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      Summary of the Previous Volume


      At Kilpha’s request, I agreed to accompany her back to her hometown, Zudah Village, located in the Dura Forest, posing as her fiancé. But almost as soon as we got there, we were confronted by Sajiri, a fierce cat-sìth warrior who turned out to be Kilpha’s real fiancé. Needless to say, he was none too pleased to see his betrothed with another man, and to make matters worse, he had a huge number of ogres under his control and was planning to use them to destroy Orvil, the city-state that governed the Dura Forest.


      I enlisted the help of my friends, and together, we managed to thwart his plans before he had time to set them in motion, but just as we were starting to think the danger had passed, the true mastermind stepped out from behind the curtain: Magath Onir, the prime minister of Orvil. It turned out he had been the one supplying Sajiri with ogres in the hope that the cat-sìth would attack the city and take out the king, allowing Magath to swoop in and “save” the day, with his ultimate goal to seize the crown in the ensuing chaos.


      And as if ogres weren’t formidable enough, Magath brought with him a far more fearsome creature: a black dragon, which he had enslaved using a Collar of Domination. Fortunately, my friends succeeded in defeating the dragon before it could land a single blow on us, allowing me to capture Magath and deliver him to the king to be imprisoned.


      And that was that. All’s well that ends well. Or so it seemed. For one question still lingered: who exactly had crafted those Collars of Domination that were powerful enough to even subjugate a black dragon?

    

  

  
    
      Chapter One: The Source


      “Cheers!”


      Having finally made it back from the Dura Forest, I was in the middle of enjoying a few drinks with my friends in Ninoritch, my adopted second home. We’d arrived in town in the evening, and not even an hour later, we were already drinking. What terrible adults we were. Thank goodness Aina’s not here to see this.


      Kilpha and I were at a table in the guild’s drinking hall, and we’d been joined by Emille, who had invited herself to sit with us. One after another, adventurers I knew came up to greet me and raise a toast in celebration of my return.


      “Oh, hey, you’re finally back!”


      “Welcome back, Shiro!”


      “Drink up! This one’s on me.”


      “Am I seeing things or is that Shiro? Hey, waitress! Bring us some booze over here!”


      “Over here too! A mug for me, and one for Shiro!”


      “Shiro, have a drink with me, yeah?”


      Well, looks like I just started an impromptu drinking party.


      Under normal circumstances, Rolf would be casting Cure on us to negate the aftereffects of the alcohol, but since he was still visiting his hometown, we were most likely going to all end up passed out on the floor by the middle of the night. I could only pray that someone would have the presence of mind to stop Emille from dragging me off to a dark room somewhere, because I doubted I’d be able to fight her off in a drunken state, even if I tried. Opposite me, the bunny girl chuckled sinisterly.


      “C’mon, mister, drink up. Look, everyone wants to toast you! You’re surely not going to refuse them, are you? That’d be terribly rude of you!” she teased, her eyes locked firmly on me like a predator watching its prey. “Oh, hey, look, mister. Your mug’s empty! I’ll order you a new drink, ’kay?”


      It was hard to miss the drool that escaped her lips. I’m kinda terrified.


      “Um, is there anyone here who knows the Cure spe—” I started, turning to the sea of adventurers crowding around us, but Emille cut me off before I could finish.


      “Ahem! What are you saying, mister?” She fake-laughed. “You want someone to use Cure on you? In here? A drinking hall of all places? That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard! So uncool! So lame!”


      Thankfully, Kilpha beside me proverbially leaped to my rescue. “Don’t worry, Shiro. I won’t let Emi do anything naughty to you, meow.”


      “Thanks, Kilpha.”


      She gave me a little pat on the back as if in reassurance, causing Emille to click her tongue. “Oh, get lost, you thieving cat.”


      “I haven’t stolen anything. Shiro was never yours to begin with, meow,” Kilpha retorted.


      “Oh, but he is! He’ll be mine one day, so that means he’s already mine!” the bunny girl declared. In true Emille fashion, her reasoning was completely absurd.


      “That makes zero sense, meow,” Kilpha said, drawing another, much louder tongue click out of the bunny girl.


      Just then, Patty—who was sitting at the table next to ours—fluttered over to me. “Hey, Shiro?” she said to grab my attention.


      “Hm? What is it, boss?”


      I hadn’t noticed before, but she had been sitting with a bunch of other fairies. There were around ten of them all in a circle on the table itself, and it looked like they were having a blast. Well, would you look at that? Seems Patty’s made some friends while I was away. I attempted to conceal my cheerful surprise at this and turned my attention to what the little fairy was trying to tell me.


