
  
    [image: Cover]
  

  
    [image: toc_img]
  

  
    
      Prologue: Special Training


      Morning. After Lefi finished eating breakfast with everyone in the dungeon, she went to the bathroom to brush her teeth. She stared intently at her reflection in the mirror as she did. A humanoid body of the female variety. Decidedly nondragon.


      Ever since she had acquired the “Humanized Dragon” title a short while ago, Lefi had been unable to return to her dragon form. So, at the moment, this vessel was the only one she had. But in hindsight, she realized she didn’t know much about it. Its composition was essentially the same as a human’s, yet it wasn’t identical, as this body had originally been created through magic.


      Hmm. If I truly mean to seek power with this form, then I ought to understand it, starting from the fundamentals. Until now, she hadn’t paid much attention to it, but she decided it would behoove her to step outside for the first time in a long time and determine what this body was and wasn’t capable of. Then, while she was at it, perhaps she would also try wielding a weapon or two.


      While those thoughts ran through Lefi’s mind, the door to the bathroom opened with a rattle. Her husband, Yuki, entered.


      “Mm.”


      “Oh, hey, thanks.”


      When she moved a bit to the side, her husband filled in the space next to her, letting out a huge yawn before starting to brush his teeth as well. She would never say so out loud because it was too embarrassing, but she loved the ordinariness of times like this when she was with him. Even though they spent every day together, warmth bloomed softly in her heart every time they had an unremarkable moment like this.


      “You know very well that it is too cramped when the both of us are in here.”


      “Silence, wench. Ain’t nothin’ we can do about it.”


      Though they bickered teasingly, neither Lefi nor Yuki made any move to leave the bathroom. Once they’d finished brushing their teeth, they went back to the living room, where Lefi turned to her husband and spoke.


      “Ah, Yuki. I am in need of a stout greatsword. Hmm, let me think... One that you do not mind being destroyed, or conversely, a sturdy one that can withstand my wielding it. Might you have created something of the sort?”


      “Color me surprised. Where’s this coming from?”


      Lefi waved her hand nonchalantly and replied to her husband’s puzzled question.


      “It is simply for sport. I find myself somewhat interested, you see.”


      “Ohhh reeeally? All right, then you can have this.”


      So saying, he extracted a greatsword from the rift in space that was his Inventory. Though the same dark gray as iron, it possessed a beautiful luster.


      “Did you craft this out of...adamantite?”


      “Correct! I made the whole thing out of the stuff as an experiment, but it didn’t cut as well as I wanted it to. Turns out that rare metals can’t be used on their own. Despite being a failed creation, it’s probably stupid strong, so feel free to use it right up.”


      “Understood. Thank y— Hold. Yuki, I have no intention of meddling in your pastimes. I most certainly do not. However, considering that adamantite is a rare metal and that this weapon is made entirely of it, does that not mean you spent a considerable amount of that thing you call ‘DP’ to make it?”


      “H-Hey, no need to worry about that. I restocked the coffers. I swear.”


      Her scowl and the way she said those words implicitly asked whether he was aware of his squandering ways. When Yuki refused to meet her gaze, Lefi huffed in rueful exasperation. Even though he hardly used any weapons besides En, he still insisted on creating them. This man never changed.


      “If you insist, then it is fine. This place would not exist without you, but do not squander your funds needlessly. I remember well when you nearly exhausted them.”


      “Y-Yes, ma’am. I’ll be careful.”


      She nodded imperiously in response, then headed for the Demonic Forest, carrying the greatsword on her shoulder.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “Hmm... This is pointless.”


      I muttered to myself, staring at the fallen tree in front of me. I had cut it down with the greatsword borrowed from my husband. Although it had been less cut and more smashed judging from the incredibly rough-looking gash in the tree. Evidence of the dull blade.


      According to Yuki, this weapon was a failure that lacked the appropriate sharpness, but that was neither here nor there, as it was clear from the way it had been cut that the tree had been felled purely through brute force. Of course, this being my first time wielding a sword, it came as no surprise that I would not be good at it. Even so, the problem lay with the greatsword itself. A crack had already formed in its hilt, most likely owing to me having used too much power when I swung it.


      Adamantite, a rare metal said to be the hardest of all metals, was second only to orichalcum, which was known as “divine steel.” And this was the result of a single swing. The sword obviously wasn’t strong enough to withstand the rigors of combat.


