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    In a valley between two towering mountains, a green dragon was lying on his stomach, his eyes closed and limbs splayed in all directions. Beside him, a sky-blue dragon was sitting on her haunches, staring at him with her eyes narrowed. On top of the sky-blue dragon’s head, a shirtless, teenaged boy with shoulder-length brown hair and golden eyes with slit pupils sat next to a pale, teenaged girl with ten horns on her head, black hair coiling around them. The boy reached over and smoothed out the girl’s hair as the sky-blue dragon thumped her tail near the green dragon’s head. 
 
    “Your mom always flies so fast,” Tafel said as she exhaled. Her hair would always get tangled in her horns when she flew with Sera. It was even worse with Grimmy. 
 
    “But isn’t it nice?” Vur asked and smiled as he grabbed Tafel’s hand. He pulled her to his chest and jumped off of Sera’s head, landing on the ground without a sound by cushioning his fall with a pocket of air. 
 
    “I guess,” Tafel said. Her voice lowered. “She’s still so scary though.” 
 
    The sky-blue dragon snorted, causing Tafel to stiffen. “What part of me is scary?” she asked Tafel with a smile, showing teeth that were longer than a human’s arm. “As Vur’s mate, you have to be just as fearless as him. You’re one of us now.” 
 
    Tafel straightened her back and nodded. “I’ll do my best,” she said. She added with a whisper, “But I think expecting anyone to be as fearless as Vur is asking for too much.” 
 
    Sera snorted again and raised her paw. She smacked the green dragon’s snout, creating a gust of wind that caused Tafel’s and Vur’s hair to flow horizontally for an instant. “Wake up,” Sera said. The green dragon sneezed out a stream of fire that washed over Sera, but she didn’t seem to mind. When the green dragon was about to sneeze again, Sera placed her paw over his nostrils. The green dragon sneezed, but this time, the fire shot out of the inner corners of his closed eyes. 
 
    “Gah!” the green dragon shouted as he bolted upright and swiped his eyes with his paws. His tail thrashed, nearly knocking Vur and Tafel over, as he looked around. “Sera?” he asked as he rubbed his eyes one last time. “Didn’t I tell you never to wake me up like that?” 
 
    “Like what?” Sera asked as her eyes widened. She hung her head and gazed upwards at her father, using a common tactic of puppies to garner sympathy. 
 
    Her father sighed and shook his head. “Forget it,” he said and glanced at Tafel and Vur. “Oh, if it isn’t my … grandson and granddaughter-in-law. Don’t you two have a kingdom to rule or something?” He yawned and scratched his neck with his rear leg. His lips smacked a few times before he rested on his haunches, straightening his back as his wings folded against the sides of his body. “Or have you two finally seen my greatness and came to pay your respects?” 
 
    Sera rolled her eyes before looking at Vur. Vur looked back at Sera. “Grandpa’s really not as scary as you made him seem,” he said. The green dragon’s eyes narrowed, and Tafel shivered while taking a step back, positioning herself behind Vur’s shoulder. Vur stuck his chest out and stood akimbo, facing his grandpa. “Hit me with your best shot, Grandpa Green.” 
 
    “Huh? Who the heck is Grandpa Green!?” the green dragon roared. His chest expanded as he sucked in a mouthful of air and stood on his hind legs. Tafel let out a squeak as she disappeared and reappeared on Sera’s lower back, hiding behind the sky-blue dragon’s wing. Sera took off, and flew into the distance at breakneck speed, nearly losing Tafel on the way. 
 
    “I know you want Vur to learn the dragon patriarch’s skills, but isn’t this a bit too excessive?” Tafel asked as she climbed up Sera’s neck and onto her head. Tafel bit her lower lip as Sera circled around the valley. “Won’t he die?” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Sera said. “Vur has the necklace the little cursed elf gave him. It should revive him without penalties if he dies.” 
 
    Tafel’s face paled. “You mean this one?” she asked as she reached into her shirt and pulled out a ring with a golden cord looped through it. It had three rubies engraved, each pulsing with a soft glow. “Vur gave it to me because he was afraid I’d get hurt.” 
 
    Sera turned her head and stared at the necklace in Tafel’s hand. She blinked and frowned. A booming sound drew the pair’s attention towards the valley. Vur’s grandpa had stomped his front legs against the ground, causing it to rupture while throwing Vur off balance. A jet of purple mist flew out of the dragon’s mouth, enveloping Vur. Tafel screamed as the vegetation surrounding Vur withered and crumbled into dust in front of her eyes. Sera swore and dove downwards but stopped and exhaled when she saw Vur was alright. A blue light came out of the rose tattoo on his chest as he coughed and waved off the smoke in front of his face. Unfortunately, his pants had corroded away. 
 
    Vur’s grandpa blinked twice before rubbing his eyes. His brow furrowed. The last time he was called Green was when he was being bullied as a child: Little Green Ding-a-ling, that’s what the bigger dragons used to call him. He had felt a rush of anger from all those years ago and vented it on Vur but panicked after he shot out his poison breath. Thankfully, his grandson was a lot sturdier than he expected; otherwise, Sera would’ve never let him sleep peacefully ever again. His eyes gleamed as Vur snorted and dusted purple powder off of his naked body. 
 
    “I said your best shot,” Vur said. “Don’t tell me that was it, Grandpa Green.” 
 
    His grandpa chuckled. “Call me Grandpa Nova,” he said. “I held back because I was afraid of hurting you, but it looks like you’re not as frail as other humans.” He grinned. “I want to see how you handle this, little brat. Let’s see if you’re truly fit to be my grandson or not!” His upper body rose into the air as he stood on his hind legs. He roared at the sky, causing a giant circle of runes to materialize beyond the clouds. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Tafel asked as her face blanched. A massive amount of mana surged through the skies, making her nauseous. Birds, wyverns, and even one phoenix flew into the air, scattering from the nearby area. The ground shook as all sorts of creatures felt fear in the deepest recesses of their bodies and attempted to run as far away as possible. Even Sera had a grimace on her face. 
 
    “He’s summoning a meteor,” Sera said as her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you stop him!?” Tafel shouted and slapped her palm on the sky-blue dragon’s forehead, forgetting her fear of Sera for an instant. 
 
    Sera blinked before furrowing her brow. Truthfully, she really wanted to, but she knew her dad was testing her son. Although she convinced him to accept Vur by a democratic vote, he didn’t accept him in his heart. If she interfered now, her dad might never give Vur another chance. “I believe in Vur,” she said with a strained voice. “He can make it. If he doesn’t, we can always get Leila to revive him even if he comes back weaker than before.” 
 
    Tafel squeezed her hands together. 
 
    “Don’t interfere,” Sera said as if sensing Tafel’s intentions of teleporting to Vur. The way Sera spoke caused Tafel to freeze. “This is his coming-of-age challenge.” 
 
    The runes in the sky spun around until they blurred and formed a silver circle of light in the sky. The clouds turned red as the end of a flaming meteor appeared at the center of the light. It grew in size, and Sera was forced to back away due to the heat—not for herself, but for Tafel. The air cracked and rumbled as the meteor shot out of the circle like a cannonball, rushing towards the valley Vur and Grandpa Nova were in. The green dragon gazed at Vur before spreading his wings and flying into the air towards Sera. 
 
    Vur narrowed his eyes at the incoming meteor. He raised his arms as his eyes glowed golden. A rune appeared on his forehead, and webs of black light travelled down his body. His hands and feet grew translucent claws, and a tail made of mana shot out of his rear while mana-scales grew on his skin. Two pairs of black, translucent wings unfurled from his back as he let out a roar. A tornado of ice formed in front of him and flew towards the incoming projectile. The two collided, but the meteor only slowed for a bit before it continued to fall. A series of lightning bolts, each with the width of a tree trunk, surged towards the meteor, smashing against it. Bits and pieces flaked off, and another tornado of ice flew towards it, followed by more lightning bolts. 
 
    “He’s strong,” Nova said to Sera as he watched the fireworks in the distance. 
 
    “Of course,” Sera said. “He’s my son.” 
 
    Nova sighed as Vur destroyed half the meteor with lightning and ice. “That’s a ridiculous amount of mana. I guess that Tree of Knowledge and Fountain of Youth really helped him,” he said. “I was a bit skeptical of your story at first.” 
 
    By the time the meteor reached the treetops, it was only a fourth of its original size. Vur stopped using magic and braced himself for the impact, ready to catch the meteor. A golden glow formed a layer over his skin. 
 
    “Of course he has dragon force too,” Nova said and sent an accusing gaze towards Sera as the meteor collided against Vur. The surrounding trees were blown away as the earth was torn asunder. When the wind stopped, all that remained was a crater and a meteor. Slowly, the meteor tilted over to the side, and Tafel cheered as Vur crawled out from underneath. 
 
    The two dragons descended and landed next to Vur, who was dusting himself off, the mana surrounding him gone. Tafel’s brow furrowed as she checked out his naked body. There were only a few smudges, but other than that, he was completely unhurt. “My god, Vur,” Tafel said as she took off her coat and wrapped it around her husband’s waist. “I knew you were strong, but don’t you think you’re a little too strong?” 
 
    “No,” Vur said as he hugged Tafel and kissed her forehead. Even he could tell that she was worried from the tears in her eyes. “Dragons are the strongest. This was the only outcome.” 
 
    “But a dragon summoned that meteor,” Tafel said as she touched her forehead. 
 
    “But I’m the strongest,” Vur said and nodded. 
 
    Nova snorted—he had only used one spell while Vur used over a dozen. Well, it wouldn’t be right to ruin his grandson’s image in front of his mate. Nova sat on his haunches and looked at Sera. 
 
    “Did he pass?” Sera asked. 
 
    “He did,” Nova said with a nod. He poked Vur’s chest with his claw. “Welcome to the family, squirt. Now that you’re my grandson, you better not lose any fights. Ever. You’re representing my name after all.” 
 
    Vur nodded. Nova nodded back. “Good,” the green dragon said. 
 
    “So we can go to Fuselage now?” Vur asked Sera. Passing her father’s test was one of her conditions to let Vur leave the continent without a dragon to accompany him. Before, he was just a fledgling in her eyes. 
 
    “You can,” Sera said and smiled before glancing at Tafel. “Are you going now?” 
 
    “Yes,” Vur said as he grabbed Tafel’s hand. “Bye, Grandpa Nova. Bye, Mom. We’ll be back soon.” 
 
    “They’re going to fuse a what?” Nova asked Sera as Tafel prepared a calculation for her teleportation. 
 
    “Fuselage,” Sera said. “It’s what the humans named the last city in the northern continent.” 
 
    “What. No,” Nova said as a silver light enveloped Vur’s and Tafel’s bodies. “The northern continent’s lame. There’s no dragons there. How am I supposed to show off my new family?” He reached into the pillar of light and flicked Tafel’s shoulder, causing her to yelp and turn ninety degrees towards the east. She vanished along with Vur. 
 
    Sera stared blankly at the space they had just occupied. All that remained was the clothes they wore. “That was a super long-ranged teleportation! How could you interfere like that!?” she roared. 
 
    “What?” Nova asked and chuckled. “Calm down. The eastern continent’s almost the same distance away. At most, they’ll fall into the ocean or something. He’s strong. He’ll manage.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lindyss hummed as she sat in a rocking chair, crocheting with a ball of black yarn by her feet. A bat was forming on the ends of her crocheting hooks. Around her, dozens of stuffed bats lay on her dresser, bed, table, and floor. There was even a wool dragon attached to the ceiling. As she was putting the finishing touches on her bat, the floor shook and knocked her out of her chair. Screams entered the room through her open window as she sat up and brushed her brown hair out of her face. A sigh escaped from her lips as her door swung open and a skeleton appeared. 
 
    “Unholy Misstr—” 
 
    “Is it Grimmy?” Lindyss asked. The skeleton froze mid-greeting before jerking its head up and down, bones rattling. Lindyss smoothed out her red dress as she walked out of the room. “I told him to stop entering Konigreich like that.” The skeleton watched its master leave before shrugging and entering a nearby closet. 
 
    Outside, Lindyss saw Grimmy sitting on top of her newly-founded church of the damned. Her skeletons and religious followers decided to vote on the name of their religion, and the winning entry was Damnedism. What started off as a joke on her part became a continental phenomenon because the results were visible. With Grimmy’s help, Lindyss had set up a holy altar that converted dead bodies into zombies or skeletons—depending on the state of their corpses—that retained their memories from when they were still alive. 
 
    “Ah,” Grimmy said, shifting his weight on top of the church, causing tiles to rain down on the populace below. A section of the church had collapsed and Lindyss’ skeletons were already working on repairing it. “There you are.” Grimmy leaned forward and plucked Lindyss off the ground before she could say a word. His wings flapped, causing the skeletons on the ground to fall over, and the duo soared into the air. 
 
    “Grimmy,” Lindyss said as she was placed on top of the dragon’s forehead. “I’m a very busy person, you know? You can’t just kidnap me every time you’re bored. This is the fifth time this week, and the week only started three days ago.” 
 
    Grimmy snorted. “I know what you do in that tower of yours—crocheting little bats and a mini-me all day,” he said. Lindyss smacked his scales, causing him to burst out into laughter. “And I’m not kidnapping you because I’m bored. I’ve come to fulfill a promise.” 
 
    “Huh?” Lindyss’ brow furrowed. “Which one?” 
 
    “Eastern continent,” Grimmy said. “You finished integrating that holy warrior soul, right? Leila and I are flying over to visit her family. You’re my plus-one.” 
 
    Lindyss fell silent. “I don’t think you understand how a plus-one works,” she said as her eye twitched. “Are you sure you didn’t mean third wheel?” 
 
    “You two-legged creatures and your words,” Grimmy said and snorted. “I’m bringing you along. Feel honored.” 
 
    Lindyss rolled her eyes. “Yes, O mighty one,” she said. “Honored is definitely the feeling I’m experiencing right now. But didn’t you say you weren’t planning on leaving the continent anytime soon?” 
 
    “Well,” Grimmy said as he flew through a cloud, causing Lindyss’ dress to dampen and cling to her skin. “I was staying to make sure Nova didn’t bully Vur too much. Turns out Vur didn’t need my help. Nova accepted him after he caught a meteor.” 
 
    “So that’s what that was,” Lindyss said as she furrowed her brow. “I had a feeling it had to do with Vur. Where is he now?” 
 
    “He should’ve teleported to Fuselage with Tafel,” Grimmy said and paused as he stroked his chin, “but Sera seemed pretty mad about something. I thought she’d be happier considering Vur’s not a fledgling anymore.” 
 
    “No mother likes seeing their children leave the nest,” Lindyss said and shook her head. Although she found it absurd that Sera considered the whole continent of Zuer to be her nest, she couldn’t really argue with her. 
 
    “Nah,” Grimmy said. “I think it was something else. Although I do remember that time Vur was kidnapped by a certain someone and Sera went ballistic trying to find him.” Grimmy’s eyes rolled upwards to stare at Lindyss. 
 
    The corrupted elf cleared her throat and gazed up at the sky. “Didn’t you go all ‘I’m going to destroy everything with undead’ as well?” she asked. A shiver ran down her spine. “I’m glad we got over that misunderstanding.” 
 
    “I think Prika’s still upset you didn’t marry Vur,” Grimmy said and snorted. “Why don’t you?” 
 
    “Go die. There’s no way I’m becoming your niece-in-law,” Lindyss said. 
 
    Grimmy laughed as he dove downwards, approaching the valley of the dragons. Lindyss had to dig her fingers in between his scales to prevent herself from being thrown off. Her eyes shut due to the wind, and a sudden stop caused her face to smack into Grimmy’s forehead. “You ass,” Lindyss muttered as she sat up and smoothed out her hair. “Do that again and you’ll regret it.” 
 
    “Your relationship with Grimmoldesser is quite unique,” Leila said with her head slightly tilted to the side, staring at Lindyss. 
 
    Lindyss stiffened as her hands stopped moving. “Greetings, Leiandra,” she said with an awkward smile. 
 
    “Just call me Leila,” the silver dragon said and grinned. “Not many people get to fly on Grimmy’s head. What was your relationship with him again?” 
 
    “He’s my bestest buddy,” Lindyss said with a dry laugh. 
 
    “Mmm.” Leila hummed. “What about that thing from over ten years ago?” She tapped her front claw against the ground. “I think your words were, ‘Grimmy was my light when everything was dark. He was the moon that lit up my night.’” The silver dragon’s eyes twinkled as she stared at Lindyss. 
 
    A bead of sweat formed on the elf’s brow. She looked down at Grimmy, trying to catch his gaze, but the black dragon was preoccupied with cleaning his claws. Peals of laughter rang through the air as Leila’s tail thumped against the ground. “I was just teasing you,” she said. “Your expression was glorious. I think I can partially understand why Grimmy has such perverse hobbies now.” 
 
    “I do not!” Grimmy said. 
 
    Leila smiled and nuzzled his neck with her snout. “You don’t have to be embarrassed when we’re the only ones here.” 
 
    Lindyss sighed, but not audibly. Looks like she was third wheeling after all. At least she’d get to see a new continent without having to worry about cleaning up Vur’s messes. The poor parasitic creatures in the north could entertain him instead. 
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    A black-scaled fishman hummed as he swam towards a shore, holding onto a dead shark by its dorsal fin. Today was the day of the national hunt, and he was confident in securing a high ranking with his prey. On the shore, hundreds of fishmen roamed about. Their backs were finned like sharks, and more fins extended out of their elbows and calves. Their hands and feet were webbed while their faces were narrow and scaled with sharp teeth in their thin mouths. 
 
    “Ah!” one of them shouted as the black-scaled fishman arrived at the shore, dragging the dead shark onto the beach. “Carl’s caught a big one!” The shark was nearly three times the size of most of the fishmen. 
 
    Carl laughed and flexed his bicep, eliciting a few whistles from the crowd. He looked around the shore filled with other dead sea creatures: octopi, squids, sharks, a tiny whale, a few sea urchins caught by kids. His catch was the biggest. The further out into the ocean one went, the larger the marine animals, but the danger increased as well. He believed he went the furthest. “How is it?” Carl asked a fishman who wandered over to judge the dead shark. “First place?” 
 
    “For now,” the judge said and nodded. “George still hasn’t returned yet, and there’s still another hour before the sun sets.” 
 
    “George smorge,” Carl said and flapped his gills. “This year, the prize is mine. He’s getting too old.” 
 
    A wry smile appeared on the judge’s fishy lips. “Don’t let him hear you say that,” he said before directing a group of fishmen to drag the shark towards the kitchens—the national hunt was always followed by a feast. Carl licked his lips. This time, he’d be the one at the head of the table. Last year, it was George, but Carl didn’t believe anyone could reel in something larger than his shark. 
 
    An orange-colored fishman walked up to him. She smiled and nudged his side with her fins. “You’re going to gift me the prize, right?” she asked as she looked up at Carl with big, round eyes. 
 
    “Well, that really depends on what happens during the night, doesn’t it?” Carl asked with a smile. 
 
    The orange fishman giggled. “You’re so bad,” she said before shaking her head. “What else are you going to do with a necklace of glowing pearls?” 
 
    “Well—” 
 
    A commotion broke out on the shore, causing Carl to frown and turn around. A green fishman was crawling onto the beach from the ocean, gasping for breath. “Isn’t that George?” the orange fishman asked. “Why’s he look so scared?” 
 
    Carl frowned but didn’t respond. He was glad his rival didn’t bring back any prey, but at the same time, he was unsettled. George was capable—Carl couldn’t deny that. Then what made him so flustered? Carl ignored the orange fishman and walked up to George. “What happened?” 
 
    George continued to gasp, and a while passed before he could properly speak. “I saw a leviathan,” he said with wide eyes. “A leviathan!” 
 
    “A leviathan this close to land?” Carl asked and frowned. Murmurs spread throughout the crowd of gathered fishmen. A few children began to cry while their mothers shushed them. Everyone knew about the leviathans. They were like the dragons of the sea that mothers fed misbehaving children to. 
 
    “It was massive,” George said, his body trembling. Drops of water flew off of his scales and landed on the sand as he stood up. “I never thought it really existed. You know I’ve been alive for over forty national hunts. Never in my life have I seen a creature like that.” 
 
    “What did it look like, Uncle George?” a fishman child shouted. 
 
    George shook his head. “It was just too big to see. Its neck was longer than that tree,” he said and pointed at a palm tree in the distance. “Its body was even bigger, but the scariest part was the tail. Its tail was like a giant eel with a blade that glowed brighter than the moon attached to it. I didn’t know what I was looking at at first.” He laughed. “I’m lucky I got away! Praise the sun!” His arms raised into the air as he dropped onto his knees and kissed the warm sand. 
 
    “You were so scared you didn’t bring back any prey, huh?” Carl asked. “Looks like I’m taking the head of the table this year.” 
 
    George laughed again. “Competitions don’t matter when you see something like that and live,” he said. “I feel like a new man. Who else here can say they stared a leviathan in the face and survived?” 
 
    “It’s an auspicious sign promising great things to come. It isn’t everyday a leviathan blesses our waters,” one of the judges said. “The national hunt ends now. Stay out of the ocean for the next few days.” The crowd cheered as the uneasy atmosphere was dispersed in an instant. Leviathans never came into contact with the land. 
 
    The fishmen celebrated as Carl was paraded around the beach with a jar of alcohol in his hands, drinking every time someone toasted him. The cooks set the pre-gathered logs on fire and set about cooking for the feast. The air was filled with fishy smells and revelry as laughter and cheer rang through the area. A massive table that stretched the whole length of the beach was carried by a group of fishmen and placed by the water. Food was stacked on top of the wood, and Carl was seated at the head of the table. The judges came up to him and presented him with a necklace of pearls that shone in the red sunlight. The sun was beginning to set over the horizon when someone let out a cry. 
 
    “Someone’s coming out of the water!” 
 
    The fishmen turned their heads towards the water where a pale creature with black hair was rising out of the surface of the ocean. Horns jutted out of her head, and the fishmen let out cries of astonishment when they realized she had no scales. “It’s a human!” one of the fishmen children said. “That’s a real live human, right!?” 
 
    Tafel muttered something about dragons and curses as she wiped the water out of her eyes. She blinked and stared at the procession of fishmen who were staring back at her. She cleared her throat as she covered her naked body with her hands. “Hello there,” she said as her face turned red. She took a few steps back and sank into the water until only her head was showing. 
 
    “What’d she say?” one of the fishmen children asked. 
 
    “She said hello in a very weird way,” an older fishman said. 
 
    The judges rose out of their seats and approached Tafel. “You … lost?” they asked. 
 
    Tafel scratched her head. “You could say that,” she said. “Where am I?” 
 
    “Nibaba,” one of the judges said. “Our home.” His pronunciation was awkward, but Tafel could still understand what he was saying. 
 
    “And where is Nibaba…?” Tafel asked. “Is this the northern continent?” 
 
    The judges looked at each other and discussed in fishmen language while Tafel waited. Eventually, they turned back to her and shook their heads. Tafel sighed and placed her face into her hands. Why was Vur’s family like this? Speaking of Vur…. Tafel turned around and sighed. He was just as crazy as his family. 
 
    A massive shadow loomed in the water. A few fishmen shouted as the sea bulged upwards. A gigantic reptilian head broke through the ocean’s surface, causing the fishmen to scream in terror and retreat down the shore. The eyes of the creature were glazed over, focusing on nothing in particular. By its chin, Vur was holding onto it while swimming, pulling it along. The table had been abandoned long ago, and the fishmen retreated to the border where the sand turned into grass. Vur stepped onto the beach, completely naked, and pulled on the dead leviathan until its whole corpse was on the sand. Its head reached the grassy border. 
 
    Vur ignored the stares of the fishmen who were hiding behind trees and turned around. He waved at Tafel. “I told you I could do it,” he said with a smile. 
 
    “It wasn’t a matter of could, but should,” Tafel said and sighed. “I said you shouldn’t do it, not you couldn’t.” 
 
    “Well, I couldn’t hear you that well over the waves,” Vur said and shrugged. “What’s going on here?” His attention turned towards the table he had shattered to make space. 
 
    “I don’t know, Vur,” Tafel said. “I really don’t. What was your grandpa thinking when he messed with my teleportation!? We could’ve died!” 
 
    “You should yell at him, not me,” Vur said and shrugged as he tore a chunk of flesh off of the dead leviathan and sniffed it before placing it into his mouth. 
 
    “You’re not concerned one bit about our situation, are you?” Tafel asked as she wrapped a nearby towel around herself. 
 
    “Nope,” Vur said as he chewed and shrugged. Tafel was about to say something, but Vur swallowed his food and continued. “Anywhere’s fine as long as I’m with you.” 
 
    Tafel’s face turned pink, and she lowered her head but turned away a second later. “Put some pants on, please,” she said. Her face burned as she felt the stares of hundreds of fishmen digging into her back. 
 
    “Don’t have any,” Vur said as he dug out another chunk of flesh from the leviathan. “Want some?” 
 
    “No,” Tafel said. Her stomach growled. She bit her lower lip and snatched the flesh out of Vur’s hand. “Maybe just one piece.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Do you understand what they’re saying?” Vur asked and tilted his head. A towel was wrapped around his waist. The group of fishmen were still standing around on the border between the sand and the grass, pointing at Vur and Tafel as they ate. Vur had taken fragments of the broken table and set them ablaze, creating a bonfire to cook the leviathan. 
 
    Tafel shook her head. “They’re scared of the giant fish you dragged in,” she said before pausing. “Or, now that I think about it, they’re scared of you. They could speak human, but it’s a bit strange.” 
 
    Two fishmen, Carl and George, approached the chatting couple. “H-hello,” George said. He was talking to Vur, but his gaze was plastered on the monstrous fish beside him. Although the image he saw in the water was dark and hard to discern, he knew that this was the leviathan he had encountered earlier. Was it already dead at the time? He swallowed and forced himself to look away. “You understand?” 
 
    Vur nodded, refusing to speak while chewing. 
 
    “Who are you?” Carl asked, his scaled brow furrowing. His webbed feet curled and uncurled, leaving deep lines in the sand. 
 
    “I’m Vur,” Vur said. “She’s Tafel, my wife.” 
 
    Carl scratched his head. He guessed that was an appropriate response to the question he asked even though it wasn’t what he was looking for. Before he could say anything else, George blurted out, “Did you kill this holy leviathan?” 
 
    Tafel sighed, wanting to bury her face into her hands, but she was holding a piece of cooked flesh. Of course Vur would kill a creature that the indigenous population worshipped. She shouldn’t have expected any less from him. Vur nodded and glanced at the corpse. “It’s very big,” he said and tore off another piece of meat, “but it only knew one spell, so it died pretty fast. Do you want some?” 
 
    “C-can we?” Carl whispered to George. 
 
    George swallowed his saliva. “It’s already dead, yeah? It would be disrespectful to let its corpse decompose on a beach, right?” he asked and rubbed his hands together. He stepped forward and accepted the flesh, biting into it even though it was raw. His eyes widened, and he chewed faster, eating up the piece before Carl could even say anything. “It’s amazing!” 
 
    “Invite your people over,” Vur said, gesturing towards the fishmen on the bank. He grinned. “I’m a generous king.” 
 
    Tafel rolled her eyes. Her husband was too generous of a king. If she didn’t keep a close watch on his coffers, it’d empty from all the food and luxuries he’d buy for the people. Not that it was a bad thing—the people loved him. Grimmy was a bit disappointed in Vur’s lack of hoarding, but Sera, Leila, Prika, and Vernon approved. Tafel asked Carl, “You’re not upset about its death?” 
 
    The black-scaled fishman shook his head as he accepted a chunk of meat from Vur. “We may worship these great beasts, but that’s all,” he said. “They’re too powerful for us to hunt, but if a dead one comes on shore, I’m sure there aren’t many people who’d have qualms about eating it.” 
 
    Tafel nodded. “What language are you speaking by the way?” she asked. George was scrambling up the beach to report to the tribe, and Carl was scarfing down the meat, so she had to wait. 
 
    “Mainland human,” Carl said, licking his webbed fingers when he was done. “Isn’t that where you’re from? Your accent is a bit strange. Are you from further south? I heard they spoke differently.” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Tafel said and scratched her head. “I performed a pretty large teleportation, but someone’s”—she glared at Vur—“grandpa screwed it up. I think we’re probably from across the ocean.” 
 
    Carl’s mouth dropped open. He blinked three times before shaking his head. “That’s impossible. Only creatures from myths come from beyond the ocean,” he said. Loud sizzling noises reached his ears as Vur hummed and threw more slabs of flesh onto the makeshift bonfire. The fishman glanced at the dead leviathan and scratched his head. “Actually…” 
 
    “Forget about it,” Vur said and yawned. He was fine with eating the flesh raw, but Tafel liked her food cooked. “Did we interrupt something? Why was a table here?” 
 
    Carl frowned. “Today was the day of the national hunt. All the tribes along the coast come out and compete with each other to see who can bring back the biggest catch,” he said. “Afterwards, we celebrate with a feast to build camaraderie amongst one another. This year, I won.” His chest puffed up when he spoke the last sentence. The red pearl necklace glinted in the fire’s light. “I won this necklace as a prize.” 
 
    Vur blinked. “Was it bigger than this?” he asked and gestured towards the leviathan. 
 
    “Was what bigger?” 
 
    “Your catch.” 
 
    Carl scratched his head. “No?” 
 
    “Then don’t I win?” Vur asked. He held out his hand, palm up. 
 
    “Vur…,” Tafel said, her lips stretching into a line. 
 
    “What?” Vur asked. “You heard the rules. Biggest catch wins.” He pointed at the leviathan before looking at Carl. “Biggest.” 
 
    A hollow laugh resounded through the air as Carl took off his necklace. “You’re right,” he said and nodded before placing the pearls onto Vur’s outstretched palm. He wasn’t going to argue with someone who killed a leviathan. Besides, Vur offered to share the leviathan with the fishmen. A pearl necklace was more than a fair trade. “By the rules, you won.” 
 
    “Giving up your prize?” George asked. He had returned with the judges and elders in tow. “I guess it’s fair.” The fishman turned towards Vur. “These are the elders of our tribe. I tried to explain the situation to them, but it is a bit unbelievable.” A few curious children appeared from behind the elders’ skirts. 
 
    “You caught this?” one child asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Vur said as he leaned over to the side and draped the necklace of pearls over Tafel’s neck. He reached into the fire and tossed a roasted slab of meat that was bigger than the child’s body towards the kid. “Have some.” 
 
    “We thank you for your generosity,” one of the elders said as the kids swarmed the leviathan meat. The fishmen who were still hesitating saw the sight and headed towards the shore as well. “Is there anything we can do for you?” 
 
    Vur paused and tilted his head. “You could tell me stories. I like stories.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A gaggle of silver dragons lounged about a spacious cavern. They were deep underground, yet if they looked up, they could see the stars and moon above their heads. But to any passerby above ground, they wouldn’t find anything amiss about the earth they walked on. Not like anyone passed through the frostlands anyway. 
 
    Lulu, the smallest silver dragon, rolled onto her back and splayed her limbs. She blinked at the stars before exhaling out a breath of pure white light. “Leila said she’s bringing her mate home soon, right?” No one responded, so she lifted her head and peered around the cavern. Her two older brothers were playing a game of golem chess that Leila had taught them the last time she came to visit. Her mother was sleeping in the largest patch of moonlight, absorbing it for sustenance. Her father was digging a hole in the ground, but she wasn’t sure why. “Anyone?” 
 
    Her father looked up. “Mm. She said sometime this year,” he said as he planted a green ball into the hole. He swept the dirt back into the hole with his tail and squinted at the patch of dirt. “Now let’s see if that tree will really grow or not….” 
 
    “Don’t you need to water trees…?” Lulu asked and tilted her head. Leila had brought them a gift, saying it was a seed for a Tree of Knowledge. 
 
    Her father shrugged. “I don’t know,” he said. “Leila said to just plant it in the ground and occasionally pee on it.” 
 
    “Then why’d you plant it in the living room…?” Lulu asked and sighed. She shook her head. It didn’t matter—her father would probably forget about it within the next few hours anyways. “So … since Leila found a mate, doesn’t that mean I can leave the nest to find one now?” 
 
    Her father snorted. “We still haven’t approved of her choice yet,” he said and thumped his tail against the ground. “Don’t get ahead of yourself.” 
 
    “But he’s someone chosen by Leila,” Lulu said and pursed her lips. “Of course you’ll approve. Do you think she’d choose someone who didn’t fit your standards?” 
 
    Her father craned his neck and puffed his chest out as he sat back on his haunches. “There is no race of dragons nobler than us holy dragons. Leila said she found her mate in the central continent. I’ve never heard of any holy dragons operating in that area,” he said and wrinkled his nose. “If anything, the only one of note there is Nova, the great dragon of pestilence. And of course, the Tainted One, Gri—” 
 
    Lulu’s mother’s ears perked up. Her eyes snapped open as she bared her teeth while climbing to her feet. “Did someone say Nova?” she asked as her head swiveled around, glaring at the dragons in the cavern. 
 
    “Kondra, dear,” Lulu’s father said and cleared his throat. “I was just discussing the dragons in the central continent with Lulu. You know how they’re—” 
 
    “Crass and rude?” Kondra asked before snorting. “Barbarians, the lot of them.” Her gaze softened as she glanced at Lulu. “You know what the dragons there did when the inhabitants of the northern continent fled there and arrived on their lands? They fought and oppressed them instead of working together like civilized dragons. Unbelievable.” 
 
    Lulu sighed. This wasn’t the first time she heard her mother rant about the central continent’s dragons. Maybe that’s why Leila fled there all those years ago? Everyone knew the forbidden fruits tasted the sweetest. “Then what kind of standards would you hold Leila’s mate to?” 
 
    Kondra wrinkled her snout. “Leila seems to care for him a lot, so I won’t reject him outright. But at the very least, he has to have the dignity of a proper dragon. He can’t be one of those who targets the weak for fun,” she said and rubbed her chin. “Preferably, he should be oriented closer to light magic than dark magic. He should obtain his sustenance from mana rather than hunting. He should be generous with blessings rather than greedy for tributes. He should be aloof from two-legged affairs, and if not aloof, he should at least not be on bad terms with any sentient race.” 
 
    Lulu nodded. Her sister’s mate should fit those requirements easily; otherwise, there’d be no way she’d bring him back home to meet their parents. Once her sister left behind an egg for her parents to take care of, they wouldn’t have time to bother her and she’d be free to leave the nest. Of course, she could always try to gain a rite of passage by confronting her mother, but she didn’t think she could fight against her mother’s meteor like Leila did. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Carl snacked on the leviathan’s flesh as he debated on what story to tell the two ocean crossers. Perhaps a legend about people similar to them would suffice. He glanced around, but the other fishmen were too intoxicated and joyous for him to interrupt. Besides, other than a few elders in the tribe, he knew the most about the legends. He sidled over to Vur and poured himself a cup of alcohol before pouring some for Vur and Tafel. 
 
    “I thought up the most appropriate legend to tell you two: it’s called, ‘The Tale of the Juggernaut,’” Carl said as he wet his throat with his ale. “Thousands of winters ago, fishmen dominated the coasts and interiors of the forests. The humans hadn’t arrived then, and the lands were spacious enough for all the races of the land to live in peace. That isn’t to say there weren’t any scuffles, but there weren’t any wars over territory. The holy dragons maintained peace over the continent, not letting any wanton destruction get out of hand; often times, they’d coordinate with our leaders to resolve disputes. It was a system that worked well and still works well to this day despite the inclusion of the humans and phoenixes. 
 
    “There was only one time where a sentient race arrived and waged war against the natives, ignoring the will of the dragons.” Carl licked his lips and leaned closer. Tafel could smell the alcohol on his breath as he spoke in a whisper, “They were the dwarves. Though they’re tiny in stature, they’re not to be underestimated. They arrived on this land by crossing the ocean, much like you two, but instead of swimming, they rode a massive metal beast they called the Juggernaut. The Juggernaut arrived inland by traveling up the fierce rivers, wading through the rapids and climbing up waterfalls! They conquered the natives with metal weapons that spat thunder from aboard the mighty beast, and they forced the conquered tribes to give them tributes of metal. 
 
    “The holy dragons tried to confront them, but even they were repelled by the Juggernaut. Before”—Carl looked around and lowered his voice even further, leaning closer to his listeners—“Kondra, the matriarch of the dragons, could even speak to the dwarves, they had fired lightning upon her, gravely injuring her. For reasons unknown to the natives at the time, the dwarves had a serious grievance against dragons, declaring them evil and worthy of purging. These days, we know the dwarves had a grudge because of a black dragon who kept robbing them of their metals and treasures. They had been raided so much that they built the Juggernaut with their remaining stores of materials and fled from their native lands. 
 
    “Through pure force, the dwarves established their city in the heart of the continent on the peak of one of the tallest mountains. To this day, the Juggernaut still resides on Mount Herz with the dwarves living beneath it deep within the earth. Rumors have it that they’re waiting to take revenge on the one who forced them out of their lands. The holy dragons leave them alone, and the dwarves stick to themselves, occasionally waging war and conquering lands every few centuries or so.” 
 
    Vur tilted his head. “If they could repel a dragon, why didn’t they fight the dragon who forced them to leave?” 
 
    Carl shrugged. “I’ve only heard rumors from the merchants, but I don’t understand what they mean. Apparently, the dwarves have great respect for their dead and refuse to fight against them. Why would they have to fight their dead? It makes no sense.” 
 
    “That black dragon sounds awfully similar to a certain dragon I know,” Tafel said and glanced at Vur with an accusing stare. 
 
    “It really does, doesn’t it?” Vur asked. “I should ask Grimmy the next time I see him. Maybe he’ll know who it was.” He glanced at the black-scaled fishman. “Do you know the name of the dragon?” 
 
    Carl glanced around again. No one was paying attention. “Don’t say it out loud, or the dwarves’ curse of bad luck will fall upon you,” he said and quickly scribbled out a name in the sand. The letters looked a bit different than the ones Vur and Tafel were used to—whether because of Carl’s handwriting or differences in the language—but they could both make out the name. It was Grimmoldesser. 
 
    “You have got to be kidding me,” Tafel said and sighed as she hung her head while Carl wiped away the sand. “How would they even know his name!?” 
 
    Vur’s body shook as he laughed. “If it was Grimmy, he’d shout it out every time he raided them. So that’s what Grimmy meant when he said he got his hoard from the short people.” 
 
    Tafel slapped her forehead with her hand and groaned. 
 
    Carl’s gaze repeatedly shifted from Vur to Tafel. He scratched his head. “My understanding of the human language isn’t that great. It seems like you two know the dwarves’ disaster?” 
 
    “Ye—” 
 
    “No!” Tafel said, interrupting Vur. “We don’t.” 
 
    Carl glanced at Vur, who shrugged. 
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    Vur yawned as he stretched his arms above his head. Beside him, on a fluffy down bed, Tafel was beginning to awaken as well. They were inside the cave that the fishmen had given them to spend their time. The fishmen had insisted on the two staying until their master artisan had finished refining the leviathan skin and scales into armor as thanks for treating them to leviathan flesh. Their future generations would be stronger thanks to Vur and Tafel as the leviathan’s mana was incorporated into their bodies. The beast’s bones could also be used to imbue artifacts with abilities. Tafel had been fascinated and was a bit upset she couldn’t summon her sword to have it improved, but Vur didn’t care since Lust had been broken and never replaced. 
 
    The pearls hanging from Tafel’s neck glinted as she sat up and cracked her neck. When she asked about them, the fishmen had called them sunrise pearls. They heated up when the sun rose and provided a warm light to start the day. Other than that, the fishmen hadn’t discovered another function for them. “They said the armor would be done today, right?” Tafel asked and nudged Vur, who was still bleary-eyed. 
 
    Vur yawned again. “Mhm.” 
 
    “You sound so excited,” Tafel said and frowned. She pinched his cheeks, causing his eyes to widen. “Leviathans should be close to wyverns and phoenixes in rank. Do you know what that means?” She released Vur’s cheeks and placed her hands on her hips. 
 
    Vur rubbed his face. “They’re weak?” 
 
    Tafel sighed. “You’re an adventurer who doesn’t care about getting good equipment. I’m almost ashamed for you.” She scratched her nose. “It means we’re getting top-quality armor that rivals what people in Fuselage wear. Do you know how expensive that kind of armor is? I could only afford a nice sword and a decently made robe after a decade of hunting. And I couldn’t even bring them here because someone botched my teleport.” She sighed. “There’s also the cost of mana potions, health potions, accessories, repair bills, lodging fees, dismantling fees, storage fe—” 
 
    Vur placed his hand on Tafel’s shoulder, causing her to fall silent. He stared her in the eyes. “You can borrow stuff from Grimmy’s hoard. He has a lot.” Vur nodded before standing, leaving Tafel with a blank expression on her face. 
 
    “That’s different! It’s not earned,” Tafel said and furrowed her brow. “I could raid my kingdom’s treasury and buy myself top-class gear, but there’s no satisfaction in doing that. Being an adventurer is about the journey, not the end result: Killing rare beasts, gathering materials yourself, finding someone to make your hunted items into armor. That’s like the number one reason why people become adventurers.” 
 
    “Huh. Really?” Vur asked as he slid on a pair of pants. “I thought it was for the money?” 
 
    “Well, maybe. But the people who aren’t in it for the money are in it for the adventure,” Tafel said. “And you definitely don’t need money. Didn’t you want to go on an adventure with me because of the adventurer lifestyle?” 
 
    “I wanted to try new food,” Vur said and glanced at his stomach. “Oh, and because you asked me too.” He nodded at Tafel, who sighed. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve met anyone who adventured just for the food,” Tafel said and pursed her lips. “Well, the fishmen worked hard to create that armor for us. You should accept it, alright?” 
 
    “Okay,” Vur said. “I’ll use it even if it’s not as good as the clothes Auntie makes.” He paused. “I wonder what she’s doing anyways.” 
 
    “She’s watching over the three kingdoms because both of us are irresponsible,” Tafel said and dressed herself. She wasn’t sure what material her clothing was made out of, but it was comfortable and soft to touch. “It’s because she’s there that I’m confident in leaving the continent whenever I want.” 
 
    Vur tilted his head as he exited the cave. “But I thought she knitted all day?” 
 
    “Don’t let her hear you say that,” Tafel said as she squinted her eyes due to the light. The pearls by her collarbone seemed to increase in temperature once again. 
 
    “Ocean crossers!” 
 
    Vur and Tafel turned their heads. Carl waved at them and gestured behind himself towards the cluster of fishmen before saying, “We were just on our way to deliver the armor to you. They’re the highest quality works that Johnson’s ever created.” 
 
    A fishman with gray gills stepped forward and laughed. “It’s because you two provided me with such wonderful materials to work with,” he said and waved his hand. A few children ran forward, holding a package in their arms. “They’re as light as cloth, yet they are slash resistant. The scales also provide high resistance against piercing blows and some moderate resistance to blunt weapons, but that’s not even the best part about the armor.” His eyes glinted. “Try inserting your mana into them.” 
 
    Vur slid on the armor first. It was like a skintight piece of blue film that merged with his skin. If it wasn’t for the fact that he had just put it on, he wouldn’t have believed he was wearing anything. He focused his mana into the armor. Blue scales made of mana formed a layer around him, causing him to nearly double in size. A translucent blue tail extended from his rear, elongating and flattening into a blade at the tip. It swished a few times as Vur turned his head to inspect it. “I could already do that.” 
 
    Tafel shushed him and put on her armor. It was similar to Vur’s, and her transformation after inserting mana was also the same. She wasn’t as adept at controlling the tail though. 
 
    “Well?” Johnson asked, stroking his gills with one hand. “What do you think? It’s definitely comparable to the dwarves’ orichalcum plate armor. It’ll allow you to breathe underwater as long as you keep inserting mana, and you can even manipulate the shape of the barrier to improve your swimming speed.” 
 
    “I love it,” Tafel said. “Thank you so much.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” Vur said as he deactivated the armor’s barrier. “Thanks.” 
 
    Johnson chuckled. “I’m glad you two like it. I’m a bit ashamed I couldn’t make it more useful for land combat,” he said and sighed. “But leviathans are beasts of water. It only makes sense that their materials improve your underwater capabilities.” 
 
    “No worries,” Tafel said, her eyes shining. “Just by their defense alone, they’re comparable to the higher-quality armors back home.” 
 
    Vur scratched his head. He didn’t know Tafel felt that strongly about equipment. Maybe he should raid Grimmy’s hoard for her and give her a shiny weapon as a birthday gift. Grimmy had a lot of those lying around. 
 
    One of the elder fishmen, who acted as a judge a few nights ago, cleared his throat. “I don’t suppose you could spend any more time here and hunt a few more leviathans?” 
 
    Tafel blinked at Vur. “Wow, usually strangers want you to leave,” she said, recalling her honeymoon with Vur. “Has anyone sincerely asked if you wanted to stay longer before?” 
 
    Vur shrugged before glancing at the fishman. “We won’t be staying. I’ve already tried everything there is to eat here,” he said with a nod. 
 
    “Ah, a shame,” the elder said and stroked his chin. “I wish you well on the next steps of your journey.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Vur said. 
 
    A few fishmen children ran up to Tafel and handed her seashells. “Bye, big sister! It was nice meeting you.” 
 
    Carl and George stepped forward, handing two bundles over to Vur. “Here are some provisions we prepared for you. It should be enough to last a week. Take care, Vur. Tafel.” 
 
    Tafel and Vur stared blankly as the fishmen retreated just as quickly as they came. Tafel turned towards Vur, seashells in her hands. “I guess they didn’t want you to stay after all.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Ah, we got super lucky this time.” A bearded man held up a piece of paper, showing it off to his two companions: a male elf and a female human. “It’s a D-ranked mission with a chance of a B-ranked reward depending on the circumstances.” 
 
    The trio were sitting in the corner of a tavern, drinking from mugs with a dish of fried duck on their table. The elf frowned. “Doesn’t that mean there’s a chance at B-ranked danger?” 
 
    “Read the description,” the bearded man said and slid the paper over. “It’s a simple mission. Obtain a cup of the newly discovered fairy spring. What are the chances the fairy queen who made it will be there? Like zero?” 
 
    “That’s what makes this fishy,” the elf said and furrowed his brow. “Think about it. Even a child can obtain a cup of fairy poison, but there’s a chance at B-ranked danger? Doesn’t that mean a few D-ranked parties set out and failed?” 
 
    The woman snatched the paper out of the elf’s hands. “Don’t think too much about it,” she said. “We have a solid tank”—she pointed at the bearded man—“an awesome healer”—she pointed at the elf—“and myself, Shadow Nelly, the greatest scout that will ever have walked these lands.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” the elf said. “Maybe in the future you’ll be the greatest, but for now, you’re still a D-ranked novice.” 
 
    Nelly patted the elf’s shoulder and shoved a drumstick into his mouth. “You’re thinking too much. What did I just say?” she asked and pointed at the commission paper with her greasy fingers. “Look at the location of the spring. The Newbie Jungle. The most dangerous things there are the crocodiles in the river.” 
 
    “Unless there are adventurer hunters there,” the elf said and sighed as he placed the drumstick back onto his plate. “What if we go there only to be enslaved and sold off to the dwarves?” 
 
    “See. This is why you think too much,” Nelly said and rolled her eyes. “Lightning can strike you if you leave your house, but you left it anyways. Sure, a group of adventurer hunters can be there, but isn’t that a danger that comes with every commission? How did you ever leave your colony of elves and join human civilization if you’re such a worrywart?” 
 
    The elf sighed. “I guess you’re right,” he said and stared at his food. Nelly patted his back twice before drinking from her cup. “I still have a bad feeling about this though.” 
 
    “It’s a shame we can’t pay lodging fees with bad feelings,” the bearded man said. “Let’s set off after we finish this meal. I’ve already booked us a wagon on the way here.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “If we keep following this river, do you think we’ll reach the Juggernaut?” Vur asked. He was wading inside a river alongside Tafel, who was on land, with two bags slung over his shoulders. Behind him, there was a trail of unconscious crocodiles lying on their backs, floating down with the current. 
 
    “Maybe,” Tafel said. She was playing with her armor, activating its barrier over different parts of her body. Her brow furrowed. “Why? Don’t tell me you want to eat the dwarves. According to the fishmen, they’re like mini-humans. That’s not right.” 
 
    “Mm. Well, they ran away to this place to escape from Grimmy, right? That’s like Grimmy’s prey escaping from him,” Vur said and picked up a squirming fish with his armored toes. He brought it closer to his face, still held by his foot, and sniffed it before wrinkling his nose and tossing it back into the river. “As Grimmy’s nephew, I have to conquer them for him. Dragons’ code of honor.” 
 
    Tafel’s expression darkened. “There’s something wrong with that code.” 
 
    “It can’t be wrong—Grimmy made it,” Vur said and shook his head. Around them, there were trees with thick leaves that blotted out the sun, leaving a layer of dark-green foliage over the ground. Ferns sprouted nearby, and the buzzing of insects droned on and on. 
 
    “You know … Grimmy isn’t exactly the epitome of justice,” Tafel said and batted away a mosquito from her face with her barrier. She could put on the helmet that was flat against her back like a hood, but she thought it made her look silly, so she didn’t. “Don’t tell him I said that though. He’s even scarier than your mom at times.” 
 
    Vur tilted his head. Was that really the case? Grimmy was always laughing or joking around. Then again, Vur didn’t think Sera was scary either. “But it has to be right because everyone agrees with it. If it was wrong, Mom or Dad would’ve said something—well, Mom would. Dad wouldn’t do anything that disagreed with Mom.” 
 
    Tafel exhaled and shook her head. “Let’s forget about your family for now,” she said. “We’re on an adventure. We should enjoy it.” 
 
    “Isn’t this like wandering through my backyard though?” Vur asked. No monsters—disregarding the crocodiles—had approached them despite the fact Vur had two huge bags of food on his back. Tafel wasn’t sure whether that was a benefit or detriment of traveling together with Vur. 
 
    “I knew we should’ve asked the fishmen for directions,” Tafel said and bit her lower lip. Why did she listen to Vur when he insisted on following his nose? 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “So we could know where we’re going instead of wandering around aimlessly?” Tafel asked back. After traveling with an experienced team of SSS-ranked adventurers, partying with Vur was frustrating at times. It was even more frustrating that his logic was sound no matter how absurd she thought it was. 
 
    “I thought adventuring was about the journey, not the end result,” Vur said, echoing back Tafel’s words from earlier that morning. “Besides, I’m not wandering around aimlessly. I’m following the river. Where there’s water, there’s civilization.” 
 
    “That’s different!” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Tafel sighed and hung her head. “You know what, never mind,” she said and resumed practicing with her tail. It was useful for cutting through the plants blocking her way. 
 
    After a while of walking in silence, Vur stopped moving and turned his head to the side. 
 
    “What is it?” Tafel asked, following his gaze. She couldn’t see beyond the trees and undergrowth. 
 
    Vur’s brow furrowed. “Let’s go that way,” he said and pointed past her. He touched his chest. “I feel something from Stella’s birthflower.” 
 
    Tafel nodded. At last, a journey with a set destination. She just wished she had her sword. They had requested weapons from the fishmen, but the leviathan’s teeth were hollow and unfit for creating anything other than arrows and spears—weapons neither she nor Vur were comfortable with using. What weapon was Vur comfortable with anyway? Blue mages should be using sabers, but he used a dagger like a rogue instead; to be fair, he fought more like a druid who morphed into different beasts—the dagger wasn’t necessary. In the future, she’d definitely get him a proper saber. Now that she thought about it, were there even any adventurers’ guilds in this new land? 
 
    The jungle became gloomier as Vur and Tafel traveled deeper in. The lighting and ambient noises hadn’t changed, yet an oppressive atmosphere hung over their heads. Tafel furrowed her brow and waved her hand in front of her face, summoning a ball of flames. Although she had trained as a spellblade for the past decade, that didn’t change the fact her roots were those of a black mage. The fire lightened her surroundings but did nothing to remove the sense of unease sneaking up her back. She bit her lip. “Do you feel that?” 
 
    “It’s very comfortable,” Vur said and nodded. A purple web of light pulsed continuously underneath his armor, lighting up along the outlines of his rose tattoo, including its roots. He hummed as he traversed through the jungle, the barrier provided by his armor removing all undergrowth in his way. “We’re getting closer.” 
 
    Tafel furrowed her brow. She missed the feeling of her sword on her back. At least there was no way she’d suffer too badly with Vur around—unless Vur decided to turn on her. Which he wouldn’t. Right? She pursed her lips as she followed in his footsteps, going deeper and deeper into the jungle. Her head turned constantly as she took in the sights, looking for anything unique to this new land. Because of that, she bumped into Vur’s barrier and yelped when he suddenly stopped. “What’s wrong?” she asked as she held her nose. There was nothing around. 
 
    “We’re here,” Vur said and tilted his head. The purple light coming off of him shone even brighter than before, illuminating the ground. A few runes inscribed on nearby trees flashed in time with the purple light. “I think it’s a fairy’s illusion magic.” 
 
    “I’ve seen something like this before,” Tafel said as she approached a tree. The rune reminded her of the one Lindyss had her help setup before Vur was awakened in the humans’ capital—not that she knew what they did. But she did know breaking them would ruin whatever spell was in place. A layer of blue scales formed over her hand as she activated her armor, and she punched the tree trunk, rendering the rune incomprehensible. She moved on to the other runes in the vicinity. Once the fourth one was destroyed, the air shimmered as a massive boulder appeared in the center of the formation of runes. On the side of the boulder, there was an archway with a pitch-black path. Tafel urged her fireball inside, lighting up a ramp leading down. She smiled. “Now this is more like an adventure. Can I lead the way?” 
 
    Vur nodded, and Tafel exhaled. If Vur had led the way, all sense of excitement would be gone. The path was straightforward, continuing in a line until it plateaued at the bottom of the ramp, leading to an underground clearing covered in sleeping bags. Snores permeated the room. 
 
    “Who!?” 
 
    Tafel jumped when a voice shouted at her from the side of the room. 
 
    “Intruder alert! Wake up!” 
 
    The snores were replaced by groans as the sleeping bags on the ground stirred. Vur caught up to Tafel and stood by her side, watching the group of people climb to their feet. His chest had stopped pulsing, maintaining a constant purple glow instead. “The thing’s deeper in.” 
 
    “Let’s not pretend like no one’s here, okay?” Tafel asked. “Once we negotiate, we can continue searching. Those are the guidelines of an adventurer.” 
 
    “So it was two foolish adventurers,” a voice said from behind the crowd. A man pushed through to the front, wielding a sword made of light-blue metal with one hand. “I don’t know how you managed to break through our barrier, but….” The man’s brow furrowed once he caught a glimpse of Tafel. “What are you?” 
 
    “She has horns?” 
 
    “The heck? Is she a human?” 
 
    “Does that matter? I bet she’d sell well.” 
 
    Tafel frowned. “I guess there aren’t any demons on this continent, huh?” She glared at the man with the sword. “Are you the leader?” 
 
    “Little girl, do you know what this is?” the man asked and flourished his sword. 
 
    “It’s a sword,” Vur said, speaking before Tafel could. 
 
    The man frowned. “Yes. It’s a sword,” he said. “But do you notice anything special about it?” 
 
    Vur glanced at Tafel. She shrugged. 
 
    The man’s eye twitched. “It’s made of mithril!” 
 
    “…” 
 
    “… And so?” Tafel asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    The man exhaled as a vein bulged from his forehead. He pointed at a crest on the sword’s hilt. It was an engraving of two crossed hammers. “How about this? Do you recognize it?” 
 
    “Nope,” Vur said. “And I’ve read a lot of books.” 
 
    “It’s the symbol of the dwarves! The dwarves! We’re a group armed by the dwarves!” the man shouted. He lowered his voice as he narrowed his eyes. “But I bet you don’t know what that means either. We’re going to kidnap you and turn you over to the dwarves in exchange for more weapons. Now, do you want to surrender peacefully or should I teach you two a lesson?” 
 
    Tafel pointed at the man as her hands glowed red. “Conflagration.” A rose made of flames blossomed in the air in front of the man’s face before exploding outwards, burning the leader and knocking over the nearby men. Tafel snorted as the men screamed, rolling around on the floor and slapping themselves to put out the flames. 
 
    “What happened to negotiations?” Vur asked. His barrier had shielded him from the explosion—not that he would’ve needed it anyways. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tafel asked with a smile that reminded Vur of Lindyss’. “This is negotiating.” 
 
    “T-that’s not the power of a D-ranked adventurer,” the leader said as he applied an ointment to his burnt flesh. The skin and flesh wriggled, forming a pink surface on the wound. “Are you the guild’s quality checkers?” 
 
    “None of your business,” Tafel said and placed her hands on her hips. The men withdrew, pressing themselves against the walls of the room. Their actions left a sour taste in her mouth. This scene was all too familiar to her. Thankfully, there were no women or children this time. “Let’s go, Vur. They’re not going to bother us”—she glared at the leader—“right?” 
 
    “R-right,” the leader said and lowered his head, pressing his forehead against the ground. 
 
    Vur walked over and picked up the mithril sword, causing the man to tremble. Vur swung the sword a few times before biting the tip. It cracked. “Too soft,” Vur said and dropped the weapon. If it was stronger, he would’ve gifted it to Tafel since she liked equipment so much. 
 
    Tafel rolled her eyes at Vur’s actions before proceeding through the clearing, the men creating a path for her. She stopped in front of a purple archway at the end of the room with runes inscribed on its surface. There was no door or passage, only a rock surface beneath it. She glanced at the leader, who was watching her from afar. “What is this?” 
 
    “It’s a fairy queen’s gate,” the leader said. “If you insert enough mana into it, the passage appears. It can take up to fifty mana potions before it opens.” He scratched his nose. “It’s a common commission for low-ranked adventurers. It’s the best place for slavers like us to find prey. Not only do we reach our quota, but we also get free mana potions.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Vur said with a nod. He approached the archway and tilted his head to inspect the runes. He rubbed his chin, copying Charon’s favorite reading pose, as he read aloud, “Property of Erin. Touch this and I’ll kill you.” Vur scratched his head before poking the archway. Nothing happened. He shrugged at Tafel who was staring at him with a blank face. She sighed. 
 
    “You can read fairy runes?” the leader asked, eyes widening. 
 
    “He’s noisy, isn’t he?” Vur asked Tafel before frowning at the leader. The leader shut his mouth and sat on the ground. Vur touched the archway again and poured his mana into it, lighting it up. The rocky surface distorted and disappeared, revealing a pool of purple liquid on the other end. In the center of the pool, a green lily pad was floating on the surface. 
 
    Vur entered the room and squatted by the purple water’s edge. The liquid seemed to recede as he approached, avoiding the glow coming off his body. He tilted his head and took a step forward, but the pool surged backwards and avoided his foot. What exactly did the birthflower want? 
 
    “H-hey,” the leader said. “That’s poisonous.” Maybe the horned girl would kill him if he didn’t warn them ahead of time. “Only fairies can drink it.” 
 
    Tafel frowned at Vur. “You’re thinking about drinking it, aren’t you?” she asked and sighed. “Do you want some help?” 
 
    “I got it,” Vur said as he held his arms out to the side. A breeze rushed through the opening and into the room, circling the pool. The wind spun faster and faster, creating a suction force which lifted all the liquid off the ground and funneled it towards Vur’s open mouth. Stella’s birthflower had prevented him from being poisoned during the assassination attempts on his life—he didn’t believe it’d fail him now. 
 
    The hunters’ leader watched with a pale face as the pool was consumed by Vur. The only side effect was a slightly bloated stomach. How was his luck so bad? He had chosen to gamble one more time before the guild sweepers came to investigate, but he ran into these two monsters. What were they? A-ranked? S-ranked? 
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    Lindyss’ brow furrowed as she looked around the cave. It was empty, devoid of life. Even moss didn’t grow along the ground near the puddles of water which had accumulated due to the snow. She hated the cold. It was so … lifeless. But she had to be here since Grimmy and Leila had decided to stop on the outskirts of the frostlands for the night before visiting Leila’s parents. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Grimmy asked, nudging Lindyss with his claw, nearly knocking her over. 
 
    “Nothing,” Lindyss said as she fixed her hair. “I miss my skeletons. I feel so lost without them providing me information.” 
 
    “We can make more here,” Grimmy said with a grin. Leila smacked his snout. “What? It’s not like we have to kill people. We can just resurrect the already dead.” 
 
    “My parents already have … preconceived notions about you due to certain circumstances,” Leila said. “And I have to admit, most of them are probably true. But my parents don’t need to know that.” 
 
    “What?” Grimmy asked, blinking his eyes. “What have you been telling them about me? I’m practically an angel.” 
 
    “Wait a minute. You told me you saw Leila’s family before,” Lindyss said. 
 
    “Yeah, I roughly saw what they looked like through a miniature projection she created,” Grimmy said with a nod. “That counts, right?” 
 
    Lindyss rolled her eyes while Leila snorted. The silver dragon sat on her haunches and straightened her back. “You’ve bullied the dwarves before, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Bullied the what?” Grimmy asked, tilting his head to the side. 
 
    Leila tilted her head to match Grimmy’s. “You really didn’t?” 
 
    “I’ve never bullied anyone in my life; why would I bully these dwarves?” Grimmy asked. “What the heck is a dwarves anyways?” 
 
    Leila fell silent. Her brow furrowed. “How many dragons have been named Grimmoldesser in the central continent?” 
 
    “Just me,” Grimmy said, puffing his chest out. “You’re being cryptic, dear. Just say what’s on your mind instead of interrogating me like this.” 
 
    “Alright,” Leila said and sighed. “There’s a certain race on this continent that really hates a dragon named Grimmoldesser because he chased them away a few millennia ago. My mother tried talking to them when they arrived, but they declared all dragons as evil, citing your name.” 
 
    Grimmy scratched his head and furrowed his brow. “You know … I destroyed the whole southern continent when I was younger,” he said and raised an eyebrow while speaking slowly. “It’s possible one race survived?” 
 
    “Wait,” Lindyss said, holding up her hand before Leila could say anything. “What was that about destroying a continent?” 
 
    Grimmy averted his gaze while Leila cleared her throat. “Anyways, my parents are holy dragons. We’re all about peace and tranquility and vegetarianism—in other words, everything you’re not. Try to behave, alright?” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” Lindyss said, holding up both her hands this time. She frowned at Grimmy. “You didn’t answer my question.” She glanced at Leila. “And you. What the heck were you thinking when you decided to have Grimmy as your mate if you knew your parents wouldn’t approve?” 
 
    “Grimmy pursued me and won my heart,” Leila said with a nod. Her eyes twinkled as she met Grimmy’s gaze. “Besides, it’s not up to my parents to decide who my mate is. Dragons don’t work that way.” 
 
    “…Then why are you bringing him to see your parents?” Lindyss asked as her expression fell. If a family of dragons had a problem with Grimmy, she didn’t want to be in the middle of that conflict. 
 
    Leila blinked. “To make them stop nagging me about having grandchildren.” 
 
    “…” 
 
    “It’s a legitimate concern,” Leila said and snorted. 
 
    “And you think this will go well with them?” Lindyss asked, expression blank. 
 
    “Hey,” Grimmy said and flicked Lindyss’ forehead. “You make it sound like there’s something wrong with me. I’m all about peace, tranquility, and…. What was the last one? Some kind of farming religion?” 
 
    “Vegetarianism,” Leila said and nuzzled Grimmy’s neck with her snout. “We don’t hunt to eat. We absorb mana from the moonlight instead.” 
 
    “That sounds terrible,” Grimmy said, eyes widening. “Why would you ever do that to yourself?” His brow furrowed. “Wait. Don’t you like eating meat?” 
 
    Leila shrugged. “I’m pretty sure my parents will be disappointed enough. One more infraction can’t hurt.” She glanced at Lindyss. “I don’t see why you’re so concerned though. You’re just Grimmy’s plus-one.” 
 
    “You and Grimmy both don’t know what that means!” Lindyss sighed and hung her head. “Why am I friends with you? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Because you love me,” Grimmy said with a laugh. “Besides, who doesn’t want to be my friend? And you really worry too much. Does it sound like I’m worried about meeting Leila’s parents?” 
 
    “You’re a dragon,” Lindyss said. “I’m squishy. What am I supposed to do if you brawl with her family?” 
 
    Grimmy snorted. “What do you take me for? I can be the perfect gentleman when I have to,” he said and stuck his chest out while raising his chin. “I conquered Leila’s heart, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Yes, yes. You’re amazing,” Lindyss said in a flat voice. She pursed her lips and asked Leila, “By any chance, is there a way I can skip the meeting tomorrow? I don’t think it’d be very appropriate for a simple elf to attend a meeting between dragons, right? Especially holy ones since I’m, you know, as far from holy as one can be.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Leila said. “You’re our friend. I was always a bit of a shut-in while growing up, so my parents were worried I would be lonely. But you’re here, so I can show them I’m not.” 
 
    Lindyss hung her head. “I never expected dragons to have such … mundane problems. But I suppose that’s all you can have if you’re on the top of the food chain.” 
 
    “Oh?” Grimmy asked, raising an eyebrow. “And just what non-mundane problems do you have to deal with, Ms. Important?” 
 
    “Currently, I’m trying to figure out how to not die while confronting a group of dragons who object to my existence,” Lindyss said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Didn’t I already solve that for you?” Grimmy asked and poked Lindyss’ stomach, causing her to twitch. “I gave you that soul from the blessed warrior of light, didn’t I? You think I did that for fun?” 
 
    “Well … yes,” Lindyss said with a nod. “Isn’t that why you always do things when it’s not because you’re angry?” She rubbed her chin and hummed. “I guess I can masquerade as a blessed warrior. I don’t suppose you can pretend to be a holy dragon?” 
 
    “Grimmy doesn’t have to change who he is,” Leila said, draping a wing over her mate and nuzzling her cheek against his. “Love triumphs all. My parents will be against it at first, but they’ll come around.” Her eyes glinted. “I have a trump card after all.” 
 
    Lindyss made a face. “You sound like Prika when you say that,” she said and sighed. “Alright then.” She patted Grimmy’s leg. “If I die, I’m counting on you to revive me.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I-is he going to be alright?” 
 
    Tafel raised her head and glanced at the slave trader with half-closed eyes. She was sitting beside Vur, who was lying on the ground with his eyes closed. His armor had been stripped off, and a massive white rose was growing from his chest. The roots cocooned his body, covering every inch of skin. After Vur had drunk the poisonous pool, he had heated up until steam rose off of him. Even Tafel was worried for a moment before the flower sprouted and cooled him down. 
 
    “D-do you mind letting us go?” the slave trader asked in a quiet voice. He pursed his lips and hung his head when Tafel glared at him. 
 
    “How many days has it been since we’ve been here?” one of the men whispered. They were all stuck at the entrance to the fairy’s gate. None of them tried to leave after Tafel made an example out of one. 
 
    “I don’t know? A week? It’s hard to tell when there’s no sunlight,” another man said. His stomach grumbled. Their rations were running low, and the leader had insisted on giving most of it to Tafel. A strange creature with ten horns that had the power equivalent to a top-tier adventurer, why would he try to provoke something like that? 
 
    Tafel sighed. Seeing the flower on Vur’s chest brought back bad memories for her. Even though Lindyss had helped her remove the resentful spirits which were haunting her, she still had the occasional nightmare or flashback during the day. Dark caves were the worst. Hurry up, Vur. She pursed her lips and drew circles on the ground with her mana-tail. Her thoughts were answered. The flower on Vur’s chest shrank as a miniature figure appeared, growing by absorbing the plant’s petals. 
 
    The roots receded as the rose withered, returning back to the shape of a small seed and embedding itself into Vur’s chest. The rose tattoo still remained, but it was faint and required the right lighting and angle to see. Vur’s eyes shot open as he sat up, knocking the small fairy over. She squealed as she bounced on his lap. Vur blinked. “Stella?” 
 
    The fairy looked exactly like Stella had: same short height, same silver hair, same golden antler-like horns. Even her irises shifted colors depending on how the light hit them. The fairy tilted her head to the side. “Stella…? I … am Stella?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Vur said. “You’re Stella. I’m Vur.” He gestured towards Tafel whose face was slightly pale. “She’s Tafel.” 
 
    “Vur…,” Stella said and wrinkled her brow. She tilted her head again and placed a finger on her chin. “Dragon?” 
 
    Vur beamed. “Yes. I’m a dragon,” he said with a nod. The slave trader’s face adopted a confused expression in the background. Vur ignored it. “You’re a fairy. Do you remember anything?” 
 
    Stella’s brow wrinkled. She bit her lower lip while hemming and hawing. Finally, she responded with, “I’m Stella.” 
 
    “That’s right. You’re Stella.” 
 
    “Oh my god,” Tafel said as she hung her head. “She’s exactly like you. Hopefully she won’t be as unreasonable…. Though, I suppose this is a lot better than her retaining her memories from before.” 
 
    Stella turned her head and looked behind her back, testing her wings by raising them up and down. The movement came naturally, and soon she was flying, twisting and turning while giggling in the air. Vur and Tafel watched her as she flitted to and fro before finally alighting on Vur’s head. “That was fun. I’m tired. Goodnight.” She promptly wrapped herself in Vur’s hair and fell asleep. 
 
    “Do you think she learned her vocabulary while she was in the tattoo form?” Tafel asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” Vur said. “I could feel her a lot, and she even told me about this place.” 
 
    “That’s true. Do—” 
 
    “Is this the place?” a voice called down from the steps leading outside. 
 
    “Of course it is. I, Shadow Nelly, found it,” a woman’s voice said. “Obviously it has to be the right place.” 
 
    “I don’t know…. It looks awfully suspicious,” a different voice said. “Aren’t there supposed to be some concealment spells around a fairy spring to prevent intruders from entering? It looks like someone came here first. Look, the runes around the area are broken.” 
 
    “This is why I say you worry too much,” Nelly said. “Let’s go. With Shadow Nelly leading the way, nothing can possibly go wrong.” 
 
    “Stop raising flags like that, please.” 
 
    Tafel and Vur glanced at each other. “The humans really talk strangely on this continent, don’t they?” Tafel asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Please don’t associate us normal people with them,” the slave trader said. 
 
    “Ah! What’s this? An ambush!?” 
 
    Everyone looked towards the steps. A woman clad in a black leather outfit with a black cloth mask was frozen in place. An elf and a bearded man stood behind her, hands on their weapons’ hilts. 
 
    “There’s stupid people everywhere,” Tafel said and sighed. 
 
    “W-who are you?” Nelly asked, flourishing a piece of paper. “We signed up for the commission first!” 
 
    The slave trader turned his head and asked Tafel, “Can we capture them?” 
 
    “N—” 
 
    “Yeah, go ahead,” Vur said, cutting Tafel off. She glared at him. “What? Everyone has to work hard to make a dishonest living.” 
 
    “Don’t quote the skeletons!” Tafel shouted. 
 
    “Uh….” The slave trader scratched his head. 
 
    “Carry on,” Vur said to the man before hugging Tafel. He stroked her hair and whispered into her ear, “Didn’t you want to go on an adventure to relax? Why are you worrying about such bothersome things?” He separated himself from Tafel, who had turned docile, and placed his hands on her shoulders. “If it’s none of your business and not profitable, leave it alone. That’s what Raffgier told me.” 
 
    “Raffgier? That rich noble?” Tafel asked. Her brow furrowed. “Wait. Why are you associating with him?” 
 
    “He gives me cake,” Vur said with a nod, a serious expression on his face. 
 
    “…I’m really going to have to follow you around one day to see what exactly goes on in your daily life back at home,” Tafel said. 
 
    “I’ve been telling you to, but you always say you’re training,” Vur said and snorted. The three adventurers were strung up in the background as Vur and Tafel chatted. 
 
    Tafel turned her head away. “That’s because there’s someone I want to beat,” she said and pursed her lips. 
 
    “Oh, he must be very strong,” Vur said. “Why don’t I beat him for you?” 
 
    Tafel resisted the urge to hit him. She sighed instead. “Don’t worry about it. One day, I’ll take his rights away.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Erin bit her lower lip as she flitted through the human town, making her way to the adventurers’ guild underneath a bubble of moving smoke. Something was wrong. Something was terribly wrong. The spring she had laid out for her future children had disappeared from her senses. She crashed into an adventurer on the way into the building, knocking over his hat. 
 
    “The heck? Is there a fairy here?” the man muttered as he picked up his hat and dusted it off. 
 
    “You always say that,” his companion said and rolled her eyes. “How many times do I have to tell you to wear it properly?” 
 
    “No, no. Something really knocked into me.” 
 
    Erin ignored the squabbling couple and flew in front of the receptionist, cutting ahead of the line. She dropped her veil, causing the receptionist to blink as he stopped mid-sentence. “Please proceed to the back of the line if you need something,” he said, unfazed by Erin’s sudden appearance. 
 
    “Who was it!?” Erin shouted, flying forward and tugging on the receptionist’s hair. “Who destroyed my spring!?” 
 
    “Ma’am,” the receptionist said as he winced. “I have no clue what you’re talking about, but if you can calm down, I’ll be—baaaaa.” 
 
    His voice was cut-off as he was transformed into a goat. Erin shook her fist at him before flying past the counter and into the back room of the guild. The guests stared blankly at the receptionist who fell over onto his side and bleated. 
 
    “I told you there was a fairy!” the man with the hat said. “And a queen by the looks of it.” 
 
    His companion knocked his hat off. “Just because you were right one time doesn’t mean your hat isn’t not on properly!” 
 
    In the backroom of the guild, Erin rummaged through the pile of commissions. On the floor surrounding her, there were a dozen bleating goats lying on their sides. None of them were used to being polymorphed. “Fairy spring, fairy spring, fairy spring,” Erin muttered as she scattered papers about, ripping files off their shelves and tossing them on the ground when they weren’t what she was looking for. “Not here, not here, not here!” 
 
    Erin barged out of the room and flew to the mission board hanging on the wall of the guild. She tore down all the papers while the adventurers watched. When the board was clear, her hand was engulfed in a purple aura, and she wrote on the board, leaving sticky letters. The message said, “Wanted!!! Valuable information pertaining to the destroyed fairy spring located in the Peaceful Forest! Deliver a message to 99 Fairy Drive. Reward: Ten-use polymorph staff! All ranks welcome.” 
 
    Erin floated a foot back and placed her hands on her hips, admiring her handiwork. That should do it. Whoever ignored the message on her gate was going to pay. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vur yawned as he stretched his arms out to his sides. Stella copied his actions from on top of his head. Tafel stared at them before rolling her eyes. Stella was almost like a miniature Vur. One Vur was more than enough for the world. The wagon they were sitting on wobbled as it passed over a pothole in the road. They had liberated Shadow Nelly’s ride and were heading towards the closest human city which was less than a day away. 
 
    Vur rubbed the crud out of his eyes, and Stella copied his actions. He looked around, and Stella did the same. “This place is a lot less green,” Vur said and furrowed his brow. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tafel asked. “This is the right amount of green for where we are.” The wagon continued to rattle along the stone road, passing by a few fields of yellow wheat. “We’re in a residential area. You can’t compare everything to the wilderness.” 
 
    Vur frowned and glanced around again. Stella spoke up from his head, “It’s less green.” 
 
    “You weren’t even born until half a day ago,” Tafel said and rolled her eyes. “What would you know about less and more green?” 
 
    “Less green is less green,” Stella said with a nod. She glanced at Vur who met her gaze. “Right?” 
 
    “Right,” Vur said. He smiled at Tafel. “See? I’m right.” 
 
    Tafel sighed and hung her head. She remembered how Sera convinced Nova to accept Vur through a democratic vote. Was she going to lose all decisions now because Stella would always agree with Vur? She bit her lower lip. She couldn’t let that happen. “Hey, Stella,” Tafel said, causing the newborn fairy queen’s ears to perk up. “Are you hungry?” If the fairy was like Vur, then the quickest way to her heart was through her sweet tooth. Tafel picked up the bag by her side and waved it in the air. “I have some juicy apples.” 
 
    Stella pursed her lips as her eyes followed the motions of the bag. She shook her head and glanced at Vur. He didn’t say anything, so Stella flapped her wings and flew towards Tafel, landing on her lap. “Apple,” Stella said, holding out both her hands, palms facing up. 
 
    “What’s the magic word?” Tafel asked as she pulled an apple out of the bag. 
 
    Stella’s brow furrowed. “Apple,” she said again, her voice firmer this time. She added after a thought and nodded, “Or I’ll curse you.” 
 
    Tafel sighed and placed the apple in Stella’s hands. She glared at Vur. “You’re a terrible influence,” she said. “Why did Stella trust you with her birthflower?” 
 
    “Vur’s very reliable,” Stella said as she bit into the apple. She struggled as she flew through the air, her face red as she carried the apple back onto Vur’s head. “Because he’s an ice dragon.” 
 
    “Ice dragon?” Tafel asked. She wasn’t aware dragons had elements. She guessed it made sense based on what she had seen Vur’s family do: Leila was a holy dragon. Grimmy was obviously attuned to darkness. Grandpa Nova was a dragon of poison while Sera was a dragon of ice. Then what about Vernon and Prika? Vernon was a fan of gravity magic, but Tafel hadn’t ever seen Prika cast a spell. If anything, she’d be a lovesick dragon? 
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    Prika scratched her snout and stared at the empty cave. “Uh. Guys? Hello?” she asked and tilted her head. She crawled halfway inside the entrance and looked around. “Grimmy? Leila? I don’t want to interrupt you two if you’re doing anything personal, so at least shout out an answer.” She waited for a few seconds before pursing her lips. She snorted and entered the cave, but she didn’t find any trace of the two even after searching through the whole place; however, she did find a few legendary weapons forged thousands of years ago. 
 
    Prika grumbled as she entered the valley, leaving Grimmy and Leila’s cave. “Where did everyone go? Vernon’s not here. Sera’s not here. Grimmy and Leila aren’t here. What the heck, guys? That’s not cool.” She had left for a trip to the south for a few days to acquire some lizardmen romance books, but she was beginning to regret going now. The dragons had left their stuff behind, so obviously someone was still here. 
 
    Prika sighed and entered the largest mountain within the range. As expected, she found a green dragon humming to himself as he painted on the walls of the cave. “Hey-o, patriarch,” Prika said and waved one arm. 
 
    Nova turned his head, staring at Prika with a slightly blue snout where he had rubbed paint on himself. “Oh, you’re back, Prika,” he said and nodded. “Find any good books?” 
 
    “Yup,” Prika said and sat on her haunches. “Just wondering, but where did everyone go?” 
 
    Nova scratched his head, adding red paint to the scales near his ear. “Sera and Vernon went on a honeymoon trip to the western continent. Grimmy and Leila went to the eastern continent to visit her family. Oh, and Vur and his wife went there too, I guess….” He mumbled to himself, “He should’ve made it, right?” 
 
    Prika’s head tilted and continued to tilt until her chin was pointing towards the ceiling. “They abandoned me then? Just because I don’t have a mate!?” She sighed as she righted her head and stared at her front claws. “How could they leave me all alone?” 
 
    “Aren’t I here?” Nova asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Ew. You’re old,” Prika said and wrinkled her snout. She flinched. “Err. I meant that endearingly. Yeah, endearingly.” Her head bobbed up and down as her legs inched backwards. Nova glared at her. Prika shouted and dashed out of the cave, “I just remembered I had something to do! Catch you later!” 
 
    The cave blurred behind her as she launched herself into the air, soaring above the mountain range in a second. Maybe she’d go to Konigreich and bother Lindyss. The little elf was doomed to be hopelessly alone like herself. Maybe they could play chess or something. 
 
    Screams greeted her when she arrived at the city of the undead, landing on a suspiciously crushed-looking church roof. Usually, the screams were enough to attract the elfling’s attention; at least, that’s how Grimmy always did it. But this time, it didn’t work. A skeleton came out to greet her instead. 
 
    “Pyrrhicandra,” the skeleton said and saluted. “I’m sorry, but the person you are trying to reach is unavailable. Please try again later.” 
 
    Prika stared at the skeleton before poking its skull, knocking it off. “Where is she?” 
 
    The skeleton picked its skull back up and reattached it. “She was taken away by Grimmoldesser. You can leave a message if you’d like.” 
 
    “So … Lindyss isn’t here. Vur isn’t here. Tafel’s not here.” Prika let out unintelligible murmurs as she scratched her chin. The skeleton shivered as the red dragon’s eyes gleamed. “Then I declare myself Empress of the Pyrrhic Empire!” 
 
    “Pardon?” the skeleton asked. 
 
    Prika’s tail swished, knocking off the church’s steeple. She counted with her claws. “Konigreich. Konigreich the Second. Whatever Tafel’s territory was called.” She nodded. “I just united the three kingdoms and made my conquered lands into the Pyrrhic Empire. Spread the word. It’s my turn to shine!” 
 
    “Uh. Sure,” the skeleton said and scratched his head. “I’ll do that?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Prika said and stuck her chest out. “As empress, my first decree is to make Fridays mandatory pink robe day! Those who don’t wear a pink robe will be sentenced to a lifelong service of writing tasteful romance novels.” She nodded. “Oh, and make sure everyone’s educated. I want to read good books, you hear?” 
 
    “Understood, Empress,” the skeleton said and saluted. “Do skeletons have to wear pink robes too?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Leader!” The first thing the skeleton scout did when it returned to the super-secret spooky skeleton shelter was report to Mr. Skelly. “There’s a serious problem. The red dragon, Prika, has claimed Konigreich, Konigreich the Second, and whatever Tafel’s territory was called for herself. She renamed the lands the Pyrrhic Empire.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly tilted his head and clacked his jaws once. “That’s a problem?” he asked. He placed his hand to his head and froze. A few seconds passed before he frowned. “I can’t contact the unholy mistress. Well, it should be fine. Our mistress gets along well with Prika.” 
 
    “She declared Fridays as mandatory pink robe day,” the skeleton scout said. “If, if we don’t wear pink, then she’ll enslave us in a lifelong service of writing romantic novels for her.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly tilted his head. “But we’re dead…?” 
 
    “Then we’ll have to work for her forever!” 
 
    Mr. Skelly’s yellow bones turned white. “Damn,” he said. “That truly is a problem. For now, listen to her orders. I’ll take a squad of our most elite troops and chase after the mistress. She must be informed about Prika’s usurpation of power!” 
 
    Without having to say anything, hundreds of skeletons assembled around Mr. Skelly. They were wearing the finest armors of the demons’ and humans’ kingdoms that they had acquired during the brief war that happened over a decade ago. 
 
    The skeleton scout saluted. “Then I will keep the dragon preoccupied. The only problem is finding enough pink dye to create robes for every person within the three kingdo—no, empire now. Perhaps we should cooperate with the fairies and create illusions for everyone?” 
 
    “Mm. Yes, the fairies,” Mr. Skelly said. “I almost forgot about them.” He rubbed his bony hands together. “I just thought of hundreds of new tactics we could employ with illusions.” He sighed. “It’s a shame we have no enemies to experiment on. Perhaps the mistress will need our help where she is.” A cackle escaped from his nonexistent throat. “As long as one’s still living, one can always dream, right?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lulu hummed as she threw a green tree into a massive pool of water. She was in her corner of the cavern, a layer of miscellaneous materials scattered amongst her paws. By the pool of liquid, there was a hole in the ground which she blew fire into until the water started boiling. 
 
    “Mom,” her brother called out from across the cavern. He was bathing in a patch of moonlight, watching his little sister throw things into her natural cauldron. “Lulu’s making weird things again.” 
 
    “Shut up, Luke!” 
 
    Kondra opened one eye and peered at her daughter. Lulu was glaring at her brother, ready to throw the massive ingot in her claw for ratting her out. Kondra sighed. “Just don’t blow up the living room again.” 
 
    “That only happened because Dad knocked over my stuff!” Lulu said. She puffed her cheeks out and narrowed her eyes at her father. 
 
    “If you weren’t so messy, I wouldn’t have knocked anything over,” her father said, rolling his eyes. “Besides—” 
 
    “Hush,” Kondra said and covered her mate’s snout with her claw. “Did you feel that?” 
 
    Lulu’s brow furrowed. A fluctuation of mana washed over her, causing her to look up. Two dragons flew overhead, blotting out the moon as they descended towards the transparent ceiling. “It’s Leila!” 
 
    The ceiling shimmered as the two dragons passed through and landed heavily in the center of the cavern. A black dragon flared his wings outwards and roared, causing Lulu to flinch and drop the ingot in her paw into the pool of bubbling water. But she didn’t seem to care about the lost material or ruined formula. Her eyes were glued on the black dragon by Leila’s side. Did her sister really…? 
 
    “My name is Grimmoldesser!” Grimmy leaned back and sat on his haunches, crossing his front legs over his chest. His voice echoed through the chamber. “Leila is my mate!” 
 
    Lulu fainted. 
 
    Kondra’s eyes widened as she climbed to her feet. She snarled and bared her teeth at Grimmy, taking a step forward while raising her head into the air, looking down on the black dragon. She was a little bit bigger than him due to her being older, but Grimmy didn’t back down as he glared back at her. 
 
    “Hi, Mom,” Leila said, stepping in between the two dragons. “This is the mate I’ve been telling you about.” 
 
    “A dragon of darkness?” Leila’s brother asked from his patch of moonlight. “Oh boy, you’ve done it now.” He rose to his feet and slinked away, fleeing from the cavern. 
 
    Kondra glared at her daughter. “Leila…,” she said. “This is the gallant dragon you’ve been telling me about? Grimmoldesser!?” She roared the last word, white fire spewing from her mouth. 
 
    “I’m very gallant, thank you very much,” Grimmy said with a nod as he snuffed the flames with his tail. “You haven’t even gotten to know me yet; why do you sound so angry?” 
 
    “Grimmy is actually very sweet, Mom,” Leila said, blocking her mother’s view by spreading her wings. “He’s not the one who forced the dwarves to leave. Probably. And look—he even has a holy warrior as a mascot.” 
 
    Lindyss’ eye twitched at the term mascot. She appeared from behind Grimmy’s wing and waved at Kondra, a white halo above her head. “This lowly warrior greets the matriarch of the land,” Lindyss said and lowered her head. 
 
    Kondra blinked at Lindyss before squinting her eyes. “You’re following someone like him?” she asked, gesturing towards Grimmy. “He’s a dragon of darkness, you know?” 
 
    “He’s actually very virtuous despite his outer appearance,” Lindyss said, her face cramping. “I admire him greatly. He has saved my life before and helped me overcome many of my tribulations.” Sweat rolled down Lindyss’ back. Before, she wasn’t sure why Leila and Grimmy had insisted on bringing her along to meet the family, but now she knew they needed someone to vouch for Grimmy. 
 
    Kondra sat on her haunches and pursed her lips, staring at Grimmy. 
 
    “I’m taken, lady,” Grimmy said and snorted. “Don’t look at me like that.” 
 
    A vein bulged on Kondra’s forehead. “Crass,” she said. “What method did you use to fool my daughter and that holy warrior?” 
 
    “Method?” Grimmy asked, tilting his head. “The only method is my overwhelming charisma. The fact that I’m handsome doesn’t hurt either.” 
 
    “Arrogant too,” Kondra said with a snort. “As expected from a cursed dragon.” 
 
    Lindyss shivered as proverbial sparks flew between Grimmy’s and Kondra’s eyes. I’m really starting to hate dragons. She pursed her lips and tried to climb down from Grimmy’s wing, but he stopped her and held her in his claw. Grimmy waved her in front of Kondra like a child would wave a toy. “Aren’t holy dragons supposed to have great respect for blessed warriors of light?” he asked. “Do you think they’d be corrupted by a cursed dragon? Of course not. You don’t believe her when she says I’m a virtuous dragon?” 
 
    Kondra’s brow furrowed. “Well…,” she said and scratched her chin. “I distrust cursed dragons more than I trust holy warriors. And I doubt she’ll continue vouching for you if you keep waving her around like that.” 
 
    “She’s sturdy, don’t worry,” Grimmy said as he stopped moving his claw. Lindyss’ face was green. 
 
    “Mom,” Leila said before Kondra could say anything. “I’ve already accepted Grimmy as my mate. Anything you say now won’t change that. In fact, I actually have an egg waiting at home, ready to hatch after a year.” 
 
    Kondra froze. Her brow furrowed as her head lowered. Lindyss could almost see the gears turning in the dragon matriarch’s head through her eyes. The surrounding dragons waited in silence as smoke drifted out of Kondra’s nostrils. Finally, she managed to ask a single word, “R-really?” 
 
    Grimmy stared at Leila with an expression that was similar to Kondra’s. Leila puffed her chest out. “That’s right,” she said with a nod. “You’re going to be a grandmother.” 
 
    Tears formed in Kondra’s eyes, and she wiped at them with the backs of her paws. “I’m really going to be a grandmother?” She pounced on her mate who hadn’t spoken a single word since Grimmy and Leila arrived. “Did you hear that? I never thought I’d see the day! I was worried our children would live in our basement for the rest of their lives.” She sobbed as she hugged her mate who patted her back and stroked her wings. 
 
    Lindyss exchanged a glance with Grimmy. She mouthed, ‘You’re going to be a father!?’ 
 
    Grimmy mouthed back, ‘I’m going to be a father!?’ 
 
    Leila nodded, a smug expression on her face. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gale sighed as he stared at the sky, lying on his back as the raft beneath him rocked back and forth in time with the waves. He didn’t know how long he had been at sea for, but his skin was dried and cracked, his face tanned and stubbled. There were a few stains on his white robes as well. Breeze had managed to keep him alive by hunting the monstrous sea creatures that’d occasionally surface to take a bite out of the raft. The smell of raw fish made him nauseous, but there was nothing else to eat. 
 
    “Nice weather we’re having, huh?” Breeze asked, shielding his eyes from the sun. 
 
    Gale wasn’t sure if the amalgamation of resentful spirits actually needed light to see or if he enjoyed taking on human characteristics. Gale sighed instead of answering. His face hurt from exposure to the sun and the random sprays of salt water. 
 
    “Nice weather we’re having, huh?” Breeze asked again, this time looking at Gale. 
 
    “It’s horrible,” Gale said with a groan. Drinking fish blood to survive had left his throat sore and raspy. “I wish it would rain.” 
 
    “That’s what you always say,” Breeze said. 
 
    Maybe if you stopped asking the same question, I would say something else. Gale raised his head and glared at Breeze before lying down again. “How much longer until we reach Fuselage?” 
 
    Breeze stared at Gale. “Do I look like a sailor? Weren’t you navigating by keeping track of the stars?” 
 
    “Uh, no?” Gale asked, sitting up. They were lost? Didn’t Breeze know what he was doing? 
 
    “…But you’ve been staring at the sky the whole time,” Breeze said, tilting his head. 
 
    Because it’s easier to lie down than to sit up. Gale brought his cracked hands to his face and sobbed into them. Was this his punishment for drinking as the pope? Or was it his punishment for not attending the king’s wedding? 
 
    “Hey,” Breeze said, an awkward expression on his face. He sidled over to Gale and placed his hand on the crying man’s shoulder. “What’s wrong? Everything’s going to be alright. We have each other, don’t we?” 
 
    Gale raised his head, glaring at Breeze with red eyes. “I lied! Okay!? I lied,” he said through sobs. “There’s no undead apocalypse. There’s no curse over the land converting the living into the dead. There’s no hostile army of skeletons seeking to destroy the world! Do you understand!?” He sniffled and wiped away the tears in his eyes. Breeze hadn’t reacted, and Gale’s stomach hurt as he imagined the repercussions. Why wasn’t he saying anything? 
 
    “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” Breeze asked, staring off into the distance. He hadn’t even heard Gale’s words. His gaze was transfixed on the horizon, a massive blob of … something headed towards the raft. 
 
    Gale squinted and shielded his eyes from the sun. Was that a boat? Who would be crazy enough to be this far out in the ocean? A low murmur reached his ears. At first, he thought it was one of those giant sea creatures singing underneath the sea again, but as the speck on the horizon got closer, his tanned face paled. 
 
      
 
    We sail, we sail, we set sail for home. 
 
    For home is where the mistress lives, we set sail for home. 
 
    We toil, we row, we set sail for home. 
 
    Servants of her undying curse, we set sail for home. 
 
    We sing, we dance, we sink the mighty beasts. 
 
    We spend our days in revelry; we will never be released. 
 
    Giant squids, rabid sharks, the turtles with no feet. 
 
    We brave the perils of the sea, oh, what a mighty feat. 
 
    We sail, we sail, we set sail for war! 
 
    For war is where the mistress lives, we set sail for war! 
 
    We toil, we row, we set sail for war! 
 
    Servants of her immortal blessing, we set sail for war! 
 
    We hunt! We kill! We raze the foreign streets! 
 
    We spend our days pillaging, for we will be unleashed! 
 
    Crying children, bloody sheathes, the death beneath our feet! 
 
    We feel no thirst and never hunger, but this will be a treat! 
 
      
 
    A massive ship made of hundreds of skeletons holding onto each other floated by Gale’s raft. The skulls along the walls of the ship turned to stare at the man and the resentful spirit before cackling. A few armored skeletons with eyepatches aboard the ship peered over the side. Mr. Skelly cackled and waved his hand. A massive fireball materialized in the air and fired upon the raft. 
 
    Gale screamed as the blazing projectile flew towards him. He grabbed Breeze and leapt off the side of the boat, ignoring the stinging sensation of salt water against his cracked skin. The fireball smashed into the raft, destroying it and sending a pillar of sea water into the air. The spray fell against Gale’s face and passed straight through him. 
 
    Mr. Skelly cackled. “It’s just an illusion. Calm down, Mr. Commander. I’m not permitted to kill,” he said and high-fived the fairy fluttering beside him who had been invisible a moment earlier. “But don’t think I’ve forgotten you. I might not have a brain, but remembering someone I kidnapped ten years ago is quite easy.” He left the side of the boat and approached the steering wheel that wasn’t connected to anything and shouted, “We continue!” 
 
    The skeletons making up the boat’s frame extended their arms and paddled the boat through the water. Oarsmen weren’t needed when the boat could row itself. The skeletons sang as they disappeared into the horizon, speeding away as fast as a shark could swim. 
 
      
 
    We sail, we sail, we set sail for fun. 
 
    For fun is where the mistress lives, we set sail for fun… 
 
      
 
    Gale and Breeze boarded their raft, which had repaired itself after the illusion dispersed. “This has become a lot worse than I thought,” Breeze muttered as he stroked his chin. “If the skeletons are even heading to Fuselage, where will we go?” He glanced at Gale, who was trembling while clutching his own shoulders. Unintelligible sounds escaped from Gale’s lips. Breeze sighed. It seemed like Gale was once a commander in the great war between mankind and the undead. He must’ve suffered through enormous amounts of torture to be in this state just by seeing skeletons. “Then it’s all up to me.” Breeze glanced around and picked a random direction that the skeletons hadn’t gone towards. “We’re going there.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tafel stopped in front of a metal gate, eyes closed, and inhaled through her nose while spreading her arms out to the side. The surrounding people were staring at her, pointing at the horns on her head. The guards at the gate had their weapons at the ready. “Ah, the sweet smell of a brand-new town,” she said and opened her eyes, smiling at the citizens. “It smells like adventure.” 
 
    “It smells like poop,” Vur said and wrinkled his nose. Stella nodded as well, covering her nose with Vur’s hair. 
 
    “Vur…,” Tafel said and pouted. “You have no adventuring spirit.” 
 
    “E-excuse me,” one of the guards said. “But, uh, what are you?” 
 
    “An adventurer,” Tafel said with a nod. 
 
    “Oh,” the guard said. He nodded and furrowed his brow before muttering, “That isn’t exactly what I was asking, but okay.” He cleared his throat. “Do you have an identification card? Your adventurer card will work.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s right…,” Tafel said before freezing. She sighed as she realized the bag on her waist wasn’t her usual one. “No. No, we don’t.” 
 
    “Then the entry fee will be two silver,” the guard said. 
 
    Vur frowned. “Can we just throw him away?” he asked as Tafel took two coins out of her bag. “Dragons don’t pay taxes.” 
 
    The guard frowned as he tightened his grip on his halberd. “Actually, the holy dragons do pay taxes,” he said. “They were the ones who instated them.” 
 
    Vur tilted his head, and Stella copied his action. He crossed his arms over his chest. “Then they’re not dragons.” He snorted and stepped forward as his eyes glowed. An explosion of wind radiated outward from his body, knocking everyone away except for Tafel and Stella. He stepped forward, ignoring the screams, and kicked down the gate before stomping inside. 
 
    Tafel groaned as she clutched her head. She tossed the silver coins onto the fallen guard along with a gold coin. “Use that to repair the gate,” she said and sighed. “Sorry. I have to catch up to him before he does anything else.” 
 
    The guards didn’t react until after Tafel and Vur had disappeared from view. “You know, I’ve been thinking about this for a while,” one of the guards said as he adjusted his helmet. “But we really don’t get paid enough for this. Yesterday, we were turned into goats. Today, we were beaten down by a party of weirdos. What’ll happen tomorrow?” 
 
    “Don’t jinx it,” his companion said with a grimace. 
 
    “Vur!” Tafel said and grabbed her husband’s arm. “Why did you do that?” 
 
    “They were in our way,” Vur said and blinked. “Why didn’t you do that?” 
 
    “That’s not how a leader behaves! You’re nice to people in Konigreich the Second,” Tafel said. “Why aren’t you nice to them here?” 
 
    “They’re not my people.” 
 
    “Then make them—” Tafel stopped what she was about to say. If she told Vur to make them his people, he might really do it. “Okay. Fine. But still, people are people regardless of whether or not you rule over them.” 
 
    “But they’re not my people,” Vur said again and crossed his arms. 
 
    “Does that really matter?” 
 
    “Of course,” Vur said and nodded. “When you take money from your not people, it’s called liberating shiny resources. When you take money from your people, it’s called taxation.” 
 
    “You should really stop hanging around Mr. Skelly,” Tafel said, her face darkening. “Besides, our countries collect mana crystals. We don’t have taxes.” 
 
    “We don’t?” Vur asked, blinking twice. 
 
    “And we won’t!” Tafel said, crushing Vur’s thoughts. “Anyways, the first place we should go is the adventurers’ guild. We should register for cards to make traveling through this continent more convenient. I’m surprised they had a guild though. Maybe the practice was carried on from Trummer when the worms invaded and the humans fled?” 
 
    “Hey, look at that person,” Vur said and pointed at a minute figure. Tafel turned her head. “I’ve never seen a child with a beard before.” 
 
    “Uh, Vur,” Tafel said as the figure glared at them. “I don’t think that’s a child.” 
 
    “…A midget then?” Vur asked. Stella nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Oi! Who’re you calling a midget!?” the figure said and stomped up to Vur. He barely reached up to Vur’s thighs. “I am a dwarf! Never seen one before, you bumpkin?” 
 
    Vur blinked. “Then a dwarf is a midget…?” 
 
    “No,” the dwarf said as his face turned red. “See here! We have muscular bodies. Bulging beards! A knack for crafting! And—” 
 
    “Can’t a midget have all of those?” Vur asked, tilting his head up. 
 
    Stella met his gaze and nodded in agreement. “He’s really small.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear that from you!” the dwarf said, shaking his fist at the tiny fairy. “Let me show you the difference between a dwarf and a human midget!” 
 
    The dwarf reached over his shoulder into his bag and pulled out a rifle. Vur tilted his head as the dwarf pointed it at him. There was a loud noise, but Vur didn’t flinch, and a bullet struck him in the chest before bouncing off his armor. Vur furrowed his brow and rubbed the cracked leviathan scale the bullet had struck. He glared at the dwarf as a golden rune formed on his forehead. The dwarf’s eyes widened, and he was about to say something, but Vur’s leg blurred, launching the dwarf into the air. 
 
    Tafel shielded her eyes from the sun as she watched the dwarf fly beyond the town walls. When he disappeared from view, she glanced at Vur. “I’m pretty sure there’s something in the dragons’ code about not punting little people.” 
 
    Vur snorted. “He said he was a dwarf, not a little person.” 
 
    “I guess he did…,” Tafel muttered. “It just feels so immoral though.” She shuddered before shaking her head. “Anyways. Adventurers’ guild?” She could worry about solving the problems Vur brought later. To stay sane, one should take things one step at a time, and the first step was to register as citizens of the continent. Then the next step could be figuring out how much of a crime punting a dwarf was. 
 
    The trio ignored the crowd that had gathered and headed towards the building with the giant plaque that read, “Adventurers’ Guild.” 
 
    Tafel gagged and wrinkled her nose as she stepped inside. “It smells like goats.” 
 
    The receptionist glared at her. 
 
    “What?” Vur asked. “That’s not the smell of adventure?” 
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    “Why don’t you give him a chance, honey?” 
 
    Kondra glanced at her mate before shifting her gaze back onto Grimmy. He was lying on his back with his four limbs sticking up into the air. Snores rocked the cavern walls. Leila was curled up beside him, partially shielding him from her mother’s view. “I really don’t trust darkness dragons.” She frowned. “There’s something … off about them.” 
 
    “You mean how they’re the complete opposite of us with their morals?” Lulu asked from the side. Her face was smudged with soot, and she was cleaning up the remains of an explosion that occurred because she ‘added one drop too many’ of toad venom into her concoction. 
 
    Kondra sighed. “It’s great that I’m going to be a grandmother, but….” She sighed again and shook her head. 
 
    A rumbling sound caught Kondra’s attention, and she turned her gaze towards the elf sitting next to Grimmy’s tail. “So hungry…,” Lindyss murmured as she drew pictures of steak in the ground. She stared at the picture before swallowing her saliva. 
 
    Kondra frowned. “Aren’t you going to eat?” she asked Lindyss, gesturing towards a patch of moonlight on the ground with her tail. “We left it open for you.” 
 
    “I’m not a plant, goddammit!” Lindyss shouted and threw a lightning bolt at Kondra’s face. Her and Kondra’s eyes widened at the same time. “Uh. I really didn’t mean to do that.” 
 
    Kondra wiped away the snakes of electricity from her scales and glared at Lindyss, causing the elf to stiffen. “A holy warrior wielding black magic?” 
 
    Lindyss let out a dry laugh. “I dabbled here and there as a magician before I was blessed,” she said. She summoned her sword of light and halo before waving them around. “Look, blessed sword and hat.” 
 