      “Look over there,” she said, pointing to a table in one corner of the drinking hall. “Celes has a real scary look on her face. Did something happen?”


      “C-Celes?” I queried. “She does?”


      I followed Patty’s gaze and I spotted Celes at the table she had indicated. She was talking to Eldos, who was one of the Sixteen Heroes, and his blacksmith brother, Baledos. From what I could tell, the three of them seemed to be in the middle of a pretty serious discussion. Oh, what’s this? Celes just took a large metal band out of her bag and set it down on the table. That’s one of the Collars of Domination the now-former prime minister of Orvil was using on those cyclopes, isn’t it?


      Collars of Domination were magic tools that—as the name suggested—allowed a person to bend a creature to their will. They were considered taboo artifacts and banned in most nations. I watched as Baledos recoiled in horror when Celes explained what the metal band was. She added that the one in front of them had been used to enslave a cyclops, but the prime minister had also possessed one powerful enough to control a black dragon.


      Baledos’s eyes almost bulged out of their sockets at that point. “A cyclops and a dragon, ye say? Cyclopes are gold-rank monsters, but a black dragon’s at least platinum! And yer tellin’ me these collars were controllin’ ’em? Blasted nonsense!”


      It seemed their conversation had piqued the interest of folk nearby, as a small crowd was starting to gather around their table. Naturally, I was curious as well. I drained the last of my drink and made my way over to join the crowd so that I could hear their conversation a bit better.


      “That is what I have been told,” Celes said. “I asked Nesca about it. She said the amount of mana poured into a Collar of Domination on its creation determines the type of creature it can subjugate.”


      Baledos nodded. “Aye, that’s right. Now I’d believe ye if it were regular monsters ye were namin’, but a cyclops and a black dragon? I don’t know of a single hume or dwarf who’d have enough mana or be able to forge a collar sturdy enough not to snap under the strain.”


      So not even dwarves could craft Collars of Domination that powerful? Then, who made them?


      “Baledos?” I said, tapping the dwarf on the shoulder to get his attention. Maybe he had some inkling about who might be behind the manufacture of these collars.


      He turned to me, an irritated look on his face. “What is it, kid?”


      “If theoretically, no hume or dwarf could have made collars powerful enough to tame a black dragon, then who do you suppose made them?”


      “Well, ain’t that obvious? Demons, that’s who.”


      Demons? That was what he’d just said, right? I’d already had quite a bit to drink, but I was still sober enough for my senses not to be completely dulled. To be honest, I was so intrigued by this turn of events, I felt myself sobering up a little. But while my inner child was jumping up and down with excitement (Demons! How cool is that?), Celes met the suggestion that her kin were likely involved with a blank stare.


      “I feared as much. What a nuisance,” she muttered, spinning on her heel.


      “Wait, Celes!” I called out to stop her before she could leave. I had known her for long enough by this point to know that whenever she had that blank look on her face, something was weighing heavily on her mind.


      “What is it, Shiro?” she said. “Forgive me, but I must go take care of some—”


      I interrupted her before she could finish her sentence. “Please don’t go running off just yet, yeah? Um...” I scanned the drinking hall in search of an empty table, but it quickly occurred to me there was no way the two of us would be able to have a calm conversation with this rowdy crowd around us.


      “How about we go to my shop to talk?” I suggested.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Two: Celes’s Concerns


      Celes and I left the drinking hall and went to my shop, aka “Shiro’s Shop.” Kilpha and Patty must have also sensed something was troubling Celes, as they had volunteered to accompany us, although I could not have told you why exactly Emille had tagged along too. Once inside, we all headed up to the break room on the second floor, and I told everyone to take a seat while I prepared some drinks. After setting the cups down on the coffee table, I took a seat and got straight to the point.


      “So what’s the matter, Celes?” I asked.


      Seated on the sofa opposite mine, Celes simply stared at me blankly. “What do you mean?” she said.


      “There’s no point playing dumb. It’s about those Collars of Domination, isn’t it? Baledos said they were crafted by demons.”


      She seemed to hesitate a little before eventually saying, “It does not concern you.”


      I wagged my index finger at her. “Tut-tut-tut. You couldn’t be more wrong there. It is very much my concern,” I insisted. “I was there in the forest with you and the others when we faced that black dragon, and truth be told, I was pretty much the one who sparked that whole battle in the first place. Don’t you think I have a right to know what’s going on?”


      According to Shess, the king’s men had been quizzing Magath day after day in an effort to find out how he had gotten his hands on the Collars of Domination, but the former prime minister was refusing to spill the beans. I admittedly hadn’t thought much of it at first, but I certainly hadn’t been expecting demons to be involved. Life has a funny way of throwing surprises at you, I mused.


