What else?” 
 
    “That’s it.” 
 
    Vernon raised an eyebrow. “That’s it? You’re expecting me to draw a conclusion from that alone?” 
 
    “Well, no,” Tafel said. “You’re supposed to look at Vur too to see if you can find anything wrong with him.” 
 
    Vernon rolled his eyes. “So Vur fainted,” he said. “Just give him a few minutes and he’ll come to. What’s the big deal? You both act like Vur fainting is the end of the world. Heck, he fainted for ten years once and look at how he’s still perfectly normal. He’ll be fine.” 
 
    Sera snorted. “I’m going to find Leila. There’s nothing that can’t be fixed by sending in a dragonsworth of holy cleansing magic into someone.” 
 
    “Leila’s busy taking care of her egg,” Vernon said. 
 
    “Then I’ll find Kondra.” 
 
    Vernon raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure? Your mother won’t be very happy about that. Neither will Nova.” 
 
    Sera narrowed her eyes at her mate. “Then do you expect me to do nothing while my poor baby’s in distress?” 
 
    “Is he in distress?” Vernon asked and nudged Vur, flipping him onto his back. A line of drool leaked out of the corner of his mouth, and a loud snore rang through the room. “He seems pretty satisfied with whatever dream he’s having.” His eyes lit up. “Ah. Dreams. Didn’t Grimmy’s little elf do a thing with dreams? We can ask her to check on Vur.” 
 
    “Good news!” Mr. Skelly said. “Speaking of the mistress, I got in contact with her earlier, and she’s on her way over right now.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Things really aren’t looking good right now,” Sheryl said. She was lying on the ground with her two coal-like eyes staring up at the ceiling. Her sticklike arms and legs were splayed out, and her rocky body seemed more like a composition of pebbles than a solid boulder. “I…, I don’t think we can win.” 
 
    Stella’s gaze turned as cold as ice, her eyes narrowing into sharp slits. “You can’t give up so easily. Vur’s soul depends on us. His soul is our home! You’re going to let invaders waltz into your home and take everything you own?” 
 
    “I really want to do something, I really do,” Sheryl said and bit down on her lower lip, “but I’ve already been shot four times! Look at me; I’m a pile of pebbles now. It’ll take weeks for me to recover.” 
 
    Stella sighed and turned her head away from Sheryl towards the chunks of green rocks on the ground. “I understand Sheryl getting shot by arrows because she’s a giant sun in the sky, but what happened to you?” 
 
    Zilphy tried to sit up, but more rocks fell off of her body, so she lay back down. “I overexerted myself,” she said. “There’s only so many punches and kicks I can do, you know? In the end, I’m just a gust elemental.” 
 
    “How are Mistle and Deedee doing?” Stella asked. She flew towards the window and squinted at the plains outside. The faint sounds of shouting drifted in, but nothing could be seen except for a few dust clouds on the horizon. 
 
    Mervin flew beside Stella, touching his shoulder against hers, and was slapped away without being able to say a word. But oddly, there was a smile on his face afterward. “Deedee’s still going strong, and Mistle’s really helping out. Those two make such a great team. Why aren’t they the ones who’re married?” 
 
    “Hey! You take that back, you dumb beansprout,” Zilphy said. More clumps of rocks fell from her boulderlike body, but she tackled Mervin anyway and collapsed on top of him, preventing him from moving. “Deedee’s mine!” 
 
    “Fairy,” a voice said, causing the group to stop squabbling. Stella turned around, and Breeze emerged from the shadows in the corner of the room. He sighed and sat down. “Since most of myself was already absorbed by that thing you call Chompy, I couldn’t do much. I possessed half of the army and had them fight each other. About half of them died, and the other half is on their way here. I’m too tired to do anything else.” And with that, he dissolved into a puddle of goop that crawled back into the corner. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ralph exhaled and raised his head up to look at the sky. He wiped at the imaginary sweat on his forehead and inhaled through his nose. Ever since he became a blood soldier, his sense of fatigue had disappeared. He didn’t get hungry or thirsty either. He could march to his death without complaint, so why was it? Just why did he feel like he couldn’t go on much longer? He was buried waist-deep in a swamp that had appeared out of nowhere. The army had just managed to stop killing each other and was marching along the plains when, without warning, the first line of soldiers sank into the ground. Now, everyone was marching waist-deep in a mixture of water and earth that was more solid than liquid, and they were sinking with every passing second. It was hard to call it marching. At what point did marching become swimming? As a villager, he never learned how to swim before dying and becoming a blood soldier. 
 
    “Keep pressing forward, men!” Lord Briffault shouted. “Every person they slow, every area they transform, those elementals are using up tremendous amounts of mana. We all already know that we’re not the finest soldiers. There’s nothing special about many of us, and we all lived lives as noteworthy as grass, but when you can’t scrounge up the quality, you can overwhelm the enemy with quantity!” 
 
    Ralph wasn’t sure if Lord Briffault’s speech was supposed to be motivating or not. The contents of the speech were depressing but sound. And the way he had shouted it was filled with an air that could only belong to nobility. However, words could only do so much for an army that had unlimited stamina. It’s not like they had any morale to lose or gain in the first place. They had a mission to do whether they liked it or not, and once it was done, they’d go back to being dead. He liked being dead. He didn’t have to do anything: didn’t have to march through swamps, didn’t have to murder innocent souls, didn’t have to wear underwear. Life was better than death when he still had a normal body, but now that he was like this, death was infinitely preferable. Were the soldiers who had been swallowed by the ground earlier already dead? Maybe he should let himself sink into the swamp. But what if they didn’t die? Were they stuck underground, unable to move, being pressed in from all sides, forever surrounded by darkness and their own thoughts? 
 
    Ralph shuddered. Right, it’d be better to march on. As one of the soldiers near the front, he was one of the first to see the castle walls. They were ridiculously high, even higher than the lord’s of the previous territory he lived in while he was still alive. To scale something like that, one needed a siege machine. Or a really, really long ladder. The castle was still far away, but it towered in his sight like a mountain. Wait. Why was there a castle in someone’s soul in the first place? Did that even make any sense? He turned around while lifting his legs repeatedly to keep himself from sinking into the mire. “Lord Briffault, there’s a castle up ahead.” 
 
    “A castle?” Lord Briffault’s face looked as dumbfounded as Ralph felt. This was the strangest soul that he had invaded yet. Normally, souls were an empty plane with a wide white floor and easy target in the center. He’d rush down the person with his fellow soldiers and taint the world red, and his mission would be over. But this soul was like another world, a world that wanted to kill him, that is. The sun, air, and ground wanted them dead, and now there was even a castle they had to conquer? Could they do it? Was there really no such thing as a soul magician? If a soul magician existed, then this would definitely be the kind of soul they’d have. 
 
    “I want to go home,” Ralph murmured, and the few soldiers that heard him nodded in agreement. He raised his head and stared at the castle walls. They were covered in vines—or were those roots? They had thorns, so they were probably stems. A glint caught his eye, and he squinted at one of the windows of the castle’s guard tower. Was that where the genie lived? Did genies have wives? Ralph swallowed down his unease and willed his feet to march forward. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the army to reach the castle walls despite the solid ground turning into a liquid slush underneath them. Any attacks were repelled by the mages’ barriers, so they managed to preserve their strength as well. Ralph stared up at the castle walls. Now that the castle lay right before him, he realized just how large it actually was. Even if he craned his neck back, he couldn’t see the top. If dragons had castles, then the castle would have to be at least this big to house them. Could the castle be housing a dragon? Ralph bit his lower lip and kicked his legs a few times, flinging muck off of them. He looked behind himself, awaiting orders from above. Lord Briffault was in discussion with the rest of the commanders, but it didn’t seem like they’d come up with a plan anytime soon. 
 
    “We should scale the walls,” the infantry commander said, glaring at Lord Briffault. 
 
    Lord Briffault shook his head. “And what if the wall were to fall over and crush our men? That wall is so large that it seems like half our army could fit on it. Can we afford to lose half our army?” 
 
    “If your only argument against my plan is that something impossible might happen, then that’s no argument at all,” the infantry commander said. “The castle walls will fall over? Nonsense! Castle walls are meant to be impenetrable. Why would it possibly fall over?” 
 
    “The ground isn’t meant to move either,” Lord Briffault said. He pointed up at the sky. “And suns aren’t meant to attack people. If someone purposely made the wall collapse, then—” 
 
    “Then it works out,” another man, the cavalry commander, said. The army didn’t have a cavalry, but it felt wrong to strip a man of his previous authority based on minor details like that. “If the castle walls don’t fall, our men will have entered. If the castle walls do fall, then we have another way in that doesn’t involve climbing the walls.” 
 
    “Wait, hold on a second,” the infantry commander said. “The gate is opening.” 
 
    “Huh?” Lord Briffault and the cavalry commander turned around. The metal of the castle was rising, and a lone man dressed in golden armor strode outside. He had a metal helmet, but a prominent mustache seemed to pass through the material as if it didn’t exist. 
 
    “I am Sir Edward,” the golden man said. “To proceed beyond this point, you’ll have to defeat me in a one-on-one duel!” 
 
    Ralph scratched his head. Was this the owner of the soul, or was it another man occupying another man’s soul? How would something like that happen in the first place? Ralph froze as a chill ran down his spine. Wasn’t he also another man inside of this man’s soul? What if … he became stuck here like this golden soldier? He couldn’t let that happen. “I’ll duel you!” Ralph shouted and stepped forward. His hands tightened on his short spear and shield. 
 
    “A challenger appears,” Sir Edward said and drew his sword. “Excellent, lad. State your name and station. I am Sir Edward Baron, head of the Baron household, Marquis of the Baron territory.” 
 
    Ralph pursed his lips. “I am Ralph.” 
 
    Sir Edward paused. A moment later, he pointed his sword at Ralph. “And your surname? And your title of nobility?” 
 
    “…I am Ralph,” Ralph said again. 
 
    Sir Edward sighed and lowered his sword. “I can’t duel someone who isn’t nobility,” he said. “It wouldn’t be fair. As someone who’s trained since young, only others like me can compete.” He raised his head and looked around at the army. “Are there any others among you who’ve—what are you doing, young man!? Did you just stab me!?” 
 
    Ralph pulled back his short spear and stabbed Sir Edward again. It bounced off the marquis’ armor, but Ralph wasn’t deterred. Like a woodpecker, his spear repeatedly knocked against Sir Edward until, finally, a hole appeared in the noble’s chest plate. Ralph deflected Sir Edward’s attempt at counterattacking with his shield and stabbed into the noble’s chest, burying his spear halfway into the man’s body. Sir Edward groaned, and Ralph placed the bottom of his foot against the noble’s stomach. He twisted and pulled with his hand while pushing with his foot. His spear flew out with a squelch as Sir Edward fell to the ground on his back. 
 
    “Good work, soldier!” Lord Briffault said. “I knew I wasn’t wrong to praise you earlier.” 
 
    Ralph looked around. “Do you think we’ll go insane again and start killing each other? Or does that only apply to genies?” 
 
    Lord Briffault checked his hands. Once he made sure they were still red, he exhaled. “Everyone, check yourselves for signs of corruption! If you’re corrupted, don’t touch anyone, and don’t let them touch you!” 
 
    A few minutes passed as the soldiers did a thorough check. Thankfully, it seemed like they’d only start killing each other after attacking a genie. Lord Briffault nodded as the men equipped their armor once again. He walked over to Sir Edward’s fallen body and crouched beside it. “For a noble, he was really weak.” Lord Briffault used his index and middle fingers to close the noble’s eyes before looking up at Ralph. “What did you say your profession was before dying?” 
 
    “A farmer,” Ralph said. “But I think I picked up the warrior profession after becoming a blood soldier.” 
 
    Lord Briffault nodded and patted Ralph’s shoulder. “Good work, once again. Now that he’s been defeated in an honorable, one-on-one duel, we can proceed.” 
 
    “Can we really?” Ralph asked and pointed at the gate. Several minutes had passed since he’d defeated Sir Edward, but the gate hadn’t moved. And there were no signs of any other entrances opening up. 
 
    “Ah-hah!” Sir Edward’s eyes shot open. “That’s because I’m not dead yet!” He sat up, and his heart fell out of his chest. His eyes widened as he, and everyone else, stared at it. A moment passed before Sir Edward coughed. “Huh. It’s still intact. I thought it broke in half when my wife left me.” He leaned forward, picked up his heart, and stuffed it back inside his chest. He spat on his palm and rubbed his saliva on his gaping wound that was dripping golden liquid. “There. All better.” 
 
    Ralph and Lord Briffault exchanged glances as Sir Edward stood up and drew his sword. “Which one of you is next?” 
 
    Ralph stepped forward. “I, I guess it’ll be me again.” 
 
    A shudder racked Sir Edward’s body, and he took a step back. “N-no, no,” he said. “Like I said earlier, I can’t go around fighting peasants. It wouldn’t be fair.” He swallowed and avoided Ralph’s gaze. “Aren’t there any nobles brave enough to—did you just stab me again, young man!?” 
 
    Ralph lowered his head and stared at his hand. It was holding his spear, and the tip of the spear was embedded in Sir Edward’s stomach. Ralph raised his head and looked Sir Edward in the eyes. “Is that a rhetorical question?” 
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    “Why does Vur always end up at an empire’s or a kingdom’s capital every time he goes on an adventure?” Grimmy asked. His wings were fully spread, and he was gliding through the air with his legs dangling underneath him. Smoke drifted out of his nostrils as he sighed and swayed back and forth, causing the cursed elf on his head to smack his scales. 
 
    “You’re making me nauseous,” Lindyss said. “Stop swaying. And you know why he always ends up at places in power. It’s because you taught him to be as prideful and stubborn as yourself.” 
 
    “You’re saying that like it’s a bad thing,” Grimmy said and raised an eyebrow. He flapped his wings twice to ascend and flew through a cloud. Curses came out of Lindyss’ mouth, and Grimmy chuckled while descending. “We’re almost there.” 
 
    A palace came into view. Its fence was made of steel, and its gardens lay mostly bare. A few flowers were sprinkled here and there, but the majority of it was overrun with weeds. The palace walls were in chunks, and it was hard to differentiate the pieces that belonged to the ceiling and the pieces that belonged to the walls. It was almost as if a crazy lady with a sword had tried to kill someone who could teleport throughout the whole building. 
 
    “You think this is Vur’s fault?” Lindyss asked and sighed. “I swear, everywhere that boy goes, he brings about destruction. Then it’s up to me to fix it. Then, while I’m busy, he runs off to cause trouble elsewhere.” 
 
    “You mean busy drinking on a beach while your undead servants do all the work for you?” Grimmy asked. “Because that’s where I found you before I dragged you here.” 
 
    “I was busy relaxing,” Lindyss said and glared at the dragon underneath her. “I have a very strict schedule of work and relaxation, and you just happened to find me on my relaxation portion.” 
 
    Grimmy snorted. “Alright, whatever you say,” he said. “But I do wonder what kind of mess Vur got himself into this time. Why would he need our help?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ralph stared at the golden knight underneath his foot. There were multiple holes in the knight’s body, and his head was partially severed, but the expression on his mustached face was one of outrage instead of pain or fear. Ralph sighed. “Do you admit defeat?” 
 
    “I’ve said it once, and I’ll say it once again,” Sir Edward said and spat on Ralph’s toes. “Only a noble can defeat me. I refuse to fight a peasant; my honor prevents me from doing so.” 
 
    “Soldier, why don’t you let me fight him?” Lord Briffault said and walked up to Ralph. “He’s undying and stubborn; we might as well accommodate him. Forcing him to admit defeat like this might cause a disaster similar to attacking the genie.” 
 
    Ralph shrugged. “I just didn’t like his mustache,” he said and took his foot off of Sir Edward’s chest. 
 
    “Ah, envy, the worst of the cardinal sins,” Sir Edward said and clicked his tongue. He nodded at Ralph. “It can consume even the best of us, lad. One day, when you become as great as me, you’ll be able to grow out a mustache just like this one.” 
 
    Ralph stabbed Sir Edward’s shin with his spear, piercing through the noble’s leg and into the ground. He cleared his throat when Lord Briffault patted his back and helped pull out his spear. “Sir Edward Baron,” Lord Briffault said. “I am John Briffault the Third and a Half. I challenge you to a duel.” 
 
    “At last! A noble title,” Sir Edward said, his golden eyes glowing with a bright light. A small roar escaped from his lips as he rose up, his injuries mending at a pace visible to the naked eye. His gaping wounds stitched themselves back together, and the golden blood he spilled on the ground was sucked back inside of him. “Let us duel!” He drew his sword and pointed it at Lord Briffault. Then he sheathed it and cleared his throat before turning around. “Hold on a second.” Sir Edward turned back around, a piece of paper in his hands. “First, we take bets; after all, what is a duel without bets?” 
 
    “What are we betting?” Lord Briffault asked and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Soldiers!” Sir Edward said and nodded. “We’ll bet with your soldiers. If I win, I get to keep a hundred of your soldiers. If I lose, a hundred of your soldiers get to go through the gate.” 
 
    Lord Briffault furrowed his brow. “Now hold on just a second,” he said. “Didn’t you say we had to defeat you to proceed? Doesn’t that mean all of us get to go through? And my soldier here”—he patted Ralph’s shoulder—“already defeated you plenty of times. You can’t keep changing the terms of entry.” 
 
    Sir Edward rubbed his chin before sighing. “You’re right,” he said. “As a noble, I can’t keep changing my words. How about alcohol? Do you have any alcohol? If I defeat you, you give me a drink.” 
 
    “We … don’t have any food or drink,” Lord Briffault said. 
 
    Sir Edward’s eyes bulged, and he pointed his sword at Lord Briffault. “You’re conducting a siege without food or drink? Are you daft? Next, you’ll be telling me you didn’t bring tents for shelter or extra clothes to endure the harsh nights.” 
 
    Lord Briffault cleared his throat. “Well, we weren’t expecting such a long, drawn-out campaign. We thought it’d be over before the sun set.” 
 
    “How foolish,” Sir Edward said and shook his head. “The youth of today … ah. Come, let me treat you all to a nice meal and drink.” 
 
    “While I appreciate the offer,” Lord Briffault said, “we’re already dead and have no need for either of those. Shelter from the cold isn’t necessary either.” 
 
    “That’s no way to live!” Sir Edward said. “Just because you’re dead, you can no longer enjoy the joys of life? What kind of nonsense is that? Let me tell you, my friend. You and I, we’re alive. Right now, in this very moment, we’re alive. We’re talking to one another, seeing one another, communicating with facial and bodily expressions. Tell me, can the dead do that, good sir?” He shook his head before Lord Briffault could answer. “I’ll tell you—they can’t! How long has it been since you’ve had a warm meal in your stomach? How long has it been since you’ve had ale bubbling down your throat?” 
 
    Lord Briffault swallowed his saliva, and though it was faint, he swore he heard his companions doing the same. He turned around and swept his gaze over his men. “What do you think? Shall we take a short break? While Zyocuh’s out there having the time of his life, we’re in here forced to do his bidding. Taking a short break doesn’t go against any of our orders.” His men nodded in agreement, and he turned back around. “Alright. But do you have enough to feed us all?” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” Sir Edward said and nodded, clapping his hand on Lord Briffault’s shoulder. “It’ll take some time to prepare. Say, about as long as it’d take a mutant dragon to defeat a chimera queen. That’s no problem, right?” 
 
    Lord Briffault raised an eyebrow. “Is that a standard measure of time around here?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stella hovered over a deep pit with burn marks and gouges decorating its sides. A black dragon with four wings and a bladed tail lay on its stomach atop a lump of squishy, red material. His scaled hide was covered in wounds: long gashes and bite marks that exposed bone underneath. Munching sounds filled the air as he chewed on something red, slurping the sinewy strands down like noodles. His eyes rolled up and stared at Stella before he lifted one paw in greeting. 
 
    “Chompy,” Stella said and waved. “I knew you’d win. Come on, you can eat that thing later; there’s an army outside that needs to be devastated.” 
 
    Chompy blinked and looked down at the chimera queen corpse underneath himself. Then he looked back up at Stella. He roared and shook his head before biting into the chimera queen again. Strands of flesh were pulled out and sucked into his mouth where he resumed his lazy chewing like a ruminating cow. He ignored the fairy buzzing around his head and swallowed. His wounds wriggled, and a few of the bone-deep scratches squirmed as they stitched themselves back together. 
 
    “Oh, I get it,” Stella said. “You’re healing yourself. Okay, that’s great, but there’s still a massive army outside that’s going to break in to try to kill you. Take your time.” 
 
    Chompy raised his head and narrowed his eyes at Stella before letting out a low roar. Then he went back to eating the chimera queen at a slower pace, sniffing and picking at portions of the queen’s body with his claws before finding a spot to bite down. Stella’s expression darkened when she saw Chompy’s deliberate act of rebellion, and she stamped her foot in the air. “Chompy! People are invading our home!” 
 
    Chompy snorted as if to say he could take care of any problems at any time. Even after a nap. He let out a giant yawn that nearly caused the fairy queen to fall out of the air due to its suction. Then he curled up into a ball and closed his eyes. He opened his mouth and bit down on the chimera queen without chewing, sucking on it as if it were a straw. 
 
    “Huh!? You’re tired, huh!?” Stella threw her arms up into the air before flying onto Chompy’s head. She jumped up and down, but the dragon ignored her, consuming the chimera queen a little bit at a time, savoring his victory. “Is that it? You’re tired? Well, when that army comes in and kills you, you can sleep forever after you die!” 
 
    Chompy smacked his lips and licked them before exhaling out a sigh. He rolled over onto his back, causing Stella to scream as she was nearly crushed by his head, and splayed his limbs. With his front right claw, he tore off a chunk of the chimera queen as if he were grabbing an apple off a tree and placed it into his mouth. 
 
    Stella bit her lower lip and landed on Chompy’s chest. “Chompy, I’m begging you,” she said with teary eyes. “Please. This is my home. This is your home too. No one likes it when uninvited guests come over unless they’re selling cookies. But these people aren’t selling cookies, Chompy. They’re selling death and murder. They almost killed Sheryl!” 
 
    One of Chompy’s eyes creaked open. 
 
    Stella raised her head, saw that Chompy was staring at her, and lowered her head again before sobbing. “Chompy, I’m scared, Chompy. I don’t want to die. They’re going to tear the castle down and find my birthflower and burn it. Please, Chompy. You’re a good boy, right? Won’t you be a good boy and help me?” 
 
    Stella sank down as Chompy blew out a long breath, his stomach and chest contracting. Both his eyes opened, and he lifted his head. He stared down at Stella with large, round eyes before pointing at his snout. Stella’s eyes lit up, and she flew up to his face, hugging the scales between his nostrils. She petted his head and rubbed her face on him. “Thank you, Chompy. You’re the best! I promise I’ll give you lots of pets and scratches after this is all over. The army has a few million men, and all of them have classes. Do you think you can take them? Deedee and Mistle will help you.” 
 
    Chompy scoffed and rolled over onto his feet. He snorted and puffed his chest out as if to say he didn’t need anyone’s help to take care of anything. He thumped his tail against the chimera queen and gestured towards it with his claw before crossing his front legs over his chest. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Stella said and flew onto Chompy’s head. “My Chompy is amazing. He can do anything, and no one can stop him.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What’s this?” Grimmy asked once he landed in the destroyed palace where Vur was resting. He swept his gaze over the annoying trio. “A playground?” 
 
    “Who’s that?” Bonnie whispered to Eldest while inching backwards to hide behind Sera. 
 
    “Why would I know?” Eldest whispered back. He poked Youngest with his tail. “You know lots of weird things. Who’s that?” 
 
    “I know as much as you know!” Youngest hissed. The two dragons fought to hide behind each other to avoid Grimmy’s gaze before settling on escaping behind Vernon. 
 
    “This is … a bad influence,” Vernon said and cleared his throat. “Whenever he speaks, cover your ears.” 
 
    Grimmy raised an eyebrow. “Are those Sera’s illegitimate children?” 
 
    Vernon rolled his eyes and gestured towards the black dragon with his paw. “See? Bad influence. These kids are Sera’s sister’s children, Vur’s cousins.” 
 
    Lindyss slid off of Grimmy’s head and landed on the ground with a thump. Tafel ran up to her and gave her a quick hug before pulling on her arm, leading her to Vur. Mary sat in a corner next to a bloody lump that was letting out labored breaths, watching the proceedings with wide eyes. Her armor that could be taken off had been stripped, and her sword was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “This is what happens when you get involved with those two.” 
 
    Mary raised her head towards the voice. Alice was standing over her, a glass of water in her hands. “What do you mean?” Mary asked and tilted her head. 
 
    “I mean exactly what I said,” Alice said with a snort. “They come into your life, turn it upside down, give it a good shake, and place it back onto the table sideways.” Her gaze slipped down towards Zyocuh. “But, sometimes, that’s a good thing. Do you know what he did to Vur? The dragons might see you in a favorable light if you help him out.” 
 
    Mary pursed her lips. “I’m too dumb to learn magic.” She lowered her head and stared at her empty hands. “All I can do is swing a sword.” 
 
    “Do you know what spell that thing”—Sera glared at Zyocuh and resisted the urge to set what remained of him on fire—“cast on Vur?” The sky-blue dragon turned back towards Grimmy and blinked at him with an expression that wouldn’t take no for an answer. 
 
    Grimmy didn’t respond as he flipped Vur over with the tip of his claw. He traced the symbols that Zyocuh had drawn and nodded. “I see, I see. This is simple, really.” 
 
    “Can you cure him?” Tafel asked. 
 
    Grimmy tilted his head. “Don’t you want to know what it is first?” 
 
    Tafel pursed her lips. “That doesn’t really matter as long as he gets better,” she said and shook her head. “So, can you fix him?” 
 
    “I would like to know what it is,” Sera said and nudged Tafel aside. Then she glared at Zyocuh again. “I have to choose a punishment befitting the crime. Whether I should crush it, chew it up, or tear it apart depends on what it did.” 
 
    Tafel tilted her head. “Is there a difference between the three? I mean, I get that they’re supposed to be getting progressively worse, but which one is the worst one to get?” 
 
    “Torn apart,” Alora said. “Definitely torn apart. Things scream the most when you tear them apart.” Tafel stared at Alora with an unreadable expression. The polymorphed dragon scratched her neck and looked away. “I’m just saying. And you’re the one who asked.” 
 
    “This spell,” Grimmy said, ignoring Tafel and Alora, “is something unoriginal folks use to achieve pseudo-immortality. Since they don’t know how to preserve their own bodies, they figure they’ll just take someone else’s before they die. Currently, Vur’s in the process of having his soul eroded away.” 
 
    Sera’s eyes widened, and she thumped Zyocuh with her tail, sweeping him back and forth along the ground. “Can you cure him?” she asked, ignoring Mary’s attempts at retrieving her uncle. 
 
    Grimmy cleared his throat. “Maybe?” 
 
    “Maybe? What do you mean maybe?” Tafel asked. “Can you do it or not?” 
 
    Grimmy lowered his head and puffed smoke out of his nostrils at Tafel, causing her hair to fly parallel to the ground. “When did you get so brave, squirt?” 
 
    “I noticed that too,” Sera said and nodded. “Whenever it comes to Vur, she stops trembling and grows a spine. I approve.” 
 
    Tafel placed her hands on her hips. “I’m brave all the time, okay?” Her knees shook, but she tensed her leg muscles to force them to stay still. “Can you stop Vur’s soul from being eroded? I really like him with his soul intact. That’s not to say I would leave him if he lost his soul, but it’d be really, really nice if he didn’t.” 
 
    Sera turned towards Grimmy. “Can you?” 
 
    Grimmy shrugged. “You know the phrases fight poison with poison, and fight fire with fire? This is the same concept,” he said. “To stop this foreign soul from invading, we’ll send in our own foreign souls.” 
 
    A wrinkle appeared on Tafel’s forehead. “And how do you know that soul is going to stop the invaders and not erode Vur’s soul further?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s simple,” Grimmy said. “We send in a soul familiar with Vur or antagonistic with the invaders.” 
 
    “A familiar soul?” Tafel raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Right.” Grimmy nodded and swept his gaze over the people in the room. “Any volunteers?” 
 
    “This is safe, right?” Tafel asked. “Once we help Vur, we can easily get out?” 
 
    “Nope,” Grimmy said. “Once your soul leaves your body, you die.” 
 
    “What?” Tafel pointed at Zyocuh. “How come he’s not dead if that’s the case?” 
 
    Grimmy shrugged. “Exception to the rule. You know how those exist.” 
 
    The group exchanged glances with each other. Tafel swallowed and stepped forward. “I, I’ll do it,” she said. “You can send my soul inside of Vur.” She closed her eyes and bit her lower lip. “Make it painless, please,” she murmured and clenched her hands. 
 
    Grimmy reached forward with his claw and placed the tip against Tafel’s forehead. He withdrew his paw by an inch, and then he flicked her. Tafel shrieked as she fell over onto her back and clutched her forehead. She wriggled on the ground, rolling back and forth from side to side before suddenly coming to a halt. Her eyes opened, and she looked up. “Is it…, is it done? Am I dead?” 
 
    Grimmy grinned at Tafel and patted her head. “I was just joking when I asked for volunteers.” 
 
    “Just … joking?” 
 
    “Yup.” Grimmy nodded. “Hilarious, right?” He ignored Tafel’s contorting face and turned his attention onto Vur. “Let’s see how far this erosion’s progressed.” Grimmy tapped Vur’s bellybutton with his claw and lifted. A layer of black and red light extended from his claw to Vur’s stomach. A fourth of the light was black while the remainder was red. “Hmm.” 
 
    “How is it?” Tafel asked. “It looks like the red bit is eating away at the black one. That means Vur’s winning, right?” 
 
    Grimmy shook his head. “No. Vur’s soul is the black portion. He’s losing.” 
 
    Tafel furrowed her brow. “What? Why is Vur’s soul black?” 
 
    Lindyss cleared her throat from off to the side before gazing at Grimmy. No one noticed her except for the black dragon. Grimmy shrugged. “Eh, who knows? The color of one’s soul doesn’t mean much. Besides, that’s not the important part. What’s important is the fact that Vur’s losing and needs some help.” 
 
    “Wait,” Tafel said and pointed at the strand of light. “That golden bit blocking the red, what is it?” 
 
    Grimmy raised an eyebrow before leaning close and squinting at the strand. “Oh, that’s probably, uh, some sort of false god. You know Vur was blessed by the temple a little before your reunion from way back when?” 
 
    Tafel nodded. “You said you didn’t need volunteers? Then how are you going to help him?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t need volunteers because I already have plenty of souls,” Grimmy said. His eyes lit up. “You’re his wife. What kind of soul do you think he’d like?” He reached behind his wing and pulled out dozens of glowing orbs that seemed more gaseous than solid. 
 
    “…Why do you have these?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Grimmy rolled his eyes. “Why do people collect coins? Why do people collect stamps? So, which one?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ralph swallowed back his saliva and prodded the food on his plate with the fork he had been given. The soldiers were sitting in neat rows with their legs crossed, and Sir Edward was pushing a cart filled with food, giving each soldier a choice of dinner, dessert, and drink. The warmth coming off of the meal and into his lap caused a shiver to run down Ralph’s spine. How long had it been since he had last eaten a plate of hot mashed potatoes and chicken? Actually, how long had it been since he had eaten anything? 
 
    “I have a question,” one of the soldiers near Ralph said and raised his hand at Sir Edward. 
 
    Sir Edward raised an eyebrow and turned towards the man, whose plate was already empty. “Yes? What is it?” 
 
    “How do you have enough food to feed all of us? What are you even feeding us?” the soldier asked. “We haven’t seen any farms or any wildlife to hunt on our way here. How is it possible for you to provide this much food?” 
 
    Sir Edward laughed. “Oh, that? We get the souls of whatever foods our host eats. If our host eats a carrot, then we’ll find a carrot in our supplies; at least, that’s what I was told when I asked about where it came from.” 
 
    “I see.” The soldier furrowed his brow and stared at his empty plate. He smiled and relaxed before bringing the plate up to his face and licking it clean. 
 
    Ralph swallowed his saliva again and turned his gaze away from his companion and onto his plate. He used his knife and fork to cut off a piece of mystery meat and placed it into his mouth. If he was eating something that the host already ate, was he eating something that was intact or digested? It seemed pretty solid. And it tasted like chicken but springier. Well, it didn’t matter. Food was food and it’d be a waste not to eat it. There was just one thing. “Sir Edward,” Ralph said through mouthfuls, “I have a question too.” 
 
    “Ask away, lad,” Sir Edward said and straightened his back after passing a man a plate. 
 
    “Assuming the souls of food can only be consumed once, how is it possible to feed an army of a million of us?” Ralph gestured around with his head. “Are you saying the host we’ve invaded has eaten over a million dinners? There aren’t even close to that many days in a hundred years.” 
 
    Sir Edward sighed. “Would you like to know a secret, lad?” 
 
    Ralph wet his lips with his tongue and nodded. 
 
    “I … entered this host because he ate me.” Sir Edward sighed and stared up at the sky. “The host is a very hungry man.” 
 
    Ralph’s eyes bulged. “Did he … eat you alive?” If Sir Edward was already dead, then it wouldn’t make sense for his soul to enter this place after being eaten since it would’ve been gone. Wait. Didn’t that mean whatever he was eating now had also been eaten alive? What kind of body was Zyocuh trying to take over this time? A dragon? 
 
    “Not really alive, no,” Sir Edward said and ran his mustache through the tips of his fingers. “I was a soul when he ate me.” 
 
    “Another question, Sir Edward,” Lord Briffault said, raising his fork into the air. “What kind of man are we invading?” 
 
    Sir Edward shuddered. “A savage. You’re invading an absolute monster. I hope—” 
 
    An earth-shattering roar echoed out of the castle. Earthen spears rose out of the ground in waves, traveling along with the shockwave created by the sound. Soldiers screamed and cursed as their plates were knocked away from them, and nearly all of them tried to save their food before helping their companions. Ralph exhaled in relief and lifted his plate. Luckily for him, the spike only stabbed through his thigh and didn’t hit his meal. 
 
    “Mages, on guard!” the magician commander shouted. “What were you slackers doing? My meal was almost ruined!” 
 
    “We want to eat too, commander!” a voice shouted back. “It’s not fair that only magicians have to be prepared at all times.” 
 
    “Huh!? Not fair? Not fair!? What do you expect normal soldiers to do against magic? Eat it? You buffoons had one job!” The infantry commander rose to his feet and threw his shattered plate at the magician who had just complained. “Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve had a drink!? But I couldn’t even take a sip; the ground drank it because you couldn’t do your damn job! When we march, who carries the supplies? Not the magicians! When we march, who’s forced to walk? Not the magicians! When we set up camp, who does all the work? Not the magicians! After all that luxury, you can’t even do what we pampered you for!?” 
 
    “Hey! We don’t get that treatment anymore after becoming souls! We don’t have any supplies or mounts or camps,” another magician said. “We do more work than everyone else, but we don’t even get a pat on the back! You won’t even let me enjoy a meal without letting my guard down? I quit!” 
 
    The infantry commander’s eyes bulged as he pointed a shaking finger at the magician. “You can’t quit, you numbskull! Where are you going to go?” 
 
    “Oh.” The magician frowned. “You’re right.” He looked around. “I’d like to apply to the cavalry division!” 
 
    “We have a bigger problem than who has or hasn’t done what!” Lord Briffault shouted. “Look towards the castle!” 
 
    The army stopped bickering with one another and turned their attention towards the castle walls. From one of the windows, a black dragon’s head was staring down at them. It opened its mouth and let out another roar that shook the earth and sent more spikes into the army. It blinked twice at the result and smiled while chuckling. Then it let out another roar. When the spikes were stopped by barriers on the ground, the dragon’s smile faded, and its eyes narrowed into slits. It pulled its head back, narrowly avoiding a string of spells and arrows. 
 
    Lord Briffault stared at the open window, his bow drawn, the string pressed against his lips, ready to fire his arrow at any moment. But the beast didn’t reappear. A soldier next to him muttered, “Did we scare it away?” 
 
    “That’s the wrong question,” Lord Briffault said, not taking his eyes off the window. “The real question is what the heck was that?” 
 
    “At least it answered the question of why the castle’s big enough to house a dragon,” Ralph said through mouthfuls of meat. As a normal soldier with only a spear and shield, he couldn’t block the earthen spikes or attack the dragon when it showed its head. He couldn’t do anything. And for that, he was thankful. It wasn’t often the dead got to enjoy a meal. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Alright, Chompy,” Stella said and patted the dragon beside her, “get out there and kick their butts.” 
 
    Chompy shook his head. 
 
    Stella’s expression fell. “Huh? Why not? Didn’t you say you’d help me?” 
 
    Chompy let out a low growl before snorting twice. 
 
    “What? It’s too troublesome?” Stella bit her lower lip. She clenched and unclenched her hands before exhaling. “This is a matter of life and death, Chompy. If this is too troublesome, then we’re both going to die because of your laziness. Sometimes, we have to do things even though we don’t want to. That’s life. And this is one of those things, okay?” 
 
    Chompy curled his feet underneath himself, lowering his stomach to the ground. He rested his chin on a nearby table and rolled his eyes up to look at Stella. A puff of smoke escaped from his nostrils, and his tail swished back and forth, clearing the furniture behind himself. 
 
    Stella’s eyes narrowed, and a vein bulged on her forehead. She took in a deep breath and closed her eyes. Then she exhaled and flew down, landing on Chompy’s head. She opened her eyes and smiled at him, relaxing her body. “Okay, Chompy. I understand. You’re scared of them.” 
 
    Chompy stiffened. 
 
    Stella pretended as if she hadn’t noticed. “If I were you, I would be scared of them too,” she said and sighed to herself as if she were performing in a play. “After all, they have magicians, archers, warriors, and really large numbers of them too. I’d tuck my tail between my legs and run away, letting them do whatever they wanted to my home as long as I could survive. Like a cowardly dog.” 
 
    Chompy shot to his feet while growling. Stella clung to his scales, nearly falling off of his head as he pushed open the shutters blocking the window and leapt outside. Chompy let out a massive roar that nearly caused her to go deaf, but Stella whooped and cheered instead. “That’s the way to do it, Chompy!” 
 
    The army below was like a river of red. Chompy hovered in the air above them and opened his mouth, blowing out a breath of purple mist. People screamed out for the magicians to save them, and a gust of wind blew the purple mist over and away from the army. Stella’s eyes lit up. “Over there, Chompy! That’s where the mages are.” She pointed at a cluster near the center of the ocean of people. “You have to crush them first.” 
 
    Chompy let out another roar and flapped his wings twice, jerking up into the air as if he were pulled by strings. Then he folded his wings against the side of his body and fell towards the cluster of magicians like a boulder. They screamed for barriers, but Stella took in a deep breath and pointed at the magicians who were in the middle of casting. The wind cut against her face and caused tears to stream from her eyes as Chompy fell faster and faster, but that didn’t stop her from silencing all the magicians who were creating barriers. 
 
    The soldiers screamed as Chompy landed on top of them. He spun around in a circle, sweeping his blade-like tail around in an arc, cutting apart everything in its path. As he spun, he exhaled out a breath full of icicles, poking holes into thousands of soldiers in their way. With a roar, Chompy stood on his hind legs and fully extended his wings in one swift motion, creating little vortices of wind around him that interrupted the arrows aiming for his head. They tumbled through the air and missed even though the mutant dragon was such a large target. 
 
    “Get that archer next!” Stella pointed at Lord Briffault. “Armies are like rats! Once you cut their heads off, their bodies stop functioning!” 
 
    “Um, isn’t that the case for nearly every living creature?” 
 
    Stella flinched and turned her head. Mervin was sitting beside her. “Mervin? What the heck are you doing here?” The two bobbed up and down as Chompy galloped towards Lord Briffault, barreling through the soldiers who were trying to stop him with their shields and spears. Little by little, more and more spears embedded themselves into his paws and ankles, but Chompy ignored them and leapt forward, reaching Lord Briffault in a single bound. The noble’s eyes widened, but he didn’t retreat, aiming his bow at the mutant dragon standing over him. Chompy opened his mouth wide, and Lord Briffault released an arrow, aiming for the dragon’s eye. A red claw shot out of Chompy’s shoulder and snatched the arrow before it could hit him, and Chompy blew a breath of purple mist underneath himself, corroding all the soldiers it made contact with, turning them into nothing but flakes of dust. Lord Briffault stared at the dragon, which now had five legs and five claws, and shuddered as his vision was covered by a wave of purple. 
 
    Stella and Mervin turned their heads towards the claw that had stopped the arrow. It was red and didn’t look as if it belonged to a dragon, looking much like a bird’s talons instead. “What’s this?” Stella asked, pointing at it. Chompy followed her finger with his eyes before snorting. A sixth leg sprang out of his other shoulder. It was red and unscaled, like a gorilla’s arm. “Did you get this from the chimera queen?” 
 
    Chompy puffed his chest out as if to say that were natural. 
 
    “Lookout!” Mervin shouted. 
 
    A ball of flames flew towards Chompy’s head. The dragon reached up to stop it, but before it made contact with his claws, it exploded. Stella screamed and curled up into a ball, shielding her face with her arms, but the impending pain didn’t come. She opened one eye and saw a figure towering over her. Mervin was kneeling in front of her with his arms and wings spread out to the side. There was a weak smile on his face. He opened his mouth and closed it again without saying anything. Then he fell forward on top of her, his back burnt from having taken the brunt of the explosion. 
 
    Stella tilted her head. “Mervin…?” 
 
    But the genie didn’t respond. 
 
    “Mervin!” Stella shouted and grabbed the genie king. Her hands clenched around his burnt clothes, and small cracking sounds echoed out of her mouth from her teeth grinding together. “Chompy! Kill them all! Don’t let a single one live!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sheryl sighed and picked a piece of herself up off the ground. She placed the chunk against her torso and waited. A few seconds later, the pebble merged with her body as if it were glued on. She sighed again and picked up another piece of herself. “How is it, Vur? Can you move yet?” 
 
    “Nope.” Vur was still on the table in Stella’s dungeon, red chains sticking out of his body. “Nothing’s changed.” 
 
    “That’s odd,” Sheryl said. “Chompy already ate the chimera queen. If this is a part of it, how come it’s still sticking around?” 
 
    Vur clicked his tongue. “Why would I know?” 
 
    “Right.” Sheryl stuck another piece of herself back on. “You’re probably the one who’s most annoyed at that. Sorry.” 
 
    Zilphy sighed from beside Vur. “I hope Deedee’s alright.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ralph stared at the dragon that wasn’t quite a dragon. It was in the center of the army, separated from him by over a million men, but there was no doubt that it’d be his turn soon enough. Maybe. The creature was weakening. At first, it was slaughtering hundreds of men a second, but now, it took a minute to do the same. Its claws, ankles, and shins were filled with red spears, and its wings were peppered with arrows. It seemed like a few hours had passed since it killed Lord Briffault, but Ralph wasn’t too sure. He wasn’t revived with his watch after all. 
 
    “What are you doing, men!?” a voice shouted above the din. “It’s clearly weakening! Instead of dying after stabbing it once, try to stab it twice! No, try to stab it three times! If each of us can take one scale off of this creature with our deaths, then we’ll have stripped it before even half of us are dead. What are you scared of? A little bit of pain? It doesn’t matter if we die since we’re already dead!” 
 
    Ralph nodded. The commander had a good point. They were already dead, so it didn’t matter if they died again. And there wasn’t any food left, so there wasn’t a point in sticking around any longer. Not like there would’ve been a point if there were, but still. No wonder why Zyocuh sent so many of them to subdue a single soul. This soul housed a dragon, and it didn’t help that they lost over a quarter of their men before the fight even started. But it seemed like this fight was in the bag. No matter how many soldiers were eaten or died to claws or dragon breaths, there was always more of them. Ralph almost felt bad for the dragon. A mighty titan, taken down by ants. What a sad end to a majestic creature’s life. 
 
    Someone nudged Ralph from behind. The soldiers in front of him had moved up again, and he forgot to fill in the empty space while lost in thought. He shuffled forward, closing the gap, and waited some more. Would the fight be over before it was even his turn? That wouldn’t be a bad thing, but it’d be pretty boring, having waited for so long to do nothing. 
 
    A blood-curdling scream came from behind, and Ralph flinched at the sound. What was that? There was a ton of shouting up ahead, but that scream pierced through all of it. Another scream filled the air, and Ralph turned around. The soldiers behind him had their heads facing the back as well. His brow furrowed, and he tapped the shoulder of the soldier next to him. “Any idea what that was?” 
 
    “No idea.” 
 
    There was another scream, followed by shouts. The line moved up again as more soldiers died to the dragon, but Ralph wasn’t sure if he should fill in the gap or wait. Was it possible that there were even more dangerous things inside of this soul? It would’ve been a close call to take out the dragon, but if another creature was added into the mix, then it was possible for them to lose. It wasn’t as if a loss mattered to them since they were already dead, but it’d hurt Zyocuh’s plan, and who knows what kind of torture that man would subject them to if they failed? 
 
    Ralph stroked his chin. Why weren’t there any commands telling them what to do? Was it possible they had the situation under control back there? Or did whatever was causing those screams take out the commanders first? His brow furrowed even more before relaxing. Well, he was a soldier. All he had to do was follow orders, and until he received new ones, his current orders were to stab the dragon three times and then die. Sometimes it was nice being a soldier. He didn’t have to think for himself, and if somehow things went wrong, none of the blame would be on him. He shrugged and turned back around, ignoring the screams from behind, and filled up the gap leading to the dragon. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tafel peered at the light extending out of Vur’s bellybutton. The golden portion that was holding the red back had long since disappeared, and the black portion had shrunk considerably. She chewed on her lower lip while clenching the sheets of the bed that Vur was lying on. “Is it working? Why isn’t it working?” 
 