    Lulu cleared her throat. “I have this toad leg over here you can eat if you want,” she said. She glanced at Lindyss and her mother, but neither of them paid any attention to her. She sighed and lowered her head. 
 
    Leila stirred and opened one eye. Her other eye flashed open when she saw her mother looking as if she wanted to eat Lindyss. “Did something happen?” she asked, shielding Lindyss from her mother with her tail. 
 
    “Your little mascot threw a lightning bolt at me,” Kondra said. 
 
    Leila blinked and glanced at the elf. 
 
    Lindyss pursed her lips. “I’m hungry. And tired. And bored. I’ve been here for a month watching you two sleep!” 
 
    A claw flicked the back of Lindyss’ head, causing her to faceplant into the ground. “It’s just one month,” Grimmy said as he yawned and rolled onto his belly. “Why are you making such a fuss?” 
 
    “I really hate you, you know that?” Lindyss muttered through the earth, refusing to pick herself up. 
 
    “I love you too,” Grimmy said with a laugh. He scooped her up and dropped her onto his head. “Let’s go hunting. I haven’t tried any of the local fauna since I came here.” 
 
    “Hunting?” Kondra asked, raising her head. “We don’t do that here. Neither do the phoenixes. It’ll disrupt the ecosystem if we join in.” 
 
    Grimmy blinked. “Well. I don’t live here, so that doesn’t matter to me,” he said. “Besides, it’s your failure as a host. My little holy elf has gone hungry because you haven’t fed her. You’re not even going to let her eat now?” 
 
    “I offered,” Lulu muttered and threw the toad leg into her pool of water. 
 
    “How long are you going to hide behind your holy warrior?” Kondra asked, curling her lips to reveal her teeth. 
 
    “Until it stops working,” Grimmy said with a nod. 
 
    Kondra’s gaze lingered on Grimmy before she shifted it to Leila. “I really can’t approve of the mate you’ve chosen,” she said and snorted. “Just what do you see in him?” 
 
    Leila puffed her chest out. “I see everything I want to see in a mate and more. He’s irreplaceable.” She nuzzled Grimmy’s neck, and the two gazed into each other’s eyes. 
 
    “So gross,” Leila’s brother, Luke, said from his patch of moonlight. “Get a room, you two.” 
 
    Leila stuck her tongue out at him. “Why aren’t you playing with Leo?” 
 
    Luke made a face. “He went to the assembly,” he said. “He’s been going in your place ever since you left.” 
 
    “Oh,” Leila said. “I see.” She cleared her throat and patted Grimmy’s wing. “Anyways, hunting time?” 
 
    “What!?” Kondra asked, her eyes widening. “You also hunt?” 
 
    Leila beamed at her parents before grabbing Lindyss, holding her up in front of her mother’s face. “Quell her wrath,” Leila said, holding Lindyss out even further. 
 
    Lindyss cleared her throat as sweat rolled down her back. “Say … isn’t there something Grimmy can do to, you know, not be so hated by you?” she asked. She resisted the urge to shrink back underneath Kondra’s glowing eyes. “I understand there’s some differences between your and his beliefs, but Leila loves Grimmy so much that I feel sick from all the sweetness bubbling out of the two.” 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    “And it’d be a shame to ruin that,” Lindyss said, ignoring Grimmy’s remark. “Are your beliefs more important than your daughter’s happiness?” Kondra’s eyes continued to glow. Lindyss sighed. “What if Leila hates you because of this and you never see your future grandchild?” 
 
    Kondra blinked, the glow disappearing from her eyes. She bit her lower lip and furrowed her brow. Smoke poured out of her nostrils and ears as she remained motionless. 
 
    “Don’t use my kid as your shield,” Grimmy said, wrinkling his snout at Lindyss. 
 
    Lindyss placed her hands on her hips. “You two used me as a shield first! I earned this!” 
 
    “Honey?” Leila’s father nudged Kondra’s side. “Why don’t we give Grimmy a righteous quest?” 
 
    Kondra blinked again as the smoke pouring out of her face stopped. “Then I’ll give Grimmoldesser a quest,” she said and nodded as if she had come up with the idea by herself. “Since ancient times, the—” 
 
    Grimmy stuck his claw out, interrupting Kondra’s speech. “I always skip boring dialogue,” he said. “Just tell me what I have to do.” 
 
    Kondra gave him a dirty look. “Pacify the dwarves. They’re causing a lot of trouble on this continent.” 
 
    “Oh,” Grimmy said. “That sounds easy. I accept. I’m good at pacifying species.” He grinned at Lindyss and gave her a thumbs up. 
 
    Lindyss sighed as a sense of sadness overwhelmed her. Poor dwarves. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Do you think goats are some kind of sacred animal here?” Tafel whispered to Vur as the couple walked up to the counter. The guild was bustling, filled with people who were staring at Tafel and pointing at her horns. A few also pointed at Stella, who was standing on Vur’s head with her head swiveling about like an owl. 
 
    “A goat is a goat,” Vur said and rolled his eyes. “Nothing sacred about them. Maybe they raise them for milk here.” 
 
    The receptionist’s gaze turned even darker as he scribbled on the paper in front of him. He was in the middle of servicing an adventurer, recording her report. 
 
    “Hey,” a voice called out. 
 
    Tafel turned her head, but Vur was too busy reading the requests on the commission board to care. Tafel’s eyes narrowed at a scrawny, pale man with greasy blond hair. “Did you need something?” she asked. The eyes of everyone in the room turned towards her. 
 
    “What are you?” the man asked with a leer. His gaze felt like worms crawling on her skin. “That’s some weird-looking armor you got there. Very … formfitting.” A strange laugh escaped from his mouth as he licked his lips. 
 
    Tafel clenched her fist, but Vur stepped in front of her, blocking the man from her view. Vur’s eyes glowed golden, causing everyone in the room to stiffen as a surge of mana pressed down on them. The man’s face paled as the faint image of a dragon’s head formed from the mana enveloping Vur. 
 
    “W-wait,” the man said, holding his arms out in front of himself. 
 
    A sharp pain on Vur’s head caused him to frown and look up. Stella had plucked a hair out. “Let me, let me,” she said and looked at him with puppy-like eyes. “Punish the bad man, right?” 
 
    Vur hummed as he rubbed his chin. The aura around him died down as he nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    Stella cheered and flew into the air. She approached the trembling man and sneezed on his nose. His eyes widened. 
 
    “Did she just sneeze on me?” the man asked. 
 
    Tafel’s brow furrowed as she recalled her first meeting with Rella. What kind of curse would a fairy queen cast? A minor inconvenience? A major inconvenience? A—. Her thoughts were cut off as the man screamed and collapsed onto the ground, his body twitching. His limbs flopped around, smacking himself as red welts appeared on his skin. 
 
    “Get them off me! Get them off me!” 
 
    The surrounding adventurers’ faces paled as the man clawed at his skin, scraping off layers and revealing flesh beneath. One white mage rushed forward and cast dispel, but nothing happened. Stella giggled as she flew back onto Vur’s head, creating a nest of sorts with his hair. 
 
    “What did you do to him?” Tafel asked. She didn’t like the man, but this punishment was a bit unusual and cruel. 
 
    “Curse of imaginary spiders,” Stella said with a smug expression. 
 
    Tafel paused. “Is this what you would’ve done to me if I didn’t give you the apple?” 
 
    Stella beamed at her. “Secret.” 
 
    Tafel’s expression darkened. It seemed like she shouldn’t refuse Stella’s demands for apples. How tyrannical. She saw a staff member of the guild approach from the corner of her eye, and she turned to face him. The staff member glanced at Vur and Stella and then Tafel’s horns before finally meeting her eyes. “Are you three new here? The guild master wishes to speak with you. It’s not every day we see a group like … yours.” 
 
    “Alright,” Tafel said. “Take us to him.” 
 
    “What about our companion?” 
 
    Tafel turned her head. The white mage standing over the squirming man was glaring at her. “Ask the fairy,” Tafel said and shrugged. 
 
    The mage’s gaze fell on Stella, who blinked. “Ask him,” she said and pointed at Vur. 
 
    Vur tore his gaze away from the commission board. “Ask me what?” 
 
    “Can you undo the curse on our companion?” the white mage asked, lowering his head. 
 
    Vur blinked before tilting his head. He pointed at Tafel. “Ask her.” 
 
    The white mage’s face fell as Tafel rolled her eyes and followed the staff member up the stairs to the guild master’s room. Vur tore a commission off the board and stuffed it into his armor before following after them. 
 
    The guild master’s room was a small one on the highest floor of the building. Papers were stacked up on a desk, and all kinds of weapons were hanging on the walls while a few sets of armor stood in the corner. The guild master was a petite human woman, wearing a pink blouse, with large glasses and braided hair; anyone would mistake her for a librarian. Except Vur. The first thing he asked when he entered the room was, “Are you a dwarf too?” 
 
    The guild master’s brow furrowed. “There are two types of really strong people in the world: the hardworking and talented ones who meticulously worked their way up, and the ones that defy all common sense. I have a feeling you’re the latter.” 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it,” Tafel said and sighed. 
 
    Vur tilted his head at the guild master. “Are you jealous?” 
 
    “A little,” the guild master said with a nod. “Have a seat.” She poured four cups of tea—one cup small enough for Stella—and cleared her desk by knocking all the papers on top over. She sat down and waited for Tafel and Vur to make themselves comfortable before speaking, “I’m the guild master representing the town of Anfang. I have many titles and many names, but you can call me Alice. I called you over because I sensed something and wanted to confirm if my suspicions were true.” She raised her head and stared Vur in the eyes. “Are you a representative of the dragons?” 
 
    “I am a dragon,” Vur said and snorted. “And I only represent myself.” 
 
    Alice’s eyes widened. “I’ve never met a dragon who was strong enough to assume a humanoid shape,” she said and lowered her head. “I apologize for any disrespect shown.” 
 
    Vur tilted his head. “All dragons look like this when they first start out,” he said. He ignored Tafel’s almost inaudible sigh. 
 
    Alice raised her head and blinked. “Pardon?” 
 
    “I’m not old enough to grow out my wings and scales completely yet,” Vur said and nodded. Stella nodded with him, sipping her tea. 
 
    Alice looked at Tafel with an expression that asked, ‘Is he serious or is he just stupid? Or is it both?’ 
 
    Tafel kept a straight face. “He’s a dragon,” she said, copying Sera’s demeanor when Nova had interrogated her. 
 
    “I, I see?” Alice asked, furrowing her brow. “You’re speaking human words, though your accent is a bit strange, and I understand the meaning of each word, but when you put them together like that, I’m unable to grasp exactly what you’re trying to say.” She bit her lower lip. “Let me rephrase my question. Did the holy matriarch send you here or not?” 
 
    Vur scratched his head. Sera hadn’t sent him and Tafel here. And Tafel hadn’t been able to go where she wanted to. So it was Nova’s fault? Yeah. “No. It was the patriarch.” 
 
    “The patriarch?” Alice asked, blinking twice. “There’s a patriarch?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Vur said and nodded. “He can cast meteors and stuff.” 
 
    Tafel frowned at the guild master, who seemed to be panicking. Should she correct the misunderstandings caused by Vur? If she did, did she have to correct every misunderstanding caused by Vur in the future too? She’d never have any time to do anything else if that was the case. In the end, she sipped on her tea and remained silent. 
 
    “So you’re saying…,” Alice said, saying each word slowly, “there’s another dragon out there who’s on the same level as the matriarch?” 
 
    “I think he’s stronger?” Vur asked, glancing at Stella. The fairy queen shrugged. 
 
    Alice chewed her lip as the crease in her forehead deepened. After a few moments of contemplating, she raised her head and sighed. “Sorry about that. You gave me a lot to think about,” she said. “What were you planning on doing when you came to the guild?” 
 
    “We wanted to register as adventurers,” Tafel said before Vur could speak. 
 
    “Alright,” Alice said. “I can help you with that.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leo sighed as he adjusted his body, shifting his weight from his side to his belly. His wings flapped twice as his silver tail swished a few times. He was waiting in a cave, resting in a patch of sunlight. Why did he have to come to these boring assemblies? Why couldn’t Lulu or Luke take over instead? It always took the members forever and a day to assemble, but he had to be on time because that’s what respectful dragons did. Maybe he should’ve ran away from home like Leila…. 
 
    “Leoniden!” a voice called out. “The members have assembled and await your presence.” 
 
    Finally. Leo clambered to his feet and shook the dust off his scales. He raised his head and puffed his chest out as he lumbered out of the cave towards the open glade where the assembly took place. He nodded at the members already assembled. The two humans kneeled while the three elves nodded back. The group of dwarves acted as if they hadn’t seen him, causing his expression to darken. Meanwhile, the five silver-haired fairies were chattering and eating fruit from a golden plate that had been prepared for them. He released the breath he was holding when he didn’t see a certain someone. 
 
    “Is this everyone?” one of the dwarves asked. His face was gray, but he had a nose as red as a cherry. A crown rested on top of his head. 
 
    “Not yet, Plumby,” one of the fairies said, giggling at the dwarf. “Erin’s not here.” 
 
    The dwarf called Plumby scowled. “I told you not to call me that.” 
 
    The fairy giggled. “No, you told Erin not to call you that. You didn’t tell me.” She smiled as she bit into her strawberry and sucked out its juices. 
 
    Leo sighed. Why was he even at this farce? “Shall we get started?” he asked. “The present fairies can vote in Erin’s stead. Let’s finish this before she arrives, please.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” the fairies said at the same time. “Erin’s very … Erinny. You know how she is. If we vote for her, she’ll never leave us alone until the next assembly.” 
 
    Leo’s expression darkened. He glanced at the two human representatives. They smiled back at him and lowered their heads. He sighed and collapsed onto his belly, resting his head on his paws, his gaze falling onto the dwarves. Usually, there were thirteen of them, but only four were present today. But, of course, their votes would still be worth more than everyone else’s combined. 
 
    “I’m here!” a voice thundered from above. “You better not have started without me!” A tiny fairy flew down from the sky. 
 
    “About time,” Plumby said and stroked his beard. “Let’s—” 
 
    “First order of business!” the new arrival said, interrupting the dwarf. “Which one of your subordinates broke my fairy spring!?” She placed her hands on her hips and glared at the surrounding members. She was easily the shortest person there, but no one dared look her in the eyes. Erin Koller, the third fairy queen. There was a reason why everyone feared her. “Leo!” 
 
    Leo flinched and shrank backwards. “Y-yes?” 
 
    She was the first fairy to ever transform a dragon into a goat; although, the dragon was only a baby at the time. “Was it you!? Do I have to polymorph you again to teach you a lesson?” Erin asked, narrowing her eyes. 
 
    “No!” Leo said, shaking his head back and forth. “You know I never leave my cave except for this.” 
 
    Erin’s gaze lingered on the holy dragon before she snorted. “Who was it?” she asked again, flitting to the center of the assembly space. “No one’s going anywhere until I find out!” 
 
    “Don’t be unreasonable, fairy,” Plumby said as he drew his rifle which was slung across his back. 
 
    “Point that thing at me and I’ll transform you into a worm and feed you to a bird,” Erin said, shaking her fist at the dwarf. 
 
    One of the silver-haired fairies by the side sighed. “Isn’t it unfair how she’s the only one who knows how to polymorph?” 
 
    “Well, you’re the only one with telekinesis, and that’s not very fair either,” another fairy said and rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Says the mind reader.” 
 
    Erin turned around and pointed at the fairies. “So it was one of you. You were jealous of my ability and didn’t want it passed on to my offspring!” 
 
    “No, no,” the fairies said and shook their heads. “It really wasn’t us.” 
 
    Plumby cleared his throat. “Can we seriously begin the meeting now? I’m sure we all have places to be. None of us know anything about your stupid spring, you fairy.” 
 
    Erin glanced around at the faces avoiding her gaze. They didn’t directly agree with the dwarf, but they didn’t refute him either. “Fine,” she said and crossed her arms. “I’ll remember this. When something happens to your slave traders, magical trees, stupid brick kingdoms, tasty fruits, and frozen wasteland, you better not come begging me for help.” She sat on top of the plate of fruit and closed her eyes while crossing her legs. 
 
    Plumby shook his head at the fairy before putting away his rifle. “Then let’s begin.” 
 
    Leo closed his eyes as the members chatted about rules: the new ones formed, the old ones dissolved, who broke what and when. He shifted his neck, trying to get into a more comfortable position. Just when he was about to fall asleep, a voice pulled him out of the void. 
 
    “Leoniden, do you know anything about the dragons who flew over my lands recently?” Plumby asked. 
 
    “That was probably my sister bringing home her mate,” Leo said with a yawn. “You don’t have to worry about them.” 
 
    Plumby nodded. “Good.” He glanced at the human representatives. “I heard two new SSS-ranked adventurers appeared in the town of Anfang.” He turned his head towards the fairies and raised an eyebrow. “And a new fairy queen.” 
 
    “What!?” Erin asked as her eyes shot open. “A new fairy queen in Anfang? She’s definitely the one who ruined my spring!” She jumped up and flew away before anyone could react. 
 
    “Yes, there were two new SSS-ranked adventurers,” one of the human representatives said after Erin disappeared. She bit her lower lip. “Though, we’re not sure if one of them is exactly human … and the other one is questionable as well. We have no idea where they came from.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Plumby said and stroked his beard before grinning. “I’d like to meet them.” 
 
    The human representatives made faces but didn’t say anything. 
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    Tafel hummed as she raised the silver card in her hand above her head. It was similar to the one that she already had, but the engravings that framed the card were different. Maybe she’d go to every continent and collect them for fun. There had to be more continents, right? She glanced at Vur. 
 
    Stella was lying on her back on top of Vur’s head, her head dangling upside-down off the side. She was holding her card in front of her face by his ear, squinting at frowning at the words. “Stupid scribbles,” she said and puffed her cheeks out. She crossed her arms, dropping the card, but Vur caught it before it could hit the floor. 
 
    “My card’s more full than last time,” Vur said. He tugged on the reins with his foot, causing the carriage to swerve around a pothole. 
 
    “Let me see,” Tafel said and traded cards with Vur. “You’re right. You have a last name this time. And your hometown is filled out, but it doesn’t mean anything since we both put Anfang. Class is still dragon…. No subclass….” Her brow wrinkled. “I’m really going to have to ask your mother how old you are when we get back. I’m surprised the guild master let you get away with this little information.” 
 
    “Dragons get special treatment,” Vur said as he read Tafel’s card. “Your class says spellblade instead of black mage this time.” 
 
    “…You haven’t noticed?” Tafel asked, taking her card back and holding onto Vur’s and Stella’s. 
 
    “Magic is magic is magic,” Vur said with a nod. “Classes don’t matter to a dragon.” 
 
    Tafel sighed. “For someone who practically robbed my kingdom’s royal library, you really are oblivious to the obvious, huh?” 
 
    “Anything that contradicts him being a dragon is automatically filtered from his head,” Stella said, rolling over onto her belly. She propped her chin up with her hands and smiled at Tafel. “See? He didn’t even hear me.” 
 
    Tafel glanced at Vur. He was reading a crumpled up commission note that wasn’t meant to be taken off the board. Her gaze returned to Stella. “I think that was the longest sentence I’ve ever heard you say.” 
 
    Stella winked at Tafel before rolling onto her back again. She hung her head off the side of Vur’s head and stretched her hands out towards the demon. “Apple.” 
 
    Tafel sighed as she reached into her bag and pulled out an apple, passing it to Stella while inching closer to Vur’s side. She peered over his shoulder to read the commission. “You’ve been looking at that for a while now, but you haven’t told me what the mission was,” she said, breathing into Vur’s ear. 
 
    Vur turned his head, kissed her on the lips before she could react, and placed the note into her unmoving hands. “You wanted a weapon,” he said. “I found an interesting one for a reward. I’ve never heard of it before.” 
 
    Tafel lowered her head and bit her lower lip, hiding her red cheeks behind the paper. “That was a bit sudden,” she said and glanced out the window of the carriage. None of the other carriage drivers on the road around them seemed to have noticed. She fanned herself with the note in her hand. “A-anyways, what were we talking about? Right, classes.” She placed the commission into her lap, forgetting it wasn’t an actual fan. “You know, I was supposed to be the demon lord class, but since my father died early, I never got the chance to obtain it.” 
 
    Vur sidled closer and rested his head on Tafel’s shoulder, plucking Stella out of his hair and handing her the reins. “Why can’t you obtain it now?” 
 
    Tafel shook her head. “There’s supposed to be a ritual,” she said. “To succeed the demon lord, the children challenge the current lord, and upon victory, the class is passed on. But since Chad killed my dad and no one knows what happened to his soul, the ritual can’t be completed.” 
 
    “Well, that’s okay,” Vur said. “You’re plenty strong as is.” 
 
    “Not strong enough,” Tafel muttered. “I still have to beat that person.” 
 
    “Just tell me who he is and I’ll beat him for you,” Vur said and raised his head. He stared Tafel in the eyes, causing her to sigh. 
 
    “This is something I have to do by myself,” Tafel said. “It’s like your coming-of-age ceremony with the patriarch. I couldn’t help you, and you can’t help me.” 
 
    Vur tilted his head. “Okay. Then what do you have to do to obtain the demon lord class?” 
 
    “I told you, the ritual.” 
 
    “But there had to be a first demon lord, right?” Vur asked. “What did he do to obtain it?” 
 
    Tafel blinked. “Sometimes, I can’t tell if you’re actually really smart or not,” she said. 
 
    “What? I’m very smart,” Vur said and snorted. “You can ask Stella. Right, Stella?” 
 
    “Right,” Stella said as she controlled the carriage. Somehow, the horse had transformed into a crocodile, and every other carriage was scrambling out of its path. “Simple solutions aren’t stupid solutions.” 
 
    Tafel hummed. “That’s true. Vur doesn’t have to think of any smart solutions when the simplest one, brute force, always works for him,” she said and pinched Vur’s side. “It’s not fair.” 
 
    Vur frowned and rubbed his waist. “It’s not my fault you weren’t born a dragon.” 
 
    Tafel rolled her eyes. “Whatever,” she said. “I’ll go find one to imprint me. Anyways, about the demon lord class…, I think I’ll worry about that when we go back to Zuer. I won’t find any information about it over here. Demons don’t exist here.” The paper in her lap caught her eye. “Oh right. I almost forgot.” She read through it and placed it down, staring at Vur with a blank expression. “Really?” 
 
    “Why not?” Vur asked. 
 
    “Because it was us!” Tafel said as she waved the commission. “Clearly this fairy queen is looking for the person who broke her spring to get revenge. Look at all the angry exclamation points tacked onto it! What? Are you going to give her information about yourself?” 
 
    Vur blinked. “…Why not?” he asked. “It’s a free staff.” 
 
    Tafel sighed. Didn’t this count as bullying a poor fairy queen? “Do you even know where 99 Fairy Drive is?” 
 
    “No. That’s why I’m letting Stella drive,” Vur said. 
 
    Stella cleared her throat. “Not all simple solutions aren’t stupid solutions,” she said to Tafel. “There are stupid ones too.” 
 
    “I can see that.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Carl hummed as he sanded the shaft of his new spear. It was tipped with a leviathan tooth and enchanted by its bone powder. Beside him, George was doing the same thing. “It’s a good thing they didn’t want the teeth, huh?” Carl asked, admiring the sun glinting off his spear. 
 
    George grunted, causing his gills to flap. “As strong as they were, they didn’t need the teeth. I don’t think they even needed the armor.” George sighed and rested his palms behind himself, disturbing the sandy surface. “He killed a leviathan while naked. No weapons. No armor. Nothing.” 
 
    Carl shuddered as an image of a golden-eyed human appeared in his mind. “Yeah,” he said and sighed. “If he wanted to attack us…, I don’t think we would’ve made it.” 
 
    “Right, well, we’re still here and that’s all that matters,” George said. “And there was even the nice benefit of uniting all our tribes together. Maybe we could even join the assembly and overthrow some of those taxes aimed at us.” 
 
    “Huh,” Carl said, his brow furrowing. “That’s really possible now, isn’t it? Should we go ask the elders?” 
 
    “I’m sure they’ve thought of it,” George said and nodded. He squinted at the coast and frowned. A massive shadow was approaching the beach from underwater. “Uh, Carl. Look.” 
 
    Carl followed George’s finger and shielded his eyes from the sun. “What is that?” he asked. He stood up and cupped his hands over his mouth. “Hey! Get away from the water!” 
 
    The fishmen children, who were running about, stopped and glanced at the sea. They screamed and ran towards the grassy border as the shadow came closer and closer, a dorsal fin as large as a palm tree emerging from the surface of the ocean. 
 
    George’s face paled. “D-do you think leviathans avenge their brethren?” he asked as he gripped his spear and retreated backwards while keeping his eyes on the approaching beast. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Carl said and shook his head, “but you should go inform everyone and have them move deeper inland.” 
 
    “And you?” George asked. 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on it.” 
 
    George nodded. “Alright,” he said. “You’re much braver than I am. Children, follow me!” He gathered the terrified kids and headed into the jungle, leaving Carl behind. 
 
    Carl gulped as he waited by the grassy border, watching the leviathan. The water bulged as its head emerged, its eyes glazed over and focused on nothing in particular. Its mouth hung open, dangling as water poured out of it. Strange white and yellow objects were clinging to its teeth and scales, squirming with the current. Blood poured from the beast’s body from hundreds of cuts lacerating its skin. Carl dropped his spear as the leviathan wriggled onto the shore. “It’s … dead?” 
 
    “Phew! That was a real tough one,” a gravelly voice called out from beneath the leviathan. “The things we do for the mistress, eh?” 
 
    Hundreds of voices rang through the air as skeletons dropped off of the leviathan’s corpse. “For the mistress!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Grimmy hummed as he flew through the skies with Leila beside him and Lindyss sitting on his snout. He stopped for a moment and raised an eyebrow. “Did you feel that?” he asked, crossing his eyes to look at Lindyss. 
 
    “Feel what?” Lindyss asked and smacked his scales. “Hunger? Yeah, I felt that a long time ago. Can we kill and eat something already?” 
 
    Grimmy chuckled, his body shaking. “So they contacted me first,” he said with a grin. “Interesting.” 
 
    “You’re thinking something devious,” Lindyss said and narrowed her eyes at the black dragon. “And who are you talking about? Stop speaking in riddles.” 
 
    “She gets very grouchy when she’s hungry, doesn’t she?” Leila asked and smiled at Lindyss when the elf gave her a dirty look. 
 
    “Your family starved me for a month!” Lindyss said. “You’re lucky I’m only grouchy and not dead.” 
 
    “Oh?” Grimmy asked. “Out of curiosity, what would you do as an undead if you did die?” 
 
    Lindyss rolled her eyes. “I don’t know. Get revenge on the people who killed me? Conquer everything? Spread fear and terrorize everyone?” She snorted. “What do you want me to say? Obviously, I’d continue doing what I always have. I’d knit a few sweaters or something and find things to entertain myself. Being undead’s no different from being perpetually young, which I am already.” 
 
    Grimmy sighed. “Young on the outside, ancient and decrepit on the inside,” he said, shaking his head. “Prika would—” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Lindyss said. “She’d tell me it’s why I’ll never get married.” She pursed her lips and peered over the edge of Grimmy’s snout. “Is that a roc? I’m going to eat it.” 
 
    “Rocs are religious figures and you shouldn’t…,” Leila said, cutting herself off. Lindyss had already leapt off of Grimmy’s snout, plunging towards the massive bird with two wings made of mana sprouting from her back. “Well then.” 
 
    The roc screamed as a glowing white sword pierced its neck. It struggled to stay in the air, spraying blood everywhere as it flapped its wings. Lindyss’ sword traced lines in the roc’s body, cutting through its steel-like feathers with no resistance. The roc’s blood acted as if it had a mind of its own, turning into little snakes and entering Lindyss’ aura, dying it red. She licked her lips and swallowed as the red color faded away. 
 
    “Did she just exsanguinate it?” Leila asked, blinking twice. “I know she’s a bit weird, but…” 
 
    “What?” Grimmy asked. “She was imprinted by a vampire bat. You already knew that.” 
 
    “I guess…,” Leila said before sighing. “It’s just that the roc won’t be as juicy now.” 
 
    Grimmy laughed. “I thought rocs were religious figures and not meant to be eaten?” 
 
    “Well, no one worships them in the central continent,” Leila said with a smile. “Although we probably shouldn’t eat it here. Not over one of the dwarves’ major cities.” 
 
    “Then we’ll eat it inside the city,” Grimmy said. “Look. She’s almost on the ground already.” 
 
    “You do remember the quest my mother gave you, right?” 
 
    “Of course,” Grimmy said and snorted. “I already outsourced it to another party.” He glanced at Lindyss. “Her skeletons.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alice grinded her teeth against the hard biscuit in her mouth as she stared at the report on her table, quill in hand. The ink on the page was dried, but there were only a few sentences written down. She crunched down, breaking the biscuit, and muttered, “Dragon patriarch….” She dropped her quill and leaned back, running her fingers through her dark-brown hair. “Do I tell the king?” 
 
    She sighed as she swallowed the biscuit and stared up at the ceiling. Since when had she become like this? Was it when she reached the peak? Was the peak even a peak or was it a wall? Her head lowered and she adjusted her glasses as her gaze shifted to the massive shield hanging on the wall. Maybe she should go on an adventure. 
 
    A knock on the door drew her attention away. “Guild master,” a voice said from behind the wood. “The party Tafel x Vur is looking for you.” 
 
    “Those three?” Alice asked, raising an eyebrow. “Bring them here.” 
 
    A few moments later, the door opened and the boy with golden eyes and the girl with ten horns stepped into the room. “Back so soon?” Alice asked. She flinched as Vur glanced at her, her body remembering the placement test she had given Vur. It had been a long while since she lost that badly. “Don’t tell me you finished the commission you accepted already.” 
 
    Tafel glanced at Vur. He turned his head away and inspected the weapons on the wall. Tafel cleared her throat and stepped forward. “We’re lost.” 
 
    “…Pardon?” Alice asked. “Didn’t you say you knew where you were going next?” 
 
    “He knew the name of the destination but not how to get there,” Tafel said, her face red. 
 
    “It would’ve been fine if we let Stella drive,” Vur said, making a face. “If we explored the whole continent, we would’ve found it eventually.” 
 
    Alice’s gaze shifted from Tafel to Vur and back again. “And you’re here because?” 
 
    “We want a guide,” Tafel said with a nod. 
 
    “Make a commission downstairs?” Alice asked. 
 
    “By a guide, I mean you.”  
 
    “What? Why? I’m the guild master,” Alice said. “Anyone can guide you to where you want to go.” 
 
    Tafel smiled. “Well, that’s because you’re a freak like us.” 
 
    “Hey,” Alice said and pursed her lips. 
 
    “That’s a compliment,” Tafel said. “You see, Vur tends to do … extreme things, and normal people might not be willing to accept them.” She lowered her head and spoke while coughing, “Meaning they’d die.” She raised her head and smiled. “But you’re sturdy! You took over a dozen of Vur’s hits before fainting.” 
 
    “…” 
 
    Tafel continued to smile at the silent guild master. 
 
    Alice sighed and rubbed her temples. “You could get some written directions, you know? There’s no need for me to go with you.” 
 
    “I need someone to balance out the voting count,” Tafel said, taking a step closer. 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Tafel said as she teleported beside Alice and wrapped her arm around the guild master’s shoulder before she could react. “What do you say?” 
 
    Alice shrugged off Tafel’s arm and frowned. “I refuse,” she said and gestured towards the papers on her desk. “I have many responsibilities as guild master, and I can’t just abandon them on a whim. I’m not as free as you two.” 
 
    Tafel pointed at herself. “I’m actually a leader of a kingdom,” she said and pointed at Vur. “And so is he. We’re just on vacation right now.” 
 
    “Which kingdom?” Alice asked. “I know all the leaders, and you’re not one of them.” 
 
    “I guess you’ll have to come with us if you want to find out,” Tafel said. “Aren’t you curious? Don’t you have to assess potential threats as a guild master? This can be part of your responsibilities. Vur’s very dangerous.” 
 
    “He’s not,” Stella said as she sat up on Vur’s head. “Everything else is too fragile. Right?” 
 
    Vur nodded. He walked up to Alice’s desk and placed his hand on the documents stacked on her table. Alice’s eyes widened as the papers were set ablaze, turning to ash in an instant. “There,” Vur said, ignoring Alice’s ugly expression. “No more responsibilities. You can come now, right?” 
 
    Alice glared at Tafel. “You want me to come for some kind of voting balance, but why does he want me to come?” 
 
    “He liked your cooking,” Tafel said and shrugged. 
 
    “What?” Alice asked, blinking twice. “Everyone hates my cooking. That’s why I cooked for you, so you’d leave faster. The meat was practically raw!” 
 
    “To Vur, raw is cooked and cooked is burnt,” Tafel said. 
 
    “Because he’s a dragon, right?” Alice asked, rolling her eyes. She had heard that response a lot more times than she thought she would. Wasn’t he taking the dragon persona a bit too far? But she had to admit his eyes did look pretty interesting. Could he have actually been imprinted by a dragon? No. The holy dragons would never do that; their pride wouldn’t let them. Then what exactly was he? “You know what? I’ll accompany you. There’s a lot I need to find out about you two.” 
 
    “Really?” Tafel asked. She reached into her bag and pulled out a piece of paper. “Sign this, please.” 
 
    “What is it?” Alice asked and took the paper. “A waiver? You’re not serious.” 
 
    “It’s for legal issues since I have no idea what the laws are like here,” Tafel said with a nod. She paused and scratched her head. “By the way, do you happen to know what the punishment is for, uh, punting a dwarf into the sky? Just purely out of curiosity.” 
 
    Alice glanced at Vur who was rummaging through her cabinets. “Purely out of curiosity, eh?” she asked and adjusted her glasses. “Well, the dwarves are a pretty spiteful and petty race. They also think they’re superior to all others, and in a technological sense, they are. Depending on the severity of the injury, the punishment can range from a few fines to a lifelong service of servitude.” 
 
    Tafel’s brow wrinkled. “What if a dwarf hurt a human?” 
 
    Alice shrugged. “A few fines,” she said. “You’re really not from around here, are you?” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem very fair,” Tafel said, pursing her lips. 
 
    “Life itself isn’t fair,” Alice said. “The strong eat the weak. This is just the way it’ll be until humans are stronger than the dwarves. Is it right?” She shrugged. “Who am I to judge?” She shook her head and signed the waiver. “Alright. Where did you two want to go?” 
 
    “99 Fairy Drive,” Vur and Stella said at the same time. They met each other’s gazes, causing Stella to giggle. 
 
    “99 Fairy Drive…,” Alice said. Her expression darkened. “You know Erin Koller lives there, right?” 
 
    “A wrinkler?” Stella asked, tilting her head to one side. 
 
    “Erin Koller. She’s a fairy queen that polymorphed a dragon,” Alice said. “She’s not someone adventurers want to meet.” 
 
    “Oh, wow, so scary,” Stella said with a nod. “Let’s go meet her!” Her eyes glinted as she nestled in Vur’s hair. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vur and Tafel sat in the corner of the adventurers’ guild’s lobby. Stella was munching on a plum, dripping juices onto Vur’s head. Alice was standing in front of the commission board, muttering to herself as her gaze roamed over the documents. The adventurers gave her a wide berth, some even holding their breaths to stay silent. 
 
    “If that’s the way we’re going, then we should pick these up…,” Alice said and jotted down commission names in her notebook. “This one too. And this isn’t too far off. Huh, I didn’t know there was a wyvern nest there; we could solve that along the way. Since we’re going east anyways….” 
 
    “It’s really nice having someone who’s capable of proper planning,” Tafel said to Vur while looking at Alice. “Delphina used to do all the planning in Swirling Wind. I should’ve recruited her to help manage my kingdom.” They watched as Alice approached the receptionist’s desk, placing her notebook and identity card on top of the wooden surface. 
 
    “I’d like to undertake all of these commissions,” Alice said, crossing her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Um, guild master…, if you do this, there won’t be any commissions left for everyone else,” the receptionist said as he read over the list of missions that spanned three pages of the notebook. “B-besides, don’t you have a lot of paperwork left to finish?” 
 
    “I can’t accept commissions just because I’m a guild master? This is discrimination,” Alice said, placing her hands on her hips. “As for all those papers, they’re gone. You can go to my office and check.” 
 
    “But … an adventurer of your stature shouldn’t be accepting a D-ranked mission, right…?” the receptionist asked. He shrank back as Alice seemed to grow in size. 
 
    “I’ll fire you if you don’t comply,” Alice said, narrowing her eyes. 
 
    The receptionist gulped and nodded before reaching underneath his desk to retrieve some forms. “I understand, boss.” 
 
    Alice’s expression relaxed as she smiled. 
 
    “Isn’t that abusing her power?” Vur asked as he snacked on an apple. 
 
    “I don’t want to hear that from you,” Tafel said, rolling her eyes. She smiled at Alice as the petite guild master strode over to their side. 
 
    “I accepted some extra missions that we can accomplish along the way,” Alice said. “I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “We don’t,” Tafel said. “It’s better this way. There’s a slight feeling of shame when you become an SSS-ranked adventurer with no missions completed under your belt.” 
 
    Alice glanced at Vur. Did he feel shame? Probably not. “That’s true. Why don’t you two check your levels while we wait?” she asked. While registering as adventurers, they didn’t write down their levels, opting to fight her to determine their rank instead. 
 
    “I’d rather not,” Tafel said. “I don’t want to see how far away from Vur I am on paper. I think I’d cry if I found out I was half his level.” 
 
    Alice turned to Vur. “Aren’t you curious?” 
 
    “Nope. I already know I’m the best,” Vur said and finished eating his apple, core included. 
 
    Alice pursed her lips. “If you say so,” she said. “I’d like a list of all your abilities if we’re going to party together. It’ll make strategic decisions much easier. Normally, I could construct a team based on our classes, but”—she squinted at Vur—“dragon isn’t exactly the most descriptive class description.” 
 
    “Strategic decisions? I’m good at those,” Vur said with a nod. Recently, he was beating Mr. Skelly in mock warfare more than he was losing. He furrowed his brow. “You’re a meat shield, right?” 
 
    Alice’s expression darkened. “Essentially, yes, you could call me that,” she said. Was it just her or did the shield on her back become heavier? “Though, the official name of my class is guardian.” 
 
    “Guardian?” Tafel asked. “You’re not as slow as a typical guardian….” If she didn’t have the ability to teleport, maybe she really would’ve lost against Alice during their bout. 
 
    “I subclass as a berserker,” Alice said and shrugged. 
 
    “That’s…” 
 
    “Weird?” Alice asked. “I know. But it works, well, not against freaks like you, but it works against everything else.” 
 
    “Your body type—” 
 
    “Small people can’t fight on the frontlines? Is that what you’re trying to say?” Alice asked, glaring at Tafel. She adjusted her glasses before crossing her arms over her chest. 
 
    “You just seem more like the scholarly type,” Tafel said and cleared her throat. “I could totally see you calling down pillars of light to obliterate the enemy.” 
 
    Alice shrugged. “You get what you see,” she said. “But is this really your whole party? Where’s your healer?” 
 
    “Well, we never get injured,” Tafel said, scratching her head. “And Vur knows how to heal people. He can revive them too.” 
 
    Alice’s mouth fell open. “That’s broken! Totally broken! Unlearn that skill right now!” 
 
    “She’s jealous,” Stella said, swallowing her plum’s remains. 
 
    “It doesn’t make any sense!” Alice said. “If you’re serious about his ability to revive people, how can he beat me in close combat, cast black magic that I have to defend against with my all, and revive people? And don’t give me that nonsense about being a dragon.” 
 
    Vur’s forehead wrinkled, and his eyes glowed. The faint image of a dragon’s head materialized around him, shimmering in the light. Alice shuddered but resolutely stared him down with her hands balled up into fists in her lap. She bit her lower lip to stop her teeth from chattering. “You … were imprinted? Imprinted by a dragon?” 
 
    “Bingo!” Stella said, clapping her hands together once. She tapped on Vur’s forehead. “Your aura’s making me dizzy.” 
 
    Vur’s eyes stopped glowing, and he snorted, turning his head away from Alice. A collective exhalation came from the crowd of adventurers in the room. 
 
    “I guess that does make you a dragon in the loosest possible sense,” Alice said and tapped her finger against the table. “A warrior class with a white mage subclass then? No. You didn’t use any skills to hit me, only unrefined punches and kicks.” 
 
    “Those unrefined punches and kicks knocked you out though,” Tafel said. “You don’t have to guess anymore. He’s a blue mage.” 
 
    Alice grimaced. “But to learn a skill, a blue mage has to be hit by the ability,” she said. “Don’t tell me he was also raised in the wild fighting beasts to grow up. If that was the case, the holy matriarch would never let him out of her sight.” 
 
    Tafel nodded. 
 
    “You three are actually from a different continent, aren’t you?” Alice asked. “Everything makes sense now.” A crease formed on her forehead as she looked at Vur. “But that doesn’t make you any less broken. What the heck were the dragons thinking when they created an abomination like you?” 
 
    “Honestly, I think they were bored,” Tafel said and shrugged. 
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    George ignored the stares from the surrounding people and burst into the adventurers’ guild. He panted for breath as he stood at the entrance, holding the door open with one webbed hand. His spear was strapped to his back, and he wore simple leather clothing made from leviathan hide. The adventurers stared at him for a moment before turning their attentions away. The silent guild burst out into commotion once again. 
 
    George ran to the receptionist’s desk, but he was pulled back by someone in the line. “This is an emergency!” George shouted, shaking off the hand holding his shoulder. 
 
    “I have an emergency too, but you don’t see me skipping the queue!” the person at the back shouted. 
 
    George shot him a dirty look before shouting, “The undead have invaded the coasts!” 
 
    The lobby fell silent. The silence remained for three seconds before someone snickered. Other people started to laugh as well. “The continent’s run by holy dragons. Holy dragons!” someone said. “You think any undead would stand a chance here?” 
 
    “I’m serious!” George said, his gills flapping as his face turned red. “All of our tribes along the coast have been subjugated!” 
 
    The receptionist cleared his throat. “Please calm down,” he said, still reading the papers in his hands. “The guild master is out at this time, but I’ll be happy to help you with your problems. I only ask that you wait in line like the rest of the folk here. Thank you for your patience.” 
 
    George’s face fell at the receptionist’s response. His people were being hunted by the undead, yet he had to wait in line. Who knows how much more torture they’d have to undergo before he could explain his problem properly? He clenched his spear and trudged to the back of the line, head lowered. A sigh escaped from his lips. If only the elders hadn’t been so eager to chase away those two ocean crossers, then maybe the undead could’ve been repelled. To be fair, he wanted them gone as well. Their tribe would’ve run out of food if that man stayed for another week. 
 
    When it was finally George’s turn to approach the receptionist, an hour had already passed. The receptionist rubbed his eyes and raised his head. He flashed George a smile, but he looked more demented than friendly due to the dark circles underneath his eyes. “Welcome, how may I help you today?” 
 
    “The undead have invaded the coast,” George said, his hands trembling. “My tribesmen have tried fighting against them, but they were losing when I left to turn in this report.” 
 
    The receptionist blinked. “This is serious if that’s true,” he said and tapped his finger against his desk twice. “Why didn’t you say something earlier?” 
 
    “I did!” George shouted. 
 
    The receptionist furrowed his brow. “I must not have heard you,” he said and sighed as he pulled out a blank piece of paper. “We’ve been overloaded for the past week ever since the guild master left on her adventure.” He dipped his quill in the inkwell. “How long has it been since they’ve arrived?” 
 
    “There weren’t a lot of them. We fought them thinking we would win, but they managed to stall for two days. Then the tides turned on us without warning, and I was sent here,” George said, counting with his fingers. “It took me four days to reach here.” 
 
    “Nearly a week then,” the receptionist said with a nod. “Can you describe their characteristics? Zombies, ghouls, skeletons? I assume your tribe wouldn’t have engaged if there were any liches or dullahan present.” 
 
    “Skeletons,” George said. “Lots of skeletons. Easily over a hundred of them.” 
 
    “Fishmen skeletons?” 
 
    “Human.” 
 
    “Interesting,” the receptionist said as he finished filling out the paper. “I’ll place the scouting mission on the commission board. After the scouts return, we’ll determine what to do from there.” 
 
    “It’ll be too late by then!” George said. “My tribe will be wiped out!” 
 
    “I understand your frustration, but there’s really nothing else that can be done,” the receptionist said. “I can only follow protocol.” 
 
    George’s teeth clacked as he ground them together. He dropped the bag by his waist onto the receptionist’s desk. “Leviathan scales and teeth! I’d like to sell them and recruit a group of A-ranked adventurers to cleanse the shores.” 
 
    The lobby fell silent once again. A few adventurers in the corner glanced at each other before standing up. “We’ll undertake the mission,” a young, well-dressed man said. He and his companions looked like they’d belong at a dinner party rather than on an adventure. “Skip the middleman and give us those materials directly, and I assure you we will fulfill your request with ease.” 
 
    “Done!” George said. 
 
    The receptionist glanced at the approaching party. “Evan Lancefell, the son of Duke Lancefell,” he said and nodded at George. “You can trust him and his party.” 
 
    “I’d like to come too,” a voice said. “I’m just a C-ranked adventurer, but I don’t expect any rewards. Please take me with you.” 
 
    “And me!” 
 
    “Count me in as well.” 
 
    A flabbergasted expression appeared on George’s face as he looked around. Why were so many people volunteering now? Maybe he should’ve started with the leviathan scales and teeth. The noble human, Evan, smiled at him. “Surprised?” 
 
    “A little,” George said as he nodded at the gathering mob. 
 
    “That’s the influence of a noble,” the well-dressed girl beside Evan said as she stuck out her hand. “We’re the Shining Stars of Lancefell. It’s a pleasure to do business with you.” 
 
    “Ah, yeah,” George said and nodded as he took her hand. It was soft compared to a fishman’s scales. He placed the bag of materials into Evan’s waiting palm. Why were the merchants who came to do business with his tribe always badmouthing the nobles? They seemed like good people. 
 
    “Do you have any more of these?” Evan asked as he put the bag away. He placed his arm around George’s shoulder and led the group outside. 
 
    “Not on me,” George said. “But the undead arrived on a dead leviathan. It should still be on the beach.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Evan said. “We set off immediately. To the stables!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Leader!” a skeleton said and raised the spear it liberated from a black fishman. “We finished tying them up.” 
 
    “Very good,” Mr. Skelly said with a nod. He stomped in front of the bound and gagged fishmen who were piled up on the beach. “A few got away, but that’s okay.” He cleared his nonexistent throat. “Greetings! We’ll begin the inspection now.” 
 
    The fishmen’s eyes widened as skeletons lined them up in neat rows on the beach. A large cluster of fairies flew over and peered at the scaled creatures, poking them and rubbing their skin. Mr. Skelly turned his head and asked the red-haired fairy hovering by his shoulder, “Can you do it?” 
 
    “Of course!” the red-haired fairy said. “Our illusions can only be seen through by our mother. And Vur, but he’s not here so that doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Rella! You said I could start,” a blue-haired fairy said and flew up to her sister. She stuck her tongue out to the side and pointed at Mr. Skelly. The air around him shimmered and warped. Blotches of green and blue floated into the air, and soon, a fishman was standing in Mr. Skelly’s place. 
 
    Mr. Skelly lowered his head and inspected his scaly hands, flipping them over and waving them about. He pressed against his newly formed flesh, but his finger went straight through until he touched the bones in his palm. “It’s good enough,” Mr. Skelly said and cackled. 
 
    “What do we do with the fishmen afterwards?” a skeleton asked as a fairy worked on transforming its appearance. 
 
    “That’s a bit difficult to say,” Mr. Skelly said and rubbed his chin. “Our orders were, ‘conquer everything,’ ‘spread fear and terrorize everyone,’ ‘continue doing what we’ve always have,’ and ‘knit a few sweaters or something,’ but I’m not sure if the mistress was serious about that part. Oh, and ‘teach the dwarves a lesson’—whatever that means.” He stepped forward and undid one of the fishmen’s gags. “I’m sure we can work something out, right?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I think you’re supposed to wait for the water to boil before adding those…,” Tafel said as she squatted over the pot in the campfire. The water was still, and the ladle was cold to touch. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Alice asked as she dumped a plate of carrots into the pot. “The water’s boiling.” 
 
    Tafel stared at the motionless water. She raised her head and inspected Alice’s face. The guild master was serious. “Uh. Do you know what boiling means?” 
 
    “When the water starts to bubble,” Alice said with a nod. She rotated the ladle’s handle, causing a bubble of air to surface from the depths of the pot. “See? Boiling.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s right…,” Tafel said and scratched her head. “Like, at all.” 
 
    Alice snorted. “Who told me they wanted me to join because they liked my cooking? Are you going to question how I do things?” She whirled around and grabbed a few potatoes from Tafel’s bag before smashing them with the edge of her shield, whistling while doing so. 
 
    “Usually, bad cooks have a problem with burning food,” Tafel said and sighed. “Not undercooking them.” 
 
    “Your face is undercooked,” Alice muttered as she finished mashing her potatoes. She dumped them into the pot. “Quit messing with the fire!” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Tafel said, raising her hands and backing away. The flames dancing on her fingers dispersed. It looked like she was going to eat fruit for dinner. Again. She sighed and sat down on a log while Alice ‘prepared’ some stalks of celery. Tafel shook her head and looked around. Their carriage was parked by the roadside, and a forest that reminded her of the wilderness was shrouded in darkness across from them. A rustling noise caught her attention. 
 
    A creature with the head of an eagle and body of a lion with two wings appeared at the edge of the forest. A fairy was sitting on top of its head, and Vur was carrying it on his shoulders. “I brought the meat.” 
 
    “Throw it in the pot,” Alice said without looking up. She continued to dice the celery with the sharp edge of her shield. 
 
    Vur stared at the tiny pot sitting on top of the fire. He raised his head and inspected the gryphon on his back. “…Just throw it in the pot?” 
 
    “Yes! What? You think it’s not boiling too?” Alice asked and snorted as she applied too much force and broke the plate underneath the celery stalks. She cursed and cleaned up the clay fragments. 
 
    Tafel kept her mouth shut as Vur approached the campfire and glanced at the fire again. He raised his head and blinked at Tafel. “She’s a bit grumpy and doesn’t like being told how to cook,” she said and shrugged. She rolled her eyes. “Even though she’s terrible at it.” 
 
    “Just throw it in the fire!” Alice yelled as she rummaged through Tafel’s bag, looking for more celery, her back still facing Vur. 
 
    “You sure?” Vur asked, raising an eyebrow. “I don’t think—” 
 
    “Am I the cook or are you!?” Alice shouted as she retrieved a tomato and frowned at it. 
 
    Vur shrugged and unceremoniously dumped the dead gryphon on top of the pot. The fire hissed as it was extinguished, and the loud crack of metal breaking echoed through the night. Vur scratched his head. “I thought the pot would expand automatically or something.” 
 
    “Why did you think that?” Tafel asked. 
 
    “Well, her shield expanded during the fight, didn’t it?” 
 
    Tafel glanced at the crushed pot. “It looks nothing like her shield though.” She squinted. “Maybe if you look at it at just the right angle….” 
 
    “My hard work!” Alice screamed as she dropped the just-found celery in her hands. “Gah! A gryphon!? Where the heck did you find a gryphon!?” 
 
    Vur raised his head and squinted into the forest. He pointed at the dark outline of a mountain in the distance which was faintly illuminated by the moon. “Over there.” 
 
    Alice stared at Vur. “That mountain,” she said and pointed to where Vur was pointing. “Over there?” 
 
    Vur nodded. 
 
    “That’s over a week’s worth of traveling! How—no, why did you even go that far?” 
 
    “There was nothing good to eat here,” Vur said. He glanced at Stella, “Right?” 
 
    “Right,” Stella said and nodded as she plucked one of the gryphon’s feathers and stuck it into her hair. 
 
    “Not right!” Alice said as a vein bulged on her forehead. “Gryphons are an endangered species!” 
 
    Vur tilted his head. “Because they’re tasty?” 
 
    “Gah!” Alice threw her hands up into the air, splashing celery juice on Tafel. The guild master clutched her head and lowered it while letting out a strange groaning sound. Just when Tafel was about to check if Vur had broken her, Alice raised her head and exhaled. “Did anyone see you catch it?” 
 
    “Just Stella.” 
 
    “Good,” Alice said. “There’s laws against poaching, and if anyone found out and reported you, you’d be on a wanted list right about now. …Maybe I should report you.” 
 
    Tafel clapped her hands together once, drawing their attentions. “Well, it looks like there’s only one thing to do,” she said and swallowed her saliva. “Let’s eat the evidence.” 
 
    Vur smiled and ripped a leg off the gryphon, handing the dripping drumstick to Tafel. She tested a small piece of it before deciding not to cook it. Some magical beast meat provided more benefits when it was raw instead of cooked. 
 
    Alice stared at Vur, Tafel, and Stella as they stuffed their faces. She clutched her mouth and stomach as she turned her head away. “You’re not going to try some?” Vur asked. Stella tilted her head and flew towards Alice, holding onto a piece of meat. 
 
    “No,” Alice said. “I think—” Her eyes widened as Stella stuffed the flesh into her mouth. “Are you trying to kill me!?” She shouted, but the piece of gryphon remained in her mouth because Stella prevented it from leaving. “This is…. Wait. It tastes like how I normally make things. It’s really not that bad.” Her stomach growled as warmth flowed down her neck and into her limbs. She stared at the gryphon. It was already dead, right? It’d be a waste of an endangered species to just throw away the body…. 
 
    Alice sighed as she sat next to Tafel. “I never thought there’d be a day when I’d eat a gryphon. Usually, I’m the one protecting them.” She tapped her forehead as a rune in the shape of a lion’s head appeared. “My great-grandfather was imprinted by a lion. Gryphons are almost like cousins to me.” 
 
    “Vur eats wyverns all the time,” Tafel said while Vur stuffed his face. “I’m sure you’ll get over it. And am I really the only one not imprinted here? Somehow, I feel cheated.” 
 
    “I can imprint you!” Stella said, raising her bloody hand into the air. 
 
    “Wait. Really?” Tafel asked. 
 
    Stella bobbed her head up and down. “I imprinted Vur, didn’t I?” 
 
    Vur, Tafel, and Alice stared at the smug fairy. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” Tafel said, holding her hand out as she placed her gryphon drumstick on the ground. “I was under the impression that someone could only be imprinted once.” 
 
    “You’re correct,” Alice said and nodded. “There have been three documented cases of people exploding after obtaining a second imprint and zero incidences of anyone surviving with two imprints.” 
 
    Vur tilted his head. “Then I’m dead?” 
 
    “No!” Tafel said. Her brow furrowed. “Actually, let me check real quick.” She teleported to his side and placed her hand against his neck, feeling for his pulse. It was there. “Yeah, you’re still alive. I was afraid Auntie reanimated you for a second.” She pursed her lips. “I can’t believe that’s something I had to check.” 
 
    Stella continued to munch on her gryphon flesh while hovering above the trio as if their discussion wasn’t her problem. Tafel glared at her before relaxing her expression—she’d rather not experience the curse of invisible spiders or whatever it was called. “So … are you going to explain what you meant by imprinting Vur?” 
 
    Stella pointed at Vur’s chest. 
 
    “The flower tattoo? That was an imprint?” Tafel asked. She frowned when the fairy queen nodded. “Why don’t you say it clearly?” 
 
    Stella swallowed, and her neck bulged as a lump traveled down her throat. “No speaking while chewing.” She nodded her head twice before landing on the gryphon, prying another piece of flesh off. “I imprinted Vur by imprinting Vur.” 
 
    “Weren’t you afraid of him exploding?” Alice asked. 
 
    Stella shrugged. “It was me, but not me.” Her forehead scrunched up as she tilted her head. “Right. It was the other me. Before this one.” She gestured towards herself. “But it should be fine? Vur hasn’t exploded yet.” 
 
    Vur scratched his head. “Then that makes me 50% fairy?” His brow furrowed. “This won’t affect me growing scales and wings, will it?” 
 
    You’d never have grown them in the first place, Tafel thought to herself. “It shouldn’t. Trust me.” 
 
    “Good,” Vur said with a nod. “So now I’m 50% fairy. I guess that’s okay as long as I’m still 100% dragon.” 
 
    “That makes 150% Vur!” Stella said, throwing her hands up into the air. “The numbers work out—that’s why there’s no explosion.” 
 
    Alice stared at Tafel with a look of undisguised pity. “This is the man you married,” she said in a flat voice. 
 
    “Please don’t look at me like that,” Tafel said and sighed. “What does a fairy imprint even give? Is it like a normal magical beast?” 
 
    Stella shrugged. “Ask the last me.” 
 
    “We’re already heading to the fairies’ homeland,” Alice said. “We can ask Erin, but I don’t know if she’ll respond. You three are fulfilling a request for her though, right? About the destroyed fairy spring? If you bring her good news, she might answer your questions. Did you figure out who did it?” 
 
    Vur nodded. “Yeah, it was us.” 
 
    Alice stared at Vur. She raised her hand and dug through her ears with her pinky. “I’m sorry, could you repeat that?” 
 
    “Yeah, it was us.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought you said the first time,” Alice said and sighed. She glanced at Tafel who had resumed eating the gryphon. “You’re not going to tell him that’s a bad idea?” 
 
    “I did,” Tafel said after swallowing. 
 
    “And nothing came out of it. Of course,” Alice said and sighed again. “I’m beginning to understand the three of you.” She pointed at Tafel. “The voice of reason.” She pointed at Stella. “A catalyst for disaster.” She pointed at Vur. “Unreasonable and deaf disaster.” 
 
    “Not quite right,” Tafel said. “Vur’s actually a positive disaster, not a negative one. Is there a word for that?” She shook her head. “Anyways, Vur may act unreasonably and solve all his problems through violence, but he’s not a disaster. He’s actually a good…, err, okayish king. The citizens love him.” 
 
    “How did a boy raised in the wild become a king?” 
 
    Tafel lowered her head and resumed eating. 
 
    “Well?” Alice asked, tilting her head. She glanced at Stella, who shrugged. “Vur?” 
 
    “If we meet a king, I’ll show you,” Vur said with a nod. “I think you can do it too.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Plumby yawned, his mouth stretching until his bright-red nose pointed at the sky. The metal carriage he was traveling in puffed out smoke as it crawled up the road. There was no horse or beast pulling it, but its wheels continued to roll, going uphill and defying gravity. Beside him, a beardless dwarf with green hair was whistling a tune, his legs swinging in the air of the carriage because his feet couldn’t reach the floor. Plumby hummed along to his assistant while swaying from side to side. 
 
    “I can’t wait to go home, boss general sir,” the green-haired dwarf said. “It’s way too humid at the assembly grounds. No wonder why Dupey and his cohorts didn’t show up.” 
 
    “Right?” Plumby asked, nodding his head. He tugged on the collar of his shirt a few times, unsticking the cloth from his skin. He exhaled and glanced up at the sky, frowning at the sun. A wisp of smoke floating up towards the clouds caught his attention, and he sat up straight before leaning forward. “What is that?” 
 
    The green-haired dwarf raised his head. “Smoke?” 
 
    “It’s not normal crafting smoke,” Plumby said and scrunched his forehead. “It’s thicker. Like tar and wood burning.” 
 
    “A house then,” the green-haired dwarf said. He lowered his head. “I hope it’s not mine.” 
 
    Plumby’s frown deepened as he stroked his chin. The carriage made it to the top of the hill, and the dwarves’ eyes widened. They were overlooking a burning city in the distance. Half of the buildings were set ablaze, and the other half of the buildings were already burnt to the ground. Splotches of unnatural colors were spread out around the city where tents had been set up. “My capital….” 
 
    “Oh dear,” the green-haired dwarf said. “I jinxed it. I hope—” 
 
    Plumby covered his assistant’s mouth. “Don’t jinx us again.” His brow furrowed as the carriage accelerated down the hill, heading towards the burning city. He scratched his head. “I wonder if someone failed to control their explosion. But we have fireproof rooms for experimentation.” 
 
    As the carriage approached the outskirts of the city, a few dwarves came out of the tents and pointed. One dwarf with white hair and a wispy beard shouted, “It’s boss general sir! He’s returned!” 
 
    “What happened here?” Plumby asked as he dismounted from his carriage. 
 
    “Two dragons invaded,” the old dwarf said. “One silver dragon and”—his voice lowered—“a pitch-black one.” 
 
    “A pitch-black dragon?” Plumby asked, his eyes widening. “Did you kill it?” 
 
    “N-no,” the old dwarf said. “We hit it with a cannonball, but all it did was enrage it. Black flames spewed everywhere and our gunpowder exploded. We had to flee the city.” 
 
    “Those damned dragons. I knew we should’ve hunted them down,” Plumby said and ground his teeth. “Have you sent a report to the king?” 
 
    “Yes,” the old dwarf said with a nod. “The messenger should be halfway there.” 
 
    Plumby nodded before staring at the crackling flames burning away the city he worked so hard to govern and build. His hands clenched into fists. 
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    Leila reached over and poked Grimmy’s side. “You burned down a city.” 
 
    Grimmy grunted and rolled over onto his back before nuzzling Leila’s neck with his snout. Lindyss watched the two dragons chuckle at each other with a blank expression on her face. The three of them were on top of a plateau, the rock surface above the clouds. Lindyss cleared her throat. “Before you two do anything, remember that I’m still here.” 
 
    “So?” Grimmy grinned at Lindyss. He sighed and rested his head against the rocky surface and stared up at the starry sky. “It’s been a while since I destroyed a city. I should do it more often.” 
 
    Leila pursed her lips and patted her mate’s snout. “Grimmy….” She sighed when he smiled at her. “At least do it at home instead of at my parents’ place. They wanted you to make peace with the dwarves, not wipe them out.” 
 
    “You say tomato, I say tomahto. Wiping them out and making peace with them leads to the same result—no more noisy dwarves.” Grimmy nodded. “Besides, you have to be at war before you can negotiate peace. Everyone knows that.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure there’s something wrong with that statement,” Lindyss said, her brow furrowing. “And that really means you’re going to declare war on the dwarves? Why did I even think you’d try to settle it peacefully?” She sighed. “You should learn a bit from Vur. He’s actually well-liked and not a bringer of death everywhere he goes.” 
 
    Grimmy rolled his eyes. “I’m a dragon of darkness. Bringing death around is what I do. And do you really have a right to speak, Ms. Necromancer?” 
 
    Lindyss snorted and crossed her arms. “Jerk. I’m a blessed warrior right now.” 
 
    Grimmy smirked. “The undead army begs to differ.” 
 
    “They’re not on this continent. So, for now, I’m a blessed warrior.” Lindyss frowned at Grimmy, who was still staring at her with an amused expression on his face. She blinked. “Right? They’re not on the continent, right?” A wrinkle appeared on her forehead as she stared off into the distance. A moment passed before she exhaled. “I don’t sense them. Why would you act like they were here? I almost panicked.” 
 
    “Why would you panic?” Grimmy asked with a glint in his eyes. “Would it matter if the undead came here?” 
 
    “Of course! The matriarch of this land is a holy dragon, and I haven’t sensed any hints of dark magic since we’ve arrived,” Lindyss said and looked at Leila. “Your mother’s really old-fashioned, isn’t she? Believing in the dark-and-light rivalry and all.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Leila nodded. “The last time a cult of black magicians rose up, she initiated a crusade against them. I think she really wanted to exterminate you after seeing you throw lightning around, but your halo saved you.” She smiled. “If she knew you were a necromancer, I wonder how she’d react.” 
 
    Lindyss lowered her gaze and placed her palm on her forehead. “Why the heck did you two bring me here…?” 
 
    “To fulfill our promise,” Grimmy said and flicked Lindyss’ forehead, causing her to fall backwards. “You wanted to travel to these lands, so here we are.” 
 
    Lindyss sighed and stared at the sky, lying on the ground like a starfish. Leila stared at the cursed elf for a moment before turning towards Grimmy. “I forgot to ask,” she said. “Did you recognize the dwarves? You didn’t seem surprised by their appearance.” 
 
    “They’re just little humans, aren’t they?” Grimmy asked. “What’s there to be surprised about? I’ve seen lots of them before.” 
 
    “Really? Lots of them?” Leila asked, raising an eyebrow. “When?” 
 
    “A few thousand years before I met you,” Grimmy said with a nod. “The little humans were good at making sharp weapons. One of them poked me with one once, and it actually hurt me really bad. So I retaliated and stole every weapon they ever made. Then they disappeared. I assumed they grew up to be normal-sized humans and came back later. Maybe it was the weapons that kept their figures small….” 
 
    “…You’re not serious,” Lindyss said, raising her head off the ground. 
 
    “What?” Grimmy asked. “An ant is an ant regardless of its size.” 
 
    Leila sighed. “So it really was you who terrorized the dwarves in their legends.” 
 
    Grimmy’s head perked up. “There’s a legend about me? I want to hear it.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “A black dragon burned down Plumby’s city?” 
 
    Cold sweat ran down a dwarf’s back as he kept his gaze glued to the floor. It was a shiny one made of green metal that reflected the dwarf’s pale face. “Yes, Your Gloriousness,” the sweating dwarf said. “Boss general sir was away to attend the annual assembly, and the city was attacked in that time. I came here right away.” 
 
    In front of the kneeling dwarf, there was a massive throne made of orichalcum. A minute figure sat atop it with three different colored crowns on his head. A red beard covered the majority of his face, only exposing two big, round eyes and an even bigger nose. “Plumby still insists on being called boss general sir? Haven’t I told him that name is too long and unwieldy to say?” 
 
    “He likes it, Your Gloriousness,” the kneeling dwarf said. 
 
    The dwarf king sighed and shook his head. “Tell me more about the encounter with the dragon.” 
 
    “It was a day like any other. I was crafting in my house when my ceiling suddenly shook and collapsed. The next thing I know, a massive, dead roc with an elf riding atop it was in my living room.” 
 
    “A rock?” the king asked. “Or a roc? Like the bird.” 
 
    “The bird, Your Gloriousness,” the dwarf replied. “It was dead. The elf was in the process of eating it raw. Her hands and mouth were bloody—it was like she hadn’t eaten in days. I thought she was going to eat me too!” 
 
    “Aren’t elves vegetarians? Didn’t you see incorrectly?” 
 
    “No, Your Gloriousness. She was definitely an elf. When I was about to say something, my ceiling broke even further and two dragons landed on my house: a black one and a silver one, but the silver one wasn’t Leoniden. There was lots of screaming, and someone fired a cannon at the black dragon. It didn’t do anything except piss it off, and the next thing I knew, my beard was aflame.” 
 
    “The flames came after the cannon shot?” the king asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “That’s right, Your Gloriousness.” 
 
    The dwarf king rubbed his chin. “I see.” He hummed and nodded to himself. “Alright. You’re dismissed.” The sweating dwarf scrambled to his feet and left the room without looking back. “A dragon of darkness…. Did it provoke us, or did we provoke it?” He sighed and shook his head. “Ah…, such a hassle.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A brown golem groaned as it collapsed to its knees, shattering the earth beneath it. Even with its legs destroyed, it was taller than three fully grown trees. A relatively tiny figure by its kneecap kicked it, causing a series of cracks to travel up its stone thigh before breaking the golem’s limb completely. It groaned again as it fell forward, swinging its arm at its assailant. Before its hand reached halfway down to the ground, a block of ice formed on its shoulder, freezing its movements. With a shout, a girl with a massive shield leapt onto its hand and ran up its arm all the way to its head. She swung her shield and the metal weapon expanded to the size of a house before colliding against the golem’s head, breaking it into pieces. The golem froze and shuddered before dissolving into a massive pile of gravel that rained down with the sound akin to a waterfall. 
 
    Alice’s shield shrank as she stood atop it, using it as a board to surf down the golem’s remains. “Golem subjugation, complete,” she said as she took out a notebook from her bag. She crossed out a line before nodding at the page. Nearly all the items on the list had been crossed out. “At the rate we’ve been going, we’ll reach Fairy Drive in two weeks or so.” 
 
    Vur and Stella stared at the golem’s remains. Stella tilted her head to one side while putting a finger on her lower lip and asked, “Dinner?” 
 
    Vur stroked his chin and hummed. 
 
    “You can’t eat rocks, Vur,” Tafel said and rolled her eyes. “We—” 
 
    “Actually, you can,” Alice said, cutting Tafel off by placing her notebook in front of the demon’s face. “It’s called rock stew. You add the rocks to the stew to impart flavor on everything else.” Alice nodded and pulled out the pot from Tafel’s massive bag. Though it had been flattened by Vur previously, Alice had hammered it back into shape with her shield. 
 
    “Rock stew.” Tafel frowned. “You’re not serious. Maybe you mean roc, like the bird?” 
 
    “No. It’s definitely rock, like not the bird,” Alice said as she poured water from a leather sack into the pot. She lit a fire underneath it and placed a handful of the golem’s remains inside. “You’ll see. A fairy companion of mine told me about this once.” 
 
    “…You trust fairies?” Tafel asked as Vur took a seat on the ground across from Alice. 
 
    “Not all of them,” Alice said, shaking her head as she dumped a few potatoes into the pot. “Just the one. I wonder where she’s been; it’s been a while since I’ve last heard from her.” 
 
    Tafel made a face as her three companions stared at the pot. “There’s a city of sorts right there,” she said and pointed off into the distance. A wall could be seen peeking above the treetops. “Can we eat something civilized? Maybe a nice steak or a bowl of noodles. Or both?” 
 
    Vur tilted his head. “What happened to the spirit of adventure?” 
 
    Tafel sighed and closed her eyes while rubbing her forehead with her thumbs. Her horns glowed, and wind circled around the party as a faint outline of a silver circle appeared around them. A light flashed and the party disappeared, leaving behind a burning fire and the remains of the golem. By the walls that Tafel had pointed at earlier, a pillar of light appeared next to a line of people. They stared at the light as it died down, revealing four figures. 
 
    Tafel cleared her throat as Vur, Alice, and Stella frowned at her. “Adventurers don’t eat rocks—we just don’t, okay? I’ll eat raw gryphons, wriggling worms, crying bird babies, but I’m not going to eat a rock.” 
 
    “Quit cutting the queue!” a voice shouted at them before Vur or Alice could reply. 
 
    Alice’s frown deepened. She stood up and dusted off her skirt before marching to the front of the line, approaching the guards at the gate. The guard gulped as Alice glared at him. She reached into her pocket and pulled out her identification card. “Alice Lowenherz, SSS-ranked adventurer.” She gestured at Vur, Tafel, and Stella. “Those are my companions.” 
 
    “You…, you’re the berserk librarian?” the guard asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “Don’t call me that!” Alice said, stomping her foot. The guard fell over backwards as the ground shook. 
 
    “R-right! Ms. Lowenherz!” the guard’s partner said and saluted. “Welcome to Dupey’s capital. Have you come to take part in the bimonthly competition?” 
 
    “No,” Alice said. “We’re just passing through.” 
 
    “Of course,” the guard said and nodded twice. “For an SSS-ranked adventurer like you, the entrance fee is waived. Please enjoy your stay.” 
 
    Alice nodded and gestured at Vur and Tafel to follow her with her head. Tafel picked up her bag before tugging on Vur’s arm, leaving the carriage and pot of rock stew that had teleported with them behind. “Bimonthly competition?” Tafel asked Alice as they stepped through the city gates. 
 
    “It’s Dupey’s idea,” Alice said and shrugged. “He’s one of the dwarf king’s most trusted aides—a general of sorts. He likes recruiting strong people for his army, and the competition is held to find soldiers worthy enough to serve him. He provides them armor and weapons along with a salary. Anyways, we actually have a commission to help someone prevent an ex-boyfriend from winning the competition.” 
 
    “Didn’t you say we were just passing through?” Tafel asked, furrowing her brow. 
 
    Alice nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    “…And?” 
 
    “I lied. Is that an issue?” Alice rolled her eyes. “I’m not a dragon; spare me the lecture.” 
 
    Tafel pursed her lips. “You’re upset I didn’t let you finish making that nonsense stew, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Me? Upset? I’m never upset,” Alice said and snorted as she crossed her arms over her chest. Her footsteps left cracks in the road as she marched towards a building with a giant fork embedded in its wall. “Here’s the stupid civilized food place you wanted to eat at so much.” 
 
    “She does sound upset,” Vur said with a nod. 
 
    Stella nodded as well. “That’s three votes to one. Alice is upset.” 
 
    Alice sighed. “I hate all of you.” She entered the building and gestured at the waitress before occupying a booth in the corner of the shop. 
 
    “So what are the rewards for winning the competition?” Tafel asked as she took the seat across from Alice. Vur sat beside her while Stella alighted onto the table. “You said something about armor and weapons?” 
 
    Alice frowned as she accepted the menu from the waitress. “I know I said there were armors and weapons, but you have to realize they’re given out by a dwarf.” 
 
    “And so?” Tafel asked. The waitress smiled at her as she placed four cups of water on the table. “Doesn’t that mean they’re good? Someone was bragging about dwarven weapons before like they were prestigious.” 
 
    “Accepting a dwarf’s gifts is like accepting a favor,” Alice said. “You have to pay them back somehow. For Dupey’s competition, he’ll expect you to work under him.” 
 
    Tafel rubbed her chin. “I’ve been meaning to ask, is Dupey the name of a dwarf?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Alice said. She gestured for the waitress to come over and ordered a dish for the whole party. “The most recent dwarf king, E, is a very lazy fellow. He hates saying long words because they drain his energy. So he did the most reasonable thing and declared dwarven names have to be two syllables or less. He even has a general whom he refers to by clicking his tongue once.” 
 
    “His name is E?” Vur asked. 
 
    “He doesn’t want to subject his people to rules that don’t apply to him. And E tends to be the last syllable of most dwarven names now: Plumby, Dupey, Noody, Louis.” Alice shook her head. “Most people call him His Gloriousness, and a lot of dwarves have adopted extremely long titles for individuality. Dewey goes by Professor Doctor Mister Headmaster Surgeon Dewey the Second Junior.” 
 
    “And I thought fairies were strange,” Vur said. 
 
    “Just because dwarves are stranger doesn’t make fairies any less strange,” Alice said, staring at Stella who was doing handstands on the table. The fairy queen giggled when she lost her balance and fell over. 
 
    “That’s true,” Tafel said and glanced around the room. “Everything’s so strange here.” 
 
    “You’re actually the most unique person here,” Alice said, “but what exactly about this place is strange to you?” 
 
    “There’s a table of humans and elves sitting together over there.” Tafel pointed at a giggling human-elf couple. “Fairies are treated like customers.” She pointed at the miniature table and chairs designed for fairies that hung from the ceiling by ropes. “I’m not even sure what kind of creature is working at the counter.” She gestured towards the massive green humanoid creature with two heads. It was counting change with one hand while delivering orders to the chefs with the other. 
 
    “That’s an ettin,” Alice said. 
 
    “Do they taste sweet?” Vur asked. 
 
    “Why is sweet the first term that comes to your mind when you see something like that?” Tafel asked with a frown. “And you really shouldn’t eat sentient people. It’s not nice.” 
 
    “Ettins taste like pork,” the waitress said as she nodded at Vur while placing a plate down in front of him. “We actually have some in stock today. Would you like to try some?” 
 
    “Is, isn’t that wrong?” Tafel asked, glancing at the ettin. She was sure the waitress spoke loud enough for it to hear. 
 
    “Oh, no,” the waitress said and shook her head. She smiled at Tafel. “Ettins are cannibals. Mr. Twofer over there won’t take offense if you order some. In fact, he’ll probably be happy if you tip well.” 
 
    Tafel furrowed her brow and scratched her head. “That’s…” 
 
    “We’ll order some,” Vur said with a nod. “Actually, just bring us one of everything on the menu.” 
 
    “One of everything?” the waitress asked, her mouth falling open. She glanced at Alice and pursed her lips. “By any chance…, are you the berserk librarian?” 
 
    Alice heaved a sigh. 
 
    “You are!” the waitress said, her eyes lighting up. “Wait right here! I’ll have the chef bring out your orders as soon as possible.” She skipped away, humming something about a big customer. 
 
    “You two haven’t even turned in any commissions yet,” Alice said. “You have money?” 
 
    “We have some from the hardworking slavers,” Vur said, nodding at Tafel. Tafel reached into her bag and pulled out a pouch. She opened it, revealing a bunch of copper coins. 
 
    Alice’s expression darkened. “…That’s not going to cover the meal. Do you know how expensive this place is? A dish costs a whole gold coin. A gold coin is worth 10,000 copper coins. You have like two hundred coins in there.” 
 
    Stella tossed her hands into the air. “Alice’s treat!” She picked a green birdlike object off of Vur’s plate and bit into it. 
 
    “Thanks, Alice,” Tafel said and reached over the table to pat the guild master’s shoulder. 
 
    Vur nodded. He picked up a crispy bone and bit into it. “This is good. Try some.” He offered it to Tafel, who took a tentative bite. 
 
    “I’m being bullied,” Alice said and pursed her lips. “This wasn’t part of the deal. You’re hiring me as a guide, why am I paying for all of your expenses? And wait, how were you two going to pay me if you don’t even have any money?” 
 
    Vur nodded. “I was going to take some from the guild to give you.” 
 
    Alice’s eye twitched. “…That’s theft.” 
 
    Vur shook his head. “Everything belongs to dragons. Non-dragons just don’t know it.” He paused and furrowed his brow. “Except anything bad. All good things belong to dragons.” 
 
    Alice stared at Tafel. “This is the man you married.” 
 
    “You already used that line,” Tafel said. “It undermines the impact if you use it again.” She clapped her hands before Alice could respond. “Anyways, let’s talk about something more exciting than Vur’s lack of morals. Like the bimonthly competition. We’re joining, yeah? Yeah. Great.” She lowered her head and dug into the plate that the waitress had brought over. 
 
    “No, that isn’t—” 
 
    Stella placed a slice of pie into Alice’s mouth before she could say anything else. “Sshhh. Mealtimes are for eating, not talking.” 
 
    Alice swallowed her piece of pie and sighed. If someone told her a month ago that she’d be bullied despite the fact she was a top-tier adventurer, she would’ve laughed in their face. 
 
    “Are you enjoying your meal?” the waitress asked as she came over and deposited more plates onto their table. “Is everything to your liking, berserk librarian?” 
 
    Alice winced. “Can’t you at least call me Lion of the East? I really don’t like that librarian nickname.” 
 
    “Eh? But I think berserk librarian suits you very much,” the waitress said. She shrank back as Alice glared at her. “B-but if you insist, I’ll call you Lion of the East.” 
 
    Vur swallowed his food and let out a miniature burp. “I understand where E is coming from. Some names really are too long to say comfortably.” He nodded at Alice. “You should change your name to Al.” 
 
    “Please, no.” 
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    “We’re here,” George whispered. He was crouched by a tree, his head barely peeking over the bush in front of himself. A vast yellow shore and blue ocean stretched as far as the eye could see. A dead leviathan lay on the sand, its body half-dismantled. A group of fishmen were hacking away at it, taking out the bones and organs. 
 
    “Are you sure this is the place?” the noble, Evan Lancefell, asked as he squinted ahead. Behind him, a group of adventurers were lying on their bellies, holding their breaths and staying as still as possible. 
 
    “There’s no other beach,” George said and frowned. “This is the place.” 
 
    “But there’s nothing here? What skeletons? What undead threat?” Evan glanced at George before patting the bag on his waist. Would the fishman really exchange leviathan materials for a prank? Fishmen weren’t like fairies. 
 
    “But … they were here….” George stood up and stared at the beach. There weren’t any traces of the combat and struggle that he knew had occurred. “We repelled them? Impossible.” He stepped over the bush and headed towards the fishmen on the shore while shouting, “Hey! I’m back! What happened to the undead?” 
 
    The fishmen holding the leviathan materials stopped moving and stared at each other. “Undead?” 
 
    “He’s onto us!” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll diffuse the situation. Play along.” 
 
    One of the fishmen shouted back, “What undead?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s crazy ol’ Joe. He’s escaped from his hut again. What did he do this time?” 
 
    “We should catch him before he hurts himself like last time.” 
 
    George’s face paled as the fishmen charged at him at a speed faster than most fishmen could swim. He made it back to the bush before he was tackled to the ground. As the fishmen proceeded to restrain his limbs, Evan stood up and said, “Stop! What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    The fishmen exchanged glances, ignoring the gagged and struggling George. “You are?” 
 
    “My name is Evan Lancefell, son of Duke Lancefell, leader of the Shining Stars of Lancefell.” Evan drew his lance from his back. “I’ll have to ask you to unhand my client.” 
 
    A red fishman opened his mouth. He spoke with a gravelly voice, “Crazy ol’ Joe’s your client?” 
 
    Evan’s brow furrowed. “Crazy ol’ Joe? His name is George.” 
 
    The red fishman sighed and clacked his teeth together, making clicking noises. “Poor ol’ Joe. Poor, poor ol’ Joe.” He wiped at his eyes, but Evan didn’t see any tears form on the fishman’s face. “His son was named George, but he died in a terrible, terrible accident out at sea. Joe lost his wife to the same beast a week later. He hasn’t been right in the head ever since.” 
 
    The other fishmen nodded in agreement. “It’s true. A month ago, he was planting sea urchins on the beach, trying to grow urchin trees. The month before that, he thought he was the leader of our tribe and made nonsensical rules about wearing pink robes on Fridays. His bouts of insanity are very vivid and real to him. He may seem cohesive when he actually isn’t.” 
 
    “I, I see,” Evan said and scratched his head. “Then there’s no undead threat?” 
 
    The red fishman blinked twice. “Undead threat? The continent is partially ruled by holy dragons. Why would there ever be undead here?” He sighed. “Is that what Joe told you? Are you adventurers hired by him?” 
 
    Evan frowned at the struggling George, who was trying to escape the fishmens’ grasps. “Yes. He hired us in return for the leviathan materials.” His gaze landed on the leviathan corpse in the distance. He turned around and said, “You can show yourselves.” 
 
    The group of adventurers who were hiding stood up and dusted themselves off. None of them had good expressions on their faces. Evan nodded and faced the group of fishmen. “Shall we have a discussion?” 
 
    The red fishman frowned. “Ol’ Joe isn’t capable of thinking straight, but he did offer parts of the leviathan to you. Fishmen are honorable, so we’ll keep his word. Why don’t you all rest here? It looks like you’ve had a long journey. We’ll prepare an unforgettable meal with the leviathan’s flesh.” 
 
    “Are you capable of making such a large decision?” Evan asked. 
 
    “Yes,” the red fishman said with a smile. “One might call me the leader of all the tribes. My name is, uh, Noteleks.” He pointed at the fishmen nearby. “He’s Eno; she’s Owt; he’s Eerht. Why don’t you take them to our guest lodgings, Owt?” 
 
    The female fishman nodded. “Follow me, please. Your meal will be ready soon.” 
 
    Evan nodded and made to follow after the fishman, but the woman by his side tugged his sleeve. Her face was pale. “There’s something fishy about this.” 
 
    Evan frowned at the woman, his sister. “…Really? A fishman pun?” 
 
    “I’m serious!” the girl whispered, practically hissing. She tied her red hair up into a bun while clearing away the grass that had gathered on her dress. “How strong is the average fishman?” 
 
    “E, no, D-ranked?” Evan followed after the fishman while whispering to his sister. The other adventurers glanced around as the scenery shifted from grass to sand. The person at the back of the line let out a muffled grunt, causing his companions to turn around. 
 
    “Hey, is everything alright?” 
 
    The man didn’t respond. A second later, he let out a gravelly laugh that sounded like rocks rubbing together. “A fly flew into my throat,” he said in a raspy voice. He waved his hands forward. “Let’s catch up before we’re left behind.” No one noticed the slightly depressed surface on the beach where he had stood. 
 
    “What level would you say they are?” Evan’s sister asked. 
 
    Evan rubbed his chin. “Fifteen? That’s average.” 
 
    “Right. That red fishman over there. I scanned him,” Evan’s sister said as her voice lowered even further. “He’s level 103.” 
 
    “Huh?” Evan stopped walking. 
 
    Owt turned around and tilted her head. “Is something the matter?” 
 
    “N-no,” Evan said and lowered his head. His eyes widened at the footprints left behind by the fishman. They were skinny, thin. Unwebbed. “I … just had the feeling I forgot to lock the door before I left the house.” 
 
    “Oh,” Owt said. She turned around and continued walking down the beach, leaving a trail of ominous footprints behind. 
 
    “Eve. What level is she?” Evan whispered to his sister. 
 
    Eve grimaced. “Sixty. That’s almost on par with us.” Once their party had reached an average level of 65, they were promoted to A-ranked adventurers. Now, they encountered a suspicious fishman who was as strong as their weakest member. “What do we do?” 
 
    “Nothing for now.” Evan’s expression darkened. “We can’t act without more information or we’ll be at a disadvantage. Maybe they sent their strongest warriors to dismember the leviathan?” He wanted to believe his own words. He really did, but the footprints in the sand sent chills down his spine. Evan frowned as more adventurers behind him froze and coughed. His brow furrowed as he turned around and asked, “What’s wrong with all of you?” 
 
    Owt smiled as she stopped as well. “Maybe they’re unused to the sea air.” 
 
    Eve bit her lower lip before raising her staff. “Lord of the holy light, please, clear my cloudy eyes and allow me to see your splendor. Disenchant!” A ripple of mana expanded outwards from her staff like the wave formed by a pebble dropping into a pond. The blue light touched the bodies of the adventurers and Owt, causing their images to distort. 
 
    “Eh?” a high-pitched voice asked as Evan and Eve stiffened. “Our illusion was dispelled?” A fairy fluttered over Eve’s staff with a frown. 
 
    The thirty or so skeletons that had replaced the adventurers glanced at each other. A brief moment of silence passed. “Dogpile?” one of them asked. 
 
    The other skeletons nodded. “Dogpile.” 
 
    Evan and Eve screamed as they were buried underneath a pile of moving bones. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Governor Dupey sir,” an elf saluted as he entered his boss’ room. “There’s been an unexpected development concerning the competition taking place in two weeks.” 
 
    “Oh, what is it?” The question came from behind a massive black chair. Its back was facing the entrance, obscuring the elf’s boss from view. 
 
    “The SSS-ranked adventurer, Alice Lowenherz, has signed up for the competition along with three of her companions: two unknown SSS-ranked adventurers and an E-ranked fairy queen.” 
 
    “…What? Why?” 
 
    “…Perhaps she’s seen the glory of the dwarves and wishes to join us?” the elf asked. 
 
    “You know that’s impossible. The Lion of the East is the strongest defender of human rights. There’s absolutely no chance for her to join us. Has she taken a disliking to my competition? She’s here to sabotage it, isn’t she?” The chair shook, and the elf assumed the dwarf sitting on it was nodding. “Deny her application.” 
 
    “We tried that because we knew you wouldn’t approve, but she, no, her companion was extremely insistent on joining.” The elf paused. “Right. Her companions were odd. One seems to be an undiscovered species, possibly a hybrid between a fairy and an elf, and the other is….” The elf’s forehead scrunched up as he chewed on his lower lip. 
 
    “…Is?” 
 
    The elf winced. “Developmentally challenged…?” 
 
    A sigh came from behind the chair. “The worst kind of SSS-ranked adventurer then. Someone who believes they can do anything and actually can—that type of person?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So he’s like His Gloriousness….” There was another sigh. “Let them compete then. Make sure to advertise as much as possible before the competition starts. You can even delay the competition to ensure maximum profits. There should be hundreds of people looking for the chance to fight the Lion of the East. She might be trying to fleece us of our equipment, but I can use her to make just as much money back.” 
 
    “As you command, General Dupey sir.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Have you heard? The berserk librarian is going to be competing in the next competition.” 
 
    “What? Really!? No way, why would she ever do that?” 
 
    Alice gritted her teeth as the fork in her hand snapped into two pieces. She muttered, “I hate that name,” and raised her head. “Do I really look like a librarian?” 
 
    “You look like a rogue,” Tafel said from across the table. Alice was wearing a cloak that obscured every part of her face except for her mouth. 
 
    “Whose fault is that? Why did I have to sign up for the stupid competition when you could’ve handled our commission alone? I hate anything that promotes dwarven supremacy.” 
 
    “Stop looking so glum,” Tafel said with a smile. “Admit it, you actually enjoy fighting a lot. I could tell during our duel.” 
 
    “Well—” 
 
    Vur raised his glass, interrupting Alice. “I couldn’t.” 
 
    “You know, it’s been a very long time since I’ve been mad at a single person.” Alice pursed her lips while glaring at Vur. 
 
    Vur’s brow furrowed. “Being mad is no good. What if you destroy a few towns by accident?” 
 
    Alice snorted. “Then it’ll be your fault for being so infuriating.” 
 
    “That won’t hold up in front of a jury,” Tafel said while shaking her head. “Anyways, what are the competitions like?” 
 
    “It’s a simple tournament. Parties are matched against each other until there’s only one party left.” Alice glanced at Vur. “Killing isn’t allowed.” 
 
    Vur snorted. “I don’t kill people.” 
 
    Tafel thought back to the flying dwarf who used Vur’s kick as fuel. “We should relegate Vur to healing only. It won’t be a challenge if he fights anyone.” 
 
    “Not like any of you would get hurt if I’m the shield,” Alice muttered. “I can’t believe I agreed to this.” 
 
    Stella frowned and flew over to Alice. She tapped the guild master twice on the forehead with her knuckles. “You should be more honest. No lying, okay?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Alice asked and furrowed her brow. “I nev—lie to hide my true feelings all the time.” Her eyes widened as her hands froze. “Did you just…?” 
 
    Stella giggled before flying into Vur’s hair, disappearing from sight. A tiny voice came from his head. “Honesty’s a virtue!” 
 
    “I really want to eviscerate her.” Alice’s eye twitched as she covered her mouth with her hands. Her words were muffled, but they were still easy to discern. 
 
    “Whoa, so violent,” Stella’s voice said from Vur’s head. “It was just one tiny yearlong curse.” 
 
    “…A year?” Alice asked. “I’ll be fired from every job I ever take if I don’t remove this curse!” 
 
    “We won’t fire you,” Tafel said and turned towards Vur. “Right?” 
 
    “Right. Work for us for a year,” Vur said with a nod. He smiled at Tafel. “You were right. It really is convenient to have a planner.” 
 
    “I hate both of you! Die painful deaths!” Alice glared at them as she spoke through her hands. “Remove this curse, right now!” 
 
    “Too tired. Used all my energy on the curse. Good night….” Stella’s voice faded away. 
 
    “Wait, you goddamn fairy! Who said you could sleep!?” She lunged towards Vur, knocking over the table in the process. 
 
    “Berserk librarian is very fitting,” Vur said with a nod as he sidestepped Alice’s lunge. 
 
    Alice grabbed the miniature shield that was strapped to her wrist like a watch. It expanded into a buckler before expanding into a tower shield. “You really piss me off!” Her shield glowed with a red light as she swung the side of it at Vur, holding nothing back. 
 
    Vur caught it with one hand and finished the drink he was holding with his free hand. He tilted his head to the side. “Weren’t you trying to be sneaky?” Everyone in the restaurant was staring at Alice, mumbling to each other. 
 
    Alice’s shield shrank as she collapsed to her knees. Her head lowered as she buried her face in her hands and sobbed. She flinched as Tafel walked up to her. 
 
    Tafel bit her lower lip. “I think we should be a bit nicer to her in the future.” She stopped Vur before he could say anything. “And don’t tell her to stop crying because it makes her look ugly. I know you were going to say that to comfort her in your own twisted fairy-like way.” 
 
    Vur scratched his head. Was it that obvious? 
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    “Competition day!” Tafel sat up in bed and raised her hands into the air. Vur groaned and snorted before rolling over onto his side. Tafel frowned and shook his shoulder until his eyes opened halfway. “It’s competition day!” 
 
    Vur yawned while shutting his eyes before rolling over once again, smothering his face with the pillow. Stella squeaked from somewhere on his head. 
 
    “Vur. Vur. Hey, Vur.” Tafel nudged Vur repeatedly until he fell off the bed. “We have to wake up early to buy weapons before the competition starts, remember? You’re not hungover, right?” 
 
    Vur blinked twice before sighing at the ceiling. “I’m sleepy still. Dragons need to sleep lots. Dad sleeps for months at a time—I inherited his sleepiness. Five more minutes?” 
 
    You didn’t inherit anything from Vernon! Tafel bit her lower lip. “Get up! Alice is probably already waiting downstairs. You don’t want to keep a lady waiting, do you?” 
 
    “If it means I can sleep for five more minutes…” 
 
    “No!” Tafel grabbed Vur’s arm and heaved him over her shoulder before marching to the bathroom that was attached to their room. 
 
    Several minutes later, a fully dressed demon and her dressed-in-skintight-blue-armor husband walked down the stairs of the inn, entering the tavern that was the first floor. Alice waved at the duo from a corner seat with a meal already set out. The plate in front of her was empty with remains of food left on it. “You’re late,” she said when Tafel and Vur sat across from her. Vur’s head was drooping, his chin almost touching his chest. “I hate late people.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Tafel said as she equipped herself with her fork and knife. 
 
    Alice snorted and adjusted her glasses. “You’re not sorry. Hurry up and eat. We’re on a tight schedule since you put off buying a weapon for so long. What kind of adventurer adventures without a weapon?” 
 
    “You’re taking that truth curse pretty well,” Tafel said, biting into her omelet. 
 
    “I’ll admit it feels great to say whatever is on my mind. I feel free,” Alice said and sighed. “I wish I was cursed a lot earlier. Maybe things would’ve been different if I was more open with my thoughts.” 
 
    “Like not being single at your age?” Vur asked, tilting his head. 
 
    “Die! I’m 22! 22! That’s young! I am young!” Alice exhaled and fanned herself with her hands before closing her eyes. Her red face returned to its normal pale color, and she opened her eyes. “I was referring to my stupid nickname that I simply loath. I’m only a bit unsatisfied with my relationship status, okay? So what if I cry myself to sleep some nights? I bet everyone here has done it before.” 
 
    Tafel winced as Alice turned her head away. 
 
    “I haven’t,” Vur and Stella said at the same time. 
 
    Alice glared at Vur. “Someone as simple as you has no worries!” She pointed at Stella. “And you’ve only been alive for a month; you have no right to speak anywhere. It’s nonsense how your vote counts just as much as mine.” 
 
    Stella stuck her tongue out at Alice before retrieving an apple from a nearby plate. 
 
    Alice sighed. “It’s 7:20 right now. The weapon store will open in ten minutes. The opening ceremony of the competition begins at eight. It’ll take us five minutes to walk to the store, so you have five minutes left to eat.” She stared at Vur, who was still yawning. “Don’t complain to me when you get hungry later.” 
 
    “Ettins are competing, right?” Vur asked and blinked. “I’ll just eat at the competition.” 
 
    “Killing’s not allowed!” 
 
    “It’s not like they’ll die if they lose an arm,” Vur grumbled. 
 
    “Let’s not eat people at the competition, please,” Tafel said and nudged Vur’s plate closer to him. He blinked at it and yawned again, so Tafel stuffed a piece of her omelet into his mouth. 
 
    “Ah, young love,” Alice said and wrinkled her nose. “It makes me sick. Why am I working for the two of you? You don’t even have any money to pay me with.” She sighed and shook her head while mumbling to herself. “Thankfully, the store’s on the way to the competition, or we really would be late.” 
 
    After the party finished eating with Tafel feeding Vur the whole time, they left the inn and arrived at a wide alley with stalls lined up along the walls. Staves and wands were propped up and laid on the ground. “Here we are,” Alice said. “Weapons for black mages. They’re a bit hard to find since the holy dragons frown upon black magic.” 
 
    “…I’m a spellblade,” Tafel said and furrowed her brow. 
 
    “…Huh. I forgot.” Alice scratched her head. “Well, there’s a few swords over there. They’re a bit sketchy though, since this street isn’t exactly legal.” 
 
    “Sketchy?” Tafel asked. 
 
    Alice shrugged. “You know: Cursed. Unlucky. Stolen from the dwarves.” 
 
    “Then they’re good quality?” Tafel asked as she approached a stall. The vendor was wearing a cloak that concealed their whole body, not even showing their eyes or mouth. 
 
    Vur browsed the other stalls while Tafel tested out the weapons. Stella flew off of his head and approached the end of the alley where candied apples were on display. Her eyes sparkled as she stared at them. “Vur. Apple.” 
 
    Vur turned his attention away from a cauldron that had bubbling green liquid inside of it and glanced at Stella. 
 
    Alice frowned at the fairy queen. “Candied apples in this alley? …There’s something wrong with them. Don’t buy any.” 
 
    Stella flew forward and grabbed the stick that an apple was attached to. “I want.” 
 
    “Fifty silver,” a deep voice said from within the stand. 
 
    Alice sighed as she placed a pouch of coins in Vur’s hand. “I hope something bad happens and you learn to listen to my words, but for now, I’ll indulge you.” Just as she finished speaking, a white circle of light enveloped the stand of apples, trapping Stella and the vendor inside. 
 
    “Stella!” Vur’s sleepiness disappeared in an instant as he lunged forward, appearing next to Stella in the blink of an eye before either Tafel or Alice could say anything. 
 
    Tafel turned her head just in time to see Vur grab the fairy queen. A bright flash blinded her, and when her vision returned, the stall was missing—Stella and Vur included. 
 
    “…Vur?” Tafel frowned as she grabbed Alice and dragged her over to the empty space at the end of the alley. “…Did someone just teleport him away?” 
 
    Alice bit her lower lip as she stared at the ground. “There are a few clans who specialize in catching rare creatures…. A fairy queen is extremely expensive.” 
 
    Tafel sighed as she squatted and traced her fingers along the ground. “I’m not good enough to tell where they were transported to.” She shook her head before standing and approaching the stall of swords once again. 
 
    “Uh, Tafel?” Alice asked, a wrinkle on her forehead. “Aren’t you concerned?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s why I need a good weapon,” Tafel said and nodded. She picked up a purple curved sword that was taller than her. A massive red eye opened in the middle of the blade. It made a hissing noise as the eye glared at her. “This doesn’t look too weak. And it’s kind of cute. How much is it?” 
 
    “Twenty gold.” 
 
    Tafel looked at Alice, who pursed her lips and forked over the money to the vendor. “You don’t seem very concerned about Vur,” Alice said as she followed Tafel out of the alley. 
 
    “After seeing Vur catch a meteor, there is nothing in the world that would make me concerned for Vur,” Tafel said and pursed her lips. “We should be more concerned for ourselves. Do you still think we can win the competition without him and Stella?” 
 
    “You’re unbelievable,” Alice said. “You’re not worried about reuniting with him at all? How are you going to find him?” 
 
    Tafel snorted. “We already made plans for something like this—a contest of sorts. We’d compete on making a name for ourselves, and whoever hears about the other first loses. It was my idea, of course.” 
 
    “You’re both ridiculous.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s why we make such a great pair?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Clan master, look.” A boulder with stick-thin arms and legs pointed at a brightly lit wall in a cave. The boulder turned around, revealing two green, gemlike eyes and a thin indent for a mouth. On the wall, there was a projection of an alley. “There’s a fairy queen at one of our fairy traps.” 
 
    “A fairy queen?” A boulder with diamond eyes waddled over and stared at the screen. “I don’t recognize her, and I’ve seen pictures of all six fairy queens. Catch her.” 
 
    “Yes, clan master. Initiating transportation magic.” The green-eyed boulder touched the wall, poking the image of the fairy holding onto a candied apple. “Transporting the target and our trap stall. They will arrive in three, two—” 
 
    “W-wait!” the clan master said as a blue-armored man appeared by the fairy queen. “That’s”—“One.”—“the adventurer who destroyed our golem….” The clan master froze. His legs creaked as his round body rotated until his diamond eyes were facing the orange cage behind him. There was a flash of light, and the fairy queen, the man, the vendor, and the candied apple stall appeared inside. 
 
    “Wah,” Stella said as her head swiveled around. “A cage in a cave?” She hovered in the air while biting into her candied apple. “We’re trapped!” 
 
    Vur blinked and rubbed his eyes. Around him, he could make out faint cavern walls in the dim lighting. The projection screen had shut off when the teleportation succeeded. Vur sucked in his breath and exhaled, breathing out orange flames, illuminating the darkness. Dozens of boulders with gemstones embedded inside of them were lying around. 
 
    “Vendor, Mr. Vendor,” Stella said and tugged the vendor’s cloak off, revealing a rock with two sapphires for eyes. “Where are we? Huh?” Her head tilted to one side as she stared at the rock. She blinked twice before covering it with the cloak again. A second later, she yanked the cloak off. She pouted. “Still a rock?” 
 
    Vur stopped breathing fire and frowned at the cage. His fingers could barely slip through the gaps between the orange bars, but he managed to wrap his hand around one of them. His muscles tensed as he tugged on it, but it didn’t budge. Vur snorted and braced his feet, tugging on the cage bars even harder. They still didn’t break. “Orichalcum?” 
 
    The floor and the ceiling of the cage were also made of orange metal. Vur scratched his head before asking Stella, “Can you teleport?” 
 
    Stella shook her head. 
 
    “Can you get to the other side?” 
 
    “Only if you can,” Stella said. Her tiny frame froze and became transparent. Purple spots of light filled the space she occupied before flowing towards Vur’s chest, sinking through his armor and into his skin. Stella’s voice asked inside of his head, “Can you?” 
 
    “If I use the skill I learned from the leviathan.” Vur inhaled as he pressed his hand against the bars of the cage. Then he exhaled. His hand, followed by his arm and the rest of his body, dissolved into a puddle of purple goop. 
 
    “Wah! Vur melted like ice cream!” 
 
    The purple goop oozed out of the cage before solidifying into Vur’s shape once again. His skin color returned to normal as he turned back into a solid. He reached into the cage and pulled out his armor, which he had slipped out of, and wore it again. 
 
    “What was that?” Stella asked as she appeared beside Vur. 
 
    “Poison Form,” Vur said and dusted himself off. He frowned while looking around. “It feels like something’s watching me.” A few rocks on the ground seemed to twitch. 
 
    “Shiny rocks,” Stella said and flew beside a boulder. Her hands wrapped around two diamonds that were jutting out of it and she braced her feet against the surface of the rock. She grunted as she tugged upwards. 
 
