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      Prologue


      “What is this place...?”


      Zagan was speaking to himself. He was lost in an empty void. There was no ground or sky anywhere in sight. Only darkness surrounded him in all directions. It wasn’t even clear if he was standing or lying down. Despite all this, his body was the one thing he could make out clearly.


      It reminds me of Azazel’s domain, but I don’t sense any of that terrifying pressure.


      The sensation of having his spirit ground into dust wasn’t present. In fact, he couldn’t feel much of anything at all. There was no heat, no cold, no pain, no comfort, no sounds, and no smell.


      Are my senses even working?


      With that thought in mind, Zagan placed a hand on his chest...and found himself unable to feel the beating of his heart.


      “I see... This isn’t my physical body.”


      It seemed this was something akin to a spiritual form. Trying to figure out how he’d ended up like this, Zagan searched his memories.


      I failed to deal a finishing blow to Marchosias and ate a counterattack.


      Zagan had taken a hit right through the heart. Marchosias had been on the verge of death but had likely used a fragment of Azazel to turn the tables. Zagan had sensed power to rival Samyaza’s from just that fragment alone. When used by the man known as the founder of sorcery, it posed more of a threat than even Alshiera, let alone Samyaza.


      Despite how terrifying that prospect was, Zagan felt pity for the man. Marchosias had devoted his life to fighting Azazel but had now implanted Azazel’s power into himself. How humiliating was that for him? How much of an insult was it? How much determination had it taken? How desperate had he been to choose that option? Zagan couldn’t imagine the answer to any of those questions.


      Not like I’m one to talk. I mean, I drove him to the end of his rope...


      Zagan had also been too weak, leading to his own defeat. He’d been prepared for this going into the fight, but still...


      I should’ve been able to handle dying one or two times...


      If he was currently in some spiritual realm, then his body was empty or in some kind of sealed state. Sorcery he would be able to devour, but he hadn’t expected to have his soul torn out of his body. Sorcery had yet to step into the domain of the soul. That was why it was impossible even for Marchosias to affect the soul. That man was the history of sorcery granted flesh, so it was impossible to surpass him in that field.


      “Crap... This is really bad...”


      Zagan paled as he finally grasped the situation. The problem wasn’t that he’d been defeated. The thirteen Archdemons had been convened. Such a gathering had obviously involved plenty of scheming. Even Zagan had been after Marchosias’s life. It would be conceited to believe he would come out unscathed.


      He’d been prepared to re-create any of his internal organs, including something as complex as his heart. He’d granted Foll and Shax the means of opposing Azazel’s power. In the worst-case scenario, Phenex had agreed to buy time to let his subordinates escape. So then, what exactly was the problem?


      “I...of all people...made Nephy sad!”


      In the middle of their honeymoon—though, he’d only just proposed—he’d gotten severely wounded and was now unconscious. He hadn’t failed this badly since he’d tried to push Nephy away due to his lack of determination upon becoming an Archdemon. He had to break out of this space as soon as possible.


      “Hm?!”


      And all of a sudden, a change took place in this world of darkness.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter I: A Future Is Necessary for People to Move Forward


      “You’re betraying us, Asmodeus?”


      Three Archdemons stood before Asmodeus in a desolate field. Faced with overwhelming pressure and words charged with mana, she shrugged as if some simple prank of hers had been discovered. This was the ruins of the carbuncle settlement—the land where Asmodeus had thrown away the name Lily. A white moon hung over the sky, illuminating the region of nothing but gravestones in a cold light.


      Asmodeus stood without panicking, an air of composure about her as she folded her arms beneath her chest. Her long silver hair shone under the moonlight. Stars glowed in her violet eyes, and beneath her sorcerer outfit that covered everything up to her neck was a brilliant crimson jewel. She was the last carbuncle, a rare individual who possessed not only a core jewel but starry eyes as well.


      Asmodeus looked at the three before her one by one. Eldest Marchosias had the form of a human and was wearing a sorcerer’s robe, but he was no longer human. By transforming into a Samyaza-class demon, he’d defeated Zagan and had become the ultimate sorcerer. He was a monster who’d trampled over Zagan’s subordinates all on his own. He was also the true mastermind behind the carbuncle hunts.


      Lord of Murder Glasya-Labolas appeared to be an old gentleman. He dressed in a top hat and tailcoat and carried a cane topped with a figure of a dog’s head. However, he was one of the most detestable Archdemons. He indulged himself in the ecstasy of murder. At his waist was the Hex Katana that had once belonged to Asmodeus’s late teacher.