    “Well, you chose a slow-acting soul,” Grimmy said from beside her. Though they were inside the palace, Grimmy could fit because the walls and ceiling had been destroyed a while ago by Mary’s clash with Tafel. “I told you it wouldn’t be as quick as the others.” 
 
    “Well, the others were all women!” Tafel glared at Grimmy. “How could I let another woman enter Vur’s soul? Stella is already enough! And you said this soul was guaranteed to get the job done, so I trusted you.” 
 
    “Where’d that trust go?” Grimmy asked and yawned. “Just wait a few more hours and you’ll see that I was right. Probably. This isn’t an exact science, you know?” 
 
    “In a few hours, the black portion that represents Vur’s soul will be completely gone!” Tafel’s hands clenched even tighter around the sheets. “Can’t you do something? Like add another soul?” 
 
    Grimmy shook his head. “If we add another soul, then there’s a possibility that Vur will be too weak to defeat them both. Remember, we’re using an invader to kill another invader, but they’re both invaders. We’re hoping the poisons neutralize each other without killing Vur.” 
 
    Tafel’s expression darkened. “Why are you so relaxed when Vur’s soul is at stake?” 
 
    “I’m not relaxed, you’re just too strung up,” Grimmy said and snorted. His eyes lit up and he pointed at the beam of light. “See, look. It’s starting.” 
 
    Tafel returned her attention to Vur’s stomach. The top portion of the red light was turning purple, then blue, but the black portion at the bottom near his bellybutton was still shrinking. Tafel bit her lower lip. Even if all the red was devoured, what would happen when the blue reached the black? 
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    “It’s weakening! Keep up the assault!” 
 
    Ralph frowned at the commander’s voice coming from behind. Apparently, something almost as dangerous as the dragon up ahead had flanked the army without anyone noticing. He still didn’t know what it was since it was impossible to see through the ocean of people since he was in the middle. But he could see up ahead, and the dragon was clearly becoming a lot weaker. It was even showing signs of wanting to flee, but arrows the size of javelins were embedded inside of it, and red chains hung from their wooden ends. 
 
    Cheers came from behind, and Ralph scratched his head. Whatever it was, it must’ve died. Now all they had to do was finish off the dragon and—an ear-piercing shriek rang over the cheering, causing Ralph to flinch. Or not. 
 
    “There’s another one coming this way! W-wait! There’s a whole herd of them! Get them, men!” 
 
    The sounds of explosions and flying arrows along with the clashing of metal and the breaking of wood echoed out from behind. Ralph turned around, a deep frown appearing on his face. The army seemed to be splitting into two. A gap had opened up behind him. Should he wait for his turn against the dragon, or should he fight the unknown enemy that had taken the attention of half the army? He didn’t sign up to fight any unknown enemies. Wait. He didn’t sign up to fight a dragon either. 
 
    “What are you standing around for, soldier!? Can’t you see the dragon’s almost dead? Help the people behind us!” 
 
    A voice coming from the front broke Ralph out of his thoughts. Ralph nodded, reaffirming his belief that being a soldier was nice. He was in a dilemma, and it was solved for him. He turned around and headed another wave of men towards the rear of the army where the clashing sounds were getting fiercer. Just what kind of enemy awaited him ahead? Soldiers were flying into the air as if they were launched by catapults, falling on top of other soldiers trying to help them. 
 
    Ralph raised his shield just in time to prevent his face from being impaled by a stray spear. Then he collapsed when a man fell on top of him. The man groaned as Ralph rolled him off. “Hey,” Ralph said and nudged the man who had a deep, gaping wound in his chest that Ralph could see through. It was like he had been pierced by a ballista. “What are we fighting up there?” 
 
    The man groaned again and hissed as bubbles leaked out of the corner of his mouth. He tilted his head up and took in a deep breath before wheezing out the word, “Cows….” 
 
    Ralph tilted his head. “Cows? The things we milk?” 
 
    The soldier in his arms shook his head. It was an almost imperceptible movement. He gasped for breath and whispered, “Magic … cows…. Im…print…ed.” The man’s head dropped to the side, his eyes glazed over. Then his body melted into a puddle of red goop that disappeared into the ground. 
 
    Ralph sighed. Magical cows? Imprinted magical cows? The only creatures with imprints that were left were dragons. Everything that had imprints were killed off long ago when humans conquered the lands. Did that mean these cows were as strong as dragons? Evidently not since so many of them were required to separate half their army from its main mission, but cows? Really? Where did these imprinted cows come from? 
 
    “We need backup!” 
 
    Ralph climbed to his feet. As a soldier, he didn’t need to think, so why was he doing it? Maybe he should’ve became an officer before joining this army. But officers needed to know how to read, and he couldn’t do that. A sigh escaped from his lips. His mother was right. Education really was the way to the top, but it was almost exclusive to nobility. Well, being a soldier wasn’t bad either. He forced his feet to move, and he marched ahead towards the middle of the fray. The soldier in front of him screamed, and a massive spear tip the size of his head punched through the man’s chest. A second later, he was flung into the sky. 
 
    Ralph’s mouth fell open at the bloody beast in front of him. That wasn’t a spear tip; that was a horn. These … weren’t anything like the cows he knew. The cows he knew were fluffy and soft and loved getting scratched on the chin. This cow…, this cow had murder in its eyes. If cows could train their muscles, then this cow must’ve done training equal to that of an elite warrior. It wasn’t any bigger or wider than those fluffy cows he knew, but it was definitely more compact. And its horns being the size of its body didn’t reassure him either. What was he supposed to do against this monster of a cow? A spear was made for its reach, to stab someone with a smaller weapon before they got into range. But this cow had the larger weapon. And there wasn’t anyone nearby who could help him; all the soldiers were entangled in their own mess. Why were there so many cows!? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Grimmy rubbed his chin. The beam of light extending from Vur’s bellybutton shone bright, illuminating his scales. A third of the pillar was blue. A small portion was purple where blue met red. Red took up almost two thirds of the pillar. And the black portion was flickering but growing weaker with every passing second. 
 
    “Add more! Vur’s soul is dying!” Tafel grabbed Grimmy’s claw and shook it. 
 
    “Hold on a sec,” Grimmy said, pulling his claw away. “I’m doing some quick calculations. Hmm. Yeah, more cows.” He reached behind his wing and pulled out several orbs of gaseous light and dumped them onto Vur’s chest. They sank down as if he were made of water, and disappeared inside of him, faintly glowing before winking out of existence. “Ah, crap. Oops.” 
 
    Tafel’s eye twitched. “Oops? What do you mean oops!?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Grimmy said and shifted his eyes away. His gaze landed on Lindyss, who was reading a book in the corner. “I was just messing with you.” 
 
    Lindyss met his gaze and raised her eyebrow, her expression asking, “Were you really just messing with her?” 
 
    Grimmy winked in reply. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” Vur said. “I’m free.” 
 
    Sheryl turned her torso to the side. A red chain fell next to her, the metal panting in exhaustion. A pair of eyes blinked at her, and she blinked back. Sheryl rolled onto her bottom and sat up. “Do chains get tired?” she asked and poked the metal beside her. 
 
    Vur rolled off of the table and stretched his arms towards the sky, cracking sounds filling the dungeon’s cell. A black light was coming off of his chest, and tendrils extended out of it, crawling down his torso and limbs. Everywhere they touched, another piece of the chain would twitch and fall off. “I don’t know,” Vur said and shrugged. “But it looks like someone’s helping me. And since this light is black, it’s probably Grimmy.” 
 
    Sheryl scratched her face. “Black magic, cursed dragon, and the word help don’t really belong together.” 
 
    Vur looked around, ignoring Sheryl’s comment. “So this is the home Stella built inside of me, huh?” he asked. He squatted next to Sheryl and Zilphy and picked them up, holding them under his arms. The black tendrils of light were receding back into his chest, and he kicked aside the chain that tried to latch onto him. There were holes left in his body from where the chains had been, but they were healing at a visible rate. “Where is she?” 
 
    “She went outside to help Toothy fight against the invaders,” Zilphy said. “You go outside by going down that way, up the stairs, head to the left past the bathroom, then you make a right and go through the torture room, and then you go up another flight of stairs to the first floor. From there, the exit is obvious.” 
 
    “Got it,” Vur said. 
 
    “You’re not going to ask why there is a torture room?” Sheryl asked, her rocky eyebrows raised. 
 
    Vur glanced at the rock underneath his arm. “Why would I ask? Every castle needs a torture room.” 
 
    Sheryl stared into Vur’s eyes for a moment before looking away. “No wonder why Stella chose to live inside of you,” she said. She shook her head, which was her body, and sighed. 
 
    Once Vur stepped through the torture room and up the flight of stairs to the first floor, the sounds of battle floated faintly through the air. Vur furrowed his brow and turned his head to the side, pointing his ear towards the door leading out. “Do you hear cows?” 
 
    Sheryl cupped her hand over a rocky slit near her eyes. She waited a moment. “Nope,” she said. “I don’t hear any cows. I do hear people shouting though.” 
 
    “I hear them,” Zilphy said. “I can hear anything as long as a strand of wind connects me to it. Let’s see—someone’s screaming, ‘Not more cows!’ and a cow is mooing back in response. If it didn’t sound like people were dying, then this would actually be funny.” She chewed her lower lip. “That doesn’t mean it isn’t funny, but I feel bad for finding it amusing. Cows are so cute; I don’t understand how they’re killing people.” 
 
    “What about Stella?” Vur asked. “Can you hear her?” 
 
    Zilphy closed her eyes. “Hold on a second, it takes a while to filter through all the noise. Stella…, Stella…, Stella…, that’s not—oh! I hear her. She seems to be, oh.” 
 
    Vur’s eyes narrowed. “Oh what? What’s she saying?” 
 
    “She’s saying some very not-kid-friendly words that I daren’t repeat,” Zilphy said and swallowed. “But it sounds like she’s in trouble. You have to help her, Vur.” The wind elemental rolled her eyes up to look at her contractor. “Actually, do you have the ability to? Can you use magic right now?” 
 
    Vur lifted his hand and pointed a finger at the ceiling. A small flame sprang into life, hovering above his fingertip. “Yep,” he said. “Maybe the chains had anti-magic on them. I still feel really weak though. You two are heavy.” 
 
    “We’re rocks twice the size of your head, Vur,” Sheryl said. “It’d be weird if we weren’t heavy.” 
 
    Vur frowned. “But I should be able to lift that with ease?” 
 
    Zilphy clicked her tongue. “It makes sense though, doesn’t it? This isn’t your actual body,” she said. “You’re inside yourself. That means you’re not using your muscles to move. It’s probably some projection of your spirit. And since you’ve never trained inside of yourself before, it’s like you’re a newborn baby.” 
 
    Vur pouted as he walked outside the front door. “I thought my inner-self would be stronger,” he said. “Didn’t I absorb a lot of things to strengthen my soul?” 
 
    “Well, those things strengthened Toothy,” Zilphy said. “Um.” She pointed towards the right. “Go that way up the walls. You should be able to see the battlefield from there.” 
 
    Vur stared up at the castle walls. They towered way over him, seemingly stretching towards the sky. “Why are these walls so big? Stella’s so tiny. It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “She’s overcompensating for something,” Sheryl said. “But seriously, I think she wanted to make a space for Chompy to live comfortably, so he’d stay with her forever to guard her birthflower.” 
 
    “How did she build them?” Vur asked and pressed his palm against the chunks of stone making up the wall. 
 
    Zilphy slipped out from underneath his arm and yelped as she fell to the ground. Thankfully, she caught herself with gusts of wind before she hit the hard surface. She shook her fist at Vur and waddled up the first step of the flight of stairs leading to the top of the wall. “Why don’t you ask her once you save her?” 
 
    Vur nodded and placed Sheryl down beside Zilphy. “You walk too. You’re heavy.” 
 
    The trio went up the stairs and continued going up and went up some more until they reached the top. Vur panted as he stumbled to the edge of the wall and sat down, resting his back against the stone rampart. “I should’ve stayed in the cell,” he said and shook his head. “Why am I so weak? It’s really like I’m a baby again.” 
 
    Sheryl turned around and stared down at the flight of stairs that looked as if they had no end. “What kind of baby could climb this flight of stairs?” 
 
    “Over there,” Zilphy said. She had hopped up onto the wall. “You can see Toothy getting his butt kicked. And you can see—oh, wow, those are some ugly cows. Cows can look like that?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stella lay on a surface of black scales, her limbs splayed to the side. Sweat covered her face and dampened her hair. She was staring up at the sky, her breaths shallow. “Well, it looks like this is it, Chompy,” she said. “This is how we die.” 
 
    Chompy let out a low growl and swiped his tail back and forth, keeping the invaders at bay. He roared out when they stuck a few spears inside of it, metal chains attached to their ends. His body was covered in wounds, and the ones he received from fighting the chimera queen had reopened long ago. Hundreds of spears and arrows with chains were slowing his movements, and every time he tore one out, a ball of flesh would be yanked out too by the barbs on the weapons’ ends. The seemingly endless army of red soldiers wasn’t as numerous as before, most of it having perished, but the new invading army of beings with horns looked even more threatening than the first one. 
 
    Stella turned her head to the side. Mervin was lying beside her, still face down with a burnt back. Perhaps he was already gone. Could genies even die? Stella nudged his arm, but there was no response. She sighed and faced the sky again. It was covered in hundreds of thousands of streaks of lightning that hadn’t been there moments ago. Her eyes widened as her vision filled with white, blinding her. Then came the thunder, a roaring so loud that it turned into a low, high-pitched whine from her eardrums rupturing. When her vision cleared, lightning bolts were still dancing in the sky. She sat up and looked around. The soldiers that were surrounding Chompy were on the ground, twitching and spasming. Before she could see any further, her vision was robbed again by another torrent of lightning raining down. The sound wasn’t as bad this time since she couldn’t hear as well, but the heat generated by the lightning was hot enough to burn her skin. 
 
    The world flickered with white and black, alternating between the two until Stella couldn’t tell which was which anymore. When it finally stopped, a burnt smell filled her nostrils. Was it Mervin? Stella shook her head and rubbed her eyes. Though her vision was still blurry and filled with black spots, she managed to make out the remainder of the red army and the army of cows. All of them were on the ground, blackened and unmoving with charred bits crumbling off of them as a wind swept past. The wind stopped blowing, and then it turned around. A pair of eyes formed in front of Stella. “Hey! You alright?” 
 
    Stella blinked twice. “Zilphy? Speak louder; I think my ears stopped working.” 
 
    A vortex of ash and dust swirled around the pair of eyes as Zilphy took in a deep breath. Her voice thundered out, blowing Stella back from the force, “Hey! You alright!?” 
 
    Stella shouted back, “Do I look alright!?” 
 
    The pair of eyes scanned her from head to toe. “Yep! You look absolutely untouched and chipper! Your ears are bleeding though! You might want to make them stop bleeding!” 
 
    “Yeah, let me just will them to stop!” Stella shouted. She swatted at Zilphy, but her hand passed through the wind elemental without making contact. “What happened!? Where did that lightning come from!?” 
 
    “Why are you shouting too!? I can hear you just fine!” Zilphy took in another deep breath. “Vur was freed from his chains! It turns out they were stopping him from casting magic! So, Sheryl and I brought him up to the walls, and he shot thousands of lightning bolts out of his fingertips like bam, boom, bang, kaboom!” 
 
    Stella slumped down and exhaled. Her eyes met with Chompy’s, and she smiled. “It looks like this isn’t it, Chompy! This isn’t how we die!” 
 
    Chompy snorted and put a claw to his lips as if he were telling Stella to tone it down. His nostrils twitched and flared twice. Then he crawled forward, past the dissolving corpses of the red army, towards the perfectly seared cows. His tongue wet his lips as saliva pooled and fell out from between his teeth. 
 
    Stella waved at Zilphy. “Tell Vur to come down here! Mervin was injured to the point of dying!” 
 
    Zilphy blinked. “Can’t you just say Mervin was killed!? What do you mean injured to the point of dying!? Oh, and that’s a shame, by the way. Poor Mervin.” 
 
    Stella leaned back until she lost her balance, falling flat on Chompy’s head. Living inside of Vur was supposed to be a surefire way towards immortality, but she almost lost everything within a day. It seemed like she’d have to improve the defenses inside of Vur some more. Speaking of defenses, where were Mistle and Deedee? Could it be … they were having an affair? Two elementals tasked to work together by combining their elements. Two elementals mixing together in close proximity. Two elementals together when one of them was already known to be madly in love with the other. Stella blinked at Zilphy and shook her head. Nah, it couldn’t be. Deedee was married. But wasn’t that the definition of affair? Maybe it was possible. 
 
    While Stella was stuck deep in thought, a familiar face popped up in her vision. Vur blinked down at her, and she blinked up at him. Her landlord tilted his head. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Do you think Deedee is cheating on Zilphy with Mistle!?” Stella whispered, but only to herself. Her ears still weren’t working, and her voice came out louder than usual. 
 
    “Deedee is what!?” Zilphy exploded, her eyes blowing apart into thousands of little eyes that shot through the air, carried by the wind. 
 
    Vur tilted his head to the other side. “Well, it seems like you’re okay,” he said and nodded before picking her up. Then he hugged her to his chest, almost squishing her. The two bobbed up and down from Chompy’s eating motions. “What about Mervin?” 
 
    “Right, Mervin!” Stella shouted. She wriggled around and pointed at the genie, who was sitting upright with a grin on his face. “Wait!? Mervin!?” 
 
    Mervin’s grin spread into a smile. “I knew you cared about me!” 
 
    Stella’s eyes bulged. “So, you pretended to be dead!?” 
 
    “Pretend?” Mervin coughed out a few mouthfuls of blood. “Uh, no. I’m actually dying. Vur, I need you to make a wish, so I can turn back into a beansprout. If you don’t make a wish, I’ll really die! So, wish for anything, anything at all, even a sandwich. Wish for the first thing that comes to your mind, hurry!” 
 
    Vur scratched his head. The first thing that came to mind? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vur stretched his arms and cracked his neck. Then he sat up. He was on a bed, covered by a thin blanket. On top of the blanket, there was a layer of black hair attached to purple horns. Peeking underneath, there was a pale face with drool leaking out of its mouth. Vur smiled and stroked Tafel’s head. 
 
    “Oh, look who’s finally up,” Grimmy said. He raised an eyebrow. Then he raised his other eyebrow. “You’ve, uh, certainly, hmm.” He scratched his head. “I don’t know if Tafel’s going to like that, but okay. Is that permanent?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Lindyss asked. She lowered her book and stared at Vur from her corner of the room. “Oh.” Her eyes narrowed, and she nudged Grimmy with her foot. “Did you do that?” 
 
    “I gave him cows,” Grimmy said. “If anything about him was going to change, he would’ve grown horns. Not”—Grimmy gestured at Vur—“that. That’s not on me.” 
 
    Vur nodded. “Hi, Uncle Grimmy. Hi, Auntie. I would stand up, but”—he gestured at Tafel while still stroking her head—“yeah.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Lindyss said. “About your arms though….” 
 
    A groaning sound interrupted the cursed elf, and Tafel brought the back of her hand up to her face. She wiped away her drool and turned her face towards Vur. Her eyes opened, and she closed them again while taking in a deep breath through her nose. A mumble escaped from her mouth. “What a weird dream.” 
 
    “It’s not a dream,” Grimmy said and tapped Tafel’s back with his claw.  
 
    Tafel flinched and stiffened, her eyes shooting open. “Not a dream?” she asked. Her hair cascaded down her face as she sat up in her seat, taking her head off of Vur’s bedside. She swept it back and stared hard at Vur. Then she closed her eyes and rubbed them with her palms. A moment later, she brought her hands back down. The sight before her didn’t change. She chewed on her lower lip and turned her head, her gaze switching between Vur, Grimmy, and Lindyss. Finally, she turned back to Vur. “Vur. You have four arms.” 
 
    Vur nodded. “Everyone with arms has forearms.” 
 
    “Four! Four arms! The number!” Tafel pointed at Vur’s left hand. “One!” She pointed at his right hand. “Two!” She pointed at the arm slightly underneath his right arm, growing out of his armpit. “Three!” She pointed at the arm underneath his left arm. “Four! Why do you have four arms!?” She whirled around and glared at Grimmy. 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” Grimmy said and shrugged. “Actually, even if you did blame me, you can’t really do anything to me. So, for your own sake, it’s better not to pin the blame on me.” 
 
    Tafel clenched her hands. “You….” She unclenched her hands and sighed. “You’re right. But I can tattle on you to Leila.” Her horns glowed silver, and she opened a portal to the wilderness. “Lei—” 
 
    A shrieking woman appeared on the other side of the portal, her eyes shriveled and sunken within her head. Her cheeks were gaunt, and black teeth were dangling from rotten gums in her mouth. 
 
    “La!?” Tafel closed the portal as the woman charged at her, shutting it just in time. She pointed at the empty air and whirled around to face Lindyss. “Auntie! What was that!?” 
 
    “A banshee. I put her there as a defensive measure against portals,” Grimmy said, answering in the cursed elf’s place. “I was going to warn you about it, but I decided not to. For now, the wilderness is completely off limits.” 
 
    Lindyss nodded at Tafel’s unbelieving face. “He even moved all the elves to the desert.” 
 
    Grimmy cleared his throat. “Anyway, I’m not lying when I said it wasn’t my fault.” 
 
    Tafel sighed and reached for Vur’s hand but hesitated at which of the two on his right side to take. “Vur,” she said and lowered her arm, “why do you have one more than three arms?” 
 
    “I wished for them,” Vur said. 
 
    Tafel tilted her head. “Why?” 
 
    “Mervin was dying and needed me to make a wish to turn him back into a beansprout so he could live.” 
 
    “Okay, but why four arms?” Tafel asked, kneading the blanket in front of her. “You could’ve wished for anything, right? Why not wish for a sandwich, or a star, or even a potato?” 
 
    Vur blinked. “You don’t like them?” 
 
    Grimmy chuckled. “I’m sure they’d be very useful in certain situations.” 
 
    Lindyss kicked the black dragon’s toe. 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t like them…, it’s….” Tafel sighed again. “Vur. I love you. I was so scared when you fainted and wouldn’t wake up, and I’m really glad you’re alright. It’s nice to see you haven’t changed too. I was preparing myself for the worst, but if the only thing that happened is you grew an extra pair of arms, I can live with that.” 
 
    “If you don’t like them, then I can put them back inside,” Vur said and raised his upper arms. His lower arms shrank back and disappeared into his armpits. “Stella told me you’d like it more if I wished for them to be retractable too. And she was right. She’s really smart.” 
 
    Tafel stared at Vur, who looked completely normal now, before lifting the blanket off of him. When she saw that he only had two legs, she exhaled and nodded. “But, seriously, of all the things to wish for, why four arms?” 
 
    “I didn’t wish for four arms,” Vur said and rolled his eyes. “I wished for an extra pair of retractable arms underneath my original ones. Genies are tricky, remember? You have to be specific.” 
 
    Tafel’s eye twitched. “Okay, why did you wish for that?” 
 
    “Well,” Vur said, “Mervin told me to hurry and wish for the first thing on my mind. And behind Mervin, Chompy’s extra arms were showing and I thought they looked pretty cool.” 
 
    Tafel nodded. “So you did the only reasonable thing that anyone in your situation would do and wished for an extra pair of arms.” 
 
    Vur smiled and hugged Tafel. A second pair of arms hugged her lower back. “I knew you’d understand.” 
 
    Tafel sighed and hugged her husband in return. “As long as you’re okay.” 
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    Mary chewed on her lower lip as she stumbled down the hall. Without her sword, the world was a more terrifying place filled with dangers that couldn’t be cut to death. She could punch them to death, but it wasn’t the same. And since her gauntlets and greaves had been taken as well, she wasn’t sure she could do that anymore. It was a good thing she never cared about the aesthetics of the palace because the palace had been completely destroyed. She heard she had done it when Zyocuh ordered her to kill Tafel, but she didn’t remember any of it. Was Tafel mad at her? Mary bit down even harder, drawing beads of blood out of her lip. She rounded a corner into another hall. The phoenixes had told her Tafel was staying there. She hadn’t been allowed to go earlier since Vur was still asleep, but since he woke up, the dragons stopped keeping an eye on her. They wouldn’t give her back her uncle though. Mary trudged down the tattered carpet and stopped in front of probably the only intact room in the palace. Four different-colored rocks were outside the door, and a fairy was asleep on top of the red one. Mary tilted her head at the odd placement before placing her hand on the doorknob. 
 
    “Ah!” 
 
    Mary flinched and withdrew her hand. Her head whirled around, looking for the source of the sound. 
 
    “Down here.” 
 
    Mary lowered her head. She made eye contact with two coal-like eyes. The red rock waved at her, and Mary’s eyes bulged. “Y-yes? Hello, um, rock.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t go in there right now,” Sheryl said. “Tafel made us leave Vur’s body, so that can only mean one thing.” 
 
    Mary tilted her head. “What?” 
 
    “You know,” Sheryl said, gesturing out to the sides with her arm. “That.” 
 
    Mary blinked twice and shook her head. “I don’t.” 
 
    Sheryl scratched her rocky face. “They’re, um, making babies.” 
 
    Mary’s eyes lit up. “Oh!” She nodded. “I want to say hi to the stork. I’ve never met it before.” Without waiting for Sheryl’s reply, she pushed open the door and walked inside. 
 
    The four elementals exchanged glances with each other. A moment later, Mary came back outside and closed the door behind herself. She inched next to Sheryl and sat down with her feet flat against the floor, her knees touching her chest armor. Her fingers twined together, her hands wrapped around her shins. There was no expression on her face. 
 
    Sheryl cleared her throat. “Um. What happened?” 
 
    “There was no stork.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Grimmy yawned and swished his tail in front of Bonnie’s face. She tried to grab it, but it was too fast, and she tumbled over onto her side. “Too slow,” Grimmy said and yawned again. “How boring.” He was on top of the castle walls while Eldest, Youngest, and Bonnie were inside the courtyard beneath him. 
 
    “Stop teasing them,” Sera said from her spot near the palace. She was whittling away at a piece of wood with her claws. “They’re not cats.” 
 
    Grimmy shrugged. “You heard that, kids? Your aunt says no fun allowed.” He withdrew his tail and turned around, drooping his head over the wall. He scanned the ground. “Oh, that’s a pretty nice staff. Who made it?” 
 
    “That one’s mine,” Eldest, Youngest, and Bonnie said at the same time. They glared at each other before diving towards the staff. 
 
    “I made it!” 
 
    “No, this one’s mine!” 
 
    “I picked out the burnt wood, remember? This is mine. Stop trying to steal my credit!” 
 
    Grimmy chuckled and folded his front legs. Then he curled his neck and placed his chin on top of his claws, getting comfortable as his tail wrapped around towards his head. Lindyss looked down at him from atop his snout. “Hey,” she said. “Shouldn’t we tell them about the summoning spells?” 
 
    “Oh,” Grimmy said. “Right, I forgot.” He lifted one wing and waved it up and down. “Hey, Sera.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “There’s three creatures being summoned that’re about as strong as us and they probably want to destroy this continent,” Grimmy said. “You might want to take care of that.” 
 
    Sera stopped whittling her staff. “What?” she asked, raising her head to meet Grimmy’s gaze. “Where?” 
 
    “Those three little empires surrounding this one,” Grimmy said. “You didn’t notice? The sky even turned red from all the mana. Why don’t you get your mom to handle it? She’s pretty strong, no?” 
 
    Sera clicked her tongue. “She went to visit my dad. I don’t know when she’ll be back.” A sigh escaped from the sky-blue dragon’s mouth, freezing the ground underneath her. “If she finds out her home was destroyed while she was gone, she’ll get angry at me.” She turned her head and prodded her sleeping mate with her tail. 
 
    Vernon’s eyes fluttered open. “Huh? Is it time to go home?” 
 
    “No,” Sera said. “It’s time to go hunting.” She turned towards Grimmy. “Will two of us be fine?” 
 
    Grimmy shrugged. “You’ll probably get hurt pretty bad. The person who created them has a huge grudge against dragons. No doubt, those creatures are specialized to hunt dragons down. Magic won’t work on them.” 
 
    Vernon scratched his head. “All I’m hearing is, ‘It’s time to abandon this continent.’ Is that what you heard, dear?” 
 
    Sera smacked her mate’s snout with her wing in reply. “Grimmy, why don’t you come with us?” 
 
    “Eh.” Grimmy grunted and averted his gaze. “Who’ll watch over these brats? And I should stay behind just in case something happens to Vur.” His eyes lit up, and Lindyss got a bad feeling in the pit of her stomach. “Tell you what, I’ll lend you this little elf.” 
 
    “I’m not yours to lend!” Lindyss said. Despite her protests, Grimmy plucked her off his head and placed her on top of Sera’s. 
 
    Grimmy grinned at Sera’s questioning expression. “Back at Leila’s home, she summoned a bunch of undead dragons and traumatized my mother-in-law through sheer force. She’s actually very strong, you know? I helped make her myself.” 
 
    Sera took a second glance at Lindyss. “Is that so. Well, I appreciate the assistance.” 
 
    “I never said I was going to….” Lindyss sighed at Grimmy’s narrowing eyes. “Ugh, fine. Whatever. I’ll help.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vur groaned and stretched his arms out to the side, all four of them. He cracked his neck and sat up, the blanket covering him sliding down to reveal his chest. He yawned and wiped his eyes with his top two hands and used one of his free hands to grab a glass of water on the bedside table. 
 
    “I think it’s going to take me a very long time to get used to this,” Tafel said and stared at her husband, her cheek resting on a pillow. Vur used his last hand to stroke Tafel’s hair, pushing strands of it off her face and behind her ear. “Yep. A long, long time.” She sighed and extended her bent legs, arching her back while stretching. “You know Mary walked in on us, right?” 
 
    Vur shrugged. “Doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Tafel said and rolled over onto her back. She gathered up the blanket and pulled it up, covering her chin while making herself comfortable. “Say, what do you want to do next? We came to the palace because I promised to attend Mary’s banquet, but we got caught up in something ridiculous. At least it’s over. Do you want to go back to that dungeon we were exploring earlier?” 
 
    Vur scratched his nose. “Not really. It was boring there.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re too strong,” Tafel said and pouted. “Any dungeon crawl is going to be boring for you.” 
 
    Vur nodded. “Then let’s stop dungeon crawling.” 
 
    “We can’t!” Tafel turned her head to meet Vur’s eyes. “Dungeon crawling is the best part of an adventurer’s life!” 
 
    Vur tilted his head. “The best part of an adventurer’s life is boring? Why are we adventurers?” 
 
    A wrinkle appeared on Tafel’s forehead. “Let me rephrase that,” she said. “Getting loot from dungeon crawling is the best part of an adventurer’s life. We get new equipment, learn new skills, gain new techniques, and visit places that haven’t been visited before when we dungeon crawl. It’s not boring.” 
 
    Vur blinked. “If you want new equipment, I can make the dwarves forge some for you. They’re very good at that,” he said and nodded. “I’m the dwarf king, remember?” His brow furrowed. “I think? I let Auntie rule the dwarves, but I don’t think she took my title away, so I’m still king.” He nodded again. “What kind of equipment do you want?” 
 
    “We can’t do that,” Tafel said and shook her head. “It’s the same concept as you not being allowed to give me Grimmy’s stuff. It’s cheating. We have to find our equipment on our own.” 
 
    Vur pointed off to the side at Tafel’s armor which was made of leviathan scales. “Didn’t the fishmen make that for us?” 
 
    Tafel coughed. “That’s different.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “It just is, alright?” 
 
    Vur shook his head. “Because it’s made of fish? If I gave the dwarves a bunch of fish and they made equipment out of it, is that okay?” 
 
    “It’s not because it’s made out of a fish!” Tafel sighed and stared up at the ceiling. “Vur. There’s joy in slowly becoming stronger. You have to start out as a weakling, then slowly progress through the gear treadmill. A newbie adventurer starts off with a wooden sword. Then he gets some leather armor. Maybe he’ll kill a goblin and get an iron dagger. Slowly, ever so slowly, that dagger becomes a sword, then the armor improves, then the sword is made of a better metal that can be enchanted. It’s a fun process to see yourself become stronger. You can’t skip to endgame equipment by talking to dwarves or borrowing stuff from dragons.” 
 
    Vur furrowed his brow. “Why not? Wouldn’t it be more fun to have the best things right away? Then you can do whatever you want.” 
 
    “Then you become too reliant on your equipment,” Tafel said. “You have to use equipment that matches your personal skill. Only those skilled enough are allowed to wield weapons made by dwarves. And only those who are good enough to not get hit can wear dwarven-made armor.” 
 
    Vur lay back down and pulled the blanket up. “That doesn’t make sense. Wouldn’t clumsier people want better armor?” 
 
    “Well, if the armor’s too heavy, then it’d be hard for them to move around,” Tafel said after a short pause. “They don’t have the necessary proficiency with wearing that kind of armor to use it effectively.” 
 
    “Then the dwarves can add an enchantment to make the armor lighter and easier to use,” Vur said. 
 
    “That’s cheating.” Tafel pouted. Her eyes lit up. “Oh! Okay, I know how to explain it now.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “So, adventurers start off in easier dungeons to get stronger because they’d die if they tried harder dungeons right away, right?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Tafel rolled over onto her side and rested her arm on Vur’s chest, which was covered by the blanket. “And easy dungeons are easy because the creatures inside of them are weaker and less intelligent than those inside harder dungeons.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “So, if a new adventurer wears armor way above his league, then he’ll be able to clear the easy dungeons without breaking a sweat. He won’t be forced into dangerous situations, and the experience he’ll receive will be way less. When he gets to a hard dungeon that’s on par with his armor’s league, he’s going to die from lack of experience. Partaking in combat where your life is at risk and partaking in sparring are two totally different things. Someone who’s been through many life-or-death situations is going to be way stronger than someone who’s only sparred even if their equipment is the same.” 
 
    Vur blinked. “But I think you’re strong enough to use dwarven-made equipment?” 
 
    Tafel shook her head. “I’m not.” 
 
    “You’re not?” 
 
    “No, and it’ll be a long while before I am.” 
 
    Vur rubbed his chin again. “Is this just another way of saying you want to go back to the dungeon?” 
 
    Tafel’s face flushed. “I mean, it’d be nice if we finished what we started, right? If the chimera queen was just a mini-boss, imagine what the boss of that dungeon would be like.” 
 
    Vur inched closer to Tafel, wrapping one arm over her shoulder. “Isn’t me being there the same thing as having overpowered equipment? There’s no life-or-death situation if I’m there. Wouldn’t you get less experience?” 
 
    “That’s different.” 
 
    “Really,” Vur said, his voice flat. 
 
    “It really is! There’s a difference between having armor that can block an attack that rightfully should’ve killed you and having someone watching over you to make sure you don’t die.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “Vur! I’m telling the truth! It really is different.” Tafel pouted. 
 
    Vur smiled and crept closer, placing his lips on hers. He drew back and stroked her head, his fingers playing with her hair. “If you want to finish the dungeon, then let’s go finish the dungeon.” 
 
    Tafel gave Vur a slight nod, her face bright red. “Okay,” she said in a small voice. “Let’s do that.” 
 
    The moment Tafel and Vur stepped outside after getting dressed, a flinching motion nearly caused Tafel to jump. She looked down and made eye contact with Mary, who was looking up at her with quivering eyes. “T-Tafel,” Mary said. “H-hi.” 
 
    Tafel furrowed her brow. “Why are you stuttering?” 
 
    Mary lowered her head and stared at her toes, wrapping her fingers tighter around her shins. “You’re…, um, are you mad at me?” 
 
    “For walking in on us?” Tafel shook her head. “Of course not. I was just a little surprised. But, please, knock next time.” 
 
    “I tried to warn her,” Sheryl said, “but she said she wanted to see the stork.” 
 
    Tafel stared at Mary, and the empress shrank back with her cheeks turning a light shade of pink. “Not mad about that,” Mary muttered. “I mean, are you mad about”—her voice turned even smaller—“earlier? When I attacked you. I’m sorry. I didn’t know I did it.” 
 
    “You didn’t know?” Tafel asked. She gave Vur a glance, but he was using his four hands to pick up the four elementals at once. Zilphy, Deedee, and Mistle seemed to be fighting since none of them were looking at each other or speaking. 
 
    Mary flinched and turned her head to the side, tears forming in her eyes. “I didn’t….” She sniffled and blinked, a tear rolling down her cheek. “I really didn’t….” 
 
    Tafel sighed and placed her hand on Mary’s head. The empress’ lips quivered, and her hands tightened around her shins even further, turning the surrounding skin red. Tafel moved her hand back and forth as if she were petting a dog. “I’m not mad, alright? If anyone’s to blame, it’s your uncle.” Tafel’s eyes narrowed. “I’m going to have a thorough talk with him. Where is he?” 
 
    “You’re not mad?” Mary blinked and lifted her hands to wipe away her tears. Her pale shins had bruises with the imprints of fingers. “Are we still friends?” 
 
    “Yes, we’re still friends,” Tafel said and pulled her hand back. 
 
    Mary sniffled and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. She turned towards Vur, and her eyes lit up. “Why do you have four arms?” 
 
    Vur snorted. “Why don’t you have four arms?” 
 
    Mary pursed her lips and reached up to tug on Tafel’s sleeve. “I want four arms too.” 
 
    A groan escaped from Tafel’s lips as a wide smile appeared on Vur’s. “Vur used a genie king’s wish to wish for extra, retractable arms,” Tafel said. “If you want four arms, you have to find a genie.” 
 
    Mary jumped to her feet and nodded, letting go of Tafel’s sleeve. “I’m going to”—Mary lowered her head and stared at her bare hands and feet before sitting down again—“wait a bit.” 
 
    Tafel turned towards Vur. “See? This is what happens when you have overpowered equipment from the start,” she said. “You get too reliant on them.” 
 
    Vur shrugged. “Mary’s dumb; she doesn’t count.” 
 
    “I’m not dumb!” Mary glared at Vur. “I might not be smart enough for magic or engineering or finance or economics or geography or math or literature or art, but I’m not dumb! I can count to a million.” 
 
    Vur raised an eyebrow. “Just a mil—” 
 
    Tafel placed a cookie that she retrieved from a portal into Vur’s mouth. “Why don’t we go ask Grimmy for your armor back? I have to see him anyway to check on your uncle. You don’t mind if, uh, bad things happen to your uncle, right?” 
 
    Mary shuddered and hugged her shoulders. “I don’t mind.” Her fingers dug into her flesh, drawing blood. “I don’t.” 
 
    Stella’s head popped out of Vur’s chest before Tafel could say anything else. She turned until she was facing Vur and waved at his face with one arm. “Vur! You can’t stick a sleeping woman like me inside of you without waking me up first! Don’t do that again. Also, there’s a few prisoners of war that I chained inside of my dungeon. I thought you’d like to know.” Then she disappeared back inside the flower tattoo. 
 
    Mary looked up at Tafel, her fingers still embedded in her shoulders. “Can I wish for a fairy too?” 
 
    Tafel sighed. “Even the genie king couldn’t win over a fairy, so I doubt you’ll be able to wish for one,” she said. “And you should stop aspiring to be like Vur, okay? Just because he has something, that doesn’t mean you have to have it to.” She reached forward and placed her hands on Mary’s. “And you shouldn’t, err, injure yourself like this.” 
 
    “But it makes me feel better,” Mary said, biting her lower lip. 
 
    Tafel frowned and pulled her hands back. “Oh. Well, um, you should heal yourself when you get the chance.” 
 
    Mary nodded. “I know. An empress can’t look injured.” 
 
    Tafel sighed again. “Hey, Vur,” she said, grabbing Vur’s arm and inching closer to him. “Why don’t we go look for some genies with Mary? We’ll bring Alice too since she’s still bitter at me for forgetting her the first time even though she tells me she’s not. And with Mervin to help us out, I’m sure we’ll find trustworthy genies.” 
 
    “Mervin turned back into a beansprout,” Vur said. “Don’t you remember?” 
 
    Tafel stared at Vur’s extra arms. “Ah, right. How could I forget?” she asked, her voice flat. “But still, we can go find some genies, right? We can go explore the dungeon after.” 
 
    Vur nodded. “I think finding more genies will be more interesting than going to the dungeon again. Let’s do that instead.” He crossed his lower arms over his chest and rubbed his chin with his free right hand. “I should wish for another pair of arms. If having four is this nice, then having six must be even better.” 
 
    “No,” Tafel said. “Please. Have you thought of how difficult it’d be to find you shirts?” 
 
    “They’re retractable,” Vur said. 
 
    “Okay, but what if the genie you make a wish from isn’t trustworthy this time and decides to make them only partially retractable?” 
 
    Vur furrowed his brow. Then he relaxed and nodded. “Well, I don’t wear shirts, so it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “It matters to me!” Tafel said. “Please, don’t wish for more bodily modifications without asking me first.” 
 
    Vur let out a non-committal grumble. 
 
    “Promise me,” Tafel said, stepping even closer to Vur. 
 
    Vur sighed. “Fine. I promise.” 
 
    Mary shifted her gaze between the two. “I don’t have to ask first, right?” 
 
    Tafel glared at her. “You do too!” 
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    “Are you sure this is how you hunt for genies?” Alice walked alongside Mr. Skelly. They were wandering in a forest with their eyes glued to the treetops. A root caught Alice’s foot, and she tripped, falling onto her face. “This … is more annoying than I thought. We’ve been here for hours.” 
 
    “I mean, this is how we did it the first time,” Tafel said, helping Alice up along with Mr. Skelly. “We wandered around an area where genies were supposed to be, and we found one eventually.” She looked behind herself. “Isn’t that right, Vur?” 
 
    Vur yawned and nodded. He was sitting on a rock with his legs crossed, his palms resting on his knees. His other arms were retracted into his body. Stella had made him promise not to find any genies because they’d fall in love with her and she didn’t want to deal with that again. So, instead, he was trying to figure out a way to enter his own soul without someone forcing him inside. 
 
    Tafel nodded at Alice. “See?” 
 
    “Well, if this is how you found genies the first time, then where are they now?” Alice asked, furrowing her brow. “I’m sure you two didn’t take hours to find them.” 
 
    “That’s…,” Tafel said and scratched her head. “That’s a good question. Actually, they were pretty rare when we were looking too. Should we move onto another area?” 
 
    “I found one!” Mary’s voice echoed from the wooded area behind Vur. There were a few stomping sounds, and Mary came into view. Instead of her usual gauntlets and greaves, she was wearing simple leather gloves and boots. Tafel had seen that Grimmy was sleeping when he was supposed to be taking care of the annoying trio, and she didn’t want to wake him, so the group had set off to find genies first. In Mary’s gloved hand, there was a genie, who was held by the waist down, his arms folded and resting against Mary’s finger as if he were at a bar. 
 
    “Is it rude?” Tafel asked. 
 
    “Your face is the definition of rude!” the genie shouted and shook a fist at Tafel. “Don’t you feel any shame for making people look at something so distasteful in public?” 
 
    “I guess that answers that,” Tafel said in a low voice. “You should wish for it to be politer. If you wish for anything else, it’ll twist your wish.” 
 
    Mary pursed her lips. “But I spent so long finding it.” 
 
    “That’s because your eyes are useless, moron,” the genie said and stuck his tongue out at Mary. “Ack! Don’t squeeze me, you giant oaf! Don’t you know harming a genie will bring you great misfortune? You’re dumb now, but if you kill me, you’ll definitely get even dumber!” 
 
    “Mary,” Tafel said. “Just wish for it to be politer.” 
 
    “No, don’t do that,” Alice said before Mary could open her mouth. “Hand that genie over here. I’m going to use it to make a wish. If it’s a battle of words, I don’t believe a genie can outwit me. I’ll have you know, being a guild master is all about twisting words around.” 
 
    Mary looked at Tafel, but the demon shrugged. The empress walked up to Alice and passed her the genie. Alice tapped on Tafel’s shoulder and held her hand out. “Jar, please.” 
 
    Tafel raised an eyebrow but reached into a portal and handed a jar filled with jam to Alice. The guild master opened it with one hand and stuffed the genie inside. Then she closed the jar and poked a few holes in the lid using Mr. Skelly’s sword. The genie pounded on the lid while shouting profanities, but Alice gave the jar one good shake, and the genie was covered in jam. 
 
    Tafel frowned. “I was going to use that for breakfast eventually.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Alice said. “It’s put to better use this way.” 
 
    “Harming a genie will bring about great misfortune! Great, great misfortune! You dumb, undersized giant! Let me out of here this instant!” The genie’s tiny fists punched the lid to no avail. He was covered in a layer of blue sauce, and only his eyes were untouched. 
 
    “But I’m not harming you?” Alice asked, raising an eyebrow. She brought the jar up to her face and smiled at the genie through the glass. “All I did was put you into a place with a lot of food. Where’s the harm?” 
 
    The genie froze. He pointed a shaking finger at Alice. “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “I always wanted my own rude, little genie trapped in a jar to keep on my desk,” Alice said and beamed. “Thanks for granting my lifelong dream.” 
 