    “Gah! Please, stop!” 
 
    Stella yelped as she released the boulderman’s eyes and flew behind Vur’s head. “The rock spoke!” 
 
    Vur grabbed the rock by one of its legs and flipped it to and fro, inspecting the boulder. “So weird.” He brought it to his face and sniffed it. His nose wrinkled as he tilted his head. “Maybe good for rock stew?” 
 
    “N-no,” the boulder said as he dangled upside down from his leg. “I’m not tasty. Please, don’t boil me. My name is Diamant. I’m the clan master of the Gemstone Merchants Clan.” 
 
    “What are you?” Vur asked. 
 
    “I’m a mountain elemental currently occupying a boulder,” Diamant said. “My companions are a mixture of rock, boulder, and pebble elementals.” He gestured around the cavern with his arms. The rocks rolled over and sat up, staring at Vur with gemstone eyes. 
 
    “Please, spare our clan master!” 
 
    Vur smiled. “You’re scared of me?” 
 
    “We, we saw you destroy our harvesting golem a few weeks ago. If we knew this fairy queen was your companion, we wouldn’t have teleported you over here!” Diamant clapped his hands together and stared at Vur with leaking eyes. The indent that was his mouth trembled. 
 
    “Okay.” Vur nodded. “Just teleport me back. I have a competition to attend.” 
 
    Diamant’s eyes shifted along with his body, avoiding Vur’s gaze. “T-the teleportation’s a one-way trip….” The leg that was held by Vur cracked. “But we can bring you back! We’ll send you back on a golem! It’s only a three-month-long journey!” 
 
    Vur frowned. “Three months is a long time.” 
 
    Diamant’s brown body turned white. “I’m sorry. I’m really, really sorry. It’s the best we can do. Please, spare my clan. We can be useful to you, I swear! We’re one of the more prosperous clans out there. We hold sway with the upper echelons of the human and elven societies.” 
 
    Stella tugged on Vur’s hair. “Hurting them won’t do anything. Why don’t you become an elementalist?” 
 
    Vur tilted his head. “What’s that?” 
 
    Stella nodded and puffed her chest out. “A class.” 
 
    “But I’m already a dragon.” 
 
    Stella spread her arms out wide. “You can be an elementalist dragon.” Her eyes glinted. “Elementalist dragons’ wings, scales, and tails grow faster than normal dragons.” She placed her hands on her hips and nodded her head twice. 
 
    “Is that true?” 
 
    Stella smiled. “Only if you believe.” 
 
    “I want to be an elementalist dragon.” 
 
    “Okay! Shake hands with Diamant and make a contract.” Stella flew down from Vur’s head and lifted Diamant’s arm into the air, placing the rock hand into Vur’s free hand. She wrapped his fingers around Diamant’s and shook their hands up and down. 
 
    “Is it done?” Vur asked. 
 
    Stella glared at Diamant. She scrawled letters onto his arm that read, “Form the contract or be eaten.” 
 
    Diamant’s diamond eyes widened before he sighed. A soft yellow light engulfed Vur and the mountain elemental, and brown runes spiraled up Vur’s arm, stopping at his elbow. 
 
    Stella beamed at Vur. “All done!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Alice?” Tafel asked, turning her head to face the guild master. The two were standing in an arena across from twelve people. Around them, hundreds—maybe thousands—of spectators were viewing the arena from seats on the wall of the coliseum-like building. Outside of the venue, images were projected on the coliseum walls and crowds of people were gathered in the streets, clogging the roads while vendors shouted and waved their products in the air. 
 
    “What?” Alice asked back. She was busy polishing her shield with a handkerchief. She blew on the mirror-like surface and nodded to herself. 
 
    Tafel furrowed her brow. “Aren’t the matches supposed to be party against party?” 
 
    “Yes.” Alice nodded and took a step away from Tafel. The sword on the demon’s back was inching towards her with green drool leaking from its edge. The red eye on the blade with a pitch-black iris and pupil was staring at her. 
 
    “So why do they have twelve people in their party?” 
 
    “They’re the Elemental Tempest,” Alice said. “An S-ranked party composed of six elementalists.” 
 
    Tafel tilted her head. “An elementalist? That sounds like someone who controls elements.” 
 
    “You don’t have elementalists on your continent?” Alice asked. “They form contracts with elementals, spirits composed of the various elements in nature. The elementals consume their elementalists’ mana in exchange for their power.” 
 
    “…How is that any different from black magic?” 
 
    “Well, for one, holy dragons don’t frown upon elementals,” Alice said. The referee was droning on in the background, but neither she nor Tafel paid any attention. “And elementals can act independently. A black mage has to concentrate on their target, but elementalists can leave spell casting to their elementals while doing something else.” 
 
    “So half of those people over there are composed of spirits,” Tafel said, squinting her eyes at the party across the arena. “Isn’t that a bit unfair?” 
 
    “Tamers can use their pets, and they won’t count as an extra person. It’s part of their class,” Alice said and rolled her eyes. “If you want to comment about extra party members, maybe, you should address your sword. It’s really creeping me out.” 
 
    Tafel’s sword hissed at Alice. 
 
    “…It’s cute,” Tafel said with a nod. She took it off her back and held it in front of herself. “Who’s a good girl? You are. Yes, you are.” The sword purred as its eye closed halfway. 
 
    Alice frowned. “You know, I thought this when I first met you, but there is something wrong with you.” She glanced at the floor which was dissolving from the green liquid pouring from Tafel’s sword. “It’s just not right.” 
 
    “Let the match begin!” The referee’s voice echoed through the arena. 
 
    Tafel raised her head. “Alright, sword. Show me you’re worthy of a name.” She narrowed her eyes and inhaled, holding her blade out horizontally. Six people charged forward, reaching halfway across the arena. As Tafel took a step, she paused and turned her head towards Alice. “What happens if I bisect an elemental?” 
 
    “It’s not against the rules to kill them. They’ll revive anywhere from a day to a few months depending on circumstances,” Alice said as she readied her shield. A massive blue fireball flew towards her and Tafel, but she easily batted it away by enlarging her shield. 
 
    “Great,” Tafel said. “And the elementals are the shiny people, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Tafel nodded and pursed her lips. A second later, she vanished and reappeared in front of one of the elementals. His eyes widened as Tafel’s blade stabbed through his chest. The elemental’s arms reached towards the blade before falling limp at his sides. Tafel’s sword made gulping noises as the elemental vanished, turning into a puff of flames, causing his elementalist in the back to turn pale and collapse. 
 
    Tafel raised an eyebrow. “Beat an elemental, and the elementalist collapses as well?” 
 
    Wind blades, icicles, rock fragments, and lightning bolts flew towards Tafel, but her horns glowed silver and dozens of portals formed in the air around her and the remaining elementals. The projectiles entered the portals beside her and hit her enemies instead. Tafel swung her sword as four of her horns glowed green, and a blade of wind sliced a blue elemental in half. 
 
    “When an elemental dies, their elementalist loses mana equal to three times the cost of summoning them,” Alice said as she arrived at Tafel’s side. “If they’re not careful, their mana pool will empty, and the result is as you see.” She gestured towards the two twitching elementalists on the ground. “Don’t you feel bad for bullying people weaker than you?” 
 
    “It’s twelve against two,” Tafel said and blocked an icicle with her sword. “It’s fair…, kinda. And we don’t have a healer.” 
 
    Alice snorted. “Like you need one.” She shook her head and sighed. “Can you beat them by yourself? I know I can.” 
 
    “Forget what I just said. That’s not very fair for the competition,” Tafel said with a frown. 
 
    “You’re the one who wanted to join! I told you it wasn’t worth the effort, but no, you insisted. You even obtained a strong weapon before it started. Isn’t that the only reason you wanted to join the competition?” Alice slapped Tafel’s back with her shield, causing the demon to stumble. 
 
    “What is this? Friendly fire?” the referee asked. “Tafel’s movements were too fast for me to keep up with earlier, but I’d be a failure as a referee if I couldn’t comment on the berserk librarian’s behavior! It seems like the rumors of her beating everyone indiscriminately were true! No wonder why she only has one other party member; I know I wouldn’t stick around if my party was trying to sabotage me all the time.” 
 
    “Shut up, you damn referee!” Alice threw her shield at the announcer’s stand, shattering the magical barrier that prevented attacks from reaching the audience. The referee’s face paled as Alice’s shield embedded itself into the wall beside his head, rotating like a grinder. A second later, the shield flew backwards and returned to Alice’s hand like a boomerang. 
 
    In the instant that everyone was distracted by Alice’s returning shield toss, Tafel had disabled three out of the four remaining elementals. The last elemental crumbled into dust before she could do anything, and the only standing elementalist raised his hands into the air, signaling his surrender. 
 
    Tafel sighed and placed her sword on her back. She didn’t even have to use the leviathan armor’s barrier. “I hope the next people we fight are stronger.” 
 
    “There won’t be a challenge until the final,” Alice said, shaking her head. “There’s only one triple-S party other than us who’ve signed up.” 
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    Erin puffed her cheeks out as she forced her wings to flap faster, flying through the city of Anfang and arriving at its adventurers’ guild. She pushed aside a man’s hat and flew to the front of the line, stopping in front of the receptionist who had gaunt cheeks and dark circles surrounding his eyes. His gaze was locked onto the papers in his hands. 
 
    “Hey.” Erin flitted in front of his face and knocked on his skull like she was about to enter a room. 
 
    “M-Mrs. Koller,” the receptionist said with wide eyes. “Please don’t turn me into a goat again.” 
 
    “That depends,” Erin said and placed her hands on her hips. “I’ve gotten word that there’s a newly born fairy queen accompanying two brand spanking new SSS adventurers. Where are they?” 
 
    The receptionist’s face froze for an instant. “Tafel x Vur? The new party? Hold on a second,” he said and reached over to the side of the counter. He unlocked a cabinet and pulled it open, taking out a folder from inside. “Here’s the route the guild master plotted for her adventure that I created based on the commissions she chose just in case someone needed to find her.” He spread a map out on the countertop and pointed at a spot near the western coast of the continent. “We’re here. She’s heading east, following the red line. Her final destination is 99 Fairy Drive. Judging by the commissions and the amount of time that’s passed, she should be somewhere around here.” 
 
    “99 Fairy Drive?” Erin asked, tilting her head to the side. Her wings stopped flapping for a second as she furrowed her brow. “Huh? Wait, why is the guild master going with them? She’s the short fellow that’s like a dwarf but actually a human, right? The shield person?” 
 
    “Right,” the receptionist said and nodded. “She accepted Tafel x Vur’s commission as a guide to take them to 99 Fairy Drive. Those three accepted your commission.” 
 
    “They … accepted my commission?” Erin landed on the counter and walked on top of the map, frowning at the red route drawn on its surface. “The heck?” She scratched her head before lifting a corner of the map and folded it into a skirt, wearing it over her dress. “Dupey’s city, huh?” she muttered to herself as she flew into the air. “Did they destroy my fountain or not?” 
 
    The receptionist pursed his lips as Erin flew away with the original copy of his map, but he didn’t say anything. He sighed and picked up his papers. “Please return soon, guild master. I need a break.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Leader, what do we do with the human captives?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly raised his head, turning his attention away from the map he liberated from Evan Lancefell. A skeleton was staring at him from the entrance of his tent. “Can’t you keep them with the fishmen captives?” 
 
    “They don’t breathe underwater.” 
 
    “Right. I forgot lungs were a thing.” Mr. Skelly tapped his fingers against his knee. “We’ve stripped them?” 
 
    The skeleton nodded. “As is custom.” 
 
    “They were famous adventurers?” 
 
    “Some of them.” 
 
    “The fairies have memorized their features perfectly to impersonate them?” 
 
    “Rella and Bella drew their portraits.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly scratched his head. “…What was the issue again?” 
 
    “We’re expending too much manpower keeping them captive. The daily mana we obtain from the fishmen and fairies isn’t enough to pay the upkeep of keeping the captives in check. The noble lady in particular, she destroys a few of us every day with holy magic.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly’s mouth dropped open. “Ah. I see. And I can’t contact the mistress to ask for her mana either. We’re in quite a sticky situation, aren’t we? Our supplies are low. We’re surrounded by enemies. There’s a massive handicap against us since we aren’t allowed to kill or maim. This brings me back to my living days.” He grinned as he rubbed his bony hands together. 
 
    “So we can’t kill them?” the skeleton subordinate asked. 
 
    “No. I have a better idea.” 
 
    “Hang on a second,” the skeleton subordinate said and turned around. It poked its head out of the tent and shouted, “Put the pitchforks away! No killing tonight!” The subordinate faced Mr. Skelly and cleared its nonexistent throat. “What was the better idea?” 
 
    “…Starve them for a week. Then have Rella pretend to be sympathetic to their plight and offer them food in exchange for mana crystals. We’ll make the fairies their saviors and domesticate them that way.” Mr. Skelly chuckled as he stood up. “Have the liches finished their task?” 
 
    “By nightfall, they’ll have reanimated the leviathan’s skeleton.” 
 
    “Excellent. I can’t be a proper skeleton knight without a steed.” Mr. Skelly left the makeshift tent made out of palm tree leaves and placed his hands on his hips, staring at the ocean. “When I was still alive. I was a hero from Trummer sent to pave the way into Zuer. I crossed an ocean just like this one.” He turned around. “Now, I’m a hero from Zuer sent to a new continent to deliver a message to the mistress. The goals are different, but the same thing must be done. I’m here to conquer. Only after the dwarves are dealt with will our mistress be free to save our brethren from the curse of pink robes. I’ve already formulated a plan of action. The first thing we have to do is secure a proper base and increase our numbers.” 
 
    The skeleton subordinate tilted its head. “I thought we weren’t allowed to kill?” 
 
    “We aren’t, but we can still raid a town, revive the already dead, convert the living into believers of Damnedism, and use the nonbelievers as mana generators. There’s no reason why an army of undead can’t have a few living members. We have to be progressive as times change.” Mr. Skelly laughed as he spread his arms out. “It’s been a long while since anything could make my missing heart pound and my nonexistent blood race. I’m so excited.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Three skeletons wearing ragged adventurer clothing dragged their feet along the road, heading towards the entrance to Anfang. A few people froze and stared at them as they trudged by, the horses hooked up to the carriages shying away. “T-that symbol. Aren’t those the B-ranked Happy Frogs of Anfang?” 
 
    Bright green frogs were painted on the tattered capes they wore, and their guild member identification cards hung around their necks like dog tags. The skeletons continued their march, ignoring the words of the travelers, keeping their gazes glued to the ground. One of the skeletons whispered, “Why don’t we use an illusion to infiltrate the town?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly didn’t react while speaking. His jaw bones barely moved. “Sympathy, remember? We’re garnering sympathy. No one wants to be forced into a religion. Now keep your mouth shut.” 
 
    Heavy footsteps rang out as an armored woman approached the skeletons. “Excuse me, are you three the Happy Frogs?” She sucked in her breath when Mr. Skelly raised his head and met her gaze. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You…, are you sane? Do you recognize me, Richard…?” The woman bit her lower lip and clenched her fists. One of them was on the hilt of her sword which was still sheathed at her waist. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I don’t remember much,” Mr. Skelly said and hung his head. “I just want to return to Anfang.” He collapsed to his knees and covered his face with his hands. “I just want to be buried next to my parents.” Wails filled the air as Mr. Skelly sobbed, fat tear droplets leaking from his eye sockets. “I don’t want to hurt anyone!” 
 
    “Richard….” The woman pursed her lips and knelt beside Mr. Skelly, placing her hand on his shoulder. “You helped me once when I was still a complete beginner. The least I can do is grant your final wish.” She gently wrapped her arms around the skeleton’s shoulders and stood up, bringing him to his feet. “I’ll bring you to Anfang in my wagon.” She glanced at the two skeletons behind her. “Jessica, Norman. You two should come as well.” 
 
    “M-miss, are you sure this is a good idea?” The wagon driver’s face paled as the skeletons approached his vehicle. He patted his horse’s rump, calming the creature down. “They’re skeletons.” 
 
    “You think I can’t see that?” the woman asked and furrowed her brow. “These people saved my life before. I won’t repay a debt by attacking them even if they’ve turned into undead. Besides, look at them: They’re not hostile. They’re not armed. They just want to go home to rest peacefully besides their ancestors. Can’t we give them that?” 
 
    The wagon driver hesitated, keeping his hands on his whip. Mr. Skelly stared at him with a neutral expression. “I understand your concern. We’re dead. We shouldn’t associate with the living.” The skeleton’s head trembled as he brought his gaze to the floor. “We shouldn’t trouble you, miss. We can walk.” 
 
    “No.” The woman shook her head. She glanced at the crowd of curious travelers that had gathered around. “How many of you have been to Anfang? Raise your hands.” 
 
    The majority of the crowd raised their hands. 
 
    “You all know how peaceful it is there. But have you ever thought of why?” The woman made eye contact with the surrounding people before continuing. “It’s because of men like these. They risk their lives every day to eliminate danger, hunt for food, scout new lands. Don’t we have a duty to, at the very least, fulfill their final wish? Shouldn’t the people of Anfang be buried in Anfang? How would you feel if your husband, your wife, your daughter or son died to make your life more peaceful? Wouldn’t you want to see them one last time? Wouldn’t you want them to be buried beside you?” She clenched her armored hand against her sword’s hilt, creating a clanging noise. “Or do you not care if their remains are eaten by wild animals!?” 
 
    “Let them ride!” one of the crowd members shouted. “If you don’t want to take them, I will! The Happy Frogs have always made Anfang a brighter place. We can’t abandon them here or, even worse, turn our blades against them.” 
 
    Voices of agreement rang out, and the wagon driver sighed. “I’m sorry for my earlier behavior,” he said to the skeletons. “Please, get on. If you remain peaceful and sane, I’ll vouch for you and help you enter Anfang.” 
 
    “We’ll all vouch for them!” the same crowd member shouted. 
 
    “That’s right!” 
 
    “The Happy Frogs are one of us.” 
 
    “Once an Anfanger, always an Anfanger.” 
 
    The armored woman nodded as she helped the skeletons into her wagon. As the driver ordered the horse forward, she leaned closer to Mr. Skelly and asked, “How was our acting?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly grinned as he high-fived the fairy that materialized in the air beside the woman. “I couldn’t have done it better myself.” 
 
    The wagon rumbled on as the sun continued to travel across the sky. The fields of golden wheat swayed in time with the wind while birds chirped in the few bushes and trees. The walls of Anfang came into view as the sun began to set. By the time the procession reached the town walls, it had nearly doubled in size as more and more travelers heard about the Happy Frogs’ plight. Surprisingly, there hadn’t been a single person who was against bringing the skeletons into Anfang. 
 
    “Anfang,” Mr. Skelly said as he stepped out of the carriage and stared at the town walls. Two guards at the gate stiffened when they saw his skeletal face illuminated by the moonlight. “I’ve finally returned.” 
 
    “Uh, is that a mask?” one of the guards asked. He glanced at the crowd of people who were queueing up to enter the town. None of them acted strangely as if having a skeleton around was a daily occurrence. 
 
    “No, you see….” Some merchants stepped forward and explained the situation to the guards. Mr. Skelly scratched his head as the guards nodded at him, expressions of pity on their faces. The gate swung open and the guards gestured for the three skeletons to go through. 
 
    “We definitely chose the right people to impersonate,” Mr. Skelly muttered to himself with a nod. And it seemed like knowledge of undead was extremely scarce on this continent. Perhaps it had something to do with the holy dragons purging them eons ago. 
 
    “Hold your heads high,” a man said as he thumped Mr. Skelly on the shoulder. “You’re one of us, remember?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly nodded and raised his head, stepping past the gate’s threshold with his two companions in tow. He glanced around before scratching his head. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” the man asked as he herded his horse through the gate. 
 
    “I don’t remember where I lived.” Mr. Skelly sighed and hung his head. “I can remember bits and pieces. I had a wife and two children. I know we had a fireplace. The tree outside was a cherry tree that the squirrels would always eat from. But I can’t remember where it is.” His hands clenched into fists as tears leaked out of his eye sockets. 
 
    “Don’t worry. We can go to the adventurers’ guild and ask. Everyone’s addresses are recorded when they sign up.” The armored woman grabbed Mr. Skelly’s hand and smiled at him.  
 
    Mr. Skelly nodded. “To the adventurers’ guild then.” He turned his gaze towards the man. “May I ask you to lead the way? I’m afraid people will be frightened by my presence.” 
 
    The man nodded. “Don’t worry. I was going there as well. Besides, you need someone to vouch for you. It’d be terrible if someone accidentally killed you. …Again.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly winced. “Dying the first time was enough.” 
 
    “Do you remember how it happened?” the man asked as he led the way. A few of the other travelers accompanied them as well. The people in streets gawked and pointed, but luckily, none of them reacted violently. 
 
    “I…, I don’t.” Mr. Skelly sighed. “But I do remember what happened afterwards. I saw a light, a bright white light at the end of a dark tunnel. There was someone there, a beautiful woman. She held her hand out to me and pulled me out of the darkness. I’m sure she must’ve been an angel.” Mr. Skelly sighed again. “She asked me if I had any regrets. She told me she was a messenger of God and she’d grant me a wish. I told her I was sorry I had left behind my wife and two kids, that I couldn’t properly tell them goodbye. She told me she understood, and the next thing I knew, I was awake, lying on the road with Jessica and Norman by my side.” 
 
    The man was silent as he led his horse through the streets, heading towards the adventurers’ guild. “A miracle,” he said after a while. “It’s miraculous how you’ve retained your sense of self. I was under the impression most people lost their minds when they turned undead.” 
 
    “I never thought I’d become undead,” Mr. Skelly said before letting out a hollow laugh. “But things don’t always turn out how you expect them to.” 
 
    “Isn’t that right?” the man asked before shaking his head. His horse came to a halt as the group stopped in front of the adventurers’ guild. He tied the horse’s reins to a nearby pillar and opened the door. His booming voice echoed through the lobby, “Is the guild master in? There’s an urgent matter.” 
 
    “The guild master has not yet returned from her journey,” a monotonous voice said from the receptionist’s counter. The receptionist raised his head. His eyes were sunken in, and his cheeks were even gaunter than before. 
 
    “…One of us?” Mr. Skelly mumbled when he saw the receptionist’s pale face. 
 
    The receptionist stared at Mr. Skelly for five seconds without breaking eye contact. He blinked hard and removed his glasses, wiping them with the sleeve of his shirt. He put them back on and stared at Mr. Skelly again. Another five seconds passed. The receptionist turned around and shouted towards the room behind the counter, “Polly, switch with me. I’m hallucinating.” 
 
    “N-no, this isn’t a hallucination,” the man who had led Mr. Skelly there said as he grabbed the receptionist’s shoulder before he could escape. “This is Richard of the Happy Frogs.” 
 
    The receptionist paused and glanced at Mr. Skelly’s gear. “Richard…? In front of me is a skeleton, right? I’m not seeing things?” 
 
    “Correct,” the man said with a nod. “You see….” He explained the situation along with Mr. Skelly’s experience of meeting the messenger of God. “And we need to know his address so he can meet his wife and kids before being buried in the cemetery.” 
 
    “That’s….” The receptionist frowned as he recalled the adventurers who had set off to investigate the undead on the beach. “Were the Happy Frogs part of the group that went to the beach a few weeks ago? And even if they weren’t, undead are actually showing up on the continent?” The receptionist’s eye twitched. “O guild master, why have thou forsaken me? This problem is way beyond my payroll. I’ll have to send a report to the mayor.” 
 
    “Can I please have the addresses to our homes?” Mr. Skelly asked. “I’ll have my wife take me to the cemetery to be purified and buried after we finish talking.” 
 
    “I don’t know…,” the receptionist said and scratched his head. He exhaled and stared at the ceiling. “I should quit my job. The pay isn’t worth the stress.” 
 
    “What harm could it do?” the man asked and removed his hand from the receptionist’s shoulder. “It wouldn’t be right to purify the Happy Frogs before they could say their goodbyes to their families. Wouldn’t that be unusually cruel and immoral?” 
 
    The receptionist sighed. “Adventurers’ information are kept confidential. But I think I can make an exception in this case.” He pursed his lips. “I’ll send some guild sweepers to follow the three of you just in case something happens. If you don’t agree to that, I won’t give you the addresses.” 
 
    “We agree,” Mr. Skelly said. “I don’t want to cause any harm. If there are people to prevent any conflicts, it would be for the best.” 
 
    “Huh. I didn’t expect undead to be so peaceful,” the receptionist said and scratched his head. “I’ve read up a lot on undead since we received that report, but you’re nothing like what the books say. Maybe it was just the holy dragons’ propaganda….” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Mr. Skelly said and sighed. “I don’t feel like a monster. There’s no urge for me to attack anyone. I just want to see my wife and kids before I depart for the next world.” 
 
    “I understand,” the receptionist said. He turned around and shouted into the back room, “Polly, call in three available guild sweepers for a quick mission.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” a woman’s voice said from the room. Moments later, a group of three women stepped into the lobby from upstairs. They had dark circles underneath their eyes as well, and their skin was pale as if they hadn’t seen the light of day for several weeks. 
 
    “We’re very busy,” one of the women said and frowned at the receptionist. “What do you want?” 
 
    The receptionist pointed at Mr. Skelly. The undead leader waved at them and smiled before ducking a spear thrust. 
 
    The guild sweeper frowned as she withdrew her spear. It disappeared into thin air a moment later. “A skeleton? An undead is in Anfang?” 
 
    “There were special circumstances,” the receptionist said with a dry laugh. He stepped in front of the sweeper, blocking Mr. Skelly from her view. She frowned and pushed his head aside before leaning over the counter. 
 
    “Undead aren’t allowed. Not here, not there, not anywhere. All undead are to be exterminated as per town, city, guild, nation, and holy dragon rules.” Her spear materialized in her hand again, but a group of adventurers stepped forward and shielded Mr. Skelly. “Step aside. As a guild sweeper, I have duties to perform. My responsibilities are even greater now that the guild master is on vacation. If she finds out a skeleton managed to enter Anfang, she’d burn the guild to the ground. And if that happens, I’ll be out of a job, so move!” 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    The sweeper ignored the man who shouted and thrust her spear at Mr. Skelly. An adventurer stepped forward and blocked her strike with his shield. “You can’t do this! He’s Richard, leader of the Happy Frogs!” 
 
    “He’s an undead.” The sweeper twirled her spear as she stepped on top of the receptionist’s counter. Her spear stopped twirling, its tip pointing at Mr. Skelly, who was crouched on the ground, skeletal hands covering his skull. “Undead are irrational, mindless monsters bent on fulfilling their basic needs despite the fact they’re dead. They can’t speak or—” 
 
    “Richard can speak!” 
 
    The sweeper’s brow furrowed, and she stabbed her spear into the counter. “Really? Then why don’t you say something, Richard? If you can’t—” 
 
    Mr. Skelly raised his head, meeting the sweeper’s gaze. “Please, I just want to see my wife and kids before I resign myself to the cemetery.” 
 
    The sweeper froze. The other two guild sweepers behind her murmured to each other. “…What the heck?” the sweeper asked. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “After I died, I saw a messenger of God who granted me a final wish. I asked to see my loved ones one more time before I passed on,” Mr. Skelly said. “When I woke up from what I thought was a dream, I was like this. I didn’t know what else to do other than head home. I was given a chance to tell my wife goodbye. I have to take it.” 
 
    The guild sweeper sighed and lowered her hand, the spear disappearing from her grasp. “If only the guild master were here, she’d know what to do.” She turned towards the receptionist. “Have you sent word to the mayor?” 
 
    “I was about to,” the receptionist said. “But I wanted you three to escort them to their families first, then make sure they go to the cemetery to be purified and buried.” 
 
    “I understand.” The sweeper frowned at Mr. Skelly and his two companions. “It really wouldn’t feel right to kill them again. If he couldn’t speak or showed any signs of being a monster, I wouldn’t hesitate…, but as he is now, I can’t do it. It’s a shame, really. The Happy Frogs were a role model for aspiring adventurer groups.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I’ll wait outside.” The sweeper stood beside Mr. Skelly, facing a gray building marked with black etchings on the corners. 
 
    Mr. Skelly nodded at the guild sweeper who had guided him to Richard’s home. Richard’s wife had cried her eyes out, and their two children were devastated. If Mr. Skelly had a heart, he might’ve broke down and told the woman her husband was still alive albeit a prisoner on a beach. He did tell her to pray to the Corrupted One for a miracle, but he didn’t know if she’d listen. 
 
    Mr. Skelly entered the funeral home and walked up to the counter. A man wearing a black suit and a veil that covered his face was reading a book. He looked up when he heard Mr. Skelly’s clacking footsteps approach. The man’s book slid out of his hands as he froze. A second passed as Mr. Skelly scratched his skull. “Well, this is a first,” the man said and picked up his book before sitting up straight. “None of my clients have ever spoken to me before. Because they’re dead.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly laughed. “So you’re the mortician.” 
 
    “That’s right,” the man said with a nod. “And you’re a skeleton. Is this a fairy’s prank?” 
 
    “No,” Mr. Skelly said and shook his head. “It seems like you haven’t heard the news.” 
 
    “The news?” the mortician asked. “What—” 
 
    A skeletal hand wrapped around his mouth and waist as a skeleton appeared behind him, cutting off the mortician’s words. Strangled cries escaped from the mortician’s mouth as he bit down on the skeleton’s fingers, hurting his own teeth in the process. Mr. Skelly grinned as Rella flitted to his side. She held up her fingers in a ‘V’ for victory. “Easy as pie.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly nodded. “Excellent work. Now turn me into him.” 
 
    “Okay,” Rella said and twirled her arm before pointing at the skeleton. Mr. Skelly’s image distorted as a black covering enveloped him, slowly turning into the image of the mortician. “I’ll do your voice too.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly nodded as he turned around and left the building. “I’ve received the client,” he said to the guild sweeper. 
 
    The guild sweeper pursed her lips and took a step back as if she’d turn ill from touching him. “You don’t need my help?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly chuckled. “Maybe it’s because I have an affinity with the dead. He’s very compliant.” 
 
    The guild sweeper nodded once before turning to leave, practically running away. Mr. Skelly scratched his head as she vanished from his sight. “It seems like people don’t take too kindly to morticians here,” he said before reentering the building. Rella had cast an illusion to turn the mortician and the skeleton into Mr. Skelly. Mr. Skelly took a seat and picked up the mortician’s book. “I didn’t think you’d be interested in romance novels.” 
 
    The mortician, who was invisible, grunted in reply. He couldn’t speak with the bony fingers in his mouth. 
 
    “Relax, I’m not here to kill you. Or anyone for that matter.” Mr. Skelly tossed the book aside as he leaned forward, propping his elbows up on the desk. “Why don’t we have a chat while we wait for my companions to arrive?” 
 
    The mortician gasped as the bony fingers left his mouth. “W-what do you want?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly shrugged. “Have you ever lost anyone? Is there someone you’d like to bring back from the dead? Not as a brainless corpse or skeleton but as someone like me: conscious, whole. I can do that, you know? My lord and resurrector, Lindyss the Corrupted One, invented a spell to do just that.” 
 
    The mortician fell silent. Mr. Skelly waited, his body completely motionless. “The dead are meant to stay dead,” the mortician said after a while. 
 
    “Says who?” Mr. Skelly asked. “If they were meant to stay dead, then I wouldn’t be here, would I?” 
 
    The mortician fell silent again. He sighed before shaking his head. “Every magic has a price. Something like bringing back the dead…, I can’t pay the price for that.” 
 
    “Three fat mana crystals.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “That’s the price,” Mr. Skelly said. “Three fat mana crystals to reanimate one person, and one small mana crystal per day to maintain the spell.” 
 
    “You’re joking,” the mortician said. 
 
    “Though it’s true I joke a lot, I’m being completely honest here.” 
 
    “That’s—” 
 
    “Shh.” Mr. Skelly raised a finger and the mortician’s voice was cut off. Mr. Skelly cleared his throat. “So you two are the other clients?” 
 
    Two skeletons wearing the Happy Frogs’ symbol walked into the building. They exchanged glances. “Boss?” 
 
    “Already done,” Mr. Skelly said and stood up. He left the building and greeted the two guild sweepers. Like the first one, they shied away from him and immediately left once he told them he received the skeletons. He closed the door behind him as he entered the building. “Now then, shall we start?” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” the mortician asked as his mouth was once again relinquished. 
 
    “Reanimate everyone inside of the cemetery,” Mr. Skelly said. He exhaled. “This investment better pay off.” He turned his head towards the mortician. “Have you thought about it? Would you like to join our religion?” 
 
    “My wife…,” the mortician said. “You can bring her back? Will she remember me?” 
 
    “She’ll remember everything that’s ever happened to her,” Mr. Skelly said with a nod. “As long as my lich friend over here can touch her body, there will be no issue with her resurrection. But if she’s a skeleton, there’s no way for her to regrow her flesh.” 
 
    “What do you need me to do?” 
 
    “Take us to the cemetery. Occasionally be our spokesperson. Nothing that will bring harm to your life. Probably.” Mr. Skelly nodded. 
 
    The mortician clenched his fists. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Mr. Skelly said and clapped his hands. The illusions surrounding his and the mortician’s bodies dispersed. A grin appeared on the skeleton’s face. “If you try to betray us…, well, use your imagination.” 
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    “So all this stuff is mine?” Vur pointed at the massive pile of gold and items in the cave ahead of him. He stood at the entrance with Stella on his head and a humanoid being made of earth beside him. 
 
    The earthen being, Diamant, cleared his throat. “N-no, first of all, this isn’t stuff. Second of all, these items belong to the clan.” 
 
    Vur frowned at Diamant, who had taken the shape of a human instead of the round boulder with limbs. “But you’re the clan master, right?” 
 
    Diamant nodded. 
 
    Vur blinked. “And you’re my subordinate elemental?” 
 
    Diamant scratched his head and let out a hollow laugh. “When an elementalist creates a contract with an elemental, neither of them are above the other. We’re in a contract of equals, you see. As long as you supply me with mana, I’ll be able to use my spells.” 
 
    “…So you’re my subordinate elemental, right?” Vur asked again. “You can’t do anything without me.” 
 
    Diamant pursed his lips. “You could say that….” 
 
    “Right. A subordinate’s stuff is also his leader’s stuff. The clan’s stuff is your stuff because you’re the master, and your stuff is my stuff because I’m your leader. So the clan’s stuff is my stuff too.” Vur nodded. 
 
    “Please stop referring to our hard-earned treasury as stuff,” Diamant said with tears pouring from his diamond eyes. “I swear, there’s no one else in this world who’d treat a mountain elemental this badly. Do you know how rare mountain elementals are? We’re the strongest ones amongst the earth elementals.” 
 
    Vur shrugged. “But you’re still weaker than me,” he said. “That’s why I’m your boss.” 
 
    Stella patted Vur’s head. “You should be nicer to him.” 
 
    Diamant stared at Stella with conflicted feelings in his heart. If it weren’t for the fairy, maybe, Vur would never have noticed his existence. But she was being nice now. Was this the mythical carrot and stick used to train donkeys? 
 
    “Mountain elementals like to hoard things. He won’t show you his other treasures if you bully him now.” 
 
    Diamant winced. Apparently, it was just the stick. He sighed. “Some of this gold can be used for your personal use, but we need most of it for the prosperity of the clan. As long as the clan prospers, you’ll prosper as well since you’re sort of the clan master now.” 
 
    Vur stared at the mountain of treasures while rubbing his chin. “Clan master….” 
 
    Stella giggled. “I knew you were a natural born leader.” 
 
    “And a leader needs a good weapon.” Vur nodded before climbing on top of the pile of treasures within the cave. He rummaged around, knocking over gold ingots and golden coins, picking up weapons and tossing them over his shoulder. “I don’t think she’d like this one either….” 
 
    Diamant’s earthen body turned pale like marble as he rushed forward. “P-please, our goods are delicate. Handle them with care! If anything’s broken, we won’t be able to offer them as tribute to the dwarves.” 
 
    Vur froze with a massive hammer in his hand. His brow furrowed as he turned his head towards Diamant. “What did you say?” 
 
    “H-handle the goods with care…?” Diamant asked as his body compressed and shrank. 
 
    “After that.” 
 
    “I-if anything’s broken, we won’t be able to offer them as tribute to the dwarves…?” 
 
    “What’s this about paying tribute to the dwarves?” Vur asked with a frown. 
 
    Diamant let out a hollow laugh as he scratched his head. “It’s a protection fee of sorts. The clans who pay tribute to the dwarves aren’t assaulted by…, well, the dwarves. Clans that don’t pay tribute get an unwanted visit from Benny.” 
 
    Vur narrowed his eyes. “Someone will take my stuff if I don’t offer my stuff to them?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” Diamant said with a nod. “That’s the way things have been since the dwarves landed on this continent. Everyone just accepts it now. There used to be a time where people fought back, but the losses weren’t worth it. It’s better to lose some treasure than to lose your whole clan.” 
 
    “When does the clan usually offer tribute?” Vur asked as he took a seat on top of the pile. He crossed his arms over his chest and glared at Diamant. 
 
    “The next collection time is four days from now.” 
 
    “I want to meet the dwarves,” Vur said and nodded. “Dragons don’t pay tribute. I’ll do them a favor and educate them.” 
 
    “W-wait,” Diamant said and stuck his hands out in front of his chest. “You can’t do that. I know you’re strong enough to destroy one of our harvester golems, but the dwarves can do that easily as well. Even a party of SSS-ranked adventurers won’t have a good time dealing with dwarves. Individually, dwarves aren’t scary, but they’re like insects. Provoke one dwarf and you provoke them all.” 
 
    “Then I’ll educate all of them,” Vur said and nodded again. “No problem. Trust in your leader. That’s an order.” 
 
    Diamant’s eye twitched. “Trust is earned, not demanded. You shouldn’t fight the dwarves when we can easily pay them off. Violence isn’t the answer.” 
 
    “My stuff is mine,” Vur said and shook his head. “If the mini-people try to take it, I’ll beat them up and steal their stuff in return.” He glanced at Stella. “Didn’t you say he’d listen to me if he became my elemental? Why isn’t he? He’s too noisy.” 
 
    Stella tilted her head. “Put him inside your runes,” she said while patting Vur’s arm. It glowed with a brown light as the runes spiraling up his forearm brightened. “And only let him out when he behaves.” Stella nodded and smiled at Diamant. 
 
    “Aren’t fairies and elementals supposed to be allies?” Diamant muttered as he turned translucent. Brown orbs of light winked into existence, filling his disappearing frame before floating towards Vur’s arm. A sigh resounded through the cave as Diamant vanished, leaving Vur and Stella with the mound of treasure. 
 
    W-wait, Diamant’s voice echoed through Vur’s and Stella’s minds. This is the inside of a person!? What are you made out of!? Gah! Is that a dragon!? 
 
    Stella giggled, covering her mouth with her hands, and landed on Vur’s head. “Your insides are very lively.” She turned translucent as her body was replaced by purple orbs of light, her voice drifting in the air as she sank into Vur. “I’ll show him how to survive inside of you.” 
 
    Vur looked down at his chest as his rose tattoo pulsed and elongated, emitting a purple light. He tilted his head as the brownish runes on his arm intertwined with the roots of the rose tattoo like the real roots of a flower burying themselves into the earth. Diamant’s voice rang out in his head, Thank you. But what is that thing? 
 
    How rude, Stella’s voice said in Vur’s head. It’s Vur’s soul. He’s a dragon. A bit mutated, but a dragon nonetheless. 
 
    I see where his confidence is coming from, Diamant’s voice rang out followed by a sigh. But the dwarves are on par with the holy dragons. They don’t fight each other because neither side wants to lose anything. I don’t think—gah! Stop licking me! I’m not a salt lick! 
 
    Stella’s giggles echoed through Vur’s mind before ringing in his ears. The fairy queen had materialized above his head again. “All done,” she said in a lilting voice. “Try to use his powers.” 
 
    Vur blinked. “How?” 
 
    Stella shrugged. “You’re the elementalist, not me.” 
 
    Vur scratched his head. “The runes?” he asked and pouted at his arm. He focused his mana into the brown runes. They glowed with a dim light. “Nothing?” He furrowed his brow and inserted more mana into the runes, causing them to shine as bright as the moon on a cloudless night, yet nothing happened. Vur snorted and flooded his arm with mana until the brown runes shone as bright as the sun, forcing Stella to close and shield her eyes with her arm. 
 
    You have to touch the ground, Diamant’s voice said. But you should reduce the mana— 
 
    Vur hopped off the pile of treasures and placed his palm against the ground. A shockwave rippled outwards from his hand, causing his hair to flutter for a brief moment. The light on his arm disappeared, and he frowned at the result. “That’s it?” 
 
    Stella opened her eyes and looked around. Nothing had changed. “Diamant?” she asked, poking Vur’s runes. 
 
    I … don’t know, Diamant said. With the amount of mana he had stored up, something big should’ve happened. 
 
    Vur shrugged and resumed his search through the pile of treasures. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Faul!” 
 
    The mortician stared blankly as tears ran down his cheeks. A skeleton was hugging him, its face buried in his chest. The mortician’s movements were stiff as he wrapped his arms around the skeleton. “Marta…. Marta, is that really you?” 
 
    “It’s really me, Faul,” the skeleton said and raised its head. “I thought, how, no. If this is heaven, I’m glad I’m here.” 
 
    “Marta,” Faul said and pursed his lips. “I missed you so much.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly grinned at the scene before gesturing at the lich to continue. More and more skeletal hands shot out of the ground in front of tombstones that lined the cemetery. The lich walked along on the tips of its toes—if it were wearing its usual cloak, its motions would’ve made it seem like the skeleton was floating. It chanted while waving its arms, black mist dispersing from its eyes and mouth before entering the ground. 
 
    “What…, what kind of magic is this?” Marta asked as she separated herself from Faul. Her mouth fell open as she lowered her head and gazed at her skeletal body. Faul’s face paled as dozens of skeletons emerged from the ground, inspecting their bodies before making strange sounds: some exclaimed, some wailed, others laughed. 
 
    Clapping sounds echoed through the air and the skeletons fell silent as they turned to face the source of the noise. Mr. Skelly stood atop a tombstone with a grin plastered on his face. “Greetings, fellow believers,” he said. “Since you’re here, you’ve accepted the call of our lord and resurrector, Lindyss the Corrupted One. I don’t know how much you know about resurrection magic, but what has been done to you today is nothing short of a miracle. Welcome to your second life.” 
 
    Silence fell over the cemetery. The skeletons stared at Mr. Skelly without saying a word. A moment passed before one of them asked, “But … what do we do?” 
 
    “I’m glad you asked,” Mr. Skelly said in a cheerful voice. He cleared his throat and pulled out a piece of paper. “Now, here’s the rub—you need energy to run. It’s a fact of death. No energy, no movement. Normal not-dead people get their energy by eating, but we’re a little special and lack stomachs. To survive, we need mana, and the cheapest way to get that is via mana crystals.” Mr. Skelly paused and grinned as the skeletons before him murmured. “You’re probably wondering where you’re going to get crystals, aren’t you? Well, I’m not so cruel as to bring you back to life without giving you crystals … for a cost. A cheap minor cost in the form of tasks. Think of yourselves as adventurers completing commissions to receive gold—there’s no difference. And—” 
 
    The earth trembled. Mr. Skelly frowned and stared at the tombstone beneath his feet. A second later, there was another tremor, then another. The tombstone collapsed backwards as the ground shifted. The earth bulged and sank like the surface of an ocean while rocking from side to side. Screams filled the air as the grinding of rocks echoed through the cemetery. Dozens of buildings in the distance collapsed as their supports broke down, unable to stand up to the earthquake. People cried in the streets, their voices drowned out by the roaring of the earth and the toppling of homes and trees. 
 
    “Oh dear,” Mr. Skelly said as he stood up and dusted himself off. The tremors continued, but he seemed unaffected by the motions of the earth. “This isn’t good. Our farm is being destroyed before we’ve even taken it over.” Mr. Skelly clacked his teeth together. “What a cruel act of God. I suppose we’ll have even more believers joining us by the end of today.” He raised his voice and shouted over the din, “Your first task, help the people of the town! Don’t worry about dying; you can’t do that anymore. You’ll also notice that you’ve become a lot stronger—lifting fallen pillars off of people should be easy. It’s a blessing granted to you by our mistress, the Corrupted One.” 
 
    The skeletons continued to fall over as the earth continued to tremble, showing no signs of stopping. Mr. Skelly scratched his skull before looking around. Only the lich and the skeleton that masqueraded as Norman were able to stay standing. “Well, we’ll be going first. Bonus mana crystals to the person who helps the most number of people!” 
 
    A voice rang out in Mr. Skelly’s head. Leader! 
 
    Mr. Skelly frowned and stopped moving. Yes? Didn’t I say to limit our telepathic communications? We don’t have a large enough mana supply to use this freely. 
 
    The coast was hit by an earthquake! The captives have sustained a large number of casualties! 
 
    What? Aren’t they kept in the water? 
 
    Oh. Those were two separate announcements. A large sea creature attacked the captives while they were underwater; the earthquake didn’t do anything. We subdued it and are in the process of converting it into another skeletal beast. I wanted to ask if we should continue leaving the captives in the water or let them onto the land. 
 
    Let them onto the beach. We can’t afford to let them get hurt. Also, since we’ve already established communications, send out as many people as you can afford to help those damaged by the earthquake. Revive those who’ve died and help the injured. The best time to promote a religion is when a tragedy occurs. 
 
    Understood. 
 
    Mr. Skelly started moving again as he closed the communication channel. The earth had stopped trembling and the other skeletons were picking themselves up. He cleared his throat as he arrived at the exit of the cemetery. “And one last thing. We don’t approve of violence. Anyone participating in violent actions without permission will automatically disintegrate. That being said, it’s time to establish our first real foothold on this continent.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly cackled as he left the cemetery, removing all Happy Frogs apparel he had on. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Do earthquakes happen often?” Tafel asked Alice as she slid on her armor. 
 
    “No,” Alice said and shook her head after strapping her shield to her wrist. “That’s the first one I’ve ever experienced. I didn’t know the ground could move like that. It’s a good thing dwarven buildings are sturdy.” She frowned. “I hope the people of Anfang are alright.” 
 
    “There’s lots of adventurers there,” Tafel said and patted her sword before placing it on her back. It purred at her and closed its eye halfway. “I’m sure the town will be fine. Adventurers should be good at responding to emergencies.” She tilted her head to the side. “If you’re really worried, I can teleport us there.” 
 
    “No, that’s okay,” Alice said and slipped on her boots. “You’re probably right. Besides, if I go there now, I’m sure Henry will dump a load of paperwork onto me. He’s the receptionist by the way. And if that happens, we’ll be late for our final match.” 
 
    “We’ll go after the final match then, how about that?” Tafel asked. She paused at the door to the room as Alice finished tying her shoes. “Ready?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Alice said with a nod. She tied her hair into a ponytail as she stepped out the door that Tafel held open. The two walked along the road from the inn to the arena, Tafel ignoring the gawks and stares while Alice smiled and waved at the crowd. They had won their matches without any issues like Alice had predicted, and they had acquired a sizable fan base. Especially Tafel—dozens of time mages wanted to befriend her. 
 
    Alice sighed as they walked into the waiting room for the match. “I can’t believe so many high-ranking adventurers joined the tournament just to have a chance to fight me,” she said and shook her head. “Usually, the strongest party would be B-ranked at most.” 
 
    “Well, there’s no point in winning easy matches,” Tafel said and crossed her arms as she stared at the door. “Adversity is necessary for growth. Without experiencing failure, you’ll stagnate. You can’t rest on your previous accomplishments if you want to go higher.” 
 
    “You’re very driven,” Alice said and furrowed her brow. She glanced at her shield and bit her lower lip. “It also feels like you’re attacking me personally when you’re saying those words. It’s an uncomfortable feeling.” 
 
    Tafel snorted. “Is it uncomfortable because it’s true?” 
 
    “Yes.” Alice nodded and clenched her hand into a fist. “I can’t remember the last time, well, no, the last time I struggled was against you and Vur during your placement test. But before that, I don’t know how many years it’s been since I lost in anything.” She sighed. “My parents were a bit strict and very pushy, always wanting me to be the best. But since they passed away, I haven’t had any growth in anything … except for my retirement funds. Guild masters make a lot of money, you know?” 
 
    Tafel frowned. Alice was laughing, but her eyes were cold. Tafel pursed her lips. “Sorry I said anything.” 
 
    “Hmm?” Alice raised an eyebrow before smacking Tafel’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. I still miss them sometimes; it’s true, but I’m strong enough to stand on my own even if I get lonely occasionally.” She pouted before adjusting her glasses. A tear slid down the corner of her eye, and she wiped it away with her fingertip. “This truth curse is really inconvenient at times. I didn’t want to face these feelings.” 
 
    Tafel opened her mouth to speak, but the door creaked open before she could say anything. The referee’s voice flooded into the room, filling the arena. “Welcome, ladies and gentlemen! The final round of Dupey’s bimonthly tournament is about to begin! I’m sure all of you already know who’s competing today, but it’s my job as the referee and announcer to present you with them anyway!” 
 
    Alice rolled her eyes as she and Tafel left their room, stepping into the sunlight-filled arena. The referee gestured towards them with one hand. “In the eastern corner, we have the party Tafel x Vur! We still haven’t seen Vur or x, but with the skill Tafel and Alice have shown, it’s understandable if they’ve decided they’re unneeded. But I do believe it’s a bit arrogant of them to participate in the final round with only two people; their opponents are the renowned triple-S adventurer party, the Fangs of Capitis! 
 
    “Arising from commoner backgrounds, these six adventurers worked together for years to become the most famous party in the whole of our continent’s human history! Even the dwarven king has acknowledged their might. Why are they participating in a tournament such as this one? No doubt, they want to settle the score with their ex-member, the berserk librarian!” 
 
    Tafel raised an eyebrow at Alice. “You never told me they were your old party.” 
 
    “It was an unnecessary detail,” Alice said and shrugged. Her expression darkened as the door opposite them swung open. Six figures dressed in pure-white armor marched in a triangular formation with their heads held high. “Remember, we have to knock out the white mage first or we really will have no chance of winning.” 
 
    Tafel frowned as her eyes scanned the opposing party. “You say that, but who’s who? They’re all dressed the same, and their helmets make them look like clones.” 
 
    “You’ll figure it out when she casts a healing spell that’s as bright as the sun.” Alice unstrapped her shield from her wrist and expanded it before equipping it to her right hand. 
 
    The leading person dressed in the white armor stepped forward to the center of the arena. A man’s voice echoed from beneath the helmet, the low baritone easily heard over the referee’s ramblings, “Alice. Can we talk?” 
 
    Alice crossed her arms. “I’ve already told you, Abel, I have no intentions of rejoining the Fangs. You didn’t have to come all the way here.” 
 
    “Why don’t we make a deal?” Abel asked. “If I win, you rejoin us. If I lose, I promise to never bother you again.” 
 
    “That’s a really sucky deal,” Tafel said, stepping in front of Alice and drawing her sword. “You can screw right off.” 
 
    Abel turned his head towards Alice. “You told me you didn’t want to be in a party when you left. But you joined hers? A shoddy, three-member party? They don’t even have a healer.” 
 
    Tafel snorted. “Shut up and go back to your side of the arena. The match is about to start.” 
 
    Abel was silent as his helmeted face stared at Alice. He turned around without a word and rejoined his party. 
 
    Tafel swung her sword, cutting a gouge into the stone arena. “He really pisses me off,” she said and clenched her teeth. “Trying to steal my party member? No way in hell am I going to let that happen.” 
 
    “Um, I’m your guide, not your party member,” Alice said and pursed her lips. 
 
    “You shut up too,” Tafel said and smacked the back of Alice’s head with her left hand. “We’ve fought together, thus you’re my party member.” 
 
    “That’s a bit overbearing, don’t you think?” Alice asked with a scowl. She rubbed her head with her hand. 
 
    “Overbearing means endearing in dragon culture,” Tafel said with a nod. “Maybe. But admit it, you want to join our party.” 
 
    Alice sighed. “I do. Even if it lacks heals,” she said. “Stupid truth curse.” 
 
    The referee’s voice boomed like thunder. “And with that being said, let the match begin!” 
 
    As soon as the referee finished his sentence, a member of the Fangs of Capitis chanted an incantation, engulfing the party in a ring of white light. 
 
    Alice frowned at the marks adorning the party members’ armors. “Well, there’s your white mage,” she said as she enlarged her shield. 
 
    “I know,” Tafel said with a nod. “I marked it in my mind.” 
 
    “It? She’s a her,” Alice said. But her voice was drowned out by a loud cracking noise. Lightning shot out of Tafel’s sword, flying towards the center of the party. 
 
    The member at the front, Abel, stepped forward and blocked it with a shield, nullifying the bolt. He had a one-handed sword in his other hand which he pointed at Tafel. A beam of white light fired from the tip of his sword like a laser, but Tafel redirected it to the Fangs’ white mage with two portals. The laser struck the white mage head on, scorching part of her armor black. 
 
    “So these are the rumored portal shields,” Abel said and frowned at the two portals before they disappeared. “An interesting concept. Did you come up with it yourself?” 
 
    Tafel slashed her sword in response, the blade entering a portal that emerged in front of her. The purple blade roared and spat green liquid as it appeared behind the white mage, striking her in the back. The mage’s armor sizzled, and she stumbled forward, but other than that, she remained unharmed. Tafel furrowed her brow. “What material is their armor made out of?” 
 
    Alice pivoted around and blocked a strike with her shield. One of the Fangs had split off from the party and dashed towards Alice, swinging two daggers, one in each hand. A rune shone on her forehead as she planted her foot against the Fang’s chest, sending him flying with a kick. “It’s an alloy between orichalcum and mithril that the dwarves created,” Alice said before lunging towards the staggered Fang. She swung her shield down like an axe while shouting. The Fang brought his daggers up while retreating backwards, hoping to deflect the blow, but Alice’s shield expanded even further, crushing the man into a heap. Alice snorted as she kicked the fallen man out of the arena’s bounds. “You really thought you could solo me?” 
 
    “He’s actually a random person we picked up in the street,” Abel said as he watched without lifting a finger to help his ally. “There were only five of us who were available. The notice was too short to assemble our whole party.” 
 
    “I’m flattered you even scrambled to get everyone together,” Alice said as she walked up to Tafel’s side. The demon was chanting in a low voice while keeping her gaze locked onto the Fangs. “But also very annoyed. Keep your grubby fingers out of my business.” 
 
    Three Fangs rushed forwards in response, drawing their weapons. Alice glanced at Tafel before advancing. The demon wasn’t done chanting her spell, so the only thing she could do was buy her time. Alice pursed her lips before shrinking her shield to a kite shield, her preferred shape. “I don’t think we’re going to win, but I won’t get better unless I struggle, huh?” 
 
    “What’s this?” The referee’s voice rang through the arena. “It seems like Tafel is building up her mana for a large-scale spell while leaving herself open to all attacks! Can Alice handle the pressure brought on by her five previous party members for Tafel to complete her spell? I’m not sure, folks, but it looks like she’s committed to trying!” The referee’s voice increased in pitch as Abel’s sword burst into flames. “And Abel leads the charge, sword blazing! Is this his signature move, Dragon Rush, that made him famous? We’ve all heard rumors about it, but how many of us have actually seen it in action?” 
 
    Alice pursed her lips and gripped the handle of her shield. Abel’s movements seemed to slow in her vision as she stepped forward, raising her arm to intercept his strike. She couldn’t let him reach Tafel—not just for the tournament win. She knew Abel: he was a vengeful person. Though it was against the rules to kill someone, how many people would be willing to go against the Fangs of Capitis? Alice roared as the rune on her forehead shone with a bright light. Her shield thickened with a yellow aura as she blocked Abel’s flaming sword. The muscles in her arm screamed, and her face flushed red from the heat billowing off of Abel’s weapon. 
 
    “You’ve gotten weaker, Alice,” Abel said, his voice flat. His sword continued to press against Alice’s shield, neither side giving an inch. “Before, you were stronger than me. What happened?” 
 
    Alice gritted her teeth as she dug her feet into the ground, drawing every inch of strength she could from her legs, but Abel didn’t budge. They both trembled as their weapons remained locked in place. “Do you want to know why I left?” Alice asked. The rune on her forehead shone even brighter. “Because I hated your guts!” Her shield slanted to the side as she twisted her hips, causing Abel’s blade to slide downwards, throwing him off balance. Alice pivoted around, pushing off of Abel’s chest with her shield before sprinting towards the axe-wielding berserker running towards Tafel. 
 
    Tafel continued to chant, white light spreading outwards from her feet. Her voice remained steady as she deflected a projectile shot from a rifle by the member of the Fangs standing by the white mage. From the corner of her eye, she saw an armored figure running at her with a whip in hand. The leather flew through the air like a snake, striking towards her head with a massive crack. She raised her sword in front of her face, and the whip wrapped around its blade. The sword hissed as if it were in pain. A massive axe rose into the air beside Tafel’s head, and she almost cancelled her chant, but Alice appeared by her side to block the attack. 
 
    Alice grunted as she shoved the axe away. She managed to say, “I demand more pay,” before reengaging Abel who had recovered his balance. 
 
    “The Fangs of Capitis have launched a brutal attack, pulling out all the stops, yet Tafel and Alice have managed to hold on! Tafel continues to draw mana in from the surroundings. There’s not many magicians out there who can chant while engaging in a swordfight! Even if she were to lose here, I don’t think many of us will be able to forget the performance she’s displayed so far,” the referee said. “But how much longer can they hold out? Just what spell does Tafel have in mind? Is it enough to turn the tables?” 
 
    Alice yelped as a projectile hit her from behind, striking her left shoulder. Smoke drifted up from the rifle-wielding Fang’s weapon, and the white mage standing beside him gave him a high-five. Alice ground her teeth together, ignoring the pain, as Abel’s flaming sword struck her shield again and again. Each hit was heavier than the last, and her arm numbed under the repeated strikes. The only thing stopping her from surrendering was the sound of Tafel’s chanting, rhythmic and steady despite the fact the demon was fending off two people. 
 
    Tafel’s blade had dissolved the whip-wielding Fang member’s weapon, and she made quick work of him by bashing his head with her sword’s hilt. The axe-wielding berserker was a lot harder to deal with, his strikes coming from all directions. He disregarded defense as his wild attacks opened up his guard, but the rifle-wielding Fang prevented Tafel from striking those flaws with well-timed bullets. 
 
    A loud cracking sound echoed through the arena, causing the referee to gasp. “Alice’s shield has broken under Abel’s Dragon Rush! It’s all over now folks! It was only a matter of time before Tafel x Vur lost, and it looks like the time is now. Fighting six people with two guaranteed their loss from the start, but despite this, Tafel and Alice have put on an extremely good fight, well deserving of their triple-S status! Alice has been thrown out of the arena by Abel, but Tafel’s still struggling. Is she close to finishing her incantation? Just what does she hope to accomplish!?” 
 
    Tafel retreated backwards while blocking Abel’s and the berserker’s attacks. Sweat poured from her forehead, but her voice remained steady. Bullets occasionally glanced off her limbs, causing bloody wounds to appear, but she ignored them. After a fierce exchange that ended with one of the berserker’s axes embedded in her thigh, Tafel’s eyes widened as her voice rose. The white light that had been snaking out of her feet the whole time engulfed the arena and shone as bright as the moon. Tafel practically shouted her last words as she parried Abel’s strike, “Large-scale teleportation!” 
 
    Abel’s eyes widened as a pillar of light engulfed the arena. The referee’s jaws fell open and closed before falling open again. “What’s this!? Tafel managed to complete her spell! It’s too darn bright right now! Even I can’t see what happened from my vantage point!” 
 
    Alice pursed her lips as she raised her head off the ground. White mages were treating her injuries—mostly burns on her arms and bullet wounds everywhere else. She stared into the light until it died down, revealing a single figure standing in the arena. 
 
    It was Tafel. 
 
    Tafel turned her head and smiled at Alice before using her free hand to make a thumbs up gesture. Then she collapsed onto the ground, a puddle of blood spreading out from her body. The white mages on standby ran up to the center of the arena, casting healing spells on the fallen demon. 
 
    “Tafel’s the last one standing! I repeat, Tafel’s the last one standing! There’s no signs of the Fangs of Capitis anywhere!” 
 
    Alice struggled to her feet and wobbled over to Tafel’s side. “That was unexpected,” she said and sat down. “Where did you send them?” 
 
    Tafel turned her head so her face wasn’t buried in the ground. She exhaled. “I’m not sure…. Somewhere far.” 
 
    “…” 
 
    “I mean, they’re probably still on this continent,” Tafel said and pursed her lips. “I think.” 
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    Kondra stared at the two dragons who had landed in the middle of the cavern. “You’re back already? The dwarves have been pacified?” Her head tilted to the side as Lulu and Luke peeked their heads out of their rooms. 
 
    “Nope,” Grimmy said and yawned. He sat back on his haunches and scratched his neck while closing his eyes. 
 
    Kondra frowned. “Then why are you back?” she asked, baring her teeth. 
 
    “What?” Grimmy asked as he flopped onto his belly. “I can’t see my mother-in-law whenever I want?” 
 
    “Not when you’re on a righteous quest,” Leila’s father said. There was a wet spot in the cavern, and a green sprout was jutting out of the earth. 
 
    “I was worried about you,” Leila said, blocking Grimmy from her parents’ view. “Didn’t you feel the earthquake earlier? That definitely wasn’t natural. We could even see the effects from the sky.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kondra said with a nod. “We felt it. If I’m not mistaken, it was the power of a mountain elemental, but an elemental shouldn’t be able to harness that much energy. How strange.” Her brow furrowed as her gaze wandered over Grimmy’s body. Her eyes locked onto Lindyss, who was lying on the black dragon’s head. “Another righteous quest then. For the blessed warrior.” 
 
    “For me?” Lindyss asked as she sat up and pointed at herself. 
 
    “Are there any other blessed warriors here?” Kondra asked and rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Mm.” Lindyss scratched her head. “No?” 
 
    “Exactly. Recently, a massive earthquake reverberated throughout the continent,” Kondra said, her voice lowering in pitch. “The dragon matriarch believes it was caused by—” 
 
    “Are you talking in third person?” Lindyss asked, furrowing her brow. 
 
    Kondra made a face. “Don’t interrupt me.” She cleared her throat and glared at Lindyss. “The dragon matriarch believes it was caused by a mountain elemental, but under normal circumstances, an elemental wouldn’t be able to create an effect as large as the earthquake was—unless it was contracted to a being with a massive amount of mana. The matriarch suspects foul play from the phoenixes, who’ve sworn to never contract with elementals. Find the elementalist who caused the earthquake and apprehend them even if they’re a phoenix.” Kondra nodded. “Do you accept the quest?” 
 
    Lindyss rubbed her chin. “Will I get paid?” 
 
    “In honor and glory.” Kondra puffed her chest out while Grimmy snorted. “You will receive increased favor amongst the holy dragons of this continent.” 
 
    “I’ll refuse,” Lindyss said, waving her hand in front of her face as if she were batting away a foul smell. 
 
    “Excellent. I wish you luck in…. Did you just say you’ll refuse?” Kondra asked, her eyes narrowing into slits. 
 
    “C-can’t I?” Lindyss asked. She inched backwards along Grimmy’s forehead. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “…Shouldn’t you respect the choices of a blessed warrior?” Lindyss asked, her lips twisting into a crooked smile. A vein bulged on her forehead. 
 
    “I heard your choice and respectfully refused your refusal,” Kondra said. “I’ll ask you again; do you accept the quest?” 
 
    Lindyss glanced at Leila, her eyes begging for help from the silver dragon. Leila shrugged and whispered, “Play along. When she gets like this, she’ll throw a tantrum if you don’t listen to her.” 
 
    Lindyss whispered back, “I think I understand why you fled to the central continent.” 
 
    Kondra exhaled white flames from her nostrils. “Did you say something?” she asked, her head swiveling back and forth between Leila and Lindyss. Leila whistled and turned her head away. 
 
    “I accept the quest,” Lindyss said and sighed, hanging her head. “As the quest giver, do you have any starting items to help me along? You know, something like a wooden sword or a cute blue slime or a weird creature that spews lightning out of its cheeks?” 
 
    “No. I just give quests,” Kondra said with a snort. 
 
    Lindyss sighed again. “And what can I do with favor amongst the holy dragons?” 
 
    “Lulu,” Kondra said, turning her head towards the silver dragon who was still partially hidden inside her room. 
 
    Lulu blinked. “Yes, Mother?” 
 
    “Take out the list.” 
 
    “The list…?” 
 
    “You know, the list. The one I asked you to make.” 
 
    “The one you asked me to make…,” Lulu said, saying each word slowly. “Does the list have a name?” 
 
    “Holy dragon favor exchange shop.” 
 
    “Oh!” Lulu nodded. “That list.” She scratched her head. “You were actually serious about that…?” 
 
    Kondra’s eyes narrowed. “Did you not make it?” 
 
    “Made it! I made it,” Lulu said and scrambled into her room. Crashing noises echoed through the cavern as everyone stared at the tunnel that Lulu had occupied. A few moments later, she appeared with a rock slate in her mouth. She dropped it into her paw and offered it to Lindyss. “Here you go.” 
 
    Lindyss wiped away the dragon slobber with her sleeve. She stared at the scribbles carved into the slate before raising her head to meet Lulu’s gaze. The young dragon was winking repeatedly at her, trying to be subtle and avoiding Kondra’s line of sight. “Wow,” Lindyss said in a robotic voice. She paused after each word. “These items are amazing. Oh my god. Who knew holy dragon favor could be so useful? Wow.” 
 
    Kondra nodded. “I trust that’s enough motivation for you to get started,” she said. “As a blessed warrior, you shouldn’t associate with dragons of darkness. I forbid you from cooperating with Grimmoldesser. He has his own quest to complete after all. And Leila shall stay here. Quests given by holy dragons are meaningless if any holy dragons have to take part in them. These are trials for the both of you.” 
 
    “Wait,” Lindyss said. “I understand why Grimmy’s under trial”— 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    —“but why am I under trial as well?” Lindyss’ brow wrinkled as she frowned. 
 
    “Anyone who associates with a dragon of darkness has to be tested if they wish to remain in contact with us holy dragons,” Kondra said. 
 
    Who would want to remain in contact with someone as unreasonable as you? Lindyss thought. She sighed instead. “Why are all dragons so…? Ugh.” She shook her head. “Alright. Time to catch that stupid culprit to fulfill this stupid quest to appease this stu…pendous dragon so I can go home already.” Purple wings manifested behind her back, and she leapt into the air. “Bye.” 
 
    Lulu waved at the cursed elf as she left. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Won’t you reconsider, Vur?” 
 
    Diamant’s voice floated up from Vur’s arm, causing him to turn his head away from his meal. The elementals that composed the Gemstone Merchants Clan didn’t need to eat, but after finding out their new clan master did, they had bought everything they could get their hands on. Vur swallowed a lump of yellow fruit that he didn’t know the name of. “I’m not going to pay tribute,” he said and wrinkled his nose. He glanced up at Stella, who was sitting on his head with a tiny notebook in her hands. “It didn’t taste good.” 
 
    “Okay. Mangos are off the list,” Stella said, crossing out an item on the page. “Next, you have to try the lychees.” She gestured towards a plate of red fruit with her quill. 
 
    “I know that you’re the new clan master,” Diamant said, “but you’ve never run a clan before, have you? And it doesn’t seem like you’re from around here. Why not delegate all your tasks to me so I can preserve the integrity of the clan?” 
 
    “I’m the ruler of a kingdom,” Vur said with a snort. “I can run a clan.” He bit into the lychee like it was a small apple, crunching through its rind and seed. He chewed for a bit before nodding. “It’s sweet and bitter. I like it.” 
 
    “Lychees are good,” Stella said with a nod before drawing a circle in her notebook. “But you’re supposed to remove the rind and not eat the seed.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re a great ruler in the kingdom you came from, but you really don’t understand how dangerous the dwarves are,” Diamant said, his voice pleading. “I can guarantee the prosperity of the clan. We’re already one of the richest. Wealth will continue to accumulate as long as you don’t do anything to irritate the dwarves. Please.” 
 
    “No tributes!” Vur smacked his runed arm with his opposite hand, causing Diamant to yelp. “Stop asking.” 
 
    The door to the room they were in opened. Stella tilted her head at the intruder, a stout boulder with stubby arms and legs. “It’s not time for the new fruit,” she said. 
 
    “The tribute dwarves are here,” the boulder said. “Should I invite them inside?” 
 
    “No,” Vur said as he threw a few unpeeled lychees into his mouth before standing up. “They won’t fly as far if you do.” 
 
    “Fly…?” the boulder asked as Vur walked past it, leaving the dining room and entering a lobby of sorts. Vur had traveled with Diamant to the main headquarters of the clan. When he first met Diamant, he had been teleported to one of the clan’s rare-creature-gathering points. 
 
    The boulders and rocks saluted Vur, staring at him with unblinking gemstone eyes as he marched to the entrance of the headquarters which also happened to be a mountain—the very mountain Diamant had formed from. Three dwarves were waiting at the base of the mountain with disgruntled faces. Their expressions turned to those of confusion when Vur stepped outside. 
 
    “You are?” one of the dwarves asked. His face was green, and his nose was purple. “Where’s Diamant?” 
 
    “I’m Vur, the new clan master,” Vur said, crossing his arms over his bare chest. Since Tafel wasn’t around, he saw no reason to wear his armor. 
 
    “The new clan master?” the green-faced dwarf asked. “I haven’t heard anything about a new clan master.” 
 
    Vur snorted. “Well, now you have. So hurry up and pay your respects.” 
 
    “…Pay our respects?” the green-faced dwarf asked. “Do you know who you’re talking to?” 
 
    “A midget,” Vur said with a nod. Stella giggled while Diamant made strange whimpering noises. The roots of Stella’s tattoo entwined around the runes on Vur’s arm, preventing Diamant from speaking or moving. 
 
    “Is the Gemstone Merchants Clan turning against the throne?” the green-faced dwarf asked. His expression darkened as the elementals behind Vur made no motions to step in. “I see. I see. Well then, clan master Vur, are you going to pay your tribute or not? If you double the usual, I’ll be willing to overlook all your transgressions.” 
 
    Vur stepped forward with his left leg. His right leg blurred and the green-faced dwarf disappeared. “How can such a tiny body have so much arrogance?” he asked as he tilted his head up to meet Stella’s gaze. “They’re like chihuahuas.” 
 
    “Y-you!” the two remaining dwarves shouted and trembled, pointing their fingers at Vur. “Do you know what you’ve done!?” 
 
    Vur nodded. “I removed a pest.” He stepped forward and lifted one of the dwarves, shaking him like a child would shake a wrapped present. Coins fell out of the dwarf’s clothes, and Vur swept them up with his feet before dropping the dwarf. He repeated the process with the other dwarf and ordered an elemental to add the coins to the treasury. Vur patted the two stunned dwarves’ heads. “Those were your protection fees. You can leave now. Bye.” 
 
    Vur turned around and closed the door leading into the mountain while the two dwarves stared at his back. The roots entangling Diamant loosened, and the mountain elemental burst out of Vur’s arm, materializing into a human form. “I’m going to apologize to the dwarves right—” 
 
    Vur grabbed Diamant’s shoulder and pulled the elemental back before stuffing him into the runes on his arm. “Calm down,” Vur said and yawned. He rubbed his eyes before blinking twice. 
 
    “Calm down!?” Diamant shouted as Vur went back to the dining room. “How can I calm down!? You’ve ruined millennia of hard work! Everything I’ve worked to build, gone! My clan is ruined. Ruined. Ruined….” 
 
    Sobbing sounds echoed through the room, causing Vur to frown. He slapped the runes on his arm. “Think of all the tributes the dwarves have collected from you,” he said. “Don’t you want it back? You’d be much richer without paying them, right?” 
 
    “No! If I don’t pay the dwarves, I won’t make any profit at all!” 
 
    Vur sighed and shook his head. “You’re too narrow-minded. The dwarves make money off of you by threatening you, which makes them richer than you. So if I threaten the dwarves and make money off of them instead, then I’ll make more money than them. See? The clan will prosper more than the dwarves.” 
 
    “That’s not how it works! You’re not stronger than the dwarves; how can you threaten them?” 
 
    “I’m confident I am, so you should be too. End of discussion.” Vur picked up a spiked yellow fruit and bit into it. His eyes widened before he made a gagging noise. “This is terrible.” 
 
    Stella nodded as she pulled out her notebook and quill. “No durians. Noted.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Your Gloriousness, I’ve come with a report.” A well-dressed dwarf with a monocle walked into a small room with a throne. Beside the throne, on one side, there was a shelf filled with food. On the other, there was a shelf filled with bottles of water. The throne was a reclining one, and the dwarf lying down on it had his eyes closed. “Your Gloriousness?” 
 
    A long, drawn-out sigh escaped from the dwarf king’s, E’s, lips. His eyes remained closed as he asked, “Is it important? On a scale of ‘I can leave this for another decade or two’ to ‘this requires me to sit up’ where does it lie?” 
 
    The reporting dwarf furrowed his brow and hummed. “Somewhere in between ‘there’s a mosquito in the room and I’m trying to sleep’ and ‘I have to pee, but the bed is really warm.’” 
 
    Another sigh escaped from E’s lips. His eyes opened, and he rubbed them with the backs of his hands. “What is it? I’m listening.” 
 
    “The Gemstone Merchants Clan have refused to pay tribute.” 
 
    “The Gemstone Merchants Clan….” 
 
    “The clan whose tributes make up 37% of our income.” 
 
    “Ah. Right. Those guys. And?” 
 
    “And?” the dwarf reporter asked, his brow wrinkling. “Isn’t that a big enough problem by itself?” 
 
    “So you’re saying there’s no other issue?” E asked. His eyes closed again as he exhaled out a long breath. He reached over with his right hand and fumbled around before grabbing onto a bottle of water. 
 
    “Your Gloriousness, this is 37% of our annual income we’re talking about.” The dwarf fidgeted as E swallowed his water in slow gulps. “It really isn’t a small amount.” 
 
    “But is it worth the hassle?” E tossed the empty water bottle to the side and rested his hand on his stomach. “The amount of manpower and time and effort to collect tribute if they really want to fight us…, it’s a lot. I don’t want to do it.” 
 
    “Your Gloriousness…,” the dwarf said, his eye twitching. “What happened to you? You used to be ambitious, hardworking! Everyone admired your work ethic. You clawed your way from the bottom to the top. You can’t rest on your laurels! Now…, now you’re just, just—” 
 
    “Zappy.” 
 
    The dwarf froze mid-sentence. “Sorry, Your Gloriousness. I got a bit carried away.” 
 
    “Do you know why I worked so hard when I was younger?” E asked. He continued before Zappy could respond. “It was to become king. Do you know why I wanted to become king? The only reason why I wanted to was to do nothing for the rest of my life. As king, I can do that and live comfortably. No one can tell me what to do; I can order people around. I haven’t even moved from this spot for over a week, and no one will criticize me. You say I shouldn’t rest on my laurels? Well, maybe they shouldn’t have been so damn comfortable.” 
 
    “Your Gloriousness….” 
 
    “Go tell Mooney to deal with the problem. I’m busy resting.” E rolled over and picked up a pillow that was lying beside the throne before placing it under his head. 
 
    “I went to Mooney first,” Zappy said, his face stiffening. “He’s been hospitalized.” 
 
    “Hospitalized? Throw some white mages at him. How can anyone be hospitalized?” 
 
    “He was on the verge of death,” Zappy said. “His aides said he flew with the assistance of a foot.” 
 
    “Flew with the assistance of a foot…,” E mumbled. “Was Mooney punted?” The dwarf king burst out into laughter. “He really lived up to his name and became a moon!” 
 
    “Your Gloriousness, this isn’t a laughing matter,” Zappy said and pursed his lips. “The elementals have their own grapevine, so to speak. If word spreads about the Gemstone Merchant Clan not paying tribute, the Wandering Zephyr Sprites, Flaming Fire Flickers, and Tranquil Traders clans won’t pay tribute either. We’ll lose over 80% of our income if all the elementals refuse to pay tribute.” 
 
    “Well, what changed?” E asked. “Why aren’t the Gemstone Merchants paying tribute? This is the first time this has ever happened, correct?” 
 
    “Apparently there is a new clan master,” Zappy said. “A human who contracted with Diamant.” 
 
    “Diamant?” 
 
    “Your Gloriousness, please…,” Zappy said and sighed. “Diamant’s the mountain elemental who was the previous leader of the clan. You’ve talked to him many times before, remember?” 
 
    “…All earth elementals are the same when you see enough of them,” E said. He rolled over onto his other side and yawned. 
 
    “Diamant’s the strongest earth elemental! At least remember the representatives of each clan, Your Gloriousness.” A wrinkle appeared on Zappy’s forehead. He resisted the urge to throttle his king and chose to sigh instead. “Please, won’t you do something about the Gemstone Merchants?” 
 
    “I really can’t just leave them?” E asked and sighed. His eyes opened as he sat up, his head slumping down towards his chest. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Well, what do you want me to do?” E asked. “If Mooney couldn’t do anything, what makes you think I can?” 
 
    “You’re the king,” Zappy said. “You have the responsibility to clean up after your subordinates when they fail. Speak with the new clan master and obtain our tributes.” 
 
    E scratched his beard and sighed again. “Just who exactly is king here?” he muttered. “So bossy. What was the point of establishing a universal assembly if I have to do work?” E’s eyes lit up. “That’s right. Make Plumby do it. He has a really large military, doesn’t he?” 
 
    “Plumby’s in the process of rebuilding his capital after it was destroyed by a black dragon.” Zappy squinted his eyes at the king who was struggling to climb off of his throne. “I’m sure he sent a report about it.” 
 
    “Did he?” E asked. “I must’ve forgotten.” He shook his head and slipped on a pair of slippers while standing up, his bones creaking. He sighed again as he stared at the ground. “I should’ve just been an investor. I didn’t think being a king would be this much work.” 
 
    “Please. This is the first time you’ve stood up in a week,” Zappy said. “People who actually work hard will resent you if you say things like that.” 
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    Tafel and Alice nodded at the elf who had been guiding them and stepped inside of the office. The elf closed the door behind them, the heavy metal closing with a clang. A deep voice boomed through the room, coming from behind the chair that had its back facing them, “Welcome, champions. I, General Governor Dupey, have been impressed by your performance.” 
 
    The chair swung around with a cracking noise, causing Tafel to flinch. She stared at the bug-eyed dwarf who had an equally large nose for a second before bursting out into laughter which was quickly stifled by a sharp pain in her back—courtesy of Alice. 
 
    Alice cleared her throat. “Greetings, General Governor Dupey.” 
 
    Tafel coughed once as her face assumed a neutral expression. “It’s nice to meet you, Governor Dupey.” 
 
    Dupey scowled. “Call me General Governor Dupey,” he said, narrowing his eyes at Tafel. She resisted the urge to laugh by biting her lower lip. “Before I hand out your rewards, do you mind answering a few of my questions?” 
 
    “I really rather not,” Alice said. She pursed her lips as Stella’s curse forced her to speak. “I think I’ll step outside while you have a chat with my party member. Sorry about my rudeness.” 
 
    Dupey watched Alice as she opened the door and stepped outside. His heartrate quickened as the remains of his lock fell to the floor. The berserk librarian hadn’t even noticed it was there. He shook his head and turned his gaze back onto the demon who was trying, but failing, to stop herself from laughing. “Is there something funny?” he asked, his voice lowering even further. 
 
    Tafel bit her lower lip. “I thought you’d look a lot more intimidating because of your voice,” she said. She cleared her throat and turned her gaze away from the odd-looking dwarf. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Am I not intimidating?” Dupey asked, furrowing his brow. “Forget it.” He sighed. “Why did you two join my tournament? No adventurer above B-rank ever joins.” 
 
    “I heard there was a nice reward for winning,” Tafel said. “I wanted it.” 
 
    “And you have no intention to work alongside me, correct?” Dupey asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tafel said and nodded. She turned her gaze back onto the dwarf. “That’s fine, right?” 
 
    “Of course,” Dupey said. “I’m not unreasonable.” He pushed a piece of paper on the desk towards Tafel. “Here’s a list of the rewards. Under normal circumstances, I only award those who decide to join me, but I’m willing to make an exception this time.” 
 
    Tafel took the paper and read through it. She raised an eyebrow. “What’s kalyterium?” 
 
    Dupey’s eyes widened. “You’ve never heard of kalyterium?” He muttered, “Why did I even offer it?” He cleared his throat and puffed out his chest. “It’s an alloy of orichalcum, mithril, and seven other metals that only dwarves know how to create. It’s as tough as orichalcum, but it also has an added effect of resisting magic.” 
 
    “The armor that those people wore then,” Tafel said with a nod. “But I already have armor and a weapon…. Huh, Alice had a point.” She scratched her head as she continued reading the list. “What’s a car?” 
 
    “It’s a special horse carriage,” Dupey said. 
 
    “Like unicorns?” Tafel asked, raising her head. “You strapped them to a carriage?” 
 
    “No,” Dupey said and scowled. “Not like a unicorn. The carriage is horseless and runs on explosions. We harness the power of the explosion with an engine that turns the wheels of the carriage.” 
 
    Tafel furrowed her brow. “Isn’t that dangerous?” 
 
    “Only if an accident occurs,” Dupey said with a nod. “We’ve perfected the car. Out of a hundred uses, it’ll only explode 49 times.” 
 
    “That sounds far from perfect,” Tafel said, mentally crossing out the car option from the list of choices. 
 
    “An invention is a success if it works more than it fails,” Dupey said and shrugged. “And a successful invention is a perfected one.” 
 
    Tafel’s eye twitched. “I have a feeling my husband would get along really well with dwarves if they’re all like you.” 
 
    “Where is he?” Dupey asked. “I assume he’s part of your party. Why did you attend with only two people?” 
 
    “I’m not sure where he is,” Tafel said and sighed. “He was teleported away along with a candied apple stand. Wherever he is, I’m sure he’s doing fine though.” 
 
    “Teleported away…, candied apple stand…?” Realization dawned on Dupey’s face. “It was the Gemstone Merchants Clan. They’re the clan where all the free earth elementals gather. It was most likely them who took your husband. They’re the richest clan on the continent, and selling exotic or rare specimens is one of their largest sources of income.” 
 
    “Oh,” Tafel said and continued reading the paper. “Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    “…Do you not care?” Dupey asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Would you be worried about a wolf if it was kidnapped by a flock of sheep?” Tafel asked. 
 
    “Earth elementals aren’t sheep,” Dupey said. “They wouldn’t be the richest clan if they were. Earth elementals are vicious, cunning beings. Though fire elementals may be stronger, they’re very straightforward and direct. An earth elemental will wait for the perfect opportunity before stabbing you in the back.” 
 
    “Oh,” Tafel said without looking up. “I see. What’s a mayjorb?” 
 
    Dupey sighed. “This is why I don’t bother with kindness. No one ever listens,” he said and shook his head. “A mayjorb is an orb with a spell recorded inside of it. They’re single use, but anyone can use them even if they don’t have mana.” 
 
    “Mm.” Tafel grunted. “I think I’ll go ask Alice for her opinion. I have no idea what to pick.” She opened the door and left before Dupey could say anything else. The door swung shut behind Tafel’s back, and she saw Alice sitting on a couch in the hallway. 
 
    “Done already?” Alice asked. “He didn’t ask anything weird, did he?” 
 
    “No,” Tafel said and shook her head. “Here’s a list of the rewards we can pick.” She offered the paper towards Alice. “What do you think we should get?” 
 
    Alice’s gaze ran down the page like flowing water. A second after she retrieved the list, she said, “Get the car.” 
 
    “…Why?” 
 
    “Cars are a status symbol. Trust me. It’s the most valuable thing on this list.” 
 
    Tafel tilted her head. “Have you heard about their accident rates…?” 
 
    “Yeah. Fifty-one times out of a hundred, the car will work. That’s not bad at all,” Alice said with a nod. 
 
    Tafel muttered as she reentered Dupey’s room. “Maybe I’m the one who doesn’t understand percentages.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You know, I told you to get the car so we could use it as transport, right?” Alice asked as she dismounted from the vehicle. It looked exactly like a carriage except it had a metal frame and body. The space at the front where horses should’ve been attached to had also been converted into a trunk. 
 
    Tafel snorted as she hopped off the driver’s seat. “I’m not going to ride a flaming deathtrap voluntarily,” she said and shook her head, loosening her hair. “Besides, warping to Anfang’s a lot faster, no? I don’t care how fast this explosive carriage can go; nothing beats teleportation.” 
 
    “I guess,” Alice said with a sigh. Her brow furrowed as she took in the surroundings. “This….” 
 
    “A festival?” Tafel asked. Banners streamed from Anfang’s walls and sounds of revelry came from beyond the city gates. “Wasn’t there an earthquake recently? It didn’t hit Anfang then.” 
 
    “No,” Alice said and shook her head. “The earthquake definitely arrived. I’ve lived here for the past two years. The skyline is different. The adventurers’ guild’s spire is missing, and the church of the holy dragons is completely gone.” She pointed at the city wall. “Look. That crack wasn’t there before, and there’s evidence of repairs. That scaffold hasn’t been removed yet. But why is everyone celebrating?” 
 
    Tafel shrugged and tapped the car. It disappeared with a white light, causing Alice to frown. The guild master placed her hands on her hips and asked, “What’s that about?” 
 
    “It’s inconvenient to bring around,” Tafel said and dusted off her hands. “I created a space beneath the earth and memorized the coordinates. I put my stuff there and access it with portals.” She waved her hand and a portal appeared. She reached into it and pulled out the red pearl necklace that Vur had won from the fishmen. “See?” Before she could toss the necklace back into the portal, Alice stopped her. 
 
    “Wait,” Alice said and adjusted her glasses. “Are those sunset pearls?” 
 
    “I don’t know?” Tafel asked, raising an eyebrow. She glanced at the pearls in her palm. They were warming up and turning red due to the sun. 
 
    “Let me see,” Alice said, reaching towards the necklace. 
 
    Tafel’s hand retreated, pulling the pearls away. “You see with your eyes,” she said and donned the necklace. “Vur gave this to me.” 
 
    Alice wrinkled her nose. “Stingy,” she said before glancing at the gate. Two guards with red faces and mugs beside them were laughing and chatting with each other, completely oblivious to the two women standing a foot away from them. Alice slapped her shield, which was strapped to her wrist, with her palm, creating a thunder-like sound. “Hey.” 
 
    The guards continued to laugh and chat with each other. Alice’s brow furrowed as she walked up to them and placed her hands on her hips. Even though she was right beneath their noses, they still ignored her. Alice glanced at Tafel, who had arrived beside her. “I’m not that short, right?” 
 
    “Well, you are, but that doesn’t explain it,” Tafel said. She avoided the dirty look Alice gave her and tapped the guard on the shoulder. The guard flinched and froze before his eyes widened. “Hello?” Tafel asked. 
 
    The guard whipped around to look at Tafel and Alice. “G-guild master! Hello! I didn’t see you there,” he said. His partner was staring blankly at him with a dazed expression, and the guard slapped his partner’s face. 
 
    The partner blinked and clutched his red cheek. “G-guild master! Hello! I didn’t see you there,” he said and smiled at Alice. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you two,” Alice asked and furrowed her brow. “I could’ve walked in without either of you noticing. And what’s with the noise? And why are you drinking on duty?” 
 
    “We’re celebrating Resurrector’s Day,” the guard said with a nod. 
 
    “A what day?” Alice asked as Tafel made a strange expression. 
 
    “Resurrector’s Day,” the guard said again. “Henry made an announcement. It’s an official holiday in Anfang now." 
 
    Alice blinked twice. “Henry? The receptionist? Who gave him the authority to do things like announce an official holiday? What happened to the mayor?” 
 
    “The mayor died during the earthquake, but he was brought back thanks to the lord and resurrector,” the guard said with a nod and smile. “He’s the one who gave Henry the idea to announce Resurrector’s Day.” 
 
    “What the heck?” Alice scowled and stomped past the guards. “I have to see this for myself.” 
 
    Tafel pursed her lips and chased after Alice. Resurrector’s Day. Could it be…? No. Right…? 
 
    Throngs of people lined the streets. Adventurers competed with each other in arm wrestling, duels, and drinking competitions as dozens of onlookers watched. There were a few pale people lingering about their red-faced counterparts, and their eyes were glazed over, but they still partook in drink and merriment. As Tafel and Alice got closer to the adventurers’ guild, which was in the center of the city, the sounds became even louder and it sounded as if someone was preaching. Dozens of drunken fairies were wobbling about in the air, some resting on people’s heads. 
 
    “Tafel,” Alice said and stopped in her tracks. She took her shield into her right hand. “Do you see that?” The miniature shield expanded into a kite shield. “There’s a skeleton.” 
 
    Tafel sighed. “So there is,” she said and bit her lower lip. “You’re … not planning on killing it, right?” 
 
    “You can’t kill what’s already dead,” Alice said and stomped forward. “I’m just removing an unnatural existence.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s the guild master!” someone in the crowd shouted. “She looks mighty pissed too! Someone get Henry.” 
 
    Before Alice could arrive in front of the skeleton she had set her sights on, the pale receptionist was whisked in front of her by a group of adventurers. He cleared his throat. “Guild master. I, I can explain,” he said. “Put away your shield, please.” 
 
    “You better talk fast,” Alice said, her eyes narrowing. She adjusted her glasses and crossed her arms over her chest, shield included. 
 
    “The undead aren’t brainless—well, the skeletons are brainless, but that’s beside the point. The undead aren’t bloodthirsty and cruel like the holy dragons would have us believe,” Henry said. “The undead were actually the first to respond when the earthquake hit. Hundreds of more lives would’ve been lost if they hadn’t helped. We might have even suffered major losses if they took advantage of the chaos to attack us. But basically, everyone who’s ever been buried in our cemetery came back to life with their memories intact. And anyone who died during the earthquake also came back to life—the mayor included.” Henry cleared his throat as Alice’s expression darkened. “They’re friendly and harmless. All they asked for was a few mana crystals as recompense, and they even brought out leviathan meat to fuel this banquet.” 
 
    “You realize holy dragons hate the undead, right?” Alice asked. “What happened to their church?” 
 
    Henry let out an awkward laugh as he scratched his neck. “We, uh, burned it down,” he said. “The skeletons said it was the best kindling to cook the leviathan with!” 
 
    “Hey, Henry,” a skeleton said as he arrived by the receptionist’s side. He glanced at Alice, who had just opened her mouth to speak. “Is this the guild master who you claimed was old-fashioned and lived with a stick stuck up her a—” 
 
    Henry slapped the skeleton’s jaw. He coughed and avoided Alice’s glare. “This is Noteleks. He’s—” 
 
    “Tafel!” the skeleton said as its gaze landed on the demon. “Is that you?” 
 
    Tafel sighed and closed her eyes while hanging her head. She spoke towards the ground, “Hello, Mr. Skelly.” 
 
    “What brings you here?” Mr. Skelly asked, ignoring Alice’s baffled expression. “I thought you went to Fuselage with Vur. Does that mean he’s here as well?” His head swiveled and completed one whole rotation around his neck. “I don’t see him.” 
 
    Tafel sighed again and raised her head. “Going to Fuselage was the plan,” she said. “But plans never go as you expect them to, and now I’m here. Vur’s here too, but I’m not sure where. I think he’s on the continent, but it’s possible he’s somewhere else.” 
 
    “You two know each other?” Alice asked, her gaze switching from Tafel to Mr. Skelly. 
 
    “Yes,” Tafel said and scratched her head. “We’re acquaintances.” 
 
    “What?” Mr. Skelly asked, gasping and bringing his bony hand to his mouth. “We’re not best friends? My nonexistent heart is crying right now.” He lowered his head to the side and clutched his ribcage. 
 
    Tafel rolled her eyes. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly raised his head and blinked. “We’re hosting a party. Isn’t that obvious?” 
 
    Tafel snorted and smacked his skull. “Why are you here?” she asked, placing her hands on her hips. “Shouldn’t you be doing skeleton stuff back at home?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly nodded. “I am. For home is where the mistress lives,” he said with a wink. 
 
    “Auntie is here too?” Tafel asked, raising an eyebrow. “Then who’s watching over our kingdoms?” 
 
    “Ah.” Mr. Skelly exhaled. “A calamity has befallen the three kingdoms. A new power swept through the continent and united it into a single empire while you were gone. We were forced to leave along with the fairies, braving the ocean and new lands. The mistress had been kidnapped earlier by Grimmoldesser, and no one was capable of defending the lands.” 
 
    “Did you just say Grimmoldesser?” Alice asked. 
 
    Mr. Skelly ignored her and continued speaking, “As such, we took it upon ourselves to depart on a journey to find our mistress. We found her, but Grimmoldesser refuses to let us see her until we accomplish his task.” 
 
    Tafel pursed her lips. “A calamity befell the kingdoms? Is everyone okay? What about Sera and the other dragons? Surely they could do something about it.” 
 
    “Oh, the calamity is Pyrrhicandra,” Mr. Skelly said and waved his hand in front of his face like he was shooing a fly. “Everyone’s fine, but they had to give up their dignity—something that we find unacceptable. She declared Fridays as mandatory pink robe day.” 
 
    “…So you came here because you didn’t want to wear pink,” Tafel said and bit her lower lip. “You’d rather face off against a few holy dragons instead of….” She sighed and shook her head. “I’m starting to wonder if Vur’s taking after you, or if you’re the ones taking after him.” 
 
    “Vur’s already surpassed us in strategy and warfare,” Mr. Skelly said. “Of course, we’re the ones taking after him. Also, holy dragons aren’t an issue. If they’re anything like Leiandra, then I bet they’ll be willing to talk before obliterating us. And once we start talking, I’ll win the fight with my smooth, nonexistent tongue.” 
 
    “What was that bit about Grimmoldesser!?” Alice grabbed Mr. Skelly’s forearm, causing his bones to creak. “Don’t ignore me!” 
 
    Mr. Skelly frowned at Alice before turning his head towards Henry. “You’re right. She does have a stick stuck up—” 
 
    “Please don’t agitate her further,” Henry said, cutting off Mr. Skelly. “Guild master, you’re causing a commotion.” He glanced at the surrounding people. They were pointing at the group while whispering to each other. 
 
    “I’m causing a commotion? You’re the ones throwing a party to celebrate a necromancer!” Alice shouted and pulled her hand back. Mr. Skelly’s arm snapped off with a loud crack. “What are you going to do if the holy dragons find out? Everyone here will be declared traitors to the throne! What good is your head for if you can’t even use it to think!?” 
 
    Henry bit his lower lip. “What other option did I have? You ran away to play adventurer, and the mayor passed away due to the earthquake. The only ones offering to help were the skeletons. Was I just supposed to let everyone die because of the holy dragons’ words? How could I when they’re already proven false?” 
 
    Alice gritted her teeth and flinched when someone tugged on her sleeve. 
 
    “Calm down,” Tafel said and retrieved Mr. Skelly’s arm. She passed it back to the skeleton. “Despite their deviant behavior, the skeletons aren’t bad people. They don’t kill or do anything to harm anyone. In fact, they improve the qualities of people’s lives everywhere they go.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter how they act,” Alice said. “Their existence is a mockery of life. All undead should be purged with holy fire.” 
 
    “That’s some serious propaganda the holy dragons have been spreading,” Mr. Skelly said and scratched his head. “How am I a mockery of life? I feel very much alive if I may say so myself. I remember everything from when I was alive, and quite frankly, I’m glad I was brought back by the resurrector.” 
 
    Alice made a face. “How many undead are there?” she asked Henry, causing the man to flinch. 
 
    “A-about a thousand,” Henry said. 
 
    “Oh, that’s not a lot,” Tafel said and looked at Mr. Skelly. “Can you accomplish Grimmy’s mission with so few numbers?” 
 
    “Oh, it should be fine,” Mr. Skelly said. “Overwhelming numbers is only one tactic in our repertoire; there’s a lot more we can do.” 
 
    “A thousand undead isn’t a lot?” Alice asked, her expression darkening. She ground her teeth together and jabbed Tafel’s ribs with her finger. “This is your fault.” 
 
    Tafel blinked twice and pointed at herself. “My fault? How is this my fault?” 
 
    “And fault implies something wrong was done,” Mr. Skelly said, raising one finger into the air. “No one’s at fault because nothing happened for someone to take the blame.” 
 
    Alice glanced around at the streets of Anfang. Everyone was still chattering and laughing amongst each other. She bit her lower lip and glared at Henry. “When this celebration is over, we’re having a serious discussion.” Her shield shrank in size as she turned her gaze onto Mr. Skelly. “You as well. When does it end?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly cackled. “The party never ends.” He took a jug off a nearby skeleton waiter. “Have a drink?” 
 
    Alice stared at the cup in Mr. Skelly’s hand. “A drink? What’s in it?” 
 
    “If I had a stomach or a tongue, I could tell you,” Mr. Skelly said, “but as it stands, I can’t. Ask Henry; he’s the newest bishop of our church.” 
 
    “Bishop?” Alice asked as she accepted the cup. She stared at Henry, who cleared his throat and looked away. “I didn’t know you were religious. You never worshipped the holy dragons. That’s why I thought you were one of the best workers. What made you change your mind?” She sniffed the cup before taking a sip. 
 
    “Ah. Well, you see,” Henry said and scratched his head. “It’s not a bishop for the church of the holy dragons. The, uh, church of the damned is being founded on this continent, starting with Anfang. I actually get a lot of benefits as a founding member, such as free mana crystals for up to 50 years’ worth of life after I die. I also—” 
 
    “Hold up,” Alice said, spitting out her drink. “Church of the damned? What the heck? Don’t you, what even, you…. You’re an idiot.” She sighed. “There’s really a church of the damned?” She glared at Mr. Skelly. 
 
    “Of course,” Mr. Skelly said with a nod. “How else are we supposed to gain supporters? Religion is the best method to garner support and sympathy. Besides, we’re a lot better than the church of the holy dragons—won’t you consider joining us? We promise life after death, food in exchange for mana, living quarters in exchange for mana, and reunions between your deceased loved ones and yourself. What do the holy dragons offer?” He cupped his skeletal hand beside his head where his ear would’ve been if he had one. “That’s right. They offer nothing except for some measly healing. Anyone can be healed if you throw a potion at them—what makes the holy dragons’ priestesses special?” 
 
    Alice made a face. “You know, that sounds really tempting, but I’d rather not sell my soul to a necromancer,” she said. “And from what I’m gathering, you seem to have plans to stay for the long term? I know you’re from the same continent as Tafel since you know each other, so why don’t you just complete your mission and go home? Why establish a religion?” 
 
    “The religion is part of our mission,” Mr. Skelly said. “Without it, we can’t accomplish what we have to do—which is a secret only divulged to followers of Damnedism by the way. Join now and I’ll throw in a free ten years of life after your death.” 
 
    “Henry gets offered 50, but I only get 10? What the heck is this? He’s not worth five times as much as I am,” Alice said, furrowing her brow. “Wait a minute. I don’t even want to join.” She held her hand out in front of her face. “I think I’ve heard enough of your case. And I’ve decided to nip a problem in the bud”—her shield expanded—“meaning you should kindly return to the grave.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly’s eye sockets widened as the shield descended. Before he could react to the strike, Tafel appeared in front of him and blocked the attack with her sword. She pursed her lips as her arms creaked under the pressure. 
 
    Alice frowned as she retracted her arm. “You’re going to defend him?” she asked. “It’s unnatural for something to live beyond death. Destroying him will bring about relief instead; I hope you know that.” 
 
    “How would you know?” Tafel asked as she lowered her sword. “You haven’t died and came back to life. Mr. Skelly lives in a fulfilling and satisfactory manner. Who are you to deem what’s unnatural or natural? No one wants to die; isn’t it natural to seek an alternative to death?” 
 
    “Everything from your continent is unnatural!” Alice said, practically shouting. “The amount of mana you have is beyond normal limits. Undead retain their memories and are actually sovereign citizens. And don’t even get me started on Vur!” 
 
    “Yeah, so we’re a bunch of freaks; what about it?” Tafel asked with a snort. 
 
    Alice bit her lower lip. “I didn’t mean it that way,” she said. “It’s just that your culture is way too different from mine. I’m having trouble adapting—like the skeleton said, I’m a bit old-fashioned.” 
 
    “So your first response is to try to kill my friend?” Tafel asked, glancing at Mr. Skelly. 
 
    Alice raised an eyebrow. “I thought he was just an acquaintance.” 
 
    “Same difference,” Tafel said. “You don’t see me coming here cutting people down because they’re different from what I’m used to.” 
 
    “You killed a gryphon,” Alice said. 
 
    Tafel coughed and turned her head away. “That was Vur.” 
 
    “And by extension, you. You’re responsible for Vur’s actions as his wife,” Alice said, crossing her arms over her chest. “How about this? I’ll go against my better judgment and allow the skeletons to stay and accomplish their mission, but anything that happens is your responsibility. If the holy dragons retaliate, it’s completely on you to do something about the situation.” 
 
    “That’s….” Tafel furrowed her brow and glanced at Mr. Skelly, who grinned at her. “I’m going to regret this, but alright. It’s a deal.” 
 
    “You’re the best demon lord the world could ever ask for,” Mr. Skelly said and made a move to hug Tafel. She grimaced and smacked him away. 
 
    “I’m not doing this for you,” she said. “I owe Auntie quite a bit. Don’t do anything that’ll land me in serious trouble, alright?” 
 
    “Of course,” Mr. Skelly said. “We wouldn’t betray your trust in us like that. Nothing serious will happen at all. In fact, I’ll clean up all the messes that occur myself. You won’t have to worry about a thing.” 
 
    Alice sighed. “Maybe it’s my mindset that’s been holding me back this whole time. I believe in common sense—things can or can’t be done—while you don’t. You’re a lot more open-minded than I am.” 
 
    Tafel scratched her head. “It feels weird to be praised like that,” she said. “I don’t think I’m open-minded though. You just learn to not sweat the small stuff when your mother-in-law is a dragon.” 
 