      When I had first considered how to supplement my own strength, I had pictured my husband fighting and decided it would be good to learn how to handle weapons. However, swordsmanship was clearly an art form designed for the various species of mankind. At my level of skill, it would be more advantageous for me to attack with my bare hands.


      “I made the correct choice in not asking En for help...”


      I had initially thought of asking En to help me test the utility of a weapon, but now, I was glad I experimented with this greatsword first. If I had wielded the girl in her sword form without knowing the right amount of force to use, I would have undoubtedly crushed her handle with my grip.


      “If weapons are not my forte, then is magic the answer? I have always been quite skilled on that front, but...the output remains the issue. Perhaps I can attempt to use a staff next?”


      “Whatcha doin’?”


      A voice came from behind as I mulled over my next idea. When I turned around with a gasp, I found my husband standing there.


      “Oh, s-so you came here after all.”


      “Sure did. I got kinda curious when you asked me to lend you a greatsword outta nowhere. How could I not when, unlike Nell, who’s obsessed with weapons, you’ve never shown even a hint of interest in them until now?”


      “Ahhh... Yes, I see. That makes sense. Then the first thing I need to do is apologize. All it took was one swing from me for a crack to appear in the greatsword I borrowed.”


      I handed the sword back to him, and he stowed it away in the spatial rift.


      “Guess even adamantite’s a bust for you, huh? What I wanna know is why you’re using a weapon in the first place, though. I mean, you have the world’s strongest talons at your disposal, right?”


      I stewed in thought for a bit before replying.


      “I...have decided to disclose to you the truth. I cannot return to my dragon form.”


      “Say what now?”


      “It seems I have begun to think of myself not as dragonkind but as mankind. Use Analysis to look at my titles.”


      My husband stared at me in silence for a few moments.


      “Does that say...‘Humanized Dragon’? When did that happen?”


      “Quite recently. As I am now, I am no longer the world’s most powerful creature. It is of no great loss as I do not care, but in the unlikely event that I am forced to battle another Calamity-level being, I will most certainly lose. Thus do I wish to train this body with real combat experience.”


      “Ohhh, so that’s why you asked about weapons. But adamantite’s kinda tough to use for making swords.”


      “Indeed. In this case, the sword is meaningless when my fists are more powerful.”


      “When you say you can’t go back to being a dragon, does that mean you can’t completely take on your original form? You can still make your wings appear with your current body, can’t you?”


      “That is true. I can use this humanoid form as a base to make changes in my appearance.”


      With that, I attempted to transform one of my arms into that of a dragon. When I succeeded, my husband started running his fingers all over the scales and sharp claws of my altered limb. His touch felt strangely ticklish, but I did not stop him. Then, he suddenly licked my hand.


      “Eek! Wh-Whatever are you doing?!”


      “Geh heh heh. These scales are noice! Your bod’s not bad, wifey. Not bad at all.”


      “Waaah! Ahhh... Stop that, you imbecile!”


      “Ow.”


      My suddenly frisky husband meekly let go of my hand when I smacked him on the head.


      “G-Good grief... Be serious for once, will you? Though it may not seem like it, I am quite troubled by this turn of events, you know.”


      “Ha ha! Sorry, sorry. Your arm is just so pretty that I couldn’t help myself.”


      “And that is why you licked me?”


      “Hmm... I know! Think of it as a way married couples tease each other.”


      Cheeks pink, I glared at him. He was unfazed as he cackled shamelessly in response before circling back to the topic at hand.


      “All right, so how big’s the difference between this set of scales and claws and your original one?”


      “Hmm, I suspect the level of strength is the same. The problem, however, is that neither my magic nor my physical attacks are as powerful as they used to be when I execute them. This body simply cannot exert the full strength of a dragon. The limit is half at best.”


      “Interesting... So it’s kinda like the difference in displacement between a car’s engine and a motorcycle’s...”


      “Are those objects from your world?”


      Yuki nodded in reply to my question.


      “Yeah, they’re vehicles. You can think of them as evolutions of the carriage. Anyway, let me see if I’ve got this right. The levels of strength and performance are basically the same between your dragon and human forms, so in terms of carriages, they’re both exactly the same outside of their size. But then one is being pulled by a donkey and the other is being pulled by a horse, and the difference in power between those animals is huge. Why is there such a disparity in output, though? Especially when your stats are the same in both forms.”