    “W-wait,” the genie said. “Wish for a genie trapped in a jar to keep on your desk. I promise I won’t corrupt it.” 
 
    Alice blinked. “Why would I do that when I already have one?” 
 
    “Isn’t there something else you want?” the genie asked and licked his lips. He swallowed. “I can give you all the riches in the world. I can give you all the women, err, men you want. I can make anyone fall in love with you. I can even make the world explode if you want me to. Do you want to become stronger than a dragon? I can make that happen.” 
 
    In response, Alice opened the bag by her waist and placed the jar inside. Then she closed it, cutting off all source of light. Tafel, Mary, and Mr. Skelly stared at her. Alice snorted and placed her hands on her hips. “What?” 
 
    “That was mean,” Mary said and nodded twice. 
 
    “The genie was rude, but you’re acting like a jerk too,” Tafel said. 
 
    Mr. Skelly sighed. He thumped the armor on his chest with his bony hand and smiled at Alice. “Even if you wish to imprison the whole world, I’ll support you wholeheartedly despite my lack of a heart.” 
 
    Tafel and Mary stared at the skeleton with withering gazes. 
 
    “What?” Mr. Skelly wiggled his brow. “That’s what it means to unconditionally love someone. When they’re sick, you take care of them. When they’re sad, you cheer them up. When they murder someone, you help hide the body. See?” 
 
    Mary and Tafel exchanged glances. Mary pursed her lips. “He has a point,” she said. 
 
    “He does not!” 
 
    “Oh, hush,” Alice said, interrupting Tafel and Mary. “I’m doing this for your sake, you know?” 
 
    Tafel pointed at herself. “My sake?” 
 
    “Yep,” Alice said. “When the genie calms down enough, I’m going to wish for books on how to turn you into a proper demon lord.” 
 
    “Um, can’t you just catch a normal genie that won’t corrupt something as important as that?” Tafel asked. 
 
    Alice tapped the side of her bag, causing a string of curses to spew out. “This one’s just a backup plan. We might not have to use it.” 
 
    “Oh,” Tafel said. “If that’s the case, then I guess it’s okay. I really thought you were going to keep it on your desk forever.” 
 
    “Who said I wasn’t?” Alice asked, raising an eyebrow. “I wasn’t lying when I said I wanted a rude genie to keep on my desk. If we find a polite genie, I’m going to keep this one. Sometimes, there are people who you just want to tell off, and I’m sure this little guy will give me plenty of inspiration.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two dragons, one gold, one sky-blue, flew through the air, passing over some clouds. On the sky-blue dragon’s head, an elf was sitting with her legs and arms crossed, her hair remaining perfectly still even though nothing was shielding her from the wind. The sky was tinted with a pink hue, and as the dragons flew further north, the pink became darker, redder. The golden dragon wrinkled his snout. “I don’t like the smell of this, honey. How about we turn back and go home?” 
 
    “If you don’t like it, then that just shows how right Grimmy was,” Sera said. “And we can’t allow such dangerous things to encroach upon our nest.” 
 
    Vernon cleared his throat. “Uh, it’s your mother’s nest. Not ours. I’d just like to point that out. If anyone should be taking care of this, it’s her.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Lindyss said. “I don’t see any reason why I should be here at all.” 
 
    Sera rolled her eyes up and glared at the cursed elf. “Just the other day, I was wondering who taught my son how to cast fire spells. If my memory isn’t failing me, then it was some woman who had taken him away from the elves when I sent him there….” 
 
    Lindyss swallowed. “Were you going to thank her for teaching him by any chance?” 
 
    Sera hummed. “That’s right,” she said, her voice more like a growl. “I was going to thank her for throwing fireballs at my son to help him learn. Sometimes, two-footed creatures can get very cold. I’m sure they’d be nice and warm inside my stomach.” Her eyes glinted, curving upwards as she smiled. “That’d be an appropriate way to thank her, don’t you think?” 
 
    Lindyss coughed, her face pale. “I think … she’d much rather you didn’t.” 
 
    “Oh?” Sera raised an eyebrow. “So, she’d much rather be outside, not complaining about a task she’s been assigned is what you’re saying?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m saying,” Lindyss said, bobbing her head up and down. “You can put your aura away now. It might attract that thing’s attention, whatever it is.” 
 
    “And there’s supposed to be three of these things?” Vernon asked in a tired voice. “Why couldn’t there just be one? After this, I’m going to have to take a nap. I’ve already done way too much work this century with raising Vur and all.” 
 
    Lindyss turned her head towards Vernon. “Do you treat centuries like a normal person treats a week?” 
 
    Vernon exhaled flames out of his nostrils. “Are you saying I’m not normal? I treat centuries like how I treat centuries.” 
 
    A tiny voice whispered into Lindyss’ ear, “I think you should just keep your mouth shut.” 
 
    Lindyss shifted the tiny fairy up towards the center of her head. “I think that’s the best idea you’ve ever had.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vur, Tafel, Mary, Alice, and Mr. Skelly sat around a campfire. They were surrounded by woods, the only light coming from their fire. The moon and stars were covered by a thick layer of clouds. Smoke drifted into the air, carrying the aroma of a roasted boar. Mary’s stomach growled, and she swallowed her saliva, her eyes locked onto the spit-roasted boar rotating over the fire. Her eyes flitted towards Tafel and Vur. “Is it ready?” 
 
    “I’m the cook!” Alice said. “It’s ready when I say it’s ready.” 
 
    Mary pouted and turned towards Tafel. She whispered in a voice that everybody could hear, “Why is she the cook? Her cooking is horrible.” 
 
    Tafel let out a small groan and turned her head away. The spit-roasting boar flew into the air, punted by Alice towards Mary. Vur stretched out an arm and grabbed it. Then he tore off a leg and bit into it. Reddish juices leaked out of the pink meat, and he nodded after swallowing. “It’s done,” he said, handing the boar to Tafel while giving a thumbs-up to Alice with an arm that sprouted out of his armpit. “Perfect.” 
 
    “It’s raw,” Mary muttered, staring at the boar in Tafel’s arms. 
 
    “It’s not raw,” Tafel said. “It’s seared. It’s supposed to be like that.” 
 
    Mary pursed her lips and met Tafel’s eyes. “I’m not dumb. That genie might’ve called me dumb, but I’m really not. I know what’s raw and what isn’t raw, and this is very much a raw piece of meat.” She turned towards Alice. “You don’t know how to cook.” 
 
    Alice narrowed her eyes at Mary. “Do you want to know what I think about your opinion?” She reached into her bag and pulled out the genie that was still covered in a layer of jam inside the jar. Then she shook the jar up and down. The genie hurled insults and let out a string of curses while gesturing strongly with a certain digit on his hand. Alice nodded and put the jar away. “That’s what I think about your opinion.” 
 
    Mary bit her lower lip. “I’m going to find my own food to eat,” she said, climbing to her feet. “And I’m going to cook it by myself, and when you see how good it is, I’m not going to share. Hmph.” 
 
    “Bye,” Alice said. 
 
    Mr. Skelly nodded. “So long.” 
 
    Vur grunted and waved at Mary with a spare hand. 
 
    Mary tilted her chin up, her lips quivering. Then she sniffled and stomped away, disappearing in an instant before Tafel could stop her. Tafel lowered the hand that she had raised, sighing at the trail of broken trees Mary had left behind in her wake. “You guys…,” Tafel said, sweeping her gaze over the trio, who were busy eating. She threw a rock at Mr. Skelly. “Why are you eating my portion? You’re dead!” She paused. “Wait. No. Guys, that wasn’t very nice.” 
 
    “She was rude first,” Alice said. “After I worked so hard to prep and cook that boar too.” 
 
    “You didn’t even remove its guts,” Tafel said, rolling her eyes. “Your prepping consisted of sprinkling salt on it and stabbing a wooden stake through it to hoist it over the fire. And I was the one who made the fire.” 
 
    “Well, you’re the mage,” Alice said. “It’s your job to create the fire.” She stuck her tongue out and gagged. “Hmm. Tastes a bit raw. I think it needs some pepper.” She placed the piece of boar onto a wooden plate and reached into her bag to take out a satchel. A few sprinkles of pepper onto the boar later, Alice stored the satchel away and took another bite. “Much better.” 
 
    Tafel sighed. “I’m going to chase after Mary. I’ll leave a small portal behind, so if anything happens, just shout into it.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mary frowned and turned her head from side to side. The path to the left was dark and ominous, filled with lurking dangers that would eat her since she didn’t have her sword. The path to the right was also dark and ominous. Ahead of her, there was a giant tree. Behind her was the way she came from, but even that looked scary as well. Had she really come from that way? The moon and stars weren’t out, and the only source of light came from … nowhere. Mary shivered and hugged her shoulders. She wanted to go back, but her stomach growled at her, and she swallowed down her unease. Even without a sword, she was strong. At least, she wouldn’t die if— 
 
    Snap. 
 
    Mary shrieked and dropped to all fours. The rune on her head flashed, and an aura rose up around her body, wrapping it up and creating a turtle-like shape. A snake slithered out from her lower back and tasted the air with its tongue. 
 
    “Mary?” 
 
    Mary opened her eyes and raised her head, turning around to look behind herself past the aura. Tafel was standing there, holding a fireball in her left hand, her staff in her right. Mary blinked twice, and the aura dispersed as the rune on her head faded away. “T-Tafel,” Mary said and nodded. “Were you hungry too?” 
 
    “What were you doing?” Tafel asked, raising an eyebrow. She walked up to Mary and offered her a hand, helping the empress to her feet. “You seemed, uh, very—” 
 
    Mary cleared her throat, drowning out Tafel’s voice. “I was hunting,” she said. “The snake part of my aura can see in the dark. It’s like I can see the hot things inside a cold forest.” 
 
    Tafel’s expression didn’t change, and Mary’s face flushed as she looked away. It was a good thing her face was already tinged with red thanks to the bloody color of Tafel’s flames. Mary’s stomach growled again, and she wet her lips with her tongue. Right when she was about to say something, a shiver ran down her spine, and she whirled around. 
 
    “Mary?” Tafel asked. 
 
    Mary furrowed her brow. “Tafel,” she said and stood in front of the demon like a mother bear standing in front of its cubs. “This might be very rude of me to ask, but can I borrow your sword?” 
 
    “You want to borrow Chi’Rururp?” Tafel reached into her portal and pulled out her one-eyed sword with a single wing on its handle. She passed it handle first to Mary. “I don’t think he’ll improve your strength if you cut yourself with him, just saying.” 
 
    Chi’Rururp blinked at Mary, but the empress wasn’t looking at it. Mary clenched Chi’Rururp with both hands and shouted, “Come out!” 
 
    There was no response. Mary narrowed her eyes and took a step forward while sweeping her sword in a wide arc. It sliced through the trunk of the massive tree ahead of her, but it remained standing as if nothing had happened. Mary placed the sole of her boot against the trunk and nudged. There was a groaning sound as the top half of the tree shifted forward. Then, it toppled over, speeding up as the top neared the ground. 
 
    Screams filled the air, and stomping sounds rang throughout the forest, heading away from Mary and Tafel. Tafel frowned and raised her hand, throwing the fireball in her palm into the air. It hovered above the treetops and grew in size like a miniature sun, lighting up the surroundings in a blood-red glow. The backs of people running away came into view. They were equipped with shoddy weapons: one had a hoe, another had a sickle used for harvesting wheat, and a third tossed away the branch it was holding to run away faster. 
 
    Mary sprinted forward and grabbed the man who had thrown away the branch. He shrieked and shouted, “Mercy! Please, mercy! Don’t kill me, please, please, please.” 
 
    Mary stared at the man. There was nothing special about him. He was wearing dirty clothes, and his hair was matted as if it hadn’t been washed in a few weeks. A layer of dirt covered his arms and legs, and the man wasn’t even wearing shoes. Mary tilted her head. She had heard about people like these. They hid in lawless places and robbed anyone who came through. “Are you a bandit?” 
 
    “N-no!” the man shouted and shook his head back and forth. 
 
    “But your actions were very similar to a bandit’s, you know?” Tafel asked, narrowing her eyes at the man, stepping towards him. “What were you doing in these woods with weapons, hmm?” 
 
    “W-we’re villagers,” the man said and shrank back. “We, we, we were hiding from the sheep devil.” 
 
    “The what?” Tafel asked. 
 
    The man swallowed. “W-where are you from? Are you from the Scathir Empire?” 
 
    Tafel turned towards Mary. “Are you?” 
 
    Mary nodded. “That’s my last name.” 
 
    “We, we made it?” the man asked. “Thank the heavens! I’m from the Ruiniert Empire! Our emperor conducted a wicked ritual that involved the sacrifice of thousands upon thousands of men. But, while I was waiting in line for my turn to die, a miracle descended from the sky! The guards who were keeping us in check had turned into sheep! So, all the people who were being sacrificed rioted and threw those guards into the ritual pit instead. We thought everything was over, but then they started coming out. Devilish sheep.” The man swallowed and stared into Mary’s and Tafel’s disbelieving eyes. “You have to believe me. I swear on my mother’s grave. There are devils in the shape of sheep that are going to end the world.” 
 
    Mary frowned. Back at the banquet, one of her Shadows had said something about the other empires conducting a ritual before sending soldiers to invade her lands. Could that be it? “What happened to the emperor of Ruiniert?” 
 
    “He was, um.” The man wet his lips with his tongue. “He was thrown into the ritual pit too.” 
 
    Tafel sighed. “Such is the fate of an evil emperor,” she said and shook her head. “Someone’s bound to kill you, like my father.” 
 
    Mary looked at Tafel. “What do you think? Is he lying?” 
 
    “Probably not,” Tafel said. “Besides, anyone who can come up with that kind of story while a sword is pointed at their neck is valuable in his own right. Even if he’s lying, you can keep him as a bard or something.” 
 
    Mary nodded and sheathed her sword. Or she tried to, but Chi’Rururp melted the belt on her waist with its caustic spittle leaking from its edge. Mary stared at the green liquid traveling down her thigh with wide eyes. 
 
    Tafel cleared her throat. “Oh, yeah. It does that sometimes.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Is that a human?” Vernon asked. He hovered in the air next to Sera, pumping his wings up and down. The two dragons were above the clouds, staring down at a red figure sitting in a pit. Its legs were crossed, and its arms were folded in its lap. The red man’s eyes seemed to be closed, and his chest moved up and down with every breath he took. 
 
    “If that’s a human, then that’s a tomatoing big human,” Erin said, peeking out of Lindyss’ hair. “I think those things are called giants.” 
 
    “Everything’s a giant to you,” Lindyss said. 
 
    Erin snorted. “But this one’s giant to you too.” 
 
    “Can you do something about it?” Sera asked the elf sitting on her head. “I don’t like the smell of it. It smells like death, but at the same time, it smells like abundant life.” 
 
    Erin tilted her head and asked herself in a whisper, “What does abundant life smell like? Flowers? It must be flowers.” 
 
    “You really think that highly of me, huh?” Lindyss asked. 
 
    Sera blinked. “Well, according to Grimmy, you subdued Kondra, didn’t you? Don’t tell me that was a lie.” 
 
    “It’s the truth,” Lindyss said. “But for me to bring out strength equivalent to that time’s, certain conditions have to be met. I can’t just subdue dragon patriarchs and matriarchs all willy-nilly now. If I could, do you think I’d be the one listening to Grimmy?” 
 
    “Oh?” Erin’s eyes lit up. “What kind of conditions? Does it have to be raining? One of the fairy queens back home could cast a really devastating spell, but only if it was raining above an erupting volcano in the middle of the winter while snow was on the ground.” 
 
    Lindyss raised an eyebrow. “The conditions to summon my strongest undead are not that specific.” 
 
    “It’s true love’s kiss, isn’t it?” Vernon asked. “You two-legged things love applying the condition of true love’s kiss to everything.” 
 
    “If it is, it’s a shame Grimmy’s not here,” Sera said and rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I’m not in love with Grimmy! And he certainly doesn’t love me,” Lindyss said, glaring at Sera while resisting the urge to slap the dragon. It’d certainly feel good to, but she’d probably die afterwards. 
 
    The fairy in Lindyss’ hair flew out of her head. “I’ll give you a kiss!” 
 
    “Shut up, Erin.” 
 
    “Wow, I’m hurt.” Erin’s wings drooped. She landed on Lindyss’ shoulder and sighed, crossing her legs and placing her hands on her knees. 
 
    “Fairies don’t know what love means,” Lindyss said. “Don’t think I don’t know that.” 
 
    “Okay, enough joking around,” Vernon said. “Seriously, what are the conditions for you to take care of that thing?” He gestured at the meditating giant underneath them. “Don’t tell me Grimmy made you come with us for no reason.” 
 
    “I need a sacrifice,” Lindyss said. “Great power comes at a great cost unless you’re a dragon.” 
 
    “What kind of sacrifice?” Sera asked and frowned. “You didn’t teach any of these things to Vur, did you?” 
 
    Lindyss snorted. “Of course not. This isn’t something he can learn. Anyways, about thirty S-ranked adventurers will do.” 
 
    “Hey…,” Erin said, her face paling. “About those Fangs of Capitis that you swallowed with your shadows outside of that dwarven prison….” 
 
    “Hmm?” Lindyss raised an eyebrow. “Fangs of Capitis? What Fangs of Capitis? I don’t recall a dwarven prison.” 
 
    “You’re playing dumb again!” Erin bounced up and down. “Stop doing that!” 
 
    “Can you do anything without your sacrifices?” Sera asked. “It’d be difficult to find that many people. We have no idea when this thing will start moving.” 
 
    “Without my sacrifices, I’m weaker than a dragon,” Lindyss said. “And I used up all my saved ones while taking care of Kondra.” 
 
    Vernon narrowed his eyes. “So, you’re useless?” 
 
    Lindyss crossed her arms over her chest. “Someone’s worth is not dependent on their strength. I can be useful in different ways, like analyzing your opponent or calling for Grimmy when things go wrong.” 
 
    “Well, how about you call for Grimmy right now?” Sera asked and sighed. “It’s not every day you see things larger than a dragon.” 
 
    Lindyss placed a finger to her temple and closed her eyes. A moment later, her closed eyes twitched before shooting open. “He seems to be asleep,” she said. “I got sent to an automated voice message.” 
 
    Flames shot out of Sera’s nostrils. “Sleeping when he said he was going to watch over the kids and Vur?” Her eyes narrowed at the elf on her head. “Wake him up.” 
 
    “I can’t do that from far away,” Lindyss said and shook her head. 
 
    Vernon pointed at the giant. “Then be useful the other way and analyze it.” 
 
    Lindyss nodded and crept forward, Leaning over Sera’s snout. “Well, for one, it seems to be pretty big.” 
 
    “Are you messing with us?” Sera growled. “Has being around Grimmy for so long removed your fear of dragons?” 
 
    “I wasn’t done yet! Stop being so snappy,” Lindyss said. She cleared her throat. “And if it’s that big, then presumably, it has greater physical strength than you two because physics and the fact that Grimmy said it’s a danger to dragons. The aura around it is similar to a girl we met before, the one with the sword that you stomped the uncle of. She has the ability to cancel out magic, so it’s safe to assume spells targeting this thing won’t work on it either. You’ll have to turn the spells into physical attacks like destroying the earth and making it fall or freezing it by targeting the air around it instead of its body.” 
 
    Sera nodded. “What about its weakness?” 
 
    “Not sure,” Lindyss said and shrugged. “If I knew, that would’ve been the first thing I said. But everything has a core. It either has a heart, a magic circle, or a central node powering it. Remove that, and it’ll die.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Erin said. 
 
    Lindyss turned her head to face the fairy sitting on her shoulder. “Do you know something?” 
 
    “You just said everything has a core,” Erin said and nodded. “But it’s quite clear you don’t have a heart. You’re mean.” 
 
    Lindyss flicked the fairy’s forehead, knocking the little queen off her shoulder. 
 
    “How do we approach this, dear?” Vernon asked, ignoring the two squabbling atop his mate’s head. 
 
    Sera clicked her tongue and frowned. “What is it that those pesky adventurers did? They sent a scout first?” Her eyes rolled up to stare at Lindyss. “I think I found a job for you.” 
 
    Lindyss froze, a fairy struggling against her fingers. “What kind of job?” 
 
    “Figure out how strong it is,” Sera said. 
 
    “You mean, right now?” Lindyss asked. “What do you want me to do, fight it?” 
 
    Sera nodded. “That’d be ideal. We’ll watch.” After a brief moment of silence, Sera tilted her head. “Go on. What are you waiting for?” 
 
    Lindyss’ eye twitched. Purple wings sprouted out of her back, and she rose off of Sera’s head. “Come on,” she said, pulling Erin along even though the fairy queen was trying to fly away. “If I have to, you have to as well.” 
 
    “Can’t you feel the aura coming off that thing? I don’t like it!” Erin’s wings beat so fast that they weren’t visible, but she couldn’t get free of Lindyss’ hand. “How about you take this chance to flee?” 
 
    “And then what?” Lindyss asked with a snort. “Then I’ll see them again in a few hours. What else can I do?” She passed through the layer of clouds underneath her and stopped, hovering in the air above the giant’s head. “This thing is a lot bigger up close.” 
 
    “That’s how things tend to be,” Erin said. “I don’t think there’s anything that gets smaller the closer you are to it.” 
 
    Lindyss ignored the fairy and stuffed the queen into her hair. She sighed and spread her arms out to the side. A black rift appeared in front of her, and a series of bones fell towards the ground. The giant’s eyes snapped open, revealing round red orbs that had no pupils or irises. The giant tilted his head up and made eye contact with Lindyss, who was still maintaining the rift. Bone upon bone fell out of the black portal, but all the giant did was stare. When the bones on the ground wriggled and crept towards one another, the giant turned his gaze onto them. Like a baby, he stared at the forming bone dragon without a sound. 
 
    “I thought you said you needed a sacrifice for those,” Erin whispered. “And that giant thing is really creeping me out.” 
 
    Lindyss shrugged. “I’ve seen worse,” she said and closed the rift when the last bone fell out. It landed on the ground and attached itself to the end of the bone dragon’s tail. “And this thing doesn’t require any sacrifices because it’s really weak. It can’t cast any magic, it can’t fly, and it has almost no mass behind it. It’s probably as strong as an almost newborn dragon.” 
 
    Erin’s eyes widened. “And you can casually summon something like that?” 
 
    Lindyss shrugged again. “If I have the bones for it.” She sighed. “But it seems like I’ll be losing a set today.” 
 
    Erin peered over Lindyss’ head towards the ground. The giant had climbed to his feet. He was easily twice the size of the dragon skeleton, the skeleton only a little bigger than one of his limbs. The giant’s muscles rippled as he reached down towards the skeleton with his left hand. The dragon skeleton let out a soundless roar and rushed towards the giant, biting down on his finger. The giant’s eyes widened, and his mouth opened. A wailing sound hit Lindyss like a shockwave, nearly knocking her out of the sky. 
 
    The giant pulled back his hand, one of his fingers missing. His face contorted, his lips baring to show his red teeth that were the same color as his gums. He punched down with his right hand, but the dragon skeleton dodged to the side. The earth shook as the giant’s fist made contact with it. An instant later, the giant shouted and withdrew his hand, shaking it before blowing on his knuckles that were now bleeding. The dragon skeleton took that chance to dart in and bite the giant’s ankle, tearing a chunk of flesh off of his Achilles tendon. The giant buckled and fell to one knee. 
 
    “Was it weaker than we thought?” Sera asked Vernon. The two dragons were still flying above the clouds, staring down at the fight going on below. 
 
    Before Vernon could respond, the giant grabbed towards the dragon skeleton. It scuttled forward, but the giant’s fingers managed to close around its tail. With a pop, the dragon skeleton disconnected it and waddled away. The giant roared as he ground the tail in his hand to bits, turning the whole thing into flecks of bone powder. Vernon scratched his chin. “I wouldn’t want to be grabbed by that.” 
 
    Once the dragon skeleton lost its tail, its previously smooth movements turned clunky. Instead of running, it waddled while limping as if it would fall over at any second. The giant hobbled after it, dragging his one lame leg behind himself, supporting the rest of his body with his left hand. Like a man chasing after a cat, the two scuttled and limped around the pit that the giant had been sitting in, going in circles. The giant stopped chasing, and the dragon skeleton stopped moving. The giant leaned to his left, and the dragon skeleton leaned to its left. The giant leaned to his right, and the dragon skeleton leaned to its right. The two stared at each other, the giant circular pit separating them. With a roar, the giant leapt over the pit and grabbed towards the dragon skeleton. It waddled away as fast as it could, but it tripped, and the giant caught ahold of its leg. The dragon skeleton whirled its torso around and bit and clawed at the giant’s arm, shredding his skin, but the giant didn’t let go. With a crunch, the dragon skeleton’s leg was crushed into powder, but it didn’t seem to mind. It clawed and bit at an even faster rate, but the giant swatted down with its free hand, crushing the dragon skeleton’s skull. But its legs didn’t stop moving, still tearing deep gouges into the giant’s right arm. 
 
    Lindyss sighed and flew up past the clouds and towards Sera. “There goes a perfectly good skeleton,” she said. “There. I scouted. Are you happy now?” 
 
    Sera stared past the elf at the giant on the ground. It was stomping on the rest of the dragon skeleton, turning it into powder. She clicked her tongue. “Grimmy was right. If we fought it, we’d win, but one of us might get hurt really bad.” 
 
    “So, what are we going to do?” Vernon asked. 
 
    Sera ignored the elf that was landing on her head. Her golden eyes narrowed. “We go back.” 
 
    “We … go back?” 
 
    “Right,” Sera said. “We go back and get my sister and her husband and Grimmy and the trio plus Alora.” She paused. “Vur can come too. Then we swarm it.” 
 
    Erin’s face paled. She leaned over and whispered into Lindyss’ ear, “Do dragons usually engage in mobbing behavior?” 
 
    Lindyss sighed. “I’m not an expert on dragons, alright? I don’t know if this is normal, but it probably won’t be very fair to that giant.” Her eyes were filled with pity as she stared down at the giant nursing his wounds below. 
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    Alora stuck her face forward, squinting her eyes while frowning. She was resting on a large rock in a courtyard of the palace. Beside her, there was a fire that she was basking in the light of. The target of her scrutiny was the black dragon snoring away on top of the courtyard walls, his limbs hanging off either side. Underneath him, three dragons were fighting over piles of wood that were in the shape of staves. Alora’s frown deepened, and her squinted eyes narrowed even further. “So that’s the uncle who’s been ruining my life indirectly through Vur….” 
 
    Something let out a strange sound beside her. Alora craned her neck and stared at the ground near the fire. A mangled body was twitching and squirming, slowly inflating. Alora tilted her head and poked the back of the body with the tip of her tail. It shuddered once and deflated, spewing out red liquid from near its head. Alora blinked at the mangled body. It didn’t move. She took her tail off of it and turned her attention back to the sleeping black dragon. “If it weren’t for him, I wouldn’t have had to compete and lose against Vur so many times….” 
 
    Another strange sound came out of the mangled body. Alora thumped the back of it with her tail, not even looking at it. She sighed, exhaling two streams of smoke out of her nostrils. “What did I say I was going to do when I met him?” Her brow scrunched up, and she tapped her claw against the side of the rock she was resting on. “I’m going to bite him. Right. I said I was going to bite him.” She nodded to herself and climbed to her feet. Then she tiptoed, but made lots of noise anyway, towards Grimmy, specifically towards his tail which was hanging off the wall and resting on the ground. Alora took in a deep breath before opening her mouth. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Alora flinched and closed her mouth, turning towards the source of the voice. Her little sister, Bonnie—or maybe it was her younger brother, Youngest—was staring at her. “Ah?” Alora tilted her head. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You looked like you were about to eat Uncle Grimmy’s tail,” Youngest or Bonnie said. 
 
    “What? I was just yawning,” Alora said. “You’ve never seen a dragon yawn before?” She waved her front paws at her sibling as if she were shooing away a fly. “Go on, go play with your wooden sticks or whatever and stop being so annoying.” 
 
    Youngest or Bonnie narrowed his or her eyes at Alora before snorting and shuffling back towards the rest of the annoying trio. Alora made sure none of them were looking her way before licking her lips, turning back to the tail that was in front of her face. She took in another deep breath and opened her mouth. Her eyes shifted to the annoying trio. None of them were watching. Then, in one motion, she leaned forward and chomped down. With a jerk, her head was lifted into the air from the tail’s sudden motion. She let go and dashed back towards her rock near the fire, curling up into a ball and pretending to be asleep. 
 
    “Alright!” a voice thundered. “Which one of you brats just bit my tail?” Grimmy climbed to his feet and swept his gaze over the courtyard, his tail curved towards him, the tip held by his front paws. His eyes narrowed at the annoying trio. “Was it you, Eldest?” 
 
    The dragon he was staring at swallowed. “I’m Bonnie.” 
 
    Grimmy’s expression didn’t change. “Was it you, Bonnie?” 
 
    Bonnie’s head shook back and forth, her eyes wet with tears. “It wasn’t.” 
 
    Grimmy’s eyes narrowed, staring at the young dragon for a few seconds. She swallowed but maintained eye contact. Grimmy snorted and looked away. “Was it you, Eldest?” 
 
    “I’m Youngest,” Youngest said. “And it wasn’t us.” He pointed towards the side. “It was Alora. I saw her go up to you and bite your tail.” 
 
    Grimmy flapped his wings once as he hopped down from the wall. He strode over to Alora, who was still curled up in a ball, and glared at her from above. A loud snore echoed out of her in response. Grimmy reached forward and poked a spot on Alora’s back, in between her wings. A choking sound interrupted her snore as she flinched, but a moment later, her snore resumed in a louder manner. Grimmy blinked. Then he reached forward and poked her again. 
 
    “W-what?” Alora asked, blinking rapidly. She groaned as she got up and wiped her eyes with the backs of her paws. Her voice was groggy, and it seemed like she had been in a deep sleep a few seconds prior. “What happened?” She yawned and sat up, swishing her tail behind herself. 
 
    “Your acting is terrible,” Grimmy said. 
 
    Alora’s head tilted. “Acting? What acting?” 
 
    “You bit my tail.” 
 
    “I bit your tail?” Alora blinked twice and pointed at herself. “Me? Bite you? When?” 
 
    Grimmy pointed at her face. “There’s blood on your teeth.” 
 
    Alora blinked and brought her paw up to her mouth. She wiped at her teeth and tilted her head. “So there is. Huh. Odd. I must be having issues with my gums. You know how gums are, not cooperating and stuff.” 
 
    “There’s a destroyed path of grass leading from where my tail was to this spot over here,” Grimmy said, inching over to the side to let Alora see. 
 
    Alora nodded. “Yeah…, well, see, you came over here, didn’t you? That’s your destroyed grass. The ground doesn’t take too kindly to being walked on by large creatures.” She nodded again. “That’s right. I didn’t bite your tail, Uncle Grimmy. Why would I do that?” 
 
    “Youngest said you bit me.” 
 
    “Youngest is a big, fat liar.” Alora glared at her younger brother. “You can’t trust him.” 
 
    Grimmy sighed and leaned back. “I guess we have a dilemma,” he said. “Since a dragon bit my tail and only four dragons are present, clearly, one of you is the culprit. And since no one wants to admit that they did it, I guess the only choice I have is to punish all of you collectively. That’s the only fair option, I suppose.” 
 
    “But it was Alora!” all three of the annoying trio shouted at the same time. 
 
    “It wasn’t me!” 
 
    “Yep.” Grimmy nodded. “It’s time for some collective punishment.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alora shuddered and let out a whimper. She was lying on her stomach next to the fire, her front paws covering her eyes. Her wings were pressed against her sides, and her hind legs were tucked underneath her, her tail curved around herself in a protective manner. She sniffled and whimpered again, curling her tail even more as she struggled to turn herself into a ball. 
 
    “Um. Are you alright?” 
 
    Alora slid her paw down off her left eye, her trembling slit pupils searching for the source of the sound. There was a bald man lying on the ground next to her, looking at her with bright, green eyes. Only a whimper came out in response when she cracked open her mouth. 
 
    “I, uh, saw what that black dragon did to you,” the bald man said. “It—” 
 
    An even louder whimper than before left Alora’s throat, interrupting the man. “All I did was bite his tail!” she wailed. “And he, he…, he’s evil!” 
 
    The man wet his lips with his tongue. “Do you … want to get back at him?” 
 
    “Are you crazy!?” Alora slammed both her front paws on the ground. Miniature earthquakes racked her eyes, and a violent shuddering shook the earth beneath her. “What if he punishes me again!?” She looked around, making sure no one was there. Her heart was thumping so loud that she could hear her blood rushing through her head. She swallowed and crept closer to the man before whispering, “Yes. I want to get back at him.” 
 
    “I can help you with that,” the bald man said. “You see, he and I have quite a bad history.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Alora said, furrowing her brow. “You’re the guy who tried to kidnap Vur. Why do you look so much better?” 
 
    “My bones are still broken, and all my tendons are torn,” the man said, still lying on the ground without moving. “I can only speak right now. I learned a recovery spell, so as long as I’m alive, I’ll eventually get better. But that dragon really did quite a number on me. I sincerely thought I was going to die.” 
 
    Alora swallowed. “And you can really help me get back at Un—at … him?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Zyocuh said. “What do you say?” 
 
    Alora looked around once again to make sure no one was watching. Then she swallowed again. “Alright. Let’s do it.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mary and Tafel stood next to each other. It was still nighttime, their surroundings lit up by the fireball in Tafel’s hand. In front of the two women, there was a creature that resembled a sheep mixed with a monkey. It had hands with opposable thumbs and legs that resembled a primate’s, but it was covered in a layer of red wool. It was also dead, Chi’Rururp thoroughly embedded in its chest. Its eyes were nearly bulging out of its head, its face long like a sheep’s. Mary stepped on the creature’s stomach and pulled Chi’Rururp out of its chest. She turned towards Tafel. “Can we eat it?” 
 
    “No!” Tafel said, almost shouting. “You can’t eat something that spoke!” 
 
    “But all it did was baaa at us before attacking,” Mary said. “It didn’t speak.” 
 
    “It spoke in sheep!” Tafel shook her head. “Okay, fine. Let me rephrase that. You can’t eat something that so closely resembles a human.” She pointed at the dead creature. “Besides, it’s dissolving now.” 
 
    Mary turned her head. The creature was bubbling like boiling water, losing its form. It turned into a large droplet of a jellylike substance before collapsing in on its own weight, bloody liquid seeping into the earth. Mary pouted, and her stomach growled. “Why is it so hard to find food?” 
 
    “I actually have food,” Tafel said. “Why don’t we stop here and I’ll cook you some?” 
 
    Mary’s eyes widened. “We’ve been hunting for nearly an hour. Why didn’t you say something earlier?” 
 
    Tafel raised an eyebrow. “I thought you wanted to catch and cook something by yourself,” she said and reached into a portal, taking out a lump of ice. Inside, there was a frozen cut of meat. “Isn’t that what you said?” 
 
    “I just want to eat!” Mary cut down a dead tree and turned it into two makeshift benches. She gathered the branches and tossed them into a neat pile for Tafel to use as firewood. Her brow furrowed. “I just want to eat a properly cooked meal. Properly. Cooked. You can cook, right?” 
 
    “You know, once you eat enough of it, you get a little used to raw meat,” Tafel said while melting the chunk of ice in her hands. “Alice’s cooking is terrible, I’ll admit. And it took me an extremely long time to get used to it, but at least, she … tries?” Tafel sighed. “Yeah. There’s no redeeming her cooking.” She turned to the empress and handed her the cut of meat. “Can you cook?” 
 
    Mary shook her head. “There are always people around to feed me. And when there aren’t, I walk until I find nice-smelling food.” 
 
    “Are you a dog?” Tafel took the cut of meat back and added a block of wood onto the pile of branches before setting it on fire. She took out a pot from a portal and placed it on top of the fire before adding water. A generous fistful of salt was dumped into the water. 
 
    “Wait.” Mary pointed at the pot. “Is that … mithril?” 
 
    “Hmm? Oh, yeah.” Tafel nodded and added the meat. 
 
    Mary’s eyes widened. “Why…, no, how? Wait. The fire. Mithril should stop heat. Will it cook?” 
 
    “They’re phoenix flames, so yeah,” Tafel said and nodded. 
 
    “Won’t the branches turn to ash really fast?” 
 
    “I added some firewood,” Tafel said with a grimace. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    “What kind of wood can—” 
 
    Tafel sighed. “Don’t ask. It hurts me to think about it too.” She shook her head. “All of this stuff comes from Vur’s grandmother’s kitchen. Well, not the meat. I’m afraid of what she’ll have stored away. I don’t want to eat something, think it’s delicious, and find out it came from an extinct creature when I want some more.” 
 
    “Baaa.” 
 
    Mary grabbed Chi’Rururp and thrusted it behind herself without looking. The bleating stopped, and something toppled over. Mary put Chi’Rururp down, her gaze firmly locked onto the mithril pot of water that was starting to boil. Tafel stared at the dissolving sheep creature behind Mary. Then she shrugged and resumed cooking, adding some vegetables to the pot. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Grimmy yawned and smacked his lips a few times. He curled his front paws and rested his chin on top of them, stretching out his hind legs until his knees were touching the ground. His tail and wings arched into the air once as he fully extended them before letting them fall limp. He closed his eyes and took in a deep breath, his back rising from the action. Then he exhaled through his nose, deflating while blowing tendrils of fire out of his nostrils. Meanwhile, three dragons sat in a neat row in the same exact position, staring at Grimmy with wide eyes. None of them moved or said a word. If it weren’t for the tiny shivers racking their bodies and the tears threatening to fall from the middle one’s eyes, someone could’ve mistaken them for statues. 
 
    One of the trio swallowed. Then the other two swallowed when Grimmy didn’t react. Their necks creaked as they slowly turned their heads to look at each other. One of Grimmy’s eyes trembled, and the three dragons nearly snapped their necks trying to get their heads back into their original positions before his eye opened. Grimmy’s eyelids stopped moving, but his eyes remained closed. The annoying trio relaxed, and the one in the middle, Bonnie, exhaled. Grimmy’s eyes shot open, and Bonnie nearly screamed, but her two brothers covered her mouth with their paws. 
 
    “What are you three doing?” a voice asked from above. 
 
    Grimmy sat up and smiled at the two dragons descending from the sky. “Oh, you’re back,” he said. “How was it? Easy?” 
 
    Sera snorted. She gave the annoying trio a strange look before turning her attention onto Grimmy. “I used your little elf as a scout and decided we need all of us to destroy it without getting hurt.” She swept her gaze over the courtyard. “Where’s Alora?” 
 
    “Alora? She’s right there…,” Grimmy said and turned around. His eyes narrowed into slits when he saw that Alora’s tail wasn’t peeking out from behind the palace. He turned to the annoying trio. “Where is Alora?” 
 
    “We don’t know, Uncle Grimmy!” the three dragons said at the same time, sitting in the same way. 
 
    Vernon’s gaze alternated between the annoying trio and Grimmy. “Did something happen while we were gone?” 
 
    “No, nothing happened,” the annoying trio said in unison. “Uncle Grimmy treated us very well. We’re very happy that you let him watch over us. He’s so nice.” A teardrop leaked out of the corner of Bonnie’s eye, and Eldest wiped it away with the tip of his wing. “What could possibly happen with Uncle Grimmy watching over us?” 
 
    “What did you do to them?” Lindyss asked and slid off of Sera’s head. She walked up to Grimmy and climbed his face like it was a cliffside before sitting on top of his forehead. “They’re awfully well-behaved. A little too well-behaved.” 
 
    “We’re always well-behaved,” the trio said, speaking at the same time. “Please don’t accuse Uncle Grimmy of doing something to us.” 
 
    “Wow.” Lindyss blinked at the trio. “This coercion is on a whole different level.” 
 
    “So Alora’s gone missing,” Sera said. “And where’s Vur?” 
 
    “Oh, Vur? I know where he went,” Grimmy said and nodded. “He went to find genies with his little friends somewhere to the west.” His eyes lit up. “Ah. Maybe Alora went with him.” 
 
    Sera exhaled out two jets of smoke. She gave the annoying trio another strange look before nodding at Grimmy. “Then I suppose the six of us will have to do. The trio can pin down the giant’s legs. You and Vernon can take its arms. And I’ll take off its head.” Just as Lindyss was about to celebrate, Sera glared at her. “And you can help prevent injuries with your bone dragons.” 
 
    Lindyss sighed. “Got it, boss. Whatever you say.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vur, Alice, and Mr. Skelly sat around a boar skeleton that was lying next to a fire. Vur’s eyelids drooped, and his body slumped forward, but he jerked back up in the next second. Then his neck relaxed, and he fell forward again. Alice and Mr. Skelly watched Vur bob up and down without saying a word. After spectating for a while, Alice cleared her throat. “If you’re tired, then lie down. We’ll keep watch.” 
 
    Vur blinked at her before nodding. He slid off the stump he was sitting on and stumbled towards the fire before stretching himself out and yawning. The second his head touched the ground, snores rang out of his face. Four rocks crawled out of the runes on his body and sat around him in a square formation. Stella popped her head out of Vur’s chest and looked around. Then she flew out and towards Vur’s neck, crawling into his hair to use as a bed. 
 
    “It looks like we don’t have to keep watch,” Alice said, staring at the elementals. 
 
    “The earth never sleeps,” Diamant said in reply. 
 
    “Neither do skeletons,” Mr. Skelly said. “You should rest too, Alice.” 
 
    Alice frowned. “I’m a little worried about Tafel and Mary. Mary’s a bit of an idiot, and Tafel’s the type to get dragged along by idiots’ whims. What if they’re doing something stupid right now?” 
 
    “I’m sure they’ll be fine,” Mr. Skelly said. “The only dangerous thing inside of these forests are rude genies, and that’s only if you make a vague wish.” 
 
    “Baaa.” 
 
    Alice furrowed her brow. “Did one of you just bleat?” she asked the elementals. 
 
    “It was probably Mistle,” Zilphy said with venom in her voice. “She’s a filthy animal.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Mistle asked, standing up. “Why don’t you say that to my face?” 
 
    Zilphy crossed her arms without standing or turning towards the blue rock. “Sorry, I don’t speak animal.” 
 
    Sheryl wiggled over to Diamant and poked his side. She whispered, “Shouldn’t you do something about those two? Isn’t it your fault in the first place?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, blame me,” Diamant said and rolled his eyes. “It’s always the earth elemental’s fault.” He sighed. “I suppose it’s my fault for being too handsome and having two elementals fall for me.” 
 
    Sheryl’s eyes narrowed. She reached down, dug her sticklike fingers underneath Diamant, and flipped him over in one motion. He shouted, but Sheryl ignored him and wiggled back to her previous spot by Vur’s head. 
 
    “Baaaa!” 
 
    “Someone shut that sheep up!” Stella said, popping out of Vur’s hair. 
 
    “Mistle can do it,” Zilphy said. “Maybe it’s her cousin.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Diamant said and righted himself. He stood up and walked past Alice and Mr. Skelly towards the source of the sound. The darkness seemed to swallow him as he walked into the woods. A moment later, he came back out. “Alright. It was a weird sheep that looked like a human, but I shut it up anyway. Happy?” 
 
    “Ye—” 
 
    “Baaa! Baaa!” 
 
    “—s?” Stella tilted her head. “Why does it sound like there are even more now?” 
 
    “What is going on?” Alice asked and climbed to her feet. Bleats filled the air, and the ground shook from the sound. The trees trembled and leaves fell from their branches. Shivers ran down Alice’s spine, and she touched the tiny shield strapped to her wrist. It grew in size until it became a tower shield that she hid behind. She stood on her tiptoes and glanced over the top, peering into the dark woods. “Is it a herd of sheep?” 
 
    “It’s a herd of humanoid sheep,” Diamant said. His rocky face frowned. “Would that still be called a herd? What is a group of humans called anyway? A pack?” 
 
    “That doesn’t really matter right now,” Mr. Skelly said and drew his sword. His eye sockets seemed to glow in the dark. He picked up his helmet with his free hand and donned it, covering his face. “This reminds me of the good ol’ days.” 
 
    “You fought sheep-like men in the good ol’ days?” Alice asked, keeping her eyes on the forest. The bleating was getting louder, and the ground shook even harder. Red, wooly figures emerged, some of them carrying halberds. The ones that didn’t have weapons were carrying branches, and a few were holding stones. “And severely outnumbered at that?” 
 
    “Even worse! We fought men-like sheep,” Mr. Skelly said and laughed. “They were everywhere when we first arrived on that continent after fleeing from the worms. But it didn’t take long to wipe them out. All we needed were a few dogs to round them up.” 
 
    Alice braced herself against her shield and shoved forward. Bleats filled the air as the sheep-like men were bowled over. The sheepmen in the back tripped on the ones in the front, and a few were impaled by the halberds that were lying around. But the wave of sheepmen didn’t stop. Like a red avalanche, they trampled over their fallen and swarmed against Alice and Mr. Skelly. Alice grunted as she was shoved backwards, her feet digging fissures into the ground. “Someone wake Vur up!” 
 
    Diamant nudged Vur a couple of times before shrugging. Then he dissolved into motes of light that sank into Vur’s arm. The brown runes glowed with a bright light, and cracks spread out along the ground from Vur’s fingertips. They snaked past Alice and Mr. Skelly before widening, splitting the earth into a gaping maw that swallowed the front of the flood, bringing relief to the two holding it back. 
 