      Most importantly, however, was Astrologian Eligor. She wore a kimono that was pulled down to expose her shoulders. Her eyes were covered by charms. Beneath that blindfold was likely the last item Asmodeus was searching for—the eyes that had been gouged out of her sister’s head. She’d been unable to find them for many, many years.


      They were all people Asmodeus had to kill. And yet, they were all terrifying Archdemons who were capable of killing her in turn. She was faced with three such enemies at once. Despite this, she began clapping in an exaggerated manner.


      “Aha, a round of applause for the three brave souls who would dare oppose the great Archdemon Asmodeus!”


      “What’s the meaning of this...?” Marchosias asked, making a face like she was being utterly creepy.


      “Huh? You have to ask? I’m playing the villain so you can play the hero,” Asmodeus answered, cocking her head. She then continued as if she were the very embodiment of kindness. “Don’t you have a hero complex, Marchosias?”


      Marchosias’s eyes narrowed sharply. His bloodthirst was enough to make everyone else present choke. Mixed with his mana, the white moon was slowly dyed red. It was practically a miasma, making Kuroka groan quietly. Asmodeus, meanwhile, smiled like it was nothing.


      “I mean, I hear nothing has even gone your way in your entire life. So, in your final moments, I figured I’d let you catch a glimpse of your dream. This beautiful girl is willing to play the villain for you. Shouldn’t you at least smile?”


      “You really do know how to irritate a person,” Marchosias said, smiling faintly. “I’m almost impressed.”


      “How rude. And here I was doing you a service.”


      Asmodeus put a hand on her hips and acted angry, clicking her tongue and wagging her finger.


      “It’s the Collector’s way to steal whatever I want, remember? And yet, you’re all dangling exactly what I desire most right in front of me so kindly. It’s only natural for me to return that kindness.”


      Eligor’s eyes, Glasya-Labolas’s Hex Katana, and Marchosias’s life—those were the things Asmodeus wanted most.


      “Then I suppose I must return the favor,” Marchosias said, shrugging. “Let’s see...how about I tell you why you’ve survived when all the carbuncles were killed?”


      “Hmmm...? Now that sounds interesting. Let’s hear it.”


      Asmodeus’s teacher had raised her into a first-rate sorcerer in a short time. However, if that was enough for someone to survive in this world, he wouldn’t have died.


      “Have you ever questioned why you carbuncles came to possess such tremendous power?” Marchosias asked, pushing his glasses up with a finger. “Your mana far surpasses that of the average elf. It even rivals that of those once called seraphs. And when you die, your mana remains within your core jewels—as if for recycling purposes.”


      “What are you implying...?” Asmodeus asked, narrowing her eyes.


      Marchosias bowed like an actor on a stage.


      “It’s all because the race known as carbuncles were weapons created in the age of antiquity.”


      The air creaked under the pressure. Asmodeus’s mana had leaked just a little due to her anger. That simple act had both Eligor and Glasya-Labolas groaning quietly behind Marchosias. Her power truly was befitting of a weapon.


      “Hmm? So what, are you saying you created us yourself?” she asked.


      “Of course not! If I was capable of such feats, the world would be far more peaceful. I would’ve made you more obedient too.”


      Marchosias paused, then spat out his next words.


      “The ones who created you were those once called seraphs. In that sense, you’re the same as the Grigori, but unlike that lot Phenex crushed, the carbuncles were a complete product.”


      Even as Asmodeus trembled while attempting to hold back her rage, her thoughts remained calm.


      Hmmm, I guess this isn’t really unknown information.


      Asmodeus didn’t need to be told that she was a weapon. She had spent four hundred years gathering every core jewel. This deed could be described as retracing the lives of all of her people. After all, core jewels were said to be a crystallization of a carbuncle’s soul. They contained the carbuncle’s memories. And naturally, there were those from the age when the seraphs had created them too.


      Even without that information, it was an easy conclusion to draw by simply questioning how the core jewels had been stolen. That was precisely why their retrieval had been an absolute priority.


      “You carbuncles were useful to sorcerers precisely because you’re weapons,” Marchosias continued. “However, it would be problematic for there to be too many of you. After all, it would no longer be possible to control you if you grew too powerful. And so, we culled you once you reached the necessary population.”


      That was the truth behind the carbuncle hunts Asmodeus had gone through four hundred years ago. However, Asmodeus let out a sigh as if listening to a predictable fairy tale.