      “Continuing with your analogy, let us say that the amount of food available to fuel the power source is the same. However, due to the difference in body size between a horse and a donkey, the amount they can consume and the amount of power they can exert differ... I must say, I do not know how to feel about comparing myself to a donkey.”


      “All right, we’ll switch to comparing fenrirs and horses instead.”


      “But that means a veritable gulf in energy between the two. No. That does not matter. I shall not be waylaid by this discussion. In any case, as I am now, I can still hold my own against most opponents, but I cannot win should I be forced to fight someone on the Spirit Emperor’s level. Having said that, I do have a few ideas... What about you, Yuki? Can you suggest anything?”


      After thinking about it for a few minutes, he nodded.


      “Not off the top of my head, but let’s put our heads together and come up with a way for you to fight in that body.”


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “You mind telling me your ideas first?”


      “Not at all. At the moment, I have two. The first one is a staff. I have primarily focused on using magic during battle, so I believe it prudent to strengthen this aspect of myself.”


      “A staff... A staff, huh? Didn’t the Spirit Emperor have one when he visited us?”


      “Indeed he did. Now that I think about it, his thought process might have been similar to mine. After all, humanoid creatures may have limits to how much magic they can produce.”


      My husband then commented, his expression dubious.


      “Uhhh, can we really consider the Spirit Emperor a humanoid creature?”


      “Well, he is approximately the size of a human, no? Although he does not possess the traditional five parts of a body.”


      “I personally think it’s a fine line, but let’s put that aside for now. Back to what we were talking about. A staff, a staff... Ooh, maybe the Magical Girl Wand Mk II would—”


      “I will burn it to ash.”


      When I summoned forth a ball of flame in the palm of my hand, Yuki made a face and reluctantly put the staff I had once laid eyes on some time ago back into the rift.


      “K-Kidding. I was just kidding. Hmm... How about this one? A while back, I tried making a supreme staff by using the one I found on a mountain summit as the base. You know, the one with the crazy abilities. I mixed in your scales and a bunch of other stuff too. I had Leila appraise it once, and she said it’s pretty much in the same class as a national treasure, so I think I did a good job.”


      “Oho. I have high expectations of it, then. You do not use it yourself?”


      “Nah. I’ve tried, but I can’t really feel the effects. Even though I can sense the flow of my magic improving a bit, that’s about it. That being the case, I might as well just use En since she makes fighting easier.”


      “That is understandable, as we use elemental magic. It is not the type to benefit from a staff.”


      Staffs could act as substitutes for chants in magics that required them. They also allowed those with small amounts of magical power to activate their magic efficiently. But neither of these conditions applied to me or my husband. We possessed such overwhelming reserves of magical energy that we simply ignored the issues of chants and efficiency when using our magics. Ergo, it was difficult for us to benefit from staffs.


      “But you still wanna try it out?”


      “Evidently, becoming adept in the use of a staff makes it easier for one to execute magic. That does not mean you need to force yourself to use one, however. I believe you will be just fine using En, for she is a truly excellent weapon when we consider her abilities.”


      As I spoke, I took the staff from Yuki and poured my magic into it. The spell that activated at its tip created a fireball the likes of which I was quite accustomed to using. The color of the flames was blue on account of the considerable amount of energy I had used. It blazed in a small, condensed orb half the size of a fist, so it could not rightly be called a normal fireball. I aimed at an empty rock face, and instantly, the whole area burst into flames. The resulting explosion of dirt obscured our vision temporarily.


      “Welp. Good to know your magic is still batshit crazy. That aside, how’d the staff feel?”


      I frowned in thought as I responded to my slightly stunned husband.


      “Frankly, I am not certain.”


      “Like, it’s not for you?”


      “I know I was the one who said magic becomes easier to use with a staff, but to that, I now wish to say, ‘Is that truly the case?’ Or perhaps I am using it wrong?”


      I had done nothing different from the way I usually employed magic. In the case of fireball magic, the process involved gathering all of the magical energy in my body in the palm of my hand and then manifesting the spell. This time, I had simply moved the gathering point of the energy from my palm to the staff. That was the only change. All else had remained the same, including the force of the spell and the amount of time required to activate it.


      Theoretically, a staff should have made using magic much more efficient. And yet, the difference was too slight to understand.


      “The old man uses his spirit magic in conjunction with elemental magic, so I do not think it is necessarily meaningless to use a staff given how much he favors his own. However, I cannot puzzle this out on my own, which leaves me no choice but to ask for his counsel when he next visits.”