    “Wake up, Vur!” Zilphy said and pinched Vur’s cheeks. He grumbled a few times before rolling over. “There’s tons of sheep trying to kill us!” She hopped up and down before climbing onto his head. “Wake up. Wakey wakey.” There was still no response. Zilphy scratched her head. “Breakfast is ready?” 
 
    Vur’s eyes fluttered open. “Where? What time is it?” 
 
    Zilphy pointed at the sheep. “Right now, it’s eat-the-sheep-people o’clock.” 
 
    “I don’t eat people,” Vur said and snorted. He wiped away the line of drool leaking out of the corner of his mouth. “They taste bad.” 
 
    “They’re part sheep, so they’ll only taste partly bad,” Zilphy said. “And most importantly, they’re trying to kill us!” 
 
    Vur looked around. He frowned at Sheryl. “Why aren’t you doing anything?” 
 
    Sheryl shrugged. “I’m still injured from being shot in the butt by an arrow.” 
 
    “Oh.” Vur turned towards Mistle. “What about you?” 
 
    “If I help out Diamant, then I’m afraid this jealous witch will kill me while I’m not paying attention,” Mistle said, gesturing towards Zilphy. 
 
    Vur blinked at Zilphy. She shook her fist at Mistle before sticking her tongue out. “And you know it. So stay away from my husband, you adulteress.” 
 
    Vur grabbed Zilphy and Mistle. Then he pressed them against each other, eliciting high-pitched squeals. “You two should stop fighting.” 
 
    “Hello!? Vur! A little help?” Alice shouted. “Where’s that portal that Tafel left behind for us to shout into?” 
 
    “It’s over there,” Vur said and pointed at a nearby patch between two rocks. He crouched over the portal and cleared his throat. “Tafel. Are you there? There’s some sheep things attacking us. Come back when you want.” 
 
    “You don’t sound very urgent!” 
 
    Vur snorted and stood up. “They’re just sheep,” he said, his voice lowering into a growl. His bones cracked, and his skin split apart as scales blossomed along his body. He grew in size, his neck elongating as his torso slumped down. “It doesn’t matter how many of them there are.” 
 
    It didn’t take long for Vur’s polymorph to finish, and when it did, he lumbered towards the wave of sheepmen. They stopped in their tracks and stared at him. The sheepmen at the front of the mob exchanged glances with each other while bleating a few times. They shrugged and pointed their weapons at the dragon before them and charged headfirst into a breath of white icicles that froze them into glistening, red statues. 
 
    “That’s a cheat,” Alice said, shifting her shield to the side to get a better view at the stunned sheepmen. The frozen statues were boiling from within and cracking apart. Bits of reddish ice fell off of them and onto the ground, leaving behind puddles of red water as the statues melted. The sheepmen standing behind their melting companions took a few steps back, their eyes fixated on Vur. He snorted and growled, and the wave of sheepmen moved back by another step in unison. 
 
    Alice frowned. “But you’re right. These things really are pretty weak. What are they supposed to be anyways?” Her frown deepened. “And what are we going to do with all of them? Kill them?” 
 
    “What? No!” Mr. Skelly stepped forward. “That’s such a barbaric train of thought. Just because they wanted to kill us first doesn’t mean we have to kill them in return.” He cleared his non-existent throat and stepped towards the sheep-like men. “Baaa!” 
 
    Alice, Vur, and the sheepmen stared at Mr. Skelly. Alice swallowed. “You … can speak sheep?” 
 
    “No,” Mr. Skelly said. “But it was worth a shot.” 
 
    “Baa, you don’t have to, baa, worry. We, baaa, can speak normbaaly.” One sheepman stepped forward, his hands gripping his halberd to his chest. “Let’s, baa, discuss this like civilized, baaaa, beings.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Why are we running back?” Mary asked. She was walking alongside Tafel, a plate of food in her hands. With every step she took, the ground underneath her shrank, her walking pace keeping up with the sprinting demon beside her. “Can’t we teleport?” 
 
    “If these sheep things are anything like those blood chimeras that I fought in a dungeon, which they seem to be, then they have some anti-magic properties built in,” Tafel said. She took in a deep breath through her nose before continuing to speak, her feet thumping against the ground. A fireball floating ahead of her illuminated her path. “If we enter a portal, and they cancel it before we fully exit the portal, what do you think will happen to us?” 
 
    Mary’s brow furrowed. “Our body ends up in two places at once?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Tafel said. “And that’s why we’re running.” 
 
    “Oh.” Mary munched on her food and swallowed. “Why can’t you use that offensively then? Have something partly enter the portal and then cancel it. Won’t you be able to cut off anyone’s limb like that?” 
 
    “It doesn’t work,” Tafel said. She ducked to avoid a branch and brushed aside a few vines with Chi’Rururp. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Tafel turned her head towards Mary and frowned. “If I told you, would you be able to understand?” 
 
    “There’s no harm in trying,” Mary said. She swallowed and took another bite. 
 
    “I’m in the middle of a sprint! I’ll run out of breath,” Tafel said and took in another deep breath. 
 
    “You need to exercise more,” Mary said with a nod. “So, why can’t you cut off limbs by closing portals? Have you tried?” 
 
    “I have,” Tafel said and grimaced, ignoring the stabbing pain in her side. Why did Mary have to travel so far away from the group? “And it doesn’t work.” 
 
    “But why not?” Mary finished her meal and blinked at the empty plate. “Where do I put this?” 
 
    “Give it here,” Tafel said and grabbed the plate. She opened a portal beside herself and tossed it inside. “You see how slowly the portal closes? If you grabbed the edge of it and pulled, then it’d be open for even longer. It can’t cut anything.” 
 
    Mary furrowed her brow. “Then why don’t we teleport?” 
 
    “Because when you and other anti-magic-loving freaks break my portal, it shatters,” Tafel said. “Space doesn’t slowly mend itself, it destroys the portal completely as if it never opened in the first place.” 
 
    “Then if you create a portal, and I break it, won’t we be able to cut anything?” Mary asked, her eyes lighting up. 
 
    Tafel rolled her eyes. “You can already cut everything.” Her footsteps slowed down until she came to a halt in front of a clearing. Hoofprints covered the muddy ground, the undergrowth having been trampled and uprooted until the forest floor was just a layer of brown. A few trees had fallen, their roots exposed above gaping holes in the earth. Tafel increased the strength of her flames to cast light on a greater portion of the field. “What happened here?” 
 
    “It looks like hundreds of horses ran through,” Mary said and squatted, putting her finger on the ground. “See? Hoofprints.” 
 
    “Clearly, it was the sheep people,” Tafel said. “Vur didn’t sound very urgent, but he wouldn’t have even said anything to us in the first place if there wasn’t a problem.” She stepped past Mary and resumed her sprint, running on the destroyed forest floor. The sea of unearthed soil and overturned trees filled her vision. She had to turn her head all the way to the right or left to see any upright trees in the forest. “Just how many of them were there?” 
 
    “Could this be the ritual that the empire was preparing?” Mary asked. “They sacrificed their citizens and turned them into sheep-human chimeras. But why sheep? Are sheep strong? Why not wolves?” 
 
    “I can’t even fathom a reason to sacrifice that many people,” Tafel said and shook her head. She tripped over the lip of a particularly deep hole, but Mary caught her arm and righted her before she fell. “Thanks. Maybe sheep were the only animals they had to work with?” 
 
    Mary released Tafel and gave her a small smile. “I just hope they’re kicking Vur’s butt,” Mary said. “He’s too arrogant.” 
 
    “Unless sheep can fly, I don’t think they’ll ever win against Vur,” Tafel said. “You won’t believe how great of an advantage being able to fly is unless you’ve flown yourself.” 
 
    Mary pouted. “When I find a genie, I’m going to wish I knew how to fly.” 
 
    “About that,” Tafel said. The two were still traversing the ruined forest with no end of the muddy fields in sight. “Can genies really grant wishes just like that? Isn’t that a bit too fantastical? There has to be some kind of cost, right? Otherwise, wouldn’t the demand for genies become so high that there wouldn’t be any more?” 
 
    Mary scratched her head and blinked at Tafel. “Can you say that again but slower?” 
 
    “Right,” Tafel said. “I forgot that you were the person who thought raising taxes would make your people happier.” 
 
    “At least I don’t turn my people into sheep,” Mary said and pursed her lips. “I think that makes me a good empress.” Her eyes lit up, and she grabbed Tafel’s arm, bringing the demon to a sudden halt. “Look. Ahead.” 
 
    Tafel grunted and rubbed her shoulder, her face contorting in pain. She squinted at the path in front of herself. There were still quite a few trees that were standing, but underneath them, there was a sea of red. The edges of the sea seemed to have noticed the light coming from her flames, and it rippled as the sheepmen turned around to stare at her. 
 
    “That’s a lot,” Mary said. She leaned over and took Chi’Rururp out of Tafel’s hands. “I’ll make quick work out of them.” She took in a deep breath and placed Chi’Rururp’s blade against her wrist. A green liquid leaked out of the sword’s edge, causing Mary to wince and pull her arm back. She wiped away the acid and slapped the flat portion of Chi’Rururp’s blade. “Don’t do that.” 
 
    “Sorry….” 
 
    “Don’t slap my sword,” Tafel said, frowning at Mary. 
 
    “It was its fault!” Mary bit her lower lip and pressed her wrist against Chi’Rururp’s edge again. 
 
    As she was about to draw blood, a high-pitched voice echoed through the night, “Baaa! Great leader! We, baaa, found them! The great leader’s, baaa, wives, baa, are here!” 
 
    Mary froze, ignoring the green liquid trailing down her wrist to her fingertips. “They can speak?” 
 
    “Great leader?” Tafel’s eyes widened. “Wives!? What do you mean wives!? There’s only one wife!” 
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    Vur sat cross-legged on top of a boulder. Leaning against the boulder, Alice and Mr. Skelly were sitting with their backs straight, their arms crossed over their chests. Thousands of sheepmen surrounded them, kneeling in a circle. Ahead of Vur, the sea of sheepmen parted by shuffling to the sides without standing, and Tafel and Mary came into view, led by an entourage of halberd-wielding sheepmen. 
 
    “Alright, Vur,” Tafel said, her voice hiding a sigh. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “These sheepmen were on a mission to kill a dragon, but once they saw how strong I was, they gave up and decided to become my followers instead,” Vur said. “I think I’m going to put them in Konigreich. That way, Auntie can keep an eye on them.” 
 
    “On a mission to kill a dragon?” Tafel asked. “And they gave up? Just like that?” 
 
    “Well, they are sheep,” Alice said and shrugged. “If you can convince one of them, the rest follow. It’s funny actually.” 
 
    Tafel glared at Alice before redirecting her gaze onto Vur. “Shouldn’t you be more upset at them for wanting to kill a dragon?” 
 
    Vur scratched his head. “You can’t help what you want,” he said. “It’s how you act on what you want that determines whether or not you’re a bad person.” Vur nodded, and the sheepmen nodded with him, their heads bobbing up and down like waves in a red ocean. 
 
    Tafel blinked. Then she brought her hands up to her eyes and rubbed them with her fingers. She let out a breath as she lowered her arms and took another look at Vur. She blinked again before frowning. “Vur? Did something happen to you while I was gone?” 
 
    “I became the ruler of these sheepmen?” 
 
    “Other than that?” 
 
    Vur tilted his head. “No. Why?” 
 
    Tafel bit her lower lip. “It’s just that … you said something quite uncharacteristic of yourself,” she muttered. Wind whistled as she took in a deep breath. “Actually, never mind. It’s nothing. So, you’re treating these sheep things…, err, people, these sheep people as your subjects now? Is that a good idea? Do you even know what they eat?” 
 
    Vur blinked. He turned his head towards a sheepman with prominent horns that curled like a ram’s. “What do you eat?” 
 
    The sheepman bleated and cleared his throat. “Grass.” 
 
    Vur nodded at the sheepman and turned his head back towards Tafel. “They eat grass.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tafel said and held up a fist. She extended her pointer finger. “Their mission in life is to kill a dragon.” She raised her middle finger. “They follow strong people.” She raised her ring finger. “And they eat grass.” Her three raised fingers wiggled as she moved her hand towards Vur. “What else do you know about them other than these three things? You can’t just assimilate new citizens like this.” 
 
    Vur snorted. “That’s not all I know about them.” 
 
    Tafel raised an eyebrow. “Oh really?” 
 
    “Really,” Vur said. “I know they’re red. And when they die, they dissolve. That’s five things.” 
 
    “We also know they can speak,” Alice said. “That’s six.” 
 
    “You stay out of this,” Tafel said, glaring at Alice again. 
 
    Vur furrowed his brow. “Are you mad?” 
 
    “No, I’m not mad,” Tafel said and crossed her arms over her chest. “What makes you think I’m mad?” 
 
    “Well, you sound mad, and you look like you’re mad,” Vur said with a nod. 
 
    “She’s upset the sheepmen thought I was your wife too,” Mary said before Tafel could say anything. 
 
    Tafel pursed her lips. “Why is everyone ganging up on me?” She frowned at Mary. “I thought you were on my side.” 
 
    Mary shrank back, her shoulders hunching. She faced Vur and stuck her tongue out at him. “Tafel’s not mad, dummy. She only looks and acts like she is.” 
 
    Vur pointed at Mary. “Seize her.” 
 
    The sheepmen rose in unison and rushed Mary from all sides. She yelped, and a few sheepmen went flying, dissolving into puddles of red liquid once they hit the ground. But despite Mary’s best efforts, the sheepmen swarmed and brought her down, grabbing her ankles first to remove her leverage. And once she couldn’t utilize her strength properly, it was only a matter of piling more and more sheepmen on top of her until she couldn’t move. A small mountain of red bodies formed beside Tafel before Mary finally stopped struggling. 
 
    “Vur?” Tafel asked, taking a few steps back from the wriggling pile. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m testing how strong they are,” Vur said and frowned. “And it seems like they’re stronger than I first thought. I didn’t think they’d pin her that fast.” 
 
    “Like we, baaa, said, great leader,” the sheepman with ram-like horns said. “We were, baa, created with a mission to, baaa, kill a dragon. Would we have baaan given such a mission if, baa, that were impossible to carry out? It only makes sense, ba, for our combined strength to baaa greater than or equal to a dragon’s.” 
 
    “Who gave you that mission?” Tafel asked. “And let her go. I’m ordering you as the great leader’s wife.” 
 
    “Baa, the ageless blood warrior, Zyocuh,” the sheepman said. “He, baaa, was responsible for our, baa, creation.” 
 
    The miniature mountain of sheepmen flew into the air as Mary sat up, panting, her face red from exertion. “Uncle Zyocuh?” 
 
    “Baa, maybe?” the sheepman asked before shrugging. “Your eyes are the same, baaa, as his.” 
 
    “Is it possible for you to speak without bleating?” Tafel asked. “It’s a little confusing.” 
 
    The sheepman shook his head. “I, baa, can’t help it. They come out, baa, like hiccoughs.” 
 
    “Why would Uncle Zyocuh want to kill a dragon?” Mary asked and shoved aside the sheepmen that were beside her, making room to stand. “That doesn’t make sense. He told me to never provoke the dragons.” 
 
    “We can always ask him why,” Tafel said. 
 
    Mary flinched, and she spoke in a voice lower than before, “Every time I ever asked Uncle a question, he’d hit me, so I stopped.” 
 
    Tafel’s eyes narrowed, and she clenched her hands into fists. “Well, I don’t think he’ll be able to hit you with a few dragons staring him down. Let’s go back to the palace and interrogate him.” She gestured towards the sheepman with the ram-like horns. “Make yourselves useful and secure some genies for us.” 
 
    The sheepman turned towards Vur with a questioning expression on his long face. Vur nodded at him. “Do as she says.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alora hovered in the air, her scales glistening in the rays of sunlight peaking over the horizon. In her front right claw, she was holding a limp man with a green face. She frowned at the man and wiggled her claw, shaking off droplets of vomit from the tips. “Stop puking. It’s gross.” 
 
    “I can’t help it,” Zyocuh said through labored breaths. “I get motion sickness.” 
 
    “What am I? A carriage?” Alora snorted before squinting down at the landscape below. “This is where you wanted to go? All I see is…, oh. That’s a pretty big person.” Underneath her, there was a meditating red giant, its stomach expanding and deflating with every breath it took. 
 
    “Yes, we’re here,” Zyocuh said. He was suspended facedown, his legs and head dangling while his torso was supported by Alora’s claws. “That’s one of my creations. There should be three of them.” 
 
    “And how is this going to let me get back at my uncle?” Alora asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “That’s simple,” Zyocuh said. “Throw me into it.” 
 
    “Huh?” Alora tilted her head and brought Zyocuh close to her face. Her nostrils wrinkled, and she moved him a bit further away. “You want me to what?” 
 
    “Throw me into it,” Zyocuh said again. 
 
    Alora furrowed her brow. “Are you sure…?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Won’t it be dangerous?” 
 
    “I promise I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “What?” Alora reared her head back. “Hurt me? Won’t the one getting hurt be you if I throw you inside? What do you mean hurt me?” 
 
    Zyocuh blinked. “Why would you care about my well-being?” 
 
    Alora blinked back. “Because I’m a nice dragon?” 
 
    “You stabbed me with your tail regularly to prevent my healing process,” Zyocuh said. “I don’t believe that for one second.” 
 
    “Hey. Do you want me to help you or not?” Alora asked. “I’m doing you a favor right now; shouldn’t you at least pretend to act more grateful?” 
 
    “Please, drop me into that giant,” Zyocuh said. “But don’t get too close, or it’ll start attacking you.” 
 
    Alora squinted at the bald man in her claw. “What happens when I drop you inside? If you don’t tell me the truth, I’m not going to do it.” She nodded. “And though I may look like a young dragon who’s gullible and easily fooled, I’m not, okay? Telling the difference between the truth and a lie is even easier than telling apart my annoying triplet siblings when they stay quiet.” 
 
    Zyocuh sighed. “Alright,” he said. “Once you drop me inside, I’ll absorb it and forge a new body for myself. If I can absorb the other three as well, then I’ll be strong enough to defeat that evil dragon.” 
 
    Alora tilted her head. “If that’s the case, then why haven’t you done it already?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You know, became strong enough to defeat an evil dragon by absorbing these things.” Alora gestured at the giant with the claw she was holding Zyocuh in, causing a green hue to appear on his cheeks. “Oops. Anyways, why wait until now to do that? If you did it before, then my aunt wouldn’t have nearly killed you.” 
 
    Zyocuh swallowed down his urge to vomit. “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “I won’t drop you in unless you spill,” Alora said, beating her wings a little harder. The giant seemed to be getting further away with every pump. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” Zyocuh said and sighed again. “My blood magic relies heavily on the blood of relatives. It took an extremely long time to create three empires filled with people who’re closely related to me. If your aunt came just a day later, I wouldn’t have been trampled by her. I was going to take over my niece’s body, but then I saw that dragon-boy and wanted his instead since he was stronger. And once that was done, I’d come back and absorb the three giants to become the strongest person in the world.” 
 
    Alora blinked. “And then what?” 
 
    Zyocuh furrowed his brow. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Let’s say you become the strongest person in the world,” Alora said. “Then what?” 
 
    “…Then I get revenge on the black dragon who subjected me to torture for several decades.” 
 
    “Okay.” Alora nodded. “Let’s say you do that too. Then what?” 
 
    “Then I….” Zyocuh’s brow furrowed. “You know, I never really thought about it. After I get my revenge, I’ll figure it out from there. I told you what would happen if you dropped me inside and explained why I didn’t do it earlier, so will you please drop me in now?” 
 
    “Um, I don’t want to.” Alora shook her head. “You see, dragons have this complex, you know? We don’t like it when there are things stronger than us out there. Knowing that there’s something out there that can kill you really ruins your sleep. And if we can’t sleep for decades at a time, then what’s the point of living?” 
 
    “…What if I swear to never harm you once I become the strongest person in the world?” 
 
    Alora grinned at Zyocuh. “How about this? Tell me how to absorb that giant, and I’ll become the strongest dragon in the world. Then I’ll punish my uncle appropriately for you. Sounds like a good deal, yeah?” 
 
    “That’s not possible,” Zyocuh said. “Weren’t you listening earlier? My blood magic can only tie people who are closely related together. Your body will reject the blood, and you’ll die instead.” 
 
    Alora shrugged. “Then I guess neither of us are getting stronger and my uncle wins.” 
 
    “I’m sure there’s some kind of compromise we can work out,” Zyocuh said and swallowed. “How about—” 
 
    “Dragons don’t compromise,” Alora said and shook her claw up and down. “You can help me and we both get what we want, or you can not help me and we both lose. The choice is really obvious if you’re not dumb.” 
 
    “It’s not a matter of whether I want to or not, it’s a matter of whether I can,” Zyocuh said, a pained expression on his face. “Please stop shaking me.” His green face turned even greener, and a stream of liquid came out of his mouth. “Okay, I yield! I’ll help you become stronger!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vur scratched his head and looked around. “Where did everyone go?” 
 
    “Don’t they normally leave a message behind when they disappear like this?” Tafel asked. She was standing beside Vur, frowning at the empty courtyard. The only evidence that any dragon had been there were the staves lying around on the ground. And the massive fissure that Sera had left behind while taking out her anger on Zyocuh. 
 
    “I can ask,” Mary said. Her head moved from side to side, looking for something. A boulder caught her eye, and she walked up to it before tapping her foot into its shadow. “Come out.” 
 
    A man dressed in black crawled out from underneath the boulder and knelt in front of Mary, one arm pressed across his chest while keeping his head lowered. “My liege.” 
 
    “Where’d the dragons go?” Mary asked. “And what happened to … Zyocuh?” 
 
    “The dragons grouped up and flew north to the ritual site of the Treva Empire,” the Shadows member said. “And Sir Zyocuh was taken away by one of the sky-blue dragons that split off from the group; I’m not sure to where.” 
 
    “Are these magic staves?” Tafel asked and crouched down. She picked up one of the charred pieces of wood and furrowed her brow at it. “I feel like this would help my fire magic.” 
 
    “Those are the staves that the dragons were creating,” the Shadows member said. “We dare not touch them in fear of drawing their ire.” 
 
    “Smart,” Tafel said and nodded. “I’m keeping this one.” She tucked the black staff away into a portal and nodded. “I doubt they’ll notice anyway if they left them behind like this.” 
 
    Vur tilted his head. “But when I offer to give you equipment from Grimmy’s hoard, you don’t want them?” 
 
    “This is different,” Tafel said. “I found it, and I’m taking a risk by keeping it.” 
 
    Vur blinked. “What risk?” 
 
    “Well, they might get mad,” Tafel said. “Acquiring great equipment has to come with equally challenging ordeals. Like this leviathan armor”—she plucked at the scaled armor pressed tight against her body—“was obtained after slaying a leviathan. And this staff is obtained from stealing from a dragon. See?” 
 
    Vur rubbed his chin. “Oh. Then why don’t you just steal from Grimmy?” 
 
    Tafel cleared her throat and avoided her husband’s gaze. “You see,” she said and looked up at the brightening sky. “There’s risks, and there’s rewards. Sometimes, the rewards aren’t worth the risk. There’s nothing in the world that you can offer me that’ll make me get on Grimmy’s bad side.” She nodded and tilted her chin down to meet Vur’s eyes. “And with that being said, why don’t you take a staff too?” 
 
    Vur shook his head. “I don’t like carrying things.” 
 
    “Didn’t you wish for extra arms to carry more things?” Stella asked, popping her head out of Vur’s chest. “Where are they anyway? Why do you keep them retracted all the time?” 
 
    “Tafel doesn’t like them,” Vur said and shrugged. “How is Mervin’s beansprout doing?” 
 
    “Oh, I planted him in the dirt,” Stella said. “He’ll be fine. There’s nothing inside of your soul that wants to eat him anyway.” 
 
    “Didn’t you want him to leave Vur’s soul?” Sheryl asked from the runes on Vur’s shoulder. 
 
    “I did for a while,” Stella said and hummed. “But it turns out he’s a really useful guard. You saw how he delayed that army. It’d be a waste to let him go free when I can work him to the bone instead.” 
 
    “Is that the only reason?” Only Sheryl’s voice could be heard, but the image of a red boulder smirking came into the minds of the people who heard her. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean, Sheryl?” Stella asked with narrowed eyes. She flew out of Vur’s chest and landed on his head, placing her hands on her hips as she glared over the edge at the runes on his shoulder. 
 
    “Nothing,” Sheryl said. “I was just wondering if you got more attached to Mervin or not after he gallantly sacrificed himself for you.” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid,” Stella said and pursed her lips. “Fairies don’t feel attachment except to their families.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t he be your family if you married him?” Sheryl asked, the runes on Vur’s shoulder flashing twice. 
 
    Stella’s face turned pink, but she spoke with a hardened voice, “I’m going to have one of the prisoners shoot you in the butt with an arrow again. If you want to tease someone, then tease Deedee. He still has lots of love troubles.” 
 
    A deep sigh came out of the brown runes on Vur’s forearm. 
 
    “I don’t think Mistle and Zilphy will like that very much if I do that,” Sheryl said in a small voice. 
 
    “Hey! How come you said Mistle’s name first, huh?” Zilphy asked. “I’m the one that’s married to Deedee. I’m the one who should be first in the not liking that very much!” 
 
    “Obviously, the stronger elemental should be named first,” Mistle said with a sniff. “You’re just a gust elemental, not even greater than a strong breeze. I embody the ocean. We’re in vastly different leagues, with yours not even being able to dream of reaching mine. What makes you think you deserve a mountain elemental like Diamant? You should’ve aimed for someone on your own level, like a pebble elemental.” 
 
    “Say that to my face, octopus legs!” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you do something about your elementals?” Tafel asked Vur. “It can’t be good for them to hate each other, right?” 
 
    Vur shrugged. “It’s Deedee’s fault, so Deedee should fix it.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Diamant asked. “How is this my fault? You’re the one who forcibly wed me to Zilphy as a representative of your church. If the blame must lie on one of us instead of one of them, then it’s your fault, not mine.” 
 
    “What do you mean forcibly wed?” Zilphy asked, her green rune turning red. “It was a consensual marriage! A matrimony between two loving elementals! Which part of you was forced?” 
 
    Tafel furrowed her brow at Vur. “I think you just made things worse.” 
 
    “Sometimes, things have to get worse before they get better,” Vur said and nodded. 
 
    “Alright.” Tafel placed her hands on her hips. “Who’s teaching you all these sayings? First it was that thing about someone’s character, and now it’s a profound statement about life.” 
 
    Vur pointed at the bag on Alice’s waist. “I heard it from the genie that Alice keeps in the jam jar.” 
 
    “Really?” Tafel raised an eyebrow. “What else has it said?” 
 
    Vur cleared his throat. “Please, let me out to use the bathroom. I’m begging you. Have mercy.” 
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    “So? What are we waiting for?” Grimmy asked and rested his chin on his paws, peering over the edge of a large cliff. In the distance, a red giant was sleeping next to a hole in the fetal position. It had gashes on its limbs and missing digits on its hand, but those were healing and regenerating with every passing breath. “Let’s get it over with before breakfast.” 
 
    “We’re waiting for Bonnie to come back with my sister and her mate,” Sera said. “I don’t want to take any chances.” 
 
    “I’m right here…,” Bonnie said in a small voice. “Eldest was the one who went.” 
 
    Grimmy raised an eyebrow and shifted his gaze onto Lindyss. “Why don’t you summon the rest of your dragon skeletons?” 
 
    Lindyss pursed her lips. “They’re hard to control if I summon more than one at a time without any sacrifices to help.” 
 
    “Let me control them,” Grimmy said and held out his paw, lifting his chin a little to let it free. His claws wiggled as he held his paw face up as if he were asking to be handed something. “Besides, who’s the one who taught you the spell to control them anyway?” 
 
    “The elder lich’s soul,” Lindyss said in a flat voice, staring at his palm but not moving. 
 
    “And who put that soul in you?” Grimmy asked, wiggling his eyebrows. “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    Lindyss sighed and stepped back. Her shadow elongated, stretching towards Grimmy. Before it touched him, it stopped and widened, opening up a fissure leading into the earth. Bony claws tapped the edges of the fissure. Moments later, the front half of a dragon’s skeleton emerged. Grimmy reached forward and grabbed it with both paws, hooking his claws into its eye sockets. He tugged it out of the portal and stood on his hind legs. The grass and rocks rippled as mana surged around him and into the skeleton, causing its bones and joints to creak. Grimmy grunted and placed the skeleton to the side, a faint blue fire glowing inside of its eye sockets. 
 
    “Next.” 
 
    Lindyss sighed. “Are you really going to take all of them?” she asked in a defeated voice but summoned another skeleton anyway. “Can you even control them all?” 
 
    “What?” Grimmy asked as he hooked his claws into the next skeleton dragon’s eye sockets. He grunted as he pulled it out of the shadow and lifted it into the air, sending his mana into it. “You think you’re the only one who keeps some sacrifices lying around? I can power ten of these easily.” 
 
    “If there’s ten of those skeletons, then are we even needed?” Bonnie asked. She swallowed when Grimmy’s gaze landed on her, and her shoulders hunched forward, her neck shrinking back. “S-sorry I asked.” 
 
    “Seriously, what did you do to them?” Lindyss asked, her brow furrowed. 
 
    “Nothing,” Grimmy said and raised an eyebrow. “What are you accusing me of? I’d never do anything to my precious family, isn’t that right, kids?” He grinned at Bonnie and Youngest, and the two dragons shook like leaves on a branch during a windy day. 
 
    “T-that’s right, Uncle Grimmy,” Bonnie said. She glared at Lindyss. “Don’t accuse him of doing things he wouldn’t do! Uncle Grimmy’s been nothing but nice to us.” Her fierce expression disappeared, and she gave Grimmy a look that a guilty puppy would give its mother. When he nodded at her, a breath of relief escaped from her lips, and she nearly collapsed to her knees. 
 
    Lindyss frowned at Grimmy but didn’t say anything. She summoned a third dragon skeleton that Grimmy grabbed and powered as well. “How many do you want?” 
 
    “Four should be enough,” Grimmy said with a grunt. He placed aside the skeleton with glowing eye sockets and cracked his neck. “One for each limb.” 
 
    “You’re trying awfully hard,” Lindyss said. Her voice lowered to a whisper to prevent Sera from overhearing, “I thought you were just going to leave this to them to deal with. Why are you so motivated now?” 
 
    Grimmy shrugged and pulled the fourth skeleton out of the shadows. “It looks a lot more dangerous than I thought it would be. I’d rather not have anyone seriously get hurt. I’m such a kind-hearted soul, you see?” 
 
    Lindyss rolled her eyes, her shadow shrinking and returning back to its normal size. Erin poked her head out of Lindyss’ hair and blinked at the ground. “What can you store in there? How does it work? How much space does it hold?” 
 
    “You’re too nosy,” Lindyss said and patted Erin’s head with her palm, forcing the fairy queen back into her hair and out of view. 
 
    “They’re back,” Sera said, raising her head. In the distance, three dragons were flying through the clouds, heading towards the mountain peak. “Once they’re here, we’ll strike that thing fast and hard before it gets a chance to recover anymore.” 
 
    “You’re really not going to answer me?” Erin asked, crawling out from a different side of Lindyss’ hair. “Let me know more about you, you stupid turnip. Aren’t people supposed to like answering questions about themselves?” 
 
    “Don’t call people turnips if you want to know more about them,” Lindyss said and plucked the fairy out of her hair. “Why do you even want to know about my shadow anyway?” 
 
    “Because I want one too,” Erin said, struggling to free herself from Lindyss’ hand. “It looks so handy and convenient. Think of all the food I could store inside.” 
 
    “It’ll go rotten,” Lindyss said. “Only the dead can be stored inside. If any living thing goes inside…, let’s just say they won’t be alive for much longer. Even sticking metal inside will cause it to rust faster.” 
 
    “So when you ate the Fangs of Capitis with your shadow…,” Erin said, narrowing her eyes at Lindyss. 
 
    “Do you care about them that much?” Lindyss asked and raised an eyebrow. She sighed and shook her head. “They’re doing just fine and dandy, alright? They ran away to live peaceful lives on a farm.” 
 
    Erin’s eyes widened. “Really?” 
 
    “Of course,” Lindyss said and smiled. “Would I lie to you?” She stuffed the fairy back into her hair before she could respond and waved at the approaching dragons. “Now that we’re all here, let’s get this over with already.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “How do you feel?” Zyocuh asked and frowned. He stood over a pit that contained a sky-blue dragon bathing inside a tub of boiling red liquid. The dragon’s scales shone with a purple hue as bubbles burst and splattered red liquid against its torso. “If it feels like you’re going to die, let me know.” 
 
    “I feel great,” Alora said and whimpered. She rolled her shoulders and stretched her body out, arching her back as her head and tail rose up into the air. Her wings fully extended, and she let out a groan filled with pure bliss. The red bath surged against her sides, coating her scales an even darker shade of violet. “I feel really great.” 
 
    Zyocuh furrowed his brow and took a step back, careful to avoid the symbols surrounding the pit. He knelt to the ground and placed his palms into a circular pattern that he had painted earlier with a brush. “I’ll increase the strength of the spell again. Tell me if something feels wrong.” 
 
    “You do you,” Alora said and finished stretching. She straightened her neck and exhaled before rolling around in the pit, blowing bubbles out of her nostrils as she submerged her head. She lay on her back and floated to the top, pawing at the liquid, splashing it over her stomach. “Oh, it’s getting warmer. Great.” 
 
    “Warmer is good,” Zyocuh said and grunted. Beads of sweat formed on his head, his scalp glistening in the sunlight. “There’s no pain? It doesn’t hurt?” 
 
    “Nope,” Alora said. “No pain at all. It’s a little tingly, but definitely not painful.” 
 
    “How can that be? The blood of humans shouldn’t merge so well with you since you’re a dragon.” Zyocuh swallowed as mana surged down his arms and into the symbols. “Is it possible that after experiencing Grimmoldesser’s punishment, your sense of pain is off-kilter? Anything would seem painless after that.” 
 
    Alora shuddered and rolled over onto her feet. She glared at Zyocuh and spurt smoke out of her nostrils. “Don’t remind me about that,” she said in a voice so low it was almost a growl. “If I said there’s no pain, then there’s no pain. Make my bath—err, ritual…. Make my ritual warmer!” 
 
    Zyocuh pursed his lips but did as the dragon asked. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You witch! Monster! Evil woman! Stop, stop I say! I’ll tear your nose hairs out, you demon!” 
 
    Tafel turned her head around. She was sitting on Vur’s head, his body polymorphed into a dragon. Behind her, Alice and Mr. Skelly were huddling around a jar, a pouch of water in Alice’s hands. Wind blew past, pushing Tafel’s hair into her face, but before she could fix it, Mary moved the stray locks out of the way and tucked them behind the demon’s horns. The empress gave Tafel a small smile before turning her attention onto Alice and Mr. Skelly as well. 
 
    “I’ll—glub! Glub, glub, blargh! Stop it! You wicked, corpse-loving weirdo with a chest flatter than a door! I’m going to—glub!” 
 
    “Alright, seriously, what are you doing?” Tafel asked. She frowned at the water pouring out of the flask and into the jar of jam that was starting to take on a greenish color. 
 
    “I’m watering the genie,” Alice said, meeting Tafel’s gaze with a straight face. “They’re plants, right? If I don’t want him to die, I have to water him.” 
 
    “Plants can drown, you brainless oaf! I hope you slip and fall and drown while taking a bath, but that’s not possible because you don’t take any. If you did, you wouldn’t be so stinky!” 
 
    Alice tilted the pouch further, increasing the speed at which the water fell into the jar. 
 
    Tafel frowned. “I’m pretty sure there are some laws somewhere that say attempting to drown a genie is a crime.” 
 
    “That’s right!” the genie in the jar said while treading water. “That somewhere is your conscience, which this demonic hag doesn’t have!” A pillar of water fell on top of his head, forcing him down into the murky mixture of jam and some other unknown liquids. 
 
    “Like I said, I’m feeding him.” Alice nodded and pinched the top of her water pouch shut before handing it to Mr. Skelly. “You know how people get grumpy when they’re hungry? I figure it’s the same for genies, so I thought he’d become politer if he ate.” 
 
    “Right,” Tafel said in a flat voice. “Okay. You said you were going to use up his wish for me, but, uh, I really rather prefer it if you didn’t. I think he might be holding a bit of a grudge now.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Alice asked before shrugging. “Well, you do have those sheepmen searching for genies. You can wish for one of those to help you become a demon lord; I’ll just keep this one around then.” 
 
    The genie breached the surface and gasped for breath. “Die a painful death filled with thorns and crayons! Don’t you know it’s bad luck to bring harm to a genie!?” 
 
    Alice placed the jar back into her bag and closed the leather flap, drowning out the genie’s curses. She pointed towards the horizon. “I think I see them.” 
 
    Tafel glanced at the bag before following Alice’s finger. On top of a mountain, a cluster of dragons were milling about. They rose into the air, then stopped and landed back on the mountaintop. Then, they flew into the air again. But once again, they stopped and landed. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Alice asked. 
 
    “Is it a mating dance?” Mr. Skelly asked. “You know how birds do that, right? What if those dragons are doing the same?” 
 
    Alice poked Tafel’s side, causing the demon to flinch. “You’re the expert on dragons.” 
 
    Tafel scowled and pushed away Alice’s hand. “What? Since when?” She squinted at the dragons in the distance and raised her arm to shield her eyes from the sun. “It looks like they’re flying up and throwing boulders off the mountain. There’s no way they’re acting like birds.” Tafel lowered her arm and frowned. “Speaking of which, where’s Emile and Susan?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “We’ve been forgotten about again,” Emile said. He and Susan were perched on a branch, staring down at a dragon bathing in a pit filled with red liquid. “But forgetting about that for a moment, what do you think she’s doing?” 
 
    Susan covered Emile’s face with her wing. “She’s taking a bath. Stop peeking.” 
 
    Emile batted away Susan’s wing and frowned. “It’s not like there’s anything to see,” he said and snorted. He gestured towards the bald man crouching next to the lip of the pit. “Look at him. He’s staring so intently, but the dragon doesn’t care.” 
 
    “It looks like he’s casting some sort of spell,” Susan said. “And looking at how it’s laid out, it doesn’t seem to be the good kind of spell either.” 
 
    “Hah?” Emile raised an eyebrow. “You can tell whether a spell is good or not just by looking at it? Since when? We’re siblings, and I’m the older one—therefore, the smarter one—but even I can’t differentiate spells based on how they’re drawn on the ground.” 
 
    “You’re not the older one, dummy.” Susan pointed at the symbols surrounding the pit with the tip of her wing. “And look. It’s drawn out in the shape of a dragon’s skull. How can it be good? If it was good, then maybe the symbols would be heart-shaped or flowerlike.” 
 
    “My egg came out of Mom first. It doesn’t matter if you hatched first, I’m the oldest. And, so what?” Emile asked. “You think that man is plotting against the dragon? Dragons might be very dumb, but humans are even dumber, okay? There’s no way a human can fool a dragon.” 
 
    “You should stop calling everything that isn’t a phoenix dumb,” Susan said. “Look at Vur. He’s not a phoenix, but he’s really smart.” 
 
    Emile rubbed his beak with his wing. “Are you taking Mom’s mission for you seriously? Don’t tell me you’re really falling for Vur.” 
 
    Susan smacked her brother’s head. “I’m not! Vur just happens to make very good points all the time,” she said and nodded. “What if that man over there is like Vur? That dragon could be in serious danger.” 
 
    Emile fixed the feathers on his face that were ruffled by Susan’s attack. “You might be right,” he said, drawing out his words. “Should we save her? I’d rather have a rivalry with dragons since we already know all their weaknesses from our previous experiences. If we fought with humans, we might actually lose due to our lack of knowledge.” 
 
    “Stop spewing things out in such a roundabout way and say you want to save the dragon if you want to save her,” Susan said. “There’s no need to make excuses.” She flapped her wings twice, lifting herself off the branch and into the air. 
 
    “I wasn’t making excuses,” Emile said and followed after his sister. “I was just trying to convince you to help her.” 
 
    Susan rolled her eyes at Emile before turning her head towards the bald man on the ground. She took in a deep breath, puffing her chest up. Then she exhaled out a stream of blood-red flames that crackled and whistled towards the man. The man raised his head just in time to see a red light wash over him, and he let out a short scream before he disappeared underneath the curtain of fire. 
 
    Emile gasped. “You killed him! You killed a man!” 
 
    “What? No,” Susan said, furrowing her brow. “I set him on fire. He’s not dead. Once he turns to ash, he’ll be reborn as a baby.” 
 
    “See!? I am the smarter one! Only phoenixes come back to life from their ashes, you nitwit, not-older-or-smarter-than-me sister!” Emile jabbed towards the direction of the burning man with his talons. “You’re a murderer now!” 
 
    Susan clacked her beak twice and frowned. “Why didn’t you stop me if you knew?” 
 
    “How was I supposed to know you were going to do that?” Emile asked in reply, nearly shouting. “I’m supposed to be the reckless one! You’re supposed to prevent me from doing stupid things like that!” 
 
    “But…, I just wanted to….” Susan hung her head, her wings flapping up and down to suspend herself in the air. “I wasn’t thinking, alright?” She swallowed hard and stared at the smoldering body on the ground. Flames were still thriving on its back, dancing in the breeze. “Do you think he’s still alive?” 
 
    “Is the sky green? Of course he’s not alive!” 
 
    Susan pointed. “But he’s still moving.” 
 
    “Of course he’s not mov—ing?” Emile tilted his head. “Why is he moving?” 
 
    The two phoenixes didn’t do anything as the charred man picked himself off the ground and ran towards the pit. He leapt inside and landed beside the dragon. There was a hissing sound as the flames engulfing his body was extinguished by the red liquid. 
 
    “I think he’s alive,” Susan said and nodded at Emile. “See? I didn’t kill him. I’m not a murderer.” 
 
    Emile blinked, keeping his gaze on the man. “But he’s melting.” 
 
    “Humans don’t melt,” Susan said and turned her head back towards the ground. “He’s just … dissolving into a liquid. Is that supposed to happen?” 
 
    “Are you dumb? Did you eat something wrong for breakfast today?” 
 
    “Hey. Vur’s done it,” Susan said and pouted. “He’s dissolved into purple liquid before.” 
 
    Emile opened his beak. Then he shut it. He opened it and made a small sound. Then he shut it again. “Okay,” he said after a while. “That’s true. But Vur never screamed as if he were dying when he did that.” 
 
    Susan watched with a pale face as the charred man dissolved into clumps that dispersed throughout the bath, his screams sputtering down to nothing. “Um. At least we saved the dragon, right?” 
 
    “We still don’t even know for sure if the dragon was in any actual danger,” Emile said. He sighed. “Next time you want to set someone on fire, tell me first, okay? Since no one saw that except for the two of us, we can pretend it never happened, but if you had done it in front of anyone else, you’d definitely be labeled as a murderous wicked creature and hundreds of adventurers will try to kill you.” 
 
    “What about the dragon? Didn’t she see?” 
 
    “No,” Emile said. “Her eyes have been closed the entire time. Look, she doesn’t even notice that her bath water is black now.” 
 
    Susan swallowed. “Should we flee before she opens her eyes?” 
 
    Emile sighed again. “You really did eat something that messed with your brain. Of course we’re fleeing!” 
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    Alora’s eyes squeezed shut as she yawned, her tongue poking into the air. She exhaled and closed her mouth, smacking her lips a few times. She blinked and looked around before tilting her head. Where was she? Her surroundings were an open plain with nothing in sight, not even a single tree. The sky was blue and the day was bright, but there was no sun in view either. She spun around in a circle and frowned before sitting down on her butt. “Hello?” she asked. “Anyone out there?” 
 
    There was no response except for an eerie silence. The grass underneath her crinkled as she fidgeted. She wet her lips with her tongue and looked around again. Her wings spread open, and she leapt into the air, soaring up towards the cloudless sky. The sea of green below her was vast, unending. She flew hundreds of meters forward, but the scenery didn’t change a single bit. Just when she was about to have a panic attack, a lone figure walking on the ground caught her eye, and she dove towards him like a meteor. 
 
    Alora crashed into the ground, depressing the grass and soil in front of the bald man, knocking him off his feet. “Hey!” She tilted her head. “Aren’t you the bath warmer? What’s going on? This is really weird.” 
 
    Zyocuh swallowed, his face pale. “There seems to have been a small mistake,” he said. “We’re currently inside your soul.” 
 
    Alora blinked. Her neutral expression contorted, and she glared at Zyocuh while baring her teeth. “That’s a lie,” she said. “I must be dreaming. I fell asleep in that bath because it was so comfortable and I was so stressed from losing to Vur all the time. That must be it.” 
 
    “What? No,” Zyocuh said. “We’re really inside your soul. Why do you think we aren’t?” 
 
    “Hello?” Alora leaned back and fixed her expression. “Look at this place? It’s so drab and dreary and boring and totally not the soul of someone as interesting, awesome, and amazing as me. If this place really were my soul, then I’d be like, uh, a plant or something. But I’m a dragon, so there’s no way this is my soul.” 
 
    Zyocuh frowned. “Shall I explain to you what really happened?” 
 
    “I’m not going to believe the words of a dream person,” Alora said. “That’s just stupid. Grandma had a dream that Grandpa was cheating on her, that’s why she flew all the way out here to live with us until he decided to apologize. But then he fell asleep for a long while. Hmm. Anyways. The moral of that story is to not believe in dream people. Right.” 
 