      “Was that supposed to be a secret? If so, do a better job of hiding it. As for why I’m the only one left alive, I don’t have to think very hard to answer that... A living carbuncle is required to control ten thousand core jewels, right?”


      In other words, Marchosias had been keeping her alive this whole time.


      “The fact that Naberius isn’t here means he’s in the middle of making the weapon best suited for that purpose,” she continued. “It’d be problematic if you brought him here only for him to get killed, I assume?”


      With that, Asmodeus grinned.


      “Enough beating around the bush. Can we get to the interesting part already? Oh? What’s this? Don’t tell me that’s all you have to say. How about you try saying I’m too beautiful to kill, or that I’m more precious than any jewel and you can’t lay a hand on me.”


      Asdmoeus had spent four hundred years making enemies all over the world to gather her people’s remains. She knew more than she’d ever wanted to about how people perceived carbuncles and how they’d been created.


      She wasn’t carefree enough to believe that she’d survived despite all this without outside interference. Eldest Marchosias was a sorcerer who was one step worse than anyone’s worst imaginings. That was precisely how he’d dominated the world for a thousand years.


      If anything, this is good news.


      It meant they had to capture Asmodeus alive, which was far more difficult than simply killing her. In contrast, Asmodeus was free to use all her might. It was, of course, possible that this was a ploy to make her think that, but they didn’t really believe Asmodeus would show an opening because of that.


      Well, first I have to get Kuroka out of here.


      Asmodeus wouldn’t be able to wield her full power until then. No matter how precisely she controlled her sorcery, it could easily reduce a town or two into a crater.


      “Allow me to tell you one more thing,” she said. “I am Collector Asmodeus—the Archdemon who’s most fond of pillaging and hoarding. I steal everything I want, and I won’t let anyone reclaim anything I’ve taken.”


      Asmodeus smiled, an intense glint in her starry eyes.


      “You stand before me now,” she continued. “You’re ready to have absolutely everything taken from you, I assume?”


      “Good grief...” Marchosias sighed, shrugging in resignation. “It seems talking will get us nowhere. Labolas, discipline this unruly woman. Eligor, capture the fourth Silver-Eyed King.”


      “Marchosias...” Eligor said, discontent clear in her voice. It was as if he was trying to keep her away from the fighting. “The future won’t change. Consideration is meaningless.”


      “Do you truly believe I’m that admirable a man? Link back up with us once you’ve captured the fourth. Your fortunes are required.”


      “Understood.”


      Eligor’s power allowed her to see the future. That was why they already knew.


      I see. This is where Eligor dies.


      Asmodeus was surely going to be the one to kill her. Honestly, she actually liked Eligor’s willingness to stand and fight despite knowing the outcome. However, she had Asmodeus’s sister’s eyes, so there was no letting her go. That was Asmodeus’s way.


      “The future, huh...?” Asmodeus muttered.


      What an unfamiliar concept... I’ve been involved with a lot of people who seem awfully fixated on it lately.


      The first had been the little dragon. Then, there was the man who’d served her tea. Perhaps this could even be applied to the undying bird who’d shown an understanding of her. Before this, Asmodeus had never understood what exactly the future was. However, now she wanted to move the hands of time. This was surely a show of will.


      And so, Asmodeus would fight. The man who’d given her the name Asmodeus surely wouldn’t stop here either. With their futures at stake, the battle between Archdemons began.


      ◇


      “I had a dream of the future. I believed in victory. My thoughtlessness brought about this situation.”


      Zagan carefully observed his surroundings. The moment he heard that voice, the scenery before him changed completely. He smelled something akin to rusting metal. The stench of blood was thick in the air—enough to choke on—accompanied by the smell of mud and medicine.


      “I killed... I... I killed Elly...”


      A familiar young man was cowering in the corner of the room. Zagan looked around to see several dozen dirty beds lined up. Soldiers missing their limbs were moaning on top of them, and there were even more wounded in the hallway.


      Those who were conscious all had defeated expressions on their faces. Zagan didn’t know exactly what had happened, but these people had lost. They no longer had the strength to move forward. Even though the darkness was gone, the scenery replacing it was even bleaker now.


      “Is this someone’s memory? But from when...?”


      Zagan consciously raised his voice, but the people in the area didn’t react. It was clear they weren’t cognizant of him. He took another look around. The room seemed somewhat familiar. He didn’t recognize the wounded soldiers, but the structure and size of the room lined up with a place in his memories. After a brief consideration, he figured it out. Things had changed quite a bit, but this room was inside Archdemon Palace.