    Alice snorted. “It wasn’t praise.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
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    “Is this the place?” E squinted and pulled aside the curtain in his car. A beam of sunlight shone on his face, causing him to yelp and shield his eyes. “It’s too bright out. Can’t you dim the sun?” 
 
    “I can do no such thing, Your Gloriousness,” Zappy said with a sigh as he hopped off the carriage and opened the door for the dwarf king. “And yes, we’ve arrived at the Gemstone Merchants’ headquarters.” 
 
    E grunted as he slid out of his seat and landed on the ground. He frowned at a tile on the pavement that had the words ‘Ten Meters’ engraved on it. “What’s this?” he asked, nudging it with his foot. “We passed by a few of these on the way, haven’t we?” 
 
    Weren’t you asleep? Zappy frowned at E. “The earth elementals started a game called … dwarf punting.” He walked over to the marker and smudged out the words with his heel. “The scouts weren’t too happy about reporting that.” 
 
    “Dwarf punting, I see,” E said and furrowed his brow. “I wonder how they determine the winner. Is it based on distance alone, or do the expressions of the flying dwarves play a part?” 
 
    “You’re wondering about the wrong things, Your Gloriousness.” 
 
    “Am I?” E asked. “Who’s the king here? You or me?” 
 
    “You can’t just use the fact that you’re king to win every argument against me, Your Gloriousness,” Zappy said and sighed as the duo approached the base of the mountain. “Yes, you’re the king, but that doesn’t mean you can never be wrong. If you were always right, you wouldn’t need advisors.” 
 
    “The only reason I have advisors is to delegate the work to them instead,” E said with a snort. “Otherwise, I’d make a perfect king.” 
 
    “More dwarves?” a voice asked. E and Zappy frowned as a group of boulders with gemstones for eyes rolled outside of the cave in the mountain. One of the boulders turned around and asked, “Whose turn is it?” 
 
    “My turn! It’s my turn!” a boulder with green eyes said. “I bet fifty pebbles that I can beat your record.” 
 
    Zappy cleared his throat. “Excuse me, you’re addressing the king of the dwarves, His Gloriousness E.” 
 
    The boulders fell silent before exchanging glances with one another. “You’re the dwarf king?” the green-eyed boulder asked Zappy. 
 
    “No,” Zappy said and sighed. “He is.” 
 
    The boulders’ gazes shifted from the well-dressed dwarf to the one that was wearing pajamas and looked like he had just rolled out of bed. Then they shifted back to Zappy. “Well, I guess we can start the game,” the green-eyed boulder said. “Fifty meters and a terrified face, right? I can beat that.” 
 
    “I knew expressions had a role in the scoring system,” E said with a grin. He poked Zappy. “I told you so.” 
 
    “Your Gloriousness, please. They’re about to attack us,” Zappy said. “Can you save your childish antics for later?” 
 
    “As king, I declare all my antics to be non-childish,” E said with a snort. He clapped his hands together. A dozen sets of metal armor materialized in the air behind his back. “Seize them.” The armors swooped down and grabbed the boulders, preventing them from moving. The boulders cried out and let out vibrations, but the elementals couldn’t do anything but leave their physical bodies and reenter the earth. 
 
    “You’re a bully! We’re telling the clan master!” 
 
    E watched with a blank expression as the gemstones on the boulders faded away. The sets of armor dropped the uninhabited boulders and retreated behind E’s back once more. 
 
    “Your Gloriousness’ golemancy is inspiring to see as always. I remember when people used to make fun of you for abandoning the traditional path of a warrior,” Zappy said as he stared at the shining sets of armor. 
 
    “Becoming a warrior is too much work compared to being a golemancer. Why do anything when I can have my golems do it for me?” E asked and walked down the passage. 
 
    Zappy muttered, “All the wrong reasons,” as he followed after his king. Despite being inside of a mountain, the region was lit up as if it were outside. Shining gemstones on the ceiling and walls illuminated the twisting paths. E walked forward with confidence, not hesitating at any fork in the road. 
 
    Zappy asked, “Have you been here before, Your Gloriousness?” 
 
    “Never,” E said. 
 
    “I wasn’t aware golemancers had a spell to unravel a maze.” 
 
    E nodded. “They don’t.” 
 
    “Then … you do know the path, right?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “E….” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Are we lost?” 
 
    E puffed his chest out. “A king is never lost for his kingdom follows him wherever he goes.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t know that. So this place is Konigreich the Second too? I can tell that to Tafel next time, right?” a voice asked from behind them. 
 
    A high-pitched voice answered with a giggle. “Right.” 
 
    E and Zappy whirled around. “Who are you!?” Zappy asked the half-naked man with a fairy sitting on his head. 
 
    Vur narrowed his eyes. “Were you the ones bullying my subjects?” 
 
    A few brown spots of light were floating beside Vur, chattering away. 
 
    “It was him!” 
 
    “And those armor sets.” 
 
    “The one in the suit is rude.” 
 
    “You’re the newest clan master?” E asked, raising an eyebrow. “And it wasn’t me who was bullying your subjects”—he pointed at Zappy—“it was him. You can have him if that’ll make you feel better.” 
 
    Vur nodded. “Then I’ll take him.” 
 
    “Y-Your Gloriousness!?” Zappy asked as earthen hands sprung out of the ground and seized the dwarf by his ankles. The earth beneath him split, and he was dragged down into the gaping fissure. A second later, the earth closed up again. 
 
    E grinned once Zappy disappeared. “So, isn’t it about time you answer my question? Are you the newest clan master of the Gemstone Merchants? What’s your name?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m the new master,” Vur said with a nod. “I’m Vur.” 
 
    E’s grin broadened. “I like you a lot already. Let’s be friends.” 
 
    “Friends?” Vur asked and tilted his head. “You’re the first midget to pay tribute so far. I’ll be your friend, why not?” 
 
    “Wait!” Stella said. She leaned over Vur’s head and squinted at E. “What qualifications do you have to be Vur’s friend?” She crossed her arms over her chest. “You have to go through me first. I’m his agent.” She nodded her head twice. 
 
    E looked up at Stella then down at Vur. He took Vur’s silence as a sign of agreement. “My name is E. I’m the king of the dwarves,” he said, meeting Stella’s gaze. Disinterest painted her face. “That’s not enough?” 
 
    “What can you do?” Stella asked as she lay on her stomach, propping her face up with her palms. 
 
    “All the dwarves have to heed my orders,” E said, scratching his head. “And, I guess, I can summon golems?” 
 
    Stella’s cheeks puffed up. “What about elementals? Are you in charge of them too?” 
 
    “I’m called the dwarf king…, not the elemental king,” E said, his words causing Stella to sigh. “But the dwarves hold a higher position than elementals, so naturally elementals will heed my words.” 
 
    Stella rolled over onto her back and stared up at the cave’s ceiling. She sighed again. “I guess you pass…, barely. I’ve taken into account Vur’s lack of male friends, and it played the biggest role.” 
 
    E’s expression darkened, but it brightened again after he met eyes with Vur. “Why don’t we have a chat over a meal or drink? I brought a lot of good stuff in my car; let me go get it.” 
 
    “Car?” Vur asked. 
 
    “You don’t know what a car is?” E asked with a blink. “Well, that’s fine too. As your friend, I’ll get you the best model we have—it only has a 48% chance of exploding on use!” 
 
    As Vur led the way out of the earth elementals’ headquarters, Stella flew over and hovered beside E’s head. “Why did you want to be Vur’s friend?” she asked in a whisper and tilted her head in a manner similar to Vur. “All the other dwarves cursed at him when they first met him. I think he was about to drive the dwarves to extinction.” 
 
    E paled. “Can he really do that?” he whispered back, staring at Vur who had gone ahead since his strides were a lot longer. 
 
    Stella furrowed her brow and pouted. “Mm. Hmm. Mm.” She nodded. “If he doesn’t get distracted by something midway, then he could.” 
 
    E nodded in return. “I see. Well, to answer your question,” E said and stroked his chin. The stubble was like sandpaper rubbing against his fingers. “I come from a family of seers. Unlike other dwarves, we’re more appreciative of magic. And I probably inherited something from my parents, not futuresight, but a premonition of sorts. It’s really not confirmed, but whenever I have a hunch about something, it turns out to be true. Something on the inside yelled at me to become friends with Vur. The last time I felt that sensation, I listened to the voice and became king.” 
 
    Stella blinked at E. “A magical midget,” she muttered before flying back onto Vur’s head. 
 
    “You’re smaller than me,” E said before trotting after the duo. He grinned as he felt the burn in his legs. It had been a while since he had been so motivated. Ever since he became king, his premonition hadn’t told him to do anything, so he hadn’t. It was a shame about Zappy though. 
 
    “This is a car?” Vur asked when they arrived in front of E’s vehicle. “It looks like a normal carriage.” 
 
    “It’s a mass-produced model, which is why it looks so plain,” E said. “Some people really like decorating their cars, and they look a lot more impressive than this. I can show you some pictures.” He walked to the front of the car and popped open the trunk by the driver’s seat. “Look.” 
 
    Vur stared at the brown, transparent roll in E’s hand. “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s a roll of film,” E said. “You don’t know what this is either?” 
 
    Vur took the film off of E’s palm and sniffed it before unrolling it. His eyes widened at the images burned into each little rectangle. “A mana picture?” he asked and poked the film. His finger pierced through it, and he tilted his head. “It’s not?” 
 
    “He’s not from around here,” Stella said and giggled at E’s baffled expression. 
 
    “Are you?” E asked. 
 
    “Yes! I was born here,” Stella said with a nod. She puffed her chest out. “I’m almost two months old.” 
 
    “So these are cars,” Vur said. The film was fully unraveled with parts of it lying on the ground. “I want one. A dragon-shaped one. It has to fly too.” 
 
    “A flying car?” E asked, raising an eyebrow. “There’s a lot of people trying to create one, but no one’s succeeded yet. I think Plumby was the closest; I’ll ask him for you.” He frowned. “Wait, his town was destroyed by a black dragon. I think it’ll be a while before he can do anything.” 
 
    “A black dragon?” Vur asked and shook his head. “Plumby shouldn’t have made him mad. He sounds stupid.” 
 
    E let out a wry smile. “Well, dragons are—” 
 
    “Oh! That reminds me,” Vur said. “You’re the king of the dwarves, right?” 
 
    “…That’s how I introduced myself, yes,” E said and furrowed his brow. 
 
    “I want to see your throne,” Vur said. 
 
    “My throne?” E asked. “It’s just a normal throne though, but if that’s what you want, we can drive over there right now.” 
 
    “Okay,” Vur said with a nod. “Let’s do it before I forget.” He handed the unraveled film back to E before hopping into the car. 
 
    When E finished rolling the film back up and placed it into his trunk, he found Vur ripping apart the lower section of his pants with Stella’s help. “What are you doing?” E asked as Vur nodded at the strip he tore off. “Do you have a problem with your pants?” 
 
    “No,” Vur said. “I’m making a flag.” 
 
    “A flag. I see,” E said and scratched his nose. He snapped his fingers and a set of armor materialized in the driver’s seat. E sat beside Vur, and the car lurched forward. But what does he need a flag for? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alice stirred her tea and dropped in a cube of sugar before taking a sip out of the steaming cup. She sighed as she stood up and walked out of her office, holding her cup and a stack of papers. The party had finally ended, but she still had to take care of some paperwork that Henry had saved up for her. Tafel didn’t mind waiting and had been hanging out with the skeletons. 
 
    A strange ripping sound drew Alice’s attention, and she followed the noise to one of the storage rooms in the adventurers’ guild. Mr. Skelly was tearing large swaths of cloth into smaller pieces while other skeletons were stitching them onto larger, rectangular pieces. 
 
    “Sewing skeletons,” Alice said and shook her head before taking a sip of her tea. Mr. Skelly raised his head and smiled at the guild master before handing off the cloth in his hand to an old lady, whom Alice recognized as the town’s oldest seamstress. “What are you making?” 
 
    “Flags,” Mr. Skelly said. “Did you need anything, guild master? Your hair is awfully lustrous today. You’ll have to tell me the secret to keeping it so healthy.” 
 
    Alice snorted. “Don’t try to flatter me, you hairless being.” She frowned at the grinning skull with a golden halo depicted on the flags by the skeletons. “What are you making flags for? Are you planning on sailing?” 
 
    “Sailing? No,” Mr. Skelly said. “We’re here to plant them. See?” He pointed outside the window, causing the guild master to follow his finger with her gaze. A large flag was waving in the wind above the tallest building in Anfang. 
 
    Alice tilted her head before taking another sip of tea. “Why?” 
 
    “You don’t know what planting a flag means?” Mr. Skelly asked while blinking. 
 
    “We don’t have any flag-planting customs here,” Alice said, ignoring the fact that Mr. Skelly didn’t have any eyelids to blink with. 
 
    “Oh,” Mr. Skelly said and rubbed his chin. “Well, it means—” 
 
    “Tell me the truth,” Alice said and kicked his shin, causing a crack to appear on the skeleton’s bones. “I always feel like you’re lying when you rub your chin like that.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly cackled. “Alright, the truth then,” he said. “On our continent, you identify someone’s territory by their flag.” 
 
    Alice waited for more, but Mr. Skelly kept his mouth shut. She knit her brow as the skeleton’s words sunk in. “So what you’re saying is … Anfang is your territory?” Her eyes narrowed at the grinning skeleton. 
 
    “Precisely,” Mr. Skelly said with a nod. “You’re an awfully smart individual; won’t you reconsider joining us?” 
 
    Alice smacked Mr. Skelly’s head with her shield. His skull detached from his neck and rolled across the room just as Tafel appeared beside Alice. The demon blinked at the rolling skull and glanced at the guild master. “Violent much?” Tafel asked, raising an eyebrow. “I thought you said you’d try to get along with them.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly’s headless body nodded by bending at the chest. “Right?” Mr. Skelly asked. “I was even extending an olive branch to her.” 
 
    Tafel blinked at Mr. Skelly. “You can speak without your head?” 
 
    “Of course,” Mr. Skelly said. “Skulls are a formality when you’re dead. We don’t have vocal cords. Regardless of whether or not our heads are attached, we shouldn’t be able to speak anyways, right?” 
 
    Tafel scratched her head. “I never thought about it that way,” she said. Her gaze shifted onto the flags on the ground. “Flags of Damnedism? Really?” 
 
    “It’d be wrong not to spread the glory of our mistress since we’re already here,” Mr. Skelly said as he retrieved his skull from the child by his side. The seamstress’ grandchild had chased after the skull when it started rolling. 
 
    “Why are you claiming Anfang as your territory?” Alice asked, placing one hand on her hip while the other held her teacup. “It belongs to me.” She nodded. “And the mayor, but he doesn’t count.” 
 
    “Does it really belong to you?” Mr. Skelly asked, twisting his skull back into place. 
 
    “Yes! I’m the guild master,” Alice said. “I was entrusted by the king to protect and maintain order in this place. Everyone knows the guild masters own their towns.” 
 
    “Well,” Mr. Skelly said, drawing out the word. “Then where’s your flag?” 
 
    Alice glared at the skeleton. “Like I said,” she said through gritted teeth, “we don’t have flag-planting customs here.” 
 
    “Then just pretend you still own the territory,” Mr. Skelly said with a nod. “It shouldn’t matter if I plant our flag here.” 
 
    “Pretend? I still do own Anfang!” Alice shouted. “Keep pushing your luck and I’ll really destroy you!” 
 
    Mr. Skelly gasped and clutched his chest. He lowered his head and glanced at Tafel through a sidelong gaze. He sighed and asked, “Why…, why is she so mean to us?” 
 
    “Don’t act like an abandoned puppy!” Alice said and smacked Mr. Skelly’s skull off for the second time. The seamstress’ grandchild tottered after it again. 
 
    Mr. Skelly made a sighing noise. “Alice,” he said. “Have you ever considered that you might be a bad person?” 
 
    “I’m the bad one!?” Alice asked, her eye twitching. “You’re the skeleton!” 
 
    “Yes, I’m a skeleton,” Mr. Skelly said. “But that doesn’t mean anything. Are skeletons inherently evil? If we abide by the laws and help people in need, are we still bad people? There’s no rule saying skeletons can’t be good people, just like there’s no rules saying living people can’t be bad people. I’m sure you met many unjust living beings throughout your life despite being so young.” 
 
    Alice frowned. “I—” 
 
    “Look at what you’ve done,” Mr. Skelly said. “Instead of assessing the situation before acting, you immediately tried to kill me at the party. You’ve shamed our religion and made it out to be evil despite the fact our believers contributed the most to the rebuilding of Anfang. You refuse to let us spread our culture, and, most importantly, you’ve knocked my head off twice now. If I were a living person, I would’ve died, you know?” 
 
    “If spreading your culture involves claiming my town as your territory, then I’ll knock your head off as many times as it takes to get you to stop,” Alice said and placed her empty teacup down. She snorted. “Maybe I’m a bad person. So what? If you don’t like it, you can leave.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly shrugged. “Well, as long as you realize it,” he said. He turned around and retrieved his skull from the child while muttering, “Just what do I have to do to make her pity us?” 
 
    “Try adopting some baby gryphons,” Tafel said. 
 
    “Will that work?” Mr. Skelly asked, turning his gaze onto Alice. 
 
    “N—Yes,” Alice said. She bit her lower lip and clenched her hands. “The next time I see Stella…. Oh boy.” 
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    “So fancy,” Stella said as she flitted through the air. She flew to the ceiling of the room and poked a crystalline chandelier before stealing one of its crystals. After flying back down to Vur, she stored the crystal inside his bag before taking her place on his head. 
 
    “I’m glad you like my palace décor enough to steal things from it,” E said and glanced at the chandelier. It wasn’t his anyways. Zappy would probably have been outraged, but he wasn’t here to say anything. When E had asked about his assistant on the way back, Vur had told him Zappy was only imprisoned. “Are you sure you don’t want anything to eat?” 
 
    “Throne first,” Vur said with a nod. He was carrying a makeshift flag in his right hand, the flagstick propped up against his shoulder while the leather rectangle was draped against his back. 
 
    “If you insist,” E said and scratched his head. “It’s a bit unkempt; I hope you don’t mind the mess.” 
 
    “Aren’t you a king?” Stella asked, tilting her head. “Why is your throne messy? People should clean it for you.” 
 
    “Well,” E said and cleared his throat. “I use my throne as my bed. And sometimes I don’t leave it for days at a time.” 
 
    Stella blinked. “Bathroom?” 
 
    “Let’s not talk about that,” E said and cleared his throat again. “I assure you; the throne room is perfectly sanitary.” 
 
    Stella pursed her lips and hummed, her eyes filled with suspicion. She shook her head before gathering Vur’s hair to use as a pillow as she lay down. “Pst, pst, Diamant, are you awake?” she whispered into Vur’s head. 
 
    “The earth never sleeps,” Diamant’s voice said in return. 
 
    E stared at the glowing runes on Vur’s arm. “I didn’t think anyone could contract with a mountain elemental,” he said to Vur while the fairy and the elemental chattered. “Even acclaimed elementalists are contracted to boulder elementals.” 
 
    “Really?” Vur asked. “Why?” 
 
    “Because mountain elementals are strong, and beings that are strong have lots of pride,” E said. “Imagine being the ruler of a massive territory and some unknown pipsqueak comes in and tells you the land is his now and you’re forced to work under him. No one in their right mind would accept that.” 
 
    “I was in perfectly sound mind, thank you very much,” Diamant said. “You say only a crazy person would yield, but what if that pipsqueak was immeasurably stronger than you? Faced with the choice between proud and dead or cowardly yet alive, there’s not many people who’d pick death.” 
 
    “I suppose,” E said. “But he’s stronger than you, a mountain elemental? Aren’t mountain elementals the uncrowned kings of all earth elementals?” 
 
    “Beyond mountains there are mountains. Beyond people there are people.” 
 
    E frowned. “Then what’s beyond him?” he asked, gesturing at Vur. 
 
    “…Probably dragons?” 
 
    E snorted. “The dwarves have taken down dragons.” 
 
    “You’ll understand soon,” Diamant said. The runes on Vur’s arms stopped glowing. 
 
    “Hey!” Stella said and knocked on Vur’s head. “I wasn’t done talking to you.” 
 
    “Dwarves are stronger than dragons?” Vur asked and raised an eyebrow at E. “It doesn’t seem like it.” 
 
    “Individually, dragons may be the strongest beings, but when dwarves work together, we can overcome one,” E said with a nod. “We did it when we first settled on this continent. Our technology has only advanced since then; we can do it again.” 
 
    “What if the dragons work together?” Vur asked. 
 
    E rolled his eyes. “Dragons don’t work together,” he said. “It’s part of being strong and proud, once again.” He pushed open a pair of double doors. “And we’re here. My throne room.” 
 
    Stella sat up and looked around. The room smelled a bit funky, and there was a mess of items scattered about the throne’s surroundings. She glanced at E as Vur approached the chair, readying his flag. “How prideful are you?” she asked. “It’s time to find out.” 
 
    “Huh?” E asked as he followed a few steps behind Vur. 
 
    “I claim this land for Konigreich the Second,” Vur said as he raised the flag into the air. Then he rammed it into the head of the throne, piercing through the velvety material. 
 
    E’s mouth fell open as he stared at Vur, who dusted off his hands and took a few steps back to admire his handiwork from a distance. “M-my throne! My baby!” The dwarf king ran up to the throne and grabbed the flag. He tried to pull it out, but it was firmly stuck inside. He whirled around to face Vur. “What did you do!?” 
 
    “Planted a flag,” Vur said with a nod. “I’ve claimed your territory. It’s mine now.” 
 
    “But why the throne!? Couldn’t you have rammed it into the ground or the top of the palace?” E asked. “My throne is my bed and, by extension, my life. If you can’t sleep well, then life’s not worth living!” 
 
    Vur scratched his head. “I’ll find you a new one then.” 
 
    E sighed and fell to his knees. He gingerly brought his hand to his throne and sighed again before shaking his head. “It’s okay, Papa will fix you up in no time,” he whispered while stroking the red material. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    “He’s a weirdo,” Stella said from atop Vur’s head. “Maybe I shouldn’t have let him be your friend.” 
 
    E pulled his hand away while standing up. “What was that about claiming my territory?” he asked Vur. “I wasn’t really paying attention.” 
 
    “What used to be your land is mine now,” Vur said. “Okay?” 
 
    “Wait. What do I get out of it?” E asked. 
 
    Vur tilted his head up and met Stella’s eyes. Stella shrugged. “Friendship?” she asked. She brought her finger to her lower lip and hummed. After a while, she nodded once. “Or you can just despair.” 
 
    “Are you being serious?” E asked, furrowing his brow. “This is a distasteful joke.” 
 
    Vur frowned. “Mr. Skelly said planting a flag was a universal symbol of conquering. I knew Tafel’s method was better. It’s a lot easier too.” 
 
    “Gathering a crowd of dwarves will be hard though,” Stella said. “They’re everywhere.” 
 
    “Right?” Vur asked in return. “Why is this so difficult?” He glared at E, his eyes glowing golden. “I declare myself king of the dwarves. End of story.” 
 
    “King of the dwarves? But that’s me,” E said and furrowed his brow. “Besides, you’re not even a dwarf. What are you hoping to gain by doing this?” 
 
    “It’s just something I want to do,” Vur said with a nod. He held out his hand. “Crown, please.” 
 
    E frowned at Vur. He rubbed the stubble on his chin before asking, “What do you plan on doing as king? If you’re going to bring about peace and prosperity, I’ll happily hand it over. Oh, you also need to promise to take good care of me and protect the interests of my people.” 
 
    “I’ll be claiming your kingdom as part of mine. Does that make my kingdom an empire?” Vur tilted his head. “Well, I’ll take good care of your people as long as they follow my rules.” 
 
    “Hmm, so I’ll basically be your subordinate,” E said. He rummaged through his pocket and pulled out a coin. “Intuition, intuition, help me out, intuition. If I guess incorrectly, I’ll hand over all my land and power. If I guess correctly, I’ll fight you.” He flipped the coin into the air before calling out his pick, “Heads.” 
 
    The coin clattered to the ground and bounced around a few times before landing on its edge. Vur, E, and Stella stared at it, waiting for something to happen, but the coin didn’t fall. E scratched his head. “Well—” 
 
    Stella flew down to the coin and tipped it over. “Tails!” she said and flew back onto Vur. “All your lands belong to us.” 
 
    E dusted off his hands. “I guess that’s that then,” he said with a nod. He went behind his throne, dug out a dusty crown, and blew on it before handing it over to Vur. “Here you go; take good care of my kingdom.” 
 
    Stella tilted her head as the crown was lowered around her in Vur’s hair. “You’re giving it up just like that?” she asked. “Why?” 
 
    “I followed my intuition,” E said with a shrug. “Besides, I never really liked being king. If someone’s here that can do a better job at it than I can, then why shouldn’t I hand him all the responsibility? Do you know how annoying it is to have to make decisions affecting a whole race? It’s much easier to lie in bed and do nothing all day. My friend here, Vur”—E nudged Vur’s thigh with his elbow—“promised to take good care of me. I’ll live the life I want, and my race will thrive. I’d be stupid not to take such a wonderful offer.” 
 
    Vur knit his brow. “Why do I feel like I lost this encounter?” he asked and chewed on his lower lip. “Well, that’s okay. I’ll make Tafel do all the real work.” He nodded. “A true king knows how to delegate roles to trustworthy people. Too bad Auntie isn’t here.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A loud explosion rumbled through the Gemstone Merchants Clan’s headquarters. An elf with light-brown hair stomped through the tunnels, ignoring the frightened rock-people whose stick-thin limbs were trembling like leaves on a plant. The elf sighed as she came to a stop in front of a dead end. “Another one? Seriously?” 
 
    Dozens of earth elementals who were following behind the elf dove away as a massive surge of purple mana enveloped the elf’s hand. She raised her arm into the air and punched the glowing rock wall. It shattered in an explosion of dust and powder that rocked the whole mountain. The elf glanced at the ceiling, making sure it wasn’t caving in, before entering the newly created passage. 
 
    “Find the source of the earthquake, she says,” the elf said in a nasally voice as she rolled her eyes. “You need to pass our trials for approval, she says.” She ground her teeth together before speaking in a normal voice, “God, dragons make me so angry. Why are they all such unreasonable children dressed in adult lizard skin?” 
 
    A nearby boulder let out a whimper as the elf kicked it aside. “What are you staring at?” Lindyss asked with a snort. “I’ll rip your eyes out and fashion them into rings if you don’t stop.” 
 
    The boulder nodded before scurrying away. Before it could get very far, Lindyss grabbed one of its arms. “Hold on a second,” she said. “There was an earthquake caused by a mountain elemental recently. And after lots of traveling on this miserable continent, I tracked down the quake’s epicenter to here. Take me to the mountain elemental.” 
 
    “E-ex-clan master Diamant is away right now,” the boulder said while trembling. Tiny grains of sand fell from the surface of the elemental. 
 
    “Where is he?” Lindyss asked, narrowing her eyes. “He’s the only mountain elemental around? Did he contract with someone recently?” 
 
    “The ex-clan master made a contract with the new clan master, and both of them went to the dwarven kingdom after the king of dwarves made an appearance here.” 
 
    “New clan master,” Lindyss said. “Was it a phoenix?” 
 
    “N-no,” the boulder said as cracks appeared on its arm where Lindyss’ grip had tightened. “He’s a human. A young man named Vur.” 
 
    Lindyss blinked and released the boulder’s arm. Her mouth parted as a slight furrow appeared on her brow. The boulder swallowed its gravelly saliva as Lindyss loomed over it, unmoving. Lindyss’ gaze snapped onto the boulder. “Say that again. What was his name?” 
 
    “The new clan master’s name is Vur,” the boulder said, its voice getting softer with every word. Lindyss’ gaze seemed to be burning a hole through him. 
 
    “What did he look like?” Lindyss asked. “Brown hair? Golden eyes? Half or fully naked? Tattoos? Golden dragon aura?” 
 
    “Everything but the golden dragon aura,” the boulder said. 
 
    “Was anyone with him?” 
 
    “Yes,” the boulder said. “A fairy named Stella. She….” The boulder gulped as Lindyss’ eyes narrowed into slits. “She had silver hair, golden horns, and she was about this tall.” The boulder gestured with its arm. 
 
    “And where did you say they went? The dwarven kingdom? Specifically where?” Lindyss pursed her lips. The dwarven kingdom was awfully large, at least half the size of the continent. Vur could be anywhere. 
 
    “Maybe they went to the Dwarven Dungeons of Doom, Despair, and Decay?” the boulder asked. It elaborated after seeing the blank look on Lindyss’ face. “It’s where the dwarves sentence criminals. The clan master invented a game called … dwarf punting when the dwarven tribute collectors came here to do their jobs. The dwarves were not happy.” 
 
    Lindyss sighed. “At least that confirms this is the person I know,” she said before shaking her head. “Alright, the Dwarven Dungeons of Doom, Despair, and Decay it is then. God, why is the name so long?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean they’re not here!?” Erin shouted at the trembling bug-eyed dwarf. She shook her fist at him. “Where’d they go? Tell me or I’ll turn you into a turtle with no legs!” 
 
    Dupey glanced at his assistant, the elf standing in the corner, but she was looking away. The dwarf gulped. “I, I told you,” he said. “The horned woman and Alice Lowenherz were here two days ago, but they vanished without a trace! I heard they went back to Anfang.” 
 
    “You stupid dwarf! Aren’t you supposed to be an expert at coercion and kidnapping? How’d you let them escape?” Erin gritted her teeth while wringing her hands together. She threw her arms up into the air and sighed. “What about the man and the fairy? Where’d they go?” 
 
    “They didn’t even attend the tournament,” Dupey said. “They were teleported away by a silver light according to the berserk librarian. It’s most likely the Gemstone Merchants Clan who did that. You know how they are.” 
 
    “Those fairy-kidnapping rockheads?” Erin asked with a scowl. “I don’t believe you! Where’d they really go!?” 
 
    “M-Mrs. Koller,” Dupey said as he wiped his forehead with a handkerchief. “Why don’t you believe me?” 
 
    “I refuse, I refuse, I refuse!” Erin said and pointed at the assistant in the corner. The elf yelped as she shrank in size and turned into a turtle shell. A reptilian head and tail popped out, but no legs appeared. “That’ll be you next if you don’t tell me exactly where they went! I flew nonstop for two and a half weeks from Anfang to your dingy little place. I’m not going to fly back to Anfang just to be told they came back here; do you understand?” 
 
    Dupey fell silent. Erin was completely irrational and unwilling to listen to the truth. Maybe she’d believe a lie? But the backlash he’d receive if she found out he lied to her…. Was it better to accept his fate as a legless turtle? Dupey sighed. “Alright, I’ll tell you the truth,” he said. “We imprisoned all four of them in the Dwarven Dungeons of Doom, Despair, and Decay. They were too powerful. People like them shouldn’t be allowed to run around outside of our influence.” 
 
    Erin lowered her hand and smiled at him. “See?” she asked. “Was that so hard? You could’ve told me that from the start. For your punishment of wasting my time earlier, I’ll only turn you into a turtle.” She snapped her fingers, and Dupey fell out of his chair while writhing around. His body shrank into a small ellipse. 
 
    The turtle that formed in Dupey’s previous position sighed. At least I still have my legs. 
 
    Erin nodded at her handiwork before flying outside of the governor’s building. Fairy wings were too small for long-distance flights. She rubbed her chin before nodding. With a snap of her fingers, she grew in size, feathers sprouting from her arms while her legs transformed into talons. If fairies were too small, she’d become a roc. A screech escaped from her beak before she pumped her wings, soaring beyond the clouds. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Hey. Skeleton,” Alice said as she marched up to Mr. Skelly from behind. The armored skeleton turned his head around to face her without moving his torso. Alice took a step back and wrinkled her nose. “Don’t do that. Anyways, what the heck are those!?” She pointed beyond the town walls at the two massive piles of bones towering over the highest buildings in Anfang. 
 
    “Those are dead leviathans,” Mr. Skelly said with a nod as the rest of his body turned around as well. “One of them’s a bit wonky since some of its bones had been removed, but the other one is in perfect condition.” 
 
    “That answered my question, but why are they here!?” Alice shouted, smacking Mr. Skelly’s head. This time, his skull didn’t fall off as it was supported by a neck brace made of mithril. 
 
    “They’re our fancy forms of transport,” Mr. Skelly said. “Look, you can see our flag on them.” 
 
    Alice’s eye twitched. She hadn’t been able to remove the skeleton’s flags from all the buildings they had planted them on. “And where are you going? Modes of transportation imply transportation.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly reached into his armor and pulled out a map. It was marked with clear red lines and arrows along with numbers. “Here’s the plan Henry wrote up for us,” he said. “We’re heading south to the territory of the elves to bring them to our side first while some of us head east to the dwarves.” 
 
    Alice snatched the map out of Mr. Skelly’s bony hands. “No plans to go north?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “So you’re not declaring war on the holy dragons. That’s—” 
 
    “Yet.” 
 
    “…I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that,” Alice said. “But, wait, why did Henry even make this map for you?” She folded it and tore it to bits. 
 
    Mr. Skelly tilted his head. “Henry’s our bishop,” he said. “Obviously he’d work in our best interest. But why did you rip the map apart?” 
 
    “I’m not going to allow you to keep a map that’s titled world domination!” Alice threw the ripped pieces into Mr. Skelly’s face. 
 
    “Well, that’s okay,” Mr. Skelly said as he plucked bits of paper out of his eye sockets. “We have plenty of spares, more than our flags actually.” He placed his hands on Alice’s shoulders. “Why don’t you”—he flinched as his arms were shattered into pieces but continued speaking without pause—“join us for a bit? You’ll see we aren’t bad people at all. Who knows? You might even join our cause.” 
 
    “I highly doubt that,” Alice said with a snort. 
 
    “Give it a try? You won’t know if you’ll like it until you try it,” Mr. Skelly said as he squatted beside his shattered bones. They flew into the air and reconnected to his arms with the help of purple strands of mana. “Tafel said she’s coming.” 
 
    “Really?” Alice asked, raising an eyebrow. “…I might consider it then.” 
 
    A few moments after finishing his conversation with Alice, Mr. Skelly went to a small café in Anfang where he found Tafel sipping on tea while reading a book about cursed swords. “Hey, Tafel,” Mr. Skelly said, taking a seat across from her. 
 
    Tafel placed the book down and raised her head. “Mr. Skelly,” she said. “What’s up? You normally pop out of the ground.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly nodded. “Can’t do that. I’m unfamiliar with the lands here,” he said. “Anyways, want to join us on a crusade to the south?” 
 
    “Not really,” Tafel said. “Apparently I can make this sword evolve”—she patted the sword by her side which was staring at Mr. Skelly—“I want to do that first.” 
 
    “Oh,” Mr. Skelly said. “Alice said she really wanted to go though. You don’t want to accompany your party member?” 
 
    “Alice did?” Tafel asked while blinking. Her brow furrowed as she lowered her head. “Well, if she really wants to … I guess I can delay this a bit.” She raised her head. “Yeah, I’ll go.” 
 
    “Excellent.” 
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    “Fire elementals!” Stella said, throwing her hands into the air. “I want to see the fire elementals.” 
 
    “And what do you think about that?” E glanced at Vur. After they had finished their negotiations, the dwarf king had asked Vur what he wanted to do. And Stella had answered before he could speak. 
 
    “Let’s go see the fire elementals then,” Vur said with a nod while Stella cheered again. 
 
    E furrowed his brow. “Why does it seem like the fairy makes all the decisions?” he asked. “Do you not have anything you want to do for yourself?” 
 
    Vur shook his head. “As long as my friends are happy, I’m happy,” he said. “If Stella wants to see the fire elementals, then I want to see them too.” 
 
    “Really?” E asked as Stella flew down from Vur’s head and hugged the dragon-boy’s face. “You’re fine with that? Someone who’s strong enough to tame a mountain elemental has such low aspirations. You’re just like me.” E paused as Vur plucked Stella off his face and put her back on his head. “Then did the fairy want you to become king of the dwarves?” 
 
    “Her name’s Stella; stop calling her the fairy,” Vur said. “But no, I conquered your people because of the dragons’ code of honor. My uncle failed to conquer the dwarves since they ran away, so I finished the job.” He nodded as E tilted his head. 
 
    “What do you mean dragons’ code of honor and uncle?” E asked. “You make it sound like your uncle is a dragon. It must be a miscommunication since your manner of speech is a bit archaic.” 
 
    “No miscommunications,” Vur said, shaking his head. “My uncle’s Grimmoldesser. I’m a dragon, but I don’t have my wings yet.” He raised his head to meet Stella’s gaze. “If I make a contract with a fire elemental, I’ll grow faster, right?” 
 
    Diamant’s voice spoke up from the runes on Vur’s arm, “I’m not sure there’s enough space for another—” 
 
    “Yup!” Stella said, her voice piercing through Diamant’s. “You’ll grow super-duper fast with another elemental contracted to you. You can definitely get at least three more.” 
 
    “Wait,” E said. “Did you say Grimmoldesser, the cursed black dragon from our legends, that Grimmoldesser?” 
 
    Vur nodded. “It’s most likely him.” 
 
    “And … you’re a dragon?” E asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    Vur nodded again. 
 
    E stared at Vur for a few seconds before sighing. He shrugged and shook his head. “Well, my intuition’s never failed me before,” he said. “I’ll trust it again this time. I think it’ll be a hassle to explain to everyone else though. Telling them I’m no longer king was going to be difficult enough. Ah, I thought my life was supposed to be more relaxing now that I’m no longer king.” 
 
    “Why can’t everyone be as carefree as him?” Stella asked, tilting her head to the side. “Alice had such a huge reaction. But it’s a bit sad there wasn’t even a gasp coming from his mouth.” She clicked her tongue and shook her head. 
 
    “Grimmoldesser…,” E muttered. His eyes widened. “Ah! That black dragon that invaded Plumby’s capital. Was that him?” 
 
    Vur shrugged. “Do you have a mana-image-but-not-really image of the dragon?” 
 
    “A picture? No,” E said. “But shouldn’t you know where your uncle is?” 
 
    “Do you know where your uncles are?” Vur asked. 
 
    “No…,” E said. “But they aren’t people that can destroy towns on a whim.” 
 
    “If I had to keep track of everyone I knew that could destroy a town on a whim,” Vur said, rubbing his chin, “then I’d never have time to do anything else.” He nodded. “Besides, Auntie does that for me.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” E said, rolling his eyes, “this aunt of yours is Grimmoldesser’s mate.” 
 
    Vur scratched his head. “I’m not sure actually,” he said. “But she’s not a dragon. She’s an elf. Mostly.” 
 
    E stared at Vur. “Out of curiosity,” he asked. “What is Stella to you?” 
 
    “She’s—” 
 
    “He’s my dad!” Stella said, her voice cutting through Vur’s. “He gave birth to me with the flower in his chest.” She nodded and patted Vur’s head. “Isn’t that right?” 
 
    “But you planted it there,” Vur said. 
 
    “No, no, no,” Stella said, shaking her head. “That was my past self. It doesn’t count.” 
 
    Vur turned his gaze back onto E. “She’s not my daughter, but—” 
 
    “Wow! Rude! I’m going to cry,” Stella said and puffed her cheeks out. 
 
    “I do have a son,” Vur finished. 
 
    E chewed on his lower lip. “Is he a dragon?” 
 
    “No, he’s a boar,” Vur said. A wrinkle formed on his brow as Stella pouted and plucked one of his hairs. 
 
    “A boar,” E said, his expression neutral. “Then your wife’s—” 
 
    “A demon,” Vur said with a nod. 
 
    E sighed. “I don’t know if you’re serious or not,” he said. “But I suppose that doesn’t really matter, does it?” 
 
    “Dragons never lie,” Vur said. “And you might meet my wife, so you should know in advance—she has horns; if you look at her strangely, I’ll punt you.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” E said. He glanced at the fairy throwing a tantrum on Vur’s head. “You said you wanted to see the fire elementals, right? I can take you to their main headquarters—benefits of being king, well, ex-king. Why do you want to see them?” 
 
    Stella stopped rolling around and sat up. “I need a sun.” 
 
    “I thought fairies only had daughters?” E asked. 
 
    “A sun, not a son! Dummy,” Stella said and stuck her tongue out. She crossed her arms, wrinkled her nose, and looked away. 
 
    E raised an eyebrow. “…You mean a boar?” 
 
    “I’m going to curse you,” Stella said. 
 
    “I think I’ll keep my mouth shut about relationships until I see your family tree,” E said to Vur. 
 
    Vur nodded. “It’s only a sprout right now, but it’ll grow in time.” 
 
    E scratched his head. Are we talking about the same thing? “I don’t know what to think anymore.” He sighed. “Forget it. I’ll take you to the fire elementals.” 
 
    Vur nodded and followed after E while preventing Stella from tugging on his hair. “Why do you want a sun?” he asked, glancing up at the fairy queen. 
 
    Stella pouted and crossed her arms, keeping silent. She squealed when Vur tickled her side with his finger, and she smacked away his digit. “Stop that!” she said and pouted even harder. “Plants need sunlight to grow. Duh.” 
 
    “But you’re a fairy,” Vur said, ignoring the dwarves who were staring at him. The palace maids and butlers were gawking as E walked past them. 
 
    “I know I’m a fairy,” Stella said with a nod. She frowned at the workers and shook her fist at them. “What are you staring at? Never seen a fairy before?” 
 
    The dwarves glanced at Stella, and one maid spoke up. “No, no,” she said and fanned her face with her hands. “We’ve seen lots of fairies before. It’s just that … the king. He’s not sleeping inside the throne room. Is the world coming to an end?” 
 
    “Hey,” E said and snorted. “You don’t have to compare my leaving my bed to the end of times. Also, I’m not king anymore.” He pointed at Vur. “He is. Spread the word for me, thanks.” 
 
    Vur nodded at the stunned dwarves while continuing to follow behind E. “My name’s Vur Besteck. I’m your new king.” 
 
    “But, but you’re a human,” the maid said, her eyes as wide as saucers. “Your Gloriousness, this is not a tasteful joke.” 
 
    “It’s not a joke,” E said. “I’m 100% serious. He’s your new king. Just think of him as a really tall dwarf if you can’t fathom a human ruler.” He clicked his tongue. “If only Zappy were here, then I could make him announce a formal coronation ceremony.” He pointed at a grizzled dwarf butler standing by a suit of white armor. “You can do it. Announce a grand assembly; everyone important must attend. It’ll take place five weeks from now.” 
 
    “Yes, Your ex-Gloriousness,” the old dwarf said and saluted. 
 
    As E and Vur continued out of the palace, Stella tilted her head and peered at Vur’s arm. “Why are you moving around so much, Deedee?” she asked. “You’re tickling my roots.” 
 
    “I’m astounded,” Diamant said. “Absolutely astounded. Vur went from a criminal dwarf punter to the king of the dwarves without any issues: no blood was shed, no money was involved, the dwarf king peacefully handed over the throne. Is this what humanoids call dreaming? I think I’m beginning to understand why they shut their bodies down to sleep.” 
 
    “No,” Stella said and shook her head. The tattoo roots on Vur’s arm wriggled, forcing the brown runes down. “This isn’t dreaming. This is just a normal day in the life of Vur.” 
 
    “I don’t want to know what an abnormal day is like,” E said with a shudder. “And it’s a shame you only became king now. I just realized you missed the annual assembly. Well, the dwarf king hasn’t attended it in over a decade, but it would’ve been a good way to let the continent know of your new position.” 
 
    “Weren’t you the dwarf king for the last decade?” Diamant asked. 
 
    E nodded. “And I haven’t attended. Why would I go out of my way to do that when I have twelve trusted commanders beneath me?” He glanced at Vur, who was admiring the paintings on the walls. Nearly all of them were blueprints, but there were the occasional pictures of a dwarf wearing a crown. “I should introduce you to my commanders. They’ll help you rule the kingdom more efficiently.” 
 
    “No need,” Vur said and shook his head. “I appoint you as my advisor. Feel free to run my kingdom however you see fit … until I reunite with my wife, that is. She might want to take over.” He snorted. “She usually doesn’t like my policies. What’s wrong with free money day? Everyone likes money.” 
 
    “Your wife has my condolences,” E said. The palace doors were opened by a set of floating armor, bathing the hallway with sunlight. The dwarf king squinted and pointed at a clearing in the garden which was lined with bricks. Dozens of carriages were parked side by side. “Do you want to guess which car is mine?” 
 
    Vur scratched his head as the group approached the parking lot. “That one,” he said and pointed at the plainest car in sight. 
 
    “It’s obviously that one,” Stella said and pointed at a black car with fireballs painted on its sides. 
 
    “Judging by your personality,” Diamant’s voice rumbled. “It’s the one that looks like a cloud.” 
 
    E clapped his hands once. “You’re all right!” he said and smiled. “All of these cars are mine.” If he was as tall as Vur, he would’ve patted his shoulder, but since he wasn’t, E patted Vur’s thigh instead. “Like I said back at your place, I’m gifting you a car. You can have any that catches your eye. Of course, this is temporary until a flying one is invented.” 
 
    Vur rubbed his chin. “Well, Tafel’s favorite color is purple,” he said. He pointed at the only purple car in the parking lot. “I’ll take that one.” 
 
    “Alright,” E said with a nod. He walked over to the palace wall beside the parking lot and retrieved a key that was hanging on a hook before tossing it to Vur. “I’ll teach you how to drive it on the way to the fire elementals’ headquarters. They live in a volcano about two weeks away if we drive at a moderate pace. I think their leader is a volcano spirit, but I can’t remember the guy’s name.” 
 
    “His name is Az,” Diamant said. “You’re talking about the clan master of the Flaming Fire Flickers, correct?” 
 
    “That alliteration sounds right,” E said. 
 
    “Good,” Diamant said. “It wouldn’t be fair if I was the only one who had to suffer under Vur’s hands.” The mountain elemental paused. “If Vur becomes the clan master of the Flaming Fire Flickers too, does that mean the Gemstone Merchants will merge with them?” 
 
    “You can rename yourselves to the Flaming Gemstone Fire Merchants Flickers Clan!” Stella said, throwing her hands into the air. 
 
    E glanced at Vur. “It seems like your commander also enjoys horrifically long names.” 
 
    Vur shrugged. When had Stella become his commander? 
 
    E shook his head and climbed aboard the car, patting the driver seat beside him. “Put the key in the ignition and give it a gentle twist,” he said, gesturing towards the dashboard in front of him. 
 
    Vur sat down while Stella peered at the wheel as he stuck the key inside. The car roared to life when he turned the key. He nodded at E. “Now what?” 
 
    “Now you adjust the three mirrors so you have vision of your surroundings,” E said. “Then you wiggle this stick over here, called the shifter, to switch from unmoving to moving forward to moving backwards and finally to moving forward extremely fast.” 
 
    Stella glanced at the shifter and tilted her head. “Wouldn’t it make more sense to put the moving forward extremely fast before the moving backwards?” she asked, frowning at the letters drawn onto the car. 
 
    “Yes, it would,” E said, “but there’s some technical difficulties. If you switch from moving forward to moving forward extremely fast without placing it into reverse first, there’s a high probability of the engine exploding. We’re not sure why putting it after reverse lowers the explosion rate, but hey, it works, so that’s the way it has to be.” 
 
    “How do I make it move?” Vur asked as he played around with the shifter. 
 
    “The right pedal makes it move. The left pedal makes it stop,” E said. “You’ll get used to it. Try to reverse out of this parking lot and onto the road. Spinning the wheel left makes the car move left and vice versa.” 
 
    “What’s this button?” Stella asked, pointing at a big red button located above the shifter. 
 
    “That activates the cannons,” E said. “Don’t touch it.” 
 
    “Oh,” Stella said and nodded even though she didn’t know what a cannon was. “Maybe you shouldn’t put it in such a touchable place, and you should make it look less pressable.” 
 
    “That’s what I told Plumby,” E said. “He said the bright-red color was enough to act as a deterrent.” 
 
    Stella scratched her head as the car lurched out of the parking lot. “Plumby sounds dumb.” 
 
    “He designed the car,” E said. “Some people are smart in some ways but stupid in others. A good leader might not make a good cook. A great engineer might not be a good user interface designer. That’s why it’s important to delegate roles to those who are capable.” 
 
    “But you didn’t delegate any user interface designers to help Plumby,” Stella said and furrowed her brow. 
 
    “And some people are just a complete nightmare to work with, but they’re so good at their jobs that they don’t get fired,” E said. “That’s Plumby.” He glanced at Vur, who was maneuvering the car around a corner to head towards the main road. “You’re doing great for someone who’s never driven before.” 
 
    Vur nodded. “It’s like driving Willy,” he said. Once he made it out of the palace, he moved the shifter down to moving forward extremely fast and pressed the gas pedal all the way to the floor of the car. 
 
    E’s eyes widened as he was forced back into his seat. Wind blew past, causing his hair to fly wildly, and Stella had to grab onto Vur’s ear to prevent herself from being blown away. “Slow down!” E shouted as he inched closer to the center of the car. “Why are you going so fast!?” 
 
    “Fast?” Vur asked and turned his head, his foot still pressed on the gas pedal. “This feels pretty slow.” 
 
    “Keep your eyes on the road!” E shouted. “And take your foot off the pedal!” 
 
    Vur snorted and lifted his foot. The car slowed down, and E spat a bug out of his mouth while fixing his hair. “I just realized a few crucial features that the car’s lacking,” the dwarf king said. “There has to be something to tether us to the seat, so we don’t fall out in case you swerve while going that fast. Maybe I’ll call it a seatbelt? And we need something to shield us from the wind and bugs; otherwise, it’d be too difficult to keep our eyes open. Something to shield us from the wind…, let’s call it a windshield.” 
 
    Vur sighed as the car puttered along. “Why did you want me to slow down?” 
 
    “Because I don’t want to die,” E said. “And what do you mean it’s like driving Willy? You have something similar where you’re from?” 
 
    “Willy’s my pet spider,” Stella said. Her eyes widened, and she covered her mouth with both her hands before glancing at Vur. “Err, Vur’s pet spider. I know because he said so in his sleep once.” She nodded twice before hiding inside Vur’s hair. 
 
    “Willy’s a pet, but he’s big,” Vur said. “Bigger than this car. He moves much faster too.” He pressed the gas pedal all the way down, causing the car to speed up again. A golden aura appeared over his eyes to help him see despite the wind blowing into his face. 
 
    “I thought you were going to drive slower!” E shouted as he squinted and shrank into his seat. 
 
    “No,” Vur said and shook his head. “There’s an easier solution. If you die, I’ll revive you. Now you don’t have to worry, right?” 
 
    “No!” E said. “That’s not how it works!” 
 
    “Just trust me,” Vur said and rolled his eyes. “What does your intuition say?” 
 
    “It says you shouldn’t drive!” 
 
    Vur snorted and glanced up. There was a sign to his right that had names and distances written on them. “Those signs are convenient,” he said as it blurred past. “I should put some up in the sky back home.” 
 
    E lowered himself further into his seat. “Just follow the signs to Mt. Inesia,” he said. “Please don’t crash into anything.” He let out a whimper. “Am I the only one who’s frightened of how fast Vur’s going?” 
 
    “Yup,” Stella said from within Vur’s hair. 
 
    “If a physical impact could kill me, I think I’d be just as terrified as you,” Diamant said. “But it can’t, so I’m not.” 
 
    “I really should’ve just been an investor,” E mumbled. 
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    “Is this it?” Lindyss muttered to herself as she hovered above a suspiciously evil-looking building. It was designed like a castle, its walls made of obsidian. There were no windows, and a moat with strange creatures she had never seen before were patrolling the entrance. The roof was covered by a blood-red tarp, and a massive fence with barbed wire at the top cut off the jail from its peaceful surroundings. The black structure looked completely out of place in the picturesque meadow it was located in. “I think this qualifies as a dungeon of doom and despair.” 
 
    A piercing noise caught Lindyss’ attention, and she turned her head towards the sound. A massive roc was flying in her direction, its wings cutting through the air, emitting shrieks. Lindyss gulped before licking her lips. “I could use a little snack before I begin,” she said as her eyes narrowed at the approaching beast. Her translucent purple wings beat once, launching her above the clouds and out of sight. 
 
    The roc screeched as it spread its wings and leaned back, angling its body to slow its flight as it approached the area where Lindyss had just occupied. It glided in a lazy circle, its head staring down at the castle below. Its eyes narrowed at the dwarves standing guard near the gates, and it beat its wings twice, positioning itself to dive. A whistling sound caught the roc’s attention, and it turned its head up towards the clouds. Its eyes widened as Lindyss plunged towards it, holding a massive spike made of purple mana in her hands. The roc twisted its body, dodging to the side. It managed to avoid a fatal strike to its vitals, but the spike in the cursed elf’s hands pierced its wing before she collided against the roc’s. 
 
    Lindyss smiled as a translucent purple bat’s head extended from her aura and sank its fangs into the roc’s neck. The roc opened its mouth, but instead of the shriek Lindyss was expecting, it let out a string of curses. “What the turnips!? Flying elves!? Quit biting me, you witch!” 
 
    Lindyss stiffened as her aura stopped draining the roc’s blood. Her mouth opened and closed before she furrowed her brow. “A talking roc?” she asked as she dispersed the mana spike in her hands. “The heck? How can you speak?” 
 
    “I’m a fairy, you numbnut!” The roc struggled to throw Lindyss off its back as it continued to plummet towards the ground. 
 
    Lindyss’ eyes narrowed as the bat aura sank its fangs deeper into the roc’s neck. “There’s only two things that really irritate me,” she said. “Getting woken up during a dream, and fairies. Become my dinner, please.” 
 
    “You’re a lunatic!” the roc shouted as it strained its neck, trying to pull away from the aura’s fangs. But all its efforts did was help the fangs dig deeper into its flesh. The roc screeched before rapidly shrinking, escaping from Lindyss’ grasp. Its feathers receded into its body while its wings took on a humanoid form. The voice coming out of the half-roc half-fairy sounded discombobulated as it asked, “Which colony are you from!? I swear on my name as Erin Koller that I’ll destroy it!” 
 
    “You can swear on anything you’d like,” Lindyss said, “but you won’t be able to destroy a single thing once I’m done with you.” 
 
    Blood gushed out of two holes in Erin’s neck as she retreated backwards in the air, flapping her wings to distance herself from Lindyss. She grimaced as she pressed her hand against her wound. “Why are you attacking me? Who sent you? Was it the dwarves?” 
 
    Lindyss shrugged as she swallowed, the blood in her aura disappearing. “Didn’t I tell you?” she asked. “Fairies irritate me, and lately, I’ve been in a very, very bad mood.” 
 
    Erin’s expression darkened. “Don’t you have any regard for life?” she asked. She gritted her teeth. “You’d kill a fairy just because you’re in a bad mood?” 
 
    “I’d kill a fairy even if I were in a good mood,” Lindyss said with a snort. “Rotten liars, every single one of you.” Her eyes narrowed at Erin’s silver hair. “Especially the queens.” 
 
    Erin wrinkled her nose. “Fell for one or two harmless pranks, have you?” she asked, placing her hands on her hips. The bleeding on her neck had stopped, the bite marks completely gone. “That doesn’t warrant such hatred.” She pointed her finger at Lindyss. “You’re an evil person.” 
 
    Lindyss nodded. “I never said I was good.” She flew forwards, a white halo appearing above her head and a white sword appearing in her hand. 
 
    “Polymorph!” Erin shouted. Lindyss’ eyes widened as she shrank and turned pink. The purple and white auras around her disappeared as she turned into a worm, plummeting towards the ground. Erin placed her hands on her hips and shouted down at the falling polymorphed elf, “Repent in your next life!” 
 
    Translucent purple wings sprouted out of the worm’s back, and an aura engulfed it, taking the shape of a bat. Erin raised an eyebrow as the bat flew towards her. “So you can still control your awakening as a worm,” she muttered. “You’re not bad.” 
 
    A massive fireball erupted from the bat’s mouth, flying towards Erin. The fairy yelped before diving downwards, narrowly avoiding the flames, but a series of thunderbolts rained down on her tiny frame, the lightning striking from a clear sky. 
 
    “Who the potatoes are you!?” Erin shouted as her limbs stopped tingling. She pointed at the bat aura and said, “Polymorph!” 
 
    The purple aura dispersed as Lindyss transformed into a rabbit. She clawed at the air as she plummeted towards the ground. A few seconds later, a pair of translucent wings shot out of her back, and she glared at the fairy floating above her. 
 
    “Polymorph!” Erin shouted again. 
 
    Lindyss’ aura wings disappeared again as she was transformed into a goat. It took her the same amount of time to adapt to her new form and call out her wings. 
 
    Erin ground her teeth together. “Polymorph! I’ll turn you into an animal so complex that you won’t know how to control your awakening!” 
 
    “Polymorph!” 
 
    “Polymorph!” 
 
    “Polymorph!” 
 
    “Polymorph!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “If you look to your right, you’ll see our Dwarven Dungeons of Doom, Despair, and Decay,” E said. A set of armor sat beside him to catch him in case he fell out of his seat. 
 
    Vur took his eyes off the road and glanced towards the right. His brow furrowed. “Do bears fly on this continent?” 
 
    “No?” E asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Oh,” Vur said and blinked. “What about crocodiles?” 
 
    “What are you even thinking about?” E asked as he followed Vur’s gaze. He couldn’t see anything, but he thought he saw a dot in the sky. 
 
    “Look,” Vur said, taking his hand off the wheel and pointing. “There’s—” 
 
    Stella grabbed Vur’s ear and turned his head away from the dwarven dungeon. “Eyes on the road, please,” she said. “You almost ran someone over.” 
 
    Vur scratched his head. Maybe driving for too long caused hallucinations. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You know,” Tafel said to Alice as she lowered her book, “this wasn’t what I had in mind when I set out on an adventure with Vur.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Alice asked. She was jostled into the air and crashed back against her leather seat as the leviathan skeleton they were riding ran over a tree. She grimaced as all kinds of animals shrieked, howled, and scattered as they were displaced. “Could it be the fact that none of this is normal?” 
 
    “Yeah, that could be it,” Tafel said and furrowed her brow while glancing behind herself. Hundreds of skeletons were dashing over the trees that had been toppled over by the leviathan skeleton. They were chattering and laughing amongst themselves while holding bound and gagged elves over their heads. A few of the elves met her gaze, glaring daggers at her. She turned her head back towards Alice. “Anyways, do you know where I can buy the joyful tears of a darkness elemental?” 
 
    “I don’t think elementals cry,” Alice said and glanced at Tafel’s book. “Where did you even find that tome?” 
 
    “It was in the ruins of the holy dragons’ church in Anfang,” Tafel said. “There was a whole section of the library devoted to forbidden and cursed books.” She patted the sword by her side. “And it seemed perfect to learn how to evolve Spitty.” 
 
    “You named your sword Spitty?” Alice asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    Tafel nodded. “It was that or Sharpy,” she said as a green liquid leaked out from her sword’s blade. It dripped onto the leviathan skeleton, causing vapor to appear as bits of the skeleton’s bones were dissolved. “The book said Spitty can grow wings after it evolves.” 
 
    Alice stared at Tafel, causing the demon to tilt her head. “Why the heck would a sword need wings?” Alice asked with a frown. 
 
    Tafel raised an eyebrow. “To fly? What else are wings used for?” she asked. “It’s not like—” 
 
    “Elves ahoy!” Mr. Skelly shouted from atop the leviathan’s skull. “There’s only seven of them; sweep them up!” 
 
    Tafel stood up and squinted at the woods ahead. A few elves were standing in the trees, staring at the approaching horde of undead with their mouths agape. Despair filled their eyes as the cackling of the undead resounded through the air. Tafel sighed and sat down again. “None of them are ginger.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’ll ever find a red-haired elf,” Alice said. “Are you sure that tome can be trusted? I don’t see how strands of hair can help evolve a cursed sword.” 
 
    “Something about devouring souls,” Tafel said with a shrug. The newest elves were bound and gagged, unable to resist the skeletons’ fierce onslaught. They had tried casting magic, but the fairies by Mr. Skelly had silenced them. “How come we haven’t come across a village yet?” 
 
    “Elves live in small colonies,” Alice said and shook her head. “Why would they form a village?” 
 
    Tafel pursed her lips. “I don’t know,” she said. “That’s just how they worked on my continent. Wouldn’t it be safer for them to group up?” 
 
    “What would they need protection from?” Alice asked. “The forest is a sacred land because the phoenixes live here and declared it as such. Only elves are allowed entry because they’re beneficial to the growth of the forest unlike humans and dwarves, who only know how to cut trees down and take without giving back. No one would dare invade the forest to attack the elves; the elven slaves you see around the dwarven towns were all captured outside.” She frowned. “These undead are probably the first belligerent beings to enter the forest in a long time.” 
 
    “Then we’re offending phoenixes right now?” Tafel asked. “They’re supposed to be as strong as dragons if they’re imprinted, right?” 
 
    “Dragons and phoenixes both fall under the category of beasts you don’t want to offend if you value your life,” Alice said. “I’ve been trying to tell you that invading the forest is a bad idea, but everyone started ignoring me ever since these skeletons appeared.” Her eyes narrowed at the back of Mr. Skelly’s skull. “Are they that much more charismatic than me?” 
 
    Tafel hummed and rubbed her chin. “How hard do you think it’d be to get a phoenix imprint?” she asked, ignoring Alice’s question. 
 
    “Impossible,” Alice said and flicked Tafel’s forehead. “Don’t even think about it.” She sighed and shook her head. “I don’t understand where these skeletons are getting their confidence from. I tell them it’s a bad idea to invade the forest, but they do it anyways.” She broke off a bit of the leviathan’s bone she was sitting on and threw it at Mr. Skelly. “It’s because you’re already dead, isn’t it? You don’t know what fear means anymore.” 
 
    “Well,” Mr. Skelly said as his skull swiveled around to face Alice. “Elves have a lot of mana. An average elf is easily worth twenty average humans. A high elf is worth a hundred humans. As the size of our army expands, the mana upkeep grows as well. Elves are very efficient in their mana produced to food required to keep them alive ratio.” 
 
    “Don’t treat living things like renewable energy sources!” Alice said and threw another bone piece at Mr. Skelly, causing a crack to appear on his forehead. 
 
    “But that’s all they are to an undead,” Mr. Skelly said and rubbed his skull. The crack shrank before fading away. “Unless you’re talking about zombies. Then living things can become a non-renewable resource.” 
 
    “Why are you complaining so much?” Tafel asked Alice. “You’re the one who wanted to go on this trip.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly coughed as Alice furrowed her brow. “Me? It was you,” she said. “I only agreed to come because that damned skeleton said you wanted to.” 
 
    “Wait a minute…,” Tafel said, her eyes narrowing at Mr. Skelly. “Did you—” 
 
    “Ah! A phoenix,” Mr. Skelly said, pointing off to the side. Tafel’s and Alice’s heads whipped around to look towards the direction he pointed in. There was nothing there. When the two turned back, Mr. Skelly was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Alice snorted. “I’m going to kill him the next time I see him.” 
 
    “He’s already dead. But I’ll help.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “We’re here; slow down,” E said and waited for Vur to stop the car before hopping outside. E fanned himself before snapping his fingers. A set of armor equipped with a shield appeared and used it to fan the dwarf king. “Hot, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s a fire mountain!” Stella said with wide eyes. They had stopped at the base of a volcano that had streams of lava flowing down its sides. The black ground occasionally split apart as red and orange bubbles burst to the surface. It was a stark contrast from the grassy green plains they had traversed moments before. A black road extended from the car towards a dark spot by the volcano’s base. 
 
    Vur tilted his head as he approached the flow of lava that spilled into a hole in the ground. He put his foot inside it and hummed while E watched on with wide eyes. “It’s a little hot,” Vur said as he retracted his foot. 
 
    E swallowed his saliva as lava dripped off of Vur’s unharmed limb. “I guess I don’t have to warn you about straying off the path, huh?” he asked as Vur turned his attention onto the volcano’s peak. “Just follow the obsidian and we’ll reach the entrance.” 
 
    “We couldn’t have driven?” Stella asked with a frown. 
 
    “The car would’ve exploded,” E said to the fairy sitting on Vur’s head and snorted. “You don’t even walk on your own. Why are you complaining?” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear that from you,” Stella said to the dwarf sitting on top of a dwarf-sized suit of armor. There was a second, human-sized suit of armor following closely behind, and E was using its torso as a backrest. 
 
    “The fire elementals live here?” Vur asked as he proceeded down the obsidian road. An occasional spray of lava would shoot out from the sides, splattering close to his feet. “I wonder what they look like.” 
 
    “Obviously they should look like fireballs with arms and legs,” Stella said with a nod. “Deedee’s an earth elemental and he’s a boulder with arms and legs. Then a wind elemental should look like a ball of wind with arms and legs. A water elemental should look like a ball of water with arms and legs.” 
 
    “Actually,” Diamant said, the runes on Vur’s arm lighting up, “fire elementals look like red boulders.” 
 
    “No way,” Stella said, glaring at the brown runes. A few roots on Vur’s rose tattoo whipped the runes a few times. “Then what does a wind elemental look like?” 
 
    “A green boulder,” Diamant said in a defeated voice. “Ow! Stop doing that! Hitting me won’t change the fact you’re wrong. While I’m at it, water elementals are blue boulders.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense,” Stella said and crossed her arms over her chest, ignoring Diamant’s cries. 
 
    “Think about it,” E said. “How will they carry things if their arms are made of fire? They can’t. Same with wind or water.” 
 
    Stella pouted. “The world is magical!” she said. “It can’t start making sense now.” 
 
    “I don’t make the rules,” E said and shrugged. “Well, not those rules. I guess, I don’t make any rules anymore after relieving my duties to Vur.” 
 
    “No,” Vur said. “You still have to make rules; I made you my advisor, remember?” 
 
    “Darn,” E said and sighed. “I was hoping you’d forget. Anyways”—he glanced around before cupping his hands over his mouth—“the dwarf king requests an audience with the clan master!” 
 
    The trio had arrived at the end of the road. It had led them face to face with the wall of the volcano. Stella tilted her head and asked, “Entrance?” 
 
    “Just give them a second,” E said. “Why are fairies so impatient? Don’t you know all your problems will be solved if you wait long enough?” 
 
    “Right?” Vur asked in agreement. “It seems like only dragons know that. Everyone else thinks you should take initiative.” 
 
    Before E could reply, the wall in front of the group melted, turning into a puddle of lava by their feet. A stout red boulder with red arms and legs stared at them with round obsidian eyes. “Dwarf king,” the boulder said and inclined its face, which was also its body, downwards. “Welcome to our clan’s headquarters. What brings you here today?” 
 
    “I’m not the dwarf king,” E said and pointed at Vur. “He is.” 
 
    The boulder turned and stared at Vur, unblinking. Its gaze went back towards E. Its mouth, which was a crack beneath its eyes, moved as it said, “I’m not blind.” It gestured with its arms. “This is a human with a tiny human on its head.” 
 
    “I’m a fairy,” Stella said. 
 
    The boulder ignored the fairy queen’s remark. “And I remember your face, Your Gloriousness,” the boulder said. “Or should I call you E like you always insist?” 
 
    “I’m positive I’ve never seen you before,” E said. “Anyways, take us to your clan master. The dwarf king”—he gestured towards Vur—“wants to speak with him.” 
 
    “I am the clan master,” the boulder said. “This is my seventh time meeting you, and this is the seventh time you have forgotten my face.” 
 
    E snorted. “You’re a boulder, damn it. How am I supposed to differentiate you from some other red boulder?” He squinted at the clan master. “You’re really Az?” 
 
    The boulder’s eyes widened as its mouth fell open. “You, are you really the dwarf king?” Az asked. “How did you remember my name?” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,” E said. “I’m not the dwarf king anymore. I relinquished my position to my friend over here. His name is Vur.” 
 
    Az took another look at Vur. The obsidian eyes stayed on him for longer this time. They narrowed upon seeing the brown runes on Vur’s arm. “Those runes,” Az said. “I’m sensing Diamant’s power from them, but that can’t be possible. Who did you contract with?” 
 
    “Diamant,” Vur said. 
 
    Az didn’t respond. Vur waited for the boulder to say something. A sigh broke the silence instead, and a brown humanoid figure appeared beside Vur. “Hello, Az,” Diamant said. “It’s been a while, hasn’t it?” 
 
    “Diamant?” Az asked. He tilted his body and rubbed his eyes with his rocky hands. “You made a contract?” 
 
    “Sadly,” Diamant said and lowered his head. A moment later, his eyes gleamed and he smiled at Az. “But, very shortly, I won’t be the only one in this position.” 
 
    Az shuddered and took a step back. “What do you mean?” he asked, his eyes narrowing at the mountain elemental. His gaze shifted onto Vur and Stella before shifting back towards Diamant. “I refuse. I am a volcano elemental, king amongst fire elementals; how can I submit to a human?” 
 
    “He’s a dragon, Mr. Red Boulder,” Stella said, speaking the words Vur was about to say. “And you’re going to help him grow wings by forming a contract with him. Understood? Great!” 
 
    E stepped to the side, turning his head away as he suddenly took an interest in the designs on the base of the volcano. Az shifted his gaze onto the dwarf and frowned. Who is this man? Az thought as his gaze landed back onto Vur. Vur was shirtless, and part of his pants were torn. A purple tattoo of a flower gently pulsed with light on Vur’s chest while the roots of the flower were entwined in the runes on Vur’s arm. Az’s eyes widened at the sight. “You’re absorbing his power,” he said to Stella and whirled to face Diamant. 
 
    Diamant sighed and shrugged. “Yes, the little fairy is taking some of my essence, but the mana in Vur’s body is so abundant that it doesn’t matter,” he said. “I bet you’ll grow stronger too if he contracted with you.” 
 
    “Unlike the warped hearts of you earth elementals, a fire elemental’s heart is pure, unwavering,” Az said as rings of fire appeared underneath his obsidian eyes. “After the death of Miriam, I swore I’d never form another contract.” 
 
    “But I really need a sun,” Stella said and furrowed her brow. She tapped Vur’s head. “Capture him and force him to willingly contract with you!” 
 
    A hollow laugh escaped from Az’s mouth. “Do you have the power to, human?” he asked. The air around the boulder shimmered as its arms and legs crumbled into a fine powder. A blazing red light erupted from the boulder’s surface, forming a tiger-like figure in the air above it. “I don’t know how you forced Diamant to submit, but don’t think he and I are on the same level.” The fire tiger’s body expanded like a balloon, and a roar blasted through the air. White flames spewed out of Az’s mouth, jetting towards Vur. 
 
    Vur turned his head towards E, unconcerned about the flames flying towards him. “Does this count as a rebellion?” he asked. The white flames washed over him, but he didn’t even flinch. A brown glow had enveloped him, blocking the flames. 
 
    “Probably?” E asked as he took a step away from Vur. The heat from the flames caused blisters to appear on E’s arms, and he scratched his head. “That doesn’t hurt?” 
 
    “Nope,” Vur said. “Diamant’s blocking most of it.” 
 
    “I’m blocking all of it,” Diamant said from the runes in Vur’s arm. The humanoid projection he had created had dissolved when Az opened his mouth. “And it hurts a lot. Haven’t you ever heard of dodging? What if I was unable to stand up to Az’s attack?” 
 
    “Oh, quit complaining,” Stella said from the air above Vur. She was hovering over him to avoid the heat. “With Vur’s mana, you should be unbreakable.” 
 
    The flames gradually died down, and Az’s eyes widened as his vision was unobstructed. “Impossible,” the volcano spirit said. “You’re weaker than me, Diamant. How are you unscathed? Even with a contract, a human shouldn’t be able to provide you with that much mana.” 
 
    “I’m. A. Dragon!” Vur said. His skin glowed black as he activated his awakening, his wings and tail taking shape. Diamant let out a groan as an earthen bracer covered Vur’s right arm, and Stella retreated behind E, who had an expression of shock on his face. Vur took a step forward, causing the volcano to tremble. A few puffs of ash shot into the air as lava bubbled in the volcano’s crater. 
 
    Az’s fiery hairs stuck straight up as Vur’s reptilian eyes glared at him. “I, I will never yield,” Az roared as he took a step backwards. He took another step back as Vur stepped forward. Az swallowed as he retreated once again, the walls of the cave in the volcano pressing against his back. “B-but I will retreat when necessary!” 
 
    The fire tiger dissolved into a mote of red light that rushed towards the ground, but before it could enter, Vur lunged forwards and grabbed it. “How!?” Az’s voice shouted from the struggling wisp of light in Vur’s palm. “R-release me, human!” 
 
    “Some people never learn,” Stella said and sighed from atop E’s head. The dwarf king gulped and thanked his intuition for making the right choice. Stella cupped her hands around her mouth. “Last chance, Mr. Red Boulder. Call him a dragon and beg for your life.” 
 
    Vur squeezed his palm, causing Az to scream. Vur’s head tilted to the side as his eyes narrowed. “Am I a human?” he asked, wriggling his fingers to grind the wisp of light. A scream was the only response. 
 
    Diamant sighed. “Just submit, Az,” he said. “A contract ends after the contractor’s death. A volcano is eternal. A hundred years of your life is nothing; don’t give up your hard work for the sake of your pride.” 
 
    “I … will never submit!” Az roared. “I’d rather die than live subordinated to someone else! Die with me, human!” His body shone with a white light that caused E and Stella to turn their heads away. Vur frowned as he smothered the light in between his palms. A massive shockwave rippled outwards with his hands at the epicenter, causing E and Stella to fall over. But other than that, the trio were unharmed. 
 
    “He exploded?” Vur asked and tilted his head as he opened his hands. 
 
    “He reverted back to his original self,” Diamant said. “He’ll reform in a few centuries or so as an ember spirit.” He paused. “And the volcano will probably erupt within the next few seconds, so you might want to formulate a plan to survive.” 
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    A massive explosion rang through the cavern, causing Lulu to flinch and drop the bowl she was holding into the pool of bubbling liquid beneath her. “No!” she shouted before covering her mouth with her paws, glancing to the side at her mother and father. Kondra and her mate were stirring from the previous sound. 
 
    “What was that?” Kondra asked and furrowed her brow. Her head swiveled around like an owl trying to find any unknown sounds before her gaze locked onto Lulu. “Did you blow something up?” 
 
    “No!” Lulu said. “That wasn’t—” Before she could finish her sentence, the bubbling pool of liquid beneath her exploded, spewing green liquid everywhere as steam jettisoned towards the ceiling of the cave. Lulu whimpered as she wiped the liquid off her face before looking at her parents while hanging her head. “Okay, that one was me, but the first one wasn’t!” 
 
    “Get out,” Kondra said and pointed towards the tunnel with the sloped floor which led outside. Green liquid dripped from Kondra’s face onto the ground. 
 
    “But it really wasn’t—” 
 
    “Now!” Kondra said, her voice raising in volume but lowering in pitch. 
 
    Lulu’s head drooped further as she sighed. “Yes, Mother,” she said and trudged out of the cavern. 
 
    “Bring me a snack when you come back,” Grimmy called out as she disappeared up the slope. 
 
    “And you,” Kondra said, whirling her head around to face Grimmy. ‘Why are you still here? Righteous quests don’t complete themselves.” 
 
    Grimmy yawned. “Why are you so impatient?” he asked and raised an eyebrow. “If you wait long enough, even a righteous quest will solve itself. There’s no need to take initiative.” He nodded once before closing his eyes, resting his head on his paws. 
 
    Smoke shot out of Kondra’s nostrils as Leila curled up closer to Grimmy and draped one wing over him, snuggling her head into his neck. Kondra let out a growl. “Leila….” 
 
    “Grandchild,” Leila said in response, causing Kondra’s eyes to narrow into slits. 
 
    The dragon matriarch snorted and faced her mate. She nudged him and asked, “Can you believe this?” 
 
    “Well,” Leila’s father said and scratched his head, “aren’t Grimmoldesser’s words true?” He sat up and held his paws in front of his face. “Hold up, let me explain before you spew fire at me.” He lowered his paws as Kondra shut her mouth and glared at him. “Think about it; isn’t what you’ve done exactly what Grimmoldesser has suggested?” 
 
    Kondra stared at her mate. She continued to stare at him as a bead of sweat rolled down his face. When it dripped to the ground, she said, “Elaborate.” 
 
    “Grimmoldesser’s adopting a wait-and-see approach,” Leila’s father said. “It’s the same type of approach you adopted when the dwarves first shooed you away. You waited for someone to come to give a quest to them, but you’re not taking any initiative yourself.” 
 
    “Yeah, you hypocrite,” Grimmy said. Leila smacked his snout. “What? It’s the truth.” 
 
    Kondra snorted. “I recognized the problem and took steps to solving it,” she said and gestured at Grimmy, “by designating it as a quest. He’s done nothing at all. At least, I gave out a quest. I’m not just sitting around and waiting for my problem to solve itself.” 
 
    “Who says I’m sitting around waiting for my quest to resolve itself?” Grimmy asked and snorted. “I’ll have you know, I’m a very hardworking individual. Every time I go to sleep, I explore the world with astral projection. Before one can pacify a whole race, one must know every part of them. I can’t just barge into their place, break all their stuff, and massacre them without caring about the consequences. The ties between the dwarves and all the other sentient beings have to be taken into consideration.” 
 
    “Really?” Leila whispered while rolling her eyes. “Astral projection?” 
 
    Grimmy grinned at her but didn’t say anything. Kondra furrowed her brow and asked, “Is this true? You’re gathering information in your sleep?” 
 
    “Would I lie to you?” Grimmy asked, raising his snout into the air. 
 
    “Yes,” Kondra said. “You absolutely would. Dragons of darkness can’t be trusted.” 
 
    “Wow,” Grimmy said and lowered his head to meet Kondra’s gaze. “I’m offended.” 
 
    “If you’re offended, then prove to me you’ve been gathering information,” Kondra said with a snort. “Come, tell me about my continent.” 
 
    Grimmy snorted and closed his eyes. Leila furrowed her brow at him, sensing some fluctuations of mana coming off of her mate. “Nope,” Grimmy said. “I refuse. Why do I have to prove myself to you?” 
 
    “I’ll toss you out of here if you don’t answer my questions,” Kondra said, rising onto her hind legs. She glared at Leila. “And don’t you dare bring up my grandchildren. Out of consideration, I’ve let your mate slack for far too long on a quest I gave him more than a month ago.” Her gaze landed onto Grimmy. “Now tell me, Grimmoldesser, who is the dwarf king?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “The dwarf king? His name’s E,” Alice said, furrowing her brow at the skeleton sitting beside her. “Why are you—” 
 
    “Shh, shh, shh.” Mr. Skelly placed his bony finger against Alice’s lips and stared off into the distance, completely unmoving. “What are the names of the top four elemental clan leaders?” 
 
    Alice ripped off Mr. Skelly’s finger and tossed it off the leviathan skeleton. She glared at him and placed her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Go on,” Tafel said. “I want to know too.” 
 
    Alice sighed. “This truth curse is the most obnoxious thing I’ve ever experienced,” she said and shook her head. “Their names are Diamant, Az, Mistle, and Zilphy. Mistle is an ocean elemental who has contracts with thirteen different people. Zilphy is a gust elemental, and she’s wanted by the dwarves for always destroying their property. Az is a volcano elemental, and he vowed to never form a contract again after his first contractor died. And Diamant—” 
 
    “Okay, that’s enough,” Mr. Skelly said, covering her mouth with his hand. “I’m trying to listen.” 
 
    Alice ripped his hand off and glared at him, debating on whether or not she should punt his head off. She did, and his skull went flying over the treetops. 
 
    “What are all the factions on this continent?” Mr. Skelly asked, his voice coming out of the space where his skull would’ve been if it was still there. 
 
    Alice’s eye twitched. “The dwarves, obviously. The elementals, obviously. The humans, obviously. The elves, obviously. The fairies, obviously. And, obviously, the dragons.” 
 
    “Do you have to say obviously so many times?” Tafel asked. 
 
    “Obviously,” Alice said with a snort. “If I’m going to be forced to answer all these inane questions, then obviously, I’m going to make it as unbearable for the listener as well.” 
 
    “You’re so spiteful,” Tafel said, shaking her head. “What about the fishmen? Aren’t they a faction?” 
 
    “They’re insignificant compared to everyone else,” Alice said. “They don’t have a position in the universal assembly, so, obviously, I didn’t include them.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly cleared his nonexistent throat. 
 
    “Any more questions?” Alice asked, rolling her eyes at him. 
 
    “No,” Mr. Skelly said. “Actually, just one more. Why are you still single?” 
 
    Alice punted the skeleton off the dead leviathan before he could hear her answer. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “It shouldn’t be too hard to outrun the lava when the volcano erupts,” E said. “And it’ll be even easier if we drive; let’s go.” 
 
    Stella grabbed onto the dwarf’s hair and pulled him back into the volcano cave before he could get very far. “No!” she said and smacked his forehead. “The lava won’t kill you. It’s the pyroclastic flow that comes with the eruption that will.” 
 
    “The what?” Vur and E asked at the same time, tilting their heads to the side. Vur’s awakening dispersed, starting from the top of his head. 
 
    Stella sighed and placed her hands on her hips before shaking her head as she hovered in the air above the duo. “It’s too much trouble to explain,” she said. “Think of it as an avalanche.” She pointed at Vur’s arm. “Deedee! Encase us in a diamond sphere—a big one, so we have plenty of air.” 
 
    The runes on Vur’s arm glowed and bathed their surroundings in a brown light. The rocks that the light touched shimmered and condensed, twisting into diamonds. E sucked in a breath and glared at Diamant, who had taken the form of a glowing rock floating above Vur’s head. “You can make diamonds this easily, but you charge us so much to buy them.” 
 
    The glowing rock shrugged, its whole body moving up and down. “Supply and demand,” he said. “I only make diamonds when we run out of stock.” A sphere of diamonds gradually took shape, surrounding the four individuals. 
 
    They sat in silence. “So,” Vur said. “Are there any other strong fire elementals to form contracts with?” 
 
    Diamant took the form of a person and shook his head. “Az was the strongest. His second-in-command might be close to evolving into a volcano elemental, but she should still be on the level of wildfire. It may take a while before another volcano elemental graces this world.” He sighed. “If only Az wasn’t so stubborn. You most likely would’ve been the strongest person on this continent if you could’ve contracted with him as well.” 
 
    “Vur’s already the strongest; it doesn’t matter,” Stella said. “We’ll catch that wildfire elemental and force her to be my sun.” She glanced around, the view of the world outside the diamond shell distorted and warped. “No kaboom? Where’s the eruption?” 
 
    “Odd. It should’ve gone off by now,” Diamant said and poked his head outside of the diamond shell. “Az—” 
 
    A massive explosion—that may or may not have caused a young dragon to drop an explosive ingredient into her cauldron—cut off the rest of Diamant’s words. A flood of ash, gravel, and powder blasted the side of the sphere, causing E to scream as the diamond rolled down the side of the volcano. 
 
    “We need seatbelts!” Stella cried out as she clung onto Vur’s head. The sphere spun the group so fast that they couldn’t stand or move from their spots, their bodies pressed to the sides. Diamant dispersed and returned to the runes in Vur’s arm as E curled up into a ball and whimpered. Up became down, and down became up over and over until the sphere hit a sloped outcrop and was shot into the air. “Dissolve the orb, Deedee!” 
 
    The diamond shell cracked before it shattered into thousands of pieces, the diamonds falling towards the ground. Stella’s eyes were crossed, and her arm didn’t move in a straight line when she tried to tug on Vur’s ear, but she managed to pat his head and say, “Fly, Vur. Fly!” 
 
    Vur activated his awakening and spread his wings, soaring into the air. “So dizzy,” Vur said as he teetered and tottered in the air, his wings all flapping at different times. 
 
    “I can’t fly!” E shouted as he fell towards the ground. The launching force from before could only keep him in the air for so long. “Save me!” 
 
    Vur snapped his head downwards and plummeted towards the falling dwarf. Vur stretched out an arm and grabbed E moments before the dwarf was about to fall into the flood of pyroclastic rocks. His wings flapped as he soared into the sky. 
 
    “Look!” Stella said and pointed towards the side. “Can you see them?” 
 
    Vur and E turned their heads. “I don’t see anything,” E said and squinted. “What are you pointing at? The house in the distance?” 
 
    “No, you dummy,” Stella said. “They’re—” 
 
    “Fire elementals,” Vur said, finishing the fairy’s sentence. “Are there any wildfire ones?” He glanced up at Stella, who narrowed her eyes at the floating motes of red light. 
 
    Faint chattering sounds filled the air; though, it was hard to hear over the rumbling below. “What happened to the clan master?” 
 
    “He exploded! Kaboom! Whoosh!” A mote of light sparkled and flashed, punctuating each word it spoke. “I’m number one now!” 
 
    “That one!” Stella said and pointed at the pulsing red light. 
 
    “Eep!” The motes of light squealed as Vur flew towards them, extending his hand. The especially shiny one yelped as Vur grabbed onto it and brought his hand towards his face, showing the elemental to Stella. 
 
    “Unhand me, creep!” the struggling elemental said as she consolidated her light into a small fireball. 
 
    “Hah! I told you fire elementals were fireballs, stupid Deedee,” Stella said and bobbed her head. “Contract with her, Vur.” 
 
    “Contract?” the fire elemental asked and stopped squirming. Her voice sounded incredulous. “With me? Really?” 
 
    “Do you want to?” Vur asked. 
 
    “Yes!” the elemental said, her flames brightening from orange to yellow. She dissolved into runes that pooled in Vur’s palm before crawling up his arm, snaking towards his shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t go to his head,” Stella said to the yellow runes. “Just stop at his collarbone. Right there, stop, stop!” The runes twitched and stopped in response. “Go back a little more.” The runes crept backwards. “Okay, perfect. Now form a sun.” Stella smiled and crossed her arms as the runes curled up like a snake, forming a yellow sun on Vur’s collarbone and shoulder. 
 
    “Gah!” the fire elemental shouted. “Is that a dragon!? I’ve fallen for a trap! Don’t eat me!” 
 
    Stella turned into purple motes of light which entered Vur through his head. Her voice rang through his thoughts. Calm down. He’s friendly! You just have to give him belly rubs, like this. 
 
    Vur furrowed his brow as something inside of him tingled. 
 
    Now you try, Stella said. 
 
    L-like this? the elemental asked from inside his head. She whimpered. He’s scary. 
 
    You’ll get used to him, Stella said as a purple figure formed in the air in front of Vur’s nose. She hugged his face and giggled. “There’s sunshine inside your heart now!” 
 
    Vur plucked her off and placed her on his head. He glanced at the yellow runes on his shoulder. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Sheryl,” the wildfire elemental replied. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Vur.” 
 
    Diamant sighed. “Isn’t this something you should’ve asked before you made a contract with each other?” 
 
    Sheryl gasped. “Is that Diamant? Why are you contracted with my owner? Are the rumors about you giving up your clan true? How come you’re here?” 
 
    While Diamant and Sheryl chatted, E scratched his head while staring at the ground below. Lava was flowing down from the volcano, crawling over the rocks that had spewed out earlier. The ash, dust, and stone still hadn’t settled, creeping along the ground like spilled honey. Black dots, people, were fleeing from the flood. “Everything’s a mess,” E muttered. “It’s a good thing we didn’t build any cities around Az’s volcano.” 
 
    Vur flew ahead past the zone of destruction. “Now that the car’s gone, how do we get back?” he asked as he landed on the untouched ground. Behind him, a sea of rubble littered the land, covering the grass and roads. He dropped E onto the grass and deactivated his awakening. 
 
    “Whoa,” Sheryl said from the runes on his shoulder. “You were normal on the outside! I thought you were a really weird dragon at first.” The runes shimmered and wriggled, causing Vur to furrow his brow at them. “There’s so much mana here; I’ll be a volcano elemental in no time! I definitely made the right choice.” She paused. “But why did you contract with him, Diamant? Don’t tell me you’re expecting to evolve from a mountain elemental.” 
 
    “I was coerced,” Diamant said with a sigh. “I could either work under him or give up everything and restart as a pebble elemental in a hundred years. Now, I’m just hoping Vur brings my clan unprecedented wealth and prosperity.” 
 
    “The Gemstone Merchants are already the richest in the land,” Sheryl said, her voice raising in pitch, “and you want more? I knew Az was telling me the truth when he said all earth elementals are greedy and cutthroat when it comes to profit.” 
 
    “Yeah, seriously,” E said while summoning sets of armor. “This elemental can fart out diamonds at will, but he treats them as precious treasures and sells them to us at an outrageous price.” The armors crawled together, some parts of them melting while others bent until the rough frame of a carriage formed in front of him and Vur. The dwarf king glanced at his human companion. “I don’t have any tools to make an engine, so we’ll have to do this the plebian way. Diamant, turn into a horse or an ox and pull this for us.” 
 
    The brown runes on Vur’s arm flashed once. “You can manipulate the wheels of that shoddy carriage with your mana,” Diamant said, his voice icy. “My master is Vur, and you gave up your position as dwarf king; why should I listen to you?” 
 
    “Oh, just do it, Deedee,” Stella said, smacking the runes with her flower’s roots. “I want to hurry up and leave this place so we can kidnap a water elemental. A flower needs rain to grow.” 
 
    Diamant heaved a sigh as an earthen horse materialized in front of the carriage. The carriage’s metal straps—controlled by E—attached themselves to the horse while E and Vur climbed inside. Sheryl spoke up from Vur’s shoulder, “If Az could see Diamant now, I wonder what he’d say.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lindyss and Erin lay side by side in the center of a massive brown crater, their chests rising up and down as they panted. “Y-you, you’re a freak,” Erin said as she stared at the sky. Her hair was frizzled while her clothes were blackened and torn. “What the garlic are you?” 
 
    “Shut up, you stupid fairy,” Lindyss said as she struggled to sit up. “I don’t want to hear that from you. How do you transform someone over 500 times? Do you know how disgusting it feels to turn into an octopus?” 
 
    “Want me to do it again?” Erin asked as she propped herself up with her hands. Her golden eyes flashed as she shouted, “Polymorph!” 
 
    Lindyss’ expression darkened as her body shrank and contorted. Her bones vanished, causing her flesh to jiggle as it squirmed and split, eight limbs forming. As she was transforming, a purple aura rose up around her and a beam of light rained down from the sky. 
 
    Erin cursed as she tossed herself to the side, the heat from the beam causing blisters to form on her skin. A puddle of lava formed where she had just been. “Sky’s Judgement?” she asked as she dodged another falling pillar of light. “How do you have so many classes? Why do you know so many spells?” 
 
    The octopus on the ground shuddered as it contorted again, regaining Lindyss’ original shape. Every time she undid a polymorph, she’d lose an absurd amount of mana. If it weren’t for all the souls Grimmy had planted inside of her, she’d have lost to Erin long ago. “I really, really hate fighting fairies,” Lindyss said with a scowl. 
 
    “You picked the fight!” Erin shouted back and threw a pebble at Lindyss. It hit the elf’s forehead and bounced off without harming her. “I was just minding my own business, and you nearly drove a stake through my heart!” 
 
    “Excuse me, saviors?” a voice asked from outside the crater. 
 
    “You, shut up!” Erin and Lindyss shouted at the same time towards the side. 
 
    The group of dwarves, elves, humans, and fishmen flinched and lowered their heads. They were the ones trapped inside the dwarves’ dungeon, which had been destroyed during Lindyss and Erin’s battle. None of them knew what to do after being freed, so they had stayed and watched the fight. If they fled from the dungeon, the dwarves would put a bounty on their heads once they were discovered to be missing. 
 
    Erin eyed Lindyss and bit her lower lip. “Are we still going to fight?” she asked. “God, all I wanted to do was find one stupid person that I’ve been chasing after for weeks now, and she’s not even here.” 
 
    Lindyss exhaled and checked her mana reserves. “I’m willing to call it quits for now,” she said. “Armistice?” 
 
    Erin placed her hands on her hips. “You’re not going to repay me for ambushing me and starting a fight?” she asked. “You’re a terrible, terrible person, you know that? Whatever that fairy did to you back then, I believe, you completely deserved it. But fine, armistice.” She stuck her nose into the air and turned her head away when Lindyss offered a handshake. “I don’t trust you enough to shake your hand.” 
 
    Lindyss withdrew the mana in her palm and lowered her arm. “Your name was Erin Koller, right?” she asked. The fairy met her gaze. “I’ll remember it.” 
 
    “And what’s your name?” Erin asked, narrowing her eyes. 
 
    Lindyss snorted. “Like I’d tell you,” she said. “Why would I bring trouble unto myself?” She dusted off her clothes as she stood up. She thought it was a bit weird how they polymorphed with her, but she wasn’t complaining. 
 
    “Hey!” Erin said as she flapped her wings and flew up. “That’s not fair! How am I supposed to find you to enact revenge?” 
 
    “Life isn’t fair; deal with it,” Lindyss said, waving her hand dismissively as she turned around. She trudged up the crater and looked back at the prisoners before sighing. She had come all this way for nothing—Vur wasn’t even there. Clopping sounds brought her attention to the road. A strange-looking horse pulling a metal carriage rushed by her at an abnormal speed. Her mouth dropped open as the horse came to a stop, causing the carriage to bump into and destroy it. 
 
    “Auntie?” a voice asked as a familiar face popped out of the carriage’s window. “Is that you?” 
 
    “Ah!” Erin’s voice rang from behind her. “It’s the newly born fairy queen!” 
 
    “Vur, is that you?” Lindyss asked. She walked up to the carriage, but to her surprise, it broke apart into pieces, revealing three figures: a dwarf, Vur, and Stella. 
 
    “Hi, Auntie,” Vur said. “I thought I saw you, and it actually was you. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “So this is the rumored aunt who’s in an ambiguous relationship with Grimmoldesser?” E asked while rubbing his chin. “She’s … smaller than I thought.” 
 
    “What the heck are you telling people about me, you brat?” Lindyss asked, smacking Vur over the head with her hand. Stella yelped as she fell off due to the impact. “Who’s in an ambiguous relationship with Grimmy?” 
 
    “Aren’t you?” Vur asked and tilted his head. He laughed as Lindyss stomped her foot. Before she could do anything, Vur stepped forward and hugged her. “It’s nice seeing you again, Auntie.” 
 
    “Go die,” Lindyss said with a snort and pushed him away. “Do you know how much trouble you caused me? Why did you contract with an elemental and cause an earthquake? That was you, right?” 
 
    “Earthquake?” Vur asked before shaking his head. “I didn’t make the earth shake. But I did contract with Diamant.” He patted the runes on his arm. “Come on out, Deedee.” 
 
    “Please don’t call me that too,” Diamant said with a sigh as a brown figure materialized next to Vur. “I greet the aunt. I am a mountain elemental; my name is Diamant.” He nodded at Lindyss before rubbing his chin. “I don’t recall creating any earthquakes, but it’s possible one may have occurred while Vur was testing out my power.” 
 
    “Really?” Vur asked. 
 
    “That time you forcibly injected me with mana back at the treasury, remember?” Diamant asked. “Nothing happened, but there’s no way nothing could’ve happened with the amount of mana you inserted into me.” He glanced at Lindyss. “Vur also caused the most recent eruption of Mt. Inesia.” 
 
    “Can you not cause natural disasters everywhere you go?” Lindyss asked Vur before clicking her tongue. “Ah, why is it you? The holy dragons want to meet the culprit behind the earthquake.” 
 
    “The holy dragons?” Erin asked. “You were working for them? They’re the ones that wanted you to kill me!?” 
 
    Lindyss swatted down with her hand, smacking Erin away. “You’re annoying, buzz off,” she said. “Why are you even still here? Shoo, shoo.” 
 
    “Don’t treat me like a mere insect! I’m Erin Koller, leader of all the fairy queens!” Erin glared at Lindyss before turning towards Stella. “And you! Who are you?” 
 
    “Me?” Stella asked and pointed at herself. “I’m Stella.” She landed on Vur’s shoulder and partially hid herself behind his head, peering at Lindyss and Erin. 
 
    Lindyss frowned while Erin shook her fist at Stella. “Was it you?” Erin asked. “Were you the one who stole my spring? Do you know how much mana I poured into it? How many years it took to create?” 
 
    “No,” Stella said and shook her head. She seemed to shrink as she hid even further behind Vur’s neck. “Wasn’t me.” 
 
    “Oh!” Vur said. “Are you the one who placed the commission for information about the fairy spring? Meeting place, 99 Fairy Drive?” 
 
    “Yes,” Erin said with a nod. “Are you the one who undertook my commission?” 
 
    “Yup,” Vur said and nodded. Lindyss stared at him before shifting her gaze onto Erin. She knit her brow before taking a step back. 
 
    “Well, what do you know about my spring?” Erin asked and crossed her arms over her chest as she hovered in front of Vur’s face. “What happened to it?” 
 
    “Polymorph staff first, please,” Vur said and held out his hand. 
 
    Erin snorted before reaching into her clothes. She pulled out a stick that was as long as her arm and placed it into Vur’s hand. It was almost as long as his finger. “Well?” 
 
    Vur frowned. “I thought it’d be bigger,” he said and scratched his head as he inspected the staff. The number ten was inscribed on its side. He pointed the staff at E and waved it. “Polymorph.” 
 
    E’s eyes widened as he spasmed and fell to the ground. His bones crackled as he contorted and shouted, his screams becoming garbled and eventually turning into a rooster’s warbling. Feathers sprouted from his skin while his legs turned into talons, his arms into wings. A bright-red crown appeared on his head and chin while his mouth jutted forward, transforming into a golden beak. 
 
    The number on the staff shifted from ten to nine, and Vur nodded his head before smiling at Erin. “The fountain,” he said, “I drank it.” 
 
    Erin’s expression froze. Frenzied clucking noises permeated the silence, but she ignored them. “You what?” she asked as her head tilted to the side. “You, you drank my fountain?” 
 
    “He drank mine too,” Lindyss said with a snort. She ruffled Vur’s hair. “Why are you like this?” 
 
    “Polymorph!” Erin shouted, pointing her hand at Vur. 
 
    “Oh dear lord,” Lindyss said with a sigh as she took a step back while turning her gaze onto the infuriated fairy. Vur fell to the ground and sprouted fur while Stella yelped and hid behind him, hiding from Erin’s gaze. Lindyss inhaled and pinched the bridge of her nose before asking Erin, “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “He deserved it!” Erin said, her hands balled up into fists. “My years of hard work! Everything’s gone to waste!” A bushy tail sprung up from Vur’s butt as he finished his transformation into a squirrel. “I’m going to feed him to a hawk!” 
 
    “He’s a blue mage,” Lindyss said and snatched Erin out of the air. The fairy queen turned into a porcupine before reverting back to a fairy once Lindyss let go. “Do you know what you just taught him?” 
 
    Erin’s face drained of blood as her gaze landed on Vur. Blue scales were sprouting on his squirrely body, and he was swelling in size. Razor sharp teeth filled his mouth as a pair of dragon wings unfurled from his back. The bushy tail elongated and straightened, forming a reptilian tail that gleamed in the sun. His beady eyes widened and turned golden, his pupils forming into slits. A puff of smoke escaped from his nostrils as he continued to grow in size. 
 
    “Well…, poop,” Erin said as her arms fell to her sides. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” 
 
    Lindyss sighed again and sat on the ground, burying her face in her hands. A deep yet loud voice boomed in her ears. “Look! Look! I’m a dragon! My scales and wings grew out!” Vur said. His gaze landed on Lindyss, and he lowered his head to the ground. “What’s wrong, Auntie?” 
 
    “Congratulations, Vur,” Lindyss said in a monotonous voice. “Nothing’s wrong; it’s just that my future self is crying to me about all the messes she’ll have to clean up.” 
 
    Vur laughed as he spread his wings, stood on his hind legs, angled his head into the air, and spewed golden flames towards the sky. His scales were a deeper shade of blue than Sera’s, and golden streaks outlined their edges. He grinned at Lindyss before picking her up and placing her on his head. She didn’t even get a chance to speak before Vur leapt into the air, spiraling upwards at breakneck speeds. 
 
    Erin, Stella, and E stared at the ocean-blue dragon soaring into the sky. Vur disappeared behind a layer of clouds, and the trio lowered their heads, exchanging glances. E cleared his throat as Stella hid behind him, shielding herself from Erin’s view. Once Vur had turned into a dragon, the polymorph spell had been undone, returning the dwarf back to his original form. “Erica? Eve…? No, that doesn’t sound right either,” E said. “What was your name again?” 
 
    “It’s Erin! Erin Koller!” Erin said and glared at the dwarf. “I never expected to see the dwarf king outside of his home. Tired of sleeping all day?” 
 
    “I retired,” E said and pointed towards the sky. “He’s the new dwarf king. There’s going to be a coronation ceremony in three weeks or so; you should come.” 
 
    Erin furrowed her brow as Stella appeared over E’s shoulder, peeking at her with unblinking eyes. “I don’t believe you,” Erin said. She glanced at the dragon-shaped holes in the clouds and sighed. “How did I make the mistake of polymorphing a blue mage? No, how does he have enough mana to transform into a dragon? He shouldn’t be able to hold it that long.” 
 
    “Well, he’s a bit abnormal,” E said and sighed. Stella continued shifting with E’s head, blocking Erin from her view. 
 
    “But you’re definitely a culprit too!” Erin said, flying towards Stella. Stella squeaked and flew to the opposite side. The fairies chased each other around E’s head, giving him a headache. 
 
    “I just want to beat you up! Stop running!” 
 
    “Stop chasing me!” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, the two fairies were lying down on E’s shoulders with sweat dripping from their faces. “Are you two done yet?” E asked. 
 
    Before either of the fairies could respond, a voice shouted from up above, “Ah! My wings! My scales!” Vur and Lindyss plummeted towards the trio. The transformation had ended, cancelling Vur’s flight of joy midway. A pair of batwings sprouted out of Lindyss’ back, and she lowered herself along with Vur to the ground. Vur pouted and looked at his hands. “I feel dizzy.” 
 
    Lindyss placed her hand on Vur’s forehead. Her eyes widened as she tilted his head back and stared into his eyes. “You ran out of mana? You!?” 
 
    “So dizzy,” Vur said before slumping forward onto Lindyss. His eyes closed as he collapsed, his body barely held up by the cursed elf. 
 