    “This isn’t a dream.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what a dream person would say!” Alora lifted her tail and slammed it down on top of Zyocuh. To her surprise, instead of flattening him, he only let out a grunt as he caught her tail with his hands, holding it above his head. His knees buckled, and veins bulged on his neck, but other than that, he was fine. Alora withdrew her tail and pointed at him with an accusing expression. “See! If you weren’t a dream person, you wouldn’t have been able to stop that!” 
 
    “We’re inside your soul!” Zyocuh shouted back. “And to get out, the both of us need to cooperate!” 
 
    Alora narrowed her eyes. “Alright,” she said and sat back. “Let’s say that we’re actually inside of my soul. The question is why the heck are you here? Is this the same kind of magic you used to attack Vur? So, you actually tried to pull a fast one on me. I see.” 
 
    Beads of sweat formed on Zyocuh’s brow as Alora’s aura pressed down on him. “No,” he said and took a step back. “That’s not it. While I was strengthening you, a phoenix attacked me and set me on fire. And as you may or may not know, phoenix flames can burn away your soul and prevent resurrection. The only way to save myself was to jump into the pit, turn myself into blood, and merge my soul with yours through the strengthening spell.” 
 
    “A phoenix?” Alora asked. “I don’t believe you. What are the odds of a phoenix showing up where a dragon is? Two extremely rare creatures ending up in the same place? Nah. You’re lying.” She nodded. “Either I’m right and this is a dream, or you’re trying to take over my soul. And that can only mean one thing.” She smiled at Zyocuh, showing her teeth. 
 
    Zyocuh swallowed. “What?” 
 
    Alora’s smile widened. “I’m going to eat you.” 
 
    “W-wait,” Zyocuh said and took another step back as Alora crept forward. “Let’s talk this through.” 
 
    “Do you talk with bread?” Alora asked and tilted her head. She moved to the right, keeping her head pointed at Zyocuh as she walked in a circle. “Why would I talk this through with you?” 
 
    “For one, bread doesn’t speak,” Zyocuh said. “It’s not alive in the first place.” 
 
    Alora blinked but continued to circle the bald man. “But you said you turned yourself into blood. Doesn’t that mean you’re dead but still persisting as a soul? I wonder if souls taste differently than actual living things. Probably not, right? Even the grass feels like grass, so you should taste like you.” 
 
    “You’re not actually going to eat me, are you?” Zyocuh took a step back, but Alora took a longer stride to maintain their distance. He swallowed as he rotated with her steps, keeping his gaze locked onto hers. “Grimmoldesser always said he didn’t eat humans because they didn’t taste good. You wouldn’t want to eat me.” 
 
    Alora shrugged. “Some people like vegetables, some people don’t. Just because one dragon thinks humans taste bad doesn’t mean all dragons do.” She licked her lips. “And Vur said we shouldn’t terrorize our food before eating it because it’d make them taste bitter. But I, a dragon with a refined palate, happen to love that bitter taste. Now, I’ve never eaten a human before, but I’m sure my tastes are the exact opposite of my evil uncle’s, so I’m sure I’ll love eating you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lindyss tossed a red orb up and down. “That wasn’t very fair at all,” she said and shook her head. Surrounding her, a little more than half a dozen dragons were lying around with their mouths and claws stained red. There was one crushed dragon skeleton resting on top of a red puddle, its limbs ground into dust. “It’s still a shame I lost a skeleton though.” 
 
    “Undead are meant to be used,” Grimmy said and thumped Lindyss’ back with his paw. He knocked her over onto the ground from the blow. “You were saving it for something important, weren’t you? If this wasn’t important, you wouldn’t have lost it, but since you did, then it was worth spending.” 
 
    Lindyss spat out a mouthful of mud as she pushed herself up with her arms. “Watch your strength, you oaf,” she said and glared at the black dragon. “Am I going to be compensated for my lost skeleton?” 
 
    “Compensation?” Grimmy asked and raised an eyebrow. “Why would you need compensation for accomplishing a good deed? The sense of satisfaction from achieving good in the world should be all the compensation you need.” 
 
    “Satisfaction won’t replace what I’ve lost,” Lindyss said with a scowl. 
 
    “Then … do you want me to gift you another soul?” Grimmy asked and grinned. “I can do that. Which one would you like this time? A beast tamer’s? A phoenix’s?” 
 
    Lindyss furrowed her brow. “Why do you have a phoenix’s soul?” 
 
    Grimmy shrugged. “You know how things are,” he said. “Things just happen and somehow things end up the way they do.” 
 
    “I’ll … take the phoenix’s soul,” Lindyss said and nodded. A moment later, she frowned. “Which phoenix did this belong to?” 
 
    Grimmy chuckled before reaching behind his wing, pulling out a hazy red orb. “Despite what you say, you’re quite greedy, aren’t you? As for the phoenix this belonged to…, it doesn’t really matter, does it?” He held out his paw, offering the orb to Lindyss. She grabbed for it, but Grimmy moved his claw forward and smacked the cursed elf’s forehead, planting the hazy mist directly into her face. She yelped and clawed at her nose and eyes before curling up into a ball, hugging her knees to her chest as she lay on her side in the fetal position. 
 
    The annoying trio, Sera’s sister, and Sera’s sister’s mate turned to stare at the fallen elf. “Um,” Bonnie said and bit her lower lip. “Is she okay?” 
 
    “This happens all the time,” Sera said and wiped at her mouth with the backs of her paws. She spat a few times, shooting out bits of red saliva. “You can ignore her.” 
 
    “Is, is that so?” Bonnie said and swallowed. Lindyss was rocking from side to side, thumping her knees against the ground with every twist. Bonnie snuck a peek at Grimmy, and his eyes met hers. She froze, her wings stiffening against her sides. “Y-yep. She looks perfectly healthy. Nothing wrong here.” 
 
    “Did I hear that right?” Tafel turned towards Vur. His face was also smudged with red liquid, his claws tinting the ground red. “Grimmy just slapped a phoenix’s soul into Auntie?” 
 
    “I heard it too,” Mary said. She pursed her lips and walked up to Grimmy, holding out her arms which were covered by leather gloves. “Give me back my sword and armor, please.” 
 
    Grimmy snorted. “You always cause trouble when you have that sword,” he said. “Why should I give it back?” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Mary said and pursed her lips. “Sword, please.” 
 
    “Oh? Have you been causing trouble without your sword?” Grimmy asked and raised an eyebrow. His gaze landed on Tafel and Vur. “Has she?” 
 
    “No,” Tafel said and shook her head. “She’s been very well-behaved.” 
 
    “And there you have it,” Grimmy said. “If you have your sword, you’ll cause trouble. You won’t cause trouble without your sword, so I think it’s better for me to hold onto it. Besides, it’s, uh, melted and stuff. You probably don’t want it back anyway.” 
 
    Mary’s eyes widened to the size of saucers. “It’s … what?” 
 
    Grimmy blinked. “You saw us dismantle that blood giant just now, right?” 
 
    “Yes. It was very impressive. What did you say happened to my sword?” 
 
    Grimmy pointed at Lindyss. “I let her use the sword to dig out the core. And it partially melted.” 
 
    Mary bit her trembling lower lip. “But why would you let her use my sword…?” 
 
    “Like I said.” Grimmy shrugged. “Things just end up the way they do. Crying about it now won’t bring back your sword. I suggest you find a new one. Good luck.” 
 
    Mary turned towards Tafel, staring at the demon with watery eyes that threatened to spill over at any moment. Tafel sighed and ran her hand through her hair from the front of her head to the back. She walked up to Mary and held her hand before nodding at Grimmy. “Do you think you can spare one of your swords that I know you hoard for Mary?” 
 
    “I want my sword…,” Mary said and sniffled. She blinked hard, her eyes burning. 
 
    “Nope,” Grimmy said. “Those are my swords. Maybe if you do a quest for me, I’ll consider it.” 
 
    Tafel squeezed Mary’s hand. “Do you want to do a quest for a sword? It might be even better than your first one.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to do a quest without my sword...?” Mary asked in a tiny voice. 
 
    “That’s simple,” Grimmy said. He grabbed Lindyss and frowned. “Stop squirming.” The elf cursed at him as he rummaged through her pocket and pulled out a crying baby turtle with an attached snake for a tail. He dropped Lindyss onto the ground and rolled the turtle over to Mary. “Here. Raise this thing. It reminded me of you because you both cry a lot.” 
 
    Mary stared at the turtle pawing at her foot. She blinked away her tears and raised her head to glare at Grimmy. “How long do I have to raise it for?” 
 
    Grimmy shrugged. “Not sure. Until it’s old enough for me to harvest its soul.” 
 
    Sera glared at Grimmy and spoke while Mary’s mouth was hanging open in shock, “I think you should go to Leila and help her watch over your egg. She needs to be around you to keep you in check.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A purple dragon lay in the bottom of a pit, a layer of red mud underneath her. Her eyes were pressed shut, and her back rose up and down in time with her breaths. Snorts escaped from her nostrils as her face twitched. Her claws scratched the ground, sinking her paws deeper into the soft earth. Air surged into the pit as Alora’s chest expanded, taking in a deep breath through her mouth. With a thunderous crash, a sneeze racked her body and the ground around her. A crack ran up the side of the pit, and a particularly large rock was dislodged, landing on Alora’s head. 
 
    “Gyack!” 
 
    Alora shot to her feet, her head swiveling from side to side. The rock rolled off her head and onto the ground by her front claws. She frowned and stared at it. Her chest lurched, and a second later, reddish-black vomit spewed out of her mouth. She brought her paw up to her head and groaned, rubbing her forehead while frowning, her eyes squinting. “What the heck? Did I catch the flu?” She closed her eyes and sat on her haunches, rubbing her temples with both her front paws. “Or did I eat something bad? That was a really weird dream. I’m sure I ate something bad. But if I eat something bad in a dream, would it affect me out here?” 
 
    Grating sounds rang out as she scratched her head with her claws. She sighed and opened her eyes before reeling back. “What the heck!? I’m purple!” Her neck craned down and to the side, her gaze taking in every inch of her body. “Why am I purple?” She swallowed and rubbed her eyes. She slowly opened her right eye and brought her paw up to her face. It was still purple. “This isn’t good. Mom’s going to withhold food from me.” 
 
    Alora’s eyes narrowed, and she bolted upright, standing on her hind legs. She crawled up the side of the pit and peeked her head over the edge. “Zyocuh? Where are you?” 
 
    There was no response. 
 
    “He ran away!” Alora clacked her teeth together and climbed out of the pit. She brought her head up towards the sky and sniffed. Then she lowered her head to the ground, her nostrils expanding and contracting as small snuffling sounds filled the air. “He ran away after finding out I turned purple! How dare he? I knew I should’ve tied him up, but I didn’t think I’d fall asleep.” 
 
    Alora rubbed her chin and sat back on her haunches. She brought the back of her paw up to her face and spat on it. She rubbed it against her side before bringing it back up. Alora’s face darkened. There weren’t any signs of the purple color fading. “How do I explain this to Mom? I…, I think I’ll blame it on Vur. Okay. This is definitely Vur’s fault. He’s the adult who was supposed to be watching over me.” A sigh escaped from her lips, and she tilted her chin up towards the clouds. “The real question is why am I talking to myself out loud? I should stop.” 
 
    “No, no. Don’t stop. It’ll help me understand your state of mind better.” 
 
    Alora froze. She waited with bated breath, but the strange voice that she swore she had just heard didn’t say anything. “H-hello? Is someone … there?” 
 
    “Down here.” 
 
    Alora swallowed and lowered her head towards the sound. It seemed to be coming from underneath her paw. She raised it up, but no one was there. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Over here.” 
 
    Alora flinched. This time, the sound came from near her head by her … paw. She stared at the tip of her claw. It shone with a dim light, and the voice from before came through. “Yes, you found me.” 
 
    “That’s great and all,” Alora said and wiggled her claw back and forth. “But, uh, what did I find?” 
 
    “You don’t recognize my voice?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “I’m Zyocuh.” 
 
    “Say what?” Alora asked. She brought the tip of her claw right up to her right eye and closed her left. “Did you shrink? I don’t see you.” Her eyelid narrowed until all that could be seen of her eye was a slit. “Oh! I think I see … nothing. I demand an explanation.” 
 
    The tip of her claw flashed. “You ate my soul,” Zyocuh’s high-pitched voice said. “But I have ways to preserve myself, so I let you tear me to bits and infused a part of me into the claw of your soul. I’m lucky you don’t wash your paws after you eat.” 
 
    Alora stared at her paw. Then she craned her neck forward and bit down, removing the tip of her claw that Zyocuh’s soul was occupying. There was a high-pitched scream followed by a wail. Alora nodded and spat out the tiny portion of claw. Unfortunately, another one of her clawtips lit up. Zyocuh’s high-pitched voice echoed through the air. “That hurt!” 
 
    Alora’s eyes bulged. “Why are you still here!?” She groaned and shook her paw a few times. “Mom’s really going to get mad. Not only did I turn purple, but I caught a weird sickness too?” 
 
    “You shouldn’t refer to me as a sickness,” Zyocuh said. “Besides, weren’t we planning on working together to defeat your uncle? This can be thought of as a bonus. Using your body as a medium, I should be able to channel spells that I could only theorize about back when I was still a human. As long as the two of us cooperate, there should be nothing in the world that can stop us. But first, we have to absorb the giants from the other two ritual sites.” 
 
    “How about … you tell me how to get rid of you?” Alora asked and nodded. “I think that’ll be the best for our cooperation.” 
 
    “…You don’t even know how to use your newfound powers, and you want to get rid of me so soon? I thought dragons were wise.” 
 
    Alora shook her head. “No, no. I’m wise, and I know that keeping you around is going to bite me in the butt one day, so … yeah. We’ll go absorb those two giants, but after that, you better be planning on finding a way to separate yourself from me in a manner that both of us will enjoy. Got it?” 
 
    “You’re a lot shrewder than I thought.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment,” Alora said and nodded. “Now that I’ve established dominance in our unlikely cohabitation, how about you tell me what newfound powers I got?” 
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    Tafel wiped away the sweat on her forehead with the back of her hand. She exhaled and lowered her staff, the burnt piece of wood that she had taken from the palace courtyard. The fireballs floating around her disappeared, and she reached into a portal to take out a flask of water. She took a sip and deposited it back inside the portal. 
 
    “You sweat? I thought you were part phoenix now,” Alice said and dropped a towel onto Tafel’s head. She had to climb up Mr. Skelly’s back to do it, but the effect was the same. Tafel grabbed the towel and raised her head, meeting Alice’s gaze. The guild master pointed towards a nearby tree that Mary was sitting under. “Do something about her now that you’re taking a break.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” Tafel asked and tilted her head. She wiped her face with the towel and frowned. “She looks perfectly fine to me.” 
 
    “That’s because your eyes suck,” Alice said. “Look harder.” 
 
    Tafel squinted. 
 
    “Lower.” 
 
    Tafel’s eyes widened. “Oh! Mary! Mary! Stop!” She ran over to the empress while waving her hands. “Stop!” 
 
    Mary paused and raised her head. “Yes?” 
 
    Tafel crouched next to the empress and grabbed her forearm. “Why are you spinning the turtle!?” 
 
    Mary glanced down at the crying turtle by her feet. It was rotating on its back, its limbs flailing in all directions. Its snake tail had been tied into a loose knot, and it was pressing itself against the belly of the turtle to avoid spinning too much. Foam leaked out of both animal’s mouths, splattering onto the ground. Mary blinked and looked back up at Tafel. “It’s training,” she said in a deadpan voice. 
 
    “What part of this is training…?” Tafel asked and placed her finger on the turtle’s shell, slowing its momentum. When it stopped, both heads stared up at her with teary eyes and wails escaped from their mouths. 
 
    “You never know when you’ll be placed upside down and spun around,” Mary said and nodded. “Look at how effective it is at disabling Mary Junior. It’ll be a common tactic used against her.” 
 
    “…Mary Junior?” 
 
    Mary pointed at the turtle that was struggling to climb back onto its feet. “Mary Junior.” 
 
    “No.” Tafel shook her head. “Just no. Change its name.” 
 
    Mary bit her lower lip. “Why? Is it bad?” 
 
    Tafel nodded. 
 
    A sigh escaped from Mary’s lips. “Then … Little Mary?” 
 
    “Something without Mary in it.” 
 
    Mary’s brow wrinkled. “Why? Mary’s a good name. Are you saying it’s not?” 
 
    “No, no,” Tafel said. “That’s not it. It’s just that … for a turtle, maybe it isn’t that great of a name?” 
 
    Mary pouted and crossed her arms over her chest. “Then why don’t you come up with one?” 
 
    “How about … Turtley? Or Snakey?” Tafel’s eyes lit up. “Oh! How about Shelly? I think Shelly is a great name for a turtle.” 
 
    “There’s already too many people around Vur that have their names start with an S,” Mary said and shook her head. “What if people get confused?” 
 
    “But turtles have shells?” Tafel asked. “Shelly is obviously the turtle. No one will get confused by that.” 
 
    Mary shook her head. “It sounds too close to Sheryl.” 
 
    Tafel rolled her eyes. “And Mary Junior doesn’t sound too close to Mary?” 
 
    “There’s a whole two-syllable difference! It’s not the same at all.” Mary reached down and picked up the crying turtlesnake. It tried to bite her, but its fangs and beak couldn’t break past the leather covering her hands. “I’m going to raise Mary Junior to be stronger than me. That way, she won’t have her soul harvested by that evil dragon.” She glared at Grimmy who was sleeping in a patch of sunlight. After staring at Grimmy for a bit longer, she bit down on her lower lip. “He’s not really going to harvest Mary Junior’s soul, right?” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have named it,” Mr. Skelly said, appearing by Tafel’s side. He sighed. “You’ll get attached, and it’ll be such a tragedy when she’s taken away from you.” 
 
    “Don’t torment the poor girl who’s going to eventually have her pet ripped away,” Alice said, pulling on Mr. Skelly’s arm. 
 
    Mary shot to her feet, still carrying the turtle in her hands. “I’m going to run away. I’m going to run so far away that that evil dragon won’t be able to take Mary Junior from me.” 
 
    “You’re crushing her,” Tafel said and pointed at the struggling turtle. “I think she might prefer being taken away by Grimmy.” She shrugged when Mary glared at her. “It’s just a feeling.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alora hovered above a circular pit in the ground. The surroundings were brown and empty, cleaned of all vegetation, buildings, and any semblance of civilization. “Okay,” Alora said and nodded, taking in the view. “This was the place, right?” 
 
    “It was supposed to be…,” Zyocuh’s voice said from her claw. “What happened here? The giants are supposed to lie dormant until I give them a command.” 
 
    “Do you think it has anything to do with that giant red mass of wriggling thingies down there?” Alora asked and pointed her glowing claw towards the horizon. “It looks like there’s more than enough of them to make up a giant.” 
 
    “I suppose there’s no other explanation…,” Zyocuh said. “Head closer.” 
 
    A few moments later, Alora arrived over a throng of red sheepmen. They were destroying everything in their path, removing trees, grass, weeds, stones. Nothing was left untouched except for the dirt. A few sheepmen raised their heads and met Alora’s gaze. They bleated and pointed at the sky. Then, like a colony of ants, they swarmed on top of each other, creating a massive pillar that stretched towards Alora like a slow-moving, wriggling spear. 
 
    “Oh, that is so gross,” Alora said, her snout wrinkling. “What the heck are they?” 
 
    “It seems like a part of the ritual went wrong,” Zyocuh said. “They’re what the giant was supposed to be made of, but instead of having one core, they have thousands that are linked together like a hivemind. You’ll have to absorb them all.” 
 
    Alora made a face as she flew higher up into the air. “You want me to absorb these things? I don’t want these things inside of me! That’d be so gross. Look at how they wriggle. Ugh.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nova whistled as he painted on a cliffside, using his tail as a brush. Wide swaths of green covered the cliff, painting a scene of flowing hills. He dipped his claws into a red paste inside of a bowl made of a tree trunk. After thoroughly coating the tips, he drummed his claws against the wall, red flowers blossoming to life on the hills. A few seconds later, he leaned back and tilted his head before nodding. Then he dipped his claws into a bucket of blue paste, just enough for the red paint to mix, turning the end product purple. He drummed his claws against the cliff while humming. As he was about to dip his claws into a third bucket of colorful paste, his body stiffened, his tail standing erect. 
 
    Nova’s neck creaked as he turned his head to face behind himself. A dot on the horizon was growing larger and larger, and the clouds were dispersing behind it, leaving a wake of white waves in the blue sky. Nova’s throat bobbed up and down as he swallowed, and cold sweat ran down his back. “Is that…? No…. It can’t be. Why would she…?” 
 
    A thunderous roar echoed over the valley, “Nova!” 
 
    “Oh.” Nova swallowed again. “I guess it is.” 
 
    Prika popped her head out of her cave and looked around. In her paw, there was a person-sized book, one of her claws keeping her page. “Hey-o, patriarch. What’s going on? Who’s shouting?” 
 
    “My mate,” Nova said and sighed, wiping his tail on the grass. He scratched his head, leaving purple paint stains behind. “We haven’t seen each other in a while. Maybe a thousand years or so.” 
 
    Prika tilted her head. “What? Didn’t you see Kondra like less than a year ago? How long has Vur and them been gone anyway?” 
 
    Nova’s eyes nearly bulged out of his head, and he turned around to make sure the dot in the sky was still far enough away to not hear anything. He grabbed Prika’s face, holding her snout shut before she could say anything else. A low growl rumbled out of Nova’s throat. “Kondra is not my mate. Don’t even mention her name in front of Sharda, got it?” 
 
    Prika blinked and raised her free front paw, giving Nova a thumbs-up. She let out a few muffled grunts and nodded before Nova finally let go. “So…,” she said, but her voice died down when Nova glared at her. “I think”—she gestured towards her cave with her claw—“I’ll just go back in there, yeah? Yeah, that sounds like a good idea.” 
 
    Nova frowned. “Didn’t you seal yourself in for a hundred years?” 
 
    “Hey, hey,” Prika said. “Haven’t you heard of an exaggeration? Jeez. Well, actually, that was the plan, but I woke up from my nap because it was too hot. I should’ve left some way for the hot air to exit.” She nodded. “Anyways, it looks like your mate that totally isn’t Kondra”—Prika darted away into her cave—"is here!” 
 
    Nova blinked as Prika rolled a boulder in front of her cave and jammed it into place behind herself as she went in. He turned around and came face to face with a pair of golden slit eyes belonging to a sky-blue dragon’s face. A small smile appeared on both their faces, and the sky-blue dragon placed a claw on Nova’s cheek. She asked in a soft voice, “What was that bit about Kondra I heard just now?” 
 
    Nova cleared his throat. “Well, you see,” he said. “Ahem. Anyways, it’s been a long time since we’ve last met, hasn’t it, Sharda?” 
 
    Sharda blinked before widening her smile. “You haven’t changed,” she said. “I bet even if Kondra showed up while I was gone, you chased her away.” 
 
    “That’s—” 
 
    An excited but muffled voice came out of Prika’s cave, “They rested next to each other and talked while resting their heads on pillows!” 
 
    Sharda blinked and drew her head back, her claw sliding away from Nova’s face. “Excuse me? Who’s that?” 
 
    Nova sighed. “That’s—” 
 
    “I’m Nova’s mistress! But you can call me Prika.” 
 
    Sharda’s eyes narrowed. “Oh? Someone’s trying to steal my mate? Why don’t you come out here? We’ll have a friendly chat with our claws.” 
 
    “Uh…, wait a minute,” Prika said, her voice softening. “You’re supposed to get angry at Nova, not at me. What the heck?” 
 
    “Stealing my mate is challenging my authority,” Sharda said, lumbering over to the sealed off cave while Nova slinked back. “Why would I be angry at my possession for being stolen? Shouldn’t I blame the thief?” 
 
    “Um. Oh. You raise a very good point,” Prika said. “You see, Sera would get mad at Vernon if something like that happened. She wouldn’t get mad at the—other person! Gah!” 
 
    Sharda ripped the boulder out of the wall and tossed it to the side, revealing a cowering red dragon. “Shall we chat?” 
 
    Prika swallowed and inched backwards. “Aren’t grandmas supposed to be nice? You’re a grandma, you know? You have a grandson named Vur, and he loves me very, very much. If something happens to me, he’ll—ah! Nova! Help! Nova!” 
 
    Sharda grabbed Prika’s tail as the red dragon turned to run. Her claws sank deep into Prika’s scales,  and she dragged the struggling dragon outside of the cave, leaving fissures in the cave walls and ground. Prika whirled around onto her back and curled her limbs over her belly. “W-wait! It’s Nova’s fault! Nova was the one who pursued me! I didn’t steal him from you, your property just can’t control himself!” 
 
    Sharda blinked and turned to look at Nova. Prika turned her head as well, her tail still in Sharda’s grasp. Nova rubbed his snout. “She’s not my mistress. She was just trying to rile you up because she gets enjoyment out of other’s suffering. You can ignore about eighty percent of the words that come out of her lying mouth.” 
 
    Prika bobbed her head up and down. “I might be a liar, but Vur really does love me. So, um, yeah, let go? Please? There’s no way I’d ever consider Nova as a mate because he’s, like, super old and boring and stuff. Promise.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Sharda grunted and released Prika’s tail. The sky-blue dragon brought her face forward until her snout nearly touched Prika’s. “I’ll be keeping my eye on you.” 
 
    “Got it,” Prika said and nodded. “I won’t do any funny stuff while you’re looking, Ms. Matriarch ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You really can’t do anything about these sheep?” Alora asked, looking down at her claw that was covered in blood. Dozens of reddish pools lay scattered around, and thousands of sheepmen surrounded her, pointing crude weapons made of wood at her feet. There were a few scratches on Alora’s legs, but other than that, she was relatively unhurt. 
 
    “Unlike the giant from earlier, these sheep’s minds have already been developed,” Zyocuh said. “There’s no way to give them a command that’ll let you absorb them. As living creatures, they have their own will to live, and they won’t surrender.” 
 
    Alora looked around, and the sheepmen took steps back when her gaze landed on them, widening the encirclement. She took a step forward, and the sheepmen ahead of her moved back while the sheepmen behind her advanced. “This is uncomfortable,” Alora mumbled. “They don’t even scream when they die.” 
 
    “Isn’t that a good thing?” Zyocuh asked. 
 
    “No,” Alora said. “I like screams.” She lunged forwards, but the sheepmen retreated at an equal pace. A few of the sheepmen behind her threw spears and rocks, hitting her tail. Most of them bounced off, but one or two happened to hit in just the right manner to pierce her hide. “Ow!” Alora whirled around and glared at the offenders. She took in a deep breath, her chest expanding, and released a mouthful of icy mist. 
 
    The sheepmen bleated and scattered, but dozens of unlucky ones froze into red statues, their eyes still rolling underneath a layer of ice. Alora stomped forward and swung her paw, shattering the statues like glass. She placed her paw on top of the puddles they left behind, and her scales took on an even darker purple color, the hue traveling up her leg as something was absorbed. She ignored the bleating that filled the air and sighed. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Isn’t frantic bleating the same thing as screaming?” 
 
    “No,” Alora said. “It’s not. You’re not the one doing this boring task, alright? You don’t get to comment.” 
 
    “If it’s so boring, why don’t you just freeze them all with your ice breath? It doesn’t seem like they have a good counter to that.” The light on Alora’s claw flashed twice. “They may have anti-magic, but there’s nothing magical about your breath.” 
 
    Alora sighed again. “I guess I’ll do that.” She raised her head and swatted down a few spears flying towards her face. She rose up on her hind legs, and the sheepmen bleated while turning around, their backs facing her. Alora chuckled. “Trying to run?” Her chest expanded as wind rushed in through her nostrils, and in unison, the sheepmen farted. Alora’s eyes widened as the pure air she was inhaling a moment ago turned rancid, and she gagged, her ice breath caught in her throat. She coughed and sneezed, shaking her head back and forth, trying to get the smell out of her nostrils. Why did she have to inhale so deeply!? 
 
    “Baattack!” the sheepmen shouted out a battle cry and rushed Alora, jabbing at her with their spears while she was disoriented. She thrashed and wiggled, crushing them with her mass, but that didn’t stop them from swarming her like ants. They poked and prodded, biting and scratching when their wooden weapons broke. 
 
    “Roll!” Zyocuh shouted. 
 
    “What?” Alora pawed at her face, keeping the sheepmen away from her eyes and mouth. She wriggled and slapped herself with her paws, crushing the clumsier sheepmen. 
 
    “Stop, drop, and roll!” 
 
    Alora furrowed her brow, but she stopped moving, dropped to her belly, and rolled over. The sheepmen bleated as they were thrown into the air, the unlucky ones crushed underneath her weight. Laughter boomed out of Alora’s claw, and Zyocuh’s voice rang through the air, “Fear the might of a rolling, fat dragon!” 
 
    Alora froze midroll, her belly exposed to the sun. “Hold up! Who’d you call fat just now!?” 
 
    “…You’re the only dragon here, who else?” Zyocuh asked. “It was an effective tactic, wasn’t it? Isn’t this why you put on so much mass? Look at how afraid they are of climbing on top of you now.” 
 
    Alora snarled and bit down on her claw, causing Zyocuh to let out a shriek. “I’m at the appropriate weight for a growing dragon, got it? I’ll grow into it!” 
 
    “O mighty, baaa, dragon,” a sheepman with horns like a ram’s shouted. “We recognize, baaaa, your strength! Let us talk this through, baaa, like civilized, baa, creatures.” 
 
    “What?” Alora blinked. “You can speak?” 
 
    “Yes, baa.” 
 
    Alora blinked again. “Okay,” she said and sat on her haunches. Dozens of little nicks and scratches decorated her body. “Let’s talk. All of you should gather up and let me eat you, alright?” 
 
    “You are, baa, almost as unreasonable as the last, baaa, dragon we made a deal with,” the sheepman said. “Is eating us, baa, the only thing you wish, baaaaaa, for?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” Alora nodded. 
 
    “Can we, baa, offer you anything else, baaa, to eat instead?” 
 
    Alora lifted her front claw to her face. “Is there?” 
 
    “No,” Zyocuh said. “Only by using their cores can I improve your strength enough to deal with that evil dragon. It’s a shame that we have to eliminate a new culture before it had a chance to thrive.” 
 
    Alora nodded, lowering her paw. “You heard the man in the claw. There’s nothing else for you to offer me.” 
 
    The sheepman with the horns like a ram’s tilted his head. “Heard the, baa, what?” 
 
    Alora tilted her head in return. “You can’t hear him?” She pointed her claw at the sheepman. “Say something, Zyocuh.” 
 
    “I’m not a cheap gimmick like a talking frog,” Zyocuh said. 
 
    Alora nodded. “Did you hear that?” 
 
    The sheepman blinked at Alora in response. “I heard you say, baa, ‘Say something, baaa, Zyocuh.’” 
 
    “Huh,” Alora muttered. “That’s weird. Can other people not hear you?” 
 
    “I don’t see why that should be the case,” Zyocuh said. “But it seems like it is.” 
 
    “What about the lighting up part?” Alora asked the sheepman. “Can you see my claw light up?” 
 
    The sheepman shook his head. 
 
    Alora scratched her cheek. “Hmm. That’s weird. Alright, so how were we going to compromise? You were going to let me eat you all….” She stood on her hind legs and looked around, but her surroundings were empty save for the lone sheepman. “Where did they all go?” 
 
    “This is our, baa, compromise,” the sheepman with the horns said. “You can eat me, baa, but all my brethren, baa, shall be free.” 
 
    “You were tricked,” Zyocuh said. “You were tricked by sheep. How did I lose to you?” 
 
    “Hey. They’re some very sneaky sheep, alright?” 
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    Vur sat with his legs crossed, holding each of his elementals with one arm. Sheryl and Diamant were in his right hands, and Zilphy and Mistle were in his left hands. Zilphy and Mistle had their skinny arms crossed against their rocky bodies, facing away from each other with their eyes closed. Sheryl was twiddling her thumbs, her lips pursed as if she were whistling, but no sound came out. Diamant just looked like a rock, neither his arms nor eyes showing. In between the gap in Vur’s legs, there was a turtle shell with four shiny eyes peeking out of both ends. On top of Vur’s head, Stella was lying on her stomach, her chin propped up with her palms. She chewed on a piece of grass, her legs bent at her knees and fluttering in the air. 
 
    “Okay, you four,” Vur said and nodded. “You have to get along with each other. None of us are going anywhere until the problem between the four of you is fixed.” 
 
    Sheryl raised her hand. “I actually have no problems with anyone. Can I go back inside of you?” 
 
    “Ahem,” Mistle said, her eyes cracking open. “You might not have any problems with us, but that doesn’t mean we don’t have a problem with you. I, for one, don’t like you.” 
 
    Sheryl blinked twice. “What? Really?” She pointed at her face. “You don’t like me? Have I done anything to wrong you? How come you never told me before?” 
 
    “Well, since we’re airing out our grievances, I thought I should mention it,” Mistle said. “I honestly don’t like any of you, except Diamant, of course. That includes you, Vur. I really dislike you as my contractor. I only listen to you because of our contract. And you, little fairy”—Mistle pointed at Stella—“I dislike you even more than I dislike Vur. In fact, I borderline hate you, but I don’t actually hate you because hate is such a strong word.” 
 
    Vur tilted his head, and Stella had to grab onto his hair to prevent herself from rolling off. Before he or Stella could say anything, Sheryl spoke up, “Wait. Explain to me why you don’t like me first.” 
 
    “You’re a fire elemental,” Mistle said. “That’s a good enough reason for me.” 
 
    Sheryl’s coal-like eyes widened. “I can’t help that I was born a fire elemental.” She turned towards Vur. “I’m being discriminated against.” 
 
    Vur nodded and shook Mistle up and down. “Bad. You can’t do that.” 
 
    Mistle groaned and clutched her head, which also happened to be a part of her body. “And this is why I don’t like you. I’m not a dog that needs to be trained! You keep treating me like I’m subhuman!” 
 
    “You’re an elemental,” Stella said, still chewing on her piece of grass. 
 
    “You keep treating me like I’m sub-elemental!” Mistle shook her fist at Vur. “Do you see the difference between the way you treat Sheryl and the way you treat me?” 
 
    “That’s because Sheryl doesn’t discriminate,” Vur said and nodded. “She’s a good person.” 
 
    “I’m a good person too,” Mistle said, biting her lower lip. “You just haven’t given me the chance to show it. Haven’t I done exactly what you asked me to do?” 
 
    “If you have to go around saying you’re a good person, then you’re not a good person,” Stella said and shrugged. “People know you’re good without you having to say anything. Like Sheryl.” 
 
    “You’re going to make me blush,” Sheryl said, her already red surface turning even redder. 
 
    Mistle narrowed her eyes at Sheryl. “This is why I dislike you.” She jabbed her arm at Zilphy, nearly pushing the green rock off of Vur’s hand. Zilphy yelped and scowled, turning around to glare at Mistle. Mistle nodded. “And I don’t like her because she stole my man.” She tilted her body up to meet Vur’s eyes. “You said that none of us are going anywhere until our problems are solved. Well, I guess that means we won’t be going anywhere for a very long time. I’ll have you know, ocean elementals are very patient.” 
 
    “I vote we get rid of her,” Zilphy said and raised her hand. “If she has so many problems with us, then she should get out.” She smiled at Vur. “There’s no need for someone like her to be contracted with someone as awesome as you.” 
 
    “No, there’s a need,” Stella said. “She has to water my roots. Without her, there’s no water. And without water, there’s no plants. And that can’t happen. Mistle stays. Next solution!” 
 
    “I say we give her to Grimmoldesser over there for a week to let him reeducate her,” Sheryl said, pointing at Grimmy, who was sleeping in the distance. 
 
    “Sheryl,” Stella said. “We just established the fact that you’re nice. You can’t go around offering cruel and unusual punishment right after we did that. No reeducation from the evil dragon. Next! Deedee, any ideas?” 
 
    “Yes, I have a great one, in fact,” Diamant said, his eyes opening for the first time since Vur started his group meeting. “As we all know, I’m the source of most of the drama. If we remove me from the equation, then there should be no issues. How about Vur and I drop our contract—” 
 
    “Rejected,” Stella said, cutting Diamant off. “After tricking you into a contract, we can’t let you go free that easily.” She leaned over Vur’s head and looked down into his eyes. “How about you, any ideas?” 
 
    “Deedee has a point,” Vur said. “Mistle and Zilphy don’t like each other because Mistle thinks Zilphy stole Deedee from her. Then the easiest way to fix this is to marry Deedee to Mistle too.” 
 
    “No!” Zilphy shouted. 
 
    Vur blinked. “Then you and Deedee can get a divorce?” 
 
    “Also no!” 
 
    Vur frowned and lowered his hand that was holding Zilphy. “What do you three think?” he asked the remaining elementals. 
 
    “I think it’s a great idea,” Mistle said. “This is the best idea you’ve had since I became contracted to you.” 
 
    “I disapprove,” Diamant said. 
 
    “Yeah…, I’m kinda with Deedee and Zilphy on this one,” Sheryl said and scratched her head. She stiffened. “And I’m not saying that just to be at odds with Mistle because she said she didn’t like me.” 
 
    “Vur? What are you doing? Have you seen Mary...”—there was a sigh—“Mary Junior around?” 
 
    Vur turned his head. Tafel was walking towards him. He pressed all the elementals back into his body and retracted his retractable arms. “Who’s Mary Junior?” 
 
    “The turtle thing with the snake tail,” Tafel said. Her gaze landed on the turtle that was trying to blend into the ground between Vur’s legs. “Mary’s looking for it.” Her chest throbbed when a tear dripped out of the turtle’s shell. “I think I’ll tell her I couldn’t find it.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “How long are we going to stay here?” Vur asked. He was lying on a plush bed fit for a king with Tafel standing beside him. She was rummaging through a pile of books that were placed on the nightstand, her hair obscuring part of her face from view. Vur rolled over onto his side, placing his cheek on his pillow that had a silk cover. From underneath the pillow, a turtle’s and snake’s heads popped out, scanning the room before disappearing back into their hiding spot. 
 
    “Auntie’s teaching Mary how to absorb this territory into her empire now that it’s empty,” Tafel said without turning her head. She frowned as she placed down a book and picked up another one, taking one look at its cover before setting it down as well. “There’s many things that have to be taken into consideration, and Mary never learned how, and she can be a bit slow when it comes to everything not involving swords, so we might be here for a while.” 
 
    “And what does that have to do with us?” Vur asked. “It’s not our territory or our empire. So why are we staying?” 
 
    “Because Mary’s traveling with us?” Tafel asked, raising an eyebrow. “You wouldn’t leave behind a party member, right?” 
 
    Vur blinked. “Since when did she join our party?” 
 
    “Since Grimmy took her gauntlets, greaves, and sword, leaving her completely helpless,” Tafel said. “So, around the time we went genie hunting with her.” 
 
    Vur groaned and arched his back, stretching his legs and pointing his toes. He scratched his chest and exhaled. “How long is she going to be in our party for?” 
 
    Tafel took a seat on the side of the bed and shrugged. “I’m not sure. When she has a new sword, I guess?” She pointed at the pillow. “So, when that thing is old enough to … have its soul taken. That’s just Grimmy’s way of saying when it becomes an adult, right? He’s not actually going to take its soul?” She bit her lower lip. “But knowing Grimmy….” 
 
    “I don’t think Grimmy will take Mary Junior’s soul,” Vur said. “What would he do with it?” 
 
    Tafel raised her eyebrows. “Um, hello? He collects them? Did you forget that?” Her brow furrowed. “Oh, wait. You were unconscious when he took his collection out.” 
 
    Mary Junior stuck its heads out from underneath the pillow and looked up at Vur with wet eyes. It opened and closed its beak, a small mewling sound coming out of its mouth. It whimpered, pleading with its eyes. Vur lifted his head and sat up, scooping the turtlesnake out from underneath the pillow. He placed it on his lap and flipped it over onto its back. It let out a strange noise and kicked its legs into the air. Vur lifted Mary Junior and frowned. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Tafel asked as Vur inspected the turtle, turning it this way and that. 
 
    “Is Mary Junior a boy or a girl?” Vur asked. “I can’t tell.” 
 
    Tafel rolled her eyes. “She’s a…. Actually, I’m not sure either. How can you tell if a turtle is a boy or a girl?” 
 
    Vur nodded. “That’s easy,” he said. “I’ll just ask.” He flipped Mary Junior right-side up and tapped its shell. “If you’re a girl, blink once. If you’re a boy, blink twice.” 
 
    Mary Junior’s turtle head blinked once. The snake head blinked twice. 
 
    Vur nodded. “Mary Junior’s both,” he said. He furrowed his brow. “How do we address her…, him?” 
 
    “I think I’ll stick with her,” Tafel said. “Her name’s Mary Junior after all.” 
 
    “That’s a dumb name,” Vur said. “We should name her Mini Vur instead.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Before Vur could reply, there was a knock on the door. A second later, it swung open. Alice and Mr. Skelly walked inside followed by a red sheepman. Alice swept her arm out towards Vur, gesturing at him with her palm. “Here he is, your great leader,” she said and rolled her eyes. “Can you stop following me now?” 
 
    “Baaa.” The sheepman nodded. “That means, baaa, thanks in sheep language.” 
 
    “You could’ve just thanked me,” Alice said and left the room, closing the door behind her and Mr. Skelly, leaving the sheepman inside. 
 
    Tafel blinked at the sudden intruder. “Good morning?” 
 
    “Greetings, baaaa, wife of the great leader,” the sheepman said. He dropped to his knees and pressed his forehead against the ground. “O great leader! A terrible, baaa, tragedy has baafallen us, your people. A purple, baa, dragon has eaten a great, baaa, number of our men. We ask you to, baa, avenge us and create the, baaaaaa, land you promised us.” 
 
    Vur frowned. “A purple dragon?” 
 
    “Can dragons even be purple?” Tafel asked. “What kind of magic would a purple dragon cast? If my theory about dragons are their colors are correct, then a purple dragon should cast … poisonous spells? But that’s green.” 
 
    Vur shook his head. “I’ve never seen a purple dragon either.” He placed Mary Junior down and stood up. “Where and when were you attacked?” 
 
    “Four days ago, baaa, at the place you told us, baa, to search for genies.” The sheepman let out a sad-sounding bleat. “Our chieftain sacrificed, baaaaa, himself to let us escape. Baa, we all came to find you, baa, but it looks like I’m the only, baaa, one who made it.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re just the fastest one,” Tafel said. “There’s no reason to assume the worst.” She looked up at Vur. “Are you going to confront this dragon? I think your parents are taking a nap right now; it may be a while before they wake up. What if it gets dangerous?” 
 
    Vur snorted. “These sheepmen are my people. If another dragon is attacking them, then they’re invading my territory and harming my property. According to Grimmy’s code of honor, it’s up to me to show them their place, unless I can’t, and if that happens, then I tell Grimmy.” 
 
    Tafel scratched her head. “That doesn’t sound very honorable. If you lose, you tattle?” 
 
    Vur shrugged. “I didn’t make the code.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Nova, I’ve been meaning to ask,” Sharda said. She was lying on her stomach next to her mate, the two of them in a lush valley. Her torso rose, and she gestured around with her paw. “Why is there such a strong ward around the area? It was quite tricky for me to get in.” 
 
    “Oh,” Nova said, not lifting his head off his front paws. “Grimmoldesser set that up. He’s protecting his egg.” 
 
    Sharda’s eyes nearly fell out of her head. “His what?” 
 
    “His egg.” 
 
    “That he … found?” Sharda asked. “Does it belong to some sort of rare creature?” 
 
    “No, no,” Nova said. “Grimmoldesser found a mate.” 
 
    “…What kind of apocalyptic monstrosity did he mate with?” 
 
    A small smile appeared on Nova’s face. “A holy dragon,” he said and nodded. “She’s actually quite nice and living in that cave over there.” He pointed at the cliffside across the valley. “But she’s very territorial right now, so you don’t want to enter her residence.” 
 
    “A holy dragon? Grimmoldesser?” Sharda tilted her head and blinked three times. “Did he brainwash her? Perhaps he’s holding her parents hostage? Should we save her?” 
 
    “No, no.” Nova said and patted Sharda’s back with his wing. “She actually loves him. And she’s not brainwashed. I think. Everyone has someone out there who’ll love them—even someone like Grimmoldesser.” 
 
    “I don’t believe it,” Sharda said, shaking her head and shivering. Her wings flapped twice before settling against her sides. “A holy dragon falling in love with Grimmoldesser. Next you’ll be telling me pigs can fly.” 
 
    Nova rubbed his chin. “About that…. You haven’t met your great-grandson or great-great-granddaughter yet, have you?” 
 
    “My what?” 
 
    Nova cupped his paws around his mouth. “Snuffles! Floofykins! Come say hi to Vur’s grandmother.” 
 
    Out of a nearby cave, Snuffles came out with a blue phoenix perched on his back. Floofykins followed behind, skipping while flapping her wings. She flew into the air and darted straight for Nova, tackling his snout. Nova chuckled and patted Floofykins’ head with the tip of his claw. “This is Floofykins, Vur’s granddaughter.” He pointed at Snuffles, ignoring Sharda’s frigid expression. “And that’s Snuffles, Vur’s son.” 
 
    “My lineage … has been passed down to a pig?” Sharda asked, her voice low. 
 