      In that case, this was likely a memory from a thousand years ago. It was hard to imagine there’d ever been a case of so many wounded being cared for here after Marchosias had become its lord. Looking at the scene, Zagan pictured his own subordinates in the same situation. He wondered what had happened to Nephy, Foll, and all the others after he’d collapsed.


      Don’t waver. They’re all beyond first-rate sorcerers.


      Even if Zagan had been defeated, they would’ve retreated and regrouped. Who would follow a king who didn’t believe in his own subjects? All Zagan had to focus on now was getting out of this situation even a second faster. Still, a weak portion of himself couldn’t help but think of those he’d hurt by getting wounded like this—namely, Nephy and Foll. He wanted to punch himself for it, but didn’t possess a physical body to achieve that with.


      Zagan shifted his focus to the lines of beds to shake off such weak thoughts. One was occupied by a strangely petite figure for a soldier. Standing next to the bed was an old man who appeared to be a doctor. He was treating the wounded with a stern expression on his face.


      The one on the bed looked like a child...and likely a girl at that. Her entire body was wrapped in bloody bandages, so Zagan couldn’t even make out her face. Her body was likely covered in burns. It didn’t seem like they had enough bandages to go around. The skin he could see through the gaps was hideously scorched. One thousand years ago, sorcery was still in its infancy. Even if she survived this, there were no sorcerers back then who were capable of erasing such scars.


      I can think of one thirteen-year-old girl who might’ve been in this situation one thousand years ago.


      Zagan nodded in understanding. As he came to that realization, he sniffed the air.


      “Hrm? I can smell...? I suppose my nose is working now.”


      He could feel the cold and damp underground air on his skin as well. Even though this was a memory, he seemed to be perceiving it with his own eyes. He didn’t have a physical body, but his five senses had returned. As for why that could be...


      “It’s my fault... My conceit killed Asura, wounded Ashy severely, and stole someone precious from Marc.”


      Zagan heard another voice.


      I see... I’m sharing the senses of the memory’s owner.


      Zagan was incapable of moving this body by his own will. He could shift his eyesight a little but only within the existing field of vision.


      Whose memory is it, then?


      The scenery began to move. The memory’s owner was walking. Leaving the bloody sickroom, he entered the hallway where more wounded were present. They were likely waiting for medicine and bandages. The memory’s owner walked carefully to avoid stepping on them, then entered a room.


      It looked like a research lab for sorcery. There were test tubes, measuring instruments, and parchments of magic circles all over the place. The wall was covered in memos of spells and formulas. Though somewhat crude, there was no mistaking them for anything other than the principles of sorcery.


      “It’s awfully different from the sorcery I know.”


      Marchosias was said to be the one who’d created the foundations of modern sorcery. What Zagan was seeing now had likely come before that. It was like things were still in an experimental stage where they hadn’t been systemized yet. If anything, it was similar to Foll’s dragon sorcery.


      The memory’s owner crossed the room and stopped before a standing mirror against the wall. It was some kind of apparatus. There were unfamiliar words and spell-like crests carved along its frame. Thanks to this mirror, Zagan could finally see who this memory belonged to.


      He had black hair that went down to his shoulders. He was tall but had a lanky build. He wore a robe and had what looked like self-made charms and amulets dangling from his neck and wrists. He was dressed like a sorcerer but gave the impression of a researcher.


      These features reminded Zagan of a certain bad friend of his, but this man didn’t have the repulsive look of a villain, probably due to his eyes. There was an intense will behind his silver pupils. His face was somewhat similar to Zagan’s in a way as well. His gaze was more similar to Ain/Lucia’s, though. Zagan was well aware that he had a nastier countenance than that.


      He’s younger than I thought.


      The man was somewhere in his early twenties. He looked older than Zagan but younger than Shax. According to Alshiera, this was the first man to ever defeat Azazel.


      The man then raised his hand to the mirror.


      “In the name of Wise Dragon Orobas, Solomon commands you! Throw open the doors to the next world!”


      The image in the mirror changed. Instead of showing the lanky researcher, it displayed a forest and a solemn castle looming over it. As he took a step toward the mirror, Zagan was greeted by the sensation of luscious grass and earth beneath his feet. The stone floor of the palace was nowhere to be seen.


      A teleportation device that uses a mirror as a medium?


      Judging by his invocation of Orobas’s name, this sorcery likely borrowed the power of dragons. It was similar to mysticism in theory.