    “Hey, fairy,” Lindyss said, turning her head towards Erin. “Tell me about your polymorph spell. What’s the mana upkeep like?” 
 
    “Secret,” Erin said as she flew into the air and crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    Lindyss scowled. “Don’t make me fight you again.” 
 
    “Bring it on! I’m not scared of you,” Erin said, placing her hands on her hips. 
 
    Lindyss turned towards E and Stella. “Stella,” she said. “Fight her.” 
 
    Stella sat up, tilted her head to the side, and pointed at herself. “Me?” she asked and blinked twice. “I’m too weak.” She patted E’s ear. “Fight her, E.” 
 
    “Stay out of this, Mr. Retired,” Erin said. 
 
    “I’ll tell Vur you bullied me,” Stella said, tugging E’s ear. 
 
    E sighed. “Why am I being dragged into this?” 
 
    “Help Vur,” Stella said, tugging harder. “You’re his friend.” 
 
    E sighed again and snapped his fingers. Dozens of armor sets appeared in the air behind him as Erin’s face paled. 
 
    “You’re really going to fight me?” Erin asked. “What happened to the peace treaty between the dwarves and the fairies? Shouldn’t you recognize the consequences as king?” 
 
    “I told you,” E said. “I’m not the king anymore. Why does no one ever believe me when I tell them that?” He shook his head and pointed at Erin. “Seize her.” 
 
    Erin gritted her teeth as the armor sets marched towards her. They marched through the air, yet their feet still made sounds with every step they took. “Fine,” Erin said as she retreated backwards. She wrinkled her nose at Lindyss. “I’ll tell you.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you have said that from the start?” E asked and shook his head. The armor sets disappeared as he took a seat on the ground and stretched out his legs, not caring about dirtying his clothes. “Ah, I hate standing.” 
 
    Erin ignored the dwarf and spoke to Lindyss, “The mana cost of polymorph depends on the target being polymorphed and what they’re being polymorphed into. A person with no mana is easier to polymorph than someone with a lot of mana. It costs less mana to turn someone into a squirrel than it does into a bear. Even I can’t polymorph someone into an adult dragon unless I have all my mana, and it’d only last a few minutes at most.” She glanced at Vur, who was sleeping against Lindyss. “For him to last so long as a dragon, it’s no wonder why he could drink my fountain and still be alive.” 
 
    Lindyss nodded. “I see,” she said and glanced down at Vur. She smiled at him before her expression returned back to normal. She slung him over her shoulder and muttered to herself, “Well, time to fulfill my quest.” 
 
    “Wait!” E said as wings appeared on Lindyss’ back. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Who are you?” Lindyss asked, furrowing her brow at the dwarf. “Why are you speaking to me?” 
 
    “I’m Vur’s friend,” E said. “I used to be the dwarf king until Vur came along and took my position.” 
 
    Lindyss stared at E before turning her gaze onto Stella. “Is he delusional?” she asked, her eyes narrowing at the fairy. If only I hadn’t clashed with Erin earlier…. 
 
    “Vur’s the dwarf king,” Stella said with a nod. 
 
    Lindyss scowled at the teen draped over her shoulder. “What’s wrong with you? Is it a hobby to take over kingdoms?” she asked and rolled her eyes. She shook her head and spread her wings, readying herself to leap into the air. 
 
    “Hold on!” a voice called from the sky. E, Stella, Erin, and Lindyss raised their heads. A silver dragon was rapidly approaching. She crashed against the ground, causing the four to fall over. “I knew I recognized you!” 
 
    “Lulu?” Lindyss asked as she sat up. “What are you doing here? I was under the impression that you were a basement dweller.” 
 
    “Rude,” Lulu said with a snort. “Well, there was an explosion and I got kicked out of the house by Mom. But the explosion wasn’t even my fault! It was like a volcano erupting or something, so I came to apprehend the culprit. But then I saw this really, really handsome dragon, and I had to check him out. But I lost sight of him for a second and he disappeared. Then I saw you nearby and thought you might’ve seen where he went.” The silver dragon nodded twice as she stared at Lindyss with expectation painting her face. “So did you see him? Where’d he go?” 
 
    “Damn it, past self,” Lindyss muttered as she hung her head. “Why didn’t you stop that silly fairy’s polymorph? Look at this mess I have to clean up now.” 
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    Lulu reached forward and poked Lindyss’ stomach, causing the cursed elf to fall over with Vur. “So? He was pretty big; how’d you not notice him?” 
 
    Lindyss sighed as she dropped Vur onto the ground and raised her head. “It was him, alright?” she asked while pointing at Vur. “He’s the handsome dragon you’re looking for.” 
 
    Lulu tilted her head to the side and blinked. She nudged Vur with her claw a few times, causing his limp body to rise and fall. Without a word, she straightened her head and turned her gaze onto Lindyss. Her reptilian eyes blinked. Silence filled the space between her and the cursed elf. Seconds passed. Lulu blinked again. She used her claw to nudge Vur like he was a dead fish while maintaining eye contact with Lindyss, but the elf kept her mouth shut. 
 
    E and Stella exchanged glances with each other. “Do you know who she is?” E asked Stella while gesturing towards Lindyss with his chin. 
 
    Stella’s face scrunched up until her eyes were crossed. She ground her teeth together before shaking her head, causing her hair to whip E’s face. “I don’t! I know her, but I don’t!” Stella said as she squatted on E’s shoulder and clutched her head, tugging on her hair. Tears rolled down her cheeks, and she looked at E with wet eyes. “Why can’t I remember?” She bit her lower lip and hung her head. “My chest, it hurts….” 
 
    Before E could respond, the fairy sobbed and disintegrated headfirst like a pile of sand blown away by the wind. She turned into motes of purple light, which flowed into Vur, causing the tattoo on his chest to flash. Lulu flinched at the sudden disturbance and lowered her head, bringing her snout closer to Vur. She sniffed him twice before furrowing her brow. Her head tilted to the right and then to the left before she sniffed him again. This time, her eyes widened as she reared her head back and said, “He smells like a dragon!” 
 
    Lindyss nodded. 
 
    “Was it really him?” Lulu asked. “Really? Really?” She whipped her head towards E. “You saw the dragon, right? Was it him?” 
 
    “Yeah,” E said and scratched his head. He pointed at Erin. “She polymorphed him, and then he polymorphed himself…?” 
 
    “Huh?” Lulu asked and stared at Erin. “You polymorphed a dragon into a human? Didn’t you learn your lesson last time when you turned Leo into a goat?” 
 
    “No,” Erin said and shook her head. “You misunderstood. I polymorphed him into a squirrel, and then he polymorphed himself into a dragon.” 
 
    Lulu blinked at Erin. “But he’s a human now,” she said and pointed at Vur’s unconscious body. 
 
    “That’s right,” Erin said. “When the caster runs out of mana, the polymorph is undone. I thought you knew that.” 
 
    “Right, but he’s a human now,” Lulu said again. “If he was a dragon to start with, why did he become a human when he turned unconscious?” 
 
    “But he wasn’t a dragon to start with?” Erin asked and furrowed her brow. “Are you that dense from staying home and never exploring the world? This is why you should go outside more often, to understand what people are saying when they’re talking to you.” 
 
    “No, I’m not dense, and it’s not because of my lifestyle!” Lulu wrinkled her nose and tilted her head towards the sky to look down on Erin. “Look, he smells like a dragon. You know what they say: if it has the aura of a dragon, smells like a dragon, and sleeps like a dragon, then it’s a dragon.” 
 
    “Are you blind, lady?” Erin asked and placed her hands on her hips. “Look at him. He’s a human! If it looks like a human, snores like a human, and has the class of a human, then it’s a human!” 
 
    Lindyss stared at the sparks flying between Erin’s and Lulu’s gazes. She sighed and hung her head. “Can I just turn him in for my quest reward?” she asked and draped Vur over her shoulder again while standing. “You can talk to him all you want at your mother’s place. Besides, you said you were looking for the person who caused the volcanic eruption. It was him.” 
 
    “Wait!” E said and raised his hands. “You can’t take Vur away. He has a coronation ceremony he has to attend in a few weeks’ time. How am I supposed to coronate him if he’s not there?” 
 
    “A few weeks? That’s plenty of time,” Lindyss said. “I’ll bring him back by then.” 
 
    “No,” E said and shook his head. “My intuition is telling me to prevent you from taking him to the holy dragons. And my intuition is never wrong.” He stood up, took in a deep breath, and snapped his fingers. Dozens of armor sets materialized in the air behind him, and metal hands shot out of the ground, grabbing Lindyss by her ankles. 
 
    “Do you really want to fight me?” Lindyss asked, narrowing her eyes at the dwarf. Inwardly, she cursed Erin for expending so much of her mana. 
 
    “To ensure my peaceful and lazy future, I’ll even fight gods,” E said, sticking his chest out. It was a shame he was only as tall as Lindyss’ waist or he would’ve looked much more valiant. 
 
    Lindyss glared at the dwarf before sighing. “Alright,” she said. “For now, I’ll leave him be, but I’m coming with him to this kingdom of yours.” 
 
    E nodded. “That’s fine,” he said as the armor sets dispersed. The metal hands dissolved into motes of blue light. “As long as Vur stays with me.” 
 
    “I can come too, right?” Lulu asked, lowering her head to try to meet E’s gaze. The dwarf couldn’t even reach her lower lip. 
 
    E furrowed his brow. “You know the dwarves hate dragons, right?” 
 
    “What about him?” Lulu asked, pointing at Vur. 
 
    E coughed. “He’s special. Special people get privileges.” 
 
    “Well, as his future mate, I should get privileges too, right?” Lulu asked with a smile. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Lindyss asked and nearly fell over. But Lulu ignored her and continued to stare at E. 
 
    “Vur’s married,” E said. “He has a loving wife.” 
 
    “Well, that’s fine. I just have to chase her away and claim him for myself,” Lulu said with a nod. “That’s how dragons do it.” 
 
    Lindyss’ expression darkened. Sorry, Tafel. It looks like you have a tough future ahead. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tafel sneezed and rubbed her nose with her finger. “Is it just me, or did it suddenly get cold out here?” she asked and shivered. “I feel like something dangerous is targeting me.” 
 
    Alice looked around before shaking her head. “The only dangerous beasts out here are phoenixes, and you wouldn’t feel a chill if one of those wanted to eat you,” she said. “I imagine it’d feel like falling into a furnace if you attracted the attention of a phoenix.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s an elf,” Tafel said and sighed. “I feel very uneasy right now. Could something have happened to Vur?” Her face scrunched up as she contemplated it for a second before she shook her head. “No, that’s impossible.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” a gravelly voice asked. 
 
    Tafel raised her head. Mr. Skelly was standing over her, carrying a squirming elf with one hand, his bony arm looped around the poor man’s waist. The moonlight shone down on them, illuminating the metal fetters binding the elf’s arms and legs. Tafel shook her head and leaned forward to pick up a stick. She pointed it at a pile of kindle and firewood, causing a blue flame to burst into life. “It’s nothing,” Tafel said. “Did you find a ginger elf yet?” 
 
    “A-are you going to cook and eat me?” the elf in Mr. Skelly’s grasp asked with wide eyes. He had been sitting with the other elves a few minutes ago before Mr. Skelly brought him over. Then the human with horns lit up a bonfire right next to him with a temperature high enough to harm him. “I, I don’t want to die this way!” 
 
    Mr. Skelly used his free hand to smack the elf’s head. “Oh, quit squirming,” he said. “No one’s going to eat you. You’re of more use to us alive than dead.” He rummaged through a bag by his waist and shoved a dim blue crystal into the elf’s mouth. “Here, charge this for me.” Mr. Skelly’s bones contorted as he smiled at Tafel. “No ginger elf yet, but through some interrogation, we discovered that there is indeed a tribe with red hair. They live close to the phoenixes though, so it might be difficult to kidnap them.” 
 
    “I’ve been wondering,” Alice said and furrowed her brow, not letting Tafel speak. “Does this make me an accessory to kidnapping?” She pointed at the elf that had tears streaming down his face. The crystal was brightening with every tear that fell. “I mean, look at this. This is barbaric.” 
 
    “Accessory to kidnapping?” Mr. Skelly asked, one eye socket widening. “That’s the least of your worries. How about blaspheming the holy dragons, invading the territory of the phoenixes, and waging war on the elves, humans, and dwarves? Did you forget about those?” 
 
    “I guess I’m in too deep now, huh?” Alice asked. She stiffened. “Wait a minute. Waging war on the humans and dwarves? When did I do that?” 
 
    “Uh.” Mr. Skelly scratched his head and pulled out a shining blue crystal. He spoke into it, “Begin the operation!” He cackled and put the crystal away before smiling at Alice. Dread filled her as she swallowed her spit. “Since you’re on our side; I took some liberties and created some documents under your name with your signature. As of now, the church of Damnedism is at war with the humans and the dwarves.” 
 
    “That’s forgery!” Alice shouted and rose to her feet. “I never signed any of your doc—I’ve signed some of your documents.” Her brow furrowed as she tried to figure out why she had interrupted herself. “Truth curse? But why don’t I remember signing anything?” 
 
    “Well, most people don’t remember things correctly when fairies are involved,” Mr. Skelly said with a grin. His eye sockets twinkled. “Think of all the documents you signed back at the adventurers’ guild. Are you sure none of them were enchanted?” 
 
    “That’s it,” Alice said with a growl. “You’re dead.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly cackled and held up the elf in his arm to block Alice’s view. “You’re right. I am.” He peeked his head around the elf’s torso and grinned at Alice. “You wouldn’t harm a poor innocent elf, would you?” 
 
    Alice hesitated as the elf pleaded with her through his eyes. “I hate your guts so much,” she said. “Cancel the declaration of war or whatever it is you did.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly rubbed his chin with his free hand. “Mm, well, you see,” he said, causing Alice’s stomach to drop. Something told her she wasn’t going to like the skeleton’s next words. “You know the saying, ‘words can’t be unsaid?’ Well, here’s another saying: You can’t unransack an empire. Two empires, actually.” 
 
    “What did you do?” Tafel asked while Alice bit her lower lip and trembled while staring at the ground. The demon turned her head and frowned at Alice. Did Mr. Skelly break her? 
 
    “Nothing much,” Mr. Skelly said. “I just created a giant army of skeletons and volunteers, split them in half, illusioned one side to look like dwarves, and illusioned the other side to look like humans. Then I sent them off to attack the other race’s border towns while simultaneously sending out a declaration of war signed by our very own Alice.” He chuckled. “I imagine the dwarves’ retaliation will be swift, and while their cities are defenseless, I’ll send in some squads to deal with them that way. I have thousands of spies to help orchestrate this; undead insects are very useful, you know?” 
 
    “You’re a monster,” Alice said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Why, thank you,” Mr. Skelly said, a blush forming on his face. “You’re too kind.” 
 
    A rune shone on Alice’s forehead as a yellow aura rose up around her, taking the shape of a lion. Her eyes turned red as she snarled, baring her teeth. Her canines became pointed, more pronounced, while her hair fluttered around her like a mane. 
 
    “Oh, she’s awakening,” Mr. Skelly said. “Is this her first time? How interesting. Well, Tafel, I’ll trust you to handle this. Oh, and figure out a way to confront a nest of phoenixes since you want those ginger elves so badly. Toodle-oo.” He dropped the elf in his arm and vanished without a sound. 
 
    “I feel like a nightmare’s been unleashed on the world ever since the skeletons started getting along with the fairies,” Tafel said and sighed as she stood up while drawing her sword. She pointed it at Alice. “It’s all Vur’s fault, don’t you agree?” 
 
    Alice lunged at the demon in response. 
 
    Tafel clicked her tongue and stopped Alice’s charge with her sword. The guild master bounced off the blade and rolled backwards, bumping into a nearby rock. Tafel rushed forward, kicked the bound elf out of the way, and muttered under her breath while keeping her gaze locked onto Alice. The lion aura surrounding Alice roared as it stood on its hind legs. It stomped forward, causing Alice to fall onto all fours, her hands fitting perfectly with the aura’s front paws. 
 
    Tafel furrowed her brow. How did Auntie stop Vur’s awakening? She…, she kissed him, didn’t she? Tafel thought before shaking her head. A twinge of annoyance poked her heart. No, no. It wasn’t the kiss. It was her aura beating Vur’s afterwards. 
 
    Alice launched herself forwards, turning into a blur of yellow. Tafel rotated the blade in her hands and slashed downwards, hacking at the charging lion with the back of her sword. Alice dodged to the side, but Tafel’s blade entered a portal and smacked Alice in the face, launching her into a tree. “Like a wild animal,” Tafel said and frowned. “How am I supposed to help someone awaken? I don’t have an aura of my own.” 
 
    “Subdue her,” a voice said from the side. It belonged to the elf that Mr. Skelly had brought over. “Exhaust her until she regains consciousness, then whether or not she tames the beast inside of her depends completely on her.” 
 
    “So I just have to beat her up some more,” Tafel said and nodded. Her horns glowed with different colors: some red, some green, some brown. A vortex formed in the air above her as the ground split apart. Flames blossomed in the sky, spiraling along with the wind while fragments of earth rose up. The rocks collided with the burning winds, turning red and melting into liquid chunks. The vortex of air spun faster, creating a ball of rotating lava in the sky. 
 
    “A, a combination spell done by one person,” the elf said with wide eyes. “How?” 
 
    Tafel pointed her sword at Alice, who had been circling around the demon. “I hope this isn’t too much,” she said and inhaled through her nose. The ball flew towards Alice, tracking the guild master’s every move. When she dodged, the ball followed at an even faster speed. The aura around Alice bulged and expanded as she roared, charging at the lava head on. The yellow aura and the glowing red ball collided, casting orange hues on the surrounding woods. 
 
    A few skeletons oohed and aahed, cropping up only after the fight was almost over. Like a cat playing with a ball of yarn, Alice repeatedly swatted the lava. Her aura and the lava diminished at an equal rate, causing Tafel to exhale in relief. When the ball was the size of a fist, Alice’s red eyes returned to their normal color as she shouted, “Ah! Hot! What the heck is this!?” 
 
    Tafel’s horns stopped glowing and the lava dropped to the ground, forming a puddle by Alice’s feet. “Are you alright now?” Tafel asked, still keeping her distance. 
 
    “I feel terrible,” Alice said with a groan. She clutched her stomach, causing her eyes to widen. “Why am I glowing yellow? Are these claws?” 
 
    “You’re in the awakening process,” the elf on the ground said. He had sat up and managed to undo the bindings on his arms. The material locking his legs together was a lot harder to deal with though. “Close your eyes and concentrate on your forehead. Try to speak to the beast inside your mind. Then…” 
 
    “Then?” Alice asked, her eyelids trembling as she resisted the urge to open her eyes. 
 
    “Is that a phoenix?” Tafel asked. A red bird had landed beside the puddle of lava, looking at it while tilting its head. 
 
    “It, it is!” the elf said. 
 
    “Then what!?” Alice shouted, still keeping her eyes shut. Her face was pale, and the lion aura was struggling as if it were trying to break away from her. The red bird squawked in response, flapping its wings and distancing itself from Alice. 
 
    “Here, little birdy, come here,” Tafel said while the elf reluctantly guided Alice. Another ball of lava formed in the air above Tafel’s head, causing the tiny phoenix to hop closer to her. “That’s right. Come here, little fella. Come to the nice and cute demon lord. That’s a good bird.” 
 
    The phoenix hopped over to Tafel, who had sat down on the grass, and perched itself on her knee. The ball of lava lowered towards the phoenix, causing it to chirp and gaze upon it with bright eyes. It hopped up and down while fluttering its wings, craning its neck towards the lava. When the ball came close enough for the phoenix to touch, the red bird leaned forward and dipped its beak into it, its throat bobbing up and down as it drank without restraint. 
 
    “Who’s a good bird?” Tafel asked in a high-pitched voice while smiling at the phoenix. “You are. Yes you are. Such a cute little thing.” She raised her head and glanced at the elf. “Can phoenixes speak?” 
 
    The elf had a look of longing on his face. It took a while for his gaze to break away from the phoenix on Tafel’s lap. He gave Tafel a wry smile before saying, “Yes, phoenixes can speak. But only if they’re imprinted.” 
 
    Tafel lowered her head, and her eyes widened. The phoenix had finished drinking the lava, its body bloating up into a rotund feathered ball with beady eyes. Its wings flapped uselessly against its sides as it wobbled and fell over, rolling on the ground. A tiny voice escaped from its beak. “H-help!” 
 
    Tafel stared at the bird in disbelief. This was a glorious phoenix? Floofykins was a thousand times more graceful than this thing. She sighed as she picked the phoenix up and placed it into her lap, running her hands through the bird’s feathers, removing a few pebbles and pieces of dirt. “Better?” Tafel asked, tilting the phoenix’s face towards her. 
 
    The phoenix yawned, its pink tongue poking out of its beak. It blinked a few times before ruffling its feathers. “Strange elf, so pale,” it said as it snuggled against Tafel’s stomach. “Smells like Mom. …And bacon?” 
 
    Tafel smiled at the phoenix while the elf watched on with his mouth and eyes wide open. Would Floofykins taste like bacon? Tafel thought. A moment later, she shook her head. Don’t think weird, murderous thoughts about Floofykins, Tafel. Save those for the woman preying on Vur. There’s definitely someone or you wouldn’t be feeling this uneasy! 
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    E parked the car beside all his other cars and sighed as he stepped outside. 
 
    “What’s wrong, E?” Sheryl asked. She had taken the form of a red rock that sat on his right shoulder. Her legs dangled near his collarbone while her arms held onto him, keeping her in place. “You sound upset.” 
 
    “Worst drive of my life,” E said. He turned around and stared at the car with Sheryl. Lindyss and Erin were fighting each other in the backseat with Vur stuck in between them. And behind the car, attached by a hook, there was a giant wagon with a dragon sleeping on top of it, her head tucked underneath her wing. “I’ve done my best to forget about it, but these last two weeks were more stressful than my whole time as king.” 
 
    Sheryl grunted in agreement. “Are all humans like my contractor?” she asked. “The world’s a very scary place if they are. No wonder why Az never left the volcano.” 
 
    “No,” E said. “If every human was like Vur, then dwarves wouldn’t be the race in power. You just happened to contract with the most abnormal person in existence.” He glanced at the rock sitting on his shoulder. “Regretting it now?” 
 
    “Nope!” Sheryl said and threw her arms into the air. “I’m almost a volcano elemental already. There’s so much mana inside of his body, it’s amazing. I’m evolving a hundred times faster than I was inside the volcano. I think Az forbade us from contracting with people because he was afraid of us advancing past him. But he died and has to restart as an ember elemental, so ironic, isn’t it?” 
 
    “You treat death pretty lightly,” E said. “He was your clan master, right? Shouldn’t you be a little more upset? I’d be upset if my people didn’t care one wit for me after I died.” 
 
    “Death is just a new beginning,” Sheryl said. “Sure, some memories are eaten, but you get to pick which ones you give up.” 
 
    “Eaten?” E asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yeah,” Sheryl said with a nod of her rocky body. “Eaten. Like how you eat berries, the Wisty eats memories. You meet her every time you die.” She paused and put a finger to the crack which represented her mouth. “Oh, but you wouldn’t remember meeting her. I heard she eats all of your memories if you’re not an elemental or fairy.” 
 
    “Huh,” E said. “This is my first time hearing about this Wisty. What does she look like?” 
 
    Sheryl hummed. “An octopus?” she asked. “With millions of billions of legs taking souls all the time. That’s also why it takes so long to come back to life. The queue takes forever—unless a living person helps you skip it. We call that the fast track.” 
 
    “And all of this is real? You’re not making this up?” E asked. “I feel like I should’ve heard about this before considering it answers the question of what happens when you die.” 
 
    Sheryl rolled her obsidian eyes. “Haven’t you heard the saying, ‘elementals and fairies are as trustworthy as farts during a stomach cramp’? It’s up to you whether you want to believe me or not about the Wisty.” 
 
    “You stupid apple-shaped elf! Why are you so hateful!?” Erin’s voice rang through the air. A second later, the car burst into pieces as Lindyss turned into a hippopotamus. Vur tumbled on the ground, rolling to E’s feet. He spat out a clump of grass as he sat up and looked around. 
 
    “Can’t you do something about your aunt?” E asked as he offered his hand to Vur. Sheryl hopped along his arm and melded back into Vur’s shoulder, disappearing into the yellow runes. Vur grabbed E’s hand and stood up. 
 
    “Do something? Why?” Vur asked and tilted his head. “It’s been forever since Auntie made a new friend.” 
 
    E stared at the hippopotamus that was flying in the air and trying to chomp the fleeing fairy queen into bits. “If that’s how she treats her friends, I don’t want to see how she treats her enemies,” he said. 
 
    Vur rubbed his chin. “About the same,” he said. His brow furrowed. “Maybe Erin’s actually not a friend.” He shrugged and turned towards the dwarf’s palace. “So when’s my coronation ceremony?” 
 
    “It should be ready in about a week or so as long as nothing’s gone wrong,” E said. “Then I’ll finally be able to pass all my work over to your aunt, right? She’s the one with the hobby of ruling kingdoms?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Vur said, ignoring the screaming fairy in the background. 
 
    “Your Gloriousness!” a voice shouted from the palace’s entrance. Dozens of dwarves rushed outside with cannons trailing behind them. Within a few seconds, all the cannons were primed and loaded in a neat line, pointing at Lulu, who was just beginning to wake up. “Just give the order and we’ll blow it away!” 
 
    “No!” E said and ran towards the palace with his hands in the air. “Bad! Stop! Lulu is a guest!” 
 
    Lulu blinked twice before craning her head towards the cannons. “Oh,” she said and poked one with the tip of her tail. “Are these the thunder shooters that scared my mom away? How do they work?” She picked one up and peered at it, fiddling with everything she could. “Kind of heavy for such a small thing, don’t you think? Why don’t you use a lighter material like kalyterium? And this powder is pretty crude; the explosions won’t be clean at all. But the sound it’ll make would be pretty loud. No wonder why Mom called them thunder shooters. But the actual projectile should’ve been this ball, right? Interesting. Oh? There’s even smaller fragments inside this ball. Wow, that’s pretty neat, but why not fill it with plague-infested insects? Or explosive mayjorbs?” 
 
    The dwarves stared at Lulu with wide eyes as she dissected the cannon within seconds. One of the dwarves looked at E and asked, “D-did you bring her here to help us create better weapons for the war?” 
 
    “The war?” E asked. “What war?” 
 
    “You, you don’t know about the war, Your Gloriousness?” the dwarf asked with a strange expression on his face. 
 
    “No,” E said and straightened his back. “Who’d we declare war on?” 
 
    “The humans declared war on us,” the dwarf said. “They struck first.” 
 
    E recoiled. “What? Are they stupid?” 
 
    “Quite the opposite, Your Gloriousness,” the dwarf said, expression grim. “While we were retaliating, they struck at the vital points in our infrastructure. Mooney’s territory has been completely isolated and disabled. We fear he’s already fallen in battle.” 
 
    “Ridiculous,” E said and turned towards Vur. “Sorry, but it seems like your coronation ceremony will be delayed for a while.” He nodded at the dwarves. “Let me see the war room. It better not be slacking.” 
 
    “I’ll come too,” Vur said. “I’m good at strategy.” He glanced at Lindyss and Erin, who were still bickering with each other, before shrugging and following after E. 
 
    “Welcome back, Your Gloriousness,” a dwarf said as Vur and E walked into a room. Close to a dozen dwarves were sitting in a circle with two empty seats in the center. “Who is this?” 
 
    “This is Vur,” E said. “He was supposed to be the new dwarf king. The coronation ceremony will have to be put on hold until this situation is dealt with.” 
 
    “A human as our king?” one of the dwarves with a massive red nose asked. “I can’t accept this!” 
 
    Another dwarf who was bald and had a silver mustache nodded. “Right. I hate Plumby’s guts, but even I have to agree with him this time.” 
 
    “Don’t call me Plumby!” 
 
    “Shut up!” E said, stifling the commotion before it could grow too loud. “If you can’t accept a human as our king, then pretend he’s a really tall dwarf. There will be no more arguments about this, understood? We have more pressing matters to deal with.” E strode to the table and leaned over it, reading the titles of the documents spread out over a massive map. “This is the declaration of war? It’s definitely written by some pretentious nobles, look at how archaic the language is. And it’s even backed by the Lion of the East. What are those two buffoons who call themselves emperor and empress thinking?” 
 
    “Oh, you were hit pretty hard, huh?” Vur asked as he towered over all the dwarves. He rested one arm on Plumby’s head while gazing at the map on the table. He brushed aside a few documents and clicked his tongue. “Whoever designed this kingdom sucked. It looks like a mishmash of twelve separate countries tied together by a couple of roads.” 
 
    “Well, that’s essentially what my kingdom is,” E said. “I rule over the twelve generals, and the twelve generals rule over their own lands.” 
 
    “There’s only eleven people here,” Vur said and looked around. 
 
    “We lost Mooney,” one of the dwarves said. “That’s his portion over there.” He pointed at the section of the map with a giant red ‘X’ drawn through it. “We know nothing about it. No messages have been sent out, and all the scouts we sent in never came back.” 
 
    Vur rolled his eyes. “Well, when you only have two roads leading into a country, of course, it’s going to be easy to isolate. Get the earth elementals to construct a road over this river and send in scouts that way.” He pointed at the portion next to Mooney’s on the map. “Who owns this section?” 
 
    “I do,” the dwarf with the silver mustache said. “I—” 
 
    “Alright, you’re responsible for reconnecting with Mooney via new entry routes,” Vur said. “Create one road exiting your territory, but have it branch out into hundreds of roads to enter Mooney’s so the invaders can’t use them to sneak in.” 
 
    The mustached dwarf glanced at E. E nodded. “Do as he says,” E said. “His words are greater than mine. He’s a master at strategy and warfare. He comes from across the ocean, much like our ancestors, and he owns his own kingdom that he’s confident enough to leave without management to go on a vacation.” 
 
    “Hmm.” The mustached dwarf inspected Vur from top to bottom as if he were seeing him for the first time. “So he has some qualifications. Well, I see nothing wrong with his proposal. I’ll create those roads right away, but will the earth elementals cooperate with me?” 
 
    Vur patted his right arm. “Deedee.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that…,” a defeated voice said as a brown figure materialized next to Vur. 
 
    Vur gestured towards Diamant. “He’ll help you coordinate with the earth elementals.” 
 
    “My name is Diamant,” Diamant said to the mustached dwarf. “I look forward to working with you.” 
 
    Chatter broke out amongst the dwarves. “Diamant…?” 
 
    The door to the war room flew open, silencing them. Lindyss walked inside with her hair disheveled and clothes partly tattered. Following close behind was a fairy who was spewing curses out of her mouth. “Hey! I want to go inside too!” Lulu’s voice shouted from outside the palace. “Hey, guys! Wait for me! …Guys?” 
 
    “What’s this?” Lindyss asked as she plopped down on the seat reserved for the king. “A strategy meeting? How boring. Just summon a swarm of undead and sweep through them.” She glanced around. “Where’s your royal library? I want to find some information on how to increase Vur’s mana pool and mana regeneration so his dreams won’t stay dreams. Take me there.” 
 
    The dwarves exchanged looks with each other while Erin muttered, “Do you see how rude she is? How can someone like her even exist?” 
 
    E sighed and snapped his fingers. An armor set appeared next to Lindyss. “Follow that and you’ll arrive at the royal library,” he said. Lindyss nodded and stood up, letting herself be guided by the empty suit. Erin glanced at the dwarves, who were shooting hostile looks at her, before muttering and following after Lindyss. 
 
    “That was his aunt,” E said, gesturing at Vur after Lindyss had left the room. 
 
    Vur scratched his chin. “I want a report on all your troops and supplies required to maintain them. I need to know everything about your firepower and abilities,” he said. “I also need to know about our enemies: what they can do, how strong they are, what their favorite foods are, how many times they drink water in a day. Everything.” 
 
    “What do you need to know that for?” Plumby asked. 
 
    “And no backtalk,” Vur said. “If I say jump, you ask how high, understood? If I say walk, what do you say?” He cupped his hand over his ear. 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “How far?” 
 
    “To where?” 
 
    “How fast?” 
 
    Vur nodded. “Close enough,” he said. He furrowed his brow and muttered as he went through the mental checklist labeled, how to rule your army by Mr. Skelly, “Adopt domineering attitude, check. Point out flaws and show how your methods are superior, check. Persuade them one at a time if you must, check. Carrot and…, right. That.” Vur nodded and placed his hands on his hips. “Okay. If you do well, I’ll give you a fancy stick. If you don’t do well, I’ll stab your face with a carrot. Got it?” 
 
    “Preposterous!” a dwarf with an eyepatch said while all the other dwarves agreed with Vur. 
 
    Vur glared at the eyepatch-wearing dwarf before saying to E, “Fetch me a carrot!” 
 
    “Ah,” Lulu said, peering through the palace entrance with one eye. “He’s so cool! But why does he stay transformed as a human for so long? It must be to fit inside these tiny buildings. Why didn’t I think of that? He’s so smart. I should ask him to teach me.” 
 
    “Tell me about the land,” Vur said and pointed at the northern end of the continent on the map. “This white part, who owns it?” 
 
    “That’s owned by the holy dragons,” E said after sending one of his armor sets to find a carrot. “Nothing can grow there; it’s a giant frozen chunk of ice. There’s rumors about strange birds that act like humans and are taller than dwarves. They trek across the ice for miles and hunt fish from the ocean.” 
 
    “Will they interfere in the war?” Vur asked. 
 
    Lulu’s voice called from outside the palace. “There’s no way Mom’s going to interfere in the war unless she can find a person to give a quest to. Oh, there was one person…, but he’s kind of lazy. And those birds you’re talking about are called penguins. They don’t fight things; they kind of huddle up in one place and try their best to not freeze to death.” 
 
    “Mm.” Vur nodded and pointed at a red region beside the snowy one. “What about here?” 
 
    “That’s Mt. Inesia,” E said. “We were just there. We have a few small towns bordering it, but there’s no threats to our safety. We own the eastern region of the continent while the humans own this portion of the west. Some of it is shared by fairies, namely that part.” He pointed at a section on the map covered with green and purple splotches. “The south is the territory of the elves and phoenixes; it’s possible the elves may join the war as the humans’ allies mainly because, well, we enslaved some of them before.” 
 
    “So no threats from the north,” Vur said. “What about east of us? Fishmen live on the coasts, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but fishmen are fishmen. They’re unimportant,” E said. “If they spend too long out of water, their skin starts cracking and they bleed to death within a few days. There’s no way for them to own any reasonable portion of land.” 
 
    “That sounds like a life worse than the penguins,” Lulu said from outside. 
 
    “Then it’s just the west and the south we have to worry about?” Vur asked. “What are the elves like? How many people would you need to take out one of their villages?” 
 
    “Villages?” a dwarf with a red beard asked and raised an eyebrow. “Elves don’t have villages. They live in small colonies of ten elves at most. They’d be easy to plunder, but they get along really well with the phoenix matriarch. She’s about the only reason why we haven’t taken over the south.” 
 
    Vur rubbed his chin. “How closely do these elven colonies live to each other?” 
 
    “Pretty far apart,” the red-bearded dwarf said. “You’d expect them to work together seeing as they’re the same race, but they’re actually antagonistic to each other. Neighboring colonies will compete for resources and the weaker one is forced to move further away. Sometimes, the weakest colonies are completely forced out of the forest; that’s the best time to capture them.” 
 
    “Wait,” Vur said. “Then would they actually be a threat to us if we attack the humans since they don’t work together?” 
 
    “Yes, they will,” E said. “They might not get along with each other, but they hate us more. They’ll definitely band together if they find out any of our cities are vulnerable. Not only that, but they have a spiritual leader of sorts. There’s a tribe of elves that takes care of the phoenix matriarch’s offspring and eggs. Apparently their hair is even red due to the proximity to the eggs. If any of them declared war against us, all the elves will attack.” He coughed and scratched his head. “We, uh, stole a few phoenix eggs from them before a long time ago, so they’d definitely take the chance to strike at us.” 
 
    Vur stared at E. “Why do you think the humans declared war on you?” 
 
    “Probably because we enslave them and exploit them of their resources,” E said and shrugged. “Who knows?” 
 
    “Don’t you have any allies?” Vur asked and tilted his head. 
 
    “Well,” E said and cleared his throat. “Who needs allies when we have each other?” He looked around the room. “Isn’t that right, men?” The other dwarves nodded and grunted. E smiled at Vur. “Besides, we have you! Since you’re on our side, the earth and fire elementals definitely won’t interfere, and the earth elementals are even helping us. And since they’re staying out of it, the water and wind elementals will most likely stay neutral.” 
 
    “So everyone on the continent, except the elementals, hate you,” Vur said, his expression darkening. 
 
    “Don’t forget your promise to me!” E said. “You said you’d take care of my people if I handed you my throne. You can’t back out now. As leaders, our words hold more weight than gold.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Vur said with a nod. “Dragons never lie. If I said I’d do it, then I will.” He smiled to himself and laughed. “My scales and wings grew out!” Then his face fell as he lowered his head and sighed. “But I’m still too young. It’s only temporary.” 
 
    Stella appeared on his shoulder and patted his head. “Don’t worry! I was right when I said an elementalist dragon grew faster, right? You just have to make more contracts!” She nudged his cheek with her elbow. “The next one should be a water elemental. And you can feed Sheryl and Diamant to make them stronger. That way, they’ll provide more mana for you.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Vur said and raised his head. He made eye contact with all the dwarves before pointing at the map. “For now, since I don’t know our enemies capabilities, I’ll play a bit defensively.” 
 
    The dwarf with the eyepatch scowled. “Play? This isn’t a game,” he said. “This is a war.” 
 
    Vur held out his hand, and a set of armor handed him a carrot. He threw it at the dwarf’s face, knocking the short fellow over. Vur dusted off his hands before pointing at the map again. “The most important thing to do now is reinforce these spots.” He drew circles around strategic points in the dwarven areas closest to the human empire. “Set up as many traps as you can: pitfalls, bear traps, delicious cookies, whatever works as long as there’s men waiting to ambush the people who fall for them.” He pointed at the northeasternmost section of the dwarves’ territory. “Start transferring all the soldiers from here to the south and west. And here”—he pointed at the southernmost part of the dwarves’ territory—“invade the elves like this.” He drew a curved arrow that swept from the east to the west. 
 
    “We’re invading the elves?” Plumby asked. “Why? They haven’t joined the war yet.” 
 
    “That’s why we have to strike them when they’re not ready,” Vur said with a nod. “Preemptively punish them for their future offenses. But don’t kill any of them. Kidnap their families, transport them to our lands, and force the capable to join our war efforts using their family as hostages.” 
 
    “Your morals are worse than ours!” one of the dwarves said. He chuckled. “I like it.” 
 
    “But what are we going to do about the phoenix matriarch?” E asked and furrowed his brow. “We’ll need a lot of people to take her down, people we can’t afford to have leave their posts.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about the phoenix,” Vur said with a slight grin on his face. “They’re just wannabe dragons. I’ll take care of her.” 
 
    “That’s exactly how my future mate should be!” Lulu said to herself, eyes gleaming. 
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    “Leader! There’s some good news and some bad news,” a skeleton said as it ran towards the area where it felt Mr. Skelly’s aura and arrived at a clearing in the woods. It was empty. “Leader?” 
 
    “Down here,” a voice said. The skeleton lowered its gaze. A hole appeared in the ground as Mr. Skelly’s head broke through the earth. “Alice has been trying to kill me for the longest time now. Have you found any gryphon cubs yet?” 
 
    “Yes. That was part of the good news,” the skeleton said and nodded its head. 
 
    “And the bad news?” Mr. Skelly asked. 
 
    “The bad news is I lied,” the skeleton said. Mr. Skelly stared at the skeleton without a word. “The real good news is we’ve succeeded in kidnapping the emperor and empress and replaced them with our own. The fairies’ illusions are working really well.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly nodded. “Then the real bad news?” 
 
    “We failed to destroy the road. It was almost as if they were expecting us to attack,” the skeleton said and scratched its head. “There were hundreds of traps laid out, and a whole squad of dwarven riflemen were lying in wait. The twenty men we sent stood no chance. The dwarves’ projectiles could shatter bones and four of the fairies were injured pretty badly. But we managed to get away without any trouble. We might have given away the fact we weren’t human though, considering no one died or bled.” 
 
    “Mm. That’s troublesome,” Mr. Skelly said and rubbed his chin, his hand popping out of the earth. “But since we took control of the human leaders, things should get a lot easier now. I didn’t expect the dwarves to wise up so quickly though. Their king truly isn’t incompetent.” 
 
    Leader! a voice shouted in Mr. Skelly’s head. Dozens of roads are being built into the territory we just conquered! 
 
    Mr. Skelly frowned and pulled out a glowing blue crystal. He held it in front of his mouth and asked, “Who’s building them? You can’t capture them?” 
 
    The roads are building themselves! the voice said. The fairies say there are hundreds of people smaller than them working together, but none of us can see them. We tried blocking the paths of the roads, but earth flies into the air and builds over all the obstructions without stopping. 
 
    Mr. Skelly fell silent for a moment. He glanced at the skeleton standing over him before speaking into the crystal. “I’ll send reinforcements right away. Looks like there’s no choice but to involve the humans already. Even if you can’t stop the roads from being built, that doesn’t mean you can’t fortify the defenses against people coming along those roads.” He sighed, put away the crystal, and faced the skeleton above him. “Mobilize the human army. I wanted to take it slow and fully draw out all the benefits of the dwarves’ territory for ourselves, but that’s no longer possible. Bring the humans to the area we captured and fully integrate it: build roads connecting the two lands. It should hold out long enough for us to finish sweeping through the elves to attack the dwarves from the south. With Tafel’s and Alice’s firepower, it’ll be much easier to change the outcome of this war.” 
 
    “There you are!” a voice said from behind the two skeletons. A woman with a massive shield charged at Mr. Skelly and swung her blunt weapon downwards like an axe. Her hair rippled in the wind like a lion’s mane. 
 
    “Alice,” Mr. Skelly said as his skull went flying off into the distance. “Skulls are hard to replace, you know? Can’t you be more gentle when pounding me? It hurts if you do it too roughly.” 
 
    “Shut up! Don’t say it like that!” Alice shouted. “Do you know how painful awakening was? I almost died because of you! Don’t think I’m letting you off that easily; I haven’t forgotten how you tricked Tafel and me either.” 
 
    “Flirting has really changed since I was last alive, huh?” the skeleton standing to the side asked and scratched its head. A second later, it was sent flying by a swing of Alice’s arm. 
 
    “Skeletons really piss me off,” Alice said as she exhaled and lowered her shield. She glared at Mr. Skelly’s headless body which was crawling out of the ground. 
 
    “Don’t be like this, Alice,” Mr. Skelly said. “We both know you enjoy our company.” 
 
    “Does this look like the face of enjoyment?” Alice asked in a monotonous voice, pointing at her cheek. Her countenance was expressionless. 
 
    “That’s exactly what an excited zombie looks like,” Mr. Skelly said with a nod. His skeletal frame crumbled to the ground as Alice planted her heel into his chest. A sigh escaped from his broken bones. “Look, if you really didn’t like it here, you could’ve ran off by yourself. Even if I begged Tafel not to teleport you back, it wouldn’t stop you from leaving without her. What’s keeping you here? Have you thought about that? I could tell you if you can’t figure it out for yourself.” 
 
    Alice furrowed her brow as she removed her foot from Mr. Skelly’s sternum. She muttered, “Why am I sticking around…?” 
 
    “The simplest answer is you’re enamored with me,” Mr. Skelly said, his bones blushing by turning a faint pink color. His legs disintegrated as Alice pulverized them with her shield. “That was just a joke. You really need to lighten up. Haven’t figured it out yet?” 
 
    Alice grumbled to herself as she swept Mr. Skelly up into a neat pile of bones and bone dust. She sat beside the pile and crossed her arms, shrinking her shield down to the size of a watch. She adjusted her glasses and propped her head up onto her knees while hugging her legs. “What I want, huh?” she asked and sighed while staring at the grassy clearing. A few birds chirped while crickets sang. A bitter smile appeared on her lips. “Companions that won’t betray me would be a nice start. I think I can find that in Tafel and Vur.” She glanced at the pile next to her and snorted as she kicked it. “Don’t look so smug, you lying turd. If you keep abusing this truth curse, I’ll really send you to the afterlife.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Who’s a cute little fat glutton?” Tafel asked as she rubbed the phoenix’s belly as it drank beakful after beakful of steaming hot lava. “Yup. That’s right; it’s you.” 
 
    “Not fat,” the phoenix said after it finished drinking the ball of lava that was twice the size of its body. It wobbled a few times, trying to flap its wings to stay standing, but it fell backwards onto Tafel’s lap. “This is water weight.” It exhaled and let out a tiny burp. Its legs fluttered in the air as Tafel ruffled the feathers on its belly. 
 
    “Mm.” Tafel nodded. “Just water weight. Such a noble bird can’t be fat.” She smiled at it and tickled its neck with her finger. “Do you remember what you promised me?” 
 
    The bird cooed and squirmed under Tafel’s finger. “Yup. You want to see my momma.” 
 
    “And?” Tafel asked, running her fingers down to its belly. 
 
    The phoenix squirmed and laughed. “And I’ll only say good things about you,” it said with a nod. 
 
    “And…?” Tafel asked again with a smile. She squinted at the phoenix, causing it to fall still for a second. 
 
    “And I’ll ask her to make you my sister,” the phoenix said with a chirp. 
 
    “That’s right,” Tafel said and beamed. Fire and earth appeared in the air, mixing together by miniature vortexes. “Want more lava?” 
 
    “Yes, please!” the phoenix said, rolling onto its feet. It hopped up and down as the lava approached it. 
 
    “It’s going to explode if you keep feeding it like that,” Alice said from the side. Sweat poured down her face and neck, soaking her clothes. She panted while resting her hands on her knees, her back hunched over as she struggled to regain her breath. The trees in the vicinity around her had hundreds of gouges that fit the edges of her shield perfectly. 
 
    “Will you?” Tafel asked the phoenix, tilting her head. 
 
    “Nope!” the phoenix chirped. The ball of lava lowered enough for it to dip its beak inside. 
 
    “See, it’ll be fine,” Tafel said to Alice. “And weren’t you chasing Mr. Skelly? Why’d you start training all of a sudden? Don’t tell me you really managed to kill him.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Alice scratched her head as her shield shrank. Her already flushed face burned as she pursed her lips. “There’s a temporary truce of sorts between us. And it’s much more interesting to watch someone manipulate a baby phoenix than to chase after a mole-like undead.” 
 
    The phoenix stopped drinking and looked at Tafel. “Are you manipulating me?” it asked and tilted its head to the side. 
 
    Tafel smiled at it and patted its head. “No, of course not,” she said. “Why would I manipulate a fellow as adorable as you? It’s impossible for a noble phoenix such as yourself to be manipulated.” 
 
    The phoenix blinked and nodded. “Okay,” it said and turned back to the lava while Alice rolled her eyes. 
 
    “How come it gets along so well with you?” Alice asked and sat down, pulling out a flask of water from her bag. She poured some water on her hair and shook her head, splashing the ground around her. “I heard phoenixes are pretty arrogant and unwilling to associate with people they deem unworthy.” 
 
    “Well, then I guess that means I’m worthy, doesn’t it?” Tafel asked and stuck her tongue out at Alice. “But really, it’s probably because my stepdaughter-in-law is a phoenix. I get along really well with her half-dragonboar daughter, Floofykins.” 
 
    Alice furrowed her brow. “Disregarding the fact your stepson married a phoenix,” she said. “How is a phoenix’s child half-dragon, half-boar? Shouldn’t it be part phoenix?” 
 
    “Eh, I guess I didn’t word that properly,” Tafel said and scratched her cheek. “Floofykins is half-phoenix and half-dragonboar.” 
 
    “…You’re not going to say she’s 150% Floofykins like Stella did when Vur couldn’t figure out math, right?” Alice asked. 
 
    “No! Vur’s son is a boar, Snuffles, but Snuffles was imprinted by Vur to become part dragon,” Tafel said. “So he’s a dragonboar, I guess.” 
 
    “Right,” Alice said. “Do you have any, uh, real children?” 
 
    “Hey. It’s not like Snuffles isn’t real,” Tafel said with a scowl. 
 
    “Alright,” Alice said and rolled her eyes. “Did you give birth to anything yet?” 
 
    “No!” Tafel said, her face turning red. “I’m still young! There’s still so many things I want to do before I get bogged down by children.” 
 
    “Like making a sword grow wings?” Alice asked, raising an eyebrow. “Speaking of which, where is it? I haven’t seen that weird sword of yours in a while.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Tafel said. “I’m refining it right now with the tears of a hundred people in despair. At least, I think the elves are in despair. If they’re not and it doesn’t work, I’ll be pretty miffed. It took forever to make them all cry.” She tilted her head. “Huh, I guess commissioning someone to find fairy tears makes sense now.” 
 
    Alice stared at Tafel before shaking her head. “So you really think you’ll be able to talk your way out of this mess with the phoenix matriarch? I don’t think she’d be very forgiving considering the undead have probably captured nearly half the elven population.” 
 
    Tafel glanced at the phoenix in her lap, who had finished drinking the lava. Its eyes were closed, and its head was tucked under its wing. Well, it tried to tuck its head under its wing, but only about half of it was covered. Its body was too round. “I think it’ll be possible,” Tafel said with a nod. “I mean, even if it doesn’t work, I can teleport us out of danger. Ah, I wish Vur was here though. He might be able to subdue it.” 
 
    “Subdue the phoenix matriarch?” Alice asked. “I know Vur’s strong, but aren’t you thinking a bit too highly of him? Even the dragons chose to leave the phoenixes alone when they first came to the continent.” 
 
    Tafel shrugged. “Vur can do anything, even things he shouldn’t do,” she said. “I don’t think he was ever taught the meaning of impossible.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong, honey?” Kondra’s mate asked, nuzzling her side with his wing as he turned his head towards her, shifting some dirt on the ground in the process. He blinked at his mate and tilted his head to the side. Usually, she slept like a log, but recently she had been tossing and turning every few days. 
 
    “It’s him!” Kondra said, glaring at Grimmy, whose snores rattled the rocks on the ground. “How am I supposed to sleep comfortably with a dragon of darkness living in my house!?” 
 
    “Hush!” Leila said from Grimmy’s side. “You’ll wake him. What if you ruin his information gathering?” 
 
    “I don’t care!” Kondra roared. Her tail slammed against the ground, causing Grimmy to snort a few times. A couple of seconds later, his snoring resumed at a volume even louder than before. “How long is this freeloader staying here? How long will it be until I no longer have to worry about being murdered in my sleep? Do you see these?” She pointed underneath her eyes. “I’m starting to grow bags. It doesn’t even make any sense!” 
 
    Grimmy’s snores stopped as his mouth stretched open into a wide yawn. He smacked his lips a few times before rolling over onto his back, splaying his limbs to the sides. Once again, the earth shook as his snores rang throughout the cavern. 
 
    Kondra’s eyes bulged at the sight, and her irises glowed with a white light. Leila walked in front of Grimmy and plopped herself down to block him from her mother’s gaze. “You were always nagging me about bringing home a mate, and now that I do, you try to smite him with holy magic? Maybe this is why Luke never told you about the girl he’s seeing.” 
 
    “Leila!” Luke’s voice shouted from his cavern. “How could you!?” 
 
    “Luke’s seeing a girl?” Kondra asked and drew her head back. “What? How?” 
 
    “Secret,” Leila said. “He told me not to tell you.” 
 
    “Then why’d you tell her!?” Luke asked as he crawled out of his cavern. He glanced at his mother and hung his head. 
 
    “What are siblings for if not to tattle on each other?” Leila asked with a smile. “And you’re my scapegoat.” Before Luke could respond, Leila winked at him. “So how far have you gotten? Did you make any babies yet?” 
 
    “You’re a devil,” Luke said with a scowl. “No wonder why Grimmy’s your mate. Black-hearted people suit each other so well.” 
 
    “What? I’m an angel,” Grimmy said as he rolled over and yawned. His eyes glinted as he smiled at Luke. “But someone who deceives their loving mother….” 
 
    Kondra snorted and glared at Luke. Leila grinned and tugged on Grimmy’s wing, and the duo crept away from the poor scapegoat, leaving Kondra’s vision. “Why didn’t you tell me?” Kondra asked. “When are you going to bring her home? I know. You don’t want me to see her, huh? Is she a darkness dragon too? Is that it?” 
 
    “No!” Luke said and shook his head. “That’s not it.” He bit his lower lip and glanced at his dad, but his dad just hummed to himself while poking a green sprout growing from the ground. “It’s just....” 
 
    “Just what?” Kondra asked. 
 
    Luke looked at Leila with tears in his eyes. He frowned and lowered his head to look up at her. Leila shook her head and smiled without saying a word, causing her brother to sigh. “Um, it’s because, uh, she’s very shy,” Luke said to Kondra. “And I just met her twenty years ago! We barely know each other.” 
 
    Kondra furrowed her brow. “Twenty years isn’t too short of a time.” She glanced at her mate. “How long did it take us to get together?” 
 
    “A few years. I don’t remember the exact amount,” Leila’s father said. 
 
    “You don’t remember?” Kondra asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    Leila’s father’s expression twisted. “You know that’s not what I meant.” 
 
    Grimmy whispered to Leila, “Is it just me, or is your mother a huge bi—” 
 
    Leila cut him off by clamping her claw on his snout. “That’s just how she is, and I love her for being herself.” 
 
    “Loved her so much you flew to a different continent,” Luke muttered. 
 
    Kondra turned her attention back onto Luke. “And what about Leo? Is he seeing a girl too? Is that why he’s taking so long to come back from the assembly? And where did Lulu go? Don’t tell me all of you are seeing people without telling me.” 
 
    “Is someone talking about me?” a voice asked. A silver dragon lumbered into the cavern from the entrance and tilted his head at the scene. Luke looked like he had just been whipped. His father also looked like he had just been whipped. His mother looked like she had just whipped two dragons. And Grimmy and Leila were eating Lulu’s snacks in the corner of the cavern. 
 
    “Welcome home, Leo,” Leila said and smiled at her younger brother. “Mom found out about Luke’s girlfriend.” 
 
    “Oh…,” Leo said, drawing the word out. “I see. I guess I’ll be back later? Bye.” He turned around, took a step, and was promptly dragged back into the cavern by Kondra’s claws. 
 
    “And what have you been doing?” Kondra asked, depositing Leo next to Luke. “Didn’t the assembly end a while ago?” 
 
    “The weather was really nice, so I took a nap before coming back home,” Leo said while distancing himself from his brother. “I’m not like Luke, Mom. I would never go out behind your back, leaving behind a magical imprint to fool you, and sneak out to see a girl living in the ocean.” 
 
    “I’m being bullied,” Luke said and hung his head, covering his eyes with his paws. “I’m an adult, Mom. I should be able to see whoever I want.” 
 
    Kondra snorted. “Can you stop my meteor?” 
 
    Luke sighed and muttered, “No.” 
 
    “Then you’re still a child,” Kondra said with a nod. “And children need to be chaperoned on dates.” 
 
    “I don’t need to be chaperoned!” Luke said and pouted. 
 
    “That’s what everyone says, and then they have a litter of bawling children running around before they know it,” Kondra said. “I want to see this lady friend of yours before you go out to see her again.” 
 
    “I thought she wanted grandkids,” Grimmy whispered to Leila. “Why’s she being so contradictory now?” 
 
    “She wants grandkids she approves of,” Leila whispered back. “Which is why you should hurry up and finish the righteous quest she gave you.” 
 
    Grimmy snorted. “I don’t need her approval.” 
 
    “But I want our child growing up in a loving family,” Leila said and nuzzled his neck. “That includes knowing her grandmother and grandfather.” 
 
    “But your mother’s a loon!” Grimmy shouted. He cleared his throat as Kondra turned her head to look at them. “I said, ‘Oh look, a balloon.’” He pointed a claw towards the transparent ceiling. The other dragons raised their heads, but all they saw was the clear night sky. Grimmy clicked his tongue, drawing their attentions back onto himself. “Darn, you just missed it.” 
 
    Kondra’s gaze lingered on Grimmy before facing Leo again. “And what happened during the assembly? Did anything change?” Her brow furrowed. “I’m not only uneasy because of Leila’s mate. I feel like something’s changing in the outside world. Did something happen to my church?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine, Mom,” Leo said and waved his paw dismissively. “Nothing’s changed. The world’s great. There was a tiny scuffle between the dwarves and the fairies at the assembly, but other than that, everything’s fine. Your church is fine. The dwarves aren’t overly aggressive. The phoenix matriarch’s being the phoenix matriarch. The humans are being humans. The penguins still haven’t frozen to death. Everything’s fine.” 
 
    “The more you reassure me, the greater my unease grows,” Kondra said with a frown. “I’m going outside to check on my church.” 
 
    “No!” everyone except Grimmy and Kondra shouted at the same time. 
 
    Kondra flinched and looked around. Her mate cleared his throat and wet his lips with his tongue. “Don’t you trust Leo, honey?” he asked in a soft voice like he was trying to coax a kitten. “If he says everything’s fine, then there’s no need to doubt him, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, Mom,” Luke said. “Why’d you send Leo to the assembly if you weren’t going to believe his report anyway? You have to learn to trust your children more often. Besides, Lulu’s outside right now. If there’s anything wrong with the church, she’ll definitely fix it or report it to you if she can’t.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Leo said with a nod, his head bobbing up and down. “Don’t you trust me?” 
 
    “It’s not right to assign someone responsibilities and then not trust them,” Leila said, chiming in as well. “You should stay here and relax. Look at all the hard work you’ve done for the continent already. The land’s at peace because of you and your righteous teachings. You deserve a break. Even the most hardworking man worked six days and rested on the seventh.” 
 
    “Which man was this?” Grimmy asked. 
 
    “Mm, legends about a different world told by a famous bard,” Leila said. “You probably haven’t heard about it.” 
 
    Grimmy tilted his head. “Oh.” 
 
    Kondra bit her lower lip. “Why does it seem like all of you don’t want me to go outside?” Her gaze swept over the dragons, all of them avoiding it. 
 
    “Why do you feel that way?” Leila asked, clearing her throat and smiling at her mother. “Are you sure it’s not just in your imagination? We all care about you a lot, and no one wants to see you overworked. Think about it, when was the last time you’ve taken a break from all the quests you assign? Not even a few months ago, you handed out two whole quests.” 
 
    Kondra’s gaze softened as she nodded. “You’re right,” she said and lowered herself to the ground, burying her paws underneath her body. “I deserve a break. If anything does happen to the church, Lulu will take care of it. You’re all right.” 
 
    The dragons collectively exhaled as Kondra leaned on her mate and closed her eyes. Soft snores rang through the air as the muscles in the dragon matriarch’s face slackened. Leo and Luke high-fived each other while Leila gave them a thumbs up. “Disaster averted,” Kondra’s mate said as he wrapped his wing around Kondra. “Nice one, Leila. You get the most holy dragon appreciation points this time around.” 
 
    Grimmy blinked a few times, his gaze shifting amongst the silver dragons. The atmosphere was a lot lighter than before with smiles painting all of the dragons’ faces. “I don’t understand,” Grimmy said and nudged Leila. “What just happened?” 
 
    “Mom can be … a bit hard to please,” Leila said, glancing at her sleeping mother. For someone so worried about being murdered in her sleep just a few minutes ago, she was as tranquil as a baby. “She gets really worked up and follows a narrow train of thought, but you can redirect that thought to a more peaceful one and all the pressure disappears.” 
 
    “But why don’t you want her outside?” Grimmy asked after he was sure Leila wasn’t going to say anything else. “What disaster would’ve happened?” 
 
    “Mom likes micromanaging things,” Luke said from across the cavern. “If things don’t go exactly her way…, mm, yeah.” 
 
    “She burned down a village for not being vegetarian,” Leo said. “She didn’t kill anyone though—just destroyed their houses.” 
 
    “She may or may not have forced a kingdom to relocate because they littered,” Leila said with a nod. 
 
    “She once separated two families, putting them on different ends of the continent, because their scions were holding hands before marriage,” Luke said. “I saw it happen.” He glared at Leila. “How could you sell me out like that?” 
 
    Leila stuck her tongue out. “If you don’t like it, get stronger and leave,” she said. “It’s just a meteor. My nephew’s not even two decades old, and he stopped Nova’s.” 
 
    “Novasthiurm?” Leila’s father asked, raising his head. “He woke up?” 
 
    “Less than a year ago,” Leila said with a nod. 
 
    “Ah, I missed that old fellow,” Leila’s father said, a faraway look appearing on his face as he stared at the sky. He sighed and glanced at Kondra, whose body was rising up and down in time with her breaths. “It’s a shame they don’t get along at all. She’ll probably attack him or his lineage on sight.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Persephone,” an elf said as he ran inside a hollow tree trunk. Though the inside of the tree was empty and the sky could be seen by raising one’s head, it was still alive and well, green light softly pulsing through its bark. A table made of smooth roots wriggled in the center of the trunk, and there was a red-headed elf sitting on a cushion made of leaves beside it. She wore a robe made of red feathers, traces of flames dancing around her. “There’s a serious problem.” 
 
    “A problem, Sir Thatcher?” the red-headed elf asked as she tilted her head up, away from the book in her lap. “Another philosophical question or confounding problem about biology?” 
 
    “Err, no,” Thatcher said and scratched his head. “Though I’d love to hear your opinion on these strange birds I found, there’s an even more serious issue at hand.” The elf’s face turned grim, his brown eyes narrowing. He adjusted the sleeves of his green robe before taking in a deep breath. “The forest is being invaded.” 
 
    Persephone blinked, waiting for more. When it was clear Thatcher wasn’t going to say anything else, she tilted her head to the side. “Making me guess? Then are the locusts at it again? I thought we introduced the frogs to take care of them, no?” 
 
    “So you really aren’t omniscient,” Thatcher said and exhaled. “The rumors were wrong after all.” A bitter smile appeared on the elf’s face before he shook his head. “We’re being invaded by the dwarves”—his voice lowered to the point where Persephone had to strain her ears to hear him—“and the undead.” 
 
    “Pardon?” Persephone asked. “Can you speak up? Why are you trying to turn such a wonderful, sunny day into a dreary one by acting like you’re imparting the worst kind of news to me? Even if the news is terrible, you must deliver it in a cheerful, upbeat manner.” 
 
    Thatcher’s brow furrowed. “Even so, sometimes there are cases where a dreary manner must be adopted to successfully convey the weight of the matter. For example, let’s say my neighbor’s mother died and I have to be the one to tell her. How can I possibly notify her in a cheerful, upbeat manner without crushing her?” 
 
    “Like this,” Persephone said and cleared her throat. “Today’s such a momentous day; another soul has returned to Gaea. Your mother.” She nodded. “See, that’s not so hard, is it? Now try telling me the news again.” 
 
    Thatcher’s expression darkened. “Wonderful news, our home, the forest, is currently entertaining uninvited guests,” he said in a voice that was dryer than sand. “From the east, the dwarves are adopting our culture by removing families from their homes and transporting them to the dwarven capital. From the west, skeletons are roaming the lands, removing all the pests and nasty critters in their path.” He took in a deep breath. “Along with our people! There’s no way I can spin an undead invasion into something cheerful and upbeat!” 
 
    Persephone sighed. “This is why you weren’t nominated to be on the council,” she said. “The outlook you have on life is so depressing and pessimistic. Look at things from the bright”—her brow furrowed as her gaze snapped towards Thatcher—“did you say undead?” 
 
    Thatcher nodded. 
 
    “I apologize,” Persephone said, lowering her head. “Sometimes, I think too much about the words I have to say next that I’m not really listening to other people. A legion of undead are invading, oh dear. That really is a serious problem.” She scratched her head. “How can I spin it in a positive way to notify the council without alarming them?” 
 
    “If you’ll excuse my bluntness,” Thatcher said, taking in another deep breath, “this is something we need to be alarmed about. The phoenix matriarch is still preoccupied from hatching her young not too long ago, and trying to make the situation seem lighter than it actually is will have terrible effects.” 
 
    “You may be right,” Persephone said and furrowed her brow. “But the councilmembers are so old. What if their poor hearts can’t take the bad news?” 
 
    “I really hope they’re not that frail,” Thatcher said, his left eye twitching. “And I purposely came to find you instead of anyone else because you’re the closest one to the phoenix matriarch. Convince her to drive the intruders away.” 
 
    “But her young just hatched,” Persephone said, biting her lower lip. “I don’t think she’ll be willing to leave their side to deal with…” 
 
    Thatcher waited. “To deal with…?” he asked, imploring Persephone to go on. But she held up her hand instead. 
 
    “Yes, matriarch,” Persephone said, placing one hand on her ear. “This is Persephone speaking.” She paused. “Oh, silly me. Of course you’d know who you were sending a message to. I wasn’t thinking.” She bit her lower lip and nodded. “Uh-huh. Yes. Yes. No, I haven’t seen a baby phoenix leave your nest.” A few seconds later, her face paled. “No! There’s no issue at all! I’m sure your baby just went out for a little walk, err, flight.” 
 
    Thatcher’s eyes bulged, and he seized Persephone’s shoulders. Spittle flew onto her face as he shouted, “What do you mean there’s no issue at all!? Tell her about the undead!” 
 
    Persephone’s mouth fell open, and she blinked a few times. “Oh, um, matriarch. There might be a tiny issue with the forest—a minor one, really. There seem to be a few souls who’ve been given a second chance by Gaea who’re appreciating the beauty of nature in all its glory.” 
 
    Thatcher’s expression darkened as a tired-sounding voice rang out of Persephone’s forehead. It sounded ancient yet young, fierce yet gentle. And it said, “Persephone, really? Speak clearly, you nitwit.” 
 
    Persephone flinched and bit her lower lip. “Skeletons have invaded the forest.” 
 
    Thatcher and Persephone held their breaths, waiting for the matriarch’s response. A few seconds later, a massive pillar of flames rose up in the distance. Even from within the tree, they could feel the heat from the flames. “Watch over my children,” the ancient yet young voice said as a blazing blur flew over their heads. A dozen feathered, chirping bundles fell from the sky, gliding down into the hollow tree. 
 
    One of the baby phoenixes cried out, “Ah! It’s Percy! Everyone, scatter!” 
 
    Thatcher turned towards Persephone as all the phoenixes rushed out of the tree in different directions. “Do they not like you?” 
 
    Persephone bit her lower lip as her face turned red. She hung her head and muttered, “I tried bathing them once. In the river.” 
 
    “Dear lord,” Thatcher said, staring at Persephone, who was avoiding his gaze. “It’s a miracle how this colony hasn’t collapsed yet. Did I make the right choice in moving here…?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tafel hummed as she approached a deep pit in the ground. It was ringed by pointy red rocks, looking much like a gaping maw. As she got closer, wailing sounds crept into her mind, but she dismissed it as the sounds of the wind. The baby phoenix standing on her horns peered over her head, blinking at the abyss below. It opened its mouth and chirped. “Um. Scary.” 
 
    “Scary?” Tafel asked, rolling her eyes up to look at the phoenix. It was as round as a ball, engorged with as much lava as it wanted to drink. “I think it’s quite relaxing, no?” She crouched by the edge of the hole, and a glowing red eye stared back up at her. A deep growling sound sent chills down the baby phoenix’s spine. It shivered as Tafel extended her arm towards the bottom of the pit. “How was it, Spitty? Did the tears taste good?” 
 
    “Good!” a raspy voice replied. 
 
    Tafel flinched and nearly dropped the blade she had just picked up. “Did..., did you say something?” she asked the phoenix on her head. The phoenix rapidly shook its head back and forth before burying itself underneath strands of her hair. Tafel bit her lower lip as she drew the purple sword out of the pit. “Spitty?” 
 
    The eye on the sword blinked. “Yes?” 
 
    Tafel furrowed her brow. “The book said you’d see an improvement after consuming the tears of those in despair,” she said. “It never said anything about you learning to speak.” 
 
    The sword let out a strange grunting noise. “Improvement. I can chant your spells for you,” Spitty said. Tafel tried to find the source of the sound, but she couldn’t. Perhaps it was similar to Mr. Skelly’s ability to talk without his skull. “Can also chant the same spell as you to double cast.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s pretty neat,” Tafel said with a nod. “Did anything else change?” 
 
    “No,” Spitty said, its eye half-closing. “But, please, change my name.” 
 
    Tafel tilted her head. “You don’t like Spitty?” she asked. “Then how about Sharpy?” 
 
    “Dangerous copyrights,” Spitty said. “Something else.” 
 
    “Dangerous what?” Tafel asked, raising an eyebrow. “Then … Swordy?” 
 
    “Something that doesn’t start with S and end with Y,” Spitty said and sighed. “I am not a pet.” 
 
    “You’re awfully picky, aren’t you?” Tafel asked with a scowl. “Picky?” 
 
    “Ends with a Y.” 
 
    Tafel sighed, and she prodded the phoenix hiding in her hair with a finger. “What’s a good name for this sword?” 
 
    The phoenix popped its head out of her hair. “Is it male or female?” 
 
    Tafel’s expression darkened. “It’s a sword.” 
 
    “Then name it Chi’Rururp,” the phoenix said. “It means sword in phoenix.” 
 
    “Huh,” Tafel said and blinked. “I guess it makes sense for phoenixes to have their own language. So why do you know this one?” 
 
    The phoenix shuddered. “Percy taught it to me.” 
 
    “Percy? Who’s that?” 
 
    “A bad person! She tried to drown me, so I ran away!” 
 
    “Chi’Rururp sounds nice,” Spitty said. “Address me as such from now on.” 
 
    “Alright, Chi’Rururp,” Tafel said as she strapped the sword to her back. “The next step is to shave a red-headed elf. The longer the hair, the better the effects.” 
 
    “Percy has red hair!” the phoenix said. “Shave her. She’s always hanging around Mom like a sticky piece of poop.” 
 
    “You really don’t like this Percy fellow, huh?” Tafel asked, tickling the phoenix’s belly with her finger. “But if she’s always hanging around your mom, won’t your mom get angry at me?” 
 
    “No.” The phoenix wiggled its body and shook its head. “Percy annoys Mom too.” 
 
    Tafel hummed and nodded. “That’s good then. Now—” 
 
    “Tafel! There you are,” a skeleton said as it burst through a patch of shrubs. “Hurry back to the main camp; a phoenix is on its way. It might have already arrived. Normally, we wouldn’t be this concerned since we’re already dead, but Alice isn’t. Unless things have changed during the time it took me to get here. Ah, but if Alice died, then she and the leader could…, Tafel?” The skeleton looked around, but Tafel had already disappeared in a flash of silver light. It clacked its teeth together before running back in the direction it came from. “You could’ve teleported me as well, you know?” 
 
    Back at the camp, a silver ring appeared on the ground by Alice’s tent. Seconds later, Tafel materialized above it along with the phoenix, who was trying to maintain its balance. Flames engulfed the surroundings, but surprisingly, the trees and grass weren’t on fire. The flames seemed to have a mind of their own, leaving the forest untouched but burning the air inside of it. Above her, a massive red bird glided around in circles, occasionally letting out clear cries. 
 
    “It’s Mom,” the phoenix chirped. It flapped its wings, but it was too fat to get off of Tafel’s head. “Water weight! Too heavy.” 
 
    “Emile! Is that you?” an ancient yet young voice asked. The phoenix in the sky swooped down, landing in front of Tafel. 
 
    “Mom!” the baby phoenix said and hopped up and down. “This is Tafel. She’s really nice. Can you make her my sister?” 
 
    The phoenix matriarch blinked before glaring at Tafel. “What did you do to my baby!? He’s so round!” 
 
    Tafel coughed and adverted her gaze. “That wasn’t me.” She lowered her head. “It’s nice to meet you, matriarch. Emile’s told me a lot about you.” 
 
    The phoenix matriarch squinted and leaned closer to Tafel. “What are you? A mix between elves and a fairy?” 
 
    “Mom!” Emile said, flapping his wings while puffing his chest out. “Stop ignoring me!” 
 
    “I’m a demon,” Tafel said. “There’s none on this continent, so it’s not a surprise you’ve never seen someone like me before.” 
 
    The phoenix matriarch nodded. “A different continent,” she said. “I’m also not from around here.” She sighed and shook her head. The air continued to burn while the tents housing the captive elves were set ablaze. The elves screamed, but they stopped when they realized the flames weren’t going to hurt them. 
 
    “Mom!” Emile said, flapping his wings. 
 
    “Anyways,” Tafel said, clearing her throat. “May I ask why you’re burning everything? Are you here for your child? He decided to follow me one day; I swear I didn’t kidnap him.” 
 
    The phoenix matriarch cocked her head to the side. “Other than my son, do you know any other phoenixes?” 
 
    “Mom….” 
 
    “Yes, my stepdaughter-in-law,” Tafel said and pursed her lips. “And her daughter. Kind of.” 
 
    “Hmm, I see,” the phoenix matriarch said with a nod. “I actually came here to purge the undead. I think I got most of them.” 
 
    Tafel looked around. A dozen charred skeletons littered the ground. Most of them? she thought. You barely burnt any and they’re not even really dead. She bit her lower lip. “Yup, looks like you got most of them,” she said. “I don’t see any around. Did you see a human by any chance? She wears glasses, has brown hair, and is a little on the short side.” 
 
    “I didn’t,” the matriarch said, shaking her head. She glanced around, and the elves prostrated themselves before her. “Well, it looks like my work here is done.” 
 
    “Mom!” Emile shouted. “Mom! Mom! Mom! Mom! Mom!” 
 
    The phoenix matriarch heaved a sigh. “What is it, Emile?” 
 
    “Can you make Tafel my sister?” Emile asked as he sat on Tafel’s head, his little talons sticking out over her forehead. “She’s a good person. I like her. Take her home, please.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” the phoenix matriarch said and furrowed her brow. She glanced at Tafel. “I’m going back to my nest. Would you like to come along?” 
 
    “Of course!” Tafel said with a smile. The time she spent manipulating the baby phoenix wasn’t wasted. “I’d be happy to.” 
 
    Moments after Tafel was whisked away by the phoenix matriarch, a skull and a head full of brown hair popped out of the ground. Alice turned towards Mr. Skelly. “You’re going to let her leave just like that?” she asked after spitting out a clump of dirt. 
 
    “It’s her choice; she’ll be fine,” Mr. Skelly said. “Besides, if she dies, she can join us in being fleshless.” Hundreds of skeletons climbed out of the ground and seized the elves that had been freed mere moments ago. “But it looks like we’ve overstayed our welcome in the forest. There wasn’t even a chance to talk to that bird before she tried to kill me, how unreasonable. I guess we’ll have to breach the dwarves’ defense with a different method now that the south has been closed off to us.” 
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    Erin pouted as she hovered in the air in front of Lindyss’ face, close enough to be a nuisance but far enough to avoid being swatted. The fairy queen’s eyes narrowed, and she hummed, creating a sound like a swarm of crickets chirping. The sound started off low but grew louder over time; however, Lindyss acted like she hadn’t heard it, flipping the pages of the book on the table in front of her at a constant pace. From nearby, a dwarven girl looked between the two while biting her lower lip, but in the end, the only thing the dwarf could do was return to her job and restock the library’s bookshelves. 
 
    Lindyss sighed as she reached the last page of the book. Before Erin could react, the corrupted elf leaned forward, swatted the fairy queen down into the book, and attempted to close the back page. “Gah! You murderous woman!” Erin shouted as she slipped out at the last second. “Who raised you!? Didn’t your parents ever teach you manners?” 
 
    Lindyss ignored the stares coming from the nearby dwarves as she pushed the book to the edge of the table and stood up. She wandered towards a section in the back of the library while the dwarven girl took the book Lindyss left behind and stowed it onto her pushcart. “Don’t you know it’s rude to ignore people?” Erin asked, darting in and poking Lindyss’ cheek before darting back out. 
 
    “I’m an orphan; no one raised me,” Lindyss said and swatted at the fairy. 
 
    Erin blinked, and her wings froze in the air behind her. A second later, her eyes lit up as if a lightbulb had appeared over her head. “That explains everything!” she said. “Why didn’t you say so sooner, you numbnut?” 
 
    Lindyss rolled her eyes as she arrived in a dimly lit area beneath a massive staircase that led up to the second floor. The dwarves weren’t good at using mana, so anything related to it had been stowed away in the worst spot of the library. A small orb of light appeared above Lindyss’ fingertip, illuminating the book covers. She murmured to herself as she ran her finger down the spines of each book, enunciating each word slowly. It had only been a week since she learned how to read dwarven. 
 
    “You still haven’t found what you’re looking for?” Erin asked, frowning at the sight of Lindyss browsing through the section at a snail’s pace. “What are you looking for anyway?” 
 
    “Ways to improve someone’s mana recovery,” Lindyss said, continuing to browse the books. “There’s lots of ways to increase someone’s mana pool, but that just delays the inevitable. If Vur wants to maintain the form of a dragon fulltime, it doesn’t matter how much mana he has if his recovery can’t keep up with the usage rate.” 
 
    Erin furrowed her brow. “How can a heartless woman like you do so much for someone else?” she asked. “That boy wasn’t even an elf. You’ve been here for a week already! People are meant to live outside in the sun, not inside a library, rotting away like a dead pumpkin.” She shook her head before sighing. She flew over Lindyss and pointed at a book above her. “This one. Try it.” 
 
    Lindyss tilted her head and stared at Erin for a second before grabbing the book she recommended. She ran her finger over the words, reading out loud, “How to build a ladder.” 
 
    “No!” Erin shouted while Lindyss glared at her. “You’re reading it wrong! How do you even translate the characters for build and ladder incorrectly!? The characters look nothing like a builder or ladder!” Erin flew out from underneath the staircase, returning moments later with a dictionary. “Look! Try again!” 
 
    “Please, don’t shout in the library,” the dwarven girl said and lowered her head. 
 
    “Polymorph!” Erin shouted, pointing at the poor girl, transforming her into a rabbit. “No one tells Erin Koller what she can or can’t do!” 
 
    “Oh,” Lindyss said while blinking her eyes. “You’re right. It’s actually increase and internal recovery, not build and ladder. I guess I have to discard everything I’ve learned over the past week.” She sighed before taking both the dictionary and the book, heading back to her seat. Her brow furrowed as a rabbit hopped out of her way. “Animals are allowed in the library?” 
 
    Erin shrugged. “Beats me,” she said and hovered after Lindyss, ignoring the tears forming in the rabbit’s eyes. “And you didn’t answer my question. Why are you doing so much for that boy? Don’t tell me you love him or something sappy like that.” 
 
    “He’s like the child I can never have,” Lindyss said, pushing the fairy away from her face with her palm. “Why are you so nosy? Don’t you have better things to do?” 
 
    “It’s a fairy’s nature to be nosy,” Erin said with a nod. “As for better things to do…, I don’t because someone drank my fountain!” 
 
    “Make another one,” Lindyss said and rolled her eyes. 
 
    “That takes years,” Erin said while pouting. 
 
    “Sounds like you have it rough,” Lindyss said as she sat down, placing her books on the table. “Poor you. Then why are you hanging around me instead of going off to work on building another fountain?” 
 
    “Haven’t you ever heard of procrastinating?” Erin asked. “I should be building that fountain, but I’ve found something much more entertaining to do.” 
 
    “Bugging me?” Lindyss asked, opening her book and frowning at the dust cloud that came out of it. She swept it away with a flick of her fingers, summoning a gentle breeze. “How very entertaining.” 
 
    Erin shook her head as she landed on the edge of the table. “I don’t get why that boy even wants to become a dragon. No one likes turning into something they’re not. It’s like how you only used four of your limbs when I turned you into an octopus.” Her brow furrowed. “I just don’t get how he learned to fly so quickly. Humans don’t have invisible wings they’re hiding from us, right?” 
 
    Lindyss raised an eyebrow at the fairy queen. “You didn’t notice his dragon imprint?” 
 
    Erin blinked. “His what?” 
 
    “Like I thought,” Lindyss said with a nod. “Fairies are useless.” 
 
    “I was tired! And out of mana! And really angry at the time!” Erin stood up and stomped her feet against the table. “But don’t tell me he was really imprinted by a dragon.” She bit her lower lip as Lindyss ignored her, resuming her studies. “Hey. Hey. Was he really?” 
 
    Lindyss sighed. “You were also in a car with him for two whole weeks. Your excuses mean nothing.” 
 
    “He was asleep for thirteen and a half days,” Erin said. “And there was a huge dragon already behind us being pulled along like a dead log! How am I supposed to notice a dragon imprint under those circumstances?” She scratched her head and took her seat on the edge of the table again. She muttered to herself, “Then wouldn’t he be as strong as a real dragon when polymorphed into one?” She shivered at the sight of the faint smile that appeared on Lindyss’ lips. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You do it just like this,” Vur said and pointed at a dwarf. A second later, the dwarf yelped as he convulsed and transformed into a turtle. 
 
    Lulu’s gaze shifted onto Vur, who was standing on her head. “Can you, uh, teach me in a way that actually makes sense?” she asked and wrinkled her snout. 
 
    Vur tilted his head. “But it makes sense?” He pointed at the turtle. “Like this.” The turtle shuddered as it sprouted a pair of feathery wings. “See?” 
 
    “Demonstrating it in the same exact way as before doesn’t help,” Lulu said and sighed. “How about explaining the concept behind it? What calculations are you doing for the spell?” 
 
    Vur hummed and scratched his head. “My mana goes vrmm, then swoosh! And then it goes bzz.” He pointed at the winged tortoise, causing it to sprout a pair of pointy horns. “Just like that. You try it.” 
 
    “There’s no way I can try it just like that,” Lulu said, her eye twitching. She snorted and knocked over a few trees with her tail, causing some nearby elves to shout. “What happens to the other person’s mana? How does your buzzing and swishing create physical changes to the other person’s structure without damaging them?” 
 
    Vur frowned. “Why are you asking so many questions when you haven’t tried it yet?” he asked and patted Lulu’s head once. “Just try it. Make your mana go vrmm, then swoosh! And then bzz.” 
 
    Lulu sighed. “I don’t want to be a murderer today,” she said and frowned. She pointed at a tree. “Vrmm, then swish, and then bzz?” 
 
    The tree exploded. 
 
    “No. It’s vrmm, then swoosh! And then bzz,” Vur said, shaking his head. 
 
    Lulu’s tail smacked against the ground, causing the army of dwarves marching behind her to fall over. “But that’s what I did?” 
 
    “You did swish, not swoosh,” Vur said, crossing his arms over his chest. 
 
    Lulu rolled her eyes and pointed at another tree. “Vrmm, then swoosh, and then bzz.” 
 
    The tree exploded. 
 
    “Swoosh! Not swoosh. Swoosh!” Vur said. He sighed. “Some people just don’t get it.” 
 
    “It’s not a failure on my part!” Lulu said, gritting her teeth. “You can’t teach! Can trees even be polymorphed?” 
 
    Vur snorted and pointed at a tree. “Polymorph.” The tree shuddered and transformed into a dog, which promptly fell over onto its side, a glazed look in its eyes. “How is that so hard to do?” 
 
    Lulu blinked at the husk of a dog. “So trees can be polymorphed,” she said. “Interesting. But a vegetable’s a vegetable. And it’s hard because you’re not telling me what to do! Shouldn’t it be a different swoosh and swish depending on what you want your target to turn into?” 
 
    “You just change the bzz into a bzzity or the vrmm into a vrmmrm,” Vur said. “The swoosh never changes.” 
 
    “You know what, just do it to me and maybe it’ll make some sense,” Lulu said, furrowing her brow. She tilted her head to the side, letting Vur hop off. 
 
    Vur pointed at Lulu. “Polymorph.” 
 
    Lulu shuddered as she shrank, her silver scales transforming into porcelain-colored skin. Silver hair sprouted from her head, cascading down to the backs of her knees as her body straightened, switching from four legs to two. Her claws retracted while thumbs appeared on her hands. Her face narrowed and her eyes opened, revealing a pair of green eyes. She became slightly shorter than Vur. And was completely naked. 
 
    Lulu blinked and looked down, inspecting her smooth hands. Then she poked her chest. She blinked again before taking a step forward. A yelp escaped from her lips as she leaned to one side and fell onto her face. “How do you balance without a tail!?” she asked as she crawled onto her hands and knees. She bit her lower lip as she struggled to stand, but she fell over again as a breeze blew past. A whimper escaped from her lips as cuts formed on her elbows and hips. “Turn me back, please. I feel squishier than a royal slime.” 
 
    Vur scratched his head. “Unpolymorph!” he said, pointing at Lulu. Nothing happened. Vur shrugged. “Can’t do it.” 
 
    “What do you mean you can’t do it?” Lulu asked, raising her head. “Just polymorph me into a dragon.” A winged and horned turtle appeared by her side, nodding its head rapidly. 
 
    “I don’t know if it works that way,” Vur said. “Turning people into dragons takes a lot of mana.” 
 
    “Just do it, please,” Lulu said and hung her head. “I’m way too fragile like this. Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve seen my own blood?” 
 
    Vur sighed and pointed at Lulu. “Polymorph!” 
 
    Lulu cheered as she grew, her porcelain-colored skin turning a deep blue. A golden sheen lined the edges of her scales as her eyes turned from green to gold. Her body became larger than it usually was, and an extra feature had been added. Lulu’s eyes widened as she inspected herself. “Ah! You turned me into a male!? Turn me back into a human! What the heck is wrong with you!?” 
 
    Vur sighed as he pointed at Lulu again. “There’s just no pleasing you, is there?” he asked. “Jeez. No wonder why Tafel told me to stay away from other pretty women.” 
 
    Lulu exhaled as she turned back into a human. “I’d rather be a squishy human than a male dragon,” she said, shaking her head. She stumbled as she took tentative steps forward. “I think I can get used to this if I put my mind to it.” She bit her lower lip and scrunched up her forehead as she stared at the ground. 
 
    “You aren’t going to wear clothes, Miss Lulu?” one of the dwarves asked. 
 
    “Clothes?” Lulu asked. “What kind of dragon wears clothes?” 
 
    “Right?” Vur asked. 
 
    Lulu snorted. “Says the dragon wearing pants.” 
 
    “Hey,” Vur said with a frown. “Tafel says I look majestic in these pants.” 
 
    Before Lulu could respond, a fireball appeared on Vur’s shoulder. “Vur, Vur,” Sheryl said, nudging his neck. “There’s a really strong source of fire coming this way! Can you help me absorb it when it arrives? It’ll help me evolve, which will help you become a proper dragon.” 
 
    “Of course,” Vur said with a nod. “It’s about time the birdy arrived.” 
 
    Though the sun was beginning to set, the sky was lit up as if it were day. A massive bird soared through the sky, dispersing the clouds as it passed through them, revealing a line of clear blue. Vur shielded his eyes with his hand and squinted at the incoming phoenix. As it approached, something poked his cheek out of nowhere, causing him to flinch. 
 
    “You know, if you knew how to turn me back into my original form, I could’ve totally helped,” Lulu said, withdrawing her finger. 
 
    “S-substitute Your Gloriousness,” one of the dwarves said. “It’s moving too fast to lock onto. Didn’t you say you had a plan to subdue the phoenix matriarch?” He gulped as beads of sweat formed on his brow. The phoenix was still high up in the sky, yet the heat coming off of her could be felt miles away. 
 
    “Just watch,” Vur said, narrowing his eyes at the red bird. Vur’s body crackled as scales sprouted from his skin, a pair of wings growing out of his shoulder blades. He fell forwards as his fingers and toes curled, his nails sharpening into claws. A golden rune appeared on his forehead as the yellow and brown runes representing Sheryl and Diamant faded into faint gray lines. 
 
    “Dragon!” an ancient yet young voice said. “Why have you invaded my lands?” 
 
    “Your land just happened to be in my way,” Vur said, his voice deep and booming. Lulu swallowed her saliva as Vur leapt into the air, his wings kicking up tiny swirls of dirt and leaves on the forest ground. 
 
    “You are trying to say you are just passing through?” the phoenix matriarch asked, swooping down to meet Vur. “Then why have you treated my loyal subjects as such? Leading an army of dwarves through the forest, don’t think you can treat this as a mere journey.” 
 
    “I’m a dragon; I can do whatever I want,” Vur said with a snort. “If you don’t like it, then try and stop me. Besides, I don’t see a flag claiming this place as your territory.” 
 
    “A flag? What would I need a flag for?” the phoenix matriarch asked. “But I see you’re one of those dragons, unwilling to yield and compromise. Didn’t the holy ones chase you all out eons ago? This land was promised to me by Kondra, the matriarch of the holy dragons. Are you willing to go against her as well?” 
 
    Vur sucked in a deep breath through his nostrils, causing his chest to expand. His wings beat downwards as his mouth opened and let out a roar accompanied by a flurry of icicles, each the length of a dragon’s tooth. The frost breath surged towards the phoenix matriarch, threatening to skewer her, but she spread her wings and shrieked. Flames surged out of her feathers, creating a wall of orange and red in front of herself. The ice and fire collided. Ice turned to water, and water turned to vapor. Plumes of steam surged towards the phoenix, buffeting her backwards but doing no harm. 
 
    “Arrogant!” the phoenix matriarch shouted. “Are you not afraid of her retaliation?” 
 
    “Living in fear isn’t living at all,” Vur said, flapping his wings to launch himself above the phoenix matriarch. “That’s the dragons’ way.” His eyes flashed with a gold light, and the rune on his forehead shone brighter. The phoenix matriarch plunged towards the ground as the gravity around her increased. She flapped her wings and struggled to stay in the air, but it was futile. As soon as she landed, Vur slammed into her from above like a comet, crushing the poor bird underneath a dragon’s weight. Though the phoenix matriarch was large relative to another bird, she was only a quarter the size of a dragon. 
 
    “Ouch,” Lulu said and winced as Vur climbed off the phoenix. “That must’ve hurt.” 
 
    “You don’t say,” the phoenix matriarch said while coughing. Her wings lay uselessly by her sides. “I’ve never seen a dragon fight like you before, recklessly using your mana and rushing the fight without toying around with your opponent. What dragon doesn’t toy around with their prey first?” 
 
    Vur grunted and poked the phoenix matriarch before plucking a few of her flaming feathers. “Is this enough, Sheryl?” he asked, holding the feathers up to his shoulder. 
 
    “Yes!” Sheryl said. A hand made of fire extended from Vur’s scales, grabbing ahold of the feathers. “Thank you!” 
 
    “Ah!” Lulu said before Vur could respond to his fire elemental. “The matriarch!” 
 
    Vur turned his head just in time to see a ball of flames rush towards the sky. All that was left behind of the matriarch was a thin layer of ash. The flames rushed towards the horizon, disappearing in the direction the phoenix had originally come from. 
 
    “She escaped,” Lulu said with a frown. “Why’d you let her…, oh.” 
 
    Vur fell onto his side with a crash. He exhaled out a breath full of ice before shuddering. His body shrank, and Lulu shivered. Scales sprouted on her arms and legs as Vur lost his. The horned, winged turtle also grew, turning back into a dwarf. “No wonder why you rushed the fight,” Lulu said, her voice sounding a bit strange as her throat transitioned from a human’s to a dragon’s. “Were you really a human to start with then? How odd.” 
 
    The dwarves, who had been following after Vur and Lulu, exchanged glances with each other. Even the elves were stunned by what had just happened. The phoenix matriarch, the being they worshipped, had been defeated in two exchanges. Lulu looked around and scratched her head at the strange atmosphere. “Since my future mate has temporarily collapsed,” she said, puffing her chest out, “I’ll take the lead. Continue the battle plan!” 
 
    The dwarves’ expressions were blank for a second before they nodded and shouted, “Yes, Substitute Substitute Your Gloriousness.” 
 
    “Hah?” a tiny high-pitched voice asked. “What happened while I was sleeping?” A fairy crawled out of Vur’s chest, her body half solid and half motes of light. Stella rubbed her eyes with the backs of her hands before blinking a few times. “Sheryl’s evolving? DeeDee’s unconscious?” Her head tilted to the side. “I thought he said the earth never sleeps.” Her brow furrowed as she sniffed the air before scratching her head. “This feeling…, fairies related to me? But I don’t have any kin on this continent.” 
 
    Stella flew off of Vur’s chest and landed by the pile of ashes the phoenix matriarch had left behind. She pinched some and brought her hand to her nose. Her eyes narrowed as she bared her teeth. “A phoenix burnt my children?” 
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    Tafel whistled as she wrapped strand after strand of red hair around her sword, Chi’Rururp. By her side in the hollowed-out tree, there was a bald elf with an aggrieved expression on her face. “Thanks, Lady Persephone,” Tafel said when the hair completely obscured Chi’Rururp’s blade and hilt. Not even its eye was showing. “I’ve been looking for someone like you for forever now.” 
 
    Laughter filled the air as the baby phoenixes pointed at Persephone and whispered to each other. Emile was rolling around on the ground, kicking his little feet while flapping his wings. There were tears forming in his eyes as rapid chirps escaped from his mouth. “P-Percy’s finally been punished!” 
 
    Persephone stared at the empty space in Tafel’s hand where her sword had just been. Space magic? she thought. “I, I know you’re the phoenix matriarch’s guest, but don’t you think you’ve gone too far?” 
 
    Tafel patted Persephone’s shoulder. “Hair grows back. Besides, you said you’d do everything in your power to help me.” 
 
    But I didn’t think you’d shave my head! Persephone bit her lower lip, her eyes blinking rapidly. “I, I did, didn’t I?” 
 
    Tafel nodded and tickled Emile’s belly before picking him up and placing him in her lap. “How long does your mom stay out for?” 
 
    “Not long,” Emile chirped. “She usually never leaves the nest.” 
 
    Tafel pursed her lips. “I see,” she said and ran her fingers through Emile’s feathers. “Do you know where she went?” After the phoenix had dropped her off, she told Persephone to take care of her and flew off, leaving behind a smiling demon and confused red-headed elf. 
 
    “Dwarves are in the process of adopting our culture by assimilating elven families into their homes while taking a tour through our lands,” Persephone said. “The matriarch most likely went to have a pleasant chat with their leader that may lead to some celebrations including fireworks and games like dwarf hunting.” 
 
    “Does she always talk like this?” Tafel asked, lowering her head to meet Emile’s eyes. 
 
    “Yes, I’ll translate,” Emile said with a nod. He sucked in a deep breath, puffing out his feathers before shouting, “The dwarves are invading the forest! Elven families are being kidnapped and turned into hostages or slaves! My momma went out there to kick their butts!” His body deflated, and he blinked twice. “Exactly like that. You can tell she’s shouting on the inside when her voice becomes softer.” He narrowed his eyes at Persephone before flying onto Tafel’s shoulder and whispered into her ear, “So if she says I want to clean you in a really soft, coaxing voice, you have to run away because she’ll try to murder you.” 
 
    “What are you saying about me?” Persephone asked with a frown. She sighed and met Tafel’s eyes. “The matriarch’s children are still young. Sometimes they come to incorrect conclusions. If they’re telling you strange things about me, please, don’t take them to heart. The matriarch wouldn’t keep me around if I had bad intentions. Phoenixes have an innate gift to read people’s hearts.” 
 
    Tafel swallowed. Did the matriarch already know she was here for an imprint? That wasn’t a bad intention, right? 
 
    “Don’t trust her,” one of the phoenixes on the side said. The matriarch’s children had gathered in Persephone’s hollow tree to see the new guest their mother brought back. “She’ll hurt you with good intentions.” 
 
    Tafel stared at Persephone, who averted her gaze, before looking at the phoenixes around her. “Then what about me? Do you think I’m a good person?” she asked. 
 
    Emile rubbed his head with his wing. “You’re a good person,” he said, causing Tafel to beam. “But you’re very insecure.” 
 
    Tafel blinked. “Huh? Insecure? Me?” 
 
    A few phoenixes chirped in agreement. One of them spread her wings out to the side. “About this much,” she said with a nod. “Well, it’s more, but my wings can’t stretch far enough.” 
 
    Tafel furrowed her brow. Am I really insecure? While she was thinking, one of the phoenixes blinked and raised his head. “Mom’s back!” 
 
    A blazing red light filled the room as a fireball descended from the sky. Before it could set the tree on fire, the fireball shrank and condensed into the shape of a bird. It was bigger than the other phoenixes with more pronounced and trailing feathers along her tail. 
 
    “Mom?” Emile asked, tilting his head before hopping off of Tafel’s shoulder. “You became smaller.” 
 
    Persephone bit her lower lip, sensing the phoenix’s dark expression. “Matriarch?” she asked in a soft voice. “Is everything alright?” 
 
    “The dwarves had two dragons accompanying them,” the matriarch said and spat out a ball of flaming blood. It landed on the ground, but the tree didn’t catch fire. “Only one of them fought, but I still lost.” 
 
    “W-was it the holy dragons?” Persephone asked with wide eyes. 
 
    The matriarch’s eyes narrowed as she stared at the sky. “One of them was,” she said. “But the one that attacked me was an ice dragon—a very strong one.” She sighed and looked at Tafel, who seemed lost in thought. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Tafel blinked and raised her head. “Nothing,” she said. “I was just thinking about what your children said to me.” The matriarch stared at her, waiting for more, causing Tafel to scratch her head. “They said I was insecure.” 
 
    The matriarch raised an eyebrow. “And what do you think? Are they right?” 
 
    “Should we really be talking about this right now?” Persephone asked before Tafel could respond. 
 
    “Yes,” the matriarch said. Her gaze remained on Tafel. “So?” 
 
    “I really don’t want to admit it, but they’re right,” Tafel said and sighed. With Vur as a husband, who wouldn’t be insecure? It was a good thing his dragon aura made other women too scared to approach him. What if he met more people and realized she wasn’t that great of a person? There were tons of people with better personalities and looks than hers. Some were stronger too. If she hadn’t met him when they were children, would he even spare her a second glance today? 
 
    The phoenix matriarch nodded. “If it’s you, then I think it’ll be fine,” she said before hopping in front of Tafel. Though she had shrunk, the matriarch was still twice Tafel’s height. 
 
    “It’ll be fine for me to be insecure?” Tafel asked, furrowing her brow. 
 
    The matriarch shook her head. “Take care of my children,” she said and smacked Tafel’s forehead with her wing. “If you can bring them to the place where your stepdaughter-in-law is, that’ll be even better.” 
 
    “Mom?” Emile asked, tilting his head. “Are you going somewhere?” 
 
    “Mm, for a bit,” the matriarch said and withdrew her wing. A golden mark with a red hue in the shape of a fireball was left behind on Tafel’s forehead. 
 
    “This,” Tafel said, touching her hand to the rune. Her eyes widened as mana surged through her, causing her insides to burn. “Why?” 
 
    “Because Emile trusts you. And you’re able to acknowledge your own flaws,” the matriarch said. “Leave this place. My final stand against the dragon will be held here where my power’s at its peak. I was caught off guard by gravity magic last time, but it won’t happen again.” 
 
    An ice dragon with gravity magic? Tafel thought. It can’t be, right? The phoenixes flocked around her, interrupting her thoughts. 
 
    “Older sister,” one of the phoenixes said as she perched on Tafel’s horns. Her head tilted. “Smells like bacon.” 
 
    “Matriarch!” Persephone said, biting her lower lip. “Why did you imprint a stranger but not me?” 
 
    The matriarch raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t I already say? Because Emile trusts her. If I can’t believe in my children, then who would I ever trust?” She sighed at Persephone’s expression. “And you tried to wash Emile with water. Really, Persephone? My lineage would have no chance of survival with you at its head.” Persephone’s face contorted even further, causing the matriarch to sigh again. “I can’t imprint someone who worships me. How can someone who sees themselves as beneath phoenixes be worthy of standing among us?” 
 
    “I will never forget this, matriarch,” Tafel said, dropping to her knees and lowering her head. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Raise your head, my daughter,” the matriarch said. “You’re a phoenix now. But you really must go before the dragons arrive.” 
 
    “You can’t leave with us?” Emile asked, furrowing his brow. “Why?” 
 
    “There’s still another cluster of eggs that have yet to hatch,” the matriarch said. “They won’t survive if I leave this region.” She smiled at Emile. “Don’t worry. Unless my ashes are scattered, I’ll see you again.” 
 
    Tafel sighed as she stood up. She had always wanted an imprint, but receiving one in this situation—wasn’t it a bit too tragic? “Matri—, Mother,” Tafel said and hesitated. If the dragon was who she thought he might be, then…. “I’m not sure if it’ll help or make things worse, but you can say the green dragon Nova will definitely seek vengeance for you. He’s my husband’s grandfather.” 
 
    The matriarch blinked and smiled. “I understand. There’s more to you than what I expected. I’ll definitely survive and come find you after the battle is over.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “How much longer until we reach the phoenix nest?” Vur asked a dwarf who was riding in a carriage beside him. He was lying down on Lulu’s forehead with his head turned to the side. A day had passed since the phoenix matriarch was beaten back, but his mana still hadn’t recovered. When he inspected why his recovery was so slow, Sheryl had apologized and said she needed a lot for her evolution. 
 
    “About three days at the pace we’re going, Your Gloriousness,” the dwarf said. Since Vur had transformed into a dragon and defeated the phoenix matriarch by himself, the dwarves accompanying him stopped referring to him as a substitute. Some even chose to believe he was actually a dwarf who enjoyed polymorphing himself into a human. 
 
    Vur grunted, causing Lulu to cross her eyes and look towards her forehead. “Will you recover by then?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Vur said. “I only need a few more hours. My mana should’ve came back after sleeping yesterday, but it was borrowed.” 
 
    “Sorry!” Sheryl said from the yellow runes on his shoulder. They were brighter than before with hints of feather-like patterns inside the sun. “But your mana capacity will definitely increase when I become a volcano elemental. Your fire and heat resistance will increase too!” 
 
    “Oh,” Lulu said and sighed. “Then why’d it take you two weeks to wake up last time you became a dragon?” 
 
    “That was a regular nap,” Vur said. 
 
    “Oh,” Lulu said again. “Makes sense. Darn. I made this potion that recovers mana, but I have no idea how it’ll affect someone if they drink it. I was hoping you’d be desperate enough to test it out.” 
 