      “Besides, this matter’s clearly troubling you. I can see it written on your face,” I added.


      Celes’s eyes widened, and she (unconsciously, I assumed) brought her right hand up to her cheek. Eventually, she huffed and said, “Why would I be troubled?”


      “You mean you’re not?” I replied. “I haven’t seen you looking this tense since we first met.”


      A few months had passed since my first encounter with Celes. Back then, she had been trying to abduct Suama to use her to cure her sister’s illness.


      “See? You can’t deny it, can you?” I added when Celes didn’t reply, though she still stubbornly refused to tell me what was on her mind. “Listen, after that whole debacle with the prime minister, I was granted the title of baronet in Orvil. That means I’m part of the nobility over there now. As such, I need to know where these Collars of Domination have come from in order to prevent a similar situation happening in the future, and prevent more people from getting hurt.”


      Still no response from her.


      “Celes, please,” I begged. “If you have even an inkling about who made these collars, could you—”


      That sentence should have ended with “Could you please tell me?” but Emille, sitting to my right, rudely interrupted me.


      “Whoa, whoa, hold on a minute! Mister, did you say you’re a noble now?!” she exclaimed, her eyes gleaming intensely and a look of unbridled desire on her face. She grabbed me by the shoulders and forced me to turn and face her.
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      “A noble! Since when? Mister, you should’ve mentioned it sooner! I always wanted to marry into nobility!” she continued.


      “Um, Emille? I’m kinda busy talking to Celes right now—” I started, but she cut me off yet again.


      “Oh, puh-lease! Our future together is far more important than whatever’s going on with this crazy melon-titted bitch. Orvil’s full of rich folks, yet you managed to snag yourself a title! That’s my mister for you! Still, I never expected you to become an actual noble for my sake—”


      “Hush up, Emi, meow!” Kilpha must have reached her limit because she got to her feet and delivered a solid punch to the back of Emille’s head, the noise of the impact echoing around the room.


      “Ouch! Wh-What did you do that for, Kilpha?! You know I’m against violence!” Emille protested.


      “Shiro and Celes are currently in the middle of a serious discussion, meow,” Kilpha replied calmly. “I’m not gonna let you keep interrupting them, meow.”


      “K-Kilpha’s right, Emille!” Patty chimed in. “I don’t know what exactly is going on, b-but if demons are involved, it must be important. Super important, even! Maybe.”


      My two friends were both lecturing Emille, but if that was all it took to shut her up, we never would have been in this situation in the first place.


      “Hmph! Shut up, you lowly commoners! I’m a future baroness, so you’d better mind your manners unless you want to get punished!” Emille declared.


      “Well, a baronetess, technically,” I corrected her. “But also, please stop assuming I’m going to marry you.” But my plea seemed to pass by Emille unnoticed.


      “Oh, don’t you worry, mister! Now that you’ve got your foot in the door, you can just bribe your way up, or hire assassins to kill any noble who decides to stand in your way,” she stated. “Soon, we’ll be the most powerful nobles in all of Orvil, and we’ll bleed all those filthy commoners dry to fund our lavish lifestyle!”


      “Commoners”? Why’s she acting like she’s already a noble? I wondered, then something caught my eye. Uh-oh. Kilpha’s reaching for the dagger at her hip. That’s not ideal. Plus, Patty’s shaking and her face has gone all red. It’s only a matter of time before she loses control and unleashes a destructive spell on the bunny.


      “Here, Emille. If I give you these, will you promise to stay quiet for a bit?” I said, dropping a dozen or so silver coins into her hand.


      The greedy bunny’s reaction was instant. “Silver coins! Woo-hoo! Silver coins! Now I can finally pay my rent that’s overdue!” she celebrated. “Okay, fine, mister. If you insist, I guess I’ll shut up for a bit. I’ll keep my lips zipped so you can carry on with your conversation.” And with that, she rearranged herself on the sofa and finally fell silent. Seriously, why did she tag along?


      “Sorry about that, Celes,” I said, turning to the demon. “We can resume our discussion now... Uh, Celes?”


      For some reason, she’d lowered her head and was looking down at the floor. Wait a minute. She’s totally trying to stop herself from laughing, isn’t she?


      But despite her best efforts, she eventually couldn’t hold it in any longer and laughter burst forth, twisting her entire body in her seat.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      “Phew. Your little spectacle just then made me feel like a fool for fretting so much before,” Celes said at last once she had managed to bring her laughter under control, her gaze firmly fixed on Emille.