    “Boar,” Nova said. “Snuffles is a boar. You can tell by the way he looks. I was surprised at first too, but once you hang around them, they grow on you.” He smiled and scratched Floofykins back, her eyes closed in bliss. “Look at how cute she is. And other than Prika, they’re the only ones keeping this lonely old dragon company.” 
 
    Sharda smiled a smile that looked more like a grimace. “Hello…, Floofy…kins.” 
 
    Floofykins waved at Sharda with her front leg. Sharda cleared her throat. “Speaking of grandchildren,” she said, doing her best to make eye contact with Nova while ignoring the blue boar sitting on his snout. “Emma actually had four children not too long ago. Why don’t you come over to my continent and say hi to them?” 
 
    Nova’s eyes lit up. “Oh? I have more grandkids than just Vur? What do they look like? What are their names?” 
 
    Sharda beamed. “The oldest is named Alora. She looks exactly like Sera and Emma did when they were young. She’s a bit brash and a little clumsy, but she’s adorable.” Sharda patted Snuffles’ rump when he walked up to her and gave him an awkward smile. “And then there’s the triplets, Eldest, Bonnie, and Youngest. Alora calls them the annoying trio, and even Emma and her mate are starting to call them that as well.” 
 
    “Wait. Their names are Eldest and Youngest?” 
 
    “That’s right. Alora named them.” 
 
    Nova raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t Alora just a child? Why would you and Emma let her name them? No, why would you even keep those names?” 
 
    “Do you not like them?” Sharda asked, furrowing her brow. “If you were there to see how excited Alora was about having siblings, you wouldn’t have had the heart to refuse her request to name them as well. She looked so happy and proud.” 
 
    “I’m sure that’s fine and dandy and all, but now two of our grandkids are stuck with the names Youngest and Eldest,” Nova said. “Please tell me that Eldest is actually the oldest amongst the three at the very least.” 
 
    Sharda rolled her eyes. “Alora’s a child, not stupid,” she said. “Of course she’d name the oldest one Eldest.” 
 
    “You’re making your favoritism for Alora quite apparent.” 
 
    “What?” Sharda reared her head back. “Favoritism? I love all my grandchildren quite equally.” 
 
    “You didn’t seem to like Snuffles and Floofykins that much,” Nova said, his voice monotonous. Floofykins nodded and wrinkled her snout at Sharda. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Sharda said. She glared at Nova. “Are you coming back with me to see your grandchildren or not?” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” Nova said. “When should we go? Now?” 
 
    “Can I come too?” Prika asked, sticking her head out of her cave. “And you know I’m single, right? While we’re there, maybe, you could, uh, you know, introduce me to some devilishly handsome dragons who’re perfect but also happen to be single due to circumstances and not a personality defect? That’d be great. I don’t think I’m asking for much.” 
 
    “No, you stay home and watch the roost,” Nova said. 
 
    “…Seriously?” 
 
    “Mhm.” 
 
    “But Leila’s here! She’ll kill anyone that even comes close to her egg—I’m definitely not needed,” Prika said. “And Grimmy left behind that weird spell; no one will even show up in the first place. Why don’t you let me come with?” She pouted, and her gaze landed on Snuffles. “Look, even Snuffles got lucky with a mate. Are you really going to let me rot here in my singledom?” 
 
    “I don’t see why we can’t take her,” Sharda said. “As long as she doesn’t do anything stupid, it should be fine.” 
 
    “That might be asking for a little too much,” Nova said and stroked his chin. 
 
    Prika blinked three times. “Excuse me? Hello? I’m right here? Are you really going to call me dumb to my face?” 
 
    “You’re not dumb,” Nova said and clicked his tongue. “You’re just very … hormonally driven right now. And hormones can cause you to do stupid things.” 
 
    “Your face is hormonally driven,” Prika said. “I maintain a sane and rational mind every single second of every single day. I’m going to follow you two whether you like it or not.” 
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    Alora bounced the sheepman in her paw up and down. It bleated and struggled to stay upright, its limbs flailing in all directions. Alora hummed and brought her paw close to her mouth, enough for the sheepman to feel her hot breath on its body. She snapped her jaws shut, and the sheepman bleated even louder, barely able to keep its arm out of her teeth’s range. Alora chuckled and lowered her palm, still bouncing the sheepman. 
 
    A small voice came out of her claw. “I’m not sure I’m helping the right dragon anymore.” It flashed with a white light. “You’re quite evil yourself.” 
 
    “What?” Alora asked, stopping her movement. “I’m evil because I play with my food beforehand? What kind of nonsense is that?” 
 
    “When your food is alive and begging not to be eaten, then yes, that’s evil.” 
 
    “Is it evil to add peppers to your food?” Alora asked. “Things taste better when they’re frightened. I’m not allowed to eat good food or else I’ll be labeled as an evil dragon? I don’t think that’s very fair, and quite frankly, if eating good food makes me an evil dragon, then call me Alora, the evilest dragon in the world.” 
 
    “Alright, Alora, the evilest dragon in the world,” Zyocuh said. “How about you stop wasting time and catch the rest of the sheepmen?” 
 
    Alora sighed and threw the sheepman in her paw up into the air. As it fell, she positioned her mouth below it and snapped her jaws shut, its bleats disappearing. She swallowed and licked her lips before arching her back, stretching her front paws forward as her haunches rose into the air. Her eyes squeezed shut as she groaned, her wings fully extending. Then she exhaled and opened her eyes, straightening her back as she sat up. “So, how many of these do you think are left? I’m getting a little full.” 
 
    “I think you ate the majority of them,” Zyocuh said. “If I still had a body, I’d be able to check how much you absorbed based on your mana, but I can’t do that. After we get revenge on your uncle, you are helping me create a body, right? Just making sure.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, yep, of course,” Alora said as she looked around. She was in a small town that had empty streets and abandoned buildings. Doors were left open, and a few mice scurried to-and-fro. Alora lifted her head, pointing her nose at the sky, and sniffed. “Hmm. Are there any more sheep left in this town? I wonder. It certainly smells like sheep.” 
 
    There was a small sneezing sound, and a few rats scurried out of a nearby basement window. Alora grinned and lumbered over to the building that they came out of. She dug her claws into the ground and pulled, lifting the house up, revealing a group of huddling sheepmen. The house went flying as Alora threw it aside, and she stopped a fleeing sheepman by squishing him with her tail, using just enough strength to pin him down but not enough to seriously injure him. “Why, hello there,” Alora said. She grinned, showing her teeth. “Y’all should’ve said something when I asked. I almost missed you.” 
 
    “Yep, you’re evil,” Zyocuh said. “I’m starting to regret this.” 
 
    Alora ignored her sparkling claw and scooped up the sheepmen as if they were cookies on a tray. “I’m not a mean dragon,” she said to the trembling red creatures. “If you tell me where your friends are, I might let you go. What do you say?” 
 
    “Baaa, we won’t betray our—” 
 
    “I’ll tell! Baa, I’ll tell! Please don’t eat, baaaa, me.” 
 
    Four sheepmen turned to stare at their companion who was positioned behind them. Alora chuckled and plucked the lone sheepmen off her paw and placed him onto the ground. Then she opened her mouth and threw the rest inside her gaping maw. She chewed a few times and swallowed before grinning at the lone sheepman, her teeth stained red. “Well, where are they?” 
 
    “I-I don’t, baaa, know their exact locations, b-b-b-baaa, but I can help you find them!” The trembling sheepman bobbed his head up and down. His expression stiffened, his eyes widening. Alora frowned as a chill ran down her spine, and she turned her head to follow the sheepman’s gaze. The sheepman let out a joyful bleat followed by a cry. “Great leader! O mighty leader! Save me!” 
 
    An ocean-blue dragon came crashing down from the sky, driving Alora into the ground. She yelped and wriggled as she was pushed back dozens of meters, destroying the buildings and trees in her way, leaving behind a line of overturned dirt. The ocean-blue dragon smashed down with his tail, forcing Alora onto her stomach when she tried to climb to her feet. “Ow! What the heck!? Vur!?” 
 
    Vur froze, his tail inches away from slamming down on Alora again. “Alora?” 
 
    “If not Alora, then who the heck do you think I am?” Alora asked, pushing Vur off of herself. She rolled onto her feet and glared at him. She shook herself, knocking the dirt from her scales onto the ground. “Why the heck did you tackle me? Don’t tell me it was another one of Grimmy’s rules.” 
 
    Vur scratched his head. “Why are you purple?” 
 
    Alora’s eyes narrowed. “Is that really the first thing you’re going to say to me? You’re not even going to apologize for driving me into the ground? That’s really not cool.” 
 
    “Sorry.” Vur blinked. “Why are you purple?” 
 
    Alora sighed. “Why aren’t you purple?” 
 
    Vur looked down at his scales. Then he raised his head to meet Alora’s gaze. “Because I’m blue.” 
 
    “Then I’m purple because I’m purple,” Alora said. “Happy now?” 
 
    “No.” Vur shook his head. “You were blue before, and now you’re purple. I was blue before, but I’m still blue.” 
 
    Alora closed her eyes and rubbed the sides of her head with her paws. “I’m purple because purple looks nice, okay? There’s no real reason.” 
 
    Vur squinted at Alora before leaning back and relaxing. “You’re eating my people.” 
 
    “Your what?” 
 
    Vur pointed at the trembling sheepman that was near the start of the line of overturned earth. “My people.” 
 
    “Your people are red sheepmen?” Alora asked, tilting her head. 
 
    Vur nodded. “Yes, and you’re eating them.” 
 
    Alora scratched her snout. “Oh, uh, sorry. I didn’t know.” 
 
    Vur frowned, his brow wrinkling. “According to Grimmy’s code of honor, I have to show you your place for invading my territory. But I don’t know how to do that anymore.” He scratched his head and sighed. “Then I have to tell Grimmy since I can’t do it.” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” Alora said, raising her paws up in front of her. “You have to teach me my place, but since you don’t know how, you have to tell Grimmy? What, is this another one of his rules?” 
 
    “Codes,” Vur said. “This is one of his codes.” 
 
    Alora sighed. “Alright, sure, codes, rules, whatever.” She nodded. “I’d rather you teach me my place than tell Grimmy. Why don’t you know how to teach me my place for eating your people?” 
 
    Vur scratched his snout. “To teach you your place, I have to beat you up and make sure you never want to invade my territory again, but another one of Grimmy’s code said I shouldn’t hurt family without a good reason. So, I don’t know how to teach you your place since I can’t beat you up. Then the only option left is to tell Grimmy.” 
 
    “Can you … pretend to beat me up?” Alora asked. “I’ll pretend to get hurt, and that’ll be that. After you pretend to beat me, I’ll promise not to eat your people or invade your space, okay?” 
 
    “Would that work?” Vur tilted his head. He grunted. “No, I think I should tell Grimmy. It sounds like you don’t want me to tell Grimmy, so the best way for me to teach you your place is to do what you don’t want me to do the most, which is tell Grimmy.” He nodded and crouched, readying himself to leap into the air. 
 
    “Wait!” Alora said, rising onto her hind legs. She waddled forward and placed her front paws on Vur’s shoulders, preventing him from jumping. “Let’s think this through together and find a loophole in Grimmy’s code, okay? He said you shouldn’t hurt family without a good reason. Isn’t me eating your people a good enough reason? I think it is. I definitely deserve to be smacked for doing that. Yep.” 
 
    “That’s not a good enough reason.” 
 
    Alora frowned. “If I were one of your people, I’d be pretty upset after hearing that,” she said. Her head turned to the side, and she pointed at the lone trembling sheepman with her tail. “Hey. Aren’t you upset your great leader isn’t taking revenge for you?” 
 
    The trembling sheepman stiffened. His eyes shifted from side to side, glancing at Alora, then Vur, then back to Alora. A small bleat escaped from his mouth as his eyes rolled up to the top of his head. Then he fainted, toppling to the ground like a wet noodle. 
 
    “Doesn’t seem like it,” Vur said and shrugged. He nodded and stared into Alora’s eyes. “Why don’t you want me to tell Grimmy? Are you scared of him?” 
 
    “S-scared of him?” Alora asked. “Of course not. Why would I be scared of him? Look, eating your people makes me a bad person who deserves to be punished. That’s why you want to tell Grimmy, right?” 
 
    Vur nodded. “Right.” 
 
    Alora took her paws off of Vur’s shoulders and took a step back, still standing on her hind legs. “Now, since bad people deserve to be punished, what do you think your people will think if you don’t punish me? They’ll lose all respect for you! You can’t let that happen.” 
 
    “But I’m punishing you by telling Grimmy,” Vur said and tilted his head. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Alora said and nodded twice. “But that’s not punishing me yourself. Imagine if…, let’s say Bonnie stole your cookie. Then, normally, Grandma scolds her and makes her apologize to you, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “That’s the kind of punishment she’ll receive if you tattle on her,” Alora said. “But is it enough? Of course it isn’t! She ate the cookie, and all she gets is a scolding? She didn’t even have to return the cookie! Instead of telling Grandma, you can flip her over onto her back and tickle her stomach until she returns the cookie to you. She gets punished, and you get your cookie back, and you didn’t have to waste Grandma’s time, see?” 
 
    Vur blinked before furrowing his brow. “You’re saying I should flip you over and tickle you until you vomit?” 
 
    “Exactly!” Alora said, raising one claw into the air. She paused. “Wait. No. That was just an analogy. You were supposed to realize that dishing out punishment yourself is much fairer for the cookies, no, sheepmen that were eaten instead of tattling to Grimmy.” 
 
    “That was a terrible analogy,” Stella said, her head appearing from the tip of Vur’s snout. “Cookies are meant to be eaten, sheepmen are not. You can’t compare the two.” 
 
    Alora stared at Stella. Then her gaze went up to meet Vur’s. “As I was saying, your people will only respect you if you punish me yourself, not by telling someone else to punish me. It’s not that I’m afraid of Grimmy, I just want you to be as respected as possible by your people.” She nodded. “I’m really sorry about eating them and want to make it up to you.” 
 
    Alora’s claw shone with a white light. “You really are the evil dragon here.” 
 
    Vur’s and Stella’s gazes shifted over to Alora’s claw. “Who was that?” Stella asked. “Who spoke just now and why is your claw glowing?” 
 
    Alora’s expression blanked. “You can, uh, see this?” she asked. “And you heard him too?” 
 
    Stella dragged her arm out of Vur’s snout and pointed. “It’s a really bright light. We’d have to be blind not to see that.” 
 
    “The voice was really loud too,” Vur said. 
 
    Alora blinked and looked at her claw. She whispered, “I thought people couldn’t see or hear you.” 
 
    Zyocuh whispered back, “I think that sheepman was lying to you to buy time for his brethren to escape.” 
 
    Alora lowered her claw and looked up at Vur. “Did you like my ventriloquism? I can make my claw speak.” She wet her lips with her tongue. “It’s a neat party trick, right? My lips don’t move, but my voice comes out anyway.” 
 
    Vur narrowed his eyes. “What does Grimmy’s code of honor say about lying?” 
 
    “Um. Don’t?” Alora nodded. She raised her paw, pointing her claw at Vur. Nothing happened. She glared and smacked the back of her paw. 
 
    “I wasn’t lying about practicing ventriloquism,” Zyocuh’s voice said as Alora’s claw lit up. “Don’t you think it’s neat that I can make my claw talk?” 
 
    Vur rubbed his chin and squinted. “How do you do that?” 
 
    “Vur!” Stella said, rotating her body which was still half-embedded in his snout. “That’s not ventriloquism, that’s Zyocuh’s voice! He’s Mary’s evil uncle! He must’ve possessed Alora!” 
 
    “Possessed? No, how could he possess me?” Alora shook her head back and forth. She wiggled her front claw. “But, okay, yeah, this is Zyocuh. He ended up living in my claw due to circumstances. I’m not possessed, promise.” 
 
    Stella turned back around and placed her hands on her hips, still half-embedded in Vur’s snout. “That’s exactly what a possessed person would say.” 
 
    Alora furrowed her brow and scratched her snout. How was she going to convince someone that she wasn’t possessed? Well, when in doubt, ask. “Um, what can I do or say to make you think I’m not?” 
 
    “You can recite Grimmy’s code of honor,” Vur said before Stella could say anything. “I told you it and not Zyocuh. Only you should know it.” 
 
    Alora’s face darkened. “Yeah, I totally know it…. Code number one…, uh, never bite Grimmy’s tail. Ever.” 
 
    Vur’s eyes crossed to stare at the fairy on the tip of his snout. “You’re right; she’s possessed.” 
 
    “I’m not! The code’s dumb and stupid and I forgot it, alright!?” 
 
    “His acting’s really good,” Stella said and nodded at Vur. “I almost thought he was actually Alora for a second. Why don’t you try hitting him with that purifying laser beam that Kondra used on you? It should cleanse her and fix her possession problem by removing Zyocuh.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Vur said. 
 
    “Wait. Hold up,” Alora said. “Laser beam?” 
 
    Vur nodded. “It’s a skill that cleanses things until they have a pure heart.” 
 
    “Or die,” Stella added. 
 
    Alora took a step back as white light leaked out of the gaps between Vur’s teeth. “Wait a second, just hold—on!” She screamed and leapt to the side as a bright, white beam of light shot out of Vur’s mouth. It narrowly missed her head, hitting and incinerating the buildings inside of the empty town, leaving a line of destruction in its wake as if someone had taken an eraser to the earth. Alora turned her head behind herself. Her eyes bulged, and she whipped her neck back around to face Vur. “Hold up! What part of that is cleansing!?” 
 
    Vur tilted his head. “Why did you dodge? If you let it hit you, you’d know.” 
 
    “If I let that hit me, I’d die!” 
 
    Vur blinked. “Oh, right. You’re Zyocuh right now.” He nodded. “That’s why you dodged.” His throat shone, white light accumulating in the back of his mouth. His voice was low and throaty. “Don’t worry, Alora. I’ll free you soon.” 
 
    “You can’t hurt family members!” Alora shouted as she scrambled backwards and flapped her wings. “Remember Grimmy’s code! You can’t hurt family members!” She ducked, and a laser beam flew over her head, barely missing her temple. “You’re breaking the code!” 
 
    “Your aim is horrible,” Stella said. “You should’ve trained this instead of your lightning. Maybe you can’t shoot down a star with a laser, but at least you’d be able to cleanse a fleeing dragon. Look at how big she is, she can’t be that hard to hit.” 
 
    “Did you just take a jab at my weight!?” 
 
    “She really does sound like she isn’t possessed,” Stella said and clicked her tongue. “Zyocuh must’ve interrogated her beforehand, or he took a portion of her memories.” 
 
    “This laser is harder to aim than it looks,” Vur said and snorted. “Kondra was just really good at it.” 
 
    “Really?” Stella asked. “To me, it looks like you just point and shoot.” 
 
    “That’s why I said it’s harder to aim than it looks,” Vur said, his mouth filling with white light. “It looks easy, but it’s not.” 
 
    “Stop shooting! Let’s talk this through,” Alora said. “I’m really, really not possessed! I asked Zyocuh to help me get stronger and”—she dove to the side and rolled a few times, dodging three consecutive but smaller laser shots—“he just ended up inside me! Alora is still the one in control here!” 
 
    “If that’s really the case, then let Vur cleanse you just to make sure,” Stella said. “If you’re pure-hearted and not possessed, then it shouldn’t hurt at all.” 
 
    “Why do you think I’m pure-hearted?” Alora asked, peeking her head out from the building that she rolled behind. “If I had a pure heart, do you think I’d ask Zyocuh to help me get stronger in the first place?” 
 
    Vur tilted his head. “Why did you ask Zyocuh to make you stronger?” 
 
    Alora puffed her chest out. “Because of Grimmy’s code of honor!” 
 
    Vur blinked. “I thought you said you forgot it.” 
 
    “I can’t remember the whole thing, but I remember this specific one because I want to use it to spite Grimmy,” Alora said and nodded. “It went along the lines of a dragon always gets revenge, right? Don’t let go of the slightest slight or something like that?” Without waiting for Vur’s response, she continued, “And Grimmy slighted me. I have to get revenge.” 
 
    Stella rubbed her chin. “I can almost believe your story,” she said with squinted eyes. “But what did Grimmy do to you that’d make you ask Zyocuh to help you get revenge?” 
 
    “Well, Zyocuh actually asked me to help him,” Alora said and snorted. “He tried to trick me, but little did he know, my brain is literally bigger than his body, so of course I came out on top. But I only agreed to help collaborate because Grimmy….” A shiver racked Alora’s body, and she lowered her head. “He … did things I don’t want to talk about.” Her eyes lit up, and she raised her head, her mouth contorted into a snarl. “But he did them! And I’ll have my revenge.” 
 
    Vur glanced at Alora’s claw. “Then should I cleanse your claw?” 
 
    Alora tucked her paw to her chest and covered it with her wing. “Don’t you dare. I’m still using him to get stronger. He’s already helped me get new secret powers that I’m not telling you what they are because if I do you’ll tell Grimmy and ruin it for me.” She stuck her tongue out at Vur. “I just have one more giant to absorb, and I’ll be able to follow Grimmy’s code of honor by getting my revenge. You shouldn’t stop me from following Grimmy’s code.” 
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    Tafel swallowed and approached the empress who was kneeling on the ground, her cheek pressed flat to the earth. She was lifting a bush’s leaves with her gloved hand and squinting into the darkness underneath. Her armor was stained with brown streaks, and her hair was filled with leaves and grass. A few bugs crawled down her back, but she didn’t notice underneath her armor. A hoarse voice came out of Mary’s mouth, “Mary Junior?” 
 
    Tafel cleared her throat and took a step closer to the empress. “Mary?” 
 
    Mary stiffened and shot to her feet. She turned around and glared at Tafel, but her expression softened after realizing who it was. Mary’s gaze roamed down, and her eyes lit up. “Mary Junior!” In a flash, she was standing in front of Tafel, her hands grabbing onto the turtlesnake in the demon’s arms. “I was looking all over for you.” 
 
    The turtlesnake let out a pathetic mewl and looked at Tafel with wide, wet eyes. Tafel looked away and let go of the poor creature’s shell, leaving her in Mary’s hands. The demon’s gaze traveled down Mary’s body, and she frowned at the stains covering her armor. “How long were you looking for her?” 
 
    “Since last night,” Mary said, the noontime sun highlighting the brown smudges on her cheeks. “Where did you find her?” 
 
    Tafel scratched her reddening neck. “She … wandered into my room while I was sleeping,” she said, unable to meet Mary’s expectant gaze. “And she was just there when I woke up.” 
 
    Mary beamed and tucked Mary Junior underneath her arm. “I’m glad you found her.” 
 
    “Yeah…, me too,” Tafel said. “Hey. Um, you just want a sword from Grimmy, right? That’s why you’re raising”—she gestured towards the turtlesnake—“her?” 
 
    Mary nodded. “That’s right. Why?” 
 
    “I happen to know a race of little people that are really good at making weapons,” Tafel said. “Like, really, really good weapons. I can introduce you to them if you’d like. I might have to bully a few of them since they’re a little arrogant, but that shouldn’t be a problem since I’m Vur’s wife and he happens to be their king.” 
 
    Mary tilted her head. “Vur’s the king of little people?” 
 
    Tafel’s expression darkened. “You saw how easily he became the great leader of those sheepmen, right? It’s the same thing.” 
 
    “If I get a sword from the little people, wouldn’t that be similar to me owing Vur a favor?” Mary asked and pouted. “I don’t want to owe Vur. I don’t like him.” 
 
    “Just think of it as owing me a favor,” Tafel said. “What’s Vur’s is mine, and what’s mine is Vur’s.” 
 
    “Then isn’t the favor that I owe you also owed to Vur?” 
 
    Tafel furrowed her brow. “I phrased that wrong. But don’t feel like you owe Vur,” she said. “You can obtain the weapon in normal, weapon-obtainy ways like, um, slaying a beast that’s bothering them or something. The point is, you aren’t getting a weapon for free.” 
 
    “Oh,” Mary said. She nodded. “That sounds good. When can we start?” 
 
    “Vur’s gone off to stop a purple dragon from eating his sheep people, but when he gets back, we can go,” Tafel said. “We’ll have to fly since it’s a bit difficult to teleport over an ocean. I’ll have to get my mentor to help me set up a teleportation array between our continents for easier travel.” 
 
    “And I’ll be able to run away with Mary Junior?” Mary asked, looking down at the turtlesnake tucked near her armpit that was hiding in its shell. “If I stay away from this continent, then that black dragon won’t be able to find me. Then, when Mary Junior is grown enough to fight back, I can come back.” 
 
    Tafel stared at the turtle shell. “I think it’ll be thousands of years before she grows old enough to escape from Grimmy’s clutches.” 
 
    Mary bit her lower lip. “But I have to try. This is the first time I’ve ever had to take care of something. I have to raise her well.” 
 
    Tafel sighed. “Instead of waiting for Mary Junior to grow up, why don’t you just focus on becoming strong enough to defend her from Grimmy yourself? I think that’s a slightly less unrealistic goal you can aim for.” 
 
    “Defeat the black dragon…,” Mary murmured. Her face hardened, and she nodded. “If I get a good enough sword, I can do it. Can the little people really make something that strong?” 
 
    “I’m sure they … might be able to,” Tafel said and pursed her lips. “And don’t call them little people to their faces. They’re called dwarves, and they really don’t like being reminded of their height.” Tafel sighed and reached into a portal, taking out a flask of water. “Vur calls them midgets, and they find that really offensive, but he’s their king, so there’s nothing they can do.” She shrugged and placed the flask to her lips. 
 
    Mary furrowed her brow and tapped on Mary Junior’s shell while staring up at the sky. She lowered her head and met Tafel’s gaze. “When it comes time to defeat the black dragon, will you help me?” 
 
    Tafel choked, water bursting out the corners of her mouth. She coughed and snorted, lowering her flask. Her hand thumped her chest a few times, and she straightened her back before wiping her mouth. She raised one eyebrow. “Pardon? Can you repeat that?” 
 
    “I’m going to fight the black dragon for Mary Junior’s sake,” Mary said. “Will you help me when the time comes?” 
 
    “Um, how long do you think it’ll be until you’re ready?” Tafel asked. “You do realize you’re talking about defeating a dragon, right? I mean, it’s possible to kill a dragon, but this dragon isn’t just any dragon. He’s like the evilest, slyest, trickiest dragon you’ll ever deal with.” 
 
    Mary stared at Tafel. “If I had my sword, I could kill a dragon,” she said. “It might be tough, and I might die in the process, but it’s simple. All my sword has to do is stab their heart. If you give me a strong enough sword, I’ll challenge that black dragon right now.” 
 
    Tafel groaned. “Didn’t you lose to him already? When you tried to get that devil that he kidnapped?” 
 
    “No,” Mary said. “I lost against his woman. I didn’t fight him yet.” 
 
    “If you can’t even beat Auntie, you’re not going to beat Grimmy,” Tafel said. “Promise me that you won’t challenge Grimmy until I think you’re ready; otherwise, I won’t help you get a sword from the dwarves.” 
 
    Mary pursed her lips. “Fine. But when you think I’m ready, are you going to help me?” 
 
    “I…, I guess?” Tafel asked, her voice rising in pitch. “Just don’t tell Vur, okay?” 
 
    Mary nodded. “It’ll be our secret.” She glanced down at Mary Junior. “She can’t speak, so it’s okay. Vur won’t find out.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two phoenixes were perched on the branch of a tree that was overlooking a cliff. One of the phoenixes turned to face the other. “Emile?” 
 
    Emile clacked his beak and narrowed his eyes at his sister. “What?” 
 
    Susan smacked his head with her wing. “Don’t snap at me.” She snorted and placed her wing back at her side. “Are we lost?” 
 
    Emile shook his head and smoothed out his face feathers with his wing. “You don’t know where we are?” 
 
    “Should I?” Susan asked and tilted her head. “I don’t remember being around a place like this.” 
 
    Emile nodded twice. “That settles it then,” he said. “If you don’t know where we are, then yes, we’re lost.” 
 
    “Oh.” Susan turned her head towards the horizon beyond the cliff. “We seem to be getting lost a lot.” 
 
    “That’s perfectly natural,” Emile said. “This is our second time leaving the nest ever. I’d be more surprised if we didn’t get lost.” 
 
    “That’s a fair point,” Susan said. She sighed. “I bet if we didn’t wander off and stayed near Tafel, we wouldn’t be lost though.” 
 
    “There’s no fun in not being lost,” Emile said. “If you’re lost, you get to experience so many things.” He pointed up at the sky with his wing. “Like two dragons flying overhead. Look at that blue one. It’s so plump!” 
 
    Chills ran down Susan’s spine as the two dragons flying overhead paused, hovering above them. “I think they heard you…,” she whispered and inched closer to the trunk of the tree. 
 
    Emile snorted. “Nonsense,” he said and shook his head. “Look at how far away they are. We can’t hear them talking, and everyone knows phoenixes have better hearing than dragons.” 
 
    “Maybe they aren’t talking,” Susan whispered, practically hissing. “Keep your voice down!” 
 
    Emile rolled his eyes. “Do you think I’m afraid of a couple of dragons?” He shielded his eyes from the sun with his wing and squinted up at the sky. “Hmm? They’re getting bigger?” 
 
    “They’re coming closer!” Susan said, her voice cracking. “Shut up, you dumb brother! You’ll get us both killed!” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    Susan leapt towards Emile and knocked him off the branch. The two phoenixes tumbled past some branches and onto the ground. Susan planted her stomach directly on top of Emile’s face, smothering his beak. She gathered fallen leaves and branches and covered herself with them, but her red feathers were quite obvious compared to the rest of the muted forest floor. A shadow covered her, and she looked up just in time to see a mass of blue scales crush a few trees beside her. 
 
    The blue dragon looked around before knocking over a few trees with her tail, creating a clearing in the forest. She tucked her paws underneath her as she lay on her belly. “This looks like a good place to stop, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Any place you pick is a great place to stop, dear,” the green dragon said and landed next to his mate. He pressed his cheek against hers and draped one wing over her body. 
 
    Susan cringed and hunched her shoulders. She lifted her belly a teensy bit, and there was a gasping sound as Emile took in a deep breath. Then Susan sat back down, covering her brother’s face. He kicked and thrashed, but Susan pinned his wings to the ground with her talons and pecked at his feet until they stopped kicking. 
 
    “Did you hear something?” Sharda asked, looking off to the side. 
 
    “It was probably a rabbit having a heart attack,” Nova said. “You know how easily those things die of fright.” 
 
    “I’m going to check,” Sharda said and climbed to her feet. 
 
    Susan’s heart thumped in her chest as the ground shook beneath her. A moment later, there was a large crashing sound, and she nearly screamed. What happened? She turned her head slowly to avoid making even the slightest sound and squinted through the leaves of a bush. The green dragon had pulled the blue dragon back to the ground. 
 
    Sharda rolled over and frowned at her mate. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “How could I let you check?” Nova asked and chuckled. “What if it’s dangerous? I’ll be the one to check.” 
 
    Susan swallowed, staring at the rising green dragon without blinking. The ground shook as the dragon stomped towards her. She craned her neck up to follow the dragon’s face, and a pair of slit eyes met her gaze from above the treetops. The green dragon stared at her, and she stared back. Susan’s wing trembled as she raised it and held one feather in front of her beak in a shushing motion. 
 
    “Did you see something?” Sharda asked. 
 
    Nova scratched his snout, breaking eye contact with Susan. His head shifted from side to side, sweeping his gaze over the forest floor. “Nope. It was probably just a fallen branch.” He made eye contact with Susan and winked at her, giving her a knowing smile before pulling his head back from the treetops. The ground shook as Nova chuckled and paced around Sharda before settling down, snuggling next to her. “There was a reason why you thought this was a good place, right? We could’ve flown all the way back to the nest, but this place is far enough from the kids, am I right?” 
 
    A throaty laugh was the only response before the ground shook as the two dragons entwined. 
 
    Susan’s eyes widened at the scene beyond the bushes, and she forgot to lift herself to allow Emile to breathe. It was only after the moon rose, and the dragons had long left that Susan waddled off of her brother. She shivered and hugged herself with her wings, crouching down into a ball of fluffy feathers. Emile’s body twitched, and his eyes shot open as he gasped for air. He rolled over and hopped onto his feet before shaking his body like a wet dog. His brow furrowed at his sister. “What happened after I passed out? Don’t ever do that again, by the way.” 
 
    Susan shook her head. “I don’t think we should wander anymore—there’s some very scary things out in the world.” She shuddered and sank her head further down, hiding her beak from view. “Let’s stay by Tafel’s side from now on.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lindyss lay on a bed inside of a dark cave, a book placed over her face, covering her eyes and nose. Her hands were crossed over her chest, and her stomach rose up and down in time with her steady breaths. By her ear, there was a snoring fairy, wrapped up in her hair as if it were a blanket. Light poured in from the cave’s entrance, but none of that entered Lindyss’ eyes due to the book. Because of that, she didn’t notice when a shadow blocked out the light. 
 
    A purple dragon poked her head inside the cave and looked around. Her eyes lit up upon seeing Lindyss, and she slinked inside. The entrance to the cave was a bit tight around her waist, but she managed to fit after breaking the entrance, widening it a little as rocks crumbled down. Alora crawled next to Lindyss and raised her front paw. “Hey,” she said in a small voice. “Are you asleep?” 
 
    There was no response. 
 
    Alora brought her front claw down and poked Lindyss’ side, causing the cursed elf to twitch and groan. “Wakey, wakey,” Alora said, poking Lindyss continuously. “The sun’s already up. It’s a beautiful day, and it’s a shame to be sleeping at this time.” 
 
    Lindyss lifted her left hand off of her chest and pointed her palm at Alora’s face. Her eyes were still covered by the book, and it didn’t seem like she had any intentions of moving other than that one motion. Mana flooded towards her hand, and her palm glowed with a white light. 
 
    Alora tilted her head. “Is that—” 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Lightning surged out of Lindyss’ palm and struck Alora’s snout, blasting the dragon clear out of the cave without even giving her a chance to scream. Erin shot up and looked around, blinking away the blurriness from her vision. She wrapped Lindyss’ hair tighter around her body and frowned. Seeing that Lindyss’ face was still covered by a book, Erin’s expression relaxed, and she lay back down. “Must’ve been a rat or something.” 
 
    Moments later, the ground shook, and rocks fell from the cave’s ceiling as Alora lumbered back into the cave. “What the heck!? That hurt!” 
 
    Erin sat up again and blinked at the glaring dragon in front of her. She rubbed her eyes with her hands and blinked again, but the dragon was still there. Her head tilted to the side. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hello? Hello!? Is that all you have to say?” Alora asked, smoke puffing out of her blackened snout. “I was shot in the face by a top-tier lightning spear and all you have to say is hello?” 
 
    Erin swallowed. “I don’t shoot lightning spears. You must have the wrong person.” 
 
    “Her!” Alora said and jabbed Lindyss’ side with her claw. “She shot me!” 
 
    Lindyss ripped the book off of her face and tossed it to the ground as she sat up. She glanced down at her side, which was bleeding, before glaring at the dragon in front of her. “Who the turnips are you?” 
 
    Erin blinked. “Did you just use a fairy swear?” 
 
    Lindyss glowered at Erin before climbing out of bed, mana radiating from her palms. She clenched and unclenched her hands before pointing both her palms at Alora. “You have three seconds to respond.” 
 
    “You don’t remember me?” Alora asked. “I’m Alora. I used to be blue, but I dyed my scales purple.” 
 
    Lindyss furrowed her brow and lowered her palms, the mana in them receding. “And what do you want?” 
 
    “You’re certainly grumpy,” Alora said and snorted. “You shot me in the face with a lightning spear. I should be the peeved one here.” 
 
    Lindyss snorted. “When did I do that? And if I did, it’s clearly because you had bad intentions.” She placed her hand against her bleeding side, and green light flowed out of the gaps in her fingers. “So, what do you want? Don’t tell me you woke me up just for fun.” 
 
    Alora narrowed her eyes at Lindyss. “I don’t like the attitude you’re talking to me with. I’m a dragon. Don’t you know you should respect us?” 
 
    Lindyss smeared away the blood on her no-longer-open wound and wiped her hand on her pants. “With all due respect, tell me what you want or get out of my sight.” 
 
    Alora sighed. “Alright, alright. Since I’m the one asking for a favor, I’ll play nice.” 
 
    “A favor from me after so rudely awakening me and not apologizing?” Lindyss asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Sorry, okay? Jeez, no need to be so grumpy,” Alora said and rolled her eyes. “Okay, so Vur told me you picked up an orb after killing the red giant. I need that orb.” 
 
    “Vur told you that?” Lindyss asked. “Where is he?” 
 
    “He went to find Tafel to report his safe return,” Alora said. She held out her front paw. “About that orb?” 
 
    Lindyss crossed her arms over her chest. “What do you need it for?” 
 
    “Important dragon stuff,” Alora said and nodded. “Top-secret and totally classified information.” 
 
    “If you don’t tell me what you need it for, its location is about to be a classified bit of information as well,” Lindyss said. “As far as I’ve been able to figure out, it’s only useful for blood magic. And you don’t seem like the type of dragon to dabble in blood magic.” 
 
    “I don’t?” Alora asked and tilted her head. “Then what type of dragon do you think I am?” 
 
    “You were blue before, so an ice dragon.” 
 
    “But I’m purple now.” 
 
    “A purple ice dragon.” 
 
    Alora scratched her snout. “How about you just give me the orb—no questions asked—as one friend to another?” 
 
    “You’re not my friend.” 
 
    “Ouch,” Alora said. She furrowed her brow. “As one acquaintance to another?” 
 
    “I respectfully decline.” 
 
    “I’ll … give you a cookie?” 
 
    Lindyss glared at Alora. “Do I look like I’d be swayed by a cookie?” 
 
    Alora shrugged. “Everyone likes cookies; it was worth a shot. Alright, so if I tell you what I need the orb for, you’re going to give it to me?” 
 
    “No,” Lindyss said. “I’ll consider giving it to you depending on how good your reason is.” 
 
    Alora lowered her head and sighed, her eyes brimming with tears. “You see, my grandma was tricked and captured by Zyocuh, and the only way to free her is through that orb.” 
 
    Lindyss’ expression didn’t change. “Really.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, really.” Alora bobbed her head up and down. She sniffled. “And I care about my grandma a lot, and I want to free her.” 
 
    Before Lindyss could further express her doubt, a voice boomed from outside the cave, “Grandma’s back! Where are my favorite little grandchildren hiding? Alora? Vur? Eldest, Youngest, Bonnie?” 
 
    Alora cleared her throat, her watering eyes clearing instantly. “Uh…, so can I have the orb?” 
 
    Lindyss pointed towards the entrance of the cave. “Out.” 
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    Sharda swept her gaze over her assembled family members. Vur was in his human form, sitting next to Tafel on the ground. Behind them, Alice and Mr. Skelly sat with their legs crossed and their backs completely straight, their expressions frozen stiff. Mary was sitting underneath a tree to the side, holding onto a turtle shell that had two pairs of eyes peeking out of either end. Eldest, Bonnie, and Youngest were bunched together like peas in a pod, staring at the green dragon beside their grandmother. Next to the annoying trio, their parents were sitting on their haunches, but their dad was sleeping despite having proper posture and open eyes. 
 
    “Where’s Sera and Vernon?” Sharda asked. 
 
    “They flew back to her”—Bonnie pointed at Mary—“palace to pick up the staves we left behind.” 
 
    Tafel swallowed and shifted her weight, inching closer to Vur. 
 
    Sharda nodded. “And Alora? Where is she?” 
 
    Vur pointed off to the side. “She went to the cave Auntie took over.” 
 
    “Auntie?” Sharda asked and tilted her head. She glanced at her daughter, Emma. “Your cave?” 
 
    Emma shook her head. “No.” 
 
    “Then which aunt of Vur’s is this?” Sharda asked. “Did Vernon have a sister?” 
 
    Emma shrugged and jerked her chin towards Vur. “Ask him.” 
 
    “Auntie is Auntie,” Vur said when Sharda’s gaze landed on him. 
 
    Sharda furrowed her brow. “I have to meet this aunt of yours,” she said and climbed to her feet. “Where did you say her cave was?” 
 
    “Between those trees,” Vur said, pointing off to the side again. 
 
    Sharda lumbered towards the spot where Vur pointed. When she reached the trees, she swept them aside with her paw, causing the earth to shake as they fell to the ground. Her head lowered, and when she was about to step inside, she came face to face with a purple dragon. 
 
    “Grandma!” Alora said. “Hi. I was just coming out to see you.” 
 
    “Alora?” Sharda asked. “What happened? You’re … purple. And your face is black.” 
 
    “Oh…,” Alora said and scratched her head. “I, um, fell into a puddle of red liquid and turned purple. And my face is black because this rude woman threw a lightning spear into my face!” Alora moved over to the side, letting light into the cave and onto Lindyss, who was lying down. Sharda glared at Lindyss, and Alora grinned when she saw that, but when her grandmother turned back to face her, Alora’s expression reverted to one of a hurt puppy’s. “Look at how charred my scales are. It was a really strong lightning bolt!” 
 
    Lindyss heaved a sigh and sat up. She raised her hand over her face, catching and pushing back the hairs blocking her view. Her fingers ran through her hair and down to her neck. She tilted her head from side to side, letting out a few cracking sounds before standing up. “I greet the dragon matriarch,” she said and dipped her head down. 
 
    “Huh? You throw lightning bolts into my face, but you give my grandma a proper greeting?” 
 
    Lindyss ignored Alora, keeping her gaze fixed on Sharda’s front claws. After having met so many dragons, they honestly didn’t seem that scary to her anymore. They were like giant children—giant children with sharp teeth and claws that could tear her apart at any moment, but still children nonetheless. Except for Grimmy. A shiver ran down her spine, and she almost smacked herself for thinking such nonsensical thoughts. 
 
    “And who exactly are you?” Sharda asked, tapping her front claws against the ground. 
 
    Lindyss raised her head. “I’m Lindyss the Corrupted One. I’m Grimmoldesser’s servant of sorts.” 
 
    Sharda rubbed her chin and hummed. “That explains it,” she said. “But why does Vur call you his aunt? Were you related to his biological parents?” 
 
    Lindyss shook her head. “He calls me aunt for the same reason he calls Grimmoldesser uncle. It’s just his form of address for us.” 
 
    Sharda’s expression stiffened. “He calls Grimmoldesser what?” 
 
    “Uncle.” 
 
    Alora blinked at her grandmother’s dark reaction. “Um, Grandma? Is Uncle Grimmy not actually related to us by blood?” 
 
    “No.” Sharda said, her eyes narrowed into slits. “He’s not.” 
 
    “Phew.” Alora patted her chest and shivered. “That’s a relief. Oh! Grandma! Grimmoldesser..., he, he…. He’s a bad person who punished me for no reason! He threw me into this portal with shadows and stuff and ... and….” Alora burst into tears, wailing and sobbing into her front paws. “I was so scared, Grandma!” 
 
    Sharda’s eyes widened, and she glared at Lindyss. Lindyss shrank back, her shoulders feeling heavier than usual. “H-harming me won’t do anything to get back at Grimmoldesser.” 
 
    Sharda nodded. “You’re right,” she said and took in a deep breath through her nose. “But it’ll make me feel better.” Her chest expanded, and frost leaked out of the corners of her mouth. 
 
    “Wait!” Alora shouted. “You can’t kill her, Grandma! She has this orb—wait, no, she didn’t do anything wrong! You can hurt her, but you can’t kill her.” 
 
    “Is this the part where we run?” Erin asked and swallowed. She was sitting on Lindyss’ shoulder, staring up at the impending dragon breath leaking out of Sharda’s teeth. 
 
    “Can you polymorph her?” Lindyss whispered. “Even if only for a second.” 
 
    “If you lend me some mana, maybe, I can polymorph her for half a second.” 
 
    Purple mana surged into Erin from below, and she raised her hand. She pointed at Sharda, who was still hesitating while making eye contact with Alora. “Polymorph!” 
 
    As soon as Erin shouted, a pair of translucent wings sprouted out of Lindyss’ back, and she surged forward past the rapidly shrinking dragon matriarch. Wool sprouted out of Sharda’s shrinking body, and her claws became more rounded as her paws turned into hooves. For a fraction of a second, she became a sheep. Then, she rapidly expanded, returning to her original form, but by then, Lindyss had already escaped from the cave. 
 
    A loud bang rang through the air. Vur and Tafel turned to look at each other. “That came from Auntie’s cave, right?” Tafel asked and furrowed her brow. “I told you you should’ve gone with your grandmother.” 
 
    Vur shrugged. “I’d rather sit here next to you.” 
 
    Tafel pursed her lips, her cheeks tinging with pink. 
 
    “Tafel!” Lindyss’ voice shouted. “Portal!” 
 
    Tafel turned her head to the side, and her eyes widened at the elf flying towards her. A gaping maw was close behind, and Lindyss surged forward, narrowly avoiding the teeth snapping shut behind her legs. “Portal to where!?” Tafel asked. 
 
    “Anywhere!” 
 
    Tafel opened a portal in the air, and Lindyss surged through, disappearing from view. 
 
    “Widen it!” Sharda roared before Tafel could close the portal. 
 
    Tafel flinched, and the portal widened enough for Sharda to pass through. Then it closed, leaving behind a group of stunned spectators. A moment later, Alora popped her head out of the path of destruction that Sharda had left behind. “Where’d they go?” 
 
    Everyone turned to stare at Tafel. 
 