    “Huh?” Stella asked from where she was sitting on Vur’s chest. “You made a potion that recovers mana, but you don’t know what it’ll do? How do you know it recovers mana?” 
 
    “Well,” Lulu said and scratched her snout. “I put in ingredients that recover mana and mixed them together, and the cauldron didn’t explode. If the individual parts all recover mana, then the final product should too, right? But sadly, that’s not how the real world works, and things can change when mixed with other things. Which is why I want a test subject.” 
 
    “Have you considered drinking it yourself?” Stella asked with a snort. “Dumb lizard.” 
 
    Lulu blinked. “Someone’s in a bad mood,” she said. “Woke up on the wrong side of Vur’s chest, did you?” 
 
    Stella snorted again, but she closed her eyes and didn’t respond, crossing her arms over her chest. Vur frowned at the fairy queen and poked the back of her head, causing her to yelp and fall over face first. “What’s wrong?” Vur asked. “Hungry?” 
 
    “A woman’s anger is not always due to hunger,” Stella said and shook her fist at Vur before sitting up and fixing her hair that had fallen over her face. She sighed and lowered her head, biting her lower lip. “I’m just upset. Memories of my previous self keep coming back, but there’s something missing—something very, very big that explains why I’m so angry all the time.” She raised her head, meeting Vur’s eyes. “What happened to me, Vur?” 
 
    “You nearly destroyed the world,” Vur said as he sat up, catching Stella with his palm before she could fall off of him. 
 
    Stella blinked. She squinted at Vur’s face before tilting her head. “I didn’t know you knew how to make a joke,” she said. “Doesn’t that count as a lie?” 
 
    “Dragons don’t lie,” Vur said with a nod. 
 
    “We don’t?” Lulu asked from under him. “Are you sure about that? Luke deceives Mom all the time when he runs off to see his girlfriend.” 
 
    Vur acted as if he hadn’t heard her, keeping his gaze on Stella. The fairy queen scratched her cheek. “I was that amazing?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “Why’d I give up the memory then?” 
 
    Vur rubbed his chin. “You gave up the memory?” he asked. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The price for reviving is some of your memories,” Stella said. “Fairies get to pick and choose which ones. No one else does.” 
 
    “Elementals too,” Sheryl said. “I think it’s because we’re frequent visitors to the Wisty.” 
 
    Diamant grunted in agreement. 
 
    Vur nodded. “Then your previous self gave up those memories for a reason,” he said. “Isn’t it better to make new ones than try to remember what happened before? The past is the past; it’s meant to be forgotten.” 
 
    “Uh, no it’s not?” Lulu asked, raising an eyebrow. “People keep historical records to help the people in the future remember the past.” 
 
    Vur ignored the silver dragon again, smiling at the fairy in his palm. Stella glanced at Lulu before meeting Vur’s eyes. She nodded and hugged his thumb, curling up into the fetal position around it. “Then I’ll trust you, Vur,” she said. “If you think it’s better for me to not know, then I won’t try to find out. But do you know why my children are here? I sensed their traces on the phoenix. And I’m very upset about that.” 
 
    “Really?” Vur asked. “I didn’t notice.” 
 
    “That’s because you fainted,” Stella said, drawing circles with her finger on the back of Vur’s thumb. “It was faint, but I knew a fairy had come into contact with the phoenix. And fairies are not fire-retardant!” 
 
    “Isn’t that weird?” Vur asked, tilting his head. “Why would your children cross the ocean to come here? Maybe Auntie would know.” 
 
    “Right!” Stella said, sitting up straight. “Is there anything going on between me and Lindyss?” She bit her lip and lowered her head. “Sorry. I told you I wouldn’t ask about my past, but I just did.” 
 
    “You used to be good friends with her,” Vur said. 
 
    Stella blinked. “But it seems like she hates me?” 
 
    Vur grunted. “Stuff happens.” 
 
    “Oh,” Stella said and scratched her head. She nodded before lying down again, snuggling against his thumb and closing her eyes. 
 
    Vur lowered his palm and lay down on Lulu’s head again. The clouds passed by as Lulu continued plodding along, matching the pace of the dwarves who were systematically capturing the elves. A hint of red light appeared on the horizon, causing Vur to furrow his brow. “Forest fire ahead?” 
 
    Lulu stood on her hind legs, peering over some tree tops. She shrugged. “Maybe.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The phoenix matriarch opened her eyes, stood up, and spread her wings. She let out a screech that caused the flames surrounding her to fly up into the air, filling the sky with bright-red fire. Her surroundings had already been evacuated, allowing her to set the whole nest ablaze, increasing her strength with every fire lit. Tafel had wanted to stay behind, but the matriarch forced her to take the baby phoenixes to a safe place. Even the elves, who’ve lived there for hundreds of years, were removed from their homes. 
 
    The wounds the matriarch had suffered during her previous clash with Vur, including the self-inflicted one she created to escape, had all healed. She took one last glance at the cluster of eggs behind her, making sure they were engulfed in flames, before flying out of her nest towards the sky. Her eyes narrowed at the procession of dwarves, their cars snaking through her forest like a line of ants through a field of grass. At the head, a silver dragon stiffened and looked up, meeting her gaze. 
 
    “Hey, Vur,” Lulu said, nudging the person on her head with a claw. “She’s staring at us.” 
 
    “I know,” Vur said as he stood up. He scratched his head. “Just in case, keep your mana potions at the ready. I’ll test them for you if I need them.” 
 
    “Really?” Lulu asked, a gleam in her eyes. “You will? I guarantee that one of my potions will fully recover your mana in an instant!” 
 
    “Stop making him repeat himself,” Stella said. “If he says he will, then he will.” She nodded before dissolving into motes of purple light, merging into Vur. 
 
    “I don’t want to be greedy, Vur,” Sheryl said from the runes on his shoulder, “but can you give me some more of her flames? I might be able to directly absorb them if she hits your shoulder. I feel like I can evolve even further!” 
 
    “I’ll try,” Vur said and nodded. He leapt into the air, transforming the moment his feet left Lulu’s head. A pair of wings burst out of his back, launching him towards the phoenix in the sky, his body continuing to transform mid-flight. 
 
    “We meet again, dragon!” the phoenix matriarch said as she swooped at Vur, talons outstretched. The flames in the vicinity wrapped around her feet like armor, causing them to give off an incredible amount of heat. 
 
    Vur sucked in his breath, his stomach ballooning outwards. A moment later, a torrent of icicles flew out of his mouth accompanied by a dense layer of white frost that clashed with the flames in the sky. The phoenix matriarch continued forward as if she hadn’t noticed the icicles, her body shimmering as she increased in speed. The icicles passed through her as if she were made of flames, leaving her unharmed. 
 
    Vur flapped his wings, soaring up into the air higher than the matriarch, but flames erupted underneath the phoenix, causing her to chase after Vur without needing to flap her wings. Vur let out another breath of frost, but the matriarch passed through unimpeded, the flames in the sky flickering for a brief moment. Vur’s eyes glowed as he increased the gravity around the matriarch, causing her to falter. 
 
    “In these flaming skies, I am the monarch!” the matriarch shouted. She turned into wisps of fire while the flames above Vur contorted and wriggled, forming the crude outline of a bird. A moment later, the flames solidified, and the matriarch’s talons struck Vur on the shoulder, tearing a long bloody gash through his scales. 
 
    Vur roared and swiped his tail at the phoenix as she passed by, but his tail passed through her as she reappeared above him. He glared at the matriarch as the wound on his shoulder closed, white tendrils of light dancing around the flesh. “I can absorb the flames around us, Vur,” Sheryl said. “It’ll take a while, at least an hour. Can you hold out for that long?” 
 
    Vur nodded as the flames in the sky swirled towards him, colliding and dispersing against the runes on his shoulder. Usually, the golden rune on his forehead shone brighter, but Sheryl’s runes emitted a light that overshadowed it. He flapped his wings and flew up towards the matriarch, his body swimming through the air like a fish through water. 
 
    The matriarch screeched as she summoned a fireball that was the size of Nova’s meteor. Vur roared and halted, raising his front legs while leaning back almost as if he were standing on air. A circle of runes appeared in front of him, the mana coming off of them causing the sky to shake. The crude surface of a meteor appeared, colliding with the massive ball of flames. Vur flew down towards Lulu while the meteor and fireball grinded against each other in mutual destruction, raining thousands of flaming rocks onto the forest below. 
 
    “Potion!” Vur said as he got closer to Lulu. She stood on her hind legs and made a tossing motion towards Vur with her front paws. Out of nowhere, a ball of green liquid appeared in the air. Vur opened his mouth and chomped down on the liquid, swallowing it without hesitation. His eyes widened as all the runes on his body shone brighter, the golden glow on his scales increasing in intensity as well. He nodded at Lulu before flying back towards the matriarch. “It works.” 
 
    “Nice,” Lulu said as she lowered her front legs back onto the ground. She smacked her paw against the forest floor, creating a tablet of stone which she picked up. “Now let’s record the side effects.” 
 
    “I’m a fifth of the way there, Vur,” Sheryl said. “Around fifty minutes left!” 
 
    Vur grunted as he snaked through the flaming sky, approaching the matriarch. The meteor and fireball finished destroying each other by the time he made it back. Out of nowhere, a pair of talons ripped across his wing, causing him to roar and thrash his claw out to the side. The phoenix matriarch retreated out of range, flying next to the other phoenix in the sky. “Simple creatures fall for simple tricks,” the matriarch said as the phoenix beside her shattered like the image on a broken mirror. “Think, is this body of mine real?” 
 
    Vur roared again as his tail swiped beside him, smacking a phoenix that had just appeared. His tail passed through it, scattering it into a swirl of flames. He snorted as white tendrils enveloped the wounds on his wings, stitching the gaping holes back together. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” the matriarch said. “How are you proficient in holy magic as well?” She glanced at Lulu, who was scribbling notes onto the stone tablet with her claw. “It’s not her.” 
 
    “Shut up!” Vur said as he exhaled out a breath of gray smoke. Hints of red tinged his cheeks, his eyes slightly unfocused. “I’ll teach you a lesson. Dragons are the strongest!” He charged through the air flailing his limbs with wide, powerful swipes that left him vulnerable to attacks. Like a spinning ball of destruction, he whirled around and around, striking with his claws, tails, wings, and even snapping down with his jaws. Lightning bolts, fireballs, icicles, and wind blades flew out of him like fireworks. 
 
    “Vur! Vur! I’m getting super dizzy!” Sheryl shouted. “Slow down!” 
 
    The phoenix matriarch’s eyes widened as she avoided his strikes. Every time she was hit, she’d disperse into wisps of fire and reappear elsewhere, but the flames in the sky decreased in intensity as well. “Y-you!” the matriarch shouted. “What kind of fighting style is this!?” There were a lot of openings to attack which she took advantage of, but Vur fought recklessly, letting her cut his bone to cut her flesh. His wounds would heal a second after every exchange, making the matriarch feel like she was punching a pool of water. 
 
    “Hold on,” Vur said, ceasing all attacks while holding one claw up into the air. His face was completely flushed. He hiccoughed and fell over backwards in the sky like a dead log. The matriarch stared at him with her beak hanging open. Right before Vur was about to crash into the ground, his wings opened and he flew upside down, gliding towards Lulu. “Potion!” 
 
    Lulu heaved another glob of green liquid into the air which Vur promptly swallowed. Then she scribbled onto her tablet as he flew back up towards the matriarch. “Potion may be ever so slightly alcoholic. Just a teensy bit.” 
 
    The matriarch was at a loss as to what to do. The flames that she had spent days stoking were dying down with every tussle between her and Vur. Any injuries she inflicted on Vur were instantly healed by forces she still hadn’t discovered. If she retreated now, she’d be leaving behind her eggs which she was unwilling to do. But there was no way for her to win. She tried burning the potion that Lulu kept providing Vur, but he always managed to drink it before she could. And every time Vur drank the potion, his attacks would become more unbridled. Her holy area had already been devastated by the time Vur flew through the ground, thinking he was in the air, and it was only due to luck that he avoided the area with her eggs. 
 
    “Dragon!” the matriarch shouted. “I surrender; please stop!” 
 
    The spinning blue ball stopped rotating, revealing Vur’s upside down figure. His head twisted around, followed by the rest of his body. “Huh?” Vur asked, his head lolling to the side. His face was flushed, causing the scales around his cheek to take on a purple hue. “Surrender? You’re going to let me eat you without a struggle?” 
 
    The matriarch shuddered. “You want to eat me?” she asked. “I, I thought you were just passing through.” 
 
    “If you knew I was”—Vur’s brow furrowed before he shook his head and grunted—“was passing through, then….” 
 
    The matriarch waited while holding her breath. Vur’s eyes had a faraway look in them, and there was a faint smile on his face. Only the sounds of the crackling flames in the sky could be heard. The matriarch tilted her head to the side. “Then?” she asked in a soft voice. 
 
    “Then? Then what?” Vur asked, raising his head to glare at the matriarch. “What are you looking at? Do you want to fight? Is that it? I’ll give you a fight!” He charged at her while snarling, no longer snaking through the air like a fish through water. His movements were more akin to a hippopotamus charging through a shallow river. 
 
    The phoenix’s eyes bulged as she flapped her wings and soared into the air, narrowly avoiding Vur’s jaws. “Stop!” she said as an ocean-blue tail smacked into her, dispersing her into a puff of flames. Her body reformed a second later with a crying expression on her face. “Let’s talk things through!” 
 
    “The time to talk,” Vur said as he whirled around to face the matriarch, “is in the future. But we’re in the present right now, so we fight!” 
 
    The matriarch let out a strange whimpering sound as she dove towards Lulu. “You’re a holy dragon,” she said. “You should know how to calm him down, right? I just want to talk!” 
 
    “What does being a holy dragon have to do with knowing how to calm a drunk dragon?” Lulu asked and tilted her head to the side. She sighed when the matriarch made a pained expression. “Fine, fine. You promise you won’t attack us and will do your best to negotiate as the losing party, right?” 
 
    “Right,” the matriarch said as she dodged a random claw from Vur. “But there’s a few terms I won’t agree to. I want to guarantee the safety of my eggs. And I don’t want to be eaten.” 
 
    Lulu scratched her head. “I think that’ll be fine,” she said with a nod. 
 
    “Great!” the matriarch said as she landed by Lulu’s side. “Now stop him, please.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” Lulu said while wrapping her paw around the matriarch, “about that…. Go fight with him for another ten minutes.” 
 
    The matriarch’s eyes widened as she was flung towards Vur. She glanced at Lulu, but the silver dragon was whistling to herself while scribbling on her stone tablet. Ten minutes later, the flames in the sky had died down, barely blazing above the tree tops. The matriarch sighed as Vur disengaged from battle to fly towards Lulu. “Potion!” 
 
    Lulu nodded and made a heaving motion. A blob of clear liquid flew into the air instead of a green one. Vur swallowed it and flew back towards the matriarch before halting in place. He blinked before turning his head towards Lulu. “Potion?” 
 
    “Mm, yeah. Potion,” Lulu said with a nod. “Did it not work? Want another?” 
 
    Another glob of clear liquid appeared in front of Vur’s face. He licked it before drinking it down. “This tastes like water,” he said. “You didn’t cheat me, right?” 
 
    “Nope,” Lulu said. “That was a potion. Dragons don’t lie, right?” She let out a hollow laugh and scratched her head. A second later, Vur shrank as he ran out of mana, turning back into a human. Lulu gave the phoenix matriarch a thumbs up. “I stopped him.” 
 
    “Won’t he be mad at you for tricking him?” the matriarch asked, alighting by Lulu’s side. 
 
    “Look at how drunk he is,” Lulu said and nudged Vur’s limp body with her claw. He didn’t react. “He definitely blacked out. There’s no way he’ll remember anything in the morning.” 
 
    “But I will!” Stella said as she emerged from Vur’s chest. She stuck her chin into the air and crossed her arms. “And I’m going to tattle on you unless you feed phoenix flames to Sheryl.” 
 
    A fireball drifted out of Vur’s shoulder and wobbled around a few times as it made its way to Stella. “I feel sick,” Sheryl said and fell over backwards. “The world won’t stop spinning.” 
 
    The matriarch looked at Lulu and then at Vur. With how Vur was right now, it’d be easy for her to kill him. The matriarch sighed as she hopped over to Vur’s side and breathed a bit of her flames onto Sheryl. A promise was a promise after all. A phoenix always kept a promise. 
 
    Sheryl’s body turned from orange to red. A pair of blue eyes opened within the fireball, and a pair of fiery arms and legs sprouted out as well. She sat up and blinked a few times before looking around. Stella nudged her from the side with a stick. “Wake Vur up, so he can talk to the birdy,” the fairy queen said, throwing away the flaming twig. 
 
    “Vur! Wake up,” Sheryl said, hopping up and down on Vur’s chest. She glanced at Stella. “It’s not working.” 
 
    “Stupid! Inject mana into him,” Stella said. 
 
    “Oh.” Sheryl nodded and disappeared into the runes on Vur’s shoulder. They flashed with a yellow light, causing Vur’s eyelids to stir as he groaned. Moments later, he sat up and blinked a few times before clutching his head. 
 
    “Here,” Lulu said, causing a ball of red liquid to float towards Vur. “It’s a hangover cure.” 
 
    Vur drank it down without asking any questions. He froze. His eyes widened and rolled towards the top of his head, revealing their whites. With a plopping sound, his torso fell back onto the ground, white froth escaping from the corners of his mouth. 
 
    “Hmm.” Lulu scratched her head. “I guess there’s still some flaws.” She scribbled onto her stone tablet before nodding. 
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    A day later, Vur was sitting in a hollowed-out tree with the phoenix matriarch perched on a branch above him. Lulu had to remain outside due to her size, but her head poked into the tree, taking up half the space. The dwarves were making themselves at home in the holy land of the elves, but there wasn’t much left of it after the fight between Vur and the phoenix. Some of the only places that remained untouched were the great hollow tree and the matriarch’s well-hidden nest. 
 
    “You said you wanted to talk?” Vur asked, tilting his head. Lulu’s hangover cure had knocked him out for a day, but it worked wonders for his headache and aching muscles. “Well, let me ask you a question first. Did you burn any fairies recently?” 
 
    The phoenix matriarch blinked. “No? If I did, it wasn’t intentional.” 
 
    Vur frowned but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I’m serious,” the matriarch said. “Phoenixes are honorable. We don’t lie.” 
 
    Vur’s frown deepened as his eyes narrowed. 
 
    The matriarch cleared her throat, bringing one wing in front of her beak. “I don’t kill for no reason. I love all kinds of life. Why would I burn fairies?” 
 
    “Fine,” Vur said, leaning back. “I believe you.” 
 
    “I still don’t trust her,” Stella said as she emerged from Vur’s tattoo. She wrinkled her nose at the phoenix before sitting on Vur’s head, crossing her arms and legs. 
 
    The matriarch looked at Stella then at Vur. “Was there anything else you wanted to ask me?” 
 
    “No,” Vur said, shaking his head. 
 
    The matriarch nodded. “Then…, do you mind if I ask you a few things?” 
 
    Vur waved his hand, indicating for the phoenix to speak. 
 
    “You said you were just passing through and I happened to be in the way,” the matriarch said, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. “Why are you kidnapping the elves? Though I only know a few personally, the elves offer me tributes from time to time. You could say they’re under my protection.” 
 
    “I’m fighting a war against the humans,” Vur said. “I’m the dwarf king.” 
 
    The matriarch stared at Vur. Her head swiveled, and she stared at Lulu. Lulu shrugged, and the matriarch’s gaze returned onto Vur. “Pardon? Did they redefine the term dwarf while I wasn’t paying attention?” The matriarch raised one wing when Vur opened his mouth to speak. “Wait, don’t answer that. The more pressing question is why did you invade the elves if you’re at war with the humans?” 
 
    “I preemptively invaded the elves just in case they chose to attack us at a critical time,” Vur said. “Apparently, everyone hates the dwarves, so I have no allies. Which is why I’ll conquer the whole continent. You won’t need allies if you have no enemies left to fight.” 
 
    The matriarch rubbed her head with her wing. “That doesn’t sound right,” she said. “But I’m no good at war stuff, so I can’t criticize you.” She shuddered, ruffling her feathers. “Forget it. I’m curious how you two are related to Kondra. You don’t respect her at all.” 
 
    “I don’t know a Kondra,” Vur said, crossing his arms. 
 
    “Don’t say that,” Lulu said. “She’s going to be your mother-in-law soon enough.” 
 
    Vur’s brow furrowed. “Huh?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lulu said and nodded. “She’s my mom.” She scratched her head when a blank look appeared on Vur’s face. “I decided you’re going to be my mate. Is that a problem?” 
 
    “Yes,” Vur said and spread his arms out. “A big problem. I’m already married.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” Lulu said. “You haven’t made any eggs yet, right? I’ll just chase her away and claim you as my own. Where is she?” 
 
    Vur scratched his head. Could Tafel beat Lulu in a fight? Probably not. He sighed. It seemed like he’d have to have children earlier than expected. “Not telling. And I also don’t know.” 
 
    Lulu blinked. “You don’t know where your mate is? Aren’t you afraid of things happening to her? Like her falling in love with another person or, say, a stray meteor falling on her head?” 
 
    “I trust her,” Vur said with a snort. “And she’ll be fine if she’s faced with a meteor.” 
 
    “Darn.” Lulu scowled. “She’s that strong, huh? Looks like I’ll have to be underhanded instead of upfront.” 
 
    The matriarch cleared her throat. “I have another question,” she said. “What are you going to do with me?” 
 
    Vur frowned at Lulu before meeting the matriarch’s gaze. “What do you want me to do with you? I was going to kidnap you and force you to imprint my wife.” 
 
    “Was?” the matriarch asked. “Meaning you’re no longer going to?” 
 
    Vur nodded. “I don’t need to kidnap you anymore,” he said. “But I’m still going to make you imprint my wife. She wants to get stronger to beat someone up, and I want to help her since she won’t let me beat that person directly.” 
 
    The phoenix sighed. “But you said you didn’t know where your wife was,” she said. “Does that mean you’ll come back later?” 
 
    “Unless you want to come with me?” Vur asked. “I’m sure I’ll find her after I conquer the continent.” 
 
    “I have to watch over my eggs,” the matriarch said. She shifted her weight while rustling her feathers. “I promise I’ll stay here until you return with your wife. Though I don’t like the idea of imprinting someone just because they want strength. If she’s not someone worthy of an imprint, I refuse to do it.” 
 
    “She’s worthy, don’t worry,” Vur said. “I also want you to stay out of the war between the dwarves and the humans—that includes not helping the elves resist us. And I also want some more fire for Sheryl.” He glanced at his shoulder and poked the runic sun. “Sheryl?” 
 
    A fireball crawled out of his shoulder. “I, I’m good for now, Vur,” Sheryl said and hiccoughed. “But do you mind turning off your dragon aura? It’s making my headache worse.” 
 
    Vur blinked before nodding. “I’ll ask for more fire the next time we meet,” he said to the matriarch before standing up and dusting off his pants. “Right now, I have a continent to conquer. But I’ll check in with Auntie first to see if she learned anything.” 
 
    “Ah, before you go,” the matriarch said. “Do you happen to know the green dragon Nova?” 
 
    “Huh? You know my grandpa?” Vur asked, tilting his head. 
 
    A strange expression appeared on the matriarch’s face. “Out of curiosity, does your wife happen to have horns?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Purple eyes?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Pale skin?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “A talking sword?” 
 
    “Swords can talk?” 
 
    “Never mind,” the matriarch said. “What’s her name?” 
 
    “Tafel.” Vur raised an eyebrow at the matriarch’s crying expression. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    The matriarch hung her head, covering her face with her wings. She mumbled, “I lost to my son-in-law.” She sighed and looked up towards the sky, lowering her wings. “Since when has the world become so dark?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Your Majesty,” a man in a white robe said while lowering his head. He had a silver necklace in the shape of a scale, and there was an extra piece of cloth attached to his robe, trailing behind him like a tail. Ahead of the man, there was a series of steps with a veil at the top, a silhouette of a cross-legged figure sitting behind it. “What is the meaning of this? You’re dissolving the church?” 
 
    A voice boomed out from behind the veil, “Who are you to question my actions? Men, throw this man into the dungeons!” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty!” Out of nowhere, two men dressed in black appeared by the white-robed man’s side and grabbed his arms while kicking his knees from behind, forcing him to the ground. 
 
    “Your Majesty!?” the white-robed man shouted. “I’m the pope of the church! You can’t do this to me! Unhand me, you heathens!” 
 
    A cracking noise echoed through the throne room, followed by a miserable scream. The pope’s arms dangled from his shoulders while one of the black-garbed men hoisted him up and carried him out of the room. The throne room fell into silence as the massive wooden doors swung shut. Cackling echoed through the royal chamber, sounding like rocks being crushed. 
 
    As the two black-garbed men marched through the empty halls of the palace, they looked at each other while ignoring the screaming man. “Is it just me, or has His Majesty become a bit … different?” the one holding the pope asked. 
 
    “Don’t say things like that out loud,” the other man said while gesturing towards the pope, “or we’ll end up like him. We swore our lives to the emperor; it is our duty to obey, not question. Even if he orders us to slaughter children and babies, we will carry out his will with the utmost efficiency.” 
 
    “No, no,” the pope said through gritted teeth. “Think for yourselves sometimes! Slaughtering innocents because the emperor asked? Don’t you have any morals? Aren’t you afraid of the matriarch’s divine retribution?” 
 
    The two black-garbed men looked at each other. One of them grabbed the pope’s knee and squeezed. “You didn’t hear anything,” the man said over the ear-piercing scream that escaped from the pope’s lips. “Understood?” 
 
    “I understand!” the pope shouted. “I understand!” 
 
    The black-garbed man nodded and released the pope’s leg. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What are you looking so happy about?” Alice asked Mr. Skelly. She frowned at the grinning skeleton who was whistling to himself while tap dancing atop the undead leviathan’s skull. 
 
    “Oh, nothing much,” Mr. Skelly said while laughing. “Some of my plans have finally come to fruition. The church of the holy dragons exists no longer.” 
 
    Alice stared at the skeleton with her mouth partially open. “Huh?” she asked and picked her ear with her pinky. “Did you just say the church of the holy dragons no longer exists?” 
 
    “No,” Mr. Skelly said. Alice blinked. “I said, ‘the church of the holy dragons exists no longer.’ There’s a slight difference in wording. The devil is in the details; you have to pay attention or you’ll be cheated.” 
 
    “But the meaning’s the same!” Alice said, smacking Mr. Skelly’s skull off. “What the heck are you doing!? What do you mean the church exists no longer? Did your men destroy it? What about the people who rely on it? What happens to them? Have you considered what would happen if you destroyed the church?” 
 
    “Oh, you worry too much,” Mr. Skelly said as his skull reappeared above his neck, a trick he had learned after being forced to chase after his skull too many times. “I didn’t destroy the church and its foundation; I merely usurped it. Why would I waste a perfectly good establishment? All the infrastructure is already in place; it’d be a shame if it all disappeared. My church of Damnedism will put everything to good use.” 
 
    “Everything’s wrong,” Alice said, holding her forehead up with one palm. “Everything right about the world has become wrong after you came along: There’s a war between the two empires. You’ve provoked the phoenix matriarch by kidnapping literally half the elven population. And now the church, the symbol of hope amongst the people, is being usurped by skeletons!?” 
 
    “When you put it that way, my deeds do sound quite bad,” Mr. Skelly said with a nod. “Why don’t you try spinning it in a more positive way?” 
 
    “Shut up! There’s no positive way to spin this!” Alice said, punting Mr. Skelly’s skull off again. “And stop regenerating your skull. It makes me angry!” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Mr. Skelly said. “Think of all the businesses that are booming now that there’s a war. Blacksmiths and leatherworkers are having the time of their lives. And provoking the phoenix matriarch? Tafel will handle it; she might get an imprint out of it too! As for the holy dragon church? What good do they do? You already told me the holy dragons only visit once every few centuries or so. My church believes in immediate action. Death? Why hope for a dragon to come revive you? Come back to life instantly with no side effects—other than some skin loss.” 
 
    Alice buried her face in her hands. “I’m a traitor to the human empire,” she said. “I can’t believe I didn’t see it earlier. No, I saw it earlier, but I wanted to deny it. I threw away the empire, let it be ruined by skeletons, because I wanted companions I could trust. But in the end, Tafel was abducted by phoenixes, and Vur was taken away by a questionable teleportation formation. All I’m left with is you!” She kicked Mr. Skelly off the leviathan skeleton and ground her teeth together. 
 
    “Ah?” Mr. Skelly asked as he climbed up the massive skeleton. “Didn’t you say you wanted trustworthy companions? What part about me is not trustworthy?” 
 
    “Everything!” Alice said and exhaled while closing her eyes. 
 
    Mr. Skelly scratched his skull. “I think you should learn to relax a bit,” he said. “Surely it can’t be fun being such a killjoy all the time, can it? Weren’t you also stuck at a wall in your training? I’m willing to bet it’s because of that stubborn attitude of yours. Think of how much fun it’ll be to conquer the continent with me. I promise I won’t betray you.” 
 
    “You know what? Fine,” Alice said with a sigh. “I’m already on this tiger, might as well ride it the whole way. It’s a good thing I don’t have any family; I’m sure they’d be very disappointed with me.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly blinked. “Do you want me to bring them back to life?” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Alice said. “They’re buried in the frostlands. The holy dragons live there. If you get close….” She shook her head. 
 
    Mr. Skelly slapped Alice’s back. “Don’t worry about that. I’m already dead; it doesn’t matter if I die again. I’ll bring your parents back. I swear on my dishonor.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So…,” Tafel said while looking around at the makeshift camp she had set up. The baby phoenixes were huddled around her, making the campfire a bit redundant. Their body temperatures were enough to make her sweat just by being near them. “I know I told your mom I’d help watch over you, but how long was that supposed to be for?” 
 
    “Until we’re grown up,” Emile said with a nod. “Lava, please.” 
 
    Tafel’s brow furrowed as she manipulated flames, earth, and wind to create a massive ball of lava above her head. She carved out a shallow pool with a few flicks of her sword and deposited the lava within. The phoenixes cheered and crowded around the edges, dipping their beaks into the molten rock. 
 
    “How long does it take for a phoenix to grow up?” Tafel asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Why? Are you abandoning us?” one of the phoenixes asked while blinking. 
 
    “No! No, of course not,” Tafel said, shaking her head. “I just wanted to know, you know, out of curiosity.” 
 
    “Oh,” the phoenix said. “The average phoenix becomes an adult in six hundred years.” 
 
    “F—” Tafel stifled the curse that wanted to escape from her mouth. “Six hundred years?” she asked. “And I have to watch over twelve of you? I, I guess I can do it if I drink from Auntie’s fountain.” She sighed and lay down, resting her head against a mossy rock. The moon shone overhead, its light partially hidden behind the thick canopy. Dim light from the phoenixes and pool of lava illuminated the nearby trees with a blood-red glow. She muttered, “Six hundred years in exchange for a phoenix imprint, is it worth it?” 
 
    A sigh escaped from Tafel’s lips as she closed her eyes. A golden rune appeared on her forehead, pulsing in time with her heart. Tendrils of light snaked from the rune down her body and up her horns, painting a golden web on her skin. She shuddered, and she bit down on her lower lip. Tears sprang to the corners of her eyes as she let out a small whimper. “Is this how Vur sees the world?” Tafel asked as she opened her eyes and raised one hand above her face. Particles of pure mana danced around her fingers, approaching but never touching her skin. “I never knew it was so … beautiful.” She pointed a finger at the sky. “Firebolt.” 
 
    The phoenixes stopped drinking and stared at Tafel. Her hair fluttered as mana surged into her from everywhere, the golden markings on her body lighting up. As if she had fallen into water feet first, mana surged upwards from her toes to her hand until it accumulated in her finger. Like a lightning bolt, a pillar of jagged fire roared out of Tafel’s finger, splitting the sky, turning night into day while setting the treetops ablaze. A clear phoenix cry echoed through the forest for a few seconds. When the cry ended, the fire shooting from Tafel’s finger stopped, but the trees overhead still crackled and burned. 
 
    Tafel raised her hand, pointing her palm at the burning leaves. “Ice.” 
 
    A chilly wind blew past, causing the phoenixes to shiver and huddle together around Tafel. “Is this what it feels like to be a penguin?” one of the phoenixes asked as ice crystals sprouted from the burning branches, stifling the flames in an instant. The forest fell dark once again, but the moonlight was unobstructed as it struck the forest floor. The pool of lava had a crusty layer of black rock covering it from the sudden chill. 
 
    “Being raised in an environment like this since he was born,” Tafel said as the golden light on her body died down. “No wonder why Vur’s the way he is. This feeling is incredible.” She blinked at the phoenixes crowding around her before spreading her arms and hugging as many as she could. “But how far ahead is he compared to me? A lot of Fountain of Youth water and a ton of fruits of knowledge. Not to mention Stella’s imprint, which I’m still not sure of the effects. But that should be it, right? Unless he got more powerful? No, that shouldn’t be possible…, well, he does have to pick a subclass still. But I doubt he will.” 
 
    “What are you talking to yourself about?” Emile asked, nudging her stomach with his head. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Tafel said and stroked his feathers. “I was just thinking of how close I am to my goal. I want to be stronger than my husband.” 
 
    “You’re only close to your goal?” Emile asked. “After becoming my older sister?” 
 
    Tafel grunted. “My husband is stupidly powerful,” she said. “That means he can be stupid and have everything go his way regardless because of his overwhelming strength. He was imprinted by a dragon.” 
 
    “A dragon?” Emile asked, his eyes widening. “Our brother-in-law’s a dragon?” The other phoenixes chirped and stared at Tafel. 
 
    Tafel bit her lower lip. “Err, do dragons and phoenixes not get along?” 
 
    “There can only be one ruler of the skies!” Emile shouted as he puffed his feathers out. “And that’s us!” 
 
    “Hush, Emile,” one of the phoenixes said and smacked his head with her wing. “Momma said we have to share that position.” 
 
    Emile stuck his tongue out at his sister before deflating. “Well, that’s how it is,” he said to Tafel with a nod. “Friendly competition to teach the dragons their place!” 
 
    A wry smile appeared on Tafel’s lips. “Does this friendly competition happen often?” 
 
    “The last one was fifty years ago,” Emile said with a nod. “It was a cherry-picking contest. We won!” 
 
    “That’s because the dragons’ claws were too big,” one of the phoenixes said and laughed. “They kept crushing the cherries when they tried to pick them.” 
 
    Emile puffed his chest out. “I thought up the contest.” 
 
    “A cherry-picking contest between phoenixes and dragons…?” Tafel asked. “Is that how two legendary beasts should compete? Wait! Before that, did you say fifty years ago?” 
 
    “Yeah, fifty years ago,” Emile said with a nod. 
 
    Tafel’s expression darkened. “How old are you?” 
 
    “I’m one hundred and fifty-three,” Emile said. “How old are you, elder sis? Seven hundred? Eight hundred?” 
 
    Tafel’s expression darkened even further. “I’m almost seventeen…. Wait, no, my birthday passed a few days ago, didn’t it? I’m seventeen.” 
 
    “Seventeen … centuries?” Emile asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Millennia…?” 
 
    “No! Seventeen years! Demons become adults at sixteen.” 
 
    “Whatever you say,” Emile said. He blinked and chuckled. “Baby sis.” 
 
    “I’m going to smack you,” Tafel said. “I’m definitely older in proportionate terms.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You’re not coming with us, Your Gloriousness?” 
 
    Vur blinked at the dwarf staring up at him. “Nope.” 
 
    “But, but why?” the dwarf asked. “If you come with us, the humans wouldn’t stand a chance. There’s nothing they can do to stop you. Their defenses would crumble, and we’d claim their lands without any issues.” 
 
    “I only came here to fight the phoenix,” Vur said, crossing his arms over his chest. “My wife says I rely too much on smacking my problems to solve them. Just follow my orders and you’ll win the war. It’s not that hard.” 
 
    “I, I don’t understand, but I hear and obey,” the dwarf said, hanging his head. “Men”—he gestured towards the dwarves standing behind him in neat rows—“we move out at once! We’ll seize the remainder of the forest and strike the humans where they least expect it.” 
 
    “You’re really going to leave them to their own devices?” Lulu asked Vur, rolling her eyes up to look at him. As usual, he was standing on her head. 
 
    Vur nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “They’ll be fine. One of them is supposed to be a leader, but I can’t remember who.” 
 
    “Probably the one with the eyepatch,” Lulu said. “You know, the one who just spoke to you? Now, I’m no detective, but I’m pretty sure it’s him.” 
 
    Vur shrugged. “It doesn’t really matter,” he said as the duo watched the dwarves march into their cars and drive away. A few went towards the east to deliver the captive elves back to the capital while the others pushed westwards. “The dwarves are supposed to be the strongest force on the continent, right? They should be able to take down a human city without my help.” 
 
    “If you’re not going with them, then what are you going to do?” Lulu asked, tilting her head, causing Vur’s whole body to slant towards the side. 
 
    “I want to go back to Auntie and see if she figured out a way to help me stay in my dragon form,” Vur said. “After fighting with the birdy mother-in-law….” He shook his head. “I can’t keep depending on your sketchy mana potions.” 
 
    “Hey, what part about my mana potions are sketchy?” Lulu asked. “They’re just a teensy bit alcoholic. Nothing a dragon can’t handle. Besides, you’re not going to find any mana potion that can fully recover your mana without some sort of negative side effect. Everything has a tradeoff.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Vur said. “What are the negatives of being a dragon?” 
 
    Lulu blinked. “That’s obvious,” she said. “Everyone else is super jealous of us and our easy lives. Haven’t you noticed?” 
 
    Vur grunted. “People are more afraid than jealous of me,” he said. “But I get your point.” He sighed. “We live such tough lives.” 
 
    “Mm, definitely,” Lulu said while nodding. “Can you believe my mom kicked me out of the house for no reason? That first explosion wasn’t my fault, but I’m the one she blames.” She rolled her eyes before sighing. 
 
    The phoenix matriarch hopped beside the two. “Wow,” she said, her voice dry. “I feel so bad for you two. You two were planning on leaving soon?” 
 
    Vur nodded. “I was going to wait for Tafel to come back, but it’s already been a week. How far away did you send her?” 
 
    The matriarch rubbed her head with her wing. “I asked her to watch over my children,” she said. “I might’ve asked her to take them back to her home on the other continent. I don’t know if she actually went though.” She sighed. “If I knew you were her husband, I wouldn’t have asked her to go. I really thought she’d be back to check on the aftermath of our battle. It seems like I kept you here for a week for no reason.” 
 
    “That’s alright,” Vur said and yawned. “I had nothing better to do anyway. Thanks for feeding Sheryl this whole time.” He glanced at his shoulder which was pulsing with a faint yellow light. “How’s she doing, Deedee?” 
 
    “Please, stop calling me Deedee,” Diamant said with a sigh. “Sheryl’s still sleeping. I suspect she’s in the middle of evolving, but the aura she’s emitting is nothing like a volcano elemental at all.” 
 
    “Phoenix flames are hotter than lava,” the matriarch said with a snort. “If she only became a volcano elemental after consuming all of my flames, she should just give up on being an elemental. After she evolves, she should be closer to the position of elemental ruler than you.” 
 
    Diamant grunted. “We’ll see about that,” he said. The brown runes on Vur’s arm stopped glowing as Diamant stopped speaking. 
 
    “Elemental ruler?” Vur asked. “What’s that?” 
 
    The phoenix matriarch blinked. “You’re an elementalist and you don’t even know that?” 
 
    “Should I know?” 
 
    “Yes,” the matriarch said, staring into Vur’s eyes. “You should.” 
 
    Vur stared back. “Oh. Okay.” He nodded. 
 
    Lulu waited, shifting her gaze from Vur to the phoenix. Neither of them said anything. “So,” Lulu said while swishing her tail, “did you two just communicate silently or something? Did I miss something? Maybe I went deaf for a moment?” She picked her ear and wiped a glob of earwax onto the ground. “So?” 
 
    The matriarch sighed. “I thought one of your elementals would explain,” she said before shaking her head. “Like how a common human wishes to become king, all elementals want to become the elemental ruler. It’s their goal. You think they make contracts that enslave themselves out of goodwill?” 
 
    Vur nodded again. “So in the end, it doesn’t really affect me,” he said. “Why did I need to know?” 
 
    “Tafel seemed like a really responsible person,” the matriarch said and furrowed her brow. “Why did she marry such a carefree soul like you? You two don’t seem compatible at all. Are you sure you’re my son-in-law?” 
 
    “As sure as the sun rises from the west,” Vur said. 
 
    “The sun rises from the east,” Lulu said. 
 
    Vur snorted. “You know what I meant.” 
 
    The matriarch sighed and shook her head. “Well, I guess I should give you a parting gift as your mother-in-law,” she said. “You’d probably explode if I gave you an imprint….” Her feathers fluffed outwards as she shivered. “And phoenixes don’t hoard treasures like dragons….” 
 
    “You don’t need to give me anything,” Vur said and opened his mouth. A stream of blood-red flames that resembled phoenix fire billowed out from his lips. “I already learned a few things from you.” A ball of flames appeared above the matriarch’s head. Vur’s body dissolved and reformed atop the matriarch, falling onto her back. “Like this too.” 
 
    The matriarch’s eyes widened as she froze. 
 
    “That ability’s a cheat,” Lulu said, pawing at the ground. “Why can’t I be a blue mage too? Then I can swoosh and swish my way to breathing out phoenix fire.” 
 
    “Phoenix flames are more of a haa, hoo, and bang!” Vur said as he hopped off the matriarch. “It’s totally different from polymorph.” 
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    “Oh, this one looks pretty good,” Lindyss said and scribbled into a small notebook with a pen. She had asked for a quill and inkwell at the front desk of the library but was pleasantly surprised by the dwarves’ innovation. 
 
    “Which one?” Erin asked in a nasally voice. She was lying on her back beside the book in front of Lindyss, her head hanging upside down off the edge of the wooden table. “Can we go outside and play? You haven’t left the library a single time in the past two to three weeks. You’re starting to smell funky.” 
 
    “I smell fine,” Lindyss said with a snort. “It’s your nose that’s broken. And this method of increasing mana regeneration is really feasible compared to the others.” 
 
    Erin sat up and rubbed her eyes. “What is it? Why do I always have to ask twice before you answer my questions?” 
 
    Lindyss rolled her eyes. “I’m not sure why you’re even asking me any questions,” she said and put her pen down. She read over what she wrote before nodding and flipping the page. 
 
    “You’re ignoring me again!” Erin said and kicked her feet against the tabletop. “What’s the method?” 
 
    “A sacrificial ritual and absorption of souls,” Lindyss said as she leaned back and placed her feet on the table while placing the book onto her lap. “It’s much easier than finding an herb that’s been growing for thousands of years. Humans are everywhere.” 
 
    Erin blinked twice and tilted her head to the side. “You’re joking, right? I know you’re a bad person, but even you wouldn’t resort to human sacrifices, right…?” 
 
    Lindyss let out a dry laugh. “Yeah, sure, just a joke,” she said and closed her notebook before Erin could check, placing it into her pocket. She flipped the page of the book on her lap and placed her finger down, stopping the fairy from flipping it back. “Calm down, I’d resort to making tea out of fairies’ birthflowers before human sacrifices.” 
 
    “That’s even worse!” 
 
    Lindyss ignored her and snapped her fingers. An earth elemental popped out of the ground, taking the shape of a formless blob. Lindyss pointed at it, and a drop of blue light formed on the tip of her finger before falling onto the elemental. “Tell E I need some goat’s blood, a horsetail brush, a sacrificial knife made of a heifer’s skull, and some manacles to prevent people from squirming.” 
 
    An arm appeared in the center of the formless blob. “Understood,” the elemental said and saluted. “The mana you’ve given me is more than enough to send a message. Is there anything else you’d like to request?” 
 
    “A cup of hot water,” Lindyss said. 
 
    The elemental saluted again before melding back into the floor. 
 
    “Hey,” Erin said, staring at Lindyss with narrowed eyes. “You said the human sacrifice was a joke.” 
 
    “Yes,” Lindyss said and closed the book in her lap before swapping it out for another book that was on the ground beside her. “Yes, I did.” 
 
    “Then why did you request for materials that suspiciously seem like sacrificial tools!?” Erin asked, eyes bulging. “The holy dragons are going to hunt you down! There won’t be anything left of you once they catch you.” 
 
    “Didn’t I already tell you it was a joke?” Lindyss asked, raising an eyebrow. “Goat’s blood, manacles, and a brush can be used for many different purposes other than human sacrifice. Jeez.” 
 
    “And the sacrificial knife made out of a virgin cow’s skull?” Erin asked. 
 
    “That’s for stabbing nosy fairies,” Lindyss said with a smile. The ground bulged before Erin could respond. A cup of hot water shot out of the floor, landing on the table. A jar of blood, a larger than average brush, and a yellowing knife followed moments after. Lindyss grabbed the items and shoved them into her pocket, causing them to disappear without a trace. “And the manacles?” 
 
    “E didn’t have any,” the earth elemental said. “I have to go to the dungeons, but the library’s on the way, so I dropped those off first.” 
 
    “Wait. He had a knife made of a virgin cow’s skull, but he didn’t have manacles?” Erin asked. But the earth elemental had already left before she finished her question. 
 
    Lindyss shrugged. “Sometimes, things are just the way things are,” she said. “He had a knife, but he didn’t have manacles. That’s just how things are.” 
 
    “There’s definitely something wrong with your head,” Erin muttered. “That’s just how it is.” 
 
    Lindyss ignored her, staring at the protrusion in the ground that the earth elemental had left behind. “Maybe I should replace my skeletons with earth elementals. They’re just as efficient and obedient, but they have less sass.” She rubbed her chin before shaking her head. She had a feeling another weird religion would appear if she used the earth elementals in the same way she used her skeletons. “Ah, forget it—skeletons are great. I can trust them to watch over the kingdom while I’m on vacation.” 
 
    “Skeletons…?” Erin asked. 
 
    “A joke,” Lindyss said and waved her hand. “Don’t worry too much about it.” 
 
    “If you keep joking around like this, I’ll never be able to figure out when you’re being serious,” Erin said while pouting. 
 
    “I see no issue with that,” Lindyss said. “And why are you still here? You complain so much, but you stick to me like glue. Don’t you have better things to do like, say, not bothering me? That’s an excellent suggestion given by yours truly; you should put it on the top of your to-do list.” 
 
    Erin shook her fist at Lindyss. “Why are you so grumpy and unpleasant all the time?” she asked. “I bet this is why you haven’t gotten married yet despite being so ancient. What’s so bad about a fairy trying to make friends, huh?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you know my stance on fairies,” Lindyss said. “Do I have to try to kill you again to make you leave me alone? Or is that it? Everyone’s terrified of you, and no one except for me had ever tried to kill you, so you started seeing me as an equal.” 
 
    Erin pursed her lips and crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    Lindyss blinked as her mouth fell open. “Wait, you’re not serious,” she said. “That’s really it!?” 
 
    Erin snorted. “So what if it is, huh!? You got a problem with that?” 
 
    “Yes, I have a problem with fairies in general,” Lindyss said with a nod. “So what do I have to do to make you leave me alone? Give you hugs and kisses and bake cute cookies?” 
 
    Erin rolled her eyes. “Or you can just give up and accept—” 
 
    A loud voice echoed through the whole library, drowning out Erin’s words. “Auntie! Are you here?” 
 
    “Don’t shout in a library,” Lindyss said. A few moments later, Vur appeared from behind a bookshelf. “Welcome back. Did you get what I asked for?” 
 
    Vur nodded and handed Lindyss a bag filled with phoenix feathers. “But why do you need them? If you want to revive someone, I can do it for you.” 
 
    “Your resurrection skill has limitations; you shouldn’t always depend on it,” Lindyss said. “And I’m not planning on bringing anyone back. These can help me absorb souls if Grimmy decides to stick some more in me.” 
 
    Vur tilted his head. “Oh. Makes sense.” 
 
    Erin’s gaze shifted from Vur to Lindyss. “That was a joke, right? You don’t actually absorb souls, yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, just a joke,” Lindyss said in the same tone as before. She shoved the bag into her pocket, causing it to disappear, before nodding at Vur. “Now about your mana regeneration problem, I found a few feasible solutions. The first method will be extremely easy for you, but it’ll have to wait until you go back to our continent: Drink tea made out of fairy birthflower leaves.” She held up a finger before Vur could speak. “I’ve seen your garden; there’s plenty of fallen leaves on the ground already. You don’t have to worry about harming any of the flowers.” 
 
    “You really had a method to make tea out of fairy birthflowers!?” Erin shouted. 
 
    Stella crawled out of Vur’s chest and hovered in the air while staring at Lindyss with a blank expression. She turned around and frowned at Vur while furrowing her brow. “I don’t like it,” she said before shaking her head. She clutched her shoulders and bit her lower lip. “It makes me feel … bad.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not a surprise considering what the demons did to your children’s birthflowers,” Lindyss said. “But there’s a difference between gathering fallen leaves and harvesting flowers.” 
 
    “The demons did what?” Stella asked, tilting her head to the side. 
 
    Lindyss coughed. “Nothing,” she said while averting her gaze. “Anyway, moving on to method number two. You’ve already gained as much as you could from the fountain of youth, but there’s an animal indigenous to this continent which may change that. If you mix its feathers with the fountain’s water and a few other materials, it’ll create a special tonic that you can drink.” 
 
    “Huh? How come I never heard about that?” a feminine voice asked. A naked woman with silver hair and green eyes appeared behind Vur, carrying a stack of books which was taller than her. “Which bird is it?” 
 
    Lindyss stared at the naked woman, who dropped the books onto the table and sat next to Vur. Lindyss blinked twice and rubbed her eyes. The woman was still there when she looked up. Lindyss glared at Vur. “Who is this?” 
 
    “It’s Lulu,” Lulu said. “The holy dragon? Hello? We went on a road trip with each other for two weeks, remember?” 
 
    “Tafel’s going to throw a fit,” Lindyss said as she leaned back in her seat and pinched the bridge of her nose with her right hand. “Alright, you polymorphed into a human; I get that—the library’s too small for a dragon.” She raised her head and glared at Lulu. “But why are you naked?” 
 
    “Dragons don’t wear clothes,” Lulu said with a snort. “Why are you worrying about such trivial details? What was that about the indigenous bird? I’m curious. There aren’t many things that can increase mana regeneration permanently—I can’t believe I missed one.” 
 
    “The birds are called penguins,” Lindyss said. “I believe they’re found close to your home in the north.” 
 
    “The penguins?” Lulu asked, her eyes widening. “They’re actually useful for something!?” 
 
    Lindyss nodded. “There was a small passage about them in one of the dwarven books. Maybe the dwarves brought over some of the Fountain of Youth’s water when they left the central continent. I imagine there wasn’t too much information about it because the Fountain of Youth is far, far away from here.” 
 
    “Pardon me,” Diamant said before Lulu could say anything. “I don’t mean to eavesdrop, but I’m attached to Vur’s body and can’t help it. But did you say Vur came into contact with the Fountain of Youth and absorbed everything he could from it?” 
 
    “Up to the point where it won’t affect his mana regeneration or mana pool size, yes,” Lindyss said with a nod. “He’ll still be able to prevent his aging.” 
 
    The brown runes on Vur’s arm flashed as Diamant sighed. “I was swindled. When I made that contract with you, I was under the impression you’d die within a hundred years,” he said as a rock with eyes fell out of Vur’s arm. It stared at him with a jagged frown on its surface. “Now you’re telling me you’re going to live forever?” 
 
    Vur blinked. “Doesn’t everyone live forever?” he asked and tilted his head. “Unless they’re killed, but even then, they can still be revived.” 
 
    “No,” Diamant said. “You can’t revive someone who dies of old age.” 
 
    “I didn’t know people could die of old age,” Vur said and looked at Lindyss. “Is that true? It can’t be, right? If nothing kills them, how do they die?” 
 
    “You’ve read tons of books,” Lindyss said and raised an eyebrow. “You’ve never read about someone dying of old age?” 
 
    “But those are stories,” Vur said. “Stories aren’t true.” 
 
    “What kind of sheltered bubble have you lived in that you can’t believe people die of old age?” Diamant asked. 
 
    Vur looked at Lindyss. “Will you die of old age?” 
 
    Lindyss snorted. “Hell no. I’m better than that.” 
 
    Vur looked at Lulu. “Will you die of old age?” 
 
    Lulu laughed. “Someone somewhere might’ve told you there are no stupid questions. Well, they lied. Asking a dragon if they’ll die of old age is the definition of stupid question.” 
 
    “Right?” Vur asked and nodded. “I knew it.” He glared at Diamant and crossed his arms over his chest. “Are you going to die of old age?” 
 
    “I’m going to die of frustration,” Diamant said, his body darkening as his eye twitched. “No, elementals do not die of old age, but humans do. Even imprinted humans do. It’s natural to assume you would as well, which is why I formed a contract with you without a struggle. If I knew you were going to live forever, I would’ve chosen to die and reincarnate a hundred years later as a pebble. But now, I can’t even do that anymore. Even if I come back as a pebble, you’ll still be my contractor.” 
 
    “And that’s why you don’t make any assumptions about people,” Lindyss said with a smile. “It sounds like you’ve learned a valuable, lifelong lesson.” 
 
    “Is that what someone who assumes all fairies are evil should say?” Erin asked with a pout. 
 
    “That’s not an assumption,” Lindyss said. “It’s an objective fact. All fairies are evil. Their purpose in life is literally to annoy people. Tell me, how would the world change if fairies didn’t exist? It’d be a better place, that’s how.” She nodded. “Thus, I can conclude all fairies are evil.” 
 
    Stella wrinkled her nose. “I’m not evil!” 
 
    “Yeah, you just tried to destroy the world,” Lindyss said and rolled her eyes. “That’s not evil at all.” 
 
    “I did?” Stella asked Vur. 
 
    Vur shrugged. “Like I said, stuff happens.” 
 
    Stella lowered and scratched her head. “Oh.” 
 
    Vur nodded at the fairy before turning his gaze onto Lindyss. “Are there any more methods?” 
 
    “Yeah, I saved the easiest for last,” Lindyss said. “Absorb some human souls.” 
 
    “You said that was a joke!” Erin shouted. 
 
    Lindyss ignored the fairy’s outburst. “I bet you’d be able to solve your mana regeneration issue completely if you absorbed that golden god which ran away somewhere.” 
 
    Vur frowned. “But aren’t those the souls of good people? That’d be wrong.” 
 
    Lindyss shrugged. “You can always find its counterpart,” she said. “There should be a wriggling mass of impure souls running around since its seal was broken a while ago.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Abel frowned as he gnawed on a piece of dried fish meat. Beside him, sitting on a floating bloated leviathan corpse, the other four members of the Fangs of Capitis were chewing on food as well, their expressions equally grim. “How long have we been floating around for?” Abel asked as he spat a bone into his hand before tossing it into the ocean. “You still haven’t made contact with Mistle?” 
 
    One of the Fangs, Charlotte, shook her head. “You know how fickle she is. That’s why I chose white mage as a subclass.” 
 
    “We’ve been drifting in the ocean for a month, maybe two,” one of the Fangs said. There was a leather whip wrapped around his armored waist, but instead of being brown like it was during the match against Tafel and Alice, it had been bleached white by the sun. “Thank the holy dragons we were teleported with our armor. Can you imagine how burnt we would be if we weren’t?” 
 
    “Always looking on the bright side of things, aren’t you?” Abel asked, raising an eyebrow. He finished up the piece of meat in his hand before putting on his helmet. His armored head faced Charlotte. “What’s the point of contracting with an elemental if she doesn’t even appear for months at a time?” 
 
    “Hey,” Charlotte said with a frown. She finished her food as well, donning her helmet in a similar manner as Abel. “She’s an ocean elemental—the strongest water elemental out there. There’s no way she would’ve made a contract with me if I had her chained to my side. Elementals have more pride than that.” 
 
    “Isn’t that just dandy?” Abel snorted. “Look at where we are—the middle of the ocean! How are we supposed to find our way back to land without your elemental’s help? We might be drifting towards the abandoned northern continent for all we know. Goddam useless elementalist, what good are you?” 
 
    “Yelling at me won’t help,” Charlotte said, turning her head away. The other members of the Fangs averted their gazes as well. A second later, she raised her hand and pointed. “Hey, am I hallucinating or does that thing actually exist?” 
 
    Abel’s gaze followed her finger, landing on a black dot on the horizon. “Something’s there,” he said and stood up, walking to the edge of the leviathan corpse. “A raft? It looks like there’s two people on it.” 
 
    “More drifters?” the Fang with a rifle in his lap asked. “Great. We can be lost together.” 
 
    “How do you know they’re lost?” the Fang with two axes strapped to his back asked. 
 
    The Fang with the rifle shrugged. “Look at them,” he said. “Oh, right. Your eyesight’s not as good as mine. Well, they have no oars, no sail, nothing except for the poorly lashed together logs underneath their bodies. One of them looks dead, and the other looks like a dark elemental. I’ve never seen such a humanoid elemental before.” 
 
    Charlotte brought her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around her legs while chanting under her breath. Abel drew his sword while the other Fangs readied their weapons as well. The leviathan corpse and the raft drifted closer and closer until they were within shouting distance. 
 
    The figure that was mistaken for a dark elemental nudged the corpselike figure lying on the raft. “Gale! Gale! Wake up!” 
 
    “I’m awake, Breeze,” Gale said as he opened his eyes. They were sunken, and hints of yellow tainted the whites of his eyes. His skin was tanned, dried, and cracked while the hair on his head and face had become brittle and pale. His bones were clearly outlined against his skin like a mummy. He tried to wet his lips with his tongue as he sat up, but nothing happened. “Water?” 
 
    Breeze shook his head. “It hasn’t rained in a while. There’s no fresh water,” he said and pointed at the leviathan. “But look at that! It’s dead, but it’s floating! Even the fish in the ocean are turning into zombies. Is there anywhere we can go?” 
 
    “Are those … people?” Gale asked and shielded his eyes with his hand. His movements were slow as if he were being controlled by a novice puppeteer. “They’re all armored.” 
 
    Breeze sucked in his breath. “Living armor,” he said. “The tier of undead are a lot worse than I thought. If even living armors are crossing the ocean…” 
 
    “Hey!” Abel shouted and waved his arms. “Hey! Are you lost?” 
 
    “Can living armors speak?” Gale asked. His lower lip cracked, and a bead of blood oozed out. He grimaced and wiped it away with the back of his hand. “They might be people. Real, live people.” 
 
    “We’re loster than the lostest blind quadriplegic tasked with wandering through a maze that has no exit,” Breeze shouted while cupping his hands over his mouth. He turned towards Gale. “Living armors only understand real words. If you make some up, they won’t be able to respond.” 
 
    “You’re very creative with your words,” Abel shouted back. “Do you know the general direction of land?” 
 
    Breeze glared at Abel. The raft and the leviathan had drifted within speaking distance of each other. “If I knew, would I be out here? You’re not a living armor?” 
 
    Abel removed his helmet. “I’m a human, you dingus,” he said. “If you’re lost, then scram. Your contractor looks like he’s going to die if a strong wind hits him.” 
 
    “You don’t want to invite them on board?” Charlotte asked. “That man looks like he won’t survive for another day without help.” 
 
    “He already looks dead,” the axe-wielding Fang said before putting his weapons away. “We have plenty of meat and blood. Good karma should always be sown if possible.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Abel asked, his face contorting into a snarl. “What if we run out of food and drink because of him? We have no idea when we’ll reach land. We don’t know if we’ll catch another shark to eat. There’s no need to pick up extra baggage.” 
 
    Gale sighed and lay down, staring up at the blue sky. “It seems like they’re lost too, Breeze.” 
 
    “The undead apocalypse really did a number on people, huh?” Breeze asked and clicked his tongue. “I can tell they’re pretty strong, but even they had to flee from land. But at least we know there are survivors now.” His voice lowered. “Should I possess one of them?” 
 
    “I think they’ve turned slightly insane from drifting for too long,” the Fang with the rifle said. “Hell, I think I’m going insane as well.” 
 
    “Guys!” Charlotte shouted. “Mistle’s here! We’re finally saved!” 
 
    A blob of water rose up from the ocean, taking the shape of a featureless fish. The fish floated in the air and swiveled around, inspecting its surroundings. “You’re in a real doozy of a situation, aren’t you?” it asked in a melodic voice. “How did you manage something like this?” 
 
    “Some wench with horns teleported us out here,” Abel said. “Do you know the way back?” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Mistle said as her fishy body dropped into the water. A current formed, pulling the dead leviathan and raft along. “It’ll take half a month or so. You’re really far out.” 
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    “I really think I should check on your mother,” Tafel said, biting her lower lip. 
 
    “Our mother,” Emile said as he rolled over, tickling Tafel’s stomach. The demon was lying down with the phoenixes resting on top of her, using her as a bed. The few phoenixes that couldn’t fit on her body were pressed against her sides, keeping her from moving. “And you shouldn’t do that. It’s dangerous.” 
 
    Tafel frowned. “Which is why I should check on her….” 
 
    “Nope,” Emile said. “Someone cover her face to stop her from talking back.” A phoenix hopped onto Tafel’s head and spread her wings while resting her stomach flat against the demon’s nose. “It’s too dangerous to check on Mom. If something happens to you, what will happen to us? You promised Mom you’d take care of us. Going back will be breaking your promise.” 
 
    Tafel displaced two phoenixes as she raised her arms and lifted the limp bird off her face. “This is the fourth excuse you’ve given me when I said I wanted to check on your—our mother. Is there a reason why you don’t want to go back?” 
 
    “We can’t have fun when Mom’s around,” the phoenix in Tafel’s hands said as she pressed her wings against her sides. “I want to see the world! But Mom barely lets us outside because she thinks it’s too dangerous. Adventurers will hunt us down and steal our feathers or something like that.” 
 
    “Well, they will,” Tafel said with a nod. “There were plenty of requests for phoenix feathers in the adventurers’ guild.” 
 
    “Why are our feathers so precious?” one of the phoenixes muttered. “They should steal the penguins’ instead. They’re failure birds; it’s not like they can fly away.” 
 
    “That’s just how things are,” Tafel said. “So you don’t want to check on our mother because you’re afraid you’ll lose your freedom? I’m not sure how she’ll feel if she finds out. I bet she’s worried sick about all of you. Don’t you feel even a little bad for her?” 
 
    “Someone cover her face so she can’t guilt trip us!” Emile said, nudging the phoenix beside him towards Tafel’s head. 
 
    “But it has been two weeks,” the phoenix said and pushed Emile back. “I think we should go back. I miss Mom.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “And me.” 
 
    “I miss her a little too even though it’s fun outside.” 
 
    Emile stood up and flapped his wings. “I demand a vote!” he said, glaring at the phoenixes who spoke up. “Those who want to go back, raise your wings.” 
 
    Eight phoenixes raised their wings, outnumbering the four who hadn’t moved. Emile scowled—or, at least, Tafel thought he scowled since it was hard to tell because of his rigid beak—and recounted the wings. There were still more votes for going back than against. Tafel’s eyes twinkled as she sat up and burst out laughing. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Emile asked, narrowing his eyes. 
 
    “Nothing,” Tafel said with a wry smile. “I just realized, with all of your help, I’ll be able to make the decisions once I see my husband again. He’s very fond of voting. Before, it was him, a fairy, and me. I’d always get outvoted by those two.” She rubbed her hands together. “I can’t wait.” 
 
    “You know, if we go back to Mom, then she won’t let us roam around the world with you,” Emile said. “Will you really win the vote without us?” 
 
    “Stop trying to change her mind,” one of the phoenixes said. “You lost the vote that you called for fair and square. We’re going home to check on Mom.” 
 
    Tafel nodded. “Results of a vote are final,” she said. “If you make an exception one time, it sets a precedent. Sorry, Emile.” She stood up, gently pushing the phoenixes off of her. “Are all of you ready to go?” 
 
    “Ready!” 
 
    “I’ll teleport us close to the area where the flames were,” Tafel said. “Stay close in case your mother lost the fight against the dragons. I imagine it’d be easy to sense them if she did. If the dragons are there, I’ll teleport us out right away.” Her horns glowed with a silver light as a flaming rune appeared on her forehead. The time it took to calculate a teleportation had been considerably shortened after she received her imprint. A moment after she started the spell, a silver circle appeared around her and the group of huddled phoenixes. With a flash, the scenery changed from a forest to … a forest. 
 
    Emile blinked. “We”—his head swiveled around like an owl—“moved, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Tafel said. “I don’t sense any dragons. Do you?” 
 
    The phoenixes stopped crowding around her legs and looked around. Some spread their wings, but none of them flew into the air. “I don’t sense any,” Emile said. “But I’ve never encountered one before. What do they feel like?” 
 
    “Like you’re about to be eaten,” Tafel said. “If none of you are feeling nervous, then they’re probably not there. It looks like Mom won.” Her horns flashed silver again. “I’ll bring us closer.” The scenery shifted from a forest to a hollowed-out tree, the same one she had met Persephone in. A startled bald elf was the first thing she saw. 
 
    “Y-you’re back,” Persephone said with wide eyes. She glanced at the book she was holding. Her face turned red, and she quickly slammed it shut, placed it on the ground, and covered it with her cushion before sitting on it. “T-the matriarch has been waiting for you. She was just about to leave the nest to search for you. You should catch her before she leaves, hurry, hurry.” 
 
    “What were you reading?” Emile asked, hopping closer to Persephone. 
 
    “Nothing!” Persephone said, half-shouting as she retreated while dragging the cushion back. She bit her lower lip. “You should find your mother before she leaves.” 
 
    “C’mon, Emile,” Tafel said and grabbed Emile’s tail feathers before he could get closer to Persephone. “Let the poor woman have some privacy.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Emile said and jutted his beak out. Tafel assumed he was pouting. “Let’s go find Mom.” 
 
    It didn’t take long for Tafel and the phoenixes to arrive at their mother’s nest. It resembled a beehive more than a pigeon’s nest with dozens of trees stacked against each other in a spiral pattern, leaving a hollowed-out center with hundreds of entrances. “Mom!” Emile shouted from one of the tunnel-like entrances at the base of the nest. The phoenixes huddled around Tafel, holding their breaths. 
 
    “Are you nervous?” Tafel asked, raising an eyebrow. “I thought you wanted to see her.” 
 
    “No,” one of the phoenixes said. “We just like huddling. You didn’t realize that yet?” 
 
    “I mean, I did, but….” Tafel shook her head. “Never mind.” 
 
    “Mom!” Emile shouted again, dragging out the word this time. “Mommy! Ma! Momma!” 
 
    Flames roared out of the nest, causing Tafel’s hair to fly parallel to the ground from the gust of hot air blowing against her. She squinted and shielded her face with her arms while the phoenixes hid behind her legs. “You’re the fire-resistant ones,” she muttered to the baby birds, but they acted like they hadn’t heard her. 
 
    The phoenix matriarch soared out of the nest, heading towards the sky. She looked down and screeched before diving towards Tafel, landing in front of her while folding her wings. “You’re back,” she said, arching her neck to count the phoenixes behind the demon. “All of you. And uninjured. That’s good.” 
 
    “I’m sorry it took so long to come back to check on you,” Tafel said, a wry smile appearing on her lips. “They wanted to explore the outside world more and wouldn’t let me return.” 
 
    “That’s not true!” 
 
    “Not true at all!” 
 
    “We wanted to come back to see you, but she wouldn’t let us.” 
 
    “It’s her fault.” 
 
    “We love you, Momma. Why would we want to stay away from you?” 
 
    Tafel’s mouth fell open at the baby phoenixes’ blatant betrayal. “Y-you guys!” she said and glanced at the matriarch, who was glaring at her. “I’m being bullied by your children. I swear I wanted to come back before they did.” 
 
    “Nuh-uh!” 
 
    “If you’re going to blame us, we’re going to blame you!” 
 
    The phoenixes nodded in agreement, separating from Tafel while moving closer to their mother. Emile looked at the phoenixes before turning his gaze onto Tafel. He shrugged. “Sorry,” he said and hopped over to his brothers’ and sisters’ sides. “I missed you, Mom.” 
 
    The phoenix matriarch sighed and patted Tafel’s drooping head with her wing. “Don’t worry,” she said. “I believe you. I know these brats are troublemakers through and through.” 
 
    Tafel exhaled. “I’m glad,” she said. “I’m also glad you managed to stay safe. What happened?” 
 
    “About that…,” the phoenix matriarch said, her expression turning odd. She rubbed her beak a few times with her wing while staring at Tafel. “Why didn’t you tell me your husband was a dragon?” 
 
    Tafel blinked. “Huh?” She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Don’t tell me you met him….” 
 
    The matriarch nodded. “He’s very strong,” she said. “Very, very strong.” She paused and tilted her head. “But weak to alcohol.” 
 
    “You fought him?” Tafel asked. She bit her lower lip. “And drank with him? Can you explain things clearly, please?” 
 
    “The ice dragon I encountered that could use gravity magic,” the matriarch said and narrowed her eyes at Tafel, “turned out to be your husband.” 
 
    “But how?” Tafel asked, furrowing her brow. “He can’t turn into a dragon.” 
 
    The matriarch stared at Tafel. She fidgeted underneath the phoenix’s gaze, but the matriarch maintained her silence. 
 
    “He can turn into a dragon…?” Tafel asked in a small voice. 
 
    The matriarch nodded. 
 
    Tafel sighed. “Goddammit.” 
 
    “So you didn’t know,” the matriarch said. “Well, he told me to leave you a message for when you returned.” She blinked at Tafel, who was crouching and holding her horns. “Are you ready to hear it or do you need a moment?” 
 
    “A moment, please,” Tafel said and closed her eyes. She inhaled through her nose and exhaled out her mouth, causing Emile’s feathers to ruffle. Tafel opened her eyes and stood up with a nod. “I’m ready now.” 
 
    “Vur told me to tell you to go to the dwarven capital. He’ll be waiting for you there with Auntie,” the matriarch said. “I assume you know who Auntie is because he didn’t give me a name.” 
 
    “Yeah, I do,” Tafel said and nodded. “But what is he doing in the dwarven capital?” 
 
    “He’s the dwarf king,” the matriarch said. “Why wouldn’t he be in the dwarven capital?” 
 
    “He’s the what king?” Tafel asked, eyes widening. 
 
    “Dwarf. Dwarf king. Ruler of the dwarves.” 
 
    “How!?” Tafel shouted. “I separated from him two months ago and he’s suddenly a fully grown dragon who’s ruling over the dwarves? What the heck!? I know I told him to make a name for himself if we ever separated, but this….” She chewed her lower lip and stared at the ground. A second later, her eyes narrowed as she raised her head. “You said there was a holy dragon with him when he first attacked you. Was it a male or female?” 
 
    The matriarch chuckled. “She was a female,” she said. “And she had some interesting things to say. Like how Vur was her future mate and she was going to fight you for him.” 
 
    The expression on Tafel’s face disappeared. “What the fu—” 
 
    “What!?” Emile asked. “Tafel has to fight a dragon?” He blinked a few times before staring at Tafel. “Good luck, baby sis. If I had any friends, I’d’ve set you up with them after your inevitable break up, but I don’t. Sorry.” 
 
    “I’m going to cry,” Tafel said as she crouched and buried her face in her hands. “I have to fend off a dragon?” 
 
    “Don’t forget that you’re a phoenix now,” the matriarch said, patting Tafel’s back with her wing. “Maybe you’d win if Vur lent you his fire elemental. She’s close to being an elemental ruler.” 
 
    Tafel raised her head, a dark expression on her face. “His what?” 
 
    The phoenix matriarch tilted her head to the side and rubbed it with her wing. “How do you know so little about your own husband?” she asked. “He’s an elementalist with two top-tier elementals bound to him.” 
 
    Tafel sighed. “But you managed to beat him in a fight, right? That means there’s still hope for me since I have your imprint.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” the matriarch said and sighed in return. “Today is just not your day.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You’re sure this is going to work?” Alice asked while pursing her lips and staring across a bridge at a towering fortress wall. “No, why am I even asking that? What I meant to ask was, why am I doing this?” She turned her head and glared at the grinning skeleton standing beside her. Behind them, trees casted shadows on a massive army of skeletons, all of them standing silently behind the two. 
 
    “Because you love”—Alice punched Mr. Skelly’s head off—“me.” But he finished his sentence anyway since his voice didn’t come from his mouth. A new skull sprouted out of thin air while his old one disappeared. He chuckled before patting Alice’s shoulder. “Don’t worry; it’ll be easy. Just follow the script and everything will all go according to plan.” 
 
    “You know,” Alice said with a frown, “all plans go awry the moment they start. What do I do if they go off script?” 
 
    “Improv!” Mr. Skelly said and raised both his hands into the air. “Let’s begin.” The other skeletons standing behind the duo raised their swords and shields while cheering. A few fairies flew into the air and casted illusion spells, turning the armored army of skeletons into a group of well-dressed human nobles wearing fancy silk clothes. 
 
    Alice sucked in her breath when she saw Mr. Skelly’s new appearance. She pursed her lips before shaking her head. He’s a skeleton. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Mr. Skelly asked, raising an eyebrow. He stroked his jaw before smiling, causing Alice to turn her head away. “Don’t forget, you’re the star of the show. Ready?” Before Alice could reply, Mr. Skelly raised one hand. “Forward march!” 
 
    The group left the cover of the trees. Moments later, a fire was lighted on the fortress walls and smoke rose into the air. The heads of dozens of dwarves popped up from over the wall, gawking at the small army approaching them. Mr. Skelly acted as if he hadn’t seen the cannons rolling into place, marching along at a steady pace. 
 
    “Halt!” a dwarf shouted from atop the fortress. A cone was placed by his mouth that amplified his voice. “Who goes there? Take one step further and we’ll blow you to bits!” 
 
    “Men!” Mr. Skelly shouted, pulling an object from out behind his back. 
 
    “Leader!” the army shouted back. Dozens of white bamboo poles rose into the air. 
 
    “Ahoy!” Mr. Skelly shouted, waving his arm. “The war is over! Our leaders have made peace! We’ve brought meat and ale!” According to Alice, white bamboo was the universal sign of surrender since the continent didn’t use flags. Mr. Skelly took a step forward, and the ground ahead of him promptly exploded as a bullet entered it. 
 
    “I said halt!” the dwarf with the cone shouted back. “I haven’t heard anything about the war ending.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly tilted his head. “What do you mean? When was the last time you had contact with your headquarters?” he asked. “The war ended yesterday just before midnight.” 
 
    “So what?” the dwarf asked. “The war ends, and you come here with an army saying you have food and drink? Do you think I’m stupid?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly frowned before patting Alice’s back. “Your turn.” 
 
    Alice glared at the handsome appearance Mr. Skelly took on before taking a step forward towards the bridge. She raised a white bamboo pole into the air. “My name is Alice Lowenherz. You might know me as the Lion of the East.” 
 
    “The berserk librarian?” the dwarf asked. 
 
    “Why is it that title!?” Alice shouted, throwing the bamboo pole against the ground. She closed her eyes and exhaled before picking up the pole and raising it back into the air. “Yes. The berserk librarian. May I know who’s in charge of this fortress?” 
 
    “The leader is me, Mr. Vice-General Sir Captain Poppy,” the dwarf with the cone said. “But you can call me Mr. Vice-General Sir Captain Poppy the Bull Eater and Deer Hunter’s firstborn son for short.” 
 
    Alice’s expression darkened. “Can I just call you Poppy?” 
 
    “You may call me what I told you to call me!” Poppy bellowed. “Men, ready the cannons!” 
 
    “Alright, Vice-General Sir Captain Poppy,” Alice said. “I’ve come—” 
 
    “You forgot to say mister and the bit about my lineage,” Poppy said. He turned his head to the side and asked the dwarves who were loading the cannons, “Aren’t they ready yet!?” 
 
    “What are you doing, Alice?” Mr. Skelly whispered. “I didn’t realize your improv skills were this bad. They’re going to shoot at us at this rate.” 
 
    “Goddammit, don’t criticize me when I’m doing you a favor!” Alice said and stomped her foot. She glared at the dwarf on the fortress wall. “Mr. Vice-General Sir Captain Poppy the Bull Eater and Deer Hunter’s firstborn son! As an SSS-ranked adventurer and a guild master, my words should hold some weight, no? Even the emperor listens to my words.” 
 
    “What are you getting at, berserk librarian?” Poppy asked with a frown. “I don’t give two snots about your emperor. He has to listen to my words as well.” 
 
    “I swear on my title of berserk librarian that the war is truly over,” Alice said. “We do mean to make amends for our wrongful actions, which is why we’re extending our hands and gifting you meat and drink. If I’m lying, I will never refer to myself as the berserk librarian again!” 
 
    “I think we can trust her,” one of the dwarves standing by Poppy said. “She’s someone with integrity. I know you’re a secret admirer of hers and you just wanted to hear her say your name, Vice-General Sir Captain.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Poppy asked and drew his head back. He blinked and furrowed his brow. “You didn’t rummage through my stuff, did you?” 
 
    “Of course not, Vice-General Captain Sir,” the dwarf said while saluting. “A week ago, HQ did tell us not to worry. Perhaps we really did make peace last night. With the berserk librarian coming here personally to give us gifts while bearing white bamboo poles, it’s safe to assume they aren’t here to take over the city. Look, none of them have weapons either. They aren’t dressed for war.” 
 
    Poppy squinted at the group in the distance before grunting. “I suppose you’re right. Do you think the berserk librarian will give me an autograph if I ask for one?” 
 
    “I’m sure she will, Vice-General Sir Captain.” 
 
    “Open the gates!” Poppy shouted. “We’ve made peace with the humans and they’ve come bearing gifts!” 
 
    The dwarf beside Poppy grinned, showing his teeth like a skeleton. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Your Gloriousness!” a dwarf burst through a pair of double doors and panted as he placed his hands on his knees. “Your Gloriousness! Urgent news!” 
 
    “What is it?” Vur asked, dropping the penguin in his lap onto the floor beside him. It squawked and ran into the corner of the room, covering its head with its wings. Its bare butt trembled as it shivered, its talons clacking against the tile. Vur deposited the feathers he was holding into a bag and dusted off his hands. 
 
    The dwarf looked at Vur, then at the trembling penguin before clearing his throat. “Poppy lost the fortress he was holding,” the dwarf said and lowered his head. 
 
    Vur tilted his head and furrowed his brow. “Who was Poppy again? Why do all of your names end with a Y? It’s too difficult to remember. I declare all dwarves shall drop the Y in their names. Poppy will now be referred to as Popp. Moony will now be referred to as Moon. Zappy will now be referred to as Zapp. E will … stay as E.” 
 
    The dwarf hung his head. “Our names have been shortened even further,” he muttered. His eyes widened as he remembered what he was there to do. “Ah! Poppy—err, Popp was the holder of the fortress by the human territory near the mountains.” 
 
    Vur frowned as he pulled out a map from underneath his butt. He opened it and spread it out on the floor in front of him. “Which fortress did he lose?” Vur asked, raising an eyebrow. “The one near the mountains?” 
 
    The dwarf cleared his throat and scratched his neck while shifting his weight from foot to foot. His face contorted as his voice lowered. “Popp was in charge of the fortress that you, err, specifically told us we couldn’t lose no matter what under any circumstance at all even if the world were to end and the grim reaper offered to trade our lives for the fortress.” 
 
    Vur frowned and crumpled up the map, throwing it over his shoulder. It hit the penguin on its head, causing it to cry out, but Vur ignored it and glared at the dwarf in front of him. “You lost it even after what I said?” he asked. “How?” 
 
    “We, we’re not sure,” the dwarf whispered. “All communications were cut off yesterday. We haven’t received any responses to our messages, and our scouts say the fortress looks like it’s been abandoned. There’s no lights or movements or sound coming from it. They, they say it’s like all the residents were spirited away. Even the gate and windows are wide open. One of our scouts went inside, and … he was too scared by the atmosphere that he left. Unfinished meals were still left on the tables, but there were no signs of any struggles. Opened books and incomplete homework were found in the children’s rooms, and the stoves still had food being cooked with no one watching them.” 
 
    “Large-scale teleportation?” Vur asked. “That’s not very fair.” 
 
    “There were no traces of magic,” the dwarf said, biting his lower lip. “The men are scared. What kind of supernatural force are we fighting against?” 
 
    Vur snorted. “Refill the fortress,” he said. “If this happens again, let me know. I’ll go check it out myself if it does.” 
 
    “You’re not afraid of ghosts, Your Gloriousness?” the dwarf asked, eyes widening. 
 
    Vur raised an eyebrow. “Ghosts? I’ve eaten one. They’re not very tasty though—like bland noodles.” He waved a hand. “Go get people to refill the fortress and bring me a feathered penguin.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Gloriousness,” the dwarf said and saluted. He trotted out of the room and muttered to himself, “Are there any un-feathered penguins?” As he turned a corner, a cheeping sound caught his attention. He opened a closet door, and a group of naked, pink penguins greeted his eyes, their shriveled bodies huddled together for warmth. He stared at them before closing the door and scratching his head. “Huh. I guess there are.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Why did we leave?” Alice asked, furrowing her brow at the skeleton army. Somehow, the small group that she had led before swelled into a massive flood of undead. All of them were working together to carry enough dwarves to fill a fortress. Just a day ago, those dwarves were, in fact, filling a fortress. “That spot was a perfect location for defense. They’re not going to fall for a fake end of war tactic again.” 
 
    “Says who?” Mr. Skelly asked. “Only these fellows know about that strategy. I’m sure we can hit two or three more fortresses before the dwarves start catching on. For genius inventors, they’re not very wise.” He chuckled. “Besides, do you really think we left without doing anything to the fortress?” 
 
    “Didn’t you?” Alice asked. “I didn’t see any of you doing anything odd.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly clacked his teeth together. “You should learn to pay more attention,” he said. “Some people could steal your shoes from right underneath you and you wouldn’t even notice.” 
 
    Alice snorted and rolled her eyes. “What a load of baloney. Were you not confident in holding the fortress? Is that it? I know you skeletons run on those blue stones, so it really is possible for them to siege you.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly sighed and shook his head. “You’re still so wet behind the ears,” he said. “Sometimes, to take two steps forward, you have to take one step back. Haven’t you noticed the direction we’re traveling in?” 
 
    “The direction?” Alice asked and raised her head. “We’re going east.” She paused. “Wait. Why are we going deeper into dwarf territory? I thought we were retreating?” 
 
    “When I tell my men to retreat, I just mean for them to leave the vicinity we’re engaged in,” Mr. Skelly said. “Retreat doesn’t mean return to our base. Look, the fish has taken the bait.” He pointed off into the distance. “Fairies, camouflage!” 
 
    Alice frowned as a group of dwarves appeared on the horizon, marching towards the fortress the skeletons had abandoned earlier. A wall of mist appeared in front of her face, blurring out the approaching dwarves, as the fairies set about hiding the group. When the dwarves were within shouting distance, Mr. Skelly raised his hand into the air and closed it into a fist. The skeletons moved in unison, approaching the dwarves’ army from the side. At the very end of the group, there was a dwarf riding a pony with a musket on his lap. Mr. Skelly leaned forward and grabbed the dwarf, covering his mouth with his hand, and pulled him into the mist. 
 
    “Hey,” a dwarf said as he turned his head to the right. “Did you tap my shoulder?” 
 
    “No,” his buddy said and raised an eyebrow. “Maybe it was Jacky pulling a prank.” 
 
    “Jacky?” the dwarf asked, turning his head to the left. No one was there. “Dude, we’re following military protocols right now. Get out here and stop playing around.” He turned his head back to his first companion, but he had disappeared as well. The dwarf stopped marching and looked behind himself. A grinning skull stared him in the face. Before he could scream, a rag was shoved into his mouth and his body was engulfed by a light mist, disappearing from view. 
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    “Your Gloriousness!” The same dwarf from last time burst through a pair of double doors and panted as he placed his hands on his knees, taking the same posture as before. “Your Gloriousness! Terrible news!” 
 
    Vur lowered his mortar and pestle, placing it beside a pile of penguin feathers. “What is it?” he asked with a frown. “Don’t tell me you lost another fortress.” 
 
    “No, we didn’t,” the dwarf said as he straightened his back. He took in a deep breath through his nose before exhaling through his mouth. “The reinforcements we sent to Popp’s fortress…, they completely vanished! There weren’t even any signs of a struggle! They entered a valley but never came out, and distress flares weren’t sent up. Some supernatural phenomenon is taking place! Our men are being whisked away without a sound; their corpses aren’t even left behind.” 
 
    Vur’s frown deepened. 
 
    “I know what’s happening,” Sheryl said as she appeared on Vur’s shoulder. Instead of her usual formless fireball appearance, she took the shape of a phoenix with a pair of arms sticking out of her back behind her wings. “It’s definitely Zilphy. She’s a prankster.” 
 
    “Zilphy! That’s right!” the dwarf said, smacking his palm with his fist. “How come we didn’t think of her? She hasn’t been active recently, but she’s terrorized our cities for the past thirty years.” 
 
    “Didn’t I declare that names shall no longer have a Y at the end?” Vur asked while furrowing his brow. The dwarf gulped and opened his mouth to speak but closed it and hung his head. 
 
    “Zilphy’s a wind elemental,” Sheryl said, saving the dwarf. “She doesn’t fall under dwarven jurisdiction. How strong is she, Deedee? You know her best.” 
 
    “How many times must I request to not be called Deedee?” Diamant asked with a sigh. A blob of brown light appeared by Vur’s forearm, bobbing up and down as if it were being rocked by waves. “Zilphy is officially a gust elemental, but even tornado elementals recognize her as their leader. She refuses to evolve because it’d be easier for people to notice her, and all her hobbies depend on her not being noticed.” 
 
    “She’s a pervert?” Stella asked as her head popped out of Vur’s chest. She yawned and clapped her hand over her mouth a few times before blinking twice. “It’s decided then, Vur won’t contract her. I don’t need wind in my world anyway.” 
 
    “No, Zilphy’s not a pervert,” Diamant said. He paused. “Actually, she may be, but I wouldn’t know. But the hobbies of hers that I do know include stealing things, playing pranks, and eavesdropping and spreading rumors.” 
 
    “She sounds like a fairy,” Stella said. “I don’t like her.” 
 
    “But you’re a fairy,” Sheryl said, tilting her head. 
 
    Stella puffed her chest out as she flew into Vur’s hair. “Exactly. One of me is enough.” 
 
    “But you don’t steal things, spread rumors, or play pranks,” Vur said, rolling his eyes up to look at Stella. 
 
    Stella coughed and averted her gaze. “Anyway, like I was saying, don’t contract with Zilphy. Beat her up for messing with your army, but don’t contract her, got it?” 
 
    “Do you steal things?” Vur asked and scratched his head. 
 
    Stella coughed again. “If I stole something, where would I even put it?” A dry laugh escaped from her mouth. “Ah, look at the time. So sleepy. Good night.” She dissolved into motes of purple light that disappeared into Vur’s head. 
 
    Vur blinked and looked at Sheryl. “What did she steal?” 
 
    Sheryl shrugged. “Something small probably,” she said. “Fairies can’t steal large objects. Maybe a coin?” 
 
    Vur grunted. “Probably not important,” he said with a nod. He glanced at Diamant. “Do you know where Zilphy is? I don’t like third parties interfering in my games.” 
 
    “War is not a game, Your Gloriousness…,” the dwarf said. 
 
    Vur ignored him and prodded Diamant. The earth elemental sighed. “I know her favorite spots, yes,” he said. “She and I have a … complicated relationship. When I was still clan master, I was rich. And Zilphy’s a thief. It’s not a surprise we ran into each other a lot. It always ended with me chasing after her though.” 
 
    Vur nodded. “Then we’ll find her and force her to stop messing with the dwarves,” he said and turned towards the dwarf. “Reinforce the fortress again. Even if Zilphy takes our soldiers away, I’ll make her return them.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mr. Skelly sighed as he looked at the report in his hand. The skeletons had captured over five hundred dwarves in the span of four days. The logistics of settling them down was giving him a headache. “If only the mistress were here to deal with the technical stuff,” he said and sighed again, flipping the report back to the first page. 
 
    Alice tensed for a second before relaxing. “Mistress?” she asked, raising an eyebrow at the skeleton sitting across from her. They had relocated back to the fortress, deciding to settle down after dealing with the first wave of reinforcements. “What mistress?” 
 
    “The mistress,” Mr. Skelly said, placing the papers onto the desk between him and Alice. “The one who gives us life after death, our lord and resurrector, Lindyss the Corrupted One.” 
 
    “So mistress is a title,” Alice said with a nod. She exhaled and leaned back in her seat, then frowned as she wrinkled her brow. Why did she even care? She shook her head. “Then she’s the head of your weird religion, right? What’s she like?” 
 
    “It’s not nice to call other people’s religions weird,” Mr. Skelly said, causing Alice to roll her eyes. “The mistress….” He rubbed his jaw and squinted his eye sockets. “The mistress’ hobbies include knitting, ruling kingdoms, and spoiling Vur. She’s cruel to her enemies and … even crueler to her friends. The fairy friends, at least. She’s nice to Grimmoldesser, but that’s because it’s hard to be cruel to a dragon—because death.” Mr. Skelly nodded. “She’s a good person if you look past the fact she’s evil.” 
 
    Alice pursed her lips. “What kind of description is that? How can a good person be evil?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly scratched his head. “She’ll sacrifice thousands of people to help those close to her,” he said and nodded. “Sacrificing people is evil, but she’ll do it for a good cause. It’s like that.” 
 
    “She sounds insane,” Alice said with a frown. “I hope I never meet her.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lindyss groaned as she stood up and stretched her arms above her head. She yawned, closing her eyes in the process, and arched her back. She dusted off the back of her pants while staring at the mountain of books beside her. “Well, it seems like I’m finally done here,” she said with a nod. “I haven’t been outside in a while.” 
 
    “Really?” Erin asked as her torso bolted upright. She stood up and leapt into the air, hovering near Lindyss’ head. “Really, really? You’re finally going to leave the library? It’s not going to be like the last time you said you were done and moved onto a different section instead of leaving?” 
 
    Lindyss narrowed her eyes at Erin. “For someone who complains a lot, you stuck around for quite a while,” she said. “You’re a queen, aren’t you? Go do queen stuff instead of bothering me. How long are you going to follow me for?” 
 
    Erin puffed her chest out and placed her hands on her hips. “I’m free to do whatever I wish. And if I wish to follow you, then there’s nothing you can do about it.” 
 
    Lindyss sighed and shook her head. It wasn’t worth the effort to argue with the tiny queen. She had tried everything she could think of to shoo Erin away, but the fairy ignored it all. Even waking the fairy up by slamming a book on her whenever she fell asleep didn’t work. “I don’t understand you, but whatever,” she said. “As long as you don’t get in my way, I don’t care.” 
 
    “Be more grateful that I’m gracing you with my friendship. I can tell you don’t have many friends,” Erin said with a frown. She flew onto Lindyss’ head, but the cursed elf swatted her off with a swift backhand. Erin shook her fist at Lindyss as she followed her out of the library. “Rude!” 
 
    Lindyss snorted as she walked out the door and winced as the sunlight entered her eyes. She took a step back and retreated into the building, bumping into Erin and knocking her off course. 
 
    “Ack! What the heck are you doing?” Erin asked as she stabilized herself. “You said you were done! I’ll seriously fight you if you try to go back on your words.” 
 
    “It’s too bright out,” Lindyss said with a shrug. “Let’s wait until nighttime.” 
 
    “What are you? A vampire?” Erin asked with a scowl. She flew over to a dwarf in a corner who had a pair of sunglasses propped up on his head. “I’m borrowing these, thanks.” She snatched the sunglasses away from the dwarf before flying back to Lindyss. “Here, use these.” 
 
    Lindyss looked at the fairy carrying the sunglasses that were the same size as her tiny body. “So you’re not completely useless,” Lindyss said and took the sunglasses, ignoring the baffled dwarf in the corner. She put them on and nodded. “These’ll work.” 
 
    Erin shook her fist at Lindyss. “How dare you call me useless? Who translated those parts you didn’t understand, huh?” She prodded Lindyss’ cheek with her finger. “Huh? Who was it, Ms. I Think Mana is Read as Ladder?” 
 
    Lindyss rolled her eyes. “That’s why I said not completely useless. Calm down.” She strolled out of the library and spread her arms out to the side with a smile. “The sun’s warm.” 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    “I wasn’t talking to you,” Lindyss said with a snort. 
 
    Erin pouted “If not me, then who?” 
 
    “Myself. Here, I’ll do it again,” Lindyss said as she turned her head towards the right. “Don’t you think this fairy’s annoying?” She turned her head towards the left. “Yeah, I do. She’s like the clingy type that can’t handle rejection.” Her head turned back towards the right. “Right? I know exactly what you mean.” 
 
    Erin kicked the back of Lindyss’ head. “This is why you don’t have any friends,” she said and crossed her arms over her chest. “But luckily for you, I’m not a petty person and such an immature way of insulting people won’t get to me.” 
 
    Lindyss shook her head before heading down the road that led to the dwarves’ palace. 
 
    “Hey, where are you going?” Erin asked. “What are you going to do now? Find Vur? I have a better idea. Why don’t we go to an amusement park? The dwarves are really good at building strange rides that only have a 20% chance of exploding. There’s things they call rollercoasters, and there’s these giant rotating wheels. It’ll be fun. That’s why they’re called amusement parks and not boring parks.” 
 
    “How about … no,” Lindyss said. The guards at the palace saluted her before stepping aside while opening the gates. “But you can go by yourself. Send me some pictures of your time there. I’ll be with you in spirit.” 
 
    “Why are you such a boring person?” Erin asked with a sigh as she floated behind Lindyss. “You have to smile more, or your face is going to be permanently stuck like that. Learn to enjoy life: dance in some festivals, have a summer fling, roast marshmallows over a bonfire, participate in a race, read a bo—actually, don’t read anything. Do something interesting. If you don’t want to go to an amusement park, we can always go to the zoo. Or the aquarium. Or even the museum of mushrooms. I heard they found a new mushroom that makes people laugh uncontrollably when they eat it.” 
 
    Erin sighed again as Lindyss ignored her, marching down the hall and up a flight of stairs. “Hey, E,” Lindyss said, kicking open the door to a small room. “I need the keys to your dungeons.” 
 
    E groaned as Lindyss yanked open his curtains, letting sunlight stream into the room. “Dungeons?” he asked. “What dungeons? And close the shades. I can’t laze about properly if there’s sunlight.” 
 
    “You’re not even sleeping,” Erin said, staring at the dwarf who was lying on a bed. He had a tray with a half-eaten meal on his lap. 
 
    “The sunlight burns my eyes,” E said as he rubbed his face. 
 
    “You’re both stupid,” Erin said, glaring at Lindyss, who adjusted her sunglasses. 
 
    E yawned before clapping his hands. A set of armor appeared beside him and rummaged through a trunk by his bed. It pulled out a key before handing it to E. He looked at the key and nodded before tossing it to Lindyss. “Master key to everything. I don’t know what dungeon you want to see, but this should open all of them.” He tossed the tray off his lap and lay back on his bed, staring at the ceiling while sighing with a smile on his face. “It feels good to have no responsibilities. Vur promised me you’d take care of my kingdom.” 
 
    Lindyss glanced at the key before frowning at E. “What are you going to do now that you have no responsibilities? Sleep all day?” 
 
    “Sleep?” E asked, raising an eyebrow as he sat up. “Don’t be silly. A real slacker never sleeps. Sleep takes up so much time that can be spent slacking off. How am I supposed to accomplish doing nothing if I sleep all day?” 
 
    “So sleeping counts as doing something,” Lindyss said, her expression blank. 
 
    “Correct,” E said. “You have to be awake to relish the time you’re wasting.” 
 
    “I’ve seen plants with more motivation than you,” Lindyss said. 
 
    “Hey, did you come here to criticize me, or did you come here for that key?” E asked with a scowl. “I gave you what you wanted, so if you could kindly let me slack off now, I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    Lindyss nodded before closing the curtains and leaving the room. “At least he’s dedicated to his hobby,” she said after closing the door. “But how did he manage to run a kingdom with a personality like that?” 
 
    “That’s just the way he is,” Erin said. “Efficient at everything so he could have more time to do nothing. And what do you need keys to the dungeons for? Dungeons are boring places filled with misery and suffering. You shouldn’t go there.” 
 
    “Where else am I supposed to find sacrifices that no one will care about?” Lindyss asked, rolling her eyes. “Dungeons are perfect.” 
 
    “Hey…,” Erin said and squinted. “You said the human sacrifice thing was a joke.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Lindyss said, waving her hand dismissively. “Just joking. Now, where’s my sacrificial knife? Oh, here it is.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Is this the place?” Tafel muttered to herself. “It should be, right? With all the guards and fancy buildings, this definitely has to be the palace.” She nodded and took a step forward, nudging Emile out of the way. He squawked and flapped his wings before glaring at Tafel. 
 
    Tafel rolled her eyes at him. “Didn’t I tell you to stop sitting on my feet?” 
 
    “But they’re comfy!” Emile said and jutted out his beak. Then he glanced around at the dwarves milling about. “Why are we here?” 
 
    “To see my husband,” Tafel said. She approached the gate of the palace, and two dwarven guards stepped forward to intercept her. 
 
    “Halt. State your business, stranger.” 
 
    “I’m here to see Vur,” Tafel said. “He told me he’d be waiting for me here.” 
 
    The guards frowned. “Vur? His Gloriousness?” 
 
    “His whatness?” Tafel asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “My brother-in-law sounds very narcissistic,” Emile whispered to Tafel, cupping his wing over his beak. He flew up onto her shoulder and preened himself. “He suits you.” 
 
    “How does a narcissist suit me!?” Tafel asked, her head turning towards Emile so fast that her hair whipped him across the chest. “What part of me matches a narcissist?” 
 
    Emile coughed and looked away. “Well, I mean, you spend so much time putting stuff on your face to try to look prettier,” he said. “If it’s not because you love looking at yourself, then why do you do it?” 
 
    Tafel pinched Emile’s wings and spread them apart as she held him up in front of herself. “What do you mean try, huh?” she asked, narrowing her eyes. “And putting on makeup is a very normal thing to do. Almost all women do it!” 
 
    Emile tilted his head. “Almost all women are narcissists?” 
 
    “You’re coming to the wrong conclusions!” Tafel said with a snort. A ball of lava formed in the space between her and the baby phoenix. “You were much cuter when you used four-word sentences to communicate. Drink your lava like a good boy and reflect on your actions.” 
 
    Emile drank the lava while the two dwarven guards stared on with baffled expressions. One of the guards whispered to the other, “She really might be looking for His Gloriousness. Didn’t he say his wife might come visit? And isn’t she just as barbaric as he is?” 
 
    Tafel’s eye twitched. “If you’re going to gossip about someone, make sure she can’t hear you first.” 
 
    “Y-yes!” the dwarf said and saluted. “I’m also sorry to inform you, but His Gloriousness is currently not available. He went on a journey to find Zilphy, the leader of the wind elementals.” 
 
    Tafel furrowed her brow. “How about Lindyss?” she asked. “She was supposed to be here as well.” 
 
    “His Gloriousness’ aunt?” the dwarf asked and frowned. “I think I saw her leave yesterday. She was going to one of our dungeons with Erin.” 
 
    Tafel scratched her head. “Then they’re both not here? Do you have Zilphy’s location?” she asked. “Or Vur’s.” 
 
    “No,” the dwarf said. “Zilphy is difficult to track down, so His Gloriousness is searching all the likely places she’d be. It shouldn’t take long, maybe three weeks at most. Why not wait here for now?” 
 
    Tafel sighed. “How about Lindyss then? Do you know which dungeon she went to?” 
 
    “That, I do know,” the dwarf said with a nod. “She’s currently at the Abyssal Alley of Alliance-breaking Anti-Allies.” 
 
    Tafel and Emile blinked at the dwarf. “Right,” Tafel said. “And which way is that? Do you have a map?” 
 
    “I’ll get one for you right away,” the dwarf said and gestured for his companion to go inside the palace. “But can you prove your relationship with our king? If we sent an enemy after his aunt, even if we were tricked, we’d be executed.” 
 
    Tafel bit her lower lip. “Proof….” 
 
    “Anything,” the dwarf said and furrowed his brow. “A matching wedding ring perhaps.” 
 
    “Our rings weren’t teleported with us when we came to this continent,” Tafel said and sighed. Her eyes glinted. “How about matching suits of armor?” She lifted her shirt, revealing the blue leviathan-scale armor the fishmen had crafted for her. “Does that work?” 
 
    “Uh, His Gloriousness doesn’t wear armor,” the dwarf said and scratched his head. “Or a shirt, for that matter.” 
 
    Tafel’s expression darkened. “Didn’t he tell you some way to identify me?” 
 
    “His Gloriousness is not that responsible,” the dwarf said, lowering his head. “We were given no way to identify you.” He raised his head. “Ah! E might know. I’ll ask him.” Before he could leave his post, the guard that had went to fetch the map returned. With a silver dragon in tow. 
 
    “This is the person claiming to be Vur’s mate?” Lulu asked, a grin on her face. 
 
    Tafel retreated a step, the hairs on the back of her neck stiffening. A chill ran down her spine as Lulu leaned forward, her neck extending towards Tafel. Lulu’s nostrils flared as she sniffed Tafel before frowning. “Are you sure, dwarf?” Lulu asked, looking at the trembling guard. “She smells like a phoenix. Dragons and phoenixes don’t mix well.” 
 
    “S-she said she was,” the dwarf with the map said. The map dropped to the ground as his hands stopped working, his whole body freezing under Lulu’s scrutiny. 
 
    Tafel crept forward and picked up the map while holding her breath, careful to avoid drawing Lulu’s attention. 
 
    “So, little phoenix person?” Lulu asked, turning her gaze onto Tafel. “What do you have to say for yourself? Are you Vur’s mate or not?” 
 
    Tafel stuck her chest out, her knees trembling. “That’s right,” she said through gritted teeth. “I’m Vur’s wife!” 
 
    Lulu’s eyes narrowed as she chuckled, taking a step forward. “Vur’s a very fine dragon, you know? I’ve set my eyes on him,” she said. “So fight me for him.” 
 