      Unlike earlier, there was no longer a blank look on her face, and a glint of warmth had returned to her eyes. Who would’ve thought that Emille’s shenanigans (well, her daily antics, if we’re being honest) would manage to drag Celes out of her funk?


      Speaking of the bunny girl, she was still sitting quietly on the sofa, the silver coins I’d given her clenched in her balled-up hands. I hoped she would stay that way for a little while longer.


      “So, Celes, could you please tell us what’s on your mind?” I said.


      She gave a nod and finally acquiesced to my request. “Fine. As you guessed, it is about the Collars of Domination. At first, I was simply impressed to find out that humes had also gained the ability to control powerful creatures like dragons. But when I touched the collar that had been retrieved from around the black dragon’s neck, I instantly knew it had not been made by humes. Such a wicked artifact could only have been made by demons.”


      To summarize Celes’s story, when Magath had summoned the black dragon back in the Dura Forest, Celes had found herself secretly impressed by how far hume-made magic tools had come. However, after the fight had concluded, she went to inspect the Collar of Domination that we had removed from the dragon and realized there was no way it could have been crafted by humes. There was simply too much mana woven into it, far beyond anything humes could achieve. Hoping that she was mistaken, she had taken one of the Collars of Domination to Baledos and asked him to examine it, reasoning that maybe—just maybe—another race had the ability to craft such powerful tools. But to her dismay, Baledos had simply confirmed her initial theory. Just as she’d feared, the collars were the work of demons.


      “As I have told you before, the demon king has forbidden us from attacking humes. But if these items have ended up in the hands of humes...”


      “It means some of your brethren have gone against the orders of the demon king,” I said, finishing her thought.


      “I cannot be certain of that yet. But such items would allow other demons to harm humes without doing so directly, and their lives could even be taken this way.”


      Kilpha nodded her understanding. “I see. And since it’s the humes who are the ones choosing to use the collars, the demons can just claim they ‘did nothing wrong,’ meow.”


      “So it’s an almost-black-but-technically-still-gray area,” I summarized.


      “Precisely,” Celes confirmed.


      “Shiro!” Patty exclaimed to get my attention. “Th-The demon king’s the leader of all the demons, right? Would anyone really defy an order like that?”


      “Yup, the demon king’s the boss—no, the big boss of all the demons,” I explained to the little fairy. “And it seems there really are people who would dare to disrespect their big boss by disobeying orders.”


      “Isn’t that, uh...” Patty paused momentarily. “What’s the word again? Ah! Treason! They’re traitors!” she exclaimed.


      I considered this for a moment. “Perhaps they are. Although in this case, they could argue that what they’re doing isn’t really treason. Just about.”


      Celes listened to our exchange with a dark expression on her face. “That is why I need to go home and inform the demon king about their deeds,” she declared.


      “I suppose you’ll also go looking for the makers of those collars while you’re at it,” I surmised. “That sounds like something you’d do.”


      “Naturally. I do not know who is behind all of this, but I will hunt them down and force the truth out of them,” she stated matter-of-factly.


      I’d learned recently (not from Celes herself, but still) that she was one of the demon king’s four lieutenants. In corporate terms, if the demons were a company, she’d be on the executive board. That probably explained why she wanted to deal with this situation as fast as possible now that she knew something was up. Well, she takes her job a whole lot more seriously than the higher-ups at my last company, I’ll tell you that much.


      “As such, I will be leaving Ninoritch and might be gone for some time, Shiro. Do I have your permission?” she asked.


      “I’ve told you countless times before that you don’t need my ‘permission’ to do anything,” I reminded her, and she let out a muffled grumble in response. “So if you want to leave for a bit, go right ahead. Oh, but...” I paused and scratched my head sheepishly. “Would you mind taking me with you? Just this once.”


      “Why?” she said, visibly taken aback by my request—and she wasn’t the only one.


      “Meow?! What are you saying, Shiro?!” Kilpha exclaimed. “The northern isle is demon territory! Humes can’t just go waltzing in there, meow!”


      “Yeah, Kilpha’s right!” Patty chimed in. “We’re talking about demons here! Grandpa—I mean, the clan leader says they’re really scary!”


      Emille was also staring at me wide-eyed, though she kept her promise to me and didn’t utter a word.


      “Shiro, do you realize what you are asking?” Celes asked.


      “I think I do,” I replied. “It’s just...” I paused. “I feel like stopping the manufacturers of those collars won’t be enough.”


      “What do you mean?” Celes said.