      Anyway, that makes things clear.


      This was the memory of the first Silver-Eyed King—Solomon.


      “God of seraphs, Azazel!” Solomon yelled, looking up at the castle beyond the forest. “I’ll destroy you even if it costs me my life!”


      It seemed he planned on taking down the seraphs’ leader in a suicidal strike. His logic was sound. The best method of killing a stronger opponent was the same in any age—assassination.


      But there’s no way he can pull that off.


      Zagan could tell just from seeing that research lab, even if the sorcery was quite different from what he knew. The sorcery this man was studying was still in development. It wasn’t built on the foundation of enhancing one’s own flesh, as it instead relied on borrowing a dragon’s power.


      Borrowed power could never surpass the original. So against an opponent stronger than a dragon, it was useless. Heroes were said to burn their very lives to surpass their limits and create miracles, but this was on an entirely different level.


      Upon being possessed by Azazel, Nephteros had sprouted eight Hex Wings and had completely overwhelmed Archdemon Orias. Orobas had surely been a powerful dragon, but he had died in the battle against Azazel. If Orobas hadn’t been able to defeat Azazel, it would be impossible to win by borrowing Orobas’s power, even when launching a surprise attack.


      Also, I don’t like how he’s running off to his death without even saying a word to his subordinates.


      There were times when a king had to lay down his life. However, such cases were only acceptable when they brought home victory. It had to be done to ensure the future of his people and his domain. Marching off to his death just because his friends had been killed was the job of a disposable pawn. As both a king and a man, it was unacceptable. If Zagan had possessed a corporeal form, he wouldn’t have hesitated to punch this man for his foolishness.


      But history says he defeated Azazel.


      If so, perhaps there was some kind of grand reversal ahead. That could become a tremendous clue for Zagan’s current fight against Azazel. Thus, Zagan quietly observed the continuation of this memory.


      ◇


      “Kuroka, feel free to run away if it gets too dangerous!”


      With that word of advice, Asmodeus charged at Marchosias in the ruins of the carbuncles’ settlement.


      “I won’t run away,” Kuroka replied, smiling bitterly as she wielded her shortsword backhanded. “It’ll be difficult to escape a sorcerer with foresight, anyway.”


      Marchosias’s command had been to capture Kuroka. Eligor swung her silver chains. God Binder Libitina was yet another item from Asmodeus’s treasury. About a hundred years ago, Asmodeus had figured that the Astrologian would be able to locate core jewels she’d been unable to find and had used it as part of the negotiation.


      Back then, she foretold the location of Uncle Gau from two houses over.


      He’d scolded her pretty badly when she’d climbed the tree in his garden and had broken a branch.


      But whenever the tree bore fruit, he always shared with me and sis.


      It’d been a low price to pay to reclaim such a kind neighbor’s dignity. The silver chains sealed the power of anything it touched. There was no better tool for capturing a target. However, it was no simple task to catch a nimble cait sith who boasted of being Liucan’s greatest samurai. Kuroka repelled the silver chain with her shortsword and daringly stepped in to take Eligor’s head. Having just swung her chains in a wide arc, Eligor should’ve been incapable of reacting.


      “What terrifying swordplay. You’re on another level from those boys I fought the other day.”


      What should’ve been a finishing blow ended with a shallow cut through Eligor’s bangs. Asmodeus whistled at the sight.


      “Hitting a prophet with a sword? Not bad, Kuroka.”


      “No, she dodged it,” Kuroka refuted.


      However, there was clear tension in Eligor’s face. She understood better than anyone how tremendous a feat this was. Eligor saw the future. She knew exactly where and when Kuroka would swing her sword. And yet, she’d taken a hit, even if only a shallow one that’d claimed nothing but hair. The battle between these two was a contest of reading multiple steps ahead.


      Asmodeus stopped paying attention to Kuroka’s battle at that point.


      “Labolas.”


      At Marchosias’s command, Glasya-Labolas stepped forward.


      “My lady, let us continue from where we left off some time ago—Night Curtain.”


      Unlike Void, which accelerated the caster, Night Curtain slowed down time in its surroundings. It had a flaw in that it could be broken by an opponent’s pure skill, but Asmodeus and her sharp senses were poorly matched against it. This was the optimal move for capturing her alive. In response, Asmodeus took in a small breath before her lips quivered.


      “Divine Echo.”


      Immediately after that, the world shook.


      “Mrgh?!”