    “Vur’s not property we can fight for,” Tafel said, biting her lower lip. A bead of sweat rolled down her back. “Vur chose me as his wife. It was his decision, and even if you beat me in a fight, it won’t change the fact that he loves me.” She took a step forward. “B-besides, his parents also approve of me. They’ll definitely fight you if something happens to me.” 
 
    “It seems like you don’t understand how dragon customs work,” Lulu said, standing on her hind legs. Silver flames leaked out of the corners of her mouth. “We don’t fight with words. We—” 
 
    Tafel’s horns glowed silver. “Ah! It’s Vur,” she said, turning her whole body to the side. 
 
    Lulu blinked and turned her head, following Tafel’s gaze. There was nothing on the horizon. She squinted and shielded her eyes from the sun, but she still couldn’t see anything. Her head turned back towards Tafel, but the demon was gone. Lulu blinked, the flames in her mouth dispersing. “Uh, where’d she go?” 
 
    “S-she teleported away while you weren’t looking,” one of the guards said. 
 
    Lulu stared at the space Tafel had occupied. “The heck? How rude. Well, if I stick around Vur long enough, I’m bound to meet her again.” She scratched her head as she lumbered back towards the palace. “But why did Vur fall for someone so weak?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “We’re here,” Lindyss said, stepping on the brakes, causing the car to screech to a stop while leaving behind black streaks on the road. A few dwarves turned their heads at the sound, but Lindyss ignored them as she hopped out of her seat and onto the ground. She looked behind herself and frowned at the fairy sitting in the passenger seat. “What? Not going to get out?” 
 
    “You call that driving!?” Erin shouted. “I’m tiny; I can fly; I’m most likely not going to be injured in a car crash, but I nearly pooped myself because of you!” 
 
    “If you died, you would’ve came back from your flower anyway,” Lindyss said and rolled her eyes. She squinted at the dwarven prison. “What’s there to be scared of?” 
 
    “Dying is unpleasant!” Erin said, stamping her feet on the seat. She huffed and flew into the air, leaving the car. She frowned and looked up at the same time as Lindyss. A silver light flashed, and a person fell from the sky, landing on Erin. “Gack! What the potatoes!?” 
 
    “Tafel?” Lindyss asked, raising an eyebrow. “Is that you?” 
 
    “Auntie!” Tafel said, raising her head. She shifted her weight around before furrowing her brow. “What am I sitting on?” 
 
    “A fairy,” Emile said as he arched his back while lowering his head to inspect the pair of tiny legs sticking out from underneath Tafel’s butt. Erin’s legs thrashed up and down. “She’s still alive.” 
 
    Tafel jumped up and stared at the ground. Erin raised her head and glared at Tafel while pointing with her tiny hand. “Polymorph!” 
 
    “Redirect!” Tafel said, waving her hand. The air in front of her shimmered, and Emile squawked as he turned into a pig. Tafel’s face paled as Erin blinked and turned her head to the side. “S-sorry, Emile. You were the first person I saw to redirect the spell towards.” 
 
    “Why not her!?” Emile asked, pointing at Erin with his hoof. 
 
    Erin stared at Emile. “You can talk like that?” Her anger disappeared as she flew up and inspected Emile, tugging on his ears and tail. “Say something else.” 
 
    “Turn me back!” Emile said, snapping at Erin. “I’ll tell my mother!” 
 
    “Didn’t your mother tell you to never bother Erin Koller?” Erin asked, raising an eyebrow as she hovered just out of Emile’s reach. He stood on his hind legs, trying to bite Erin’s legs. 
 
    “It wasn’t even me,” Emile said. “It was her.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Erin said, turning her attention onto Tafel. The demon was talking with Lindyss. A strange expression appeared on Erin’s face as she flew forwards, ignoring the whining pig beneath her. “Who is she? Do you know her? Did you purposely tell her to fall onto me?” 
 
    “This is Vur’s wife, Tafel,” Lindyss said, clapping her hands on Tafel’s shoulders and spinning her around to face the fairy. She pointed at Erin. “That’s an insignificant bug. Feel free to ignore her.” 
 
    “Hey!” Erin said, putting her hands on her hips. “I’m actually Lindyss’ bestest friend.” 
 
    Tafel blinked and raised an eyebrow at Lindyss. “I thought you hated fairies. Does Grimmy know about her? I’m not sure how’d he feel about his bestest friend position being taken away.” 
 
    “Who’s Grimmy?” Erin asked, leaning back and raising her chin into the air. “I’ll show him why I’m a better friend. He can back off that bestest friend position.” 
 
    A crooked smile appeared on Tafel’s face. “He’s—” 
 
    Lindyss covered the demon’s mouth before she could say anything else. “Don’t tell her. I want to see her reaction when she meets him.” 
 
    Tafel pulled Lindyss’ hand down off her mouth. “You’re evil.” 
 
    Lindyss smiled. “Why, thank you. Anyway, what are you doing here? Where’s Vur?” 
 
    “I went to find Vur at the palace, but he’s chasing a wind elemental or something,” Tafel said. She bit her lower lip. “Then … I got challenged by a dragon. A dragon! I distracted her and managed to teleport over to you, but still, what the hell am I supposed to do? How did Vur attract a dragon!?” 
 
    “Mm, by dragon standards, Vur’s a very handsome dragon when he transforms,” Lindyss said with a nod. “Lulu describes him as an eleven out of ten in looks and a twelve out of ten in personality. Ah, Lulu’s the dragon that you met at the palace.” 
 
    “Auntie.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Whose side are you on?” Tafel asked, pursing her lips. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid,” Lindyss said, flicking Tafel’s forehead. “Of course, I’m on yours.” 
 
    Tafel exhaled. She hugged Lindyss, causing the cursed elf to yelp and stiffen. “Thanks, Auntie. You’re the best,” Tafel said. She pulled back and lowered her head. “You wouldn’t happen to, you know, have a way to fight a dragon and win?” 
 
    “Are you stupid?” Erin asked before Lindyss could respond. “You can’t win against a dragon, you fake fairy. Why do you have horns like mine?” 
 
    Tafel squinted at Erin before nodding at Lindyss. “You’re right. She’s an insignificant bug.” 
 
    “Wow!” Erin said, shaking her fist at Tafel. “If it weren’t for your husband being such a freak, I’d teach you a lesson you wouldn’t forget.” 
 
    Tafel snorted. “I don’t need to hide behind Vur,” she said and glared at Erin. “Try teaching me that lesson.” Her forehead blazed with a blood-red light as her imprint appeared. “I might have to run from a dragon, but I’m more than enough to deal with you.” 
 
    “Oh, a phoenix imprint?” Lindyss asked, raising an eyebrow. “Not bad, squirt.” 
 
    Erin’s eye twitched as she retreated back by a foot. She wrinkled her nose at Lindyss. “Why are all the people you know so … violent and aggressive?” 
 
    “Anyone would be violent and aggressive towards an annoying fairy,” Lindyss said and smiled. She patted Tafel’s shoulder. “Keep her occupied here. I have to perform some sacrificial rituals inside of that dungeon.” 
 
    “Huh?” Tafel asked, the light on her forehead dimming. “Sacrificial rituals?” 
 
    “Yeah, Vur wants to increase his mana regeneration,” Lindyss said. “I can make a necklace out of souls to help him with that. He needs all the help he can get. I have a feeling he won’t get along very well with the dragon matriarch of this land; they’re probably going to fight.” 
 
    “You said the human sacrifice was a joke!” Erin shouted. 
 
    Lindyss raised an eyebrow. “Did I say something that made you think I wasn’t joking? Calm down. It’s just a prank to rile you up.” She patted Tafel’s shoulder again. “Anyway, keep her occupied, yeah? Don’t let her enter the dungeon.” 
 
    Tafel and Erin stared at Lindyss’ back as she sauntered into the dwarven dungeon, opening the gates with the key E had given her. Emile made grunting noises as he repeatedly leapt and fell, trying to bite Erin. Erin ignored the jumping pig, turning her attention onto Tafel. “She’s joking, right?” 
 
    “In the twelve years I’ve known her, I’ve never heard her tell a joke,” Tafel said. “But there’s a first time for everything, right?” 
 
    Erin flew towards the dungeon but entered a portal that appeared instead. She reappeared back in front of Tafel and frowned. “The heck?” 
 
    Tafel shrugged. “Auntie didn’t want you entering the dungeon, so why don’t you play with me for a bit?” 
 
    Erin narrowed her eyes. “Sure, I’ll play with you.” 
 
    “Great,” Tafel said and sat down. “I have cards, a few board games, and golem chess. Which one do you pick?” 
 
    “H-huh?” Erin asked. She scratched her head. “Um, cards, I guess?” 
 
    “Alright,” Tafel said and patted the ground beside her. A set of cards appeared in her hand. “Emile, come here and stop trying to eat her. We’re going to play cards.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 31 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vur stepped inside of a cave, using both his arms to shield his face from the raging wind blowing from within. He had climbed a mountain, traversed narrow roads with tiny bridges leading over massive valleys, and even saved a goat from falling to its death before arriving at one of Zilphy’s favorite spots. 
 
    “This is the place,” Diamant said as he took the shape of a blob of brown light in front of Vur. 
 
    “Obviously,” Sheryl said from the runes on Vur’s shoulder. “Just look at this place. So windy.” 
 
    “Remember, Vur,” Stella said from within Vur’s chest. “Don’t contract with Zilphy! Don’t contract with any wind elemental, got that? They’re too carefree, and they’ll definitely mess up the world I made inside your soul.” After a pause, Stella grunted and muttered, “Well, I can always feed her to the dragon even if you do make a contract with her.” 
 
    “Relax,” Vur said and patted his chest. “I know what to do.” He took in a deep breath and lowered his arms while straightening his back. The wind blew past him without affecting him as he walked deeper into the cave. “Is she home?” 
 
    “Zilphy, are you here?” Diamant asked, his voice echoing over the roaring of the wind. “It’s Diamant.” 
 
    There was no response, causing Vur to frown. He held his palm out, summoning a ball of light above his hand, illuminating the cave. He walked deeper in, following the source of the wind at every fork in the path. After a few minutes of traveling, he arrived at a cavern with a pool of blue liquid in the center. In the pool, a green rock with arms was humming while scrubbing itself with a loofah. 
 
    Vur stood at the entrance to the cavern, staring at the rock. Diamant’s brown light took on a shade of pink before retreating back into the runes on Vur’s arm. The runes faded to the point where they weren’t visible. “I never saw this scene,” Diamant whispered. “Understood? I will forever deny seeing this. Even if everyone in the world said I saw it, I will firmly deny it.” 
 
    Vur glanced at the faded runes on his arm. Then his gaze went back to the bathing rock. “So you like rocks,” Vur said with a nod. “Makes sense.” 
 
    “Who’s there!?” the green rock shouted as it turned around. Its eyes, which were made of pearls, widened as its mouth, the jagged crack beneath its eyes, split open. An ear-piercing scream echoed through the cavern, causing the wind surging around Vur to pick up. Vur dug his legs into the ground and hunched forward to prevent himself from being blown away. “Pervert! Scoundrel! Die a painful death!” 
 
    Blades of wind crashed against Vur, but they didn’t even split his skin. He raised an eyebrow, pinching his stomach where the wind blades had hit him. “My skin became tougher?” 
 
    “Probably because of your contract with Deedee,” Sheryl said. 
 
    “Oh,” Vur said with a nod, ignoring the screeching green rock in the pool. “Then what do you give me?” 
 
    “More vigor!” Sheryl said, a trace of pride in her voice. 
 
    “More vigor?” Vur asked. “Like stamina?” 
 
    Sheryl chuckled. “Yes, like stamina,” she said. “It’s especially noticeable in nighttime activities! But you haven’t partaken in any, so you haven’t noticed yet.” 
 
    “But I do lots of things at night,” Vur said, furrowing his brow. 
 
    Stella coughed, causing Vur’s tattoo to flash purple. “Why are you more innocent than me, Vur? I’m not even three months old yet.” 
 
    Vur frowned before shaking his head. “Then what would contracting with a wind elemental give me?” 
 
    “Didn’t I tell you not to?” Stella asked. “You don’t even need to know.” 
 
    “Your body becomes faster and lighter,” Sheryl said as she materialized in the air above Vur. She was instantly blown into the cave wall, causing her to yelp. 
 
    “Ah! An elementalist!” the green rock in the pool shouted. “You’re here to contract me, aren’t you? Well, I, Zilphy, the greatest wind elemental to ever exist, refuse! Get lost, pervert!” 
 
    “I don’t understand how I’m a pervert,” Vur said, his frown deepening. “You’re a rock.” 
 
    “Rocks care about their privacy too!” Zilphy said. “That’s why people don’t flip rocks over and look at their undersides.” 
 
    “But I can’t see your undersides,” Vur said. 
 
    “That doesn’t matter,” Zilphy said. “I’m not wearing clothes!” 
 
    “Would you wear clothes outside of the bath?” Sheryl asked as she transformed from a ball of flames to a red rock that could barely withstand the wind in the cave. 
 
    “No,” Zilphy said, the winds weakening. 
 
    “So why does it matter?” Sheryl asked. 
 
    “It’s a matter of principle. Principle! You don’t waltz into someone’s home and watch them bathe.” Zilphy hopped out of the pool and shook herself off before crossing her arms. Her eyes narrowed as her gaze locked onto Vur’s right arm. “Hey. There’s something weird about your arm. Have you come into contact with Diamant recently? And that weird fire elemental smells like Az. No, she’s stronger than Az? It’d make more sense to say Az smells like her.” 
 
    Vur patted his arm. “Deedee, come out.” 
 
    A sigh emerged from Vur’s arm as Diamant appeared on the ground by Vur’s feet in the shape of a small boulder. “It’s been a while, Zilphy.” 
 
    “Diamant!?” Zilphy shouted. “You! Did you see me earlier!?” 
 
    “See what?” Diamant asked. “I was asleep.” 
 
    “Liar!” Zilphy said, pointing at Diamant with a trembling body. “You’re the one who always says the earth never sleeps! You! You, you….” She raised her arms and clutched her head while tilting her face down before screaming. After a few seconds, her screaming stopped and she raised her face to look Diamant in the eyes. Her voice was as hard as iron. “That’s it. Take responsibility and marry me. Right now.” 
 
    “Huh?” Diamant, Sheryl, and Stella asked at the same time. 
 
    “No way, you gold digger,” Diamant said. “You’ve always been after the wealth I’ve amassed.” 
 
    “Shut up! Do you think a wind elemental cares about wealth?” Zilphy asked, glaring at Diamant. 
 
    “Well, a wind elemental certainly wouldn’t care about feelings,” Diamant said, glaring back. 
 
    “They’re perfect for each other,” Vur said and blinked. “It’s decided. Get married.” He lifted Diamant up and tossed him towards Zilphy. “I’m one of the founders of Damnedism. My church will officiate your marriage. Hurry up and kiss.” 
 
    “That’s a … morbid church to be officiated by,” Zilphy said. She shrank back as Vur glared at her. “But I’ll accept!” She tackled Diamant and planted a kiss on his mouth before he could respond. “There! You’re finally mine, you stupid blockhead.” 
 
    Sheryl and Stella stared at the two rocks with blank expressions on their faces. Vur nodded and placed his hands on his hips. “I did a good deed today. Tafel would be proud.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Vur…,” Stella said, drawing out her voice. She sat atop Vur’s head with her arms crossed over her chest. Her eyes narrowed as she lowered her gaze to meet his. “What did I say about contracting a wind elemental?” 
 
    “You said definitely not to do it,” Vur said with a nod. 
 
    “Right, so you heard me,” Stella said. Her head tilted to the side. “So why did you contract with Zilphy?” 
 
    Vur glanced at the green runes on his left arm. Sheryl’s runes were curved and wavy like flames, forming into the shape of a sun. Diamant’s runes were straight and blocky, forming a simple rectangular shape that circled around his forearm. Zilphy’s runes were small and glitter-like, ultimately forming the shape of a five-point star on his bicep. When Vur asked why it was in the shape of a star, Zilphy had said stars were the best, so it was only fitting for the best wind elemental to have a star. 
 
    “So?” Stella asked while pouting and tugging on Vur’s hair. 
 
    Vur scratched his head. “Well…,” he said. He crossed his arms and furrowed his brow. A moment passed. “Because I wanted to.” 
 
    Stella fell forward onto her face, planting her head into Vur’s hair. She sighed and pretended to wipe a tear from her eye. “They grow up so fast,” she said and sniffled. “One moment they’re obedient and listening to you; then the next thing you know, they’re all grown and independent and disregard every one of your suggestions.” She sighed again and shook her head. “Well, that’s okay too. I’ll just feed Zilphy to the dragon.” She dissolved into purple motes of light, entering Vur through his head. 
 
    Vur glanced at Diamant’s runes as he stood up and dusted off the back of his pants. “Are you happy, Deedee?” 
 
    A tired voice came out of his arm. “No.” 
 
    “Wow! Are you saying I don’t make you happy?” Zilphy’s voice came out of the same spot on Vur’s right forearm instead of his left bicep. “Then why’d you marry me, blockhead? Huh? Huh?” 
 
    “Just like a fairy,” Stella said from Vur’s chest while tutting. “See how noisy your life is going to be now? Don’t worry, I’ll fix things.” 
 
    Sheryl materialized onto Vur’s shoulder in the shape of a small flame. “I think Stella’s jealous,” she whispered into his ear. “Like when an older sibling gets a younger sibling and the older sibling’s afraid of their parents loving the younger sibling more.” 
 
    “Then why wasn’t she jealous of you?” Vur asked as he made his way out of Zilphy’s cave. 
 
    “That’s simple,” Sheryl said. “Since I’m the most reasonable one of everyone here, I’m like the nanny of the family. You’re the dad. Diamant’s a grumpy old neighbor while Stella is the baby that we all spoil. The baby isn’t jealous of the nanny, but Zilphy’s personality directly contends for Stella’s position as the youngest.” 
 
    Vur scratched his head. “Why am I the dad? I’m the youngest one here.” 
 
    “What?” Sheryl asked. “No way. That aunt of yours said you drank Fountain of Youth water. Aren’t you like over a few centuries old? Yeah, dragons become adults when they’re like a dozen centuries old. I’m only 463.” 
 
    “What!? You’re younger than me?” Zilphy asked. “I’m close to two thousand!” 
 
    “Really?” Stella asked. “From the way you were acting, I thought you were twelve.” A purple light flashed on Vur’s arm. “Come with me for a second.” 
 
    “Me? Twelve?” Zilphy asked. “How do I act like I’m twelve? And where are we going?” 
 
    A green and purple light traveled up Vur’s arm as he stepped out of the cave and squinted into the darkness. The moon wasn’t out, but hundreds of stars were twinkling in the night sky.  
 
    “Oh, we’re just going for a short walk,” Stella said. “You act like you’re twelve because you ask too many questions.” 
 
    Vur scratched at the green and purple light traveling up his neck. He glanced at Sheryl. “Well, I’m only sixteen. Or seventeen? Oh, Tafel’s birthday passed. I should get her a present for when I see her.” His brow furrowed. “But what do I get her?” 
 
    “A star!” Zilphy said from his cheek. “I’d love it if someone got me a star, hint hint, wink wink, Diamant.” 
 
    Diamant sighed. “How about diamonds or other gems? There’s a lot of those in the treasury.” 
 
    “Ooh, make her a stuffed animal,” Sheryl said. “My friend got a stuffed animal once from her boyfriend. She was so happy.” Her flames dimmed. “I never got one, but I bet I would’ve been happy if I did.” 
 
    “I’m sure Tafel will be fine with anything you get her,” Stella said. “After all, her expectations of you when it comes to romance are super low. And she loves you, but the former is the real reason.” The green and purple lights flashed on Vur’s forehead. “Hey, Mr. Mutant Dragon. I brought you a snack!” 
 
    The rune on Vur’s head flashed with a golden light. 
 
    “What the heck is that!?” Zilphy shouted. A green light zipped down Vur’s face, heading towards Diamant’s runes, but a golden tendril shot out of the rune on Vur’s forehead and entangled the green light. “Diamant, help! You don’t want to become a widower on the day of your marriage!” 
 
    “Ah,” Vur said, his eyes lighting up. “I almost forgot why we came to find Zilphy.” He tapped the rune on his head, and the golden light retreated, freeing the now-dim green light. “Did you cause my dwarven soldiers to vanish around a week ago? One of them was named Popp.” 
 
    “Dwarven soldiers?” Zilphy asked as she retreated into Diamant’s runes. “I haven’t left my cave in over a year. It wasn’t me.” 
 
    “Oh,” Vur said and turned towards Sheryl. “You were wrong.” 
 
    Sheryl’s flame flickered. “I guess so. Sorry, Vur. I was just trying to help.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” Vur said and patted the flame on his shoulder. “Besides, I’m lighter and faster now.” He glanced at the sky. “How far away is a star? I want to give one to Tafel.” 
 
    “Uh, Vur,” Zilphy said. “When I said star, I wasn’t referring to an actual star, just a star-like object. I don’t think it’s possible to gift someone a star in the sky.” 
 
    “Maybe not right now,” Vur said while rubbing his chin. “But when I can maintain my scales and wings for an indefinite amount of time….” 
 
    “No, no,” Stella said. “That’s impossible for even a dragon.” 
 
    Vur frowned. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Land…,” Gale said as the yellow line on the horizon became more and more pronounced. “It’s really land.” Tears sprang from his eyes, dripping onto his cracked and tanned hands. “It’s really, really land….” 
 
    Breeze patted Gale’s back. “Thanks for the ride,” he said, looking behind himself at the five armored figures sitting atop a leviathan skeleton. “I’m not sure how much longer he would’ve lasted.” 
 
    “Don’t thank us,” Charlotte said. “It was Mistle who brought you two along. I just wish she weren’t so … free. Abandoning us after setting up that current, what’s she doing that’s so important?” 
 
    Abel snorted. “If you really were thankful, you wouldn’t be keeping so many secrets from us,” he said. “We’ve been drifting together for over ten days, but I still only know your names.” 
 
    “Ah?” Breeze tilted his head. “Didn’t you hear a lot of our conversations? How come you didn’t pick anything up?” 
 
    “Your conversations were the same exact exchanges at the same time every day!” Abel said and clasped his sword’s hilt. He exhaled and released his hand when the other four members of the Fangs of Capitis stared at him. He lifted his helmet and spat into the sea before glaring at his teammates. “What? Was I wrong?” 
 
    “Well, the contractor’s a bit addled,” Charlotte said with a sigh. “We don’t know how long they’ve been lost at sea. It might take a while for him to recover, if ever.” 
 
    Sobbing sounds pierced through the sound of lapping waves. “It’s really, really, really land….” 
 
    “See?” Charlotte asked and shook her head at the crying pope. “Look at the poor man. Cut him some slack.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Abel said and lay down. He placed both arms under his head and stared up at the sky. He closed his eyes and exhaled through his nose, listening to the sounds of the ocean. A sorrowful hum drifted into his ears, causing him to furrow his brows. “Are the whales singing?” 
 
    Gale’s sobbing figure froze. His eyes widened as his hands trembled, his face staring at the yellow line on the horizon. “No…. No…. No!” 
 
    “Is he alright?” the Fang with the rifle asked Breeze. “We’re almost there. Why’s he panicking?” He tilted his head and clapped his hand onto Breeze’s shoulder. The blob of darkness didn’t respond. “Hey. You two alright?” 
 
    “Hush,” Charlotte said, turning her head to the side. “Do you hear that?” 
 
      
 
    Thank the mistress for her grace. 
 
      
 
    “What?” the Fang with the rifle asked. “Did that come from ashore? Those aren’t whales, Abel.” 
 
      
 
    Thank the mistress for her grace. 
 
      
 
    “It sounds like a chant,” Charlotte said. “Like the ones the holy dragon churches use when they’re holding mass.” 
 
      
 
    Thank the mistress for her grace. 
 
      
 
    “It sounds more like brainwashing to me,” the Fang with the whip said. “Who’s this mistress?” He turned his head towards Gale, who buried his face into his hands and screamed. “Hey….” 
 
      
 
    Thank the mistress for her grace. 
 
      
 
    “How loud are they that we can hear them from here?” Abel asked as he sat up. He shielded his visor from the sun, peering at the shore. White, blue, and red dots peppered the beach. “Is it a religious ceremony? Do the fishmen hold those?” 
 
      
 
    Thank the mistress for her grace! 
 
      
 
    The Fang with the axes slapped his thigh. “It’s a work song!” he said and removed his helmet. He cupped his hand over his ear, pointing it at the shore. “When I used to work on the farm with my family, we’d sing to pass the time. My father would say a line, then we’d chant our line back at him.” 
 
      
 
    Thank the mistress for her grace! 
 
      
 
    “It’s getting a lot louder,” Charlotte said as she removed her helmet as well. She bit her lower lip. “How many people are there? I thought the shores were supposed to be the least populated regions next to the frostlands. If only Mistle were here.” 
 
      
 
    Thank the mistress for her grace! 
 
      
 
    “It’s them, isn’t it?” Breeze asked Gale. “Those skeletons I tried to avoid. What did we do to deserve this?” 
 
    “You know what’s going on?” Abel asked. 
 
      
 
    Thank the mistress for her grace! 
 
      
 
    “When we were still drifting around,” Breeze said. “We encountered a galleon made of singing skeletons. They definitely established themselves on that shore.” 
 
    “Are you stupid?” Abel asked. “Skeletons don’t sing. And they can’t swim either! They can’t stay afloat without flesh.” 
 
    Breeze pointed at the leviathan skeleton underneath the Fangs. “Look at what you’re riding on.” 
 
      
 
    Thank the mistress for her grace! 
 
      
 
    “Mistle enchanted it,” Charlotte said. “Abel’s right. A normal skeleton can’t swim, never mind forming a galleon by working together.” 
 
    Breeze snorted. “You’ll see when we get there. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 
 
    The Fang with the axes made a shushing noise. “I think I can hear the leader’s verses. Quiet down, please.” 
 
    “You’re enjoying this,” Charlotte said. 
 
    “Sometimes, I miss the simple times with my family,” the Fang said and shrugged. 
 
      
 
    Raise your shovels, ready your seeds. 
 
    Thank the mistress for her grace! 
 
    The fish are hungry, sate their needs. 
 
    Thank the mistress for her grace! 
 
    We don’t fight; we farm the land. 
 
    Thank the mistress for her grace! 
 
    Life is boring; the food is bland. 
 
    Thank the mistress for her grace! 
 
      
 
    The Fang with the axes smiled. “See? It’s a work song.” 
 
      
 
    Wait for the day when we can kill! 
 
    Thank the mistress for her grace! 
 
    Laugh as their heads roll down the hill! 
 
    Thank the mistress for her grace! 
 
    Our food is bland, but blood tastes sweet! 
 
    Thank the mistress for her grace! 
 
    Trample the world beneath our feet! 
 
    Thank the mistress for her grace! 
 
      
 
    “Those are some bloodthirsty farmers,” Charlotte said with a pale face. 
 
    The Fang with the axes scratched his head. “Maybe we should prepare to face some undead when we land,” he said. “You know, just in case.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Charlotte said and put her helmet back on. “Just in case.” 
 
    The Fang with the rifle took out some bullets. He placed them into his gun and propped the barrel on his shoulder before nodding. “Just in case.” 
 
    Abel snorted. “Look at all of you, panicking over some rumors of skeletons,” he said. “We’re the Fangs of Capitis, the strongest party on the continent! So what if they’re actually skeletons who can speak and sing? Which they can’t. But if they could, it wouldn’t mean anything.” 
 
      
 
    Thank the mistress for her grace! 
 
      
 
    Gale let out a whimper. 
 
    As they approached the land, the Fangs of Capitis became more and more tensed. The rhythmic chanting sent shivers down their spines, and Gale and Breeze had been reduced to quivering limp blobs lying on their raft. Abel clenched and unclenched his sword’s hilt as he stared at the shore. Hundreds of fishmen were positioned in neat rows in the shallow waters, harvesting seaweed from ropes underneath the surface of the ocean. 
 
    As the leviathan skeleton and raft got closer and closer, the chanting gradually stopped, and the fishmen paused their work to stare at the approaching vessels. Charlotte shivered and said, “They look soulless, but they’re definitely not skeletons.” 
 
    A big red fishman swam out into the ocean and treaded water in front of the Fangs. “You come from across the ocean?” he asked. “Do you understand me?” 
 
    “We’re from here,” Charlotte said. “We just ended up in the ocean due to a botched teleportation.” An image of a girl with horns flashed into her mind, but she shook her head and it went away. “We don’t mean any harm.” 
 
    “Oh,” the red fishman said and nodded. “No harm. Follow me; I’ll guide you away from our farms.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen fishmen operate in such large numbers before,” the Fang with the axes said as the leviathan skeleton drifted towards the shore. “I didn’t know fishmen farmed. Weren’t you supposed to be hunter-gatherers?” 
 
    The red fishman nodded. “We were,” he said, “until we were enlightened by the mistress’ teachings. She is our savior. Look at all the food we can grow.” He gestured around in the water at the masses of seaweed. On shore, beyond the sand and on the grass, hundreds of fishmen were gathering plants while planting seeds. Some were spreading gooey pastes onto the ground. “We no longer need to depend on luck to survive. Agriculture! That’s what our savior’s messengers call it.” 
 
    “Who,” Charlotte asked as she looked around, “is this savior? Or mistress, as you call her. We heard your chanting from quite some distance away.” 
 
    “You heard our chanting?” the red fishman asked, his face cramping. “All the chanting?” 
 
    “The bloodthirsty bits too,” the Fang with the axes said. “You’re very fierce for farmers. For a while, we thought you were undead.” 
 
    “Undead?” the red fishman asked. 
 
    “It was their comments,” the Fang with the axes said and pointed at Gale and Breeze. 
 
    “Oh,” the red fishman said. “Well, I’m very much alive, as you can see. All of us are.” 
 
    “What about the mistress?” Charlotte asked. “You didn’t answer my question.” 
 
    “The mistress is, uh, the mistress.” The red fishman nodded. “She’s symbolic.” 
 
    Charlotte tilted her head. “Um, okay? What about her messengers? Were they also not actual people? How did you learn these methods then?” 
 
    “The messengers came to us in our dreams,” the red fishman said. “Yes, our dreams.” He cleared his throat before Charlotte could respond. “Ah, you five look very strong. Are you famous, perhaps?” 
 
    “We’re the Fangs of Capitis,” Abel said, sticking his chest out while crossing his arms. He faced the fishman and waited. 
 
    The fishman blinked. “Ah, the Fangs of Capitis….” 
 
    “The number one human adventurer party,” Charlotte said. “You’ve never heard of us?” 
 
    “Oh! The Fangs of Capitis! Of course,” the red fishman said and nodded. “Of course, of course. I’ve heard of you! Can I get your autographs?” He paused and scratched his head. “Oh, but why are you out here and not participating in the war?” 
 
    “In the what?” the Fang with the rifle asked. 
 
    “The war,” the red fishman said. “The humans are calling it the Great War. A few moon cycles ago, the humans declared war on the dwarves. I thought all adventurer parties were participating in it.” 
 
    “What!?” Abel asked, jumping to his feet. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes,” the red fishman said with a nod as he climbed onto the shore. “The emperor even sent out a royal decree. A few men were sent to my tribe to warn us not to interfere in the war efforts. In fact, some of our seaweed is going to help supply your army.” 
 
    “What is the emperor thinking?” Charlotte asked as she stood up and hopped off the leviathan’s skeleton and onto the sand. “Why would he declare war against the dwarves?” She grabbed the red fishman’s shoulder. It was unusually bony, but she didn’t seem to notice or mind. “What about the holy dragons? What is their stance on this?” 
 
    The fishman squirmed under her grasp and slipped free. “The holy dragons haven’t done anything,” he said. “Perhaps they’re sleeping? Dragons sleep for years at a time, right?” 
 
    “The matriarch isn’t that irresponsible,” Charlotte said and clenched her fist. “She burned down a town for littering once! There’s no way she’d stand for humans and dwarves fighting a war.” 
 
    “Then she must not know about it,” the Fang with the rifle said. He turned towards Abel. “What do we do? Should we inform the matriarch?” 
 
    Abel shook his head. “We’ll go to the emperor first and see what’s going on in that empty head of his,” he said. “Depending on his answer, we’ll participate in the war or we’ll inform the matriarch. Personally, I want to participate in the war: fame, glory, spoils. War is the best time to grow. And with our strength, even a small army of dwarves can’t stop us, not even with their thunder shooters.” He nodded. “Come, let’s go! To the imperial capital.” 
 
    The red fishman remained motionless as the five Fangs charged ahead, sprinting towards the mainland. He turned his head towards Gale and Breeze, who were still lying on the raft. He muttered, “How troublesome. I’ll have to waste a mana crystal to ask the leader what to do.” He approached the raft and squinted at the two figures. “Or I can handle this myself. Should I send him back out to sea?” 
 
    “Ah!” Gale screamed as he bolted upright, causing the red fishman to flinch and stumble backwards. “You! Y-you’re not a skeleton…?” 
 
    The red fishman looked down and made sure his scales were still there. Then he raised his head and met Gale’s eyes. “Are you blind?” 
 
    “No, it’s just that….” Gale’s brow furrowed and he bit his lower lip, causing a droplet of blood to ooze out. “Never mind. Do, do you have any food I can have?” 
 
    “Food,” the red fishman said, his eyes lighting up. “Yes. Yes, we have lots of food. And all of it is perfectly safe for consumption. Come, I’ll treat you to a feast.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 32 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hey, hey,” Erin said and frowned at the card that Tafel had placed down. “That’s allowed?” 
 
    “Yup,” Tafel said and nodded. 
 
    Erin’s frown deepened. “Why?” 
 
    Tafel shrugged. “It just is. That’s how the rules work.” She glanced at Emile, who was toying with a bug with one of his talons. “It’s your turn, Emile.” 
 
    “Ah?” Emile raised his head and blinked. “Already?” He reached underneath his wings with his beak and pulled out a card which he placed on top of the pile in the center. Then he went back to tormenting the bug. 
 
    Erin glanced at her hand, then at the cards in the center. “I’m being swindled,” she said. “I don’t know how, but I’m definitely being cheated.” She pouted and stared at Tafel. “I pass.” 
 
    Tafel nodded and placed the final card in her hand down onto the pile. “I win. That’s forty-two for me, seventeen for Emile, and thre—” 
 
    “Don’t say it!” Erin shouted, throwing her cards into Tafel’s face. She harrumphed and crossed her arms over her chest before turning her head towards the prison beside them. “This is the sixth one. She’s really not sacrificing people and collecting their souls, right?” 
 
    “Why are you so fixated on that?” Tafel asked. “You ask that every time.” 
 
    Erin snorted. “She never lets us go in to see what she’s doing! And she won’t let us go in once she’s done.” Her eyes narrowed. “I’m a fairy, dammit! I’m naturally curious and nosy.” 
 
    A booming laughter echoed out of the prison. A figure dashed towards the entrance from within and leapt through a glass windowpane even though the opened door was right beside it. The figure tumbled onto the ground, performing a beautiful shoulder roll, ending up on her feet as the shards of broken glass fell beside her. She was an emaciated woman with dark bags underneath her eyes, and her ribs were outlined on her thin clothes, but a brilliant smile adorned her face. She laughed and tilted her chin towards the sky while throwing her arms into the air. “I, Shadow Nelly, the greatest scout in the world, could never be contained by a mere dwarven dungeon!” she shouted in a hoarse voice and grinned. She turned her head back towards the prison. “I won’t forget your kindness, Ms. Elf Lady! Shadow Nelly never forgets her debts!” 
 
    Then, Shadow Nelly ran away, leaving behind a dumbfounded trio. Emile blinked and tilted his head. “What was that?” he asked, staring at the little dust clouds that the scout had left behind. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure that was a human,” Erin said with a nod. “A damaged human, but a human nonetheless.” 
 
    “That,” Tafel said, tapping Erin’s head, “was proof that Auntie’s not sacrificing people. That Nelly person even thanked Auntie for her kindness.” 
 
    Erin pouted as she rubbed her head. “You don’t know that. What if….” 
 
    Erin stopped talking, causing Tafel to raise an eyebrow. “What if…?” Tafel asked, raising an eyebrow, but Erin turned her head and stared at the horizon. Tafel followed her gaze and squinted. Some white figures were approaching them. “What’s that?” 
 
    Emile soared into the air before flying back down. “It’s six people wearing white armor,” he said as he landed on Tafel’s shoulder. “One of them is grumbling about imperial orders and freeing prisoners.” 
 
    “You can hear them from here?” Tafel asked. 
 
    Emile’s chest puffed up. “Don’t judge me by your pitiful standards. I’m a glorious phoenix.” Then he blinked. “Ah, but you’re a phoenix now too. Just tilt your head the right way and you should be able to hear them.” His head turned to the side. “Like this.” 
 
    Tafel copied Emile’s actions. 
 
    “Are you sure the emperor hasn’t already given orders for another adventurer party to attack the dungeons? The last three we went to were all filled with blood but no people. The dwarves were definitely already attacked,” a masculine voice said. It sounded familiar to Tafel, but she couldn’t remember from where. 
 
    A feminine voice responded, “If the emperor already gave out a decree, he wouldn’t have sent us here. Besides, other than us, who could he send to breach the dwarven dungeons?” 
 
    “Hey, guys,” a different masculine voice said. “Your eyes aren’t as good as mine, but if you look closely up ahead, you’ll see someone very familiar. Here’s a hint: she has horns.” 
 
    Me? Tafel thought and blinked. I know these people? “White armor, you said?” she asked Emile. “Could they be the Fangs of Capitis?” 
 
    “Ah?” Erin asked. “Those people?” Her eyes narrowed as she flew up into the air. “I don’t like them. I can’t count the number of times they’ve bullied my subjects and made them cry to collect their tears! They tickle my daughters until they pee! So inhumane.” 
 
    Tafel coughed, her face turning a shade of pink. “Yes. How inhumane. They definitely deserve to be punished.” 
 
    “Tafel!” a voice shouted. “You horned wench! If you don’t die today, then my name’s not Abel Kuhdarm!” 
 
    “Abel! That really is the Fangs of Capitis,” Erin said as her fist clenched. Her expression blanked as she turned her head towards Tafel. “It sounds like you annoyed him a lot. What’d you do? Steal his cereal? Change his shampoo with glue? Pee in his perfume?” 
 
    “No,” Tafel said and furrowed her brow. “Is that what fairies do?” I should check my perfume. “I fought with him once and won. Maybe he’s a sore loser.” 
 
    “Oh,” Erin said and nodded. “Yeah, I imagine he is. Then you can beat him up again, right? I can just watch?” 
 
    Tafel scratched her head. “Maybe,” she said. Her eyes glinted as she smiled. “Now that I think about it, he’s a perfect benchmark to test out my strength. Let’s see how much I’ve improved.” She patted Emile as her head shone with a blood-red light. “Stay here.” 
 
    A second later, Tafel disappeared and reappeared in front of the six Fangs of Capitis. Her eyes narrowed at the person in the front. “Hi. You said you wanted to kill me?” 
 
    “Because of you, we were lost at sea for months!” Abel’s sword glowed red as he pointed it at Tafel. “Stranded on a small vessel out in the big blue ocean—I had no privacy! For months! You could’ve teleported us outside of the ring, but you sent us off the continent!? Who wouldn’t want to kill you?” He glanced around. “Where’s Alice?” 
 
    Tafel shrugged and tilted her head to the side, looking past Abel’s head. “Is he always like this? It was just a few months out at sea, right?” 
 
    “Are you provoking us?” the Fang with the axes said, taking a step forward. 
 
    “Careful,” Charlotte said as she gripped her staff. A white circle spread out underneath the Fangs’ feet. “Don’t you see that rune on her head? She’s been imprinted. And it looks like by a phoenix.” 
 
    “So all of you want to fight me,” Tafel said and nodded as the Fangs readied their weapons. Her horns glowed red and green as she pointed her palm at the Fangs. Violent winds picked up, swirling around her as her hand became hazy from the heat pouring out of it. “Incinerate.” 
 
    A wall of flame burst into life, jetting out of Tafel’s palm and crashing into the six Fangs. The wind swirling around her howled, causing the flames to grow even larger. Hints of blood-red light danced along the edges and interiors of the firewall, letting out faint phoenix cries instead of the usual crackling. Tafel’s eyes narrowed as she lowered her hand and leapt backwards as a red sword cut towards her from within the flames. She twisted her torso, evading the slash, but Abel hurtled out of the fire with his upper body lowered into a tackling position. He shouted as he charged at her, a metal spike growing out of his shoulder. The spike stabbed into Tafel’s stomach and plunged deep into her, but it didn’t come out of her back; instead, her flesh seemed to swallow Abel, and he disappeared from view. 
 
    “Gack!” someone shouted from within the flames as the sound of two armor sets colliding rang over the roaring. “Abel!?” 
 
    Abel’s voice pierced through the crackling of the fire. “Expand the barrier! Stifle all the flames!” 
 
    Tafel held her hand out to the side and pulled her sword out of thin air. The red locks of hair that were wrapped around it fell to the ground, revealing Chi’Rururp. The sword’s eye flashed open as a single wing sprang out of the pommel and stiffened like a scythe’s blade. “Just one wing?” Tafel asked and furrowed her brow at her sword. 
 
    “Were you expecting more?” Chi’Rururp asked in return. 
 
    “Can you fly with just one wing?” Tafel asked, ignoring the flames that were being pushed back. The firewall gradually took on the shape of a sphere as Charlotte constructed a barrier from within. 
 
    “Swords don’t need to fly...,” Chi’Rururp said, its eye staring at Tafel as if she were dumb. “My wing cuts magic.” Chi’Rururp paused. “It’s retractable too. Like a cat’s claw.” 
 
    “Can it cut that barrier?” Tafel asked, pointing at the white light that was peeking out of her flames. Only the blood-red wisps of fire were still wrapped around the barrier, the rest having dispersed. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Helpful, aren’t you?” Tafel asked and rolled her eyes before throwing Chi’Rururp at the barrier, hilt first. The sword’s wing stabbed into the white light, popping it like a bubble. The Fangs of Capitis screamed as the phoenix flames rushed in like a flood, bathing them in fire. Tafel held her hand out, and Chi’Rururp reappeared in her grasp. 
 
    “Calm down!” Abel shouted. “It might get a little hot, but your armor stops the worst of it! Charlotte! I said”—he raised his sword and bashed the back of Charlotte’s helm with its pommel—“calm down!” 
 
    Charlotte staggered forward, her flailing arms pausing before grabbing her head. “S-sorry,” she said as she took in a deep breath. A white light flowed out of her, enveloping the rest of the Fangs, and the red flames flickered while weakening. When the fire was extinguished, she exhaled. “Phoenix flames are frightening.” 
 
    “Really?” Tafel asked, raising an eyebrow. “Then have some more.” She pointed with her left palm, shooting out a jet of pure, blood-red fire. A clear phoenix cry pierced the air, causing the Fangs to wince from the volume, and a massive bird formed from the flames, extending its talons towards Charlotte. 
 
    “Mistle!” Charlotte screamed. “I know you’re watching! Do something!” 
 
    A thunderous sigh rang through the battlefield, and Tafel’s hair stuck to her skin as a white mist descended. The phoenix flames gave a weak cry as steam flew off of it at an explosive rate, shrinking until it disappeared. A giant octopus made of vapor and mist took shape in front of Tafel, a pair of crystal clear eyes staring at her from above. “You’re strong,” a melodic voice said from the octopus. “My name is Mistle, an ocean elemental. You wouldn’t happen to be an elementalist by any chance? I wouldn’t mind making a contract with you if you were.” 
 
    “Sorry, I’m not,” Tafel said, squinting her eyes as droplets of water rolled down her face. Her clothes were drenched, pressing down on her body. “And I won’t give up my subclass to become one.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Mistle asked. “I can make you powerful. The flames of a phoenix and the water of an ocean elemental. Some people think fire and water don’t mix well, but they’re wrong. Combined properly, they can be just as strong as a fusion between wind and fire.” 
 
    “Hey, hey, Mistle,” Charlotte said, wiping away beads of water from her helmet’s visor. “What do you think you’re doing? She’s my enemy.” She emphasized each syllable. “En-e-my. I didn’t ask you to come here to make her stronger.” 
 
    “Why fight?” Mistle asked. “Wouldn’t it be better if we could all be friends? As part of her terms of the contract, I’ll make her stop fighting you.” 
 
    “I’m not going to contract with you,” Tafel said, pointing Chi’Rururp at Mistle. “Borrowed strength is useless; the only person you can depend on is yourself.” She furrowed her brow. “And my husband, but he’s not around. I guess that doesn’t make him very dependable, huh?” She sighed and crouched down before using the tip of her sword to draw circles in the ground. “And I probably have to fight a dragon the next time I see him. Why the hell do I have to fight a dragon? Auntie doesn’t know how I could beat that stupid lizard either.” She pouted while making a groaning noise. “I didn’t want to be reminded about that. Now I’m not in the mood to fight.” She raised her head and glared at Mistle. “It’s all your fault.” 
 
    Mistle turned around and stared at the Fangs. “Is she okay?” 
 
    “Why are you concerned about our enemy?” Abel asked. He slapped the Fang with the rifle’s back. “Shoot her.” 
 
    The Fang with the rifle lifted his gun and pointed it at Tafel. She was still sitting on the ground, stroking Chi’Rururp while muttering to herself. “Is, is this honorable?” the Fang asked. 
 
    Abel growled. “Honor? Do you remember what she put us through?” 
 
    The Fang with the rifle clicked his tongue. He aimed at Tafel’s shoulder and pulled the trigger. A bullet flew out and struck Tafel, but it passed right through her and hit the ground behind her. He fired another bullet with the same result. “She set up a series of portals around herself. I don’t think we can hurt her until she exhausts her mana.” 
 
    “Hey, Chi’Rururp,” Tafel said as Abel charged at her. She ignored him before inspecting her sword. “You wouldn’t happen to know a way to defeat a dragon, would you?” Abel’s blade cut at her but passed through her body without harming her. 
 
    “Can’t you just do this until the dragon gives up?” Chi’Rururp asked, its eye following Abel’s slashes. It flinched every time the blade approached Tafel’s skin. 
 
    “And then what? I’ll just have a pissed off dragon waiting for me to run out of mana,” Tafel said, biting her lower lip. She sighed and raised her head to stare at the sky, but she made eye contact with Abel instead. His sword slashed towards her forehead, but it disappeared a millimeter away from her skin and came out of a portal behind her back instead. “You’re in the way of the clouds. Can you move over a bit?” 
 
    “You, fight me like a man like you did in the arena battle!” Abel shouted. “None of this portal shield cowardice!” 
 
    “I’m a woman,” Tafel said. “And if I had enough mana to do this for an extended period of time when we first fought, then I would’ve done this instead of a giant spell. This phoenix imprint is really handy.” She leaned to the side. “But seriously, move over. You’re making it hard for me to mope properly.” 
 
    “Abel!” Charlotte said. “Just give it up. She doesn’t want to fight, and we can’t hurt her. Let’s leave her alone or she might teleport us somewhere random again. What if we end up in the sky or underground?” 
 
    “In the sky or underground…,” Tafel murmured as Abel walked away. “Underground….” Her eyes widened as she jumped to her feet. “That’s it! That’s the answer!” She dropped Chi’Rururp while running towards Charlotte and tackled her, giving the surprised Fang a hug that knocked her to the ground. “You’re a genius. Thanks!” She stood up and waved her hand, causing Chi’Rururp to disappear. “C’mon, Emile! I know how to beat that silver lizard!” She skipped towards the phoenix and met him halfway before turning towards the Fangs. “Oh, and since you gave me some advice, I’ll give you some as well. My aunt’s doing work in that dungeon, so you’ll want to stay away from it until she comes outside. She gets angry when she’s interrupted. Take care!” 
 
    Charlotte opened her mouth to say something, but Tafel disappeared in a flash of silver light. Charlotte rubbed her helmet. “I’m not sure if I’m relieved or upset that she just left like that. Shall we take her warning to heart, or check out the dungeon anyway?” 
 
    “Obviously, we’re going to accomplish our task,” Abel said with a snort. He advanced towards the dungeon but stopped when a tiny figure flew in front of him. 
 
    “No trespassing,” Erin said, crossing her arms over her chest. “Or I’ll turn you into a mushroom.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Your Gloriousness! I finally found you!” 
 
    Vur turned his head. He was holding onto a massive raw drumstick with a dead roc beside him. Red juices dripped from the corners of his mouth, dropping onto his chest and the forest floor. A dwarf was running towards him, beads of sweat pouring from her red face. She got closer and screamed upon seeing Vur’s bloody countenance before stumbling and falling headfirst. Vur blinked at the dwarf before resuming his meal, tearing off half the drumstick’s meat with a single bite. 
 
    “Your Gloriousness!” the dwarf said after recollecting herself. She straightened her back and saluted. “A report! Since the night after you left to find that dastardly Zilphy, more of our soldiers disappeared and four of our cities were completely stripped bare, leaving no one behind. Not only that, but a few cities in the south were destroyed as well by the Fangs of Capitis while they were on the way to our dungeons. Your aunt is at the dungeons, and E has forsaken all responsibilities. The four generals who remained in the capital are squabbling with each other, and we currently have no proper chain of command. Please, tell us what to do!” 
 
    Vur continued chewing as if he hadn’t heard her. 
 
    “Y-Your Gloriousness?” the dwarf asked, meeting Vur’s eyes. 
 
    “He doesn’t speak while chewing,” Stella said as she popped out of his chest and flew onto his head. 
 
    “And who are you calling dastardly?” Zilphy asked, a green rock appearing on the ground beside Vur. “I’m freaking adorable! What part of this”—she gestured towards herself—“is dastardly?” 
 
    “Zilphy?” the dwarf asked, her eyes widening. She snapped her gaze onto Vur. “You succeeded in contracting with her? Congratulations, Your Gloriousness.” 
 
    “I didn’t hear an apology,” Zilphy said, puffing her rocky cheeks out. 
 
    “What do we do, Your Gloriousness?” the dwarf asked, ignoring the wind elemental. “At this rate, the humans will win. None of the cities that were stripped bare used any of their ammunition. They lost before firing a single shot! Our technological advantage means nothing if the humans have a method to avoid it.” 
 
    Vur swallowed his food and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “If I beat up the king of the humans, does the war end?” 
 
    “The humans have an emperor, but yes,” the dwarf said with a nod. “If you subdue the emperor and force him to surrender, then the war ends and we win.” 
 
    Vur nodded. “And if we win, I get their territory?” 
 
    “Some of it,” the dwarf said and furrowed her brow. “It depends on the treaty that’s signed. Usually, we take one or two cities in our wars. Do you have a plan to defeat the emperor?” 
 
    Vur grunted. “I’ll go there myself,” he said. “You guys take too long. And I need to give Tafel a birthday gift the next time I see her. So I’ll just give her the whole continent.” He tilted his head up and squinted at the sky. The dwarf followed his gaze, but she only saw some clouds. 
 
    “You’re not going to try flying up there again, are you?” Stella asked, narrowing her eyes at Vur. 
 
    Vur grunted again. “For now, a whole continent will have to do.” He lowered his head and asked the dwarf, “Which way’s the emperor?” 
 
    “Well, you’re not too far from one of our settlements,” the dwarf said and scratched her head. “If you go southeast and get there, you can pick up a ride to our borders. Then you can rendezvous with our—” 
 
    “Just point,” Vur said, cutting the dwarf off. 
 
    The dwarf froze. She swallowed. “Pardon, Your Gloriousness?” 
 
    “Which way’s the emperor?” Vur asked again. “Just point in the direction.” 
 
    The dwarf furrowed her brow. “Um.” She bit her lower lip and tapped her fingers against her thigh. “That way,” she said after a moment and pointed off into the distance. “It’s west by south.” 
 
    “Okay,” Vur said and nodded. 
 
    The dwarf waited for Vur to say something else, but he just picked up the roc and continued eating. She bit her lower lip. “Um….” 
 
    “Was there something else?” Stella asked as she flew off of Vur’s head and tore a strip of meat off the roc. She stuffed one end into her mouth and chewed while staring at the dwarf. 
 
    “I, I have nothing else to report,” the dwarf said. “But, Your Gloriousness, what do I tell the generals when I report back to them?” 
 
    “Tell them to bake a huge cake that says, ‘Happy Birthday, Tafel,’” Vur said after swallowing. “She likes the fluffy kind that isn’t ice cream.” He paused. “Purple frosting. Lots of fruit on top. Decorate the sides too; don’t let it look plain.” 
 
    “You mean a sponge cake?” the dwarf asked. “Wait, Your Gloriousness, I was asking about important military matters.” 
 
    “It’s a very important matter,” Vur said with a nod. “The cake should be as big as a dragon. Tell Auntie about it too, but keep it a surprise from Tafel if she winds up in the palace. Make sure you preserve it properly, so it can be taken out at any time.” 
 
    “I understand,” the dwarf said and saluted. “I think…? I’ll also tell the generals that you will take care of the war by yourself. Is that fine, Your Gloriousness?” 
 
    Vur grunted again as he bit into the dead bird. 
 
    “Okay,” the dwarf said. “I think that was an affirmative grunt, correct?” 
 
    “It was,” Stella said. “Stop asking so many questions and let the poor dragon eat. He’s exhausted from trying to fly to a star.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kondra yawned and arched her back while extending her neck, stretching towards the ceiling of the cavern with her eyes closed. “It’s been a while since I’ve slept properly,” she said and smacked her lips a few times. Her mate was sleeping beside her with his wing draped over her body. Leila and Grimmy were sleeping next to each other with their necks and tails entwined. Leo and Luke were playing golem chess with each other. And Lulu’s explosive corner was empty. 
 
    Kondra blinked and looked around. “Lulu’s not back?” 
 
    “She dropped by twice to say everything was alright,” Luke said, pushing a golem forward. “I think she wanted to see the penguins.” 
 
    Kondra nodded. “And how are the penguins doing?” 
 
    Luke shrugged. 
 
    Leo noticed his mother’s gaze on him and shrugged as well. 
 
    Kondra sighed and shook her head before standing up. “Then I’ll check on them myself.” 
 
    “Okay,” Leo said as he knocked over one of Luke’s golems and replaced it with one of his own. 
 
    Kondra stepped over them and left the cavern through a tunnel. 
 
    “Checkmate,” Luke said, moving a golem diagonally. 
 
    “What?” Leo asked, his head rearing back. “No way. How did that…? I demand a rematch.” 
 
    “You’ll lose again, but okay,” Luke said and nodded as he rearranged the golems. He was about to put his last golem into place when the cavern trembled, rocks falling from the ceiling. Grimmy’s, Leila’s, and Kondra’s mate’s eyes shot open as the earth shook. 
 
    A booming voice echoed through the cavern, reverberating off the walls, causing all the golems to fall over. “WHO STRIPPED THE PENGUINS!?” 
 
    The five dragons in the cavern exchanged glances. Grimmy cleared his throat. “Well, I got a righteous quest to do, you know, busy busy,” he said, spreading his wings and leaping into the air, leaving the cavern from one of the entrances in the ceiling. 
 
    Leila coughed. “Ah, I wonder what Lulu’s up to. I’ll go find her for a sisterly chat,” she said, following after Grimmy. 
 
    “Should we stay here or run away?” Leo asked Luke. 
 
    “You know what they say,” Luke said. “The wicked live forever while the good die young. If we follow Leila and her mate, we’ll definitely live forever too.” 
 
    Kondra’s mate watched as his sons fled, leaving him behind. He scratched his snout and shook his head before curling up, resting his head on his tail. “Selfless sacrifice,” he said to the growing sprout on the ground. “I’m an excellent holy dragon, aren’t I?” 
 
    The green sprout wiggled in response. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Your Imperial Majesty!” a man wearing a military outfit with five stars on his shoulder ran into a throne room and shouted at the top of his lungs. “An ocean-blue dragon is heading this way! It flew straight through the empire, ignoring everything—we haven’t even received any reports from the cities it passed because it’s too fast! You can see it on the horizon!” 
 
    “Eh? A dragon?” the emperor asked as he stood up. “I thought dragons didn’t interfere in the wars between humans and dwarves.” 
 
    “It isn’t a holy dragon, Your Imperial Majesty!” the general said and saluted. “It might be flying overhead without any intent of attacking, but the palace is in its course of flight. And you know how non-holy dragons appreciate shiny things. It might attack just for fun!” 
 
    “Ah, then is there anything we can do?” the emperor asked and tilted his head. 
 
    “I’ve come to move you to the shelter,” the general said before sweeping his gaze across the nobles in the throne room. “Please, come with me before the dragon arrives.” 
 
    “Mm, alright,” the emperor said with a nod. The nobles in the court stood up as well, chattering amongst themselves. 
 
    “Please, hurry up, Your Imperial Majesty,” the general said, beads of sweat rolling down his head as the emperor staggered out of the throne. “We don’t have much—” 
 
    A crash resounded through the building as cracks formed on the ceiling, causing dust to rain down on the people in the throne room. A tearing sound that echoed like thunder exploded out from above as sunlight poured onto the general and emperor. The nobles screamed and fell to their knees as the ceiling was tossed aside like a garbage can’s lid, revealing a scaly face with golden eyes. The dragon roared, silencing the crowd, before shrinking and hopping into the room. As the dragon shrank, it took on a humanoid form. By the time it landed on the floor, the dragon had turned into a shirtless human. 
 
    Vur placed his hands on his hips, letting the aura from the rune on his forehead wash over the nobles in the room. Stella complained about it giving her a headache, but Vur stuffed her into his chest. “My name is Vur Besteck, king of the dwarves! I’ve come to beat up your emperor and force him to surrender!” His gaze swept across the room before landing on the emperor. Someone charged out of the shadow of a pillar before anyone could react, stabbing a dagger at Vur. Vur swiped down with his right hand as if he were swatting a fly, and the ambusher flew backwards into the palace walls, crashing and crumpling into a heap on the floor. Vur blinked at the emperor. “Ah? You’re a skele—” 
 
    “Vur Besteck!” the emperor said, his booming voice cutting off Vur’s sentence. “You said you were the king of the dwarves?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Vur said with a nod. “But why are you a skele—” 
 
    “Ah!” the emperor said, clapping his hands together in front of his chest. “After witnessing your power, I, the emperor, Albert Vollmert, yield my throne to you.” 
 
    “Huh?” Vur asked. Then he nodded. “Okay. But why are you a skele—” 
 
    “Your Imperial Majesty!” 
 
    The emperor raised his hand to silence the nobles. “You’ve seen it for yourselves. The king of the dwarves is a dragon.” He raised his hands and lifted the crown off of his head. “There’s nothing shameful in surrendering to a dragon. If we don’t give him what he wants, the empire may even be completely destroyed.” 
 
    “We can fight him! The Fangs of Capitis can slay a dragon!” 
 
    “Silence!” the emperor shouted. “The Fangs of Capitis aren’t here. If you’re dissatisfied, then fight this dragon right here, right now. If you win, I’ll even give you the throne.” 
 
    The noble who shouted shut his mouth and stared at the ground, his fists trembling. 
 
    Vur tilted his head to the side and took the crown from the emperor’s offering hands. “Damnedism?” Vur asked as he put the crown on his head. 
 
    “Damnedism,” the emperor said with a nod. 
 
    “Huh. Auntie didn’t tell me she already conquered the humans,” Vur said. The rune on his forehead stopped glowing as he yawned and scratched his belly. “So I’ve been warring against Mr. Skelly?” 
 
    “That’s right,” the emperor said with a nod, ignoring the confused expressions of the nobles around them. “No wonder why we encountered so many setbacks. Mr. Skelly was getting upset that he had to fight fairly. And you said the mistress was here? She’s not being held hostage?” 
 
    “No? Auntie’s fine. She’s doing something to the people in the dwarven dungeons,” Vur said. “Why are all of you here anyway?” 
 
    The emperor’s face fell. “The previous continent was conquered by a tyrant with no regard for life, living or undead. There was nothing we could do, so we fled here to seek help from the mistress.” 
 
    “Huh?” Vur asked, his eyes widening. “What about Mom and Dad? And Grandpa and Prika?” 
 
    “Oh, your family’s a bit too scary for us to approach, so we didn’t ask them for help,” the emperor said. “And Prika’s the tyrant. She wants everyone to wear pink robes on Fridays. Even the undead! Can you believe that?” 
 
    “What? How evil!” Vur said. “You did right in coming here. I’ll go tell Auntie right away. But why couldn’t you just contact her the normal way?” 
 
    “We tried, but we could only reach Grimmoldesser,” the emperor said. “We received some strange orders to conquer everything. But it looks like you did it first.” He clapped his hand on Vur’s shoulder. “Good job.” 
 
    Vur nodded. “So this whole continent’s mine now?” he asked and looked around. The nobles were on the ground, kneeling towards him. “That was a lot easier than expected. Tell Mr. Skelly to host a big ceremony to unite the continent. Invite everyone: dwarves, humans, elves, fishmen. Everyone. One week from now at the city in the center of the continent—the one where you disappeared my dwarves. Make sure everyone knows I’m the host.” 
 
    “Understood,” the emperor said with a nod. “What about the holy dragons?” 
 
    “I’ll ask Lulu to do that,” Vur said. “I don’t think you’ll be able to ask them to come before being destroyed. Oh, invite the phoenix matriarch too.” He scratched his head. “Tafel should be able to find me now, right? She said I had to make a name for myself if we got separated. Maybe it’s not enough.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 33 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lindyss wiped the blood off of her sacrificial knife before stowing it into her pocket. The pendant hanging from her neck was glowing with a soft yellow light. Occasionally, a screaming face would flash on the pendant’s surface before disappearing. She rubbed it in between her thumb and forefinger before nodding to herself. “Finally done,” she said and yawned as she exited the dungeon. Shouts and curses spewed from outside as she approached the entrance. She glanced at the shattered window before exiting through the open doors. Outside, four armored figures were defending two bush-sized mushrooms from a gorilla with wings. Lindyss hesitated on the steps of the dungeon and scratched her head while looking for Tafel, but the demon was nowhere to be found. She cleared her throat. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Ah! You’re finally out!” the gorilla said as it flapped its wings and flew into the air above Lindyss’. It shrank and took on the form of a fairy before falling onto the cursed elf’s head. Erin sprawled out her arms and legs while exhaling. She wrapped herself up in Lindyss’ hair and hissed at Lindyss’ approaching hand. “Don’t you dare smack me! I earned this.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Lindyss asked, her hand pausing inches away from Erin. 
 
    “These six people were fighting with Tafel,” Erin said with a smug smile. “But Tafel teleported away, and then they wanted to enter the dungeon, so I stopped them. I did well, didn’t I? These people are super famous too. They’re the Fangs of Capitis, the strongest human adventurer party.” 
 
    “Six people?” Lindyss asked, counting the armored figures. They were standing motionless with their weapons aimed at her. 
 
    “I turned two of them into mushrooms,” Erin said with a nod. Her head drooped to one side as she sighed. “They’re going to change back soon. I’m almost out of mana.” 
 
    “Mushrooms,” Lindyss said with a blank expression. “I see. You didn’t turn me into a mushroom when we fought.” 
 
    “The requirements for you were too high,” Erin said with a snort. “Like turning a blade of grass into a dragon.” 
 
    “Oh.” Lindyss nodded. “Then they’re weaker than me?” 
 
    “Of course!” Erin puffed her chest out. “I’m the strongest fairy to ever exist. My best friend has to be just as incredible!” 
 
    “Oi,” Lindyss said, her expression darkening. “When did I become your best friend?” She turned her gaze onto the Fangs of Capitis. “Be honest. Is there something about me that attracts fairies? Maybe my hair reminds them of their birthflowers? Or is it my eyes?” 
 
    “Who, who are you?” Charlotte asked. “You’re definitely not from around here!” Layers upon layers of barriers wrapped around the Fangs as Charlotte gripped her pendant and shattered it. “We’re not looking for a fight.” 
 
    Lindyss blinked and tilted her head up, meeting Erin’s eyes. “The little girl’s scared of me,” she said with a faint smile on her lips. “How cute.” 
 
    Erin shuddered upon seeing Lindyss’ smile. “Hey,” she said. “You’re making a really scary face right now. I bet children will cry if they see you.” 
 
    Lindyss wet her lips with her tongue before narrowing her eyes at the Fangs. “It’s a shame we didn’t meet them earlier. I wouldn’t have had to go through so many dungeons if I had their souls,” she said. “And I just finished the necklace too.” A sigh escaped from her mouth as she shook her head. “What a waste.” 
 
    “Look out!” Erin shouted at the same time a banging noise resounded. A bullet flew through the air, shooting towards Lindyss’ forehead. Erin bit her lower lip and jumped off of Lindyss’ head, hovering in front of the elf’s face while crossing her arms in front of her chest, creating a blue shield of mana in front of her body. She closed her eyes, bracing herself for the bullet, but after a few seconds passed, nothing had happened. Erin slowly opened one eye before dropping her arms to the side, the blue shield dissolving. A hand made of shadows was in front of her, holding onto the bullet. The fairy queen turned around and shivered at Lindyss’ glowering expression. Erin swallowed. “A-are you alright?” 
 
    “You’re an idiot,” Lindyss said, grabbing and placing Erin onto her head. “Why’d you do that?” 
 
    Erin stuck her tongue out. “I didn’t want to see you get shot, dummy!” She sighed as the two mushrooms by the Fangs reverted back into armored figures. “And I’m really out of mana now.” 
 
    Another bullet flew through the air, but like the first one, a hand made of shadows reached out and stopped it. Lindyss snorted at the Fangs as the ones with the whip and the axes charged at her. “I wasn’t going to hurt you,” she said. “But now I changed my mind.” She stomped her foot, and hundreds of black, translucent tendrils rose out of the Fangs of Capitis’ shadows, wrapping around their bodies. Charlotte let out a short scream as the tendrils dragged her into her own shadow like a giant squid dragging a boat into the sea. Another five shouts were cut off as the rest of the Fangs disappeared as well. 
 
    Erin stared at the space they had just occupied. “Uh….” 
 
    Lindyss dusted off her hands. Two bullets dropped to the ground as the shadows holding them up disappeared. “What?” 
 
    “What happened to them?” 
 
    Lindyss raised an eyebrow. “What happened to who?” 
 
    “To them. The Fangs.” 
 
    “I don’t know any Fangs,” Lindyss said. She patted the fairy’s head with her finger. “Are you sure you’re alright? Maybe you’re hallucinating after losing to Tafel in cards so many times.” 
 
    “Don’t play dumb with me!” 
 
    Lindyss yawned. “So what was the question?” she asked as she looked around. She spoke before Erin could respond. “And Tafel’s not here, so we’ll have to fly back to the capital by ourselves. Darn.” A pair of translucent purple wings sprouted out of her back as she sighed. 
 
    “What. Happened. To. The. Fangs?” Erin asked, tugging on Lindyss’ hair. 
 
    Lindyss scowled, but she didn’t swat the fairy away. “Their shadows ate them, didn’t you see?” 
 
    “I saw! Wh—” 
 
    “Then why are you asking?” 
 
    Erin’s nostrils flared. “You always do this! Would it kill you to be direct for once?” 
 
    Lindyss fell silent and rubbed her chin. She turned her head to the side. “Is that a dragon?” 
 
    Erin snorted. “You think you can distract me like that again? You can’t fool me more than once!” 
 
    “Whatever,” Lindyss said and rolled her eyes. She changed course and flew towards the black dot in the sky. “Grimmy! I know you can hear me!” 
 
    Erin squinted at the black dot before her eyes widened to the size of saucers. “What are you doing!?” she shouted and tugged on Lindyss’ hair. “That’s a cursed dragon! We’re going to die!” 
 
    “He’s Grimmy, my bestest friend,” Lindyss said with a smile. “Didn’t you say you wanted to meet him to show him why he should back off that position?” 
 
    “Y-your bestest friend is a dragon?” Erin asked, staring at Grimmy’s approaching figure. “Wait, wait! There’s a holy dragon right behind it! They’re going to fight each other; you have to run away or we’ll get caught in the crossfire!” 
 
    “Oh, that’s just Leila,” Lindyss said as she stopped and hovered in the air, waiting for Grimmy to get closer. “She’s Grimmy’s mate.” 
 
    “Mate? Have you gone insane from the pressure?” Erin asked, tugging on Lindyss’ ear. “Hurry and run away or we’ll die.” She let out a squeak as a shadow covered her. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Grimmy asked as he grabbed Lindyss and placed her onto his head. “Having trouble finding the earthquake creator?” 
 
    Erin whimpered. “We’re dead. I hate dying.” 
 
    “A fairy?” Grimmy asked, rolling his eyes up to get a better look. “On your head? I thought you hated them.” 
 
    “I do,” Lindyss said. She pointed at Erin. “But this thing is more like an insect than a fairy.” 
 
    “Don’t refer to me as a thing!” Erin shouted. She flinched and stiffened before covering her mouth with her hands, hiding herself in Lindyss’ hair to avoid Grimmy’s eyes. 
 
    Grimmy chuckled before poking Lindyss’ side. “Well?” 
 
    “I was on my way to the dwarven capital. I made Vur a necklace from some souls,” Lindyss said. “Oh, he was also the cause of the earthquake.” 
 
    “Vur? What’s Vur doing here?” Grimmy asked, his brow furrowing. “Give me a second.” He paused in midair, his wings flapping to keep them aloft. A grunt escaped from his throat every so often. “Ah. That’s interesting. Vur conquered the dwarves and the humans, huh? I guess my righteous quest to pacify the dwarves is done.” He patted his chest. “Damn, I’m good. The moment I leave the cavern to get started, I finish my quest.” 
 
    “You finished your quest?” Leila asked as she caught up to Grimmy. “Did Lindyss’ skeletons really conquer the dwarves?” 
 
    “My skeletons?” Lindyss asked. “What do they have to do with the dwarves?” A wrinkle appeared on her forehead as she brought her hand to her ear. “Testing.” 
 
    Mistress! Mr. Skelly’s voice echoed in her head. You’re safe! How— 
 
    Lindyss lowered her hand and glared at Grimmy. “Explain,” she said. “Why did you bring them here? This is a continent run by holy dragons!” She stomped her foot as Grimmy laughed. “What are you laughing about? If that crazy old coot finds out I’m a necromancer, you won’t be able to use me as a shield anymore.” 
 
    “You’re a what?” Erin asked, her head popping out of Lindyss’ hair. 
 
    “Did you just call my mother a crazy old coot?” Leila asked. She rubbed her chin. “It is an apt description….” 
 
    “I didn’t bring your skeletons here,” Grimmy said. “They just came over, and I decided to use them to help me complete my quest.” 
 
    Lindyss rolled her eyes. “Yeah, they just crossed an ocean because they missed me. Okay.” Her brow furrowed. “Wait, you said Vur conquered the humans?” 
 
    “Yeah, go have a chat with your minions,” Grimmy said. He glanced at Leila while Lindyss preoccupied herself. “Vur’s hosting a party on this continent in a week, want to go? He even invited your mother.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a good idea to let my mom meet Vur,” Leila said, biting her lower lip. “She doesn’t like Nova’s kin, remember? And what’s Vur doing here? I thought he was at Fuselage.” 
 
    Grimmy shrugged before smiling. “Hypothetically speaking, if your mother met Vur and a fight broke out, who would you help?” 
 
    Leila snorted. “I’d mediate,” she said. “Instead of helping one side, we should break the fight up.” 
 
    “That’s no fun,” Grimmy said. “I thought for sure you’d choose to help Vur.” 
 
    “If his opponent wasn’t my mother, I would,” Leila said. She arched her neck and turned her head to the side. “Oh, Leo and Luke fled too.” She nodded. “Smart. Dad probably sacrificed himself as per usual.” 
 
    Erin groaned and grasped her hair with both her hands. She muttered, “Maybe if I don’t make a sound, they’ll forget I’m here. Even I, the great Erin Koller, can’t fight four dragons.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Eh? Vur’s hosting a party in a week?” Tafel asked, lifting her head. There was a skeleton in front of her that was wearing clothes to prevent its face from being seen. She dusted off her hands as she stood up, a set of silver runes in front of her on the ground. “Where is he now?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the skeleton said, shaking its head. “He came to the imperial capital and destroyed the palace, claiming the humans’ territory for himself. Then he said he wanted to find a water elemental before the party started, so he left. I was sent to find you.” 
 
    “How’d you know where I was?” Tafel asked, her eyes narrowing at the skeleton. She glanced behind herself at the field of silver runes. Emile was playing around one, nudging rocks onto it, causing the rocks to vanish. 
 
    “The phoenix matriarch informed one of our men who informed me,” the skeleton said. “She had a feeling her son was here and that you’d be with him.” 
 
    “She can do that?” Emile asked, raising his head. “I didn’t know she could track me down. What if she found out about my secret hideout?” He blinked at Tafel. “I hide everything there.” 
 
    Tafel raised an eyebrow. “What do you even have to hide?” 
 
    “Percy’s stuff.” Emile flew into the air and landed on Tafel’s shoulder. “But you can’t tell her that.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why you don’t like her,” Tafel said. “She seemed nice enough.” 
 
    “Well, she didn’t try to drown you,” Emile said, raising his beak into the air. He puffed his feathers out and closed his eyes while turning his head away. 
 
    “Did this drowning attempt occur before or after you started hiding her stuff?” 
 
    “After,” Emile said. “But that’s irrelevant. She’s a bully.” 
 
    The skeleton cleared its nonexistent throat. “You’ll be attending the party then?” 
 
    “Yes,” Tafel said. She muttered to herself, “Lulu’s probably going to be there as well, huh? Then the fight will occur then.” She grabbed the skeleton as it was turning to leave. “Get some people to help me transport these runes to the party venue. Dig them up, but don’t break them. And bury them in a spot with plenty of open space.” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll do that,” the skeleton said. “What are they for?” 
 
    “I’m going to use them to teach an adulterous dragon a lesson,” Tafel said, her eyes glinting. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Are you done with your messages yet?” Alice asked, poking a dying campfire with a stick. It caught fire, and she waved it around a few times until it went out. Then she raised her head, peering at Mr. Skelly, who was sitting completely motionless. She lowered her head and continued poking the charcoal. “I guess not.” She sighed and stood up while grabbing her dirty dishes. 
 
    “I’ll take those for you,” a skeleton said and retrieved the plates. “The leader is busy communicating with the mistress, a dragon, and the fake emperor. Perhaps the war is nearing its end.” 
 
    “A dragon?” Alice asked. “I wasn’t told anything about a dragon.” 
 
    “Oh,” the skeleton said and tilted its skull. “Well, the mistress’ best friend is a dragon.” 
 
    Alice stared at the skeleton as it walked away with the plates. Then she turned her gaze onto Mr. Skelly. He remained unmoving, his empty eye sockets locked onto the tree ahead. “The war is nearing its end?” Alice mumbled and bit her lower lip. A wrinkle appeared on her forehead as she lowered her head. The campfire crackled as a piece of white wood snapped in half. 
 
    “Alice.” 
 
    Alice turned her head and nearly screamed at the grinning skull that appeared in front of her face. She gritted her teeth and punched the skeleton away, causing a squeaking sound to resound as its bones hit the ground. “Did you just squeak?” 
 
    The skeleton sat up and shook its head. It reached behind itself and picked up a cloth sack which it dusted off with its bony hands. “The leader wanted to give this to you as a present.” The skeleton stood up and placed the squirming bag onto her lap. “He had us look really hard for one. We didn’t sleep for weeks, ignoring the hunger of our bellies and the fatigue of our muscles.” 
 
    “You don’t need to sleep or eat, and don’t give me any nonsense about hurting muscles,” Alice said with a snort. She glanced at the squirming bag. “If this is a really big worm, I swear on my left foot, I’m going to leave and join the dwarves.” 
 
    “Do people commonly swear on their left feet here?” the skeleton asked as Alice pulled on the ribbon holding the cloth bag shut. 
 
    “No,” Alice said. Her hands trembled as she pulled the lip of the sack back, revealing an eagle-like head. Her eyes widened as the creature blinked and let out a tiny squeak. A catlike paw stepped out of the bag followed by a sleek body with a pair of wings. Alice gasped and brought her hands to her mouth, lifting her head, her eyes watery. “Oh my lord. You didn’t.” 
 
    “We did,” the skeleton said with a grin. “Remember, this little fellow’s the leader’s gift to you.” 
 
    “What about its mother?” Alice asked, lowering her hands to grasp the baby gryphon. It mewled and licked her skin with its pointed tongue. She lifted the gryphon up and snuggled it against her face before holding it away from herself to inspect it. 
 
    The skeleton froze. “Uh….” It cleared its nonexistent throat. “Like I said. We worked very hard to get you one.” It glanced at Mr. Skelly, who was still motionless, before meeting Alice’s narrowing eyes. “Bye.” The ground broke open beneath its feet, and it dove headfirst into the tunnel that appeared. 
 
    Alice sighed as she parted the feathers on the baby gryphon’s forehead, revealing a pulsing rune. “So you do have a mother,” she said and stroked the gryphon’s wings. It yawned and curled up into a ball, snuggling against Alice’s stomach. “But knowing those skeletons….” 
 
    “Ah, you’ve received my gift, I see,” Mr. Skelly said, interrupting Alice’s thoughts. He turned his skull and smiled at her before standing up. “I have some good news and some bad news. Which one do you want to hear first?” 
 
    “The bad news.” 
 
    “The good news? If you insist,” Mr. Skelly said. “The good news is the gryphon’s mother is still alive and well. She willingly gave my men one of her children after we saved them from a pack of wild cows.” 
 
    Alice exhaled and glanced at the baby gryphon on her lap. “That’s good. And the bad news?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly scratched his head. “The good news was a lie.” 
 
    Alice’s eye twitched. “Couldn’t you have just said you had bad news to tell me?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly nodded. 
 
    Alice sighed. “Forget it. Then this cub doesn’t have a mother or father anymore?” 
 
    “It doesn’t,” Mr. Skelly said. “You can abandon it if you’d like, but I imagine it wouldn’t last long. I knew you’d try to return it to its parents if they were still around, so….” He shrugged. 
 
    But leader, its parents are still alive. 
 
    Mr. Skelly ignored the mental message and sat beside Alice. He lowered his gaze onto the baby gryphon and poked its side, causing it to cry out. Its eyes snapped open, and it hissed at him. Mr. Skelly patted its head and made eye contact with Alice. “The war is over.” 
 
    “Is it?” Alice asked, lowering her gaze. She stroked the baby gryphon and frowned. 
 
    “It is,” Mr. Skelly said. He tilted his head. “What’s wrong? I thought you’d be happier considering how much you detested war.” 
 
    Alice scowled. “Who says I’m not happy?” she asked. “I’m happy, got that?” 
 
    “If you’re happy, then I’m a ghoul,” Mr. Skelly said. He wrapped his left arm around Alice’s shoulder and nudged her cheek with his right hand’s index finger. “If you keep frowning like that, the baby will think you’re upset with it. Ah, I understand. You’re going to miss me, aren’t you?” Mr. Skelly turned his head away and readied himself to create another skull out of mana for when Alice inevitably punched his current one off. After a few seconds of waiting, nothing happened, causing Mr. Skelly to blink and turn back around. He froze. 
 
    Tears dripped from Alice’s eyes onto the gryphon below. She sniffled as her hands balled into fists, scrunching up the gryphon’s fluffy fur into tufts that poked out of the gaps in her fingers. Her face jerked towards Mr. Skelly, and she glared at him as if daring him to say something. She blinked hard, causing another set of tears to fall from her eyes. “What?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly removed his left arm from Alice’s shoulder, and he scratched his collarbone. “You know I’m a skeleton, right? I’m already dead.” 
 
    Alice stared him in the eye sockets, unblinking. “Yes.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly scratched his collarbone again, Alice’s gaze causing him to itch. “Oh.” He averted his eye sockets. “Oh.” The campfire crackled as another piece of wood collapsed into pieces. “Alice….” 
 
    “I had a lot of fun,” Alice said, tearing her gaze away from the skeleton. She squinted up at the clouds and leaned back, hugging the baby gryphon to her chest. “I never thought I’d say it, but conquering those cities with you was fun. I hadn’t felt that happy in a long time.” She used the back of her hand to wipe away her tears before she lowered her head and smiled at the baby gryphon. “It really was a lot of fun.” 
 
    “If those dwarves you tricked and beat up could hear you now, I wonder what they’d think,” Mr. Skelly said with a chuckle. He patted Alice’s back. “In a week, there’s going to be a party. The Corrupted One will be there; I’ve told you about her before. She’s like my mother of sorts. I’d like to introduce you to her.” 
 
    Alice bit her trembling lip and hugged the gryphon to her chest tighter. “I’d like that too. But promise me she won’t sacrifice me.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly scratched his head. “That’s not really something I can promise, but I’ll do my best to not let that happen.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vur frowned. Ahead of him, there was a lake surrounded by trees. A few animals were on the shore, drinking out of it with their ears perked up. A wind blew past the waters, causing ripples to form on the lake’s surface. Vur squatted next to the water and poked it with his finger. “You said water elementals were easy to find, Deedee.” 
 
    “Statistically, they’re the most abundant elementals around,” Diamant said as he took on the shape of a rock by Vur’s foot. He dipped his thin arm into the water and frowned. “There really isn’t anyone here. Maybe you just have bad luck?” 
 
    Stella materialized behind Diamant and pushed him into the water. “This is the sixtieth lake we’ve been to,” she said and placed her hands on her hips as droplets of water splashed onto Vur’s feet. “His luck can’t be that bad. He’s blessed by everything under the sun! There must be something wrong with your instructions instead.” 
 
    Diamant spluttered as he climbed out of the lake, glaring at Stella with his diamond eyes. “I rarely make mistakes,” he said and shook himself off like a dog. “Something abnormal is going on. Perhaps, if we went to the ocean, we—” 
 
    “It’s too late now,” Sheryl said. “The week is up. Vur has to attend that party he scheduled.” The runes on Vur’s shoulder flashed twice. “But still, I agree it’s pretty weird not to see any water elementals in the lakes. There were ten of them living in the lake by the volcano. Although, they probably went through the reincarnation cycle after the eruption, huh?” 
 
    “A week already passed?” Vur asked, tilting his head. “It doesn’t feel like it did.” 
 
    “Well, that’s what happens when you sleep for four days straight,” Zilphy said from the star on Vur’s arm. “I can’t believe it—I chose the weirdest person to contract with.” A green rock materialized by Diamant. A pair of arms sprouted out before pinching Diamant’s face. “This is all your fault. I gave up my freedom to get hitched to you.” 
 
    “I never asked you to do that,” Diamant said, rolling his eyes. “You’re the one who forced yourself on me.” 
 
    “You’re the pervert who peeked on me in the bath!” Zilphy said, pinching Diamant’s cheeks even harder. Cracks formed underneath his eyes. “And you dare say I’m the one who forced myself on you?” 
 
    “Is this what people call a domestic quarrel?” Vur asked Stella as she flew onto his head. 
 
    “Yup,” Stella said, lying on her stomach while peering over Vur’s head. She smiled at the two quarreling rocks and placed her palms on her cheeks. “I used to fight like that all the time with….” 
 
    Vur hovered in the air as gusts of wind pushed him up from below. He glanced up at Stella. “With?” 
 
    Stella’s brow furrowed as she rubbed her nose. “I can’t remember,” she said and sighed. “But it was fun. I think. I’m sure it was fun.” She lowered her head and tugged on Vur’s eyebrow. “Will you quarrel with me?” 
 
    “Ah, don’t leave us behind!” Zilphy shouted from below. She grabbed onto Diamant’s arm and flew into the air before merging into Vur. A green and brown light crawled up into his right arm. “I’m not done with you yet, Deedee.” 
 
    “Even you’re calling me that now…?” 
 
    “Well?” Stella asked, tugging on Vur’s eyebrow again. 
 
    Vur scratched his head as he soared through the sky, heading towards the center of the continent. “I’m not sure how.” 
 
    “Just pretend I’m Tafel,” Stella said with a nod. “I’m sure you two must fight a lot.” 
 
    “Huh? Why would you think that?” Vur asked. “Tafel and I love each other very much. We don’t fight.” 
 
    “At all?” Stella asked, raising her eyebrows. “Not even a little? You don’t even fight over what to have for dinner?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Eh?” Stella sat up and crossed her arms over her chest. “That’s weird. Are you sure your relationship is stable?” 
 
    “We’re married,” Vur said as he flew through a cloud. “It has to be stable.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Stella frowned. “Most stable marriages don’t have a holy dragon trying to eat one of the partners. But what would I know? I’m not even three months old.” She shrugged before shaking her head. “You really don’t fight with Tafel? It probably has something to do with your easy-going nature.” She rubbed her chin. “Maybe if I asked Tafel, her response would be different.” 
 
    Vur shook his head, almost causing Stella to fall off. “If we weren’t compatible, I wouldn’t have married her. I love her too much to fight with her.” 
 
    “How do you say such mushy things with a straight face?” Stella asked, leaning over and pinching Vur’s ear. “I’m practically blushing for you.” She leaned back and sighed, watching the clouds pass by. “Tafel’s lucky she met you. Fairies don’t believe in romance, but I always wondered what it’d feel like to be in love. How can you like someone so much that you’d give up your freedom like Zilphy did for Diamant?” 
 
    Vur shrugged and flew through a flock of geese, causing them to squawk and scatter. “Tafel makes me happy: being around her, talking to her, seeing her do things. When she’s happy, I’m happy. And I like being happy; it’s much better than being sad. When I was little, I used to be sad when everyone ran away or hid from me. But Tafel didn’t run or hide; she became my friend.” Vur scratched his nose. “If I could pick between being free without Tafel and compromising to stay with Tafel, I’d always choose to stay with her.” 
 
    Stella hummed while pouting. “Then what are you going to do when Lulu tries to chase Tafel away?” 
 
    “If Tafel and I have a baby, Lulu will stop trying,” Vur said with a nod. 
 
    “You’re not even going to consider Lulu, huh?” Stella asked. “She’s not afraid of you either, and she became your friend. If you love Tafel because of those reasons, how’s Lulu any different? If you met Lulu before Tafel, would you have been her mate instead?” 
 
    Vur’s brow furrowed. “Tafel is Tafel,” he said. “And Lulu is Lulu. They’re different. I love Tafel and that’s that.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense,” Stella said and scratched her head. “Love is really weird.” 
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    “It’s so pretty! Look at all the lights and shiny stuff!” Emile flapped his wings, causing Tafel’s hair to tangle up on her horns. He hopped up and down on her shoulder. “Look, look! What’s that?” 
 
    “That’s a leviathan skeleton floating in the sky,” Tafel said, squinting at the object Emile was pointing at. “Then that means Mr. Skelly is openly announcing their presence? I wonder how the holy dragons are going to react.” She nodded as she continued walking along the road leading to the decorated city. “It’ll be a good show.” 
 
    “Eh? Don’t you have to fight a holy dragon too?” Emile asked as he fixed Tafel’s hair with his beak. “I think that’ll be an even better show. I’ll cheer for you.” 
 
    “At least one of us is looking forward to it,” Tafel said and sighed. “I hope my plan works. Those skeletons better have placed the runes in the right place, or I really might cry.” She turned her head to the side. Emile stopped mid-preen and blinked at her. “Do you think she’ll notice us since we have phoenix-like auras?” 
 
    “What do you mean phoenix-like?” Emile asked, puffing his chest out. “We’re real phoenixes. And, yes, she’ll notice us. She’s flying towards us now if you haven’t realized.” 
 
    “Huh?” Tafel asked, freezing mid-stride. “Really? If that’s a joke, it’s not funny.” 
 
    “I only play pranks on Percy,” Emile said and sniffed while tilting his beak up. “She’s over there, see?” 
 
    Tafel looked up. A silver dragon was flying towards her with a grin on its face. It let out a roar while spewing silver fire out of its mouth, lighting up the sky. “That was fast,” Tafel said and bit her lower lip. Her horns flashed, and the scenery changed into a field of grass with silver runes decorating it. She exhaled upon seeing them. “The skeletons did a good job.” 
 
    A voice shouted from nearby, “You can’t avoid me forever!” 
 
    “Go somewhere safe, Emile,” Tafel said, nudging the phoenix off of her shoulder. She took in a deep breath and clasped her hands behind her back, straightening her posture. A slow exhale left her mouth, and she closed her eyes as tendrils of mana snaked from her feet into the ground, spreading out like a web to touch the silver runes. Her eyes snapped open. “I can do this.” 
 
    Gusts swept over Tafel, her hair flying parallel to the ground, as the silver dragon approached, every beat of its wings displacing the air. It landed in front of her before looking around. “A trap? That’s fine too.” 
 
    “You’re really determined to fight me, huh?” Tafel asked, biting her lower lip. “Well, listen up! I’m not going to give up on Vur. He’s mine, and you can’t have him. So what if you’re a dragon? I’m, I’m not scared!” 
 
    “You’d be more convincing if your knees weren’t knocking together,” Lulu said, pointing at Tafel’s shaking legs. “I do feel a little bad now, but that can’t be helped. There’s so few dragons out there; I might have to wait a thousand years if I miss out on Vur now.” She tilted her head and sighed. “You really won’t give up on him?” 
 
    “This is my answer,” Tafel said as she crouched and pressed her palms against the ground. The silver runes around them lit up. “When I married him, I swore to stay by his side for better, for poorer, in sickness and in health. A dragon’s not going to change that!” She gritted her teeth as her horns flashed with a white light. “Have a taste of my resolve!” 
 
    Emile shielded his eyes from the light, peering at the glowing field through the feathers on his wings. Lulu was approaching Tafel, but before the dragon had even taken two steps, the light disappeared along with Lulu. Emile blinked twice and looked around before staring at the ground. “Big sis teleported her into the earth?” 
 
    Emile flew off the branch he was perched on, but Tafel shouted, “Stay back, Emile. It’s not over yet.” 
 
    “Huh?” Emile hovered in place and tilted his head. He flew back onto the branch before shrugging. “If you say so.” He hummed to himself while waiting for something to happen, but Tafel was still crouching in place without moving. When he was about to yawn, Tafel dove to the side as the ground underneath her broke apart, a silver dragon head popping out of the earth. 
 
    “What the heck!?” Lulu shouted. “You buried me alive! If I wasn’t a dragon, I would’ve died. That was really—” 
 
    “Go back down there!” Tafel shouted as her horns flashed white. Lulu disappeared again, leaving behind a hole in the ground. The demon muttered as she manipulated the earth with magic to fill itself in, “It’s because you’re a dragon that I have to use this kind of method.” 
 
    Emile blinked at the scene. He stared at the ground, then at himself. “If I was shoved down there, could I get out?” He rubbed his head with his wings. “Maybe if I knew Mom’s world of fire ability….” 
 
    A few minutes later, the ground by Tafel shattered, revealing Lulu’s head again. She gasped for breath and glared at the demon with narrowed eyes. “Alright,” Lulu said, “now you’re making me—” 
 
    “Sink!” Tafel shouted, banishing Lulu before she could finish her sentence. She exhaled as the dragon disappeared, and used her mana to fix the hole Lulu had left behind. “If I hadn’t seen Exzenter teleport away that worm-infested dragon, I’d never have come up with this idea for myself.” She snorted and glared at the ground. “If you want to blame someone, blame yourself for being a dragon. Who told you to be impervious to nearly all types of magic?” 
 
    Emile scratched his head with his talon upon hearing Tafel’s words. “I never knew big sis could be so spiteful; she sounds jealous of dragons.” He shook his head and puffed his chest out. “Who cares about dragons? We, phoenixes, are their equals. Big sis is proving that right now!” 
 
    Lulu’s head burst out of the ground again, slower this time. She panted for breath. “Listen up, you! If you do that one more—” 
 
    “Begone!” Tafel said, her horns lighting up. She placed her hands on her hips as the earth filled itself in once Lulu disappeared. “This is a little … fun.” Her eyes widened as she dove to the side, barely dodging a pillar of white lava that shot out of the ground. 
 
    Lulu burst out of the pillar with a roar. “Is this your only—” 
 
    “Teleport!” Tafel shouted, pointing at Lulu. The silver dragon disappeared along with a portion of the pillar of lava. 
 
    “She doesn’t even have to be touching the runes?” Emile asked. He shouted so Tafel could hear. 
 
    “Nope,” Tafel said. “With these runes, I can manipulate any space within a hundred meters of me. If your, err, our mom didn’t imprint me, there’s no way I’d be able to sustain something like this for long, but since she did….” She shrugged instead of finishing her sentence. 
 
    “Big sis!” Emile shouted. “I never knew you were so amazing! Why’d you run away from Lulu the first time then?” 
 
    “Who wouldn’t run away from a surprise dragon attack?” Tafel asked with a snort. Cold sweat ran down her back. “But this time, I’m ready. Even if I’m still terrified.” She glanced at the ground. “Ah, she’s getting close again.” 
 
    The ground was torn asunder as a silver claw broke through. Before Lulu could even stick her head out or say anything, she was teleported back into the earth. Pillars of lava erupted around Tafel, but she managed to avoid them all by teleporting around. Lulu appeared a few more times, but she was always forced back the moment she showed a single scale. 
 
    Emile munched on a mushroom he found growing on the tree while watching the fight. “If big sis and Mom fought, Mom would win. So big sis isn’t super strong; it’s the dragon that’s weak.” Emile nodded to himself before he stiffened. The mushroom fell to the ground as his body tilted and landed on the branch before rolling off and dropping into a nearby bush. 
 
    Tafel panted as sweat rolled off of her due to the heat coming from the lava. She tensed, waiting for Lulu to reappear, straining her ears to hear better. There weren’t any sounds or vibrations coming from beneath her. “She didn’t die, right?” Tafel muttered, pressing her ear to the ground. Her eyes widened as a dragon roared, the sound coming from the sky. Tafel raised her head just in time to see a silver dragon swooping towards her. 
 
    “How dare you!? My daugh—” 
 
    The silver dragon disappeared once Tafel pointed at it. Tafel patted her chest and exhaled, a chill running down her spine. “From above? Jeez, that scared me. How’d she sneak—?” 
 
    “I give up!” Lulu’s voice shouted from far away. “How about we negotiate? I’m going to approach you, so please, don’t teleport me back into the ground. It’s really tiring climbing out. Okay?” 
 
    Tafel froze and stared at the direction Lulu’s voice was coming from. Then she lowered her head. The ground was vibrating beneath her. “If Lulu’s on the surface….” Tafel’s face paled, and she teleported next to Emile’s petrified body. She swallowed her spit as a pillar of white light rose towards the sky, obliterating the field she was just standing in, runes and all. A massive silver dragon, nearly twice Lulu’s size, flew out of the field-turned-pit. Tafel grabbed Emile with her clammy hands, and she dove to the side, avoiding a beam of light that disintegrated the bush. She wanted to cry. “How many dragons did Vur woo!?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vur sneezed. 
 
    “Are you cold?” Stella asked, peering at Vur’s face from his head. She had to cling onto his hair to prevent the wind from blowing her off. 
 
    “No,” Vur said and wiped at his nose with the back of his finger. “It feels like someone blamed me for something I didn’t do. It was probably Snuffles.” 
 
    “Oh,” Stella said. “How much longer until we get to the party?” 
 
    Vur shrugged. “About an hour, maybe more, maybe less.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Emile, are you alright?” Tafel asked, poking the stiff phoenix as she ran for her life. “I need some mental support here.” Her horns glowed silver, and a white light enveloped the duo, teleporting them forward by a few meters, just enough to avoid a rampaging dragon’s tail strike. 
 
    “Stop running!” the massive silver dragon shouted as it whirled around to face the direction Tafel was heading towards. The dragon’s chest expanded as it sucked in a deep breath. 
 
    The hairs on the back of Tafel’s neck stiffened as shivers ran down her spine. Her horns glowed silver again, and she disappeared before reappearing off to the side. A beam of light passed by her, causing her skin to blister from the heat. The light destroyed everything in its path, leaving behind a line of scorched earth with bits of lava. Tafel gulped and ran while channeling her next teleportation spell, silently cursing the dragon in her head. 
 
    “Those who attack my children shall die!” 
 
    “Your daughter attacked me first, you stupid lizard!” Tafel shouted back. She gritted her teeth as she ran through the fields towards a nearby forest. 
 
    “You tell her, big sis!” Emile said, sitting up in Tafel’s embrace. He yawned and smacked his beak a few times. “That no good dragon matriarch is a bully! Wait until Mom finds out about this.” He sniffed and stuck his beak into the air while puffing up his chest. “Ah, I’ll go call her while you distract the big lizard.” 
 
    “She’s the dragon matriarch!?” Tafel teleported ahead again and avoided another beam of light. “She’s trying to woo Vur too!?” 
 
    “Yup,” Emile said as he crawled out of Tafel’s grasp. He flew into the air, wobbled a bit, then crashed straight into the ground. “Ugh, I feel sick.” 
 
    “Mom! Stop!” Lulu shouted as she flew towards Kondra. “We were fighting over a mate.” 
 
    “Fighting over a mate or not, anyone who attacks my children is a no-good person,” Kondra said, barreling past Lulu. “If she were a pure-hearted person, she’d be cleansed by my holy light instead of purged. The only reason she’s running is because she knows she’s not a good person!” 
 
    “You crazy reptile!” Tafel shouted. “Even the trees were destroyed by your laser beams!” 
 
    “Trees don’t have hearts; they can’t be pure-hearted,” Kondra said as she flew into the air. “Stand still!” 
 
    That damned dragon logic again, Tafel thought, a whimper escaping from her throat. She weaved through the trees and dove to the right, just in time to avoid a massive boulder hurtling towards her. “If, if you kill me, Nova will never let you off!” 
 
    “Nova!?” Kondra shouted. A shockwave resounded out of her, accompanying her roar. The trees around Tafel groaned and buckled before flying out of the ground, taking the earth around their roots with them as they were uprooted. Tafel screamed as she was thrown forward along with the trees, tumbling into a heap of branches and leaves. Before she could orient herself, a gaping maw spewed a hot and damp breath on her, causing her to freeze. Kondra pinned Tafel to the ground with a single claw, piercing through her shoulder. The dragon’s eyes narrowed into slits. “What’s your relationship with Nova?” 
 
    Tafel gasped and shuddered as blood poured out of her arm and onto the ground. She bit her lower lip and glared at Kondra, her horns glowing silver. As she was about to teleport away, Kondra opened her mouth and roared in Tafel’s face, causing bright lights and stars to dance in the demon’s vision. Tafel’s chest rose up and down in violent spasms as she gasped for breath. 
 
    “Mom! Stop! Really!” Lulu said and tackled Kondra. She pushed her mother’s claw out of Tafel’s body and rested her snout against the bloody wound. White light enveloped the gash, causing the flesh, sinew, and bones to wriggle and reconnect. “Hey. Are you alright?” 
 
    Tafel squinted at Lulu, her vision hazy. “Your mom’s a lot scarier than you.” She sat up and clutched her shoulder, sweat dripping from her pale face. Her breaths were slow and her movements stiff. “Remember, you said you gave up. Dragon’s honor.” 
 
    “Yeah, I did,” Lulu said and sighed. “How about we share Vur? You can have him for six days of the week. I’m okay with just one, really.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “My…, my own daughter attacked me?” Kondra muttered to herself while lying on her side. She hadn’t moved since Lulu had tackled her. Her wide eyes narrowed into slits as she clenched her claws and slammed her tail against the ground. “It must be that girl’s fault! Anything related to Nova is evil!” She climbed onto her feet and sucked in her breath, glaring at Tafel. 
 
    “Kondra!” a crisp voice said, piercing through the din. “Do you think my family is that easy to bully?” 
 
    “Minerva!” Kondra said, raising her head. A sea of flames swallowed the sky as the phoenix matriarch descended from above the clouds. “Stay out of this.” 
 
    “After you attacked my child? How can I?” the phoenix matriarch asked as she landed in front of Tafel. She nudged Lulu aside with her talon. Despite the fact she was a quarter of Lulu’s size, Minerva easily pushed the silver dragon away. She turned her head and blinked at Tafel. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Tafel exhaled as the tension left her body. Her eyes watered as she hugged the phoenix. “I’m so glad you’re here. I really thought I was going to die.” She wiped her tears with the backs of her hands and sniffled. She pointed at Kondra. “This crazy lizard attacked me because she wanted to steal my husband!” 
 
    Minerva drew her head back and blinked before turning to face the dragon matriarch. “I thought you were happily married,” she said, tilting her head to the side. “Was I wrong? I never thought a holy dragon would commit adultery.” 
 
    “Adultery!?” Kondra asked. She glared at Tafel. “What are you accusing me of? Liars need to be taught”—a glowing white light appeared in her mouth—“lessons!” 
 
    Minerva snorted and blocked the beam of white light flying out of Kondra with a wall of flames. “I don’t want to fight you, Kondra.” Her eyes narrowed as the flames in the sky flared and roared like a river. “Why don’t we—” 
 
    Another beam of light slammed into Minerva’s wall of flames. 
 
    Minerva sighed. “Stay back, Tafel.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I’m really glad the fishmen offered to take us here. It’s a really nice party,” Breeze said as he patted Gale’s shoulder with his left hand. In his right hand, he was holding onto a tankard of frothing liquid. The two were sitting on a bench with a plaza in front of them. “You’ve gotten a lot happier since we’ve had that meal with them. It’s almost like you became a different person.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Gale asked, his head turning to his right like a doll’s. He grinned. “After months at sea, anyone would be happy on land.” He tilted his head up as a bright light shone down from above. “Fireworks?” 
 
    Breeze removed his hand from Gale’s shoulder and looked up. “No,” he said. “The sky’s on fire.” He brought his tankard to his shadowy lips and took a swig. “The last time I saw something like this was eight centuries ago. I remember they’re usually accompanied a lot by dragon roars.” 
 
    A pillar of white light flew up into the sky followed by a deafening roar. The ground shook, and a few tiles fell off the roofs. Some of the partygoers screamed, but Breeze just took another sip, unfazed. “That’s more like it,” he said. “I wonder who’s going to win.” Breeze turned his head and furrowed his brow. “You’re not scared? Under normal circumstances, you’d be crying and begging for your life.” 
 