    “I, uh, just opened the portal to the last location that I had set,” Tafel said and scratched her neck. “While you were gone”—she nudged Vur’s side—“Grimmy wanted me to teleport him to the dungeon we found with the bloody chimeras. So, that’s where they are now.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Grimmy slapped his paw down, crushing a red man wielding a wooden weapon. The man disappeared underneath the black scales, and a red puddle oozed out from between Grimmy’s claws. Silent screams rang through the air as a group of red people threw down their weapons and scattered, running through the multiple exits leading out of the room. Grimmy grinned and licked his lips before sweeping his gaze over his surroundings. He was in a circular room with a massive, rectangular, stone altar in the center. A chandelier hung from the ceiling, glowing with a white light. Five archways, each large enough to accommodate Grimmy’s size, led into and out of the room. The floor was made of marble, and red patterns that looked like entwining snakes decorated each tile. 
 
    Grimmy chuckled and walked up to the altar, leaving behind bloody pawprints with each step. He pushed aside the stone block with his tail, revealing a deep pit underneath. He peered inside and exhaled out a small flame to light up the interior. Within the pit, there was a crater with a layer of dried bloodstains covering it. “Interesting concept,” Grimmy said and nodded, the flames no longer leaving his mouth. He covered the pit with the altar and patted it a few times, wedging it firmly into place. “Not as good as the Fountain of Youth, but not too shabby.” 
 
    An explosion rang out, and Grimmy flinched. 
 
    “Stop running!” a voice roared out, shaking the chandelier in the room. Bits of rock and dust fell from the ceiling, sprinkling down like snow. Grimmy turned around, and a familiar face greeted him. 
 
    “Grimmy!” Lindyss shouted. Her wings flapped, and she twisted to the side, narrowly avoiding an icicle that was larger than her body. It flew through the air and struck Grimmy’s paw, piercing it. “Help!” 
 
    Grimmy blinked and ripped the icicle out of his paw, blood spurting out like a fountain. He brought his paw close to his face and blew fire over the bleeding hole, cauterizing the wound. His eyes narrowed, and he sucked in a deep breath. Lindyss’ eyes widened, and she forced her wings to their limits, flapping them as fast as a hummingbird’s. She zoomed through the passage and curved to the left. Not even a second later, a jet of black flames surged past her, blistering her skin and setting her clothes on fire from the heat alone. She smacked herself with an ice-covered palm, putting out the flames, and crashed to the ground, tumbling a few times as her wings disappeared. Her chest heaved up and down as she panted for breath, sweat running down the sides of her face. 
 
    A loud yelp rang out of the archway that Grimmy breathed fire into. “Black flames!? I was being civilized and only used a simple icicle, but if that’s the way you want to play…!” 
 
    Lindyss tilted her head to the side, making eye contact with Erin. “Can you turn me into a mushroom?” 
 
    “No mana,” Erin said. “You should keep running.” 
 
    Sharda emerged from the archway, wiping at the black flames burning on her face. Her eyes widened and her paws froze mid-swipe. “Grimmoldesser!” 
 
    Grimmy blinked. “Oh. It’s you.” 
 
    Sharda wrinkled her snout. “What are you doing in my territory?” 
 
    “Just visiting,” Grimmy said with a grin. “Is that a problem?” 
 
    “Have you forgotten our deal?” Sharda asked, baring her teeth. 
 
    Grimmy shrugged. “When I came here, you weren’t around, so I figured I could make myself at home and let you know when you came back.” He nodded. “By the way, I’m here to visit your territory.” 
 
    Sharda’s eyes narrowed. “Your servant harmed my granddaughter.” She pointed at Lindyss. “I demand her life.” 
 
    Grimmy sidled over, plopping himself between Sharda and Lindyss. “Nope. Sorry.” 
 
    Sharda grumbled as she took a step back and sat on her haunches. She flicked away a black fireball that fell onto her shoulder. “It was worth a shot,” she said. “But my granddaughter tells me you threw her into a portal filled with shadows. Care to explain before I decide on your punishment?” 
 
    “Sure,” Grimmy said. “It’s simple, really. Your granddaughter is a liar. Why would I harm her knowing you’re out there?” 
 
    Sharda reared her head back. “Alora would never lie to me. And even if it weren’t Alora, I’d trust anyone else’s word before yours.” 
 
    Grimmy clicked his tongue. “What have I done to you to warrant such distrust?” 
 
    “You made the southern continent uninhabitable and forced me to relocate my nest,” Sharda said. “Shall I also take out the list of items you’ve plundered while I was in the process of moving? Or should I dig up the corpses of my worshippers and tribute bearers? Oh, that’s right.” Her eyes narrowed into slits. “They didn’t even leave any corpses behind when they died because of you.” 
 
    Grimmy cleared his throat. “Now, see, you’re bringing up things that I’ve done, but I’ve always been honest with you. When you asked me if I knew what happened to cause everything to start dying, I told you it was because of me. When you asked me if I saw your treasures, I told you I took them. When you asked me if I knew what happened to your little villages, I told you they disintegrated due to an experiment gone wrong. But have I ever lied to you? If I really threw your granddaughter into one of my experimental shadow realms, then I’d have claimed all the credit for it already.” 
 
    Sharda furrowed her brow. “Just because you haven’t lied to me before doesn’t mean you won’t lie to me now.” 
 
    “You could say the same for your granddaughter,” Grimmy said and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Sharda snorted. “I raised Alora to be a good, honest, and upright dragon. The chances of her being a liar is infinitesimally small compared to you being a liar. I demand you apologize to my granddaughter and become her servant for three centuries to make it up to her.” 
 
    Grimmy scratched his snout. “How about...”—his gaze landed on Lindyss—“I transfer my servant to your granddaughter for three centuries instead?” 
 
    Lindyss’ eyes bulged. 
 
    Sharda shook her head. “No.” 
 
    Lindyss exhaled. 
 
    “Four centuries?” Grimmy asked. 
 
    “Five.” 
 
    “Okay,” Grimmy said and nodded. He spat on his non-injured paw and extended it towards Sharda. “Five centuries.” 
 
    Sharda wrinkled her snout, but she spat in her paw as well and slapped it against Grimmy’s. The two dragons shook their paws up and down before turning to look at Lindyss at the same time. The cursed elf swallowed and asked in a small voice, “Don’t I get a say in this?” 
 
    Grimmy grinned. “See you in five centuries.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Every time something passes through my portals, I use up mana,” Tafel said to the crowd of dragons staring down at her. “I can open the portal there, but there’s no way I can transport seven dragons.” 
 
    “Then you can go there yourself and bring them back,” Nova said. “I have to take time getting acquainted with my grandchildren anyway.” He smiled at the annoying trio, and they glanced at each other before smiling back. 
 
    “I’m your grandchild too,” Alora said and sat herself next to the annoying trio, pushing them partly out of the way. “I’m Alora.” 
 
    “Ah, Alora,” Nova said and rubbed his chin. “Your grandma’s told me a lot about you.” 
 
    “What about us?” Eldest asked. “What did she tell you about us?” 
 
    Nova chuckled. “I know that you’re Eldest, you’re Bonnie, and you’re Youngest.” 
 
    The annoying trio widened their eyes, staring at their grandpa as if they had seen a ghost. “You got it right!” Bonnie said. “No one’s ever been able to tell us apart before. How did you know?” 
 
    Nova raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t that obvious? Eldest looks like he’s the oldest; Youngest looks like he’s the youngest; and that just leaves you who’s in the middle, Bonnie.” 
 
    The annoying trio exchanged glances again before rushing towards Nova at the same time. They plopped down in front of him, close enough to touch his front paws, and stared up at him with sparkling eyes. Youngest opened his mouth. “You’re the best, Grandpa.” 
 
    “You’re the best grandpa too,” Eldest said. 
 
    “You’re the best best grandpa,” Bonnie said. 
 
    Alora rolled her eyes. “That doesn’t even make any sense.” 
 
    “Yes, it does,” Bonnie said and wrinkled her snout at her sister. She looked up at Nova. “Right, Grandpa? It makes sense, right?” 
 
    Nova chuckled and patted Bonnie’s head. “It does, it does. I’m the best best grandpa.” 
 
    Bonnie turned around and stuck her tongue out at Alora. “See?” 
 
    Alora snorted and lumbered over to Tafel and Vur. “Make the portal bigger,” she said. “I’m going too.” 
 
    “You don’t want to fawn over your grandfather?” Alice asked, raising an eyebrow. “If you leave now, there’s no way you can become his favorite.” 
 
    “I only have to be Grandma’s favorite,” Alora said, keeping her back towards Nova and the trio. “She’s the one who makes the cookies.” 
 
    “People are worth more than the cookies they can make,” Alice said. 
 
    Mr. Skelly’s eyes widened, and he grabbed Alice’s shoulder. “What? That’s news to me.” 
 
    Alice brushed his hand away and rolled her eyes. “Anyways,” she said, fixing her gaze onto Alora, “if you want to make a good first impression with your grandfather, then the best way is to stay with him now instead of running away; otherwise, that trio is going to take up the most space in his heart.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly frowned. “Do you have some repressed feelings that you aren’t sharing with me?” he asked, leaning over so that his empty eye sockets were taking up most of Alice’s view. “Aren’t you an only child? Who robbed your parents’ affection from you?” 
 
    Alice placed her finger on Mr. Skelly’s forehead and pushed his skull away. “It wasn’t my parents. My grandfather raised this lion cub, and he liked it a lot more than me.” 
 
    “Your grandfather raised lions?” Tafel asked, looking away from her glowing staff. 
 
    “I don’t want to hear that tone of voice coming from you,” Alice said. “You have no right to question the sanity of raising lions.” 
 
    “That’s a fair point,” Tafel said and chewed on her lower lip. She raised her staff and knocked the butt of it against the ground. “Portal’s ready.” A portal appeared in front of her, large enough to accommodate a dragon. 
 
    “How come you had to make calculations for this portal but not the one before?” Alora asked, gesturing towards the ripped edge of space. 
 
    “I’m rationing my mana,” Tafel said. “There’s a ratio between the size of the mass passing through a portal and the amount of mana it takes. If I’m unsure, then I can make an extremely large portal, but I’ll have used excess mana that goes to waste. Calculations let me make the margin of error as small as possible so that I don’t have to waste as much.” 
 
    “Oh,” Alora said. “I see. How much mana does it take to transport a dragon?” 
 
    “A lot.” 
 
    Alora furrowed her brow. “Does … it take more mana to transport me compared to the average dragon?” 
 
    Tafel scratched her head. “Well, I haven’t transported that many dragons, you see….” 
 
    “She’s trying to be polite, but we all know you’re fat, Alora,” Eldest called out from his safe spot next to his grandpa. 
 
    “Fight me!” Alora glared at her younger brother and bared her teeth at him. 
 
    “You see, Grandpa? She’s so aggressive!” Eldest said, looking up at Nova with watery eyes. 
 
    Nova petted his grandson’s head. “Now, now, Eldest. You shouldn’t tease your cousin like that. It’s not very nice.” 
 
    Alora snorted and tromped through the portal. Tafel glanced at Vur before looking behind him at Mr. Skelly and Alice. “Shall we head off?” 
 
    “You two can go,” Alice said. “The dragon that was chasing Lindyss seemed pretty angry, and unlike you two, Nate and I aren’t dragonproof. If we get trampled on, we’ll die.” 
 
    “Again,” Mr. Skelly added. 
 
    “I’m not dragonproof either,” Tafel said, a wrinkle appearing on her forehead. 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s your grandmother-in-law that you’re fetching,” Alice said. She waved at Tafel. “Bye now. You should get going before the portal closes.” 
 
    Tafel rolled her eyes. “You have no sense of adventure.” She grabbed Vur’s hand and stood up. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t have a sense of adventure,” Alice said, cupping one hand over her mouth as Tafel walked towards the portal. “It’s just that my sense of self-preservation outweighs it.” 
 
    Tafel raised one hand into the air before disappearing into the portal. A moment later, it winked out of existence. Mr. Skelly raised an eyebrow, his skull contorting as his eye socket widened a little. “If you had a sense of self-preservation, you wouldn’t have agreed to be a part of their party in the first place.” 
 
    Alice shrugged. “They don’t do dangerous things all the time. It just so happens that I know my limits. I just wish I was a little stronger, so I could accompany them around more.” 
 
    “Really!?” a muffled voice shouted from the bag hanging on Alice’s waist. “No takebacks! I grant your wish! I’m free!” Laughter rang out of the bag, followed by a fit of choking and coughing. “Freedom! I hope you enjoy your little bit of added strength!” 
 
    Alice and Mr. Skelly stared at the leather bag. Alice swallowed and opened it. The jar inside was empty save for a weird mixture of liquid. “…Do you think he corrupted my wish?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly scratched his skull. “Well, your outer appearance hasn’t changed. Maybe we can ask Mervin sometime in the future.” 
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    “What is this place?” Sharda frowned and inspected the altar, sniffing the air with her raised snout. “Something this dreary was infesting my territory?” Her eyes narrowed and she glared at Grimmy. “You have something to do with this, don’t you? If you didn’t, why would you be here?” 
 
    Grimmy scratched his chin. “Yeah,” he said and nodded. “One of my experiments ran off and escaped to this continent, but it arrived here before you did. So, technically, you’re the one who encroached on its territory first.” 
 
    Sharda’s face darkened. “You and your experiments. Don’t you ever learn?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Grimmy asked and tilted his head. “I learn through my experiments. I wouldn’t be where I am today if it weren’t for all the things I’ve tried. If anything, I’m the epitome of learning.” 
 
    Sharda heaved a sigh. “Whatever this place is, get rid of it,” she said. “I don’t want it here. Move it to Nova’s continent…, actually, no, move it to Kondra’s nest instead. Let her deal with whatever it is you’ve planted here.” 
 
    Grimmy blinked. “What if this place is beneficial like the Fountain of Youth?” 
 
    “Nothing you’ve ever made has benefitted anyone except for yourself,” Sharda said and bared her teeth. “I don’t care if this place generated the most delicious cookies in the world at the cost of nothing; get rid of it.” 
 
    “A magical place that generates the most delicious cookies at the cost of nothing?” 
 
    Grimmy and Sharda turned their heads towards the entrance to the altar room. A moment later, Alora’s purple face poked through the darkness and into the light. She licked her lips and looked around. “Where are the cookies? If you got rid of the cookie generator, get un-rid of it, please. I could use some cookies.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’ll find any cookies here,” Tafel said from beside Alora’s foot. “There’s an altar and some bookshelves, nothing pastry-related at all.” She walked up to a nearby bookshelf and blew on the books’ spines, sending a cloud of red dust into the air. Her eyes widened, and she stood on her tiptoes to pull down a book from the top shelf. She bit her lower lip and traced her finger over the title. “How to Become a Demon Lord: For Dummies?” 
 
    Vur appeared beside her, peering over her shoulder. Then he glanced up at the bookshelf. “There’s a lot more of those,” he said and pointed. “How to Become an Elder Lich: For Dummies. How to Become a Zombie Lord: For Dummies. How to Become a Vampire: For Dummies.” He blinked and walked around Tafel, pulling the vampire book off the bookshelf. It wasn’t actually a book, but a slab of wood shaped in the form of a book. On its front surface, there were only seven words: Get bit by a vampire and live. Vur flipped the wooden slab over, but there was nothing on its back. He flipped it back to its front. “Huh. That’s easier than I thought.” 
 
    Tafel pursed her lips. “If we had traveled just a little further after exploring the chimera queen’s nest, we would’ve discovered this place earlier.” She swallowed and opened her book’s cover, revealing the front page. On it, there was the image of a fairy. Tafel’s eyes widened, and she turned the page over. After reading the contents, she swallowed and looked up at Vur. “I think this is real.” 
 
    “Really!?” 
 
    Tafel flinched and turned around. Alora was staring at Lindyss with sparkling eyes, the dragon’s mouth hanging open in a grin. “She’s really going to listen to everything I say for five centuries?” Alora asked and looked up at her grandma. “You’re the best, Grandma.” 
 
    Tafel exchanged glances with Vur, who shrugged. 
 
    Grimmy cleared his throat. “Ahem. You have to forgive me first,” he said. “While we both know I haven’t tortured you or anything and you were just making up nonsense claims, it’s clear our relationship wasn’t that great. If you want her to be your servant, then all ill will between us will disappear like smoke.” 
 
    “Oh!” Vur said, drawing the three dragons’ and Lindyss’ attentions. He nodded. “You should accept the deal so you won’t have to rely on Zyocuh to get revenge on Grimmy.” He furrowed his brow. “But then Auntie will be your servant for five hundred years, and that’s a really long time, so maybe you shouldn’t.” He shrugged before turning to Tafel. “How come making decisions is so hard sometimes?” 
 
    “Wait,” Grimmy said. “Repeat that part about Alora relying on Zyocuh to get revenge on me.” 
 
    Vur blinked at Grimmy. “Alora said she wanted to get revenge on you because you did unspeakable things to her, so she tricked Zyocuh by sticking him into her claw and forced him into helping her get stronger. That’s why she was eating my people.” 
 
    “You were eating people?” Sharda asked, her eyes widening at Alora. 
 
    Alora glared at Vur before looking up at her grandma with an aggrieved expression. “They were sheep, Grandma. I didn’t know Vur had sheep for his subjects.” 
 
    Sharda furrowed her brow. “Who’s Zyocuh?” 
 
    “The runaway experiment,” Grimmy said before Alora could respond. He gestured towards the altar. “He owned this place.” 
 
    “And you stuck him into your claw?” Sharda asked, grabbing Alora’s paw. She raised it into the air in front of her face and frowned. When she saw nothing out of the ordinary, she put it down and lifted her other paw. “Where is he?” 
 
    Alora struggled free from her grandma’s grasp. “Vur’s just making up stories. I don’t know about any Zyocucumber or whatever.” 
 
    “What?” Vur asked, his eyes narrowed. “Are you calling me a liar?” 
 
    Lindyss raised her hand. “I, for one, have never heard Vur tell a lie. You should believe him. Your granddaughter is lying to you right now, and it’d be a horrible practice to give a liar a servant. She shouldn’t be rewarded for lying or else it’ll teach her to lie to you more often.” 
 
    “Now, now,” Grimmy said, stepping between Vur and Alora. “Let’s not throw around any accusations. Do you think I’d let one of my escaped experiments run free without keeping a tab on them? I have a simple method to locate Zyocuh.” 
 
    Alora swallowed, sliding her front paw back. “Y-you do?” 
 
    Grimmy grinned. “No, I don’t, but you’re acting suspicious while Vur’s remaining calm, so if there’s a liar here, then it’s you.” 
 
    “T-that’s not right!” Alora said. “I demand a fair trial!” 
 
    Sharda nodded. “A fair trial is what she wants, so a fair trial is what she’ll get.” She stepped back and pulled on Grimmy’s tail, dragging him to the side of the altar room as well. “We’ll proceed with a trial by combat between Alora and Vur. Whoever wins is the one who told the truth.” 
 
    “Wait, how’s that fair?” Tafel asked. 
 
    “Don’t question dragon logic,” Lindyss said and grabbed Tafel, dragging her away, but not before placing the bookshelf into her shadow. “You’ll hurt your head if you do.” When she arrived near the entrance, Lindyss turned around and cupped her hands over her mouth, speaking in a loud voice at Vur, who was in the process of polymorphing, “You better not lose, Vur. If you do, I’m going to stop knitting sweaters for you.” 
 
    “You know he doesn’t wear your sweaters, right?” Tafel asked. “He goes around shirtless.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he gifts them to you, and I know you like them,” Lindyss said. 
 
    Tafel blinked and turned to Vur. “You better not lose, Vur!” 
 
    Alora wet her lips with her tongue, staring at Vur, who was still in the process of polymorphing. “I can do this,” she said in a low voice. Her golden eyes flushed with a pink color. “I can do this,” she said again. The pink inside of her irises darkened, pushing out the gold. “I can win against Vur.” Her irises turned completely red, her slit pupils shifting from black to pink. She opened her mouth again, her voice slower and more melodic. “You can do this.” 
 
    “Did that dumb lizard just hypnotize herself?” Lindyss asked and furrowed her brow. 
 
    Tafel flinched before tugging on Lindyss’ sleeve. “You’re speaking your thoughts out loud,” she whispered in a hiss. 
 
    Lindyss frowned. “I was just surprised.” She glanced at Sharda and Grimmy, but it seemed like neither of them had heard her. “If she knew hypnosis, why didn’t she try it earlier on me?” 
 
    A roar rang through the cavern, and Vur flared his wings outwards. He stood on his hind legs, and two more front legs sprouted out of his sides. He fell forward, his four front feet landing on the altar room’s floor with a thud, shaking the ground. His eyes glowed gold, and Alora sank down, her knees bending as the gravity around her increased, her head nearly touching the marble tiles. Vur pounced forward, but right as he was about to tackle his cousin, Alora’s eyes flashed, and she shifted to the side like a fish in water, avoiding him. She looped around to his back and flung herself on top of him, seemingly unaffected by the increased gravity. 
 
    Vur whirled his head around to bite Alora, but an invisible force pressed down from above, bending his knees and forcing his neck towards the ground. Alora’s eyes were completely red, shining like two dying suns, staring down at Vur. Her mouth stretched open and she chomped down on Vur’s neck, sinking deep into his flesh. Not even a second later, she coughed and reared her head back, spitting out a puddle of purple liquid. Vur’s body melted, his scales slipping down like ice cream. 
 
    Alora struggled free from the purple goop beneath her feet, but bits and chunks clung to her claws and scales. The purple goop on the floor partially solidified. Two eyes appeared in the center of the mass, and it hopped away from Alora, growing in size with every bounce. Vur reformed, the purple goop turning into blue scales as it wriggled back into place. 
 
    “When did he learn how to do that?” Lindyss asked, raising an eyebrow. “It’s very….” 
 
    “Overpowered and broken?” Tafel asked. 
 
    “No.” Lindyss shook her head. She tapped her finger against her chin. “Disturbing to watch.” 
 
    “Oh.” Tafel nodded. “It is a little weird, I agree. It looked a lot better underwater when the leviathan did it.” 
 
    Vur glared at Alora. “Did you reflect my gravity magic?” 
 
    Alora didn’t respond. Instead, she sucked in a deep breath, her chest billowing out like a balloon. She stomped forward with her right paw and exhaled, ejecting red icicles out of her mouth. Two streams of fire left Vur’s nostrils as he snorted, and he stood on his hind legs. A green rune in the shape of a star lit up on his front leg, and his wings flapped. Gusts of wind surged forward, halting the icicles before blowing them back to where they came from. Alora growled and leapt to the side, but her foot sank down instead as a fissure opened up underneath her leg. Her face planted into the floor, and the icicles thumped against her side. Only one or two had been blown back with their sharp end pointed at her, and the rest bounced off of her scales without harming her. 
 
    Fire blossomed throughout the room, and Lindyss retreated through the entrance. Tafel’s eyes widened as the familiar blood-colored flames danced around her body. “Vur! That’s cheating! How come you know more phoenix skills than I do!?” 
 
    Vur burst into flames, and he reappeared over Alora’s head, his body forming from the fire permeating the room. Alora had just barely lifted her leg out of the ground, but Vur fell on top of her, forcing her down again. White rays of light shone out of the corners of Vur’s mouth, slipping through the gaps between his teeth as well. 
 
    Sharda furrowed her brow and turned her head towards Grimmy. “Isn’t that Kondra’s…?” 
 
    Grimmy grinned. “Yep.” 
 
    Sharda’s eyes widened, and she leapt forward. “Stop! The trial by combat is over!” She tackled Vur, knocking him over and off Alora. A beam of white light shot out of Vur’s mouth and into the ceiling. When it dispersed, sunlight shone through from above. Sharda peered up at the hole and exhaled before placing her paw on Vur’s head. “You win.” 
 
    Alora rose to her feet, her eyes still red. She lowered her head towards her front leg. 
 
    “Alora? It’s over, dear,” Sharda said. “You lost.” 
 
    Alora bit down, sinking her teeth into her own flesh. Blood trickled down her leg and towards her paw, but the little red rivulets disappeared as if they were absorbed by her scales. Alora shuddered, and her muscles contorted, growing and shrinking as if a wave had been sent into her body. Starting from her head down to her tail, she grew and shrank before finally ending up a little larger than before. Her purple scales slowly became lighter as they lost their blue hue, turning into a bright red. 
 
    Sharda frowned and stepped towards her granddaughter. “Alora?” 
 
    Alora roared and charged forward. Sharda dug her legs into the ground, bracing herself to stop Alora’s charge. The two dragons collided, and Sharda was flung into the air while Alora maintained her pace, heading straight for Vur. Vur snorted and disappeared, his body going up in flames. He reappeared behind Alora and grabbed her tail with his front paws. He planted his remaining four paws against the ground and braced himself. Alora’s body stretched taut, and Vur pulled while lifting. Alora’s legs scrabbled in the air, seeking to grab something solid, but Vur curled his body and slammed Alora into the ground behind himself. Before Alora could orient herself, Vur stepped on her hind legs with his and pressed her front legs down with the four of his. Then his eyes glowed as he increased the gravity around himself. Alora wriggled, but Vur was like an unmoving mountain, pinning her in place. 
 
    Alora opened her mouth and inhaled, but Vur blew a breath of flames at her face, and she choked and gagged, her chest deflating. Vur blinked and looked up at Grimmy. “How do I stop her?” 
 
    Grimmy shrugged. “Try dumping cold water on her face.” 
 
    Vur raised one of his front paws and tapped his back. “Mistle?” 
 
    Blue runes lit up in the shape of a baby leviathan, and a sigh rang out. “Alright. Fine.” 
 
    A ball of water materialized above Alora’s head with little crystals of ice floating around inside of it. Then it dropped, falling straight onto Alora’s face. She gasped, her eyes widening, losing their red hue. “Gyack! That’s cold! W-w-what the heck!?” She coughed out water and wriggled, but Vur was still pressing her down. She stopped struggling and blinked up at her cousin. “Uh. Did I win?” 
 
    “No.” 
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    “Nova? Sharda?” Prika pushed aside a tree and poked her head through the gap left behind. She peered around and blinked at the clearing. It was empty, save for a few gashes in the ground and overturned plants. A few uprooted trees lay on their sides. Prika’s expression darkened, and she shoved her way into the clearing. She cupped her front paws over her mouth and stood on her hind legs. “Nova! Sharda! Are you there?” 
 
    The only response she received was a startled bird cry, and two red birds flying out of a tree. Prika’s eyes shifted towards the movement. “Oh? Are those phoenixes?” She leapt into the air and flew after the two birds, gaining on them with every beat of her wings. “Wait! I’m not going to eat you two if you answer my questions. I promise from one red creature to another.” 
 
    One of the phoenixes hesitated, its wings stuttering. The other phoenix squawked, “Susan! What are you thinking!?” 
 
    Susan swallowed and turned around, facing the approaching red dragon. “You promise not to hurt us?” 
 
    “Yeah, of course,” Prika said, flapping her wings and rearing back, halting in midair. “I don’t live here, see, and it’d be real bad if I triggered a war between phoenixes and dragons. Anyways, do you two know the way to this continent’s dragon roost? I was left behind by an old codger and his mate when they said they wanted their privacy and flew away without telling me when they were done.” 
 
    Susan’s face paled. “By any chance,” she said in a low voice, “was that old codger a green dragon?” 
 
    “Yeah!” Prika said, her eyes lighting up. “That’s the one. You’ve seen him? Which way did he go?” 
 
    Susan furrowed her brow. “Um….” She thought back to the time of sitting so still that even her beak fell asleep. Which direction had the two dragons flown? Susan swallowed and pointed her leg to the north. “That way.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Prika said. Instead of flying off, she squinted at the two phoenixes. 
 
    “W-was there something else?” Susan asked, flapping her wings a little harder so that she was positioned behind Emile, who was hovering by her side. 
 
    “No,” Prika said and scratched her chin. “I just thought that you two looked familiar for some reason.” 
 
    Emile blinked. “Are you the red dragon who sealed herself inside of her cave for a hundred years because you wanted your nephew as a mate before realizing it was him?” 
 
    Prika flinched. “N-no. Who told you that?” Her eyes narrowed at Emile. “Oh, were you the phoenix who was with Tafel at that time?” She pursed her lips. “I guess that means I can’t get rid of you, huh…? Anyways, it’s been a fast hundred years, right?” 
 
    “It hasn’t even been one year,” Emile said. “You—ack!” 
 
    Susan smacked the back of Emile’s head with her wing. “When a dragon asks you a question with a heavy implication that you should agree with them, you agree with them!” She smiled at Prika. “Yes, it’s been a very fast hundred years. By any chance, are you going to find Tafel? We’re trying to find her too.” 
 
    “I guess if Tafel’s at Sharda’s nest,” Prika said and scratched her head. “Maybe?” 
 
    “Can we come with you?” Susan asked, lowering her head to look up at Prika with bright, round eyes. 
 
    “Sure, if you can keep up,” Prika said. “I fly pretty fast.” 
 
    “Wait,” Emile said. “Can’t you let us sit on your head?” 
 
    “Hah?” Prika raised an eyebrow. “You think a dragon just lets anyone sit on their head? How about this? I’ll carry you two in my mouth if you want.” 
 
    Emile and Susan exchanged glances with each other. Then they looked at Prika. “Okay!” 
 
    “Exactly,” Prika said and nodded. “I knew you….” She paused midsentence and stared at the two phoenixes. “Two … were dumb. Really? Really, guys?” 
 
    “You gave us your word from one red creature to another,” Susan said. “You won’t harm us, and we’ve never ridden inside a dragon’s mouth before, and you know Tafel, so why not?” 
 
    Prika sighed through her nostrils, ejecting two spirals of smoke. She opened her mouth and gestured with her claw. “Alright, get in.” 
 
    Emile and Susan rushed towards her mouth, pushing each other out of the way. “I want to sit in the front,” Emile said. “If I didn’t ask, she wouldn’t have let us. The front is mine!” 
 
    “I’m the one who stopped and answered her questions in the first place,” Susan said. “I—” 
 
    Prika leaned forward and closed her mouth around the two phoenixes. 
 
    “Woah! It’s actually not dark in here! Sunlight comes in from her nostrils!” 
 
    “Those aren’t her nostrils, dummy,” Susan’s voice rang out. “That’s the back of her mouth. Maybe that’s where the fire comes from.” 
 
    “Ooh.” Emile paused. “Want to go deeper?” 
 
    Prika scratched her head. Maybe keeping two birds in her mouth wasn’t a good idea. It took all her willpower to not swallow. Well, even if she did eat them on accident, their ashes would probably come out the other end, and they’d resurrect just fine. Probably. She nodded to herself, and the two birds inside her mouth screamed. Then she flew off to the north. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So, Zyocuh came to you with an offer of power, and you accepted it,” Sharda said, staring down at Alora. Her granddaughter was staring back up at her with watery eyes, her head lowered like a guilty puppy. Sharda pursed her lips and resisted the urge to stroke her granddaughter’s head. “You know that was wrong, don’t you?” 
 
    “I was wrong, Grandma,” Alora said, hanging her head even lower. “I’m sorry.” She sniffled and shifted her eyes towards Grimmy, then back to her grandma. “If Grimmoldesser didn’t hurt me, then I wouldn’t have wanted to get stronger. It was all my fault.” She sniffled twice and closed her eyes, wiping them with the backs of her front paws. “And everyone keeps making fun of my weight. I just wanted to be strong enough to make them stop.” She wailed and buried her face into her paws. 
 
    Lindyss crossed her arms over her chest while Sharda leaned forward and hugged her granddaughter. “For some reason, I really don’t like that girl,” Lindyss said, leaning towards Tafel. “Maybe it’s because I’m too used to Vur being straightforward all the time.” 
 
    Tafel nodded. “No one likes liars or emotional guilt trippers.” 
 
    “You’re lucky you married Vur,” Lindyss said. 
 
    Tafel glanced behind herself at Vur, who was in his human form, curled up in the fetal position with drool running down the corner of his lips. Soft snores rang out of his mouth. “Yeah. I guess I am.” 
 
    “Okay, enough with the sob story,” Grimmy said and nudged Alora’s side with his tail. “Bring out Zyocuh.” 
 
    Sharda slapped away Grimmy’s tail, glaring at the black dragon. “Don’t you dare touch my granddaughter again.” She lowered her gaze onto Alora and stroked her head. “Where’s Zyocuh, dearie? Take him out so we can get rid of him for you.” 
 
    Alora sniffled and raised her front paw. She pointed at her middle claw. “He’s in there.” 
 
    Sharda stared at the claw. There was no response. She blinked and looked at Grimmy. Her throat let out low rumbles, and she gestured at the claw with her head. Grimmy took a step back, then another. “I’m not supposed to touch her,” he said and took a third step back. “Isn’t that what you said? You should really make up your mind.” 
 
    “It’s your escaped experiment,” Sharda said, narrowing her eyes. “Take it out of my granddaughter.” 
 
    “What makes you think I know how to do that?” Grimmy asked and gestured towards his chest with his front paw. “I know I’m a respectable genius, but there are some things that I don’t know how to do. If you want me to figure it out”—he grinned—“then I’ll have to perform one or two or twenty experiments.” 
 
    “Wait,” Alora said. “I know how to get rid of him. I just need the giant’s red orb from her.” She pointed at Lindyss. “If I eat it, then Zyocuh will leave my body.” 
 
    Sharda snorted, ejecting two pillars of fire from her nostrils. She held her paw out towards Lindyss. “Hand it over.” 
 
    Lindyss turned towards Grimmy with a questioning gaze. He shrugged. A sigh escaped from Lindyss’ lips, and she bent over, reaching into her shadow. She pulled out a red orb and lobbed it into the air. It landed on Sharda’s palm but bounced off and rolled to the side. 
 
    “I got it,” Alora said and scrambled for the orb. She picked it up, blew on it, and wrapped her tongue around it, taking it into her mouth. Her throat bobbed as she gulped. A moment later, her scales—which were still red after losing their purple hue—pulsed and blood surged out of the gaps between each one. Alora hunched over, and black vomit flew out of her mouth, splattering against the wall of the altar room. 
 
    “Alora!?” Sharda grabbed her granddaughter’s shoulders, but they were too wet and slick with blood to get a proper grip. “Grimmoldesser! What’s happening to her?” 
 
    “Well,” Grimmy said, not moving an inch, “it seems like she’s bleeding and vomiting. If I had to hazard a guess, I’d say she’s exploding, but I could be wrong.” 
 
    “What!?” 
 
    Grimmy scratched his head. “Oh, yeah, I was wrong. She’s not exploding.” He pointed. Blood had stopped surging out of the gaps between Alora’s scales. “It’s been over several thousand years since I’ve last experimented with blood magic, so my memory can be a bit off. If that wasn’t her exploding, then that was her body rejecting some of the blood that entered her.” He nodded. “You know how if you put lizard blood into a human, the human dies?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Oh, well, they do,” Grimmy said. “The first trial to overcome in blood magic was figuring out a way to not die when absorbing another creature’s blood. And rejecting it all like that”—he gestured at Alora—“is the simplest way.” 
 
    Sharda furrowed her brow. “Then … this is a good thing?” 
 
    “It’s a great thing,” Grimmy said. “It means she gets to live and take the first steps towards becoming a blood magician. Blood dragon?” He nudged Vur, who was just beginning to wake up. “Hey, Vur, what sounds better for a dragon: blood magician or blood dragon?” 
 
    “Blood dragon,” Vur said without hesitation. He rubbed his eyes and looked around. “What happened to Alora?” 
 
    “She’s turning into a blood dragon,” Grimmy said and rubbed his chin. “Actually, she may already have turned into one. It looks like she finished.” 
 
    “But where’s Zyocuh?” Sharda asked. She lowered her head and peered at Alora’s face. Her granddaughter’s eyes were closed, and her breaths were slow and labored. “Dearie, can you hear me? Are you alright?” 
 
    Alora’s eyes shot open. She sneezed, and a ball of red phlegm flew out of her nostril, sticking to the wall. She shook her head, flinging red droplets throughout the room. She blinked twice and looked down at her paws. “Hey, Zyocuh! You didn’t tell me that would hurt so much!” 
 
    Alora’s claw flashed. “Remember the body you promised me.” 
 
    “Mm?” Alora tilted her head. “Body that I promised you? I don’t recall. Did we ever make a promise? Dragons don’t forget their promises, dude, and if I don’t remember, then that means we never promised anything.” 
 
    Alora’s claw flashed twice. “You!” 
 
    “Me what?” Alora snorted and reared back, holding her paw out towards Grimmy. “Here’s Zyocuh.” 
 
    Grimmy raised an eyebrow. “Have you tried biting your claw off?” 
 
    “Yes,” Alora said. “It didn’t work, but it makes him feel pain.” 
 
    Grimmy hummed. “I do have a way to get rid of him, but I’d have to give up one of my rare treasures to do so…,” he said and stroked his chin with the tips of his claws. His eyes shifted towards Sharda. He coughed. “Compensation.” He coughed again. 
 
    Sharda glared at Grimmy. “You know I don’t hoard treasures.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Tafel asked, thinking back to the dragon matriarch’s kitchen. Her eyes widened, and she covered her mouth with her hands. Thankfully, it seemed like no one had heard her. 
 
    Grimmy wet his lips with his tongue. “How about … you let me raise Alora for—” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” 
 
    Grimmy chuckled and sat back on his haunches. “Can you raise a blood dragon?” He tilted his head and smiled. “Hmm? What if something unexpected happens to her and I’m not around to stabilize the situation?” 
 
    Alora’s eyes shook, and she inched towards her grandma, who had a strange expression on her face. “Grandma…? You’re not thinking of leaving your poor and helpless granddaughter all alone with an evil black dragon, right? Who knows what he’ll do to me!” 
 
    “Vur will be there,” Grimmy said. “I wouldn’t do anything evil to Vur’s cousin.” 
 
    “You already have!” Alora shouted, pointing a trembling claw at Grimmy. She looked up at her grandmother, and her stomach sank upon seeing Sharda’s calm countenance. “Grandma…?” 
 
    Sharda patted Alora’s head. “Grimmoldesser has a point.” 
 
    “Grandma!” 
 
    “I just want the best for you, dearie,” Sharda said and ran her paw up and down Alora’s back. “Don’t worry. I’ll be coming with you and watching over you every step of the way.” 
 
    Grimmy made a face. “Eh…, if that’s the case, how about you give me your oven as compensation instead? You can keep your granddaughter.” 
 
    “Absolutely not!” Sharda roared. 
 
    “Grandma…? Why does it sound like you’re more indignant of having your oven taken away than having your granddaughter taken away?” 
 
    “You’re imagining things, dearie,” Sharda said and rubbed her granddaughter’s head. “Then we have a deal, Grimmoldesser? You remove your nasty experiment from my granddaughter, and I’ll give you the privilege of raising her under my supervision.” 
 
    “That sounds more like a hassle than a privilege….” 
 
    Sharda snorted. “Your child will be born soon, will it not?” 
 
    Grimmy narrowed his eyes. “And?” 
 
    “I’ll bake cookies for it.” 
 
    “Deal.” Grimmy reached into Lindyss’ pocket and dug out a jar with an unresponsive devil inside of it. “No takebacks.” He opened the jar and grabbed Alora’s paw, shoving the tip of her claw into it. “Alright, Zyocuh, here’s a body for you.” 
 
    “…It looks ugly.” 
 
    “So, it’s perfectly suited for you, what’s the issue?” Grimmy flicked the claw that Zyocuh was occupying. “This is the best and only body I’m offering to you; take it or leave it. The other way is to have Vur purify you out of existence with his laser even if it may hurt your host a teensy bit.” 
 
    Alora’s claw flashed, and a sigh rang out. “Alright.” 
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    Nova had his palm held out, holding onto a few staves as if they were toothpicks. He used his other paw to rifle through them, flipping them over and inspecting them. “Oh, these staves are very good,” he said with a grin. He glanced down at his three grandchildren, who were staring up at him with sparkling eyes. He resisted the urge to chuckle. “They’re great, but there are some ways to make them better. See how this staff over here is completely straight?” 
 
    “Yes, Grandpa,” the annoying trio said at the same time. 
 
    “Mana may seem like a simple thing, and it may seem like a straight line would conduct it the best, but think about it, are any of our body parts truly straight?” Nova swept his gaze over the trio. “No, right? That’s because mana doesn’t actually flow at a consistent rate, it ebbs and wanes like the tides. Think of how mana moves through you when you breathe out a breath.” He pinched the straight staff and raised it up. “Who made this one?” 
 
    “I did,” Youngest said, raising his paw. 
 
    Nova nodded. “Do you mind if I make some changes to it?” 
 
    Youngest shook his head. 
 
    Nova put down the other staves and whittled away at the straight staff with his claw, gouging and cutting away the wood with precise motions. When he was done, the previously stiff pole had turned into a gnarled walking stick with a spiral cut out at the top end. The bottom end had been sharpened into a point. “When you tried putting mana in this earlier, it was probably stiff, right?” He handed the staff to Youngest. “Try it now.” 
 
    Youngest received the staff in his paw and swallowed. Then he focused his mana into the bottom of the staff. His eyes widened as his mana surged unimpeded from one end to the other. He stared up at Nova with his mouth hanging open. “Wow!” 
 
    “Let me see, let me see,” Bonnie said and snatched away the staff. After inserting her mana, her eyes widened as well, staring up at Nova with the same fervor as her younger brother. “Woah….” 
 
    Nova chuckled and leaned back, sticking his chest out. “How is it? What do you think of your grandpa’s skills?” 
 
    “Fix our staves too,” Eldest said, nudging the pile towards his grandfather. 
 
    Nova grinned and picked up the next staff, whittling away at it after a quick inspection. A movement in the corner of his eye caught his attention. A woman holding a turtle shell was staring up at him with an entranced look in her eyes. Nova raised an eyebrow. “Who are you? Do you want to learn too?” 
 
    Mary bobbed her head up and down. Nova leaned over, grabbed a tree, and snapped it in half. He pinched off a branch and handed it to Mary. “Hmm. You’ll need something to cut that with, won’t you?” His brow furrowed. A moment later, his eyes lit up. “I have just the thing.” He lifted his wing and gestured towards Mary. “Climb up here.” 
 
    Mary tilted her head and placed the branch onto the ground. She made sure Mary Junior was still tightly wedged underneath her arm and climbed up Nova’s side with swift motions. Nova pointed underneath his wing. “Do you see that hilt? It’s golden with a phoenix engraved on it.” 
 
    Mary nodded. 
 
    “Try pulling on it. It’s wedged in pretty tight, but you look pretty strong,” Nova said. “See if you can get it out.” 
 
    Mary grabbed the hilt and tugged, but it didn’t budge. She furrowed her brow and planted both her feet against Nova’s scales, bending her knees. She adjusted her grip, making sure her arm was straight. Then she straightened her knees. With a squelching sound accompanied by a squirt of blood, the sword slid out of Nova, and Mary went flying from the sudden loss of resistance. She yelped as she crashed to the ground, landing on her back but holding Mary Junior up with one hand and the sword with her other. 
 
    “Ah,” Nova said, letting out a small groan. “That feels so much better.” He flapped his wing up and down a few times before letting it settle against his side. “Can you believe that thing was stuck inside of me for over several hundred years? I actually forgot about it until now.” 
 
    Mary sat up and swallowed, her eyes wide as they stared at the blood-drenched sword in her grasp. “I … can have this?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nova said. “It belonged to a human who stabbed me and put me to sleep, but he should be dead by now since humans don’t live very long. You can have it as my thanks for removing it.” 
 
    Mary swallowed again, her eyes welling with tears. “Thank you,” she said and hugged the sword to her chest, dropping Mary Junior onto the ground. “I’ll cherish it forever and ever.” 
 
    Nova scratched his snout. “Err…, yeah, sure. No problem. No need to cry. You’re Vur’s friend, right? Just think of it as a gift from him to you.” 
 
    Mary stiffened. She looked down at the hilt of the sword, then up at Nova. “I…. Okay.” She stroked the flat part of the sword’s blade, coating the tips of her leather gloves with blood. “I’ll accept this as a gift from Vur, my … friend.” 
 
    A wooden branch fell into her lap. “Alright,” Nova said. “Now you can get to carving too. You can make Vur a staff in return in the future. Just take some firewood from Sharda’s place and use that as your base when you get serious.” 
 
    Mary bobbed her head up and down and scooted over next to Youngest to get a better view of Nova’s demonstration.  
 
    “Hey,” a small voice said from off to the side. The four dragons and Mary turned their heads towards the sound. Alice swallowed and nudged Mr. Skelly, who was sitting next to her. She whispered, “You say it.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly cleared his throat and rose to his feet. “We’re friends of Vur too. Do you happen to have any more troublesome weapons embedded inside of you that you’d like us to help you remove?” 
 
    Nova raised his brow. Then his eyes curved into a smile. “I do indeed.” 
 
    “What,” Alice said. “Really?” 
 
    “They’re not weapons per se, but my lower back hasn’t been scratched in ages,” Nova said. “I’m sure a few scales are in the process of shedding and haven’t fallen off yet. All you two-legged creatures love using dragon scales as crafting materials, don’t you?” 
 
    “So, you want us to scratch your back, and we get to keep the shedding scales?” Alice asked. She stared up at the dragon that seemed like the size of a mountain. How do you scratch a mountain’s back? 
 
    “Yep,” Nova said. “You just have to scratch the parts that I can’t reach.” He swept his front paw towards his wing before placing it back onto the ground. Then he lifted his hind leg before setting it back down. “Limited range of motion, see?” 
 