      Glasya-Labolas arched backward, his top hat dancing off into the sky.


      “Sound sorcery?!”


      It was what Foll had once used in the fight against Asmodeus. Night Curtain was also sorcery that used sound as a medium.


      “Ugh...”


      Even though Kuroka was some distance away, she pinned down her cat ears with a pained expression. Asmodeus had warned her ahead of time, so she’d been able to prepare to an extent, yet she still hadn’t been able to escape the effects entirely. Coming to a stop for just a moment, she somehow managed to evade the silver chains by rolling to the ground. It was an impressive recovery, and the moment she landed on all fours, she actually lunged forward to attack just like a cat.


      Maybe I should create some space between us.


      Asmodeus was too close to Kuroka to be using sorcery. She started running to move away from her ally, and Glasya-Labolas gave chase.


      “I suppose it was too much to ask for it to work a second time,” he said.


      “Sounds are waves. Slamming an inverse waveform against Night Curtain will cancel it out.”


      That was why Asmodeus had learned this sorcery.


      “That isn’t your sorcery...” Marchosias said, narrowing his eyes. “Did you make some kind of trade?”


      He lived up to his name as the man who knew all sorcery. He could tell at a glance that she’d learned this from Foll. Asmodeus didn’t possess silver or dragon eyes to be able to see mana. She wasn’t able to perform the ridiculous feat of mimicking a spell just by watching someone else use it. And so, she must have gotten this power in some sort of deal.


      “Who knows? Did I?” Asmodeus said, shrugging shamelessly.


      She came to a stop as the top hat that’d been blown into the sky came fluttering down into Glasya-Labolas’s hand on its own.


      “Then how about this? Dark Metropolis, City of Swords.”


      The ground shattered, and white towers rose to the sky. The home of the extinct carbuncles was being replaced by the repulsive skyscrapers of the seraphs. This was sorcery that turned Glasya-Labolas himself into an enormous city. It suppressed the power of those within it and allowed him to slash his target to his heart’s content. Even though her old home had been violated, Asmodeus smiled intensely.


      “Well, I suppose it’s normal for an Archdemon to overwrite a world or two.”


      Rewriting the rules of the world was an act only the seraphs’ mysticism could pull off. However, it was entirely possible for an Archdemon who’d pushed sorcery to its extremes to mimic such a feat. Glasya-Labolas’s City of Swords, Bifrons’s Faceless City, Furcas’s Thousand Gates, and Foll’s Starfall were all examples of this. Zagan’s Heaven’s Phosphor Showers of the Wailing Dead could reach that stage one day too. Each could be called the peak of sorcery. Faced with such dreadful power, Asmodeus responded by rewriting the world herself.


      “Hades, White Night.”


      A pure white moon hung far above the skyscrapers. This was Asmodeus’s world, where the flow of all power was cut off completely. As the moon grew from nothing to a crescent to a half-moon, crevices tore their way through the city of seraphs.


      “How terrifying...” Glasya-Labolas muttered. “However, I have the initiative.”


      Only when it reached the state of a full moon did White Night display its power. However, it was incapable of reaching that state quickly when activated within the City of Swords. This wasn’t a matter of which sorcery was better than the other. The spell that was activated first won when it came to this style of sorcery. Having come second, White Night started sinking into the City of Swords.


      Well, yeah, one isn’t enough!


      Asmodeus had known this would happen. The reason she’d chosen to use this sorcery regardless was that she had a second step to her plan.


      “I’m not done yet! Hades, Twin Moons!”


      A second moon appeared above the skyscrapers.


      “What?!” Glasya-Labolas exclaimed, his eyes shooting wide open.


      Yet another moon capable of rivaling his Dark Metropolis now hung in the sky. The entire city began shaking violently before the abominable skyscrapers shattered like glass.


      “I-It can’t be...!”


      The City of Swords was Glasya-Labolas himself. Breaking it from within was like bursting open his stomach. The old gentleman instantly fell to the ground. This was far more than a simple blow. No level of pain would be enough to stop the Lord of Murder from killing. And yet, here he was, prostrate on the ground. This was a strike to the core of his very being.


      Glasya-Labolas had absolute confidence in his sorcery. While it was possible to break from the outside, having it devoured from within by his own prey pulverized his belief in himself. However, despite what seemed like an overwhelming advantage, Asmodeus wasn’t exactly maintaining her composure.


      Holy crap! Twin Moons barely managed to come out on top!