    Gale shrugged. “If it’s a dragon and a phoenix duking it out, then what can I do? Panicking won’t help.” 
 
    Breeze nodded. The two watched partygoers run and trample each other as they fled opposite the direction of the pillars of light. “Right, panicking is meaningless,” Breeze said and patted Gale’s shoulder again. “This is how my brother should act. We’re fearless!” 
 
    Gale scratched his nose and grunted. 
 
    “But really, this is a little boring,” Breeze said and sighed as he watched the flames diminish as more and more beams of light pierced the sky. “In the olden days, when the phoenixes first invaded, there were dozens of dragons and phoenixes fighting it out. Dragons and phoenixes died so often, you’d hear about a new death every day. But this fight, they’re both too weak to kill each other. Well, I’ll go possess one of them after they’re weakened. I never got to possess one before since their corpses kept disappearing.” He kicked a rock that was in front of him, causing it to disintegrate. “It was probably that witch’s doing. Ugh, just thinking about her gives me the heebie-jeebies.” Shivers ran down his spine. 
 
    “The mistress?” Gale asked. 
 
    “Huh? Yeah, she’s called that sometimes by her followers,” Breeze said and brought his tankard to his lips. He froze mid-swallow, liquid flowing out of the mug and down his chin. His head turned towards Gale as he completed his swallow. “Gale…?” 
 
    Gale grinned. “Yes?” 
 
    “Are, are you feeling alright?” Breeze asked as he slowly placed the tankard onto the bench. 
 
    “Never been better,” Gale said. “Why?” 
 
    “Uh, no reason,” Breeze said as he stood up and backed away, keeping his gaze locked onto Gale. “I’m going to step out for a bit to, uh, get some fresh air and maybe possess a holy dragon. Cool? Cool.” He turned around and dashed away without waiting for a response. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Grimmy, go that way,” Lindyss said, patting Grimmy’s head and pointing off to the side. The four dragons’ heads followed her finger. “I see Vur.” 
 
    “Vur? Why the heck—, oh, whaddya know? It’s Vur,” Grimmy said as he changed his course. “Vur! What the heck are you doing over here? I thought you were hosting a party.” He glanced at Vur’s half-naked body. “I was told you had grown scales and a pair of wings. But I see neither of those.” 
 
    “Uncle Grimmy!” Vur said as he alighted onto the black dragon’s head. He pouted. “I don’t have enough mana regeneration to always have my wings and scales out.” He sighed and sat beside Lindyss. “Hi, Auntie.” He looked off to the side and waved at Leila, who was accompanied by her two brothers. “Hi, Aunt Leila.” 
 
    “Here,” Lindyss said and took out the necklace with the screaming faces. She clasped it around Vur’s neck and patted his head. “This should help with maintaining your dragon form a lot.” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Erin said as she popped out of Lindyss’ hair. “Why is the treatment between me and him so different!? You give him a necklace, but all I get from you are a few smacks! This isn’t fair.” 
 
    “Hey!” Stella said as she appeared next to Vur. She flew into the air and tackled Erin. “What are you doing in my spot on her head!?” 
 
    “Your spot?” Erin asked as she grappled with Stella on Lindyss’ head. “I earned this spot!” 
 
    “It’s my spot!” Stella said and flailed her arms, but Erin had a firm grip on her. Instead, Stella raised her neck and bit Erin’s shoulder while growling. 
 
    “You crazy witch!” Erin shouted and pressed her palm against Stella’s forehead, struggling to peel her off. Stella used that chance to claw at Erin’s face. “That hurts! You were born three months ago; Vur’s your spot, not Lindyss!” 
 
    “Ah?” Stella asked as she relaxed her jaws. “You’re right.” Her brow furrowed. “Then why did I get so angry?” 
 
    “If you two midgets are going to wrestle, can you not do it on my head?” Lindyss asked, brushing the two fairies off with the back of her hand. 
 
    “It’s her fault!” Stella and Erin said at the same time, pointing at each other. They blinked and exchanged glances before wrestling again, this time on Grimmy’s head. 
 
    “Hey, Leila,” Leo whispered and nudged his sister. “This human who feels suspiciously like a dragon is…?” 
 
    “Nova’s grandson,” Leila said. She smiled at Vur. “Have you been well?” 
 
    “Yup! Lulu’s your sister, right?” Vur asked. “She’s really nice. She helped me a lot.” 
 
    “Oh?” Luke asked, raising an eyebrow. “With what?” 
 
    “She helped me beat up the phoenix matriarch,” Vur said. “And she helped fix my hangover after getting me drunk. She helped me strip the penguins too. She also makes lots of drinks for me to try. Oh, and she let me ride her.” 
 
    The three holy dragons stared at Vur with dark expressions. Leo winced. “Did you say you stripped the penguins?” 
 
    Vur nodded, but Lindyss flicked his forehead. “Don’t say you stripped the penguins,” she said. “Say defeathered. It sounds more appropriate.” 
 
    “Okay,” Vur said. “Lulu helped me defeather the penguins.” 
 
    Luke sighed. “It’s a good thing Mom’s too busy beating up Dad back at home.” 
 
    “Right?” Leo asked. “We should get him a souvenir from the party for his valiant sacrifice.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Mom’s amazing!” Emile said, flapping his wings twice while on Tafel’s shoulder. The demon’s hair flew up and tangled with her horns, causing her head to shy away from the phoenix. A laser beam flew towards the duo, but the phoenix matriarch appeared in front of them and deflected the attack. “Go, Mom! You can beat her!” Emile blinked and nudged Tafel’s cheek with his beak. “Got any snacks?” 
 
    “Err, I have some corn,” Tafel said, pulling a cob of corn out of a portal. 
 
    “That’ll do,” Emile said as he swooped down, landing on the cob. 
 
    Tafel shook her head before turning her attention back onto Minerva and Kondra. Neither side had the advantage. Kondra ignored the flames surrounding her, acting as if they didn’t exist, but at the same time, none of her attacks could pass through. When she tried to engage Minerva in a physical contest, the phoenix matriarch would teleport away, swapping positions with her flames. 
 
    “Why don’t we talk this out?” Minerva asked, her voice crisp. “Fighting is a waste of time.” 
 
    “Once I decide on something, I won’t stop until I have it,” Kondra said with a snarl. “That’s what it means to stick to one’s principles.” 
 
    “No,” Minerva said. “That’s called being stubborn.” 
 
    “Dragons are stubborn; what were you expecting?” Tafel asked, causing the two matriarchs to turn their gazes onto her. She pursed her lips and hunched her shoulders. When the two beasts looked away, Tafel pouted and muttered, “It’s true though.” 
 
    Emile grunted, his affirmation accompanied by munching sounds. 
 
    “Not all dragons are stubborn,” Lulu said. She was curled up behind Tafel, resting her chin on her paws. “I’m a very flexible person. I gave up on Vur, didn’t I? How about you let me rent him once a month? I can make pretty useful potions.” 
 
    Tafel snorted. “He’s my husband,” she said. “Stop asking.” 
 
    Lulu grumbled. “Who’s the stubborn one now?” She narrowed her eyes at the demon in front of her. “I bet I could take you on now that your runes were destroyed by my mom.” 
 
    “You sound like a sore loser,” Emile said through a beakful of corn. “Gracefully accept your loss, big lizard.” 
 
    Lulu growled at Emile, baring her teeth. “Does the tiny red chicken want to fight?” 
 
    Tafel’s mouth fell open as Emile swallowed the rest of the cob in one gulp before flying at Lulu with his talons outstretched. Sweat appeared on her forehead as she scrambled away, avoiding a breath of holy fire. Emile squawked and spewed phoenix flames, countering Lulu’s breath. Tafel wet her lips and snuck away while preparing a teleportation spell. “They’re like cats and dogs,” she muttered, watching the two phoenixes and two dragons clash with each other. Her horns flashed silver, and her surroundings distorted, turning into the walls of a city. Behind her, the streets were littered with food and drinks that the partygoers had left behind in their retreat. Ahead of her, flames filled the air, and Kondra’s and Lulu’s outlines stood out among the destroyed trees. 
 
    Tafel scratched her head. “Maybe I should’ve taken Emile with me,” she said to herself. She frowned at a spilled tankard of ale by her feet. “So much for Vur’s party. Where is he anyway?” She sighed and took a seat on the city’s walls, fiddling with her bloody clothes. Kondra’s talon had pierced through the leviathan armor like it didn’t exist. She rubbed her skin and sighed again. “At least I didn’t scar. Why am I so weak? I bet Vur could’ve beat her; I still have a long way to go.” 
 
    Tafel shivered before hugging her knees to her chest. She propped her chin on top of her knees and bit her lower lip. The fire in the sky was sending shivers down her spine despite their intensity, and every time Minerva switched places with her flames, Tafel’s forehead tingled. “Could I learn that?” Tafel muttered, her gaze locked onto Minerva’s form. Her fingers twitched, and she clenched her hand into a fist. “I definitely will.” 
 
    Tafel inhaled and closed her eyes. Her horns glowed red as flames spread out from her body, coating the city walls. She opened her eyes and looked around. “Is this it?” she asked and stood up. She touched the fire by her side and frowned. It was cold. “Hmm. Maybe—” She stiffened. Sweat ran down her back as she slowly tilted her head up. Four dragons, three silver, one black, were flying towards the city. Tafel’s horns flashed silver, and she appeared by Emile’s side, tackling him to the ground during the middle of his wrestling match with Lulu. She shouted at Minerva, “Mom! There’s another three holy dragons coming this way!” 
 
    Kondra laughed after breathing out a breath of white flames. “You lose, Minerva!” 
 
    Minerva snorted and let out a cry. “Children!” 
 
    Eleven phoenixes rose into the air from outside the battlefield. “Are we going to kick some butts tonight?” 
 
    “Yeah! We beat them in a cherry-picking contest; we’ll beat them in a fight too!” 
 
    “I want to fight Leo! Let me fight Leo by myself!” 
 
    The phoenixes cheered as they soared into the fire in the sky, heading towards the four dragons. 
 
    Tafel, Lulu, and Emile watched the eleven phoenixes as they disappeared into the blazing flames. Once Minerva and Kondra resumed their fight, Tafel glared at Lulu. “Look at what you started—a war between phoenixes and dragons. It’s all because you were thinking with your lady bits!” 
 
    “Hey! It’s not my fault your husband is ridiculously attractive!” Lulu snorted and crossed her front legs over her chest as she sat on her hind legs. After a second, she bit her lower lip and sighed. “Ah, it’d really be bad if someone other than you died.” 
 
    Tafel kicked Lulu’s leg. “It’d be bad if I died too!” She smacked Emile’s head, stopping his incessant growling. “Let’s try to get them to mediate.” 
 
    Lulu shook her head. “That’s not going to happen,” she said. “My mom’s really, really stubborn. But my siblings should understand the general situation. I’ll go talk to them.” 
 
    Tafel nodded and teleported onto Lulu’s head. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Hey! What the heck are you doing?” Lulu asked, shaking her head like a dog. Tafel screamed, barely holding onto a crack in one of Lulu’s scales. “Not just anyone can ride on a dragon!” 
 
    “I can’t fly,” Tafel said through gritted teeth. “Stop shaking! Let me ride you just this once.” 
 
    Lulu paused. “Let me have Vur for a day once every three months.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Then off with you!” 
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    “Tafel…,” Emile said while panting. “You’re … really heavy.” He gasped for breath while pumping his wings as hard as he could, a demon hanging onto his legs. 
 
    “I saw you wrestle with Lulu! You can lift a dragon,” Tafel said, glaring up at the phoenix. “Don’t call me fat!” 
 
    Emile shut his beak and stared at the silver dragon flying ahead of him. “…You’re not aerodynamic.” 
 
    Tafel gritted her teeth. “I’m slim, dammit.” 
 
    “I’ll be quiet now,” Emile said as Tafel’s grip on his feet tightened. He followed Lulu through the flames that his mother created. The trio made it past the fire unharmed and hesitated at the scene outside. The phoenixes were hovering in front of the dragons, huddling around each other while conversing in hushed tones. Grimmy was at the head of the dragons, staring at the birds with a hungry look in his eyes. He swallowed once and opened his mouth, pretending to yawn. 
 
    “Grimmy!” Tafel shouted. “Is that you?” 
 
    Grimmy froze mid-bite and glanced at Tafel. His eyes narrowed at Emile, and he retreated backwards, closing his mouth before chuckling. “Hello, squirt,” he said. “Are these your friends?” 
 
    “Yes,” Tafel said, a shiver running down her spine. The phoenixes hadn’t even noticed Grimmy’s actions, still discussing amongst each other. “They’re my siblings now. I was imprinted by a phoenix.” 
 
    “Oh?” Grimmy asked, raising an eyebrow. “A phoenix. I see. Would she notice if one of her children went missing?” 
 
    An awkward smile appeared on Tafel’s face. “She would. Please, don’t eat them.” 
 
    “Ah! The dragon of darkness was planning on eating us!” one of the phoenixes shouted. 
 
    “Huh? But we were having our strategy meeting and called time out. No one’s allowed to interrupt a time out.” 
 
    “Dragons of darkness don’t play by the rules!” 
 
    “Calm down, guys,” Tafel said and sighed as she joined their group, still holding onto Emile. “We don’t have to fight them.” She let go of one of her hands and pointed at Vur, who was sitting on Grimmy’s head while waving at Tafel. “Look. That’s my husband. Bring me over, Emile.” 
 
    “You’re so bossy for someone so incapable, big sis,” Emile said with a sigh. He struggled through the air and deposited Tafel onto Grimmy’s head before making eye contact with the black dragon. “Can I sit too?” 
 
    Grimmy’s eyes glinted. “For a price.” 
 
    “What kind of price?” Emile asked and tilted his head while Lindyss sighed and looked away from the red bird. 
 
    Tafel ignored their conversation and tackled Vur, burying her head into his chest. “I missed you.” 
 
    Vur patted Tafel’s head and hugged her. “I missed you too,” he said. His hand brushed against Tafel’s ripped armor, and he frowned. “Is that your blood?” 
 
    “Ah?” Tafel sat up and glanced at her shoulder. “Yeah. But I’m all better now thanks to Lulu.” She turned her head and stuck her tongue out at the silver dragon hovering beside Grimmy. Then she leaned forward and kissed Vur on the lips, snaking her hand into his hair. 
 
    Lulu’s eye twitched. “Oi.” 
 
    Tafel ignored her as she ate Vur’s face. 
 
    “Oi!” Lulu said again, causing everyone to turn their attention onto her. She shrank back and gulped. “Uh…, oh! Mom’s fighting the phoenix matriarch down there.” 
 
    “Mom? As in our mom?” Leo asked. “She should still be lecturing Dad for not watching the penguins that you stripped.” He coughed. “Sorry, defeathered.” 
 
    Vur and Tafel stopped their actions, their faces flushed. “You didn’t give me a chance to ask,” Vur said, his finger lingering on Tafel’s neck. “Who hurt you?” 
 
    Tafel lowered her head. “It was the dragon matriarch. She’s down there right now,” she said and pointed off to the side. Tafel winced as Vur’s hands heated up, and she raised her head. Vur had a black rune on his forehead with webs of light snaking down his body. She thought she heard a few screams coming from the tattoos on his arms and shoulder as the tendrils of darkness touched them, but she wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Lulu!” Vur said as he stood up and walked to the edge of Grimmy’s head. 
 
    “Vur?” Lulu asked. “Are you okay? You look a bit, uh, not okay.” 
 
    “Mana potions,” Vur said, glaring down at the ground. Kondra was still fighting with Minerva, her maw eating away at the flames surrounding her. Vur roared, and dozens of runic circles appeared in the sky. He staggered as his aura weakened. 
 
    “Here,” Lulu said, reaching behind her wing and pulling out a blob of green liquid. She funneled it into Vur’s mouth with magic. “I made some adjustments since last time, and you shouldn’t get as drunk.” 
 
    “Where did you pull that out of?” Leila asked her sister as Vur drank the concoction. 
 
    “Trade secret,” Lulu said, puffing her chest out. Her gaze landed onto Tafel, and she stuck her tongue out. “I guess we know who Vur relies on more.” 
 
    Leila blinked at the heated expression on her sister’s and Tafel’s faces. “Don’t tell me….” 
 
    “Fireworks!” Emile shouted. He pointed up at the runic circles in the sky. Dozens of meteors emerged from the runes, their bodies red and white. “They’re warmer than lava.” 
 
    The meteors fell past the dragons and phoenixes, descending towards the dragon matriarch on the ground. Vur leapt off of Grimmy’s head, transforming as he fell. Ocean-blue scales covered his body as he grew in size, twisting and contorting into the shape of a dragon. The rune on his forehead flashed, causing a black, slime-like substance to coat his scales. A pair of fairy-like wings sprouted out of his lower back, and his tail elongated while flattening into a blade. 
 
    “I didn’t know he could do that,” Lindyss said, standing on the edge of Grimmy’s head. “Should we help him?” 
 
    “I want to watch for a bit,” Grimmy said with a laugh. “When the time’s right, we’ll sneak attack that crazy old lady.” 
 
    Leila frowned. “Grimmy….” 
 
    “Shh!” Emile said, hopping next to Lindyss’ feet on Grimmy’s head. “It’s starting!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Kondra,” Minerva said, freezing in place. “Above you.” 
 
    “I won’t fall for such petty tricks, Minerva!” Kondra said. She roared and lunged at the phoenix, her teeth glowing with a bright white light. She sank her fangs into the phoenix’s flesh, but Minerva collapsed into a pile of flames before reappearing above her. Kondra growled and raised her head. “Even that won’t….” 
 
    A wry smile appeared on Minerva’s beak. “Do you see what I mean by above you?” she asked the petrified dragon. She waved her wing in front of Kondra’s face. “Are you that shocked?” 
 
    Kondra’s jaws snapped shut as her eyes narrowed into slits. “Nova! What are you doing in my lands!?” She sucked in her breath, her chest bulging. Minerva flew out of the way as a white beam of light pierced through the sky, slamming into the screen of red meteors falling towards them. A few meteors were directly vaporized, but there were so many that she couldn’t see the blue sky behind them. 
 
    “That’s Nova?” Minerva muttered as she hovered off to the side. “Odd. It feels more like Vur. Tafel did say he was Nova’s grandson….” She shrugged before spreading her wings and letting out a clear cry. The flames surrounding her and Kondra converged and condensed into an orange net which fell onto the dragon matriarch. “Good luck.” 
 
    Kondra glared at the phoenix, who was retreating, before biting the net. The orange material bent but didn’t break. When she released her jaws, the bent portions sprang back into place. Kondra spread her wings and leapt into the air, the net sticking to her and the ground like glue. She struggled, flapping her wings and soaring up, but the net extended like a stretched rubber band. An instant later, she shot back towards the ground as the elastic material snapped back into place. “Minerva!” Kondra shouted and fired a laser beam at the phoenix. 
 
    Minerva swerved to the side, but the light clipped her wing, causing her to tumble in the air. Blood poured from her wound, but she ignored it and flew towards the city. Even she didn’t want to be hit by the meteors when they fell. 
 
    Kondra gritted her teeth and spat on the ground. “You gave up your world of fire to pin me down? You thought a few meteors could defeat me!?” Her eyes glazed over, a silver light spreading outwards from her pupils. She raised her head and let out a soundless roar, causing dozens of runic circles to appear in the air above her but below the layer of falling meteors. From the runes, meteors of her own emerged, shooting upwards and colliding with Vur’s. 
 
    Kondra panted as she reached into a gap in the net and spread it open, sticking her head and neck through. Explosions rang out overhead as the meteors grinded against each other, cracking and exploding into tiny flaming particles. By the time the explosions stopped, she managed to slip both of her front legs and one of her wings out of the net. Her eyes widened as she raised her head. “There’s still more?” 
 
    Kondra ground her teeth together as her eyes glazed over again, filling with silver light. She summoned more runic circles which created more meteors which created more explosions and flaming particles. After another struggle, her other wing came free, the net’s hole tightening around her waist, still holding down her legs and tail. She stopped trying to free herself and glanced up at the sky. A frown appeared on her face. “Still three left? How much mana did you use, Nova!?” 
 
    Kondra roared and shot out a laser beam which crashed into the remaining meteors, causing them to explode into a cloud of dust. She snorted and wiggled her lower body, pushing the net down to her lower back. She froze mid-action as her eyes widened at a black, dragon-shaped figure, Vur, emerging from the dust cloud and plunging towards her. “You’re not Nova!” 
 
    Vur roared in response, barreling into Kondra. His jaw snapped shut, and his teeth sank into Kondra’s shoulder, causing her to howl in pain. She clawed at his eyes while lunging forward, biting Vur on his shoulder. She tried to smack him with her tail, but the net prevented it from reaching. Hot air shot out of Vur’s nostrils as he pulled his head back, trying to tear flesh off of Kondra’s shoulder. But her scales were too hard, her muscles too tough; instead of tearing off a chunk of flesh, Vur widened the wounds by a tiny margin. 
 
    Kondra growled, and her chest puffed up. White light spilled out of the corners of her mouth as her eyes narrowed. She opened her mouth as a laser beam engulfed the left half of Vur’s body, causing him to roar and release his jaws. Kondra snorted as she retreated as far back as the net would let her and tended to her wounds with mana. “You,” she said as her flesh stitched itself back together. “Why are you unharmed!?” 
 
    Vur glared at her with blood dripping from his maw. The bite-marks on Vur’s shoulder disappeared as the black aura filled in his wounds. Other than that, he was unscathed, the laser having had no effect. Vur snarled and lunged forward, tackling Kondra onto her side. He pinned her wing behind her with one of his legs and snaked his head in between her front legs, lunging towards her neck. 
 
    Kondra squirmed and pressed Vur’s head to the ground with her left front leg, but he slipped through like an eel, the black aura on his body acting like a lubricant. “Stop!” Kondra shouted as she arched her back, trying to create some distance between her neck and Vur’s teeth. White light poured out of her mouth as she fired a laser point-blank into Vur’s face. Her heart pounded as she willed the remainder of her mana into the strike, causing the light to shine brighter than the sun. Vur stopped moving, but she didn’t let up, forcing every last ounce of her mana into her attack. When her mana reserves began drying up, and she was about to relax, a sharp pain assaulted her. “I-impossible….” 
 
    The scales around her neck cracked and shattered as Vur’s teeth sank into her flesh. His golden eyes glared at Kondra, causing a shiver to run down her spine. She whimpered as her head fell to the ground, limp. Her front legs struggled uselessly. “How did you stop my attack…?” 
 
    Vur ignored her as he opened his mouth, releasing Kondra’s neck, and bit down again, creating another wound. Kondra coughed out a mouthful of blood. “At least tell me your name….” 
 
    Vur snorted as he released Kondra’s neck and prepared to bite down again. 
 
    “Vur, that’s enough.” 
 
    Vur blinked as Lindyss landed on top of his head. Grimmy landed beside him and pulled him away while Kondra’s children appeared by her side. Grimmy grinned at Kondra’s glare, and patted Vur’s back. “Good job. But dragons don’t kill dragons. At most, we rob them of everything they own, but we leave them their lives.” 
 
    “What is this?” Kondra asked as she sat up. Leila was healing Kondra, the jagged wounds on the matriarch’s neck stitching themselves back together. Leo, Luke, and Lulu were busy freeing her legs and tail from the phoenix matriarch’s net. 
 
    “This is Vur,” Grimmy said as he pulled Vur’s necklace off. It was dangling on one of the scales by his neck. The aura around Vur shuddered and dispersed, returning him back to a normal-looking, ocean-blue dragon. “He’s Nova’s grandson.” Grimmy glanced at the necklace, ignoring Kondra’s outraged expression. He passed it over to Lindyss and asked, “What did you make that out of? It’s neat.” 
 
    “A thousand souls,” Lindyss said as she placed the necklace into her pocket. She shrugged. “If I had better materials, I could’ve used more.” 
 
    “What is Nova’s grandson doing here?” Kondra asked, her face expressionless. “And why did he attack me?” 
 
    Vur shrank as he returned to his human form. He placed his hands on his hips and glanced at Tafel, who waved at Kondra from Grimmy’s head. “You hurt my wife.” 
 
    Kondra stared at Tafel. Then her gaze swiveled back onto Vur. “I guess I did. Sorry.” 
 
    “Whoa!” Luke said and released the orange net in his paw out of surprise. It snapped back into place, smacking Kondra’s leg. “Mom apologized!” 
 
    “The world’s ending?” Leo asked, his eyes wide. “I’m not ready yet; I don’t even have a girlfriend!” 
 
    Leila smacked both of their heads. “Stop being ridiculous,” she said and helped Lulu free Kondra’s remaining leg and tail. “The loser’s in the wrong. Even Mom knows that.” 
 
    Kondra sighed and hung her head. “I lost,” she said. “What do you want from me? My territory? My religious foundation?” 
 
    Lindyss coughed. “He already took both of those.” 
 
    Kondra froze. “Huh?” 
 
    Vur glanced at Grimmy. “What do I want from her?” 
 
    Grimmy’s eyes lit up. “How about this?” he asked and lowered his head. He cupped his claw around his mouth and whispered into Vur’s ear. He drew back and chuckled. “Your grandpa would greatly appreciate it.” 
 
    Vur’s head tilted. “Would he really?” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” Grimmy said, waving his claw around. “He’ll love it. I guarantee it. What’s with that look? Do you think I’d try to trick you? I’m not a fairy.” 
 
    Vur grunted. 
 
    “Before you ask,” Kondra said. “Can you tell me how you resisted my purifying light?” 
 
    “Purifying light?” Vur asked. “Wasn’t that just a flash spell? Flash doesn’t hurt people.” 
 
    “N-no,” Kondra said. “They have a similar side effect, but purifying light cleanses the pure-hearted and purges everything else.” 
 
    Tafel’s hand smacked her forehead as Vur looked at himself. Vur nodded. “I do feel a bit cleaner. It worked.” 
 
    “Y-you’re pure-hearted!?” Kondra shouted. “That’s impossible! You, you, you looked like the personification of evil when you attacked me!” 
 
    Lindyss placed her hand on Vur’s head and ruffled his hair. “This boy has never told a single lie in his life.” 
 
    Vur puffed his chest out while Kondra planted her face into the ground. “I made a mistake.” 
 
    Vur nodded. “Uh-huh. Now for my request, you—” 
 
    Kondra yelped as a black blob hit her forehead. Like a droplet of ink landing in a puddle of water, darkness spread along her silver scales, crawling down her head and neck. Before anyone reacted, half of Kondra’s body and wings had already turned black. A booming laugh escaped from her mouth. “I, Breeze, have succeeded! In my last life, I was a dragon-slayer, but in this life, I’ve become a dragon!” 
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    “Hey,” Grimmy said, nudging Leila’s neck with his paw. “Looks like your mother got corrupted. Do you think her personality will improve? I’m thinking we should keep her this way.” 
 
    Leila rolled her eyes while Leo and Luke nodded their heads in agreement. Lulu glanced at her brothers, causing them to stiffen. Leila sighed. “My mom’s a teensy bit overbearing, stubborn, rash, fanatical, and self-righteous, but that’s what makes her my mom.” 
 
    “So we can’t keep her like this?” Luke asked. “I bet she wouldn’t nag me about sneaking out of the roost in her current state.” 
 
    Kondra, who was possessed by Breeze, coughed. “My host would like to inform you that she can still hear everything you’re saying and that all of you are going to be grounded as soon as I’m expelled,” Breeze said in Kondra’s voice. “But you don’t have to worry about that happening because I don’t plan on giving up my newfound body. Any last words, host?” 
 
    Kondra nodded in reply to her own question. Her head swiveled and landed on Vur. “Having defeated her and being the main cause of her downfall, the dragon matriarch wishes for you to free her from this curse of corruption. Completion of the quest will result in an increase in reputation with the holy dragons and one favor from the matriarch herself. As this is the main storyline quest, it may not be rejected. Lulu, show this righteous, pure-hearted dragon the reward tablet for prizes related to reputation amongst the holy dragons.” 
 
    Kondra scratched her head. “Those were some of the weirdest last words I’ve ever heard, and I’ve heard a lot,” Breeze said in Kondra’s voice. “Well, there you go. I apologize for interrupting whatever meeting you dragons were having. I’ll be off now if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Vur,” Lulu said, sticking her head next to Vur’s side. “I don’t have the tablet, but I guarantee you’ll have enough reputation for my mom to offer me to you as a mate. That’s a really good prize, right?” She nudged his side with her cheek. “Go on, what are you waiting for? Shoot her with that purifying light you just learned.” 
 
    “Get away from my husband, you giant lizard!” Tafel shouted. She ran up to Vur and hugged him from behind. She glared at Lulu. “You said you gave up!” 
 
    Lulu shrugged. “I gave up fighting you,” she said. A grin appeared on her face. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t convince him to leave you. Whom did Vur rely on during that last fight? Hmm? Hmmm? Oh, that’s right. It was me.” 
 
    Tafel ground her teeth together. “You, you….” 
 
    “Uh, guys,” Kondra said. “I’m really going to be leaving now. Is that okay?” 
 
    Leila placed her paw on Lulu’s head. “Did you fall for my nephew?” 
 
    “Your nephew!?” Lulu asked, sitting up straight. Her eyes widened at her sister. “That means he’s my nephew too! But we’re not related by blood, right? Right?” 
 
    “Well, no,” Leila said, “but—” 
 
    “Then that’s alright,” Lulu said and exhaled while patting her chest. “You scared me for a second.” 
 
    Leila raised one eyebrow and bit her lower lip. “You really fell for him?” 
 
    “What’s wrong with falling for me?” Vur asked, placing his hands on his hips. He snorted. “I’m handsome and cool. It’d be weirder if she didn’t.” 
 
    “Vur!” Tafel said, pinching his waist as she stepped in front of him. Her face was bright red, and she was glaring at him like an angry lioness. 
 
    Vur frowned and pried Tafel’s hand off his side. “What? It’s true,” he said. “I am handsome and cool.” 
 
    “That’s not the point!” 
 
    “Oh,” Vur said and scratched his head. “Then what was it? It’s not weird to fall for me since you love me too.” 
 
    “I…, you,” Tafel said before sighing. She hugged him and rested her chin on his shoulder. “Never mind. Only I can be your wife and mate, understand?” 
 
    “Huh? I already know that,” Vur said, hugging Tafel back. She smiled and stuck her tongue out at Lulu while Vur wasn’t looking. Leila stared blankly at the two heated gazes between her sister and the demon. 
 
    Kondra coughed twice. “So, uh, bye.” She looked around, but no one was paying attention. “Anyone? No one’s going to send me off? I need some validation here.” 
 
    “Hey, Breeze, was it?” Lindyss asked, walking up to Kondra’s face. “Do you remember Vincent?” 
 
    “Vincent? Ah, yeah,” Kondra said and nodded. “He was a cool guy. Very strong. It’s a shame he was obsessed with a crazy witch. My lord, she was terrible. I thought….” Her voice trailed off upon seeing the aura rising out of Lindyss. Wailing souls and ghastly apparitions struggled to flee from the elf’s body, but they were sucked back into her skin by some unknown force. Kondra gulped. “Uh….” 
 
    Lindyss smiled as she rose off the ground until she was hovering at Kondra’s eyelevel. “Remember me?” she asked and raised her arms in a lifting motion. Out of her shadow, two clawed paws appeared. They pressed against her shadow’s sides and wrenched it open, pushing back the surrounding dragons as her shadow expanded to the size of a small lake. A skeletal head with sharp teeth emerged from the shadow with a groaning sound that sent shivers down everyone’s spines. The skeleton had a reptilian skull, a long neck, two pairs of bone wings, four tower-like legs, and a bony tail with spurs. The ground shook as the undead dragon scrabbled out of Lindyss’ shadow. 
 
    Kondra shrieked and retreated backwards by two steps. “It’s you! It’s really you! The undead! Stop summoning them!” 
 
    Lindyss smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. Her shadow widened even further as another three skeletal dragons crawled out of it, each more imposing than the last. A fifth undead dragon emerged with glowing black runes decorating its bones. Its eye sockets glowed with a blue light, and it grinned upon seeing Kondra. A tongue made of darkness ran over its lipless teeth as it flew into the air, supported by dense, black clouds of mana underneath its skinless wings. 
 
    “You! You think I’m scared of you?” Kondra screamed as she flew into the air. She roared. “I’m a dragon now!” Mana from the surroundings surged towards her, and her wings glowed with a black and white light. She shouted, “See if you can block my attack!” 
 
    Vur placed Tafel behind himself, ready to defend her from any aftershocks. The four siblings huddled next to Grimmy while the phoenixes flew away and hid behind their mother, who was approaching the battlefield. Lindyss flew onto the runic skeletal dragon’s skull and crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    The mana accumulating around Kondra’s wings grew in intensity, forcing Tafel to cover her eyes. Kondra let out an earth-shattering roar. “Mighty dragon charge!” she shouted as she lunged and … flew away from Lindyss as fast as she could. 
 
    Lindyss glanced at Vur and Grimmy. “I’ll be right back. Stay here.” She patted her mount’s skull, and all the bone dragons chased after Kondra. 
 
    Grimmy scratched his snout before grinning at Lulu, Leo, and Luke. “She’s the best blessed warrior of light out there, don’t you agree?” 
 
    The three holy dragons nodded their heads dumbly as Kondra’s screams and whimpers reached their ears. “Not the face! Not the face! This is why I hate the undead!” 
 
    “You know,” Tafel said, staring off into the distance. “I’ve always heard stories about Auntie, but now I realize just how true they were. Those were undead dragons she just summoned, right?” 
 
    Grimmy nodded. “They’re just husks though,” he said. “Their souls rejected her call and refused to come back. I vaguely remember her using a family of wyverns to fill each skeleton.” 
 
    Screams came from the distance along with the sounds of crashing trees and shattering rocks. Faint voices, which suspiciously sounded like a wife berating her husband, drifted over during the lulls of the battle. Less than five minutes later, the area fell silent—only sobs could be heard. Footsteps approached the group of dragons, phoenixes, and Vur from the trees, revealing Lindyss, who was dusting off her hands. On her head, Erin was sitting as still as a statue, her eyes wide open and red from not blinking for an extended period of time. Moments later, Kondra appeared behind Lindyss, her tails and wings dragging against the ground as she walked. Her silver head was lowered, but her eyes would glance at Lindyss every so often before staring at the ground again. All signs of possession were gone, but she was shivering nonstop despite having no injuries. 
 
    “Mom?” Leila asked. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Kondra let out a whimpering sound in response. She placed her head on the ground and covered her eyes with her paws, her tails and wings curling up into a ball. 
 
    “Vur,” Lindyss said with a smile. She held out a quivering, black, jelly-like substance. “Eat this.” 
 
    Vur stared at the blob in Lindyss’ palm and swallowed. The blob was wriggling as if it were trying to run away. A shiver ran down Vur’s spine, and he raised his head to meet Lindyss’ gaze. “What is it?” 
 
    “A potato.” 
 
    “…” 
 
    Vur’s gaze returned to the “potato” in Lindyss’ hand. “No, it’s not.” 
 
    Lindyss took a step forward, causing Vur to take two steps back. “It’s a rare kind of potato.” 
 
    “D-dragons don’t eat potatoes,” Vur said, taking another step back as the blob in Lindyss’ hand let out a sobbing sound. Bubbles rose to the surface of the “potato” and burst with a popping noise, releasing streams of black gas. 
 
    Lindyss frowned and grasped the wisps of gas with her mana, forcing them back into the blob. She mushed the blob around until it was in the shape of a T-bone steak. All kinds of gases and fumes shot out of the substance during the process, permeating the air. “It’s steak.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry.” Vur gulped and hid behind Tafel before pinching his nose. The dragons and phoenixes were covering their noses as well, and Leo had directly fainted from the smell with froth coming out of his mouth. Tafel’s face paled, but she spread her arms out to the side and took a step forward. 
 
    “I, I won’t let you feed that to Vur,” Tafel said and wet her dry lips with her tongue. 
 
    “Why not?” Lindyss asked in a coy voice, raising an eyebrow. “You don’t trust me?” 
 
    Tafel swallowed, her face turning red. “You’re, you’re not the one who has to kiss him later.” She pinched her nose as Lindyss took another step forward, the fumes from the “steak” invading her senses. Tafel’s vision spun as her stomach churned and bile built up in her throat. 
 
    Lindyss hummed and tore off a tiny piece of the blob before smiling at Tafel. Before the demon could react, Lindyss’ palm was pressed against her mouth, shoving the slimy substance down Tafel’s throat with the help of magic. Tafel’s eyes bulged as her face turned red, and she clawed at her neck before her eyes rolled up, revealing their whites. Then she crumpled to the ground like a wet noodle. 
 
    Vur lunged forward and shouted, “Ta”—Lindyss appeared in front of him and forced the blob into his mouth—“feguhk!?” His reaction was similar to Tafel’s, collapsing onto the ground in a quivering, groaning heap. 
 
    Lindyss dusted off her hands, making sure there was no residue on her palms. She rolled Vur and Tafel over onto their sides before squishing their cheeks a few times. “These brats thinking they can defy me.” She raised her head and smiled at the surrounding dragons and phoenixes. “They’ll be fine.” 
 
    “You’re … not a blessed warrior of light,” Kondra said, peering at Lindyss through a crack in her paws. Goosebumps dotted her scales as Lindyss let out a laugh. 
 
    “Whatever do you mean?” Lindyss asked, a halo appearing over her head while a glowing sword emerged from her palm. “Look. Classic blessed-warrior equipment.” 
 
    The phoenix matriarch nudged Leila. “Has your mother ever been afraid of anything?” she whispered, covering her beak with her wing. 
 
    “She’s terrified of gaining weight, but that’s about it,” Leila whispered back, covering her mouth with her paw. “I wonder what that little cursed elf did to her.” She poked Lindyss’ back with her claw. “How’d you traumatize my mom?” 
 
    “Traumatize?” Lindyss asked, her eyes widening. She brought her hand to her mouth and gasped. “I would never.” Her hand lowered, and her eyes gleamed as she smiled at Kondra. “I merely fulfilled her righteous quest. Isn’t that right, matriarch?” 
 
    Kondra whimpered and glanced at Lulu. “What did you say the reward was?” she asked before staring at Lindyss’ feet. “If you’d like, you can have Lulu as a mate. I’m going home.” She whirled around and flew into the air before anyone could respond. Fat tears fell from her face, dropping onto the ground around the city, causing holy light and angelic voices to appear wherever they landed. 
 
    Lindyss’ mouth fell open, and she scratched her head. “She ran away just like that?” she asked. “I wasn’t done playing with her. If I knew she was this easy to bully from the start, I wouldn’t have had to put up with so much nonsense for the past three months.” She looked around, her gaze falling onto Lulu. 
 
    “I don’t swing that way!” Lulu shouted and covered her chest with her front paws. Her silver face flushed bright pink, and she scrambled behind her sister. 
 
    Lindyss’ expression darkened. “You think I do?” 
 
    “So that’s why,” Grimmy said with a laugh. He grinned. “You were single for over a few hundred years. It turns out you actually liked women.” 
 
    “I’m straight, dammit!” Lindyss said, throwing a lightning bolt at Grimmy’s face. She huffed before slinging Vur and Tafel over her shoulders and jumped into the air, transparent wings appearing on her back. 
 
    The dragons and phoenixes watched the trio leave. Minerva let out a cough. “I came here for a party.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So Vur was throwing a party mostly for Tafel’s birthday. I see,” Lindyss said. She was standing in front of a massive white cake covered in frosting, fruit, and sprinkles. E was sitting next to her, held up by an armor set. “And he’s planning on skipping his coronation and giving Tafel the unified continent as a birthday present. Amazing. Only Vur would give away a continent as a present.” Lindyss sighed and shook her head. 
 
    There was a knock on the door, causing E and Lindyss to turn around. The metal door swung open, and cold mist rushed out of the room. Mr. Skelly shivered as he stepped inside, followed by Alice. “Whew,” Mr. Skelly said, tilting his neck to see the top of the cake. “Awfully chilly in here, isn’t it?” 
 
    “You’re dead,” Lindyss said with a blank expression. “What chill?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly cleared his throat. “I was just trying to make small talk, mistress,” he said before scratching his skull. He glanced at Alice and clacked his teeth before making eye contact with Lindyss. 
 
    “Small talk?” Lindyss asked, raising an eyebrow. “That’s a first.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly let out a dry laugh as his cheekbones flushed pink. “Well, what I want to say next is a little embarrassing after all,” he said. He took in a deep breath, the air whistling out of his ribcage. His feet clacked against the metal ground as he shifted his weight from foot to foot. “I think I’m in love.” 
 
    Alice’s face burned bright red as she lowered her head, her glasses slipping down her nose. She pushed them up with her finger, but she didn’t dare raise her head. Her fingers clenched and unclenched, wrinkling the hem of her dress. She pursed her lips and took a quick peek at Lindyss, but that quick peek turned into a prolonged stare. 
 
    “So, as I was saying,” Lindyss said to E with her back to Mr. Skelly and Alice. “When Vur and Tafel wake up, you can bring this out to the center of the plaza. I’ve already ordered my people to calm everyone down and clean up the earlier mess. The scuffle between the phoenixes and dragons are over, so we can finally get things going.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly grabbed Alice’s hands and rubbed the back of her palm with his thumb. He coughed, trying to get Lindyss’ attention, but she acted as if she didn’t hear him. He coughed again, louder this time. She ignored him again. Soon, the coughs filling the room could overwhelm a group of pneumonic smokers. 
 
    Lindyss sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose before turning around. “What is it?” 
 
    “This is Alice,” Mr. Skelly said, waving Alice’s hand for her. “We’re in love.” 
 
    Lindyss sighed again, lowering her head while rubbing her temples with her fingers. “Alice,” she said, snapping her head up. 
 
    Alice stiffened and took a tiny step back. “Y-yes?” 
 
    “Do your eyes work?” Lindyss asked, crossing her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Not that well,” Alice said, pursing her lips. She pointed at her glasses which were slipping again. “That’s why I wear glasses.” 
 
    “Let me rephrase that,” Lindyss said. She pointed at Mr. Skelly. “What does he look like to you?” 
 
    Alice furrowed her brow. “A skeleton. But I don’t mind! I know he’s dead.” 
 
    “A pervert,” Lindyss said and groaned. She glared at Mr. Skelly. “Do you know how irresponsible you’re being? Why the hell did you chase after this poor woman’s heart?” 
 
    “She fell for me, actually,” Mr. Skelly said, his face flushing. “My charisma transcends life and death. I’m quite dashing if I may say so myself. It’s no surprise given how suave I am.” 
 
    Lindyss punted Mr. Skelly’s head off with a swift kick to the temple. Within a second, a new skull reappeared with a grin. “That’s new,” Lindyss said. She clicked her tongue and whirled around to face Alice, placing her hands on the guild master’s shoulders. “Look. What would your parents think if you went to a cemetery, dug up a corpse, and asked it to marry you?” 
 
    “They told me to do my best,” Alice said, staring into Lindyss’ eyes, “in everything: Training, studying, working, pursuing love. And I want to pursue Nate. My parents would want me to give this relationship everything I have.” 
 
    “Nate?” 
 
    “Did you forget my name, mistress?” Mr. Skelly asked. He clutched his ribcage and made a sound as if he was just punched in the stomach. “My feelings.” 
 
    Lindyss kicked Mr. Skelly away, his skeletal frame slamming into the room’s metal walls. “Stay out of this, you irresponsible rascal,” she said. She pressed her palm against Alice’s forehead. “You’re not under an illusion. And you don’t have a fever. But I’m pretty sure you’re sick in the head. I can ask a holy dragon to cure that for you—I have some connections.” 
 
    “I’m not!” Alice said, breaking away from Lindyss’ grip. “I’m perfectly sane! I—” 
 
    “I wasn’t aware they updated the definition of sane to include marrying corpses,” E said. Alice glared at him, the rune on her forehead flaring up. E raised both his hands and had his armor set retreat a few steps. “Alright, berserk librarian, I’ll stay out of this. I think I’ll check on Vur and Tafel.” 
 
    Alice watched the dwarf leave before facing Lindyss. “Please.” 
 
    “Don’t you want children in the future?” Lindyss asked. “A proper family? Someone warm and not bony to cuddle? And what’s going to happen to your bedroom life? I want you to think long and hard about the choice you’re making. Write down all your thoughts and give them to me in a week.” She poked Alice’s forehead, causing tears to drop from the guild master’s watery eyes. “I’m not doing this to be mean. I just can’t let someone ruin their future because they didn’t think ahead.” She sighed when Alice sniffled. “Alright, how about this? You and the immoral skeleton can go on a honeymoon for a month. Do whatever you want, and if you decide you still want to be with him by the end of it, I’ll release my control over him. That’s what both of you want me to do, right?” 
 
    “Thank you, mistress,” Mr. Skelly said with a grin. He clapped his arm over Alice’s shoulder. “I told you everything would be fine. And she didn’t even want to sacrifice your soul.” 
 
    “…What kind of weird rumors are you spreading about me?” 
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    “Dee! The party’s starting,” Zilphy said. She was in the form of a green rock, tugging on a brown rock which was resting on Vur’s chest. “Let’s go!” 
 
    “We’re contracted elementals now,” Diamant said with a sigh. “Act like one, please. When our owner is defenseless in his sleep like he is now, we can’t leave.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” Zilphy said, tugging harder. The two rocks tumbled off of Vur and bounced on the bed, landing next to Tafel. She was sleeping beside Vur, the rune on her forehead flashing with red and black lights. Vur's rune was doing the same. “Sheryl’s still there. And that stupid fairy.” 
 
    “I’m not stupid!” Stella said as she stuck her head out of the tattoo on Vur’s chest. “You’re stupid!” 
 
    “No, I’m not,” Zilphy said. “You are!” 
 
    “No, you!” 
 
    “I’m—” 
 
    “Stop bickering, you two,” Sheryl said from the yellow runes on Vur’s shoulder. “Go have fun at the party, Zilphy. Watch over her, Deedee. Stella and I will take care of Vur.” 
 
    “But,” Diamant said and scratched his rocky head. 
 
    “You heard her,” Zilphy said, lifting Diamant with her stick-thin arms. “We got permission to party!” She hopped over Tafel and landed on the ground with a cracking noise. Like the wind, she blew past the door with a whistling sound, taking Diamant with her. The door slammed with a bang, rattling the frame. 
 
    Sheryl sighed as Vur stirred. “Why do you become so immature when dealing with Zilphy?” she asked Stella. 
 
    “I’m practically a baby,” Stella said, fully crawling out of Vur’s chest. She crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m allowed to be immature. Being grown up is no fun: too much stress and too little play.” 
 
    Before Sheryl could respond, the door flew open, flying off its hinges, and landed on the ground. “Found her!” a high-pitched voice said. 
 
    “Eh? You found her? We found her!” another high-pitched voice said, coming from further away. 
 
    “We found her!” 
 
    “Mom’s been found!” 
 
    “Hey, hey! Listen! We found her!” 
 
    “We….” 
 
    The voices echoed throughout the whole building and beyond until they were coming from outside the windows in the room as well. The windows shattered as dozens of fairies pushed and shoved their way inside. Sheryl emerged from Vur’s body with wide eyes. She summoned a dome of flames to cover Vur and Tafel, causing the fairies to scream and shout. 
 
    “W-what’s going on?” Sheryl asked, peering outside the flames. “Why are there so many fairies?” 
 
    “Mom! It’s us,” a voice said from right next to the crackling dome. “Rella and Bella. You’re in there, right? Someone turn the fire off!” 
 
    “Do you—” Sheryl’s words stopped mid-question when she saw tears rolling down Stella’s face. She pursed her rocky lips. “Should I stop the flames?” 
 
    Stella wiped away her tears with the backs of her hands. “Yes,” she said and nodded, straightening her back. She fixed her hair and rubbed her eyes one more time as the dome dispersed. She smiled at the fairies hovering in the air. “Children.” 
 
    “Mom came back!” Rella said. She was the first to flying tackle Stella, but not the last. Hundreds of fairies piled on top of them, causing Vur and Tafel to disappear underneath the writhing winged mass. As this was happening, E stepped inside the room. He took one glance at the pile of fairies before turning around and leaving. 
 
    “You’re smothering me,” Stella said as she crawled out of the bodies and stuck her head out of the top. Rella’s and Bella’s heads appeared next to hers, and the pile of fairies untangled itself. “What are all of you doing here?” 
 
    “The skeletons brought us to play a game of war,” Rella said. “It was super fun! And they’re hosting a celebration outside right now. C’mon, let’s go play!” 
 
    Stella didn’t have a chance to respond as Rella and Bella grabbed her arms and flew out the window. The fairies disappeared just as quickly as they came, leaving behind messy blankets, broken glass, and the fallen door. Sheryl looked around and sighed. “I guess I’ll watch over them by myself.” 
 
    Sheryl hopped off of Vur and landed on the ground. She picked up the fragments of the windows and stacked them into a neat pile. Her rocky body expanded as she took in a deep breath and exhaled a breath of blood-red flames onto the pile, melting it into an orange puddle. Luckily, the floor didn’t catch fire in the process. A moment later, the puddle cooled and solidified. Sheryl nodded as she lifted the glass slab and propped it up against the wall. “Now what do I do about the door…?” 
 
    “Excuse me,” a voice said. Sheryl blinked and faced the doorway. A small pebble with white dots for eyes was standing on two hair-like legs. “Is Diamant, the ex-guild master, here?” 
 
    “No,” Sheryl said. “He went to the party.” 
 
    The pebble sighed as it tilted forward, its gaze lowering to the ground. “I see.” 
 
    Sheryl stared as the pebble turned around and trudged away. Before it took three steps, Sheryl called out, “Would you like to leave a message for him?” 
 
    “Can I?” the pebble asked, its eyes lighting up. 
 
    Sheryl nodded. 
 
    The pebble coughed a few times and patted its chest. “This message is from Mistle. She said she wishes Diamant a life of happiness with his wife, and that she’s disappointed, but she’ll get over him in time. Out of heartbreak, she gathered all the water elementals and left the continent. She was also afraid of being contracted to a single person after hearing about what happened to him, Zilphy, and Az. And a shadow ate one of her contractors and destroyed the contract, which played a part in her decision to leave as well. In short, she hopes that they’ll meet again one day in the future, preferably after Zilphy leaves him because she knows she will. Wind elementals are flaky.” The pebble nodded. “That was it.” 
 
    “I received the message,” Sheryl said. The pebble nodded again before running away. Sheryl sighed as she lifted the wooden door and placed it against the wall. “Why’s Deedee so popular?” She shook her head before climbing back onto the bed and onto Vur’s chest. “Well, he won’t have to deal with Mistle for a long time, so I guess it doesn’t matter.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mistle hovered in the air, peering down from within the clouds. “This seems like a good place to settle, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “It does,” a water elemental beside her said. “But the residents sure love the color pink, huh?” 
 
    “Mm. Must be a cultural thing.” Mistle merged into the cloud and fell to the ground as rain. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Oh, so you’re also from the same land as Vur and Tafel,” Minerva said, leaning against Grimmy’s massive body. A keg filled with foamy liquid was floating in front of her face. She craned her neck forward and swallowed a few beakfuls before leaning back and sighing. “I can’t remember the last time I had something appropriate to drink. Elves don’t have a brewery, you know? And I made a deal with Kondra to stay in the forest.” She leaned forward again but pulled her head back while furrowing her brow. “Tsk, empty already? Emile! Get me another.” 
 
    Emile frowned. “Mom….” 
 
    “Are you going or not?” Minerva asked, glowering at her son. She snorted before arching her neck towards the sky and shouted, “Who wants the favor of a phoenix? The one who brings me the best barrel of ale will receive a feather!” 
 
    Emile’s expression darkened as Grimmy burst out into laughter. “You’re an interesting phoenix,” Grimmy said as he folded his front paws underneath his head. “Very interesting.” He turned his gaze away from Minerva and scanned the party grounds. The four holy dragon siblings were sitting next to each other in a row, their expressions blank. In front of them, hundreds of people dressed in white robes with painted scale patterns were bowing at them while a person at the front was performing a ritual. An almost imperceptible sigh escaped from Leila’s mouth, and her eyes happened to meet Grimmy’s. She gave him a wry smile before turning her attention back towards the worshippers. 
 
    “M-m-m-miss matriarch phoenix ma’am!” 
 
    Grimmy looked down. A woman dressed in black was hunched over, six barrels stacked atop her back like a pyramid. After some struggle, she managed to place them onto the ground without incident and raised her head, then lowered it again after making eye contact with Minerva. “I, Shadow Nelly, the greatest scout in the world, present to you these barrels of ale! I stole them from the nobles’ area; they’re the best drinks available here.” 
 
    “You’ve done well,” Minerva said and reached forward, her wing hanging above the scout’s head. Nelly swallowed and looked up. “Receive my blessing!” With a whoosh, Minerva slammed her wing down onto Nelly’s face, causing an explosion of sparks and feathers to fly out. Minerva hiccoughed and pulled her wing back, the six barrels flying into the air in front of her. Faint red marks were left on Nelly’s face along with two feathers by her side. 
 
    Nelly blinked four times and spat a piece of downy fluff out of her mouth. “T-thank you!” Her forehead touched the ground as she dropped to her knees. She pocketed the feathers around her and laughed as she ran away. “I, Shadow Nelly, am the greatest scout to ever exist!” 
 
    “That woman’s luck is pretty good,” Lindyss said, appearing on Grimmy’s forehead. 
 
    Grimmy rolled his eyes upwards. “When did you get here?” he asked. He plucked her off and placed her in the crook of his elbow. 
 
    “I took care of some administrative stuff,” Lindyss said before shaking her head. “Parties don’t run themselves. I managed to sort out the cake and coronation situations a few minutes ago, and the initial chaos caused by Kondra and the phoenix’s fight has finally been settled.” 
 
    “I have a name, you know?” Minerva asked and smacked Lindyss’ head with her wing. “It’s Minerva. Mi-ner-va.” She giggled before dunking her beak into a barrel, gulping with gusto. 
 
    “She’s a drunkard?” Lindyss asked with a scowl. 
 
    Grimmy chuckled. “Interesting, right?” 
 
    “Excuse me, drunkard has a negative connotation,” Minerva said, lifting her face out of the barrel. “I prefer to be called a connoisseur of fine wine, crude beer, and anything alcoholic.” 
 
    “A drunkard’s a drunkard no matter how you spin it,” Lindyss said, rolling her eyes. She ignored the phoenix and surveyed her surroundings. Elves, dwarves, humans, and fishmen were talking amongst each other. Skeletons were parading drinks around on metal trays while singing. Fairies were playing harmless—someone screamed as the lower half of his body turned into a horse’s—pranks on the partygoers. The aristocracy was forced to interact with the peasants with the persuasion of the skeletons. These scenes were repeated outside of the city, revelry filling the surroundings. Even the land where Kondra and Minerva had battled was filled with people. The only ones who weren’t drinking, dancing, eating, or chatting were the followers of the holy dragons’ church. They were performing their own ceremony with the holy dragons sitting bored out of their minds. “Vur did pretty well in uniting the continent, huh? He’s all grown up now.” 
 
    “Eh, he could’ve done better. I would’ve fully removed the church, burned down a few towns, and made sure people respected and feared me,” Grimmy said and shrugged. “How’s he doing?” 
 
    “He should be waking up soon,” Lindyss said. “It’s not like I made him contest against those souls. I already tenderized the meal for him; he just has to digest it.” 
 
    “Like feeding your babies! Eat the food and regurgitate it into their waiting mouths,” Minerva said, raising a barrel of ale into the air with her leg. “C’mere, Emile!” 
 
    “I didn’t think about it that way, but yes,” Lindyss said. “That’s essentially what I did.” She raised an eyebrow as Emile squawked and struggled, his face avoiding his mother’s open beak. 
 
    “Let me feed you!” Minerva screeched. 
 
    “I’m not hungry!” Emile flapped his wings uselessly as he was held down by his mother’s talon. “Big sis, save me!” 
 
    Before Minerva could reenact a mother-child feeding scene, Emile disappeared with a flash of silver light. He reappeared a few feet away on top of Tafel’s shoulder. “What did I just save you from?” Tafel asked, raising an eyebrow. Vur yawned and rubbed his eyes as he stumbled behind Tafel. 
 
    “Tafel!” Minerva said. “Perfect timing. Come here for a second. Even though you’re my child, I’ve never fed you before. Let’s fix that.” 
 
    “Err, I think I’ll pass,” Tafel said and took a step back. She whispered to Emile. “Is she drunk?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Eh? You don’t want me to feed you?” Minerva asked Tafel. She blinked as the demon shook her head. A snort escaped from the two holes in her beak. “C’mere, Vur. Aren’t you hungry?” 
 
    Vur felt his stomach. “A little,” he said with a nod. “Eating Auntie’s potato emptied my stomach instead of filling it.” He walked over to Minerva, not noticing Tafel’s and Emile’s concerned gazes. “I knew it wasn’t a potato.” 
 
    “Say, ‘ah,’” Minerva said, patting Vur’s head with her wing. She glared at Tafel and Emile as Vur opened his mouth. “This son-in-law of mine is more filial than my actual children. You two should be ashamed.” Before Tafel or Emile could respond, Minerva leaned forward and opened her beak over Vur’s mouth. 
 
    “I’m going to be sick,” Tafel said, her face turning green as brown liquid shot out of Minerva’s beak like water from a faucet. She hunched over and clutched her stomach. 
 
    Emile patted her head. “Why? It’s perfectly normal.” 
 
    “Really?” Tafel asked in a flat voice. “Then why did you beg me to save you?” 
 
    “I’m a minor! I can’t drink alcohol,” Emile said and rolled his eyes. “Duh.” 
 
    Grimmy and Lindyss watched Vur’s Adam’s apple bob up and down. “That’s a bit disturbing,” Grimmy said. “And I’ve seen a lot of things.” He blinked at Lindyss and poked her scowling face. “Are you jealous? That’s your jealous expression.” 
 
    “What the hell is a jealous expression?” Lindyss asked with a snort. “I’m not jealous at all. I’m offended. I had to coax and force him to eat a false god, but he willingly lets a phoenix puke in his mouth? Where’s the justice?” 
 
    Minerva pulled her head back and clacked her beak a few times. She sighed and patted Vur’s head. “If only all my children were as obedient as you,” she said, shooting another dirty look at Tafel and Emile. 
 
    Vur rubbed his nose and burped. He glanced at Tafel’s green face, Lindyss’ annoyed face, and Grimmy’s disturbed face before tugging on Minerva’s wing. He asked, “Can I have some more?” 
 
    Minerva tittered and hugged Vur with both her wings. “Of course! Open up!” 
 
    “Yup,” Tafel said, turning around. “I’m sick now.” She lifted Emile and pressed her forehead into his belly, causing him to yelp when her horns dug into him. “Can you tell if I have a fever or not?” 
 
    Emile squawked and kicked his legs while flapping his wings. “That tickles!” 
 
    Grimmy scratched his head and crawled onto his feet. “I’m gonna go, uh, terrorize those people by Leila,” he said, avoiding the sight of a phoenix feeding her young. His paw traveled over Lindyss’ head. “You have fun here now.” 
 
    “Hey,” Lindyss said as she ran forward and crawled up his leg. “That’s immoral. You can’t terrorize people without letting me come with.” 
 
    Minerva released Vur from her embrace and exhaled. She lifted a keg with her foot and poured it down her beak, emptying it all without pause. She shook the keg a few times to get the last few drops and hiccoughed as she tossed it away when she confirmed it was empty. “You can transform, right?” she asked Vur, nudging him with the tip of her wing. “How about turning into a phoenix? Let me see.” 
 
    Vur scratched his head. “I never tried that before.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” Minerva said, waving her wing dismissively. “You already know my skills, and you have enough mana to use them. You’re practically a phoenix already. Go on then, transform.” 
 
    Vur grunted. “Big bird…,” he muttered to himself and closed his eyes. His skin bulged as feathers popped out of his body. He grew in size as his arms flattened while curving, a flap of skin extending from his forearms to his sides. His legs grew scales as his feet turned into talons. A beak appeared as his lips stiffened and curved. A minute later, he fully polymorphed into an ocean-blue phoenix the size of Minerva. His eyes opened, revealing a pair of golden irises. “Did I do it?” 
 
    “Handsome!” Minerva said and buffeted Vur’s back with her wing. She inched closer to him and nudged his side with her talons. “I still have seven daughters other than the one you already married, you know?” She raised her brows twice and smiled. “In five hundred years or so, they’ll be ready to look for a mate.” She nudged him again. “Eh? Eh? How about it?” 
 
    Vur blinked and took a step away. “I’m already happily married.” 
 
    “You don’t have to marry them,” Minerva said, taking a step towards him, keeping close to his body. “There aren’t many phoenixes left in the world after the worms invaded our homeland. Just giving them a nice clutch of eggs will do. I’m already two thousand years old, but I’m not even a grandmother yet. Do you know how sad that is?” 
 
    Vur took another step away without answering. 
 
    “I’m not asking you to devote yourself to them either,” Minerva said, sticking to him like glue. “Look at me. Do you see my mate hanging around? Nope, he was afraid of commitment and ran away when Emile hatched, but don’t tell my children that. I told them he went to the coast to find a sea cucumber to smoke and that he’ll be back any day now.” 
 
    “I’m right here, Mom,” Emile said. 
 
    “Hush, Emile,” Minerva said, glaring at him. “Let the adults talk, okay?” 
 
    “…Are you really my mom?” 
 
    “Does she always get like this when she drinks?” Tafel asked Emile in a whisper. “I really want to yell at her for poisoning Vur’s brain with her stupid words, but at the same time, I don’t want to yell at someone who imprinted me.” 
 
    “You should yell at her,” Emile said with a nod. He sighed and raised his head towards the sky before stiffening. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Hmm?” Tafel raised an eyebrow as she followed Emile’s gaze. A giant white wall-like object was approaching from the horizon. “A … castle, maybe?” 
 
    “Castle?” Minerva asked as she released Vur from her wings. “That’s too cloudlike to be a castle.” 
 
    “Oh!” Vur said. “The cake’s here!” 
 
    “That’s a cake?” Emile asked, his eyes widening. 
 
    “Yup,” Vur said as he walked over to Tafel’s side, transforming back into a human. “It’s for Tafel. Just like this whole party.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulder. “Happy late-for-this-year-but-early-for-next-year birthday! Let’s go to the center of the plaza.” 
 
    “This party was for me?” Tafel asked, blinking hard as Vur pulled her along. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Vur nodded. “I tried to get you a star as a present too, but it got really hard to breathe and I fainted before I could reach them, so I decided to gift you the continent instead. Do you like it?” 
 
    “You didn’t have to,” Tafel said and bit her lower lip. She smiled and hugged Vur. “I like it. I like it a lot.” Her nose crinkled, and she drew her head back. “But please, rinse out your mouth with something.” 
 
    “I have just the thing!” Minerva said, lifting a barrel with her talons. 
 
    “Something not from her,” Tafel said, staring into Vur’s eyes. 
 
    Minerva flapped her wings as she hopped towards them on one foot. “What? You don’t trust my taste? Who was the one that adopted you, huh? Huh?” 
 
    Tafel sighed as she released Vur and patted Emile’s head. “You had it rough.” 
 
    “Not really,” Emile said, blinking at his mom. “I’ve never seen Mom like this before. Alcohol’s evil. I knew it.” 
 
    “If alcohol’s evil, then call me a midget!” a dwarf shouted from off to the side. Vur walked over and took a drink off the table, rinsing his mouth with it. 
 
    “You’re a midget,” Emile said, sticking his beak into the air while looking down on the dwarf. 
 
    “Eh!? What did you just call me?” the dwarf asked as he lumbered to his feet. “I’ll have you know I’m tall for a dwarf!” 
 
    “See? It poisons the mind,” Emile said and nodded at Tafel, ignoring the dwarf. 
 
    “Excuse me?” the dwarf asked as he tromped up to Tafel, his face bright red. “I’ll have you know, alcohol makes my wit sharper! My fingers become faster! The words come out easier! The—wait, am I arguing with a bird?” 
 
    “Not just any bird,” Emile said, puffing his chest out. “A phoenix.” 
 
    The dwarf scratched his beard and raised an eyebrow. “I thought penguins were taller than that.” 
 
    Emile hissed. “I said phoenix!” 
 
    “Eh….” The dwarf picked his ear with his pinky, pulling out a glob of earwax. “I have more important things to do than to argue with a penguin. There’s supposed to be a coronation ceremony today for the new king. I have to prepare myself to flatter him. I hope he’s as simple as our previous king.” The dwarf smiled and hiccoughed. “See you around, talking penguin.” 
 
    “I’m never going to drink,” Emile said, his beak hanging open. The dwarf staggered back to his seat and sipped on his tankard. 
 
    “That’s a good resolution,” Tafel said with a nod. “Don’t grow up to be like our mother, got it?” 
 
    “Nonsense! I’m an excellent role model,” Minerva said, her voice slurred. “Anyone who says otherwise is a cow.” 
 
    “Let’s keep going,” Vur said, arriving at Tafel’s side. “Everyone’s waiting to cut the cake.” 
 
    Tafel looked up. The castle-like cake that was in the sky was now on the ground. Hundreds of people were huddling around it, blocking her and Vur’s way. A barrier of skeletons were standing around the cake, holding the crowd back. A few skeletons with wings were stopping the fairies from stealing the frosting and sprinkles. One of them noticed Vur. “Vur’s here!” it shouted and pointed. “The king has arrived!” 
 
    The crowd whirled around and whispered, following the skeleton’s finger. Tafel sighed before smiling and waving at the people while Vur stuck his chest out and crossed his arms. The drunk dwarf from earlier gasped and fell out of his chair as if he had been struck by lightning. Emile shrank in size and covered himself with Tafel’s hair, using it like a curtain. “So many stares!” 
 
    “You get used to it,” Tafel said and tickled Emile’s belly with her finger. The crowd in front of her and Vur parted, letting them approach the cake unhindered. A few children ran up to them but were held back by their parents. Their hands still stretched towards their new monarchs, and Tafel smiled while trailing her fingers along their palms. 
 
    “She’s not a human or a dwarf.” 
 
    “Is she a mutated elf?” 
 
    “Doesn’t her aura feel a bit like a phoenix’s?” 
 
    “Idiot! There’s a phoenix sitting on her shoulder.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m talking about though.” 
 
    Tafel ignored their reactions and pulled Vur, who was glaring at the crowd and trying to find those who spoke, along. She whispered to him, “Will they really accept me as the new ruler of the land?” 
 
    Vur nodded. “Yeah, the dwarf king agreed, and the human emperor was replaced by a skeleton. It’ll be fine.” He gestured up ahead with his chin. “See? There they are.” 
 
    E was lying down, waiting beside the cake. “Vur,” he said and groaned as he sat up. “Do you know how many flying sets of armor it took to bring this cake here? Is it big enough for you? There’s a second one in the palace, but it’ll take at least a week to bring it here.” He snapped his fingers, summoning a set of armor beneath himself. “And this must be your wife. It’s a pleasure to meet you. You have a very capable husband.” 
 
    “Oh, err, thanks,” Tafel said and curtsied. Her brow furrowed at the previous dwarf king, who was wearing pajamas and had drool stains on his cheek. “It’s nice meeting you too….” 
 
    “E,” E said. “My name’s E.” 
 
    Tafel blinked. “Like the letter?” 
 
    “No, like the number.” E nodded and clapped his hands. “Your aunt also had me prepare a new crown. I wasn’t sure about the ridges she wanted me to add, but now that I see the horns, it makes sense now.” A skeleton popped out of the ground, holding a shining green box. E raised an eyebrow. “That’s really convenient. I need some of these undead for myself. Is your aunt looking for a disciple by any chance?” 
 
    Vur shrugged. “You’ll have to ask her.” 
 
    “Vur! Tafel! Hi!” Rella and Bella flew down from the sky, tackling the two’s faces. Rella giggled and rubbed her head against Tafel’s cheek. “We’re here to do the projection magic again like during your marriage.” 
 
    Bella frowned at E and pointed at him. His pajamas rippled as they transformed into deep-purple robes. His jawline became sharper, and his face sterner. “You’re going to be one of the main characters for this coronation ceremony. At least dress appropriately.” 
 
    E blinked and rubbed his hands over his illusionary clothes. He raised his head and stared at Bella with wide eyes. “Are you taking on a disciple? This is even more convenient.” 
 
    Bella snorted and crossed her chest. “You won’t be able to learn it unless you’re a freak like Vur.” She smiled and ruffled Vur’s hair before sitting atop his head. “I meant that in an endearing way.” 
 
    Footsteps approached the group. The human emperor grinned at them. “The mistress ordered me to pass on the scepter.” He waved the golden stick in his hand. “Shall we get started?” 
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    The moon shone overhead, illuminating the mostly empty streets with trash littered about. A few earth elementals were shuffling along, picking up fallen tankards, plates, and utensils. A group of three adventurers stumbled along the road, their faces flushed, their laughter slurred. One of them raised his hand and pointed. “Hey. Over there. You see that?” 
 
    “Is it a woman?” one of the adventurers asked with his head hanging, his face pointing at the ground. “She pretty?” 
 
    “You idiot! Look,” the first adventurer said, grabbing the second adventurer’s chin and raising his head. “Do you see it now?” 
 
    A line of drool dropped out of the second adventurer’s mouth. A moment later, he made a sucking sound and swallowed. “Uh….” 
 
    “It’s a phoenix!” the first adventurer hissed. “And it looks like it’s sleeping.” He paused and squinted his eyes. “Or dead.” 
 
    “I thought phoenixes couldn’t die,” the third adventurer said. 
 
    The first adventurer nodded his head. “You’re right,” he said. “Then it must be sleeping.” He licked his lips and rubbed his hands together, causing the second adventurer to fall to the ground face first after releasing his chin. The man grunted but made no effort to stand up. “If we sell one phoenix feather, we won’t have to work for a year.” 
 
    The third adventurer frowned and crossed his arms, staring at the snoring phoenix a block away from them. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    “Is it a woman?” the second adventurer asked, lifting his head off the ground. 
 
    “Idiot!” The first adventurer smacked his companion’s head, but his actions threw him off balance and caused him to fall over. He groaned and rolled onto his back, meeting the third adventurer’s gaze. “I’m not sober enough. You do it.” 
 
    The standing man snorted. “Fine,” he said. “Eight two split.” 
 
    The first adventurer scrambled to his feet. “Wait, wait, wait! I’ll do it! I’m sober.” 
 
    The third adventurer snorted again. “Let’s both take one,” he said. He glanced at his fallen companion, who let out a thunderous snore. “Forget about him.” 
 
    The first adventurer nodded and tiptoed over to the sleeping phoenix. It was big, blood-red, and hiccoughing nonstop, a bubble escaping from its beak every time. The two men exchanged glances and nodded at each other, stretching their hands forward. One man placed his palm on a protruding wing feather, while the other touched a tail feather. A rustling sound caused them to freeze, and a dark figure rose from near the phoenix’s beak. Laughter boomed out of the figure, followed by a shout. “I, Shadow Nelly, the greatest scout in the world, have acquired the eyebrow feathers of a phoenix! And its spit!” 
 
    The phoenix rolled over and snorted, its eyelids fluttering. Nelly’s eyes widened, and she ran away without hesitation, leaving behind two stunned adventurers. She shouted into the air, “Phoenix matriarch ma’am! Two bad men are trying to strip you!” Then she muttered to herself as she rounded a corner, out of sight, “I have to do something about my proclamations. But how else will people know I’m the greatest scout in the world? I’ll proclaim it quietly next time and see how that goes.” She nodded to herself before vanishing into the shadows of the alley. 
 
    Minerva’s eyes shot open, and her head snapped towards the two dazed adventurers. One of them was still holding onto her tail feather. She screeched and shot out a fireball that was as big as a building. Before it reached the men, it exploded, blowing them back. Their skin was charred, their flesh was burnt, their hair was singed off, but at least, they were left alive. “My goodness,” Minerva said as she climbed to her feet. “Trying to take advantage of a passed-out lady. People like you should suffer.” She snorted and craned her head towards the sky, looking down on the two groaning men. 
 
    The sleeping adventurer’s eyes opened, and the first thing he saw was Minerva’s majestic figure illuminated by the moonlight. Her back was arched, her chest puffed out, her beak pointing at the sky. She seemed like the center of the world, the only colorful object in a world of gray. Then she hiccoughed out a bubble. “So I’m dreaming,” the man said before lowering his head back to the ground. He giggled to himself before falling asleep. 
 
    Minerva hiccoughed again, another bubble falling towards her feet. She blinked and swiveled her head. “Where am I?” she asked, looking at the ground. “What happened to the party?” She spread her wings and glanced at her sides. “What are these lacerations that suspiciously look like dragon scratches?” Her brow furrowed as she clacked her beak, making sounds like chattering teeth. “What’s the last thing I...? I fed Vur? No, there was something after that.” She brought her wings to her head and groaned. “Think, Minerva. Think.” She took in a deep breath. “There was a cake. It tasted sweet. Then there was a barrel of whisky. And a barrel of wine. And a barrel of vodka. And a barrel of rum. And there was a tasty baby gryphon.” She tilted her head. “Did I eat it? Hmm.” She frowned and rubbed her lower beak. “No, before I could swallow, that berserk librarian stopped me.” She nodded. “Then there was a barrel of gin. Then a barrel of soju. Then a barrel of absinthe. Four barrels of brandy. Eight barrels of tequila. And sixteen kegs of beer to chase with. After that was Tafel’s coronation ceremony; they were talking too fast for me to remember the words. Vur ate Tafel’s face. I made Susan promise me to stick to Vur like glue for the sake of my future grandchildren. That black dragon overthrew the church of holy dragons. The berserk librarian was snogging a skeleton. I had a few more drinks—not a lot, just eleven or twelve barrels. And that’s it.” She glanced around again before nodding. “Looks like I’m still a master of moderation seeing as I remember everything. But why does it feel like I’m forgetting something…?” She shrugged. “Must not have been very important.” She spread her wings, preparing to launch herself into the air, but she paused before flapping. “Where’s Emile?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Is it really okay to let them leave like that?” Alice asked, leaning against the skeleton standing beside her. 
 
    Mr. Skelly stared up at the moon and sighed. His bony fingers ran through Alice’s hair. “Yes. They were just exploring for fun after all.” 
 
    Alice pursed her lips. “Will I get to see them again?” she asked, turning her head to face the skeleton. “I don’t understand why they left so abruptly. We barely said goodbye.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t you get to see them again?” Mr. Skelly asked with a small smile. 
 
    “Because they’re an ocean away?” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “…Is that not enough?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly laughed, causing Alice to huff and punt his shin off. She glowered at him before asking, “What are you laughing at? I’m really upset about this, you know? Tafel forced me to join their party, and then she abandoned me a few weeks later. Do you understand what I’m feeling right now? It’s not like I can just walk down the street and talk to her; she’s a literal ocean away.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly fixed his shin before stroking Alice’s cheek. “Do you think Tafel and Vur are the type of people to abandon someone who joined their party?” 
 
    “Vur wouldn’t,” Alice said. “But Tafel already abandoned me once to get that phoenix imprint. And doesn’t Tafel have Vur by his bal—” 
 
    Mr. Skelly coughed. “Vur’s not whipped.” 
 
    Alice raised an eyebrow. “He isn’t?” 
 
    “Did he give you that impression?” Mr. Skelly asked and tilted his head. “If he wants to do something, even Tafel wouldn’t be able to stop him from doing it. It’s just that he doesn’t have many things he wants to do other than make his friends and family happy. He’s like a child that way.” He scratched his chin. “I feel like I’m forgetting something very important about the reason for Vur’s personality.” 
 
    “The fact that he was raised by dragons?” 
 
    “No, I remembered that,” Mr. Skelly said before shrugging. “Well, anyways, they’ll definitely come back for you. I think it’d take a month at most. We have a very capable and eccentric old man on our continent who can create permanent teleportation arrays.” 
 
    “But can it traverse an ocean?” 
 
    “Why not?” Mr. Skelly grinned. “We already have an array connecting us to the northern continent; though, it’s a bit infected. It’d be easy to connect our lands. In fact, there’s literally no reason not to. Why wouldn’t a monarch want to connect his territories?” 
 
    “You have a point,” Alice said. A smile blossomed on her face. “That’s great. That’s really great.” 
 
    “As are most things Vur decides to do,” Mr. Skelly said with a laugh. He wrapped his arm around Alice’s shoulder. “And I have a promise to keep to you too. While we wait for Vur and Tafel to return, why don’t we head towards the frostlands to find your parents?” 
 
    “Heading to the frostlands isn’t my definition of a honeymoon, but yes, let’s,” Alice said, burying her face into Mr. Skelly’s collarbone. 
 
    “Err, doesn’t that feel uncomfortable?” 
 
    “I have thick skin; it’s okay,” Alice said, unmoving. 
 
    “I see,” Mr. Skelly said and placed his hand on Alice’s head. He looked up at the moon and smiled. “It only took eight hundred twenty-seven years, but I finally found someone worth dying for.” 
 
    “Please, no skeleton puns.” 
 
    “Eh?” Mr. Skelly lowered his head. “But I live for puns! Aren’t they humerus?” 
 
    “I’m going to hit you.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    Alice pulled away and placed her hands on her hips. “You backed down too easily,” she said. “What happened to your spine?” 
 
    Mr. Skelly’s eyes widened. “Did you just…?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly swept Alice off her feet, carrying her in his arms. He laughed as he stepped away from the balcony and towards the bed in the center of the room. “I’m in love all over again.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Vur,” Grimmy said, turning his head towards the ocean-blue dragon flying beside him. “I know your body is yours and all, but, uh, don’t you think you overdid it a little with the elementals?” 
 
    “Nope,” Vur said over the chatter of his three elementals squabbling with Stella inside his chest. “I want a water elemental too.” 
 
    Grimmy scratched his chin. “Huh,” he said. “You sure? There’s a lot of noise coming out of you right now. I don’t think you’d be able to sleep if you added another one.” 
 
    “Ignore him, Vur,” Lindyss said. She was lying on Grimmy’s head with her eyes closed. “He’s just upset since it’ll be harder for him to stuff souls into your body—which you shouldn’t let him do, by the way.” She frowned and opened her eyes. “Move to the side, would you? You’re blocking my sun.” 
 
    “Me?” E asked. He was crouching beside her, shivering and clinging onto Grimmy’s scales as if his life depended on it. 
 
    “Not you,” Lindyss said and swatted at the fairy flying over her face. “Her.” She glanced at E. “But why are you following me around again?” 
 
    “Please, make me your disciple! I don’t care how many people I have to slaughter to make skeletons. I don’t care how much of my soul I have to give up to become a necromancer. As long as it’s for helping me become lazier, I’ll do anything!” 
 
    “I think your priorities are a bit skewed,” Lindyss said, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Are dwarf necromancers a thing?” Tafel asked Vur. She was sitting on his head with hundreds of fairies huddled around her, clinging onto her. Two phoenixes were perched on her shoulders, Emile and Susan. 
 
    “E’s a magical midget,” Vur said. “He should be able to do it.” 
 
    “They’re dwarves, Vur,” Leila said from behind him. She was flying alongside her reluctant mother, who had promised to see Nova at Vur’s, read Grimmy’s, request. “Calling them midgets is politically incorrect.” 
 
    Vur snorted. “A midget is a midget. Who’s Politically and why does he define what’s correct or not? I’m the king.” 
 
    Leila smiled at her mother and shrugged. “I tried.” 
 
    Kondra shook her head, unwilling to speak. Her face was unusually pale, and droplets of sweat dripped down from her claws. A murmur escaped from her lips, “Why did I agree to this?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Prika hummed while lying on her belly. She flipped to the next page of the book that was the size of a food stand and giggled. Nova peered over her shoulder, paint smears on his face and snout. “You seem awfully happy,” Nova said and blinked. “Whatcha reading?” 
 
    “The Godking’s Legacy,” Prika said with a nod. “It’s a romance between a squirrel and a sword. One of my prisoners finished writing it the other day.” 
 
    Nova scratched his snout, spreading more paint on his scales. “One of those people you imprisoned for not wearing pink?” 
 
    “No,” Prika said and rolled her eyes. “This one broke Prika Appreciation Monday. He didn’t create a sculpture of me and offer it to the skeletons, so what was I supposed to do? Not imprison him for breaking the law? Society would fall apart!” She laughed and flipped to the next page of the book. “I wonder how many people I’ll catch with today’s Rainbow Panties Wednesdays. Oh! That reminds me.” She placed a leaf in her book and closed it before facing Nova. “I caught this really weird blue thing. She could transform into different shapes: fishes, octopuses, birds; I had to evaporate her and store the vapor in a bottle to prevent her from escaping.” She reached behind her wing and pulled out a bottle with an unfortunate water elemental named Mistle inside of it. “Any idea what it is?” 
 
    “That’s a water elemental,” Nova said, taking one glance at Mistle. 
 
    Prika stared at the bottle in her paw. She blinked and met Nova’s gaze. “Think she can write romance novels?” She tapped the glass, but Mistle didn’t respond. Prika snorted and gripped the bottle, scratching the surface with the tips of her claws. She grunted and shook the bottle up and down and side to side. 
 
    Mistle screamed as she bounced off the walls of her glass prison. “Stop! Stop!” She sobbed as the bottle stopped shaking. “How can you be like this!? Who arrests someone for not wearing a hat!?” 
 
    “Fancy Hat Saturdays are a serious thing around here,” Prika said and flicked the bottle. It shattered, but Mistle remained crouched, hugging her legs. Her body was in the shape of a droplet of water, but once the glass broke, she solidified into a blue rock. “You broke the law, so I arrested you.” 
 
    “Who made that stupid law!?” Mistle shouted, tears dripping from her sapphire eyes. “I’ll beat him up!” 
 
    “I did,” Prika said. “Like I made Animal Tail Sundays, Prika Appreciation Mondays, Three Coat Tuesdays, Rainbow Panties Wednesdays, Socks and Sandals Thursdays, and Pink Robe Fridays.” 
 
    Mistle glared at Prika. “There’s something wrong with your head.” 
 
    Prika’s lips drew together into an O, and she blew out a steady stream of fire right onto Mistle. The water elemental screamed as steam rose out of the cracks on her surface. “What did you say?” Prika asked, tilting her head. “I couldn’t hear you over someone screaming.” 
 
    “You’re a monster!” 
 
    Another jet of flames washed over Mistle. Prika swatted the vapor down and rubbed it into Mistle’s body, re-solidifying the screaming, watery rock. “Pardon?” Prika asked. “Someone screamed again, so I couldn’t hear you properly.” 
 
    “…” 
 
    Mistle shrieked as Prika puffed another breath of flames into her blue face. Prika tilted and lowered her head, bringing her ear next to Mistle. “What was that? It’s rude to ignore someone when they’re talking to you, you know?” 
 
    Mistle sniffled. “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “Romance novels.” 
 
    Mistle’s sobbing stopped. “Romance … novels?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    Mistle’s rocky surface crinkled as she furrowed her brow. “Like Domeo and Duliet?” 
 
    “A who and a what?” Prika asked, raising an eyebrow. “Just write me stuff I want to read, got it?” 
 
    “I think so…?” Mistle blinked and scratched her head. She nodded. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    Nova scratched his chin before clicking his tongue. “Youngsters do things so strangely these days,” he said and sighed. He lumbered back towards his cave but froze after taking three steps. His back straightened as he stood on his hind legs, staring up at the sky. “An ice dragon, a darkness dragon, and two holy dragons. Sera, Grimmy, Leila, and…?” 
 
    “What?” Prika asked. “Dragons?” She grabbed Mistle and stuffed her into a bottle before standing on her hind legs as well. “That’s Grimmy and Leila, but that’s not Sera. Wow. Is it just me, or is it hot in here?” She blinked and ran to a nearby puddle of water, checking her reflection on its surface. She wiped away a few smudges on her face and fluttered her eyelids a few times before practicing a friendly smile. As the four dragons in the sky approached, Prika ran over to Nova’s side. “How do I look?” 
 
    Nova scratched his head. “Uh….” 
 
    “You look great!” Mistle said, giving Prika two thumbs up from within the bottle. “Perfect!” 
 
    Prika swallowed and nodded, staring at the ocean-blue dragon flying next to Grimmy. “I wonder where he’s from. Did Grimmy and Leila remember my plight and bring me back a mate? I really, really hope so!” 
 
    “Prika! Grandpa!” the ocean-blue dragon said as it landed in front of the two dragons. 
 
    Prika’s eyes widened to the size of a house. “You’re Vur!?” she shouted. Her red face flushed even redder and she hung her head, burying her face in her paws. “I’m…, I’m….” She slammed her paws against the ground and shouted, “Gah! I can’t believ—what the fu—goddammit! I give up.” She sighed and turned around, slinking away. Her tail dragged against the ground, leaving a line in the grass. 
 
    “Prika?” Vur asked. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “No. I’m not,” Prika said without looking back. “I’m going to disappear for a hundred years…. Yeah, a hundred years is appropriate….” She entered her cave and rolled a boulder in front of the entrance. The edges of the boulder turned red as she bathed it in flames. The boulder and entrance melted together, fusing into a solid wall. 
 
    Vur blinked and asked Nova, “What’s with her?” 
 
    “Died of embarrassment,” Nova said with a shrug. “More importantly”—he pointed at the trembling holy dragon hiding behind Grimmy and Leila—“what’s with her?” 
 
    Kondra bit her lower lip as she poked her head out from behind Leila. “N-Nova,” she said. “We, we meet again.” 
 
    “Ah!?” Nova gasped and withdrew four steps. “You’re the stalker! I already have children—stop chasing me!” 
 
    “I’m not a stalker, dammit!” Kondra shouted. Her eyes shone white as she bared her teeth, shattering the ground beneath her feet. Leila and Grimmy stared at her, causing her to cough and look away. She shrank back and hung her head. “I mean, your, uh, grandson requested for me to come here as a quest reward. So here I am.” 
 
    “Now why did you do that?” Nova asked Vur. 
 
    Vur shrugged. “Grimmy told me to.” 
 
    Nova stared at Grimmy. 
 
    Grimmy grinned. “I thought I’d be able to see something interesting if you two met. And what do you know? Turns out my mother-in-law’s a creepy stalker.” He chuckled and nudged Leila’s neck. “We learn something new every day, huh?” 
 
    “Get off my continent, woman,” Nova said, nodding at Kondra. 
 
    Kondra snorted. “Fine. I’m leaving.” She pointed her snout towards the sky and closed her eyes. “Humph. I didn’t want to come here anyway.” Her eyelids trembled before shooting open. “And I have kids too! Why am I still a stalker in your mind!?” 
 
    “After the initial surprise, it seems like they get along pretty well, don’t they?” Grimmy asked as he bent his legs and lay on his belly. One of his wings extended and draped over Leila. 
 
    “Your definition of well is wrong,” Lindyss said. She climbed off of Grimmy’s head and sighed. “I need a vacation. Dealing with dragons takes up so much of my mental energy.” She clicked her tongue as Kondra tackled Nova. “This is why I asked you to drop me off at my home before coming here, but no, you didn’t want to. If I die during this random scuffle between two of the strongest beings in the world, I’m going to come back as a vengeful spirit and haunt you.” 
 
    “Master!” E said as he fell off of Grimmy’s head and bounced to Lindyss’ side. “If you’re leaving, take me with you, please.” 
 
    “Who the hell’s your master?” Lindyss asked and punted the dwarf over with her heel. “I never agreed.” Her head turned towards Vur. “Tafel, come here for a second.” 
 
    Vur tilted his head, letting Tafel off, but the fairies stayed firmly pressed against his scales, unwilling to move. Susan also hopped off of Tafel’s shoulder and sat next to Rella and Bella. Tafel ran over to Lindyss, dodging a stray laser beam. The ground was trembling, and snarls filled the air. “What’s up?” Tafel asked Lindyss, frowning as E used her as a shield to approach the cursed elf. 
 
    “Let’s go back to Konigreich,” Lindyss said. “Teleport us. Besides, you wanted to talk with Exzenter to set up a portal, didn’t you?” 
 
    “You want to go right now?” Tafel asked. 
 
    Lindyss raised an eyebrow. “You want to stay?” she asked in return and glanced at the two tussling dragon leaders. 
 
    “Good point,” Tafel said with a nod. Her horns glowed silver as a circle engulfed her, Lindyss, and E. A second later, the trio disappeared. 
 
    “One day, I’m going to learn a teleportation spell,” Grimmy said, rubbing his chin. “It’s just too handy.” 
 
    “I loved you so much, you stupid oaf!” Kondra shouted. “How dare you make fun of me now!? Do you know what I had to go through? Why couldn’t you have just accepted me!?” 
 
    Leila blinked twice, but she kept her mouth shut. 
 
    “That’s because you’re crazy, woman!” Nova shouted back, spitting a poisonous purple cloud into Kondra’s face. She snarled and shook her head rapidly, dispersing his breath. “I have a firm policy to avoid crazy women!” 
 
    “But you mated with that slovenly ice lizard! Where was your policy then!?” Kondra roared before snapping her jaws at Nova’s neck. 
 
    “Goddamn, you’ve lost all your marbles since I last saw you,” Nova said as he struggled out of her grasp, narrowly saving his neck. He glared at Grimmy while fending Kondra off with his tail. “You caused this; do something!” 
 
    Grimmy pointed at himself and looked around before tilting his head. 
 
    “Don’t act stup—igyah!? Keep your teeth away from the jewels, you crazy first-aid kit! You said you were vegan!” Nova swatted at Kondra, scratching her like a cat scratching a ball of yarn. 
 
    “It’s not like you need them anymore,” Kondra said with narrowed eyes. She pulled on Nova’s tail and lunged at her target once again. “You said you already had kids! And just because I refuse to eat anything except for moonlight, that doesn’t mean I’m a vegan.” 
 
    “Grimmoldesser!” Nova roared. “If you don’t do something, I swear…!” 
 
    Grimmy scratched his head. He raised one paw halfway into the air and said in a flat voice, “Woo. Go team Nova.” 
 
    “What the hell are you doing!?” Nova screamed. Sweat poured down his back as he managed to avoid Kondra’s jaws. He lunged forward and hugged her head, pressing her mouth shut. She thrashed underneath him, lacerating his sides with her claws. 
 
    “Were you asking me or her?” Grimmy asked. 
 
    “You!” 
 
    “Oh, I’m helping.” Grimmy nodded. “Woo. Team Nova. You can do it.” 
 
    “How does that help?” Vur asked as Nova grunted and wrestled with Kondra. 
 
    “It’s moral support,” Grimmy said. “I’m increasing your grandpa’s morale. As a commander, you should know how important a part morale plays in a battle.” 
 
    Vur nodded. “You’re right,” he said before facing Nova and Kondra. “Go, Grandpa, you can do it!” He frowned and furrowed his brow. “I believe in you too, distantly-related-but-not-by-blood grandma!” 
 
    “Why are you cheering for both sides!?” Nova shouted, his eye twitching. 
 
    “Well, it wouldn’t be fair to improve the morale of only one side, right?” Vur asked, tilting his head. 
 
    “Your grandson’s a much more honorable person than you are,” Kondra said with a sneer. “I don’t know how someone like you could have a descendent like him!” 
 
    Vur let out a few more cheers, but a rolling bottle caught his eye, silencing him. He blinked at it before blowing it towards himself with a gust of wind. The blue rock inside yelped as the bottle ended up in Vur’s paw. “What’s this?” Vur asked before rapidly shaking the bottle up and down and side to side. 
 
    “Stop! Stop!” Mistle shouted. She sobbed as Vur relented. “Why are all dragons like this…?” 
 
    “That’s Mistle,” Diamant said from Vur’s paw. A brown rock formed next to the bottle. “Fancy meeting you here.” 
 
    “…Diamant?” 
 
    Mistle screamed as a green rock appeared by Diamant’s side and flipped the bottle out of Vur’s paw and onto the ground. It broke apart, cutting short Mistle’s scream. “Stay away from my man!” Zilphy said, shaking her fist at the dazed elemental lying amongst the shattered glass. 
 
    “Contract her, Vur,” Stella said as she flew out of Vur’s chest and grabbed Mistle. “She’s just what I need to produce rain inside of you.” 
 
    “Okay,” Vur said. He nodded and pressed a claw against Mistle’s brow. 
 
    “These contract terms?” Mistle asked. “I refuse! I’m not giving up all my other contractors, and I can’t accompany you twenty-four seven!” 
 
    Vur frowned and blew a stream of fire at Mistle. She screamed and waved her limbs but couldn’t get up due to Vur’s claw. “How about now?” Vur asked. 
 
    “You’re a wicked person!” 
 
    Vur blew another steady stream of fire onto Mistle, relenting when she stopped responding. “Now?” 
 
    Mistle sobbed. “All dragons are evil.” She disappeared into Vur’s claw, turning into blue runes that crawled up his scales. 
 
    “Good job, Vur,” Stella said before flying back inside of him. A purple light appeared next to the traveling blue runes. “Follow me. I’ll show you your spot.” The runes traveled up Vur’s leg, past his shoulders, and into the space in between his wings. “A little higher, but don’t go above the neck. Right there. Perfect. Wait, ew! Don’t make your runes into an octopus! Turn into something more aesthetically pleasing, like, like a baby leviathan. That’s better.” 
 
    “Oh? You learned something new, huh? Other than learning how to turn into a dragon, I mean,” Nova said as he lay on his back, panting for breath. Kondra was lying beside him, struggling to breathe as well. “You’re an elementalist now too?” 
 
    Vur nodded. “Are you two done wrestling?” He dashed into a nearby cave and returned a moment later with two pillows, which he placed under Nova’s and Kondra’s heads. 
 
    “What’s this for?” Kondra asked, her breaths steadying. 
 
    “For the pillow talk,” Vur said with a nod. “You can’t have a pillow talk without pillows.” 
 
    Nova and Kondra froze, staring at Vur with blank expressions. “…What are you even learning?” 
 
    Vur stared back at the two dragons. He tilted his head. “You can start now; don’t mind me.” 
 
    “I mind very much,” Kondra said with a snort. 
 
    “What? Why are you minding?” Nova asked. “In the first place, we’re not going to have a pillow talk!” He sat up and rolled onto his feet before tackling Kondra, scratching at her belly. “This is for trying to bite my jewels off!” 
 
    Kondra snarled as she retaliated. “I was trying to fix your issues,” she said while panting. “Clearly, you use the wrong head to think! You would’ve picked me if you were thinking straight.” 
 
    Vur frowned and pulled the pillows out of the path of a laser beam. “Are Mom and Dad home?” 
 
    “No,” Nova said while holding Kondra’s jaws open with his claws. She was trying to eat his face. “They’re”—he grunted and redirected her head towards the ground—“visiting your grandmother.” 
 
    “Grandmother?” Vur asked. “I have one of those? Mom never said anything.” 
 
    “Huh?” Nova’s lips pursed together as he was pushed onto his side by Kondra. “That’s”—a laser beam blasted his snout—“odd.” He shook his head before releasing a poisonous breath. “She lives across the ocean to the west. At least, she should be there. I haven’t been awake for the past few centuries, as you know.” 
 
    “Oh,” Vur said with a nod. “You two have fun. I’m going to find Tafel. We made a new friend, and we promised to go on adventures with her.” 
 
    “Leaving so soon?” Leila asked. “You just got back.” 
 
    “I only came back to help overthrow Prika,” Vur said. “And I did that already. See?” He pointed at the cave wall that Prika had sealed herself in. “I’ll take Tafel and Alice to go find Mom and Dad. Tafel loves exploring new places.” 
 
    “Ah, timeout,” Nova said, pushing himself away from Kondra. She snapped at his tail, causing him to yelp and glower at her. “I said timeout! Crazy lady.” He snorted and dug through the ground, pulling out a small pink, egg-shaped object along with two rings. “Here.” He passed the items to Vur. “Your, uh, toy was buzzing and bothering me a lot, so I buried it. And those are your wedding rings that you left behind.” He glared at Kondra. “Okay, we can start again.” 
 
    Vur nodded. “Thank—” 
 
    “Mine,” Stella said, appearing on Vur’s paw. She grabbed the pink egg and disappeared back into Vur before he could say anything. “Right? It’s definitely mine from my past life.” 
 
    Vur scratched his head. “You can borrow it then, I guess.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alice and Mr. Skelly were sitting on a couch behind a table. Across from them, there were two people, one man and one woman, wearing fine clothes. Their skin was pallid, and they sat without fidgeting, their bodies rigid. The man leaned forward and picked up a cup of tea, his joints creaking in the process. The cup touched his lips, and his Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. He wet his lips with his tongue before sighing. “Tasteless,” he said and shook his head. “We really are dead?” 
 
    “Dead as a doornail,” Mr. Skelly said and grinned. “You get used to it. Luckily, your bodies were preserved by the eternal cold.” He sighed and glanced at his bony fingers. “I can’t even eat or drink anything without it falling straight to the ground.” 
 
    The woman clicked her tongue. Her hair was brown like Alice’s, but it was thin and brittle. She stared at Alice. “And this is your boyfriend.” 
 
    “That’s right, Mom,” Alice said with a nod. “His name’s Nathaniel.” 
 
    Alice’s mom turned her head towards her husband, her movements like a puppet on a string. “Where did we go wrong when raising her?” 
 
    Alice’s eye twitched. “Hey.” 
 
    “It was probably when you dropped her on her head when she was two,” Alice’s dad said, placing his hand on his wife’s shoulder. “It’s definitely your fault.” 
 
    “Hey! Did you really?” 
 
    “My fault?” Alice’s mom asked, raising both her eyebrows. “Why, I never. Are you sure it didn’t happen when you fed her poisonous mushrooms instead of her formula?” 
 
    “Dad!” 
 
    Alice’s dad scoffed. “It only happened twice throughout her childhood,” he said and pointed at his wife’s nose. “You, on the other hand, dropped her into the lions’ enclosure at the zoo no less than four times.” 
 
    “Did she really?” Mr. Skelly asked. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it,” Alice said, pursing her lips. 
 
    “So what if I did?” Alice’s mom asked, raising her voice. “She inherited your lion imprint. They loved her!” 
 
    “As a snack, maybe. You don’t chew on the heads of the people you love,” Alice’s dad said, rolling his eyes. 
 
    Alice’s mom snorted and crossed her arms. “Well, don’t forget about that time you cracked her head open with a wooden sword while practicing! I swear I saw bits of her brain leaking onto the ground.” 
 
    “I called for a healer, didn’t I?” 
 
    “I called for one too! The white mages at the zoo have lots of experience with fixing limbs.” 
 
    “Sounds like you had a rough childhood,” Mr. Skelly said, patting Alice’s head. “How come you didn’t tell me about it?” 
 
    “I wanted to forget,” Alice said, her expression dark. 
 
    “I’m the responsible parent!” Alice’s dad said. “Remember that time I saved her from the gryphon’s nest?” 
 
    “That’s because you dressed her up as a baby gryphon and she was kidnapped by a real one!” 
 
    “That’s irrelevant,” Alice’s dad said. “What about that time I stopped the bookshelf from falling onto her?” 
 
    “The encyclopedias crushed her anyway; you get an A for effort, but effort doesn’t mean anything if the results don’t change.” 
 
    “I saved her from drowning once.” 
 
    “You threw her into the lake!” 
 
    “…I taught her how to swim.” 
 
    “After she almost drowned!” 
 
    “Surely, not all the blame can be placed on me,” Alice’s dad said, stroking his brittle mustache. He thumped the bottom of his right hand’s fist onto his left hand’s palm. “Let’s ask Alice what she thinks.” 
 
    “Excellent idea, dear,” Alice’s mom said and smiled. “Who was the better parent, Alice?” 
 
    “Right,” Alice’s dad said with a nod. “Who do you love more?” 
 
    Alice sighed and pinched her brow. “Does it always have to be a competition between you two?” 
 
    “Yes,” her parents said at the same time. 
 
    “Well, I like”— 
 
    “Alice! We’re back!” 
 
    —“more,” Alice said and furrowed her brow. She looked up just in time to see the roof of the building crack and fly off. A grinning, ocean-blue dragon’s face popped up, and a claw waved at her. “Did you have to destroy the house, Vur?” 
 
    “I didn’t, but I wanted to surprise you,” Vur said and reached into the building. He grabbed Alice without giving her a choice and placed her on his head next to Tafel. Susan hopped from Tafel’s shoulder over to Alice’s while Emile stayed in his original spot. “I promised you we’d be back. A dragon always keeps his promises.” 
 
    “Take me too,” Mr. Skelly said, waving at Vur. Vur picked him up as well, placing him beside Alice. 
 
    “I’m kind of in the middle of something,” Alice said, glancing at her parents. “Can we—” 
 
    “Let’s go!” Vur said and leapt into the air before Alice could finish her sentence. 
 
    Alice bit her lower lip while Mr. Skelly laughed. “Where are we going?” Mr. Skelly asked. 
 
    “To find Mom and Dad.” 
 
    “Oh? Aren’t they where they usually are?” 
 
    “Nope,” Vur said. 
 
    “…Do you know where they are?” 
 
    Vur nodded. “Somewhere to the west!” 
 
    “He has no clue,” Tafel said and sighed. She gave Alice a wry smile. “Sorry for interrupting your reunion.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” Alice said, shaking her head. “If I stayed with them any longer, I’d have buried them back in the frostlands.” 
 
    “They didn’t approve of Mr. Skelly?” 
 
    “That’s not it,” Alice said. She shrugged. “I … don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    Tafel nodded. “I understand.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “My parents were a bit”—Tafel tilted her head and raised an eyebrow—“evil?” 
 
    “Hey,” Alice said, peering over the edge of Vur’s head. “We’re flying over the ocean.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “…Were we supposed to?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Okay,” Alice said and sighed as she sat down. “I trust you two.” 
 
    Mr. Skelly laughed as he and Tafel sat on either side of Alice. He grinned. “Who wants to sing some songs to pass the time?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Afterword 
 
      
 
    Thanks to Simon T Andreasen, Sharda Hartly, Travis Cox, Kyoma, and David C. for supporting me on Patreon. 
 
    If you liked the story, feel free to check out my website at www.virlyce.com. 
 
    There will probably be a sequel to this book. Maybe. 
 
    Thank you for reading! 
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