      “You know what? That’s fair. Not like I can even comment since I know next to nothing about this topic... What’s your other idea, then?”


      “To cover my current form in scales from head to toe. If I do that, it should be better than fighting without any protection whatsoever.”


      After returning the borrowed staff to Yuki, I began modifying my body. I had transformed parts of it countless times thus far, but this was my first attempt at changing the entirety of my form into something draconic, so I needed to focus more than usual. A few minutes later, most of my body was covered in scales, and my fingers had become a dragon’s sharp claws. Without noticing it, my wings had appeared too. They protruded from my back of their own volition even though my intention had been to alter only the surface of my body.


      “Hmm. I wonder how well I did.”


      As I inspected myself closely, I realized that my husband was staring at me, wearing a rather impressed expression.


      “Whoooa... You look super cool.”


      “Truly?”


      “Heck yeah. You look like... Well, the little-girl gang might disagree with me, but you look like one of those transforming heroes. Sorry, one of those transforming heroines. Super-duper cool. If they saw you now, I’m pretty sure they’d beg you to play their Justice Allies game.”


      I chuckled ruefully because his words made the picture easy to imagine.


      “But this form is a trifle dangerous, so I cannot play with them like this. It would not do to injure them. Although I am quite willing to play our own version of Justice Allies, just you and me.”


      “I... When we do, all I ask is that you go easy on me.”


      “Fear not. I shall properly heal you afterward.”


      “Can you not phrase it like hurting me is a given?!”


      We grinned at each other, and then my husband continued speaking.


      “You think you’ll be able to activate your magic faster in this new form? Since it’s so close to your original and all.”


      “Hmm... That is a good question. Allow me to try.”


      I created another fireball, except this time, I did so on the edge of my palm.


      “Dwah?!”


      “Hot! Too hot!”


      It turned out to be leagues more powerful than I had expected, and the intense heat assaulted us. I always coated it with my magical energy to prevent me from burning myself, but due to the unexpected might of the fireball, its heat was escaping the protective layer.


      “E-Either put it out or fire it! And do it fast!”


      “R-Right!”


      Unleashing a fireball of this magnitude would cause a tremendous catastrophe, so I quickly cut off the supply of magic and squeezed my hand closed, extinguishing the flames. When the heat dissipated and the air returned to its cool state, I sighed in relief.


      I looked down to see scorch marks here and there on my clothes. Physically, I was fine because of the scales covering my skin, but I doubted I could wear this dress again. As for my husband, he was busy quashing the fire on the hem of his shirt. He, too, sighed in relief once he had put out the flames.


      “M-My apologies. I produced much more firepower than I had anticipated. Are you burned anywhere?”


      “Nah, I’m fine. Just shocked. Ya know, this reminds me of the first time you taught me how to use magic. But my oh my. The tables sure have turned, eh?”


      “Kah ha! Yes, indeed. I remember that as well. Did you not scorch your fringe then?”


      What a nostalgic memory that was. It felt as though it had occurred decades ago, but I found it amusing to know that not even two years had passed.


      “Yup. I sure did. Good times, huh? Anyway, I think that went pretty well just now, don’t you? The fact that you failed in fine-tuning the force of your magic means your output is higher than you predicted, right?”


      “Correct. It is clear that the presence of my scales has a direct effect. Because of them, my magical energy does not escape at all through my skin, allowing me to manipulate and compress it without any waste. The flow of the magic inside me moved so overwhelmingly smoothly—much more so than usual—that I did not realize how much I was using until it was nigh too late.”


      “Makes sense. In the end, I wasn’t much help, but at least we have an idea of how to make things work for you now. Moving forward, I think it’d be good for you to hone your fighting skills in that form.”


      “I agree. I believe I shall call this ‘Dragonization.’ Based on what I accomplished just now, I should be able to produce results similar to my original dragon form. In fact, I might even be able to surpass it. I find myself feeling optimistic.”
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      I knew which direction to head in now. All that remained was for me to train.


      “Even though your dragon form was incredibly cool, I gotta be honest and say I think I dig this one more. You were always cool and strong, but now, you’re unstoppable.”


      My husband’s genuine compliment made me a bit bashful, so I responded teasingly.


      “Well, this is what happens when I do not hold back. You have my permission to boast about having such a fantastic wife.”


      “Heh heh heh. My wife is the strongest, cutest, and coolest in the whole world! No one can beat you!”