      I raised the index finger of my right hand. “Well, you see, on the one hand, you’ve got the demons making the collars...” I paused and raised the index finger of my left hand. “...and on the other, you’ve got the buyers, like Magath and the others.” I then crossed both fingers. “I believe they must have had some sort of go-between. A merchant handling demonic items, most likely.”


      Everyone was taken aback by my theory.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Three: A Conversation with Zidan


      On our way to Kilpha’s village about a month before, we stopped off at the royal capital. While Shess (with Luza tagging along, like always) was busy taking care of some business at the palace, I met up with Zidan, the guildmaster of the Eternal Promise, which was the merchant guild I belonged to. At the time, the birdman was staying in the royal capital to oversee the expansion of his recently opened store. At first, I was a bit hesitant about going to visit him, thinking he might be too busy to see me, but when we got there, he greeted us with open arms, even though we’d dropped in unannounced.


      “Shiro? It really is you! And Aina and Suama too! You two sure have grown since I last saw you, haven’t you? It’s great to see you all!”


      He invited us to dine with him at a restaurant, and after the girls had headed back to the inn with full bellies, he asked me to stay for a few drinks.


      “Let’s drink the night away, Shiro!” he hooted as I poured him out some of the alcohol I’d been carrying around in my inventory. He let out a contented sigh. “Your alcohol is always top-notch.”


      I chuckled. “I’m glad you like it. Want to try this sake next?”


      “Sure! I’ll drink it to the very last drop!”


      As we sat enjoying our drinks, we updated each other on what was going on in our lives. Apparently, Zidan’s new shop was doing well, meaning he’d been able to rapidly increase the wages of the children who were working for him. He also told me that another added bonus of being in the royal capital was he had access to a wider network of information, which led to a conversation about a certain rumor he had caught wind of.


      “Shiro, have you heard the latest news?”


      “Hm? What news?” I said.


      “Well, it’s more of a rumor that’s been doing the rounds among the merchants lately, but...” He lowered his voice before continuing. “Apparently, a merchant dealing in some pretty dangerous items has popped up here and there.”


      “Really? ‘Dangerous’ items, you say? What kind are we talking?” I asked.


      Even though we were in a private room, Zidan glanced around to make sure no one was listening in on our conversation. Once he’d assured himself that we were alone, he continued. “Items that can turn people to stone, or absorb their life force. Stuff like that. I’ve even heard people talk about items that can envelop entire towns in poisonous fog, and some that can cause people to transform into monsters.”


      “Wow. So they’re all cursed items, huh? Sounds scary,” I said.


      “Doesn’t it just? No one should even be allowed to possess items like that. If they really do exist, they need to be sealed away in vaults and constantly monitored. They should never see the light of day again.”


      “‘Sealed away,’ huh? Do you really think they’re that dangerous?” I wondered aloud.


      “Well, of course they are!” Zidan exclaimed in a hushed tone. “Items like that could completely disrupt the balance of power between nations!”


      He added that an overpowered item could wipe an entire nation off the map, which was why most nations on the continent classified such items as “forbidden,” though apparently there weren’t too many of them, as such dangerous items were incredibly difficult to manufacture in the first place. I sipped my drink as I listened to his explanation, though I wasn’t overly concerned about these items he was talking about. After all, Dramom and Celes were with me almost all of the time, and both were able to wipe out cities and even smaller-sized nations in the blink of an eye.


      “Hm, I guess you have a point,” I conceded to Zidan. “No amount of guards could protect you from such ridiculously overpowered items.”


      “Right? And that’s not all. There have been rumors about the royal family of the Holy Kingdom of Quinn and a feudal lord in the Kingdom of Chatelia dying in suspicious circumstances. I can’t help wondering if their deaths are somehow connected to these cursed items.”


      “Wow. So you’re saying these things might be in circulation across multiple nations?” I asked.


      “Remember, it’s all just rumors. But apparently, the ruffian dealing in them has been approaching nobles and merchants with lots of enemies and offering them dangerous items to use against their rivals. Well, at least that’s what the peddler who told me about it seemed to reckon. I don’t know if it’s actually true or not.” He paused and took a big gulp of his sake. “Still, I have to wonder how this merchant even got his hands on so many forbidden items.”


      I hummed pensively. “Maybe he bought them off adventurers who’d dug them up in dungeons? I’m sure there must be some pretty crazy things in the depths of those ruins, dating back to the Ancient Magic Civilization Era.”


      “These are forbidden items we’re talking about, though. Besides, adventurers have to go through their guilds if they want to sell something,” Zidan pointed out.


      “In that case, maybe this merchant goes dungeon diving in ruins himself?” I suggested.
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