    Alice and Mr. Skelly exchanged glances with each other. They nodded before facing Nova with their backs straight. “Alright, we’ll do it. We’ll give you the best backscratching of your life.” 
 
    A couple of hours later, the annoying trio and Mary had finished crafting their staves. Nova peered down at the four carved pieces of wood in his paw. He lowered his ankle, letting the staves roll across his palm. Then he straightened his paw and nodded. He pinched one of the staves and brought it towards the ground where the annoying trio and Mary were waiting. “Who made this one?” 
 
    Mary’s hand shot up. “I did.” 
 
    “Have you ever considered woodworking for a living?” Nova asked and brought the staff towards Mary. “This is a masterpiece. The lines are perfect. You must have very steady hands or exceptional skill with a sword to cut this cleanly.” 
 
    Mary grabbed the staff and stared at it with a blank expression. After a moment, she looked up at Nova. “I’m … good at this?” 
 
    “Yep,” Nova said. “You’re amazing at it. That staff is made out of an ordinary tree, but I’m willing to bet magicians all over would fight to have it.” 
 
    Mary blinked and looked at the staff again. She stroked the length of it with her palm. There was a thumping sound, and she flinched, jerking her head up. A block of rose-colored wood lay by her feet; it was longer than she was tall. 
 
    “Use that to make a staff for Vur,” Nova said before turning his attention towards the annoying trio. “As for you three, all of your staves are pretty similar. It’s hard to judge whose is better. This one”—he raised a partially burnt staff with gnarls spiraling up its body—“is the best for fire magic.” He placed the first staff onto the ground and raised another. It was wavy, its body twisting and turning. “This one is the best for wind magic.” He placed that one down and lifted the last staff. It was top-heavy, bulging at the top and stick-thin in comparison at the bottom. “And this one is perfect for bludgeoning things.” 
 
    Bonnie picked up the top-heavy staff. “Grandpa, I thought this would be perfect for earth magic,” she said, holding it out towards her grandfather. “How do I fix it?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s easy,” Nova said and took the staff. He carved away at the top with his claw, evening out the weight distribution. “First you make it perfectly balanced. And then”—he leaned over and picked up a bucket filled with green paint—“you color the top part green.” He dipped the tip of the staff inside as if he were churning butter. Then he pulled the staff out and gave it a twirl, flinging loose paint off. “Easy, see?” 
 
    Bonnie blinked at her new staff. She made eye contact with her grandfather. “Does painting it do anything? Why don’t Eldest and Youngest have to paint theirs?” 
 
    Nova stroked his chin. “Of course,” he said. “Painting a staff makes it look nice. And I don’t have any red or white paint at the moment, so they can’t paint theirs.” 
 
    “I’m done!” 
 
    Nova and the annoying trio turned towards Mary. She was holding up a rose-colored staff with scenes of carnage engraved on its side: Soldiers swinging swords, clashing with other soldiers. Soldiers holding the heads of their fallen enemies. Soldiers with their hearts being run through by rose-colored, cold steel. Nova received the staff with his paw and stared at it. “Uh, don’t staves usually depict, um, nature-related things like birds and flowers? Shouldn’t that be the first thing that comes to mind when you’re using such an ancient piece of wood?” 
 
    Mary tilted her head and pursed her lips. “Is it bad?” 
 
    “No, no,” Nova said, shaking his head. “It looks great, truly a masterpiece. It was just a bit unexpected. Mana also flows through this surprisingly well. I didn’t think such a disharmonious scene would transmit mana so perfectly. Now, the only thing left to do is to paint it green.” 
 
    Mary ran up and grabbed Nova’s paw, stopping him just before the staff entered the bucket. She stared at him with wide eyes and shook her head. 
 
    “Hmm?” Nova raised an eyebrow. “Oh, you wanted to paint it yourself. I got it.” He handed the staff towards Mary and nudged the bucket closer to her. 
 
    Mary bit her lower lip, her gaze switching between the bucket and Nova’s face. She took a step back, hugging the staff to her chest. “Green isn’t a good color for this.” 
 
    Nova hummed and furrowed his brow. “I guess that’s true. But a good artist can make anything look good with a single color.” He sat back on his haunches. “I suppose asking you to do that will be too much though. What color would work best?” 
 
    “Blood.” 
 
    “…Red? I can make red paint.” 
 
    Mary shook her head. “Blood.” She tucked the staff under her right arm and slid her leather glove off of her left. She retrieved the staff with her left hand and drew her sword with her right. Then, before anyone could react, she slashed her left forearm. 
 
    Bonnie yelped and backed away, staring at Mary as if she were crazy. Youngest and Eldest crept back too as a steady flow of blood crawled down Mary’s arm and onto the staff, dying the rose-colored wood reddish-black. 
 
    “Uh….” Nova scratched his head as Mary twirled the staff, letting her blood coat it evenly. “That’s some serious devotion to art you got there…. Have you ever considered being an artist?” 
 
    Mary finished coating the staff and planted it upright in the ground before putting her glove back on. “I don’t know how to make art.” 
 
    Nova’s eyes shifted to the staff. “Are you sure about that? Even if you can’t, I can teach you. I always wanted an apprentice, and you two-legged creatures are so small that you can pay more attention to detail than us dragons.” 
 
    Mary sat down and exhaled, curling up into a ball. She spoke towards the ground while a turtle shell made of aura wrapped around her, “I don’t know. I have to raise Mary Junior and be best friends with Tafel and try to be friends with Vur. And I’m an empress. Will I have time to learn art?” 
 
    Before Nova could respond, a high-pitched voice thundered across the sky. “Nova! You ditched me! That was really mean of you, you old fogey. And I had to carry two birds in my mouth without swallowing; it’s all your fault!” 
 
    Prika slammed to the ground like a meteor and spat out two clumps of wet feathers. She shook herself off and looked around, her gaze landing on the annoying trio. “Oh! You three are … too young.” She sighed but sidled up to Eldest and nudged him with her elbow. “Got any older brothers though? Or a single uncle? Perhaps an older cousin?” 
 
    Eldest shivered and crept back towards Nova. “Grandpa? Who is this?” 
 
    “She’s Prika,” Nova said. “You can ignore her.” 
 
    “Actually,” Bonnie said and tugged on Prika’s tail, drawing the red dragon’s attention. “We do have an older cousin. He’s really cool too.” 
 
    “Ooh?” Prika’s eyes lit up, and she whirled around to face Bonnie. “Where is he? Is he single? Do I have to fight off a different dragon?” 
 
    Bonnie furrowed her brow. “Um….” 
 
    But before she could reply, Nova placed his paw on top of Prika’s head, his claws lightly touching her skull. “She’s talking about Vur,” Nova said. “Unless you want to embarrass yourself again, just—” 
 
    “Damnit, Vur!” Prika shouted, cutting Nova off. She huffed, exhaling two jets of flames through her nostrils. She sighed and looked down at Bonnie, a defeated expression on her face. “Any cousins beside Vur?” 
 
    Bonnie shook her head. 
 
    “Actually,” Youngest said and tugged on Prika’s tail in the same manner that Bonnie had earlier. “Maybe Uncle Vernon has an older brother or sister with kids.” 
 
    “He doesn’t,” Prika said and rolled her eyes. “I asked him a looong time ago.” Her eyes narrowed. “Wait a minute. In that long amount of time, couldn’t one have been born?” She bit her lower lip. “But then they’d be too young.” She sighed again, her head drooping towards the ground. Her tail rose and slammed into the earth. She lifted her head towards the sky and shouted, “There needs to be more dragons in the world! Why are there so few of us!?” 
 
    “Hey,” Alice said. She was standing atop Nova’s back, holding a metal rake. Sweat dripped from her forehead, and she wiped at it with the back of her arm. 
 
    Prika turned her head and blinked at Alice. Then she pointed at herself. “Are you talking to me?” She cupped her paw over her mouth and whispered to Nova, “You slept for too long. Parasites are growing on your back.” 
 
    “I’m Vur’s friend,” Alice said. 
 
    “…Friend?” Prika asked. She raised her eyebrows and smirked. “Girl…friend?” 
 
    Alice turned to Mr. Skelly. “Is it just me or are dragons really a lot like children?” 
 
    “No, I’ve been noticing that too lately,” Mr. Skelly said and nodded. 
 
    “I’m Vur’s girl friend!” Mary said, raising her hand into the air. She stood up out of her aura turtle shell before hanging her head. “Or, I’m trying to be.” 
 
    “Ooh!” Prika’s eyes lit up. “Really?” 
 
    Mary bobbed her head up and down. “For Grandpa’s sake,” she said and patted Nova’s claw. 
 
    Prika blinked at Nova. “Eh? Is Tafel not good enough for you?” 
 
    Nova sighed and pushed Prika’s head down to the ground with his tail. He faced his three grandchildren and gestured towards the struggling red dragon with his claw. “And this is why you should ignore her. Her neurons have been replaced with hormones, and she can’t think or speak properly.” 
 
    Bonnie swallowed. “When we grow up … will we be like her?” 
 
    “Eh.” Nova shrugged. “It’s possible if you don’t find a mate in a suitable timeframe, but I don’t think that’ll happen to you three.” 
 
    Prika shoved Nova’s tail off of her head and gasped for breath. “Whose neurons have been replaced with hormones!?” She paused and tilted her head. “What’s a neuron?” 
 
    Alice cleared her throat. “Hello? Miss Red Dragon?” 
 
    “Oh, right. You were saying something to me before I was so rudely interrupted,” Prika said and shot a dirty look at Nova. She snorted and nodded at Alice. “What’s up?” 
 
    “So, back on the eastern continent where I’m from, there’s a bunch of holy dragons,” Alice said. “Do you know them?” 
 
    “Leila’s family?” Prika asked. She furrowed her brow. “I actually don’t know much about her family. She doesn’t talk about them.” 
 
    “Well, other than the dragon matriarch and her mate, there’s another four dragons,” Alice said. “There’s Leila, the one that you know. Lulu, a freak that kept following Vur around for the majority of the time. And there’s another two that I don’t know the names of, but judging by the way they were talking to the dragon matriarch, they’re definitely brothers.” 
 
    Prika stiffened. “Brothers?” She wet her lips with her tongue. “How old did you say there were?” 
 
    “I didn’t say anything about their age,” Alice said. She resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “That’s not something a two-legged creature like me is able to discern at a glance.” 
 
    “Leila had brothers and never mentioned them to me…,” Prika said in a low voice while staring at the ground. “I wonder why.” 
 
    “Is it because your neurons were replaced by hormones?” Eldest asked. 
 
    “No!” Prika said, snapping her jaws at Eldest. “Stop saying that. I’m a perfectly healthy and functional dragon. Nothing vital was replaced by anything, okay?” She furrowed her brow and looked up at the sky before sighing. “Leila must’ve forgot. Yes, that must be it.” Her head snapped down to glare at Alice. “How big are they? Are they bigger than me, or smaller than me?” 
 
    Alice scratched her head before tapping on Mr. Skelly’s shoulder. “How big would you say they were?” 
 
    “As someone with no eyes, I can say with complete confidence that when we last saw them, they were the same size as you, Prika.” Mr. Skelly nodded. 
 
    Prika stared at Mr. Skelly. “Aren’t you one of Lindyss’ skeletons?” 
 
    “I’m a free man now,” Mr. Skelly said. He wrapped his arm around Alice’s shoulder. “This is my wife.” 
 
    Prika’s expression darkened. “Are you telling me a skeleton has a better love life than me? Is that for real?” She exhaled and spread her wings. “Alright, to the eastern continent I go. I’m not coming back until I have a mate.” 
 
    “Wait!” Alice said. When Prika turned to look at her, Alice cleared her throat and scratched her reddening neck. “Err, wasn’t my information helpful? Isn’t there something you might want to … give … me…?” She shrank back under Prika’s glare but continued talking, “Like a scale? Or two?” 
 
    Prika snorted. “You’re happily married to a skeleton. What could you possibly want from a lonely old spinster like me?” Her wings spread even further, and her knees bent. 
 
    “Before you go, say hi to Lulu for me,” a voice said from behind her. 
 
    Prika turned around. “Vur! When did you get here?” 
 
    Tafel cleared her throat. “About the time Mary said she wanted to be Vur’s girlfriend because of Nova.” 
 
    “Ooh,” Prika said. She closed her wings, letting them rest against her sides. “I think I’ll stick around for a bit longer then.” 
 
    “So, what did you mean by that?” Tafel asked, crossing her arms and staring at Mary. 
 
    “Grandpa Nova gave me a sword,” Mary said, holding out her weapon, “for being Vur’s friend. And I’m a girl. I have to be Vur’s girl friend to thank him properly for the sword.” 
 
    Tafel exhaled. “You’re just his friend, okay? You don’t have to append girl to friend just because you’re a girl.” 
 
    Mary tilted her head. “But don’t you have to specify genders?” she asked. “There’s a girl chicken and there’s a boy chicken, and they both do different things, so we don’t call them both chickens.” 
 
    “No, we do,” Tafel said. “A hen is a chicken. A rooster is a chicken. You only have to call them hens and roosters when you want to be technical. When you tell someone to make that dumb chicken stop crowing, they know you’re talking about a rooster.” 
 
    Mary furrowed her brow. “But don’t girl friends and boy friends do different things?” She nodded. “When my sisters had their girl friends over, they’d discuss different ways to poison men while painting their nails. When my brothers had their boy friends over, they’d fight each other to see who was stronger. Boy friends won’t talk about poisoning men with you while painting their nails, and girl friends won’t stab you with swords.” She nodded again, firmer this time. “That’s right. You have to specify.” 
 
    Tafel let out a small groan and stared up at the sky. She exhaled through her nose while lowering her head. “Mary.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You look like a girl, and you’re Vur’s friend,” Tafel said. “You don’t have to say you’re a girl when that’s already obvious. You’re just his friend.” 
 
    Mary blinked. “That makes sense,” she said. “But they’re dragons.” 
 
    “And what’s that supposed to mean?” Tafel asked. 
 
    “I can’t tell a dragon’s gender apart just by looking at them,” Mary said. “Wouldn’t it be the same for dragons? Can they tell a human’s gender just by looking? Maybe we look the same to them like they do to us.” 
 
    “Is that true?” Tafel asked, turning to Prika. 
 
    Prika shook her head. “Nope. She’s just dumb.” 
 
    “W-what?” Mary took a step back. She lowered her head and looked at Tafel. “Am I? I know I’m not very smart, but am I dumb?” 
 
    Tafel turned around and stuck her head into the giant portal behind her. “Hey! Are you four coming out or not? This portal doesn’t maintain itself, you know!” She turned back around to face Mary. “Sorry, what was that?” 
 
    Mary pursed her lips. “Nothing.” 
 
    Prika sighed. “That was a lot more boring than I thought it would be. You were supposed to fight each other for Vur.” She spread her wings. “Okay, I’m seriously leaving now to find the love of my life.” Her brow furrowed, and her cheeks bulged as she moved her tongue around her mouth. She muttered, “Did I swallow them?” Her eyes landed on the two wet clumps of twitching feathers on the ground. “Oh, no, I spat them out. Phew.” Her knees bent, and her wings fully extended. 
 
    “It’s another red dragon!” Alora walked out of the portal behind Tafel followed by Grimmy, Sharda, and Lindyss. Alora pointed at Prika. “Is she a blood dragon too?” 
 
    Prika craned her neck behind herself. She unbent her knees and folded her wings against her sides before whirling around to face Alora. Flames shot out of Prika’s nostrils as she snorted and rose up, sitting on her hind legs while crossing her front legs over her chest. “Okay. Who’s this imposter? Last time I checked, I was the only red dragon in this weird extended family thing Nova has going on.” 
 
    Alora blinked and pointed at Sharda. “I’m her granddaughter. Who are you?” 
 
    Prika tilted her head. She pointed at Sharda. “Blue.” She pointed at Nova. “Green.” She gestured towards Emma and her mate. “Both blue.” Then she jabbed her tail at Alora. “Red.” A low rumble escaped from her mouth as she cleared her throat. “Clearly, one of these does not belong. Were you adopted?” 
 
    Alora narrowed her eyes. “Adopted?” 
 
    “It means you’re loved no matter what,” Vur said. “I’m adopted too.” 
 
    Everyone turned to stare at Vur. 
 
    “See?” Vur asked. He nodded. “Loved.” 
 
    “Where did you learn that definition?” Tafel asked, tugging on Vur’s arm. 
 
    “Ma told me,” Vur said. He looked around. “Where is she?” 
 
    “After bringing the staves here, she and Vernon flew to your grandmother’s place to pick up more firewood. Apparently, the staff that your mom was making for you was gone, probably stolen by someone,” Nova said. 
 
    A bead of sweat rolled down Tafel’s back. 
 
    “Vur,” Mary said. She picked up the mostly dried staff that was planted in the ground and held it out. “This is for you. I made it.” 
 
    Before Vur could accept the staff, the annoying trio surged forward. “This is for you too. It’ll help you cast fire magic.” 
 
    “This one is better for wind magic.” 
 
    “This one is great for bludgeoning things, but you can use it to help you cast earth magic too.” 
 
    Vur looked at the four staves held out in front of him. “That’s perfect,” he said and raised his arms. Another pair of arms sprouted out of his torso, and he picked up all four staves at the same time. 
 
    “Oh my lord,” Tafel said and planted her palm against her forehead. “Vur, you look….” 
 
    “That’s so cool!” Youngest said, his eyes lighting up. “Can you use all four staves at the same time?” 
 
    Vur raised his staves into the air, sending mana into them. Then he slammed them down onto a nearby boulder. The boulder shattered. Vur nodded. “Yes. I can.” 
 
    “I think they meant with magic…,” Alice muttered from off to the side. 
 
    The annoying trio exchanged glances with each other. Then they smiled at Vur before applauding. “Wow, amazing!” 
 
    The staves clacked against each other as Vur moved his hands. He frowned and gathered them all into one hand. “Maybe I’ll tie them together.” 
 
    “Does that work?” Tafel asked Lindyss. “If you tied two staves together and used them to cast a spell, would it amplify the power?” 
 
    Lindyss scratched her head. “An idea like that never even crossed my mind because it’s so dumb.” 
 
    “But would it work?” 
 
    “For the sake of fashion, it shouldn’t work,” Lindyss said and sighed. “But … well, we’ll find out shortly.” 
 
    Mary shot forward. “Wait a moment,” she said, grabbing Vur’s arm. She stared at the four staves before nodding. “I’ll make you a staff to hold those four staves to make it easier to hold with one hand.” 
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    Sera flew through the air, carrying a bundle of logs tied together by a rope. Behind her, Vernon was holding a mithril jar. The two dragons soared through some clouds, their vision obscured by white. When they broke through, a scaly, red face greeted them. 
 
    “Woah!” Prika shouted and swerved to the side, narrowly avoiding a collision. “Watch where you’re going ars…, Sera? Vernon?” 
 
    “Prika?” Sera asked, spreading her wings wide and leaning back to halt in midair. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I’m heading towards the eastern continent,” Prika said. “I heard I’ll find a mate there.” 
 
    “You know this is the western continent, right?” Vernon asked. “Instead of flying west all the way around the world, you could’ve just flown east.” 
 
    “I know! I’m not dumb,” Prika said. “Okay, so I followed old man Nova to the western continent first because there was nothing to do at home, and now that I’m here, I’m flying east.” 
 
    Vernon raised an eyebrow. “But at this point, it’d be faster to fly west to get to the eastern continent. You could fly directly there instead of passing through the central continent again.” 
 
    “Yeah, but then I’d have to fly through that backwater continent between the western and eastern continent, and there’s no way in heck I’m doing that,” Prika said. “It might take me a bit longer going this way, but it’s worth it.” 
 
    “Aren’t you from that so-called backwater continent?” Sera asked. “You don’t want to say hi to everyone?” 
 
    Prika rolled her eyes. “And embarrass myself? Hello, I left to find a mate a few centuries ago. If I turn up back home empty-handed, what are they going to think of me? I’d be a total loser in their happily mated, damn, cursed, stupid, bright, happy eyes.” 
 
    Vernon cleared his throat. “Your anger is showing.” 
 
    “It’s not anger,” Prika said, wrinkling her snout. “It’s centuries of bottled-up resentment. There’s a difference in degrees of magnitude.” 
 
    “Have a cookie,” Vernon said, holding the mithril jar in his paws towards Prika. 
 
    Prika blinked and reached forward, lifting the lid. Her claws clacked against the side of the jar a few times, but she managed to retrieve a cookie that was almost the size of her snout. She placed the lid back on and munched on the cookie, sprinkling crumbs down to the ground. Her eyes lit up. “Ooh, this is pretty good.” She popped the rest of the cookie into her mouth. “Are you bringing these to share with everyone down there?” 
 
    “The annoying trio asked me to bring the cookie jar,” Vernon said. “But I suppose everyone can have some as well? They’re not mine, so I don’t know.” 
 
    “You offered me a cookie that didn’t belong to you and you weren’t sure if you could share?” Prika asked, her eyes widening. 
 
    Vernon cleared his throat. “Well, it seemed like you needed it. If anyone asks, Alora took it earlier. They’ll all believe that even if she protests.” 
 
    “Thanks, Vernon,” Prika said. “You’re the best. Okay, I think I can”—her stomach rumbled like thunder—“continue to the eastern continent.” She wet her lips with her tongue, her eyes sneaking down towards the cookie jar. “Or … I can wait until after this gathering to go.” 
 
    The three dragons flew on, arriving at the makeshift roost as the sun was beginning to set. “We’re back,” Sera said, dropping the bundle of logs onto the ground beside her. Vernon squatted beside the bundle and placed the jar down, careful not to rattle its contents. Sera swept her gaze over the field. “Oh? What’s that staff of yours, Vur?” 
 
    Vur raised his staff which was actually a combination of five different staves. The holder that Mary had made managed to lock the four other staves into place with a few twists and turns, leaving no noticeable gaps. It had spirals and loops along with grooves that were filled in perfectly by the four other staves. The end product was as wide as Vur’s thigh, but there was a space carved out in the middle for him to comfortably hold it with one hand. “Mary, Eldest, Bonnie, and Youngest made it for me,” Vur said. “But mostly Mary. I don’t dislike her as much anymore.” 
 
    “Oh,” Sera said. “I see.” She glanced at the bundle of logs. “What am I supposed to do with this then?” 
 
    “Silly,” Sharda said. “That’s firewood. What else would you do with it? We can start a bonfire.” 
 
    “Do we have anything to cook?” Sera asked, moving the bundle to Sharda’s feet. 
 
    “You don’t need to cook anything to have a bonfire,” Sharda said. “We can have a bonfire for the sake of having a bonfire.” 
 
    “Wait!” Tafel shouted. “If that’s the case, let me provide the wood! You can’t burn thousand-year-old logs just for the sake of having a fire.” She ran over to the bundle and opened up a portal, swapping out the logs for her own firewood instead. 
 
    While Tafel busied herself with the fire, the annoying trio crowded around the cookie jar. There were two red dragons already there, Prika and Alora. The two glared at each other, their claws pressed against the lid, preventing the jar from opening. 
 
    “Miss Prika?” Bonnie asked. “Didn’t you say you weren’t coming back until you found a mate?” 
 
    Prika snorted, two jets of flames leaving her nostrils and dispersing before they made contact with Alora. “I did say that.” 
 
    Alora snorted back, sending her own flames Prika’s way. The flames licked the scales on Prika’s snout before disappearing. “Where is he? I don’t see him.” 
 
    “That’s not important,” Prika said. “What’s important are these cookies.” 
 
    “I think I figured out why you’re single,” Nova said, nudging his way next to the cookie jar. “You chose cookies over finding the love of your life. How often does that happen?” 
 
    “A girl’s gotta eat, okay!?” Prika snarled at Nova and tugged the jar towards herself. “How am I supposed to find love on an empty stomach?” 
 
    “With your wishy-washy attitude, I don’t think you can find love on a full stomach either,” Alora said. “I mean, if you haven’t found it by now….” 
 
    Prika reared her head. “Ooh? Is someone picking a fight with me, the mighty Pyrrhicandra?” 
 
    Nova reached over and pressed Prika’s head to the ground. She yelped and squirmed, but Nova didn’t let up. “You’re picking a fight with a child,” he said. “Stop. You’re embarrassing yourself.” 
 
    Prika stopped wriggling and pouted. “She started it.” 
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    Tafel grabbed Vur’s arm and leaned her head against his shoulder, careful to avoid poking him with her horns. She let out a sigh, shadows dancing across her face as the bonfire crackled and roared. The two were sitting on a leather couch that Tafel had taken from Mary’s palace via a portal—she didn’t forget to retrieve seats for Mary, Alice, and Mr. Skelly as well. The not-so-faint sounds of dragons squabbling in the background caused a faint smile to appear on her lips. She nestled closer to Vur. “This is really nice.” 
 
    Vur tilted his head, resting it atop Tafel’s. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’re not supposed to ask what I mean,” Tafel said and pouted. “You’re supposed to agree.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Tafel sighed. “What do I mean….” She pursed her lips and grumbled before opening her mouth. “Sitting by a warm fire on a slightly chilly night. Being surrounded by family and friends. Spending my time with you. You know, everything.” She paused. “The couch is nice too.” 
 
    “It’s my couch,” Mary said and leaned over, placing her chin on the couch’s armrest as if she were a dog. “Before it was mine, it was my brother’s. He died on this couch.” 
 
    Tafel sighed again. “There goes the mood.” She nudged Vur, and he raised his head. Tafel lifted her head off of his shoulder and turned her neck to face Mary. “What happened to your brother?” 
 
    Mary blinked. “Didn’t I say? He died.” She sat upright and grabbed the turtle shell that was on her lap. Her eyes widened, and she looked down. “Mary Junior turned into a rock!” She raised her head and held the rock out towards Tafel. “Did she die?” 
 
    “No,” Tafel said. “That’s an actual rock. While you weren’t paying attention, Emile and Susan swapped Mary Junior with it.” 
 
    “That’s right! My parents are a bunch of bullies!” Prika’s voice rang through the air. Tafel flinched from the sudden sound and turned around. The red dragon was wobbling to-and-fro, a large empty barrel held in her claws. The inside of the barrel was damp, and a familiar pungent smell wafted out of it. “So what if I’m the oldest? So what if my youngest sister got hitched first? Who cares if I’m the only dragon in the family for the past six generations who hasn’t had a mate before turning seven centuries old? They think making fun of me will make me feel better or something! Well, guess what? It doesn’t!” 
 
    “Miss Prika, Miss Prika, you drank too much,” Bonnie said, hiding the barrels of ale behind her body. “There’s no more to be had.” 
 
    “Look, even a child is bullying me now,” Prika wailed, her tail thumping against the ground behind her. “She thinks I’m dumb enough to be tricked. If Tafel brought us sixty barrels, and there’s twelve dragons, then that means each of us gets five barrels! I only had one. I still get four more.” 
 
    “Four of those twelve dragons are underaged,” Youngest said. “You shouldn’t count us. And you forgot to include Vur.” 
 
    “No, I included Vur,” Prika said, nudging Bonnie aside with her torso. “I excluded Alora because I don’t like her. And if three of you are underaged, then that means each of us gets six-and-a-half barrels each.” 
 
    Tafel shook her head and sighed before snuggling closer to Vur. “I didn’t think Prika would be such a bad drinker.” 
 
    “She’s sad and lonely and spends all her time reading cheesy romance books,” Vur said. “It makes sense.” 
 
    “Who’s sad and lonely and spends all her time reading cheesy romance books!?” Prika threw the empty barrel at Vur, but it soared over his head and landed into the bonfire. “I may be sad and lonely, but the romance books I read are rated very, very highly! They’re the best of the best from all different cultures, okay? Love triangles and drama don’t make a book cheesy!” 
 
    “So, uh, Nate and I are going to go over there,” Alice said and pointed in the direction furthest from Prika, “before we get squished by an angry, ranting dragon.” 
 
    “Should we get ourselves some privacy too?” Tafel asked Vur. 
 
    “Ooh, look at the two not-single lovebirds who want their privacy in a family gathering,” Prika said and snorted twice, the two jets of flames setting the ground on fire. Bonnie scrambled forward and patted it out with her front paws. 
 
    Sharda turned to Nova. “I don’t want to be rude to one of the members of your roost, but if she causes any more trouble than this….” 
 
    “You don’t want to be rude?” Prika’s eyes bulged and she pointed at Sharda. “Do you remember how you almost killed me over a small joke in my own home!?” 
 
    “Stop yelling, Miss Prika,” Bonnie said and tugged on Prika’s tail. “You’ll wake the neighborhood.” 
 
    “Everyone in the neighborhood was sacrificed in a ritual to create that blood giant,” Grimmy said. “She won’t wake anyone. Let her yell; sometimes people have to get things off their chests.” 
 
    Bonnie stiffened and released Prika’s tail. “Y-you’re right, Uncle Grimmy,” she said and gave the black dragon an awkward smile. She patted Prika’s rump. “Yell all you want, Miss Prika. No one’s around to hear you because they’re all dead.” 
 
    Tafel sighed and stood up. She walked over to the barrels of liquid and scooped herself two mugs. She walked back and handed one to Vur. “Well, when the gathering first started, it was nice.” 
 
    Vur smiled and took a sip. 
 
    Mary stopped sweeping her gaze over the treetops. She held her hand out towards Tafel. “I want some too.” 
 
    “No drinks for minors,” Tafel said without missing a beat. 
 
    Mary blinked twice and tilted her head. “But I’m older than you.” 
 
    Tafel furrowed her brow. “You’re right,” she said after a moment. She leaned forward and reached into a portal, grabbing a flask that she passed to Mary. “Here.” 
 
    Mary uncorked it and took a sip. “This tastes like juice.” 
 
    “It is juice.” 
 
    Mary pointed at Tafel’s mug. “I want what you’re drinking.” 
 
    “I’m drinking juice too.” 
 
    Mary pouted. Then she brought the flask up to her lips and took a swig. 
 
    There was a crash followed by the sounds of gushing water. A short yelp rang through the air. Prika waved her legs, struggling to stand after falling on the barrels. “My legs are betraying me too, what is this!? Why is my life so hard!?” 
 
    Vur nodded. “You’re right,” he said and wrapped his arm around Tafel’s shoulder. “This is really nice.” 
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    A silver dragon hummed to himself while drawing a symbol on the ground with his claw. He was in a cave, brightly lit by sunlight streaming in through the ceiling. His tail scraped the walls as he turned around to draw a perfect circle. Then he brought his paw closer to his chest and spun around again, drawing a smaller circle inside the first one. 
 
    There was a knocking sound, followed by a voice coming from the other side of the cave wall. “Luke? Are you planning on sneaking out again? If Mom finds out, she’ll murder you.” 
 
    “If you tell Mom, Lulu, I swear on your left pinky toe that I’ll forget to bring you back a present,” the silver dragon said. “How did you even know I was going to?” 
 
    “There’s always a scraping sound before you leave,” a different voice said from the wall opposite Lulu’s. 
 
    Luke furrowed his brow and tucked his tail under himself before spinning again, drawing a third concentric circle. “Look, today is a day called Valentine’s Day. It’s something the cephaloids came up with to celebrate love, and Teana is really into it, and I think I’d be ruining everything that I have with her if I don’t show up to the dinner she has planned.” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell that to Mom?” Lulu asked. 
 
    “Because she wouldn’t understand,” Luke said, a hint of a grumble in his voice. “She still thinks I’m a child that needs to be chaperoned.” 
 
    “Here’s an idea,” Leo said. “Why don’t you bring Mom with you to see your girlfriend? If she thinks you need to be chaperoned, then let her chaperone you. That way, you won’t get in trouble when Leila inevitably tattles on you again.” 
 
    “Why is that an inevitability!?” 
 
    “You know how Leila is.” 
 
    Luke sighed. “Ever since she met that cursed dragon….” He clicked his tongue and shook his head, tracing diagonal patterns within the circle. “No, maybe she was like that before she met him, and the only reason they work so well together is because she’s the way that she is.” He stopped drawing and stood up, taking a few steps back from the circle. “And no, I’m not going to tell Mom.” 
 
    “Not going to tell me what?” Kondra’s head poked into Luke’s cave. 
 
    Luke stiffened and fell onto his side, attempting to block the magic circle on the ground from Kondra’s view. “Mom! A little privacy!?” 
 
    “You’re still a child, what do you need privacy for?” Kondra lumbered into the room and peered over her son at the magic circle on the ground. Her eyes widened. “So this is the magical imprint you use to trick me when you sneak out. Were you planning on sneaking out just now?” 
 
    Luke bit his lower lip. “N-no.” 
 
    Kondra raised her eyebrow. “Then what’s this circle for?” 
 
    Cold shivers ran down Luke’s spine. He opened and closed his mouth a few times before whispering, “Uh…, Leo was going to sneak out, and he wanted me to draw this circle for him so you wouldn’t notice. Don’t tell him that I told you though.” 
 
    Kondra’s eyes opened even wider. “He what!?” She dashed out of Luke’s cave while roaring, “Leo!?” 
 
    Luke took one glance at the broken rocks his mother left behind while charging through the passage before taking in a deep breath. He swept his tail over the magic circle, activating it. Then he leapt into the air and out of the hole in the ceiling of his room. There was a translucent barrier covering it, but after sneaking out so many times, he had already created another passage to bypass it. Once he was outside in the snowy frostlands, he swallowed and looked down at the ground. There were no hints of a cave being underneath. Luke swallowed again. “Mom’s really going to kill me this time.” 
 
    Casting away all hesitation, Luke flapped his wings as hard as he could to get as far away as possible before his mom figured out his deceit. He headed straight north while casting holy magic on himself to cure his fatigue as he flew. Soon, he reached the edge of the frostlands, a sheer cliff of ice leading straight into the ocean. He continued flying ahead, lifted into the air by the winds rushing up from below. When the icy cliff could no longer be seen behind him, he scanned the horizon and found a recognizable landmark—a pillar of smoke rising up. 
 
    Luke wasn’t sure why there was an ever-burning fire on the island that produced smoke, and he wasn’t sure what the three letters—S.O.S—next to the fire meant either, but he wasn’t going to question it. Once he reached the smoky island, he took a glance at the sun before flying east. There, on the surface of the ocean, he saw a familiar patch of kelp. Luke rubbed his snout while muttering, and a translucent white barrier formed around his face. Without hesitation, he tucked his wings against his side and plunged straight into the water, following the long kelp stalks down to the bottom. When the sunlight no longer broke through the water and it was almost impossible to see, Luke relied on the feeling of kelp against his scales to make sure he was heading the right way. After a few minutes of nonstop swimming, a dim light came into view, becoming brighter and brighter the more he swam. 
 
    Luke spread his wings as far as they would go once the bright light nearly blinded him. Then, he lost his sense of weightlessness and plunged down, but he caught himself with his wings. He blinked a few times and rubbed his eyes. Underneath him was a sprawling metropolis made of coral, dried seaweed, and bones of various large creatures. The place was dry as if he were on land, and above him, the ocean was held back by a white barrier. It was almost as if he were looking up at the sky. He couldn’t see the ends of the barrier, the underwater city seemingly spreading on endlessly. 
 
    Cries came from below that sounded like birds chattering. Octopi looked up at him and pointed. They were walking around on two tentacles that were noticeably thicker than the rest. Some wore jewelry made of coral, while others wore clothes made of seaweed. After the initial outburst of chattering sounds, the commotion died down, and the octopi presumably went about their daily lives, doing whatever it was that octopi did in a metropolis at the bottom of the ocean. 
 
    “Luke!” 
 
    Luke turned around in midair. A purple dragon was approaching him with a smile plastered over her face. Luke’s face broke out into a smile as well. “Teana.” 
 
    The two dragons collided in midair and fell to the ground entwined in a hug. The purple dragon nuzzled her face against Luke’s. “You made it! I wasn’t sure if you were going to.” 
 
    “How could I miss Valentine’s Day of all days?” Luke asked and grinned. “Once I go back home, I’ll definitely be grounded for years since I tricked my mom and fled instead of sneaking out like I normally do.” 
 
    “Then don’t go back home,” Teana said, pushing Luke down to the ground, her front paws on his shoulders. “Stay here. With me.” 
 
    Luke’s eyes widened. “C-can I?” 
 
    “Whose permission are you asking?” Teana asked, giving Luke a slight smile that showed the tips of her teeth. “You know what it means to accept a woman’s invitation on Valentine’s Day, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Luke said, his face turning bright red. “I know, but I wasn’t sure if you actually…, you know.” 
 
    Teana pursed her lips, but they were still curved up into a smile. She shook her head and rolled off of Luke, letting him up. She held her tail out towards him. “C’mon, I have a lot planned for today.” 
 
    Luke entwined his tail around Teana’s. The warmth coming off of it combined with the giddy feeling in his stomach pushed all the dread from defying his mother out of his mind. He was going to enjoy today to the fullest. “Teana?” 
 
    The purple dragon turned her head towards Luke. “Hmm?” 
 
    “I really like you.” 
 
    Teana’s eyes widened, and her cheeks flushed pink. She slapped Luke’s face with her claw, but it had no strength behind it. “What are you saying?” she asked and turned her head away, but her tail coiled even more tightly around his. “I-I know that.” Her voice shrank. “I like you too.” 
 
    The two dragons stepped closer together, walking through the underwater city with their shoulders and hips touching, their wings draped over one another, looking at the scenery with red faces but doing everything possible to avoid looking at each other. A few octopi pointed up at them and chattered, but Luke didn’t mind. It didn’t matter what other people thought. He and Teana were happy, and that was all that mattered. 
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    Tafel was sitting on a couch, a book with yellowing pages splayed open on her lap. A stream of sunlight poured down from between the treetops, illuminating the tiny words written on the page. Tafel’s nose twitched, and she furrowed her brow. She raised her head and closed the book, careful to prevent any damage from occurring. A portal opened beside her, and she placed the book inside. She climbed to her feet and dusted off her lap. She sniffed the air before leaving the room, following the strange yet familiar smell that she suspected to be cookies. When she reached the oven in the kitchen that still hadn’t been fully repaired after her fight with Mary, a small bubble of disappointment filled her chest: Sharda wasn’t there. When she saw who was actually manning the oven, that bubble of disappointment turned to dread. Tafel swallowed and crept back, hoping she hadn’t been found out. Unfortunately for her, the tiny woman standing in front of the oven caught sight of her. 
 
    “Tafel! Perfect, you’re here. Help me with this.” 
 
    Tafel repressed her sigh and strutted towards the oven with prim and proper steps like she’d been taught when she was little. Even if she was about to attend something unenjoyable, Prim, her etiquette teacher, had told her to hide those feelings behind the veil of a princess instead. “Hey, Alice,” Tafel said and smiled. “What are you making? It’s rare to see you use an oven.” 
 
    “I’m making mooncakes. This batch is almost done, but you can help me make the next,” Alice said and wiped the sweat off her forehead with a nearby towel. 
 
    “Mooncakes?” Tafel asked, raising an eyebrow. She looked up at the sky, but the moon wasn’t out. She lowered her head. “What are those?” 
 
    Alice nearly dropped the bowl she had just picked up. “What? You don’t know what a mooncake is?” 
 
    Tafel shook her head. Before Alice could reply, the nearby trees rustled, and a familiar face appeared: Alora’s. Vur was sitting on Alora’s head. “Grandma?” Alora asked. “Are you making cookies?” 
 
    “I told you it didn’t smell like Grandma making cookies,” Vur said and snorted. “But you didn’t believe me. So, you lost again.” 
 
    Alora set the grass in front of her on fire with two streams of flames jetting out of her nostrils. Tafel created a block of ice in the air and set it down in front of the red dragon, smothering the flames. “Do you know what a mooncake is?” Tafel asked the two newly arrived cookie seekers. 
 
    “Duh,” Alora said. “It’s a cake made from the moon.” 
 
    Vur looked up at the sky, but there was no moon. Tafel pursed her lips when she saw Vur copying her previous actions. “Really?” Vur asked. “Does the moon regrow like a plant?” 
 
    “All three of you are uncultured swi—dragons. Uncultured dragons,” Alice said and clicked her tongue. “Haven’t any of you heard of the Mid-Autumn Festival?” 
 
    “Is there a Mid-Winter Festival too?” Vur asked. 
 
    Alice sighed. “No. No one celebrates winter,” she said. “The Mid-Autumn Festival is a harvest festival that we used to celebrate back at home.” She rolled her eyes. “Not like I expected dragons to give thanks for a bountiful harvest.” 
 
    “Oh!” Alora’s eyes lit up. “We have harvest festivals too. The nearby villages celebrate a lot, and it’s always noisy beneath the roost. Then, on the final day of the festival, the villages each send a woman as a sacrifice to us. We tried telling them to stop, but they keep saying, ‘It’s a tradition’ and send us unwilling sacrifices anyway.” Alora scratched her chin. “Now that I think about it, they send a sacrifice every time something good or bad happens. You saw it before, didn’t you? The village of sacrifices that we’ve received and have no idea what to do with?” 
 
    “What about you two?” Alice asked, placing her hands on her hips. “If even a dragon knows about harvest festivals, shouldn’t you two as well?” 
 
    Tafel scratched her head. “Demons grow their crops with the help of magic,” she said. “We don’t really give thanks to anyone but ourselves.” 
 
    “The only crops I grow are bears,” Vur said, sticking his chest out. 
 
    Alice sighed again. “Alright, well, back home, we celebrate our harvests with the Mid-Autumn Festival. We eat mooncakes, which are not made from the moon”—she glared at Alora—“they’re actually made from wheat, bean paste, and salted egg yolk, and we worship the moon dragon.” 
 
    Vur’s eyes lit up. “The what dragon?” 
 
    “The moon dragon,” Alice said. “It’s—” 
 
    “Your mooncakes are burning,” Tafel said, pointing at the oven. 
 
    Alora dropped Vur off of her head. “I’ll get Grandma to come bake!” 
 
    Alice drew the tray out of her stone oven and frowned. She grabbed one of the black mooncakes and blew on it before taking a bite. She spat it out and placed the tray down on top of the oven. “Okay. I think I’ll wait for the magical baking dragon to arrive. I’ve never burnt food before. Cooking with an oven sure is difficult.” 
 
    “What about the moon dragon?” Vur asked. 
 
    “Something smells good!” Emile and Susan flew down from above before Alice could respond. The two phoenixes landed on the still-hot metal tray. They stared at Alice with unblinking eyes. “Can we eat this?” 
 
    “…If you want.” 
 
    Emile and Susan cheered before pecking away at the burnt food. 
 
    “What about the moon dragon?” Vur asked again. 
 
    “If I could stop being interrupted,” Alice said and looked around. She made sure no one was coming. Then she nodded. “Okay. The moon dragon is a legend about a gluttonous dragon. He used to eat all of the crops and livestock that the villagers grew, so much so, that the villagers rose up and revolted. They defeated the moon dragon after a huge ordeal involving bribing the river dragons and earth dragons. But the river dragons and earth dragons couldn’t stomach the thought of killing another dragon, so they worked out a compromise. 
 
    “The moon dragon was ordered to stop eating everything the villagers had because they couldn’t provide offerings to the other dragons if they were to all die of starvation. So, the moon dragon, unwilling to give up his gluttonous eating style, decided to instead bless the villagers’ crops and livestock, making sure that even if he ate his fill, there would always be some left over. 
 
    “This worked well for many years, but one year, a curious child went up to the moon dragon whilst he was eating the child’s favorite chicken. That child asked, ‘Mister Dragon, why do you have to eat my chicken? The moon is made of cheese. We can’t fly, but you have wings, Mister Dragon. Why don’t you eat the moon instead?’ 
 
    “So, the gluttonous moon dragon, moved by the prospect of eating a whole moon’s worth of cheese by himself, immediately flew up into the sky towards the moon and disappeared. That’s why we pay our respects to the moon, specifically the moon dragon, in the hopes that he’ll continue to give us bountiful harvests.” 
 
    Emile swallowed. “What about the child’s chicken? Did it survive?” 
 
    “It was eaten,” Alice said. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Susan stared at Vur, who was staring up at the sky. She raised her head, but the moon wasn’t out. “I wonder if Dad has met the moon dragon up there.” 
 
    Emile choked. “What?” 
 
    Susan tilted her head at her brother. “What do you mean what? Dad lives on the moon, remember?” 
 
    Emile picked apart the burnt mooncake in front of his sister with his talons. He glared at Alice. “Did you put liquor in this? We’re underaged! You have to warn us first.” 
 
    Susan pecked her brother’s head. “I’m not drunk, stupid! Mom said Dad lived on the moon when I asked her where he was!” 
 
    “Mom lied to you! Don’t peck my head; you’ll make me dumb!” 
 
    Alice ignored the squabbling phoenixes. “And that’s the story of the moon dragon.” 
 
    Vur nodded. “So that’s how all those craters on the moon were made. The moon dragon ate those parts of the moon.” Vur smiled at Tafel. “Let’s go to the moon one day.” 
 
    Tafel smiled. “Yeah, sure. I wonder what it’s like up there.” 
 
    Alice stared at the two idiots smiling at each other. They weren’t planning on bringing her along, were they? If they were, trying to make mooncakes while they were around might’ve been the dumbest thing she had tried in a while. She sighed. Two dragons lumbered into view, shaking the ground, and Alice waved her hand at them. “You’ve arrived, Mrs. Matriarch.” 
 
    Sharda glanced at the oven. “I heard that there are some pastries that need to be made?” 
 
    “Yes,” Alice said. “Yes, there are.” 
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