      “Is it simply my imagination, or do you mock me?”


      “Whatever are you on about, my dear?! Here I am complimenting you from the bottom of my heart, and you won’t believe me... You wound me! It hurts! Waaah! Waaah!”


      “Hmm, what does this wailing remind me of? Ah yes, the repulsive sort that rubs one’s nerves the wrong way.”


      “Same, girl. Same.”


      As my husband and I bantered, we heard the sound of footsteps rushing toward us.


      “My looord! Oh, Lady Lefi, you’re here t— Whoa! Wh-What the heck happened?! You’re both covered in black stuff!”


      It was Lew. Yuki answered her.


      “Oh, hey, Lew. Lefi and I were just doing some magical research. What’s up?”


      “Nell called us not too long ago! ‘I need your help,’ she said!”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Alliance Summit


      One color stained everything. Red. The red of the burning forest. The red of the burning village. And the red of his burning brethren.


      The strength in his legs failed abruptly, and he collapsed to the ground. He didn’t notice the terrible heat from the all-consuming flames assaulting his skin nor the leaping embers burning him. He simply stared at the sight before him in a daze.


      He could think of nothing. His mind refused to work, making his thoughts unclear. His vision blurred and shook.


      His home, the place where he’d been born, was peaceful and beautiful, existing in harmony with nature. So why...was it on fire?


      “Shaima...”


      A body rested in his arms. A person who was—who would never again move. A single glance at the stab wound in her chest told him that it had been fatal.


      The first thing he felt was a deep sadness so profound that it almost destroyed both his mind and his soul. The next thing he felt was a violent rage so fierce that it threatened to rip him apart from the inside out and drown everything before his eyes in a torrent of blood. And the last thing he felt was enlightenment.


      So this is how the world works.


      The strong preyed on the weak. And they, in turn, were eaten by those even stronger. If one wished not to be consumed by the absurdity of the world, then one needed to become strong. He had lived this life under this tenet that had been taught to him, and it had proved to be true.


      This absurdity makes the world what it is.


      At long last, what surged forth from within his chest was the will to rebel. Rebel against the hopeless unfairness of the world. For the sake of peace.


      He knew a great deal of blood would be shed under the banner of those words. A great many lives would be lost. If he followed through with this defiance, he knew that he himself might create numerous misfortunes as well. Even so, he would do it. He had to do it.


      For the sake of his dead brethren and dead kin. For the sake of his dead wife. As the sole survivor, it was his fate to see this through for them, hatred toward the world’s absurdity festering in his heart.


      “You... You were the one who told me to have great hopes. And it seems...I have a new one now.”


      A single tear spilled from the red-haired warrior’s eye as he stood up, still cradling his beloved wife’s corpse in his arms.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      The Elvish Enclave. Situated between the demon and human worlds, the entire area was covered by a deep forest. There, representatives from three races gathered.


      The first, the elves inhabiting these woods.


      The second, demons under Demon King Fynar’s standard who were working steadily to build relations with other races.


      The third, humans from the Kingdom of Alisia, led by the king himself.


      At the moment, the leaders of each group were conducting a meeting in a council room located in the elvish settlement.


      “Ahhh, how wonderful to meet you at long last, King of Alisia. I couldn’t be more delighted to talk to you face-to-face like this.”


      “I am very much in agreement. When I think of this fruitless strife finally coming to an end, I can feel the weight lifting from my shoulders.”


      As they exchanged greetings, the two kings—Fynar, king of the demon world, and Reyd, king of Alisia—shook hands firmly. The Demon King’s ever-present sunny grin concealed the inner workings of his mind, while Reyd, too, wore a diplomatic smile. But a current of strength ran through both of their words. They weren’t mere flattery.


      Next to them stood the queen of the elves, Naforazey Faraye, the woman who held the real power among her race. She spoke next.


      “Well, then. I’ll be acting as mediator today. Both of you, please sit.”


      The two men obediently took their seats at the round table.


      “Hmm... It might be rude of me to say this, but I truly did not expect you to look so youthful. The other races truly are the envy of this world, eh? Despite your appearance, in truth, you are almost one hundred and fifty years older than me, yes?”


      “Ha ha ha. If you think that’s outrageous, let me tell you that darling Naforazey has been around since before even I was bor—”


      “Say any more, Demon King, and I will rip out your tongue.”


      “Oh, dear, how imprudent of me. I believe that’s my cue to keep the unnecessary chatter to myself.”