      Even her second sorcery had almost been completely shut out. Twin Moons had also shattered and vanished despite breaking the City of Swords. That meant her sorcery had just barely surpassed her opponent’s capacity. She’d won by pure luck. Glasya-Labolas was a truly terrifying sorcerer.


      There’s no way I can let him live!


      Asmodeus immediately unleashed a killing blow.


      “Blackest Black Haze!”


      A sphere of gravity flew like an arrow straight toward the old gentleman.


      “How absurd... To rupture the Dark Metropolis in such a manner...”


      The black sphere was bisected vertically. Marchosias suddenly appeared by Glasya-Labolas’s side, a scythe-like blade protruding from his forearm. This was the weapon that had defeated Zagan. And in this domain, it’d broken Blackest Black. His skill with a blade seemed beyond even Samyaza.


      Oh yeah, I guess he was swinging a Sacred Sword around a thousand years ago, wasn’t he?


      It was nonsense for a sorcerer to use a sword, but his skill was worth being wary of. It would be foolish to think that he was in any way inferior to Zagan and Phenex in close combat.


      “Well, I guess you won’t die that easily,” Asmodeus said, sticking out her tongue as if she’d messed up a prank.


      It was said that Marchosias could see through the mechanisms of any sorcery at a glance, which made it quite problematic that he was even capable of handling Haze’s speed. It meant he would be able to overcome any sorcery.


      It kinda hurts that I had to use Twin Moons too...


      This twofold version of White Night was one of Asmodeus’s trump cards. She couldn’t use it repeatedly on a whim. It would take her a good minute to unleash it again. Engaging in a sorcery contest against Eldest Marchosias put her at a disadvantage. That made Asmodeus want to open her treasury, but Marchosias had lived for a thousand years. It was highly likely he had countermeasures against everything she’d collected.


      Well, not like Twin Moons was meant to tackle Marchosias head-on.


      Whether it would work or not depended on how it was used. In other words, it just had to be applied at the right time. Even if he was capable of stopping it, she just had to create a situation where he couldn’t afford to stop it.


      After checking that Glasya-Labolas was all right, Marchosias casually stepped forward.


      “To think a man of Labolas’s caliber couldn’t even get into range.”


      “It’s not like I can let someone with the Hex Katana anywhere close to me,” Asmodeus responded, shrugging.


      Asmodeus acted with composure, but she was at her wits’ end. The Hex Katana was capable of cutting space itself. Any defenses, be they through sorcery or something like Tartaros, were meaningless before it. And right now, it was being wielded by a man with more skill than an Archangel.


      “You’re a most terrifying woman,” Marchosias said, sighing. “However, I’m used to fighting opponents stronger than me.”


      Even after obtaining power on par with Samyaza, this man claimed Asmodeus was the stronger of the two of them. That was precisely why he was open to resorting to any means to win.


      Right, it’s finally time...


      Asmodeus spread her arms. Several dozen black spheres took shape around her. She wasn’t mustering her full strength, but all of them were Blackest Black—sorcery that compressed matter to the extremes of physical laws. They created a force of gravity that surpassed any object in existence. It was a forbidden power that could obliterate not only a sorcerer with a single touch, but even a demon.


      The earth around them shattered under the force of such intense gravity, and Asmodeus’s body floated into the air. Even with dozens of these destructive spheres around her, she was suppressing them so that the damage barely spread. This was the reason she was an Archdemon.


      Thus, the clash between two Archdemons who couldn’t afford to use their full might began.


      ◇


      “What’s going on here...?”


      It wasn’t clear whether Zagan or Solomon had muttered those words inside the memory from a thousand years ago.


      Solomon had infiltrated the seraphs’ capital with unexpected ease. It seemed his sorcery—dragon sorcery, to be specific—specialized in stealth. Despite encountering multiple patrolling seraphs, none had seen him. Perhaps dragons existed in a sensory domain that no human possessed? It was as if he were being concealed inside a high-dimensional sensory field that even seraphs couldn’t perceive.


      Solomon had used that ability to head right into the center of the city—into the enormous tower that had been visible from the forest—and that was when he ran into something unexpected. There was now a lone seraph before him. She had long pointy ears and pure white hair. These were the characteristics of a high elf. Zagan understood that much. Seraphs were high elves, after all. Seeing as this was their capital, there was nothing surprising about a seraph being in this room.


      This was a memory from a thousand years ago, anyway. It had all happened in the past. No matter what happened here, it was nothing more than information for him to process. Nevertheless, he was shaken. That was because the seraph’s face was one he knew all too well. It was a face he knew better than any other. She looked exactly like Nephy.


      “Is this girl Azazel...?” Solomon muttered.


      Zagan recalled the words Marchosias had once said to Nephy.


      “You are likely the reincarnation of a certain lady.”


      Zagan had hypothesized that he might have been referring to Azazel. Nephy had enough of a resemblance for Marchosias to say that. If so, then this was Azazel. But in that case, something about this situation didn’t line up.


      “Why is the seraphs’ god being restrained in such a place?” Solomon asked.


      The girl who looked like Nephy had a crude collar around her neck. It had a striking resemblance to the one the real Nephy wore. This collar was attached to several silver chains in every direction. The girl was completely expressionless, reminding Zagan of Nephy when he’d only just met her.


      However, Nephy’s expressionlessness had come from despair, whereas it was questionable whether this girl could even be considered conscious anymore. Her eyes were open, but her thoughts and emotions were completely blank. She was definitely alive, but Zagan questioned whether her mind was even functioning. If the collar was the same as Nephy’s, it sealed the wearer’s mana.


      “But how do I put this... It’s like her very soul is being sealed.” Zagan mused aloud, even though there was no way for his voice to reach Solomon. The mechanisms of this seal were completely different from any sorcery Zagan knew. He wanted to take it back with him to study, but this was a memory.


      Hang on, the chains are familiar too... God Binder Libitina, was it?


      They were the chains that Eligor wore around her neck. There were six of them attached to the girl’s collar. They lived up to their name here. In all likelihood, each chain sealed one of the five senses. If the sixth chain sealed the ego, then it would explain this situation.


      What’s going on among the seraphs?


      Azazel was the seraphs’ god. If she was being restrained, there was an ongoing insurrection.


      “So Azazel’s authority was usurped?” Zagan muttered.


      If so, when? Zagan took a look around the room. There was a thin coating of dust and rust on the chains’ latches. That meant that at least the equipment had been here for a while. It wasn’t clear when exactly the girl had been taken captive, though.


      As Zagan looked at the girl, he heard a completely puzzled voice.


      “What a beautiful girl...”


      No one had spoken. It was like pure emotion given form. This was probably what people called having one’s heart stolen. This must’ve been what ran through Solomon’s mind as he stood in a daze in the middle of enemy territory.


      Zagan put a hand to his jaw and nodded. Well, not that he had a hand to put to his jaw, but that was what he was doing mentally.


      “She looks just like Nephy. Of course she’s beautiful.”


      This girl wasn’t Nephy, but it still felt nice to have her complimented when she was practically identical to her. It seemed this Solomon fellow had good taste.


      After a moment of internal conflict, Solomon shifted his focus to the girl’s collar. To be precise, he was looking at the chains. This was a tremendous opportunity. The girl was restrained and had no ego, so even Solomon was capable of killing her now.


      That’s only if he’s the kind of man who can pretend to be a hero after killing a girl who can’t even defend herself, though.


      Solomon pulled a dagger out of his breast pocket. It seemed to be from Liucaon. It had a wooden hilt, its single-edged blade tapering slightly. He gripped it with both hands and swung.


      “Hah!”


      God Binder Libitina sealed all forms of power. In other words, it was impossible to sever no matter what power was used. Thus, there was no way a dagger like that could cut it. And yet, the silver chains jangled to the ground.


      What is that knife? Not even Kuroka’s Moonless Sky should be able to cut those.


      Zagan doubted any sorcery would be able to achieve such a feat. It would be impossible if all Solomon was doing was using a dragon’s power. What was more, Solomon seemed to be a complete amateur with a blade. He was nowhere close to Kuroka or Ain. In fact, he wasn’t even close to Zagan.


      Unbeknownst to Zagan, this was one of Liucaon’s treasures called Serpent Slayer. While he was curious about the dagger, Zagan yelled at Solomon instead.


      “You idiot! At least suppress the sound!”


      He knew this was a memory, but Zagan was the type of person to point out every flaw he saw when reading a picture book.


      Solomon went on to cut the other silver chains, paying absolutely no attention to the noise he was making. The metal clanging was surely resonating quite clearly outside the room.


      “Ugh... Security will be rushing over in no time...”


      Solomon had passed plenty of guards on the way here. They had to be able to hear this ruckus. Did he put too much stock in his stealth?


      No. The only thing on his mind right now is saving this girl.


      Zagan understood the feeling. He had personal