      Thus, the conference began amid this genial atmosphere.


      Standing sentry against a wall on one end of the spacious council room, Nell breathed a quiet sigh of relief as she watched the exchange. She had been allowed to attend as a bodyguard for the human contingent.


      “All things considered, I think things will turn out well. What do you think, Mr. Lemiro?”


      “Indeed. Maneuvering in the demon world for so long was worth it. You simply cannot comprehend how dearly I wished to see this sight.”


      So replied Lemiro Gilbert, the elderly butler and previous hero, to Nell’s question. These talks owed a great deal to the efforts he had expended as a go-between for demons and humans since meeting Demon Lord Yuki in the demon world. The sight of different races conversing so rationally made emotion swell in his chest because he had played a key role in making this scene a reality.


      Eyes narrowed, he watched the proceedings intently for some time. Then, he spoke to Nell like he had suddenly remembered something.


      “Allow me to change the subject. Correct me if I’m wrong, but I believe you’re married now, are you not, Mrs. Nell? Congratulations on your nuptials.”


      “Huh? Oh, um, th-thank you very much. Was Ronia the one who told you?”


      He chuckled and nodded at the mention of her royal conjurer friend’s name. With a mischievous expression, he continued.


      “Your husband is the man I, too, had the fortune of meeting in the demon world, isn’t he? While your friend is overjoyed to see you bask in happiness every day, she is also somewhat, shall we say, perturbed by your endless gushing tales of your husband.”


      “Wh-What? I-I really don’t think I’ve been gushing about him all that much. At least, it doesn’t feel like I have. But maybe I have...”


      The young hero trailed off halfway through and was mumbling by the last word. Charmed, the elderly butler smiled warmly at her.


      “Heh. What matters is that you’re happy. I’m not sure if that’s the reason for your newfound mental fortitude, but I’ve heard much and more of it. One’s circumstances truly have a profound effect on them, don’t they?”


      “Well, as long as the things you’ve heard are good things, then I won’t take offense.”


      Nell couldn’t think of anything else to say in response as she scratched her cheek self-consciously.


      Nearby, the conference took a serious turn during their pleasant chat.


      “Now, let us get to the heart of the matter. ’Tis my earnest wish to form cordial relations with you all. I know well that ill will exists on both sides, but I wholeheartedly believe that we can end the vicious cycle in our generation.”


      “I very much agree. We no longer live in an era where our lives begin and end in the same place. The future means more and more contact between all races. Those who insist on sticking to their narrow-minded perspectives will find themselves a dying breed soon enough.”


      The Demon King nodded firmly while responding to the Alisian king’s words.


      “Our values differ markedly, but that doesn’t mean we need to kill each other. So the question is how we go about this. I propose we start with truce and trade agreements. Surprisingly enough, all of us members of mankind are easily swayed by coin, so if there’s profit to be made, I’m sure we won’t mind overlooking some of the differences in said values.”


      “Hmm, a sound argument. Greater contact between our peoples means a deeper understanding of each other’s cultures. An obvious fact. Before long, we’ll be able to view each other as individuals instead of races, and any ill feelings will fade as well.”


      “We elves request inclusion in the trade negotiations. If we don’t interact with the outside world, we risk incurring a tremendous imbalance in our way of life.”


      “Yes, I can understand your concerns, since your people have always been hunters. I have no objections. In fact, I say the bigger the scale of our goals, the better.”


      Then, after spending a fair amount of time discussing trade relations, the Alisian king spoke.


      “I would like you to listen to one of my fears. Compared to you, we humans have short lives. Take me for example. Though I may yet be king five years from now, I am not confident that will be true in a decade. To the best of my ability, I intend to bequeath the throne after first laying the groundwork. However, I cannot say for certain if things will come to pass the way I wish them to. Therefore, while I am king, I would like to create a situation where it would be far more advantageous to adhere to the truce than to break it.”


      “I see. Understood. Then I suggest the following. We’ll make an official proclamation of trade relations between our peoples, while behind the scenes, we’ll conduct joint military exercises. It may be a bit premature, but I think it’s best to start from the military to strengthen relations. Not to mention that getting an early start wouldn’t hurt considering the current tense state of affairs. Both the demon and human worlds are in a state of flux, so it would be in everyone’s interests to have more allies.”


      Elf Queen Naforazey shook her head in exasperation at the two men’s dialogue.


      “Good grief. The problem is that you lot fight too bloody much. Makes me think you’d all be leagues happier if you led stable lives like us elves.”


      “It pains me to admit how true your words are, especially because my lack of strength is why the demon world is in such disarray.”


      “Hmm... Truth be told, ’tis the same for me. Stability is not an easy thing to achieve, is it? It ever remains just out of my reach. So I would very much like to learn your methods, Lady Naforazey.”


      “Oho! I have high hopes for you yet, human! Very well. I shall gladly teach you how to unify your subjects.”


      “Ah, you’ve gone and done it now, Reyd, my boy. Once you get her started on a topic near and dear to her heart, it is very difficult to get her to stop.”


      After that, the intense meeting continued until it grew dark outside.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      The forest surrounding the Elvish Enclave stretched far and deep. The elves had set up various types of barriers in different locations all across its expanse. This defense system allowed them to immediately detect intruders and smoothly intercept them if they turned out to be hostile. Other races called this strong defense system the “Secret Art of the Forest.” As a long-lived species, the elves had an extensive history, and within that history, there were only a handful of cases where they allowed intruders to reach their settlement.


      Despite being a minority compared to humans and demons, the elves wielded great influence. A major factor for this lay in their powerful military force that resisted conquest by other races. They were naturally proud of their defenses, which were strong enough to compete for first or second place in the world of humans. For that reason, the many elvish soldiers currently on guard near the border between the forest and the village bore stern, alert expressions.


      The conference taking place today in their Enclave had drawn a gathering of different races, including demons and humans, who had been at war for a very long time. Elves had dealings with both races, so their home had been chosen as the venue on this occasion. Of course, they were proud to have been chosen, but that was precisely why they needed to ensure that the meeting ended without any issues. This awareness was the cause of the tension running through these sentinels.


      “Hmm?”


      “What is it?”


      The elvish soldiers were on patrol outside the barriers in two-man cells. One half of a pair questioned his partner, who had made the puzzled sound.


      “Well, my familiar discovered a monster. It hasn’t crossed a detection barrier yet, but it seems to be an Undead.”


      He answered while receiving the thoughts sent to him by the small animal that was his familiar.


      “An Undead? That’s strange. Did it wander here from somewhere, or do you think it was lured by the delegations that arrived earlier in the afternoon?”


      “I think the latter is likely. With so many people coming at once, the signs of life would have been very strong, attracting it here.”


      Elves often relied on the magic of familiars. As hunters, they used animals and monsters as familiars to hunt efficiently. These familiars would be sent to investigate their surroundings, making it possible for the elves to search a wider area for enemies than they could on their own. Depending on an individual’s abilities, they could release multiple familiars, allowing for quick detection of enemies. But nothing was ever perfect, so this magic also had a drawback. In this case, the reports that familiars could send to their masters only contained information their brains were capable of comprehending.


      This particular soldier used a small animal as his familiar because it was difficult for an enemy to spot. So all he could understand from the information it sent was that the monster was an Undead.


      “Hold on. There’s movement. The Undead is moving toward us.”


      “From which direction?”


      “Northeast. It’s still far away, but it’s heading straight toward us. This creature was definitely drawn in by the presence of life. The two of us should be enough to eliminate it. Actually, best we approach this cautiously considering that a monster we rarely see has appeared today of all days. Send a message to headquarters about this first, please.”


      “Will do. Hello, this is the Seventh Security Squadron. Undead sighted. We’re moving in to eliminate.”


      After his partner used a Whisper spell to report to headquarters, the two men took arrows from the quivers on their backs and nocked them in their bows. They didn’t draw their bowstrings, but they were prepared to loose at any moment, as they were now more alert than ever.


      They stared intently into the deeper reaches of the forest. It didn’t take long for them to spot a wriggling shadow off in the distance between trees. Right away, they realized that the creature was much, much larger than they had imagined. Then, the entire area around them exploded.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      It happened suddenly. Boom. A low explosive sound reverberated in the distance. Seconds later, tree fragments, rocks, dirt, and such landed on the ground nearby. Smoke started rising as well.


      Everyone in the council room immediately turned in the direction from which the noise had come. Each race’s guards reflexively went on high alert, taking up their weapons. They were ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice.


      “I want a status report, now!”


      Naforazey, the Elf Queen, raised her voice sharply. One of the elf soldiers standing at attention by a wall approached her, then spoke into her ear, one hand cupped around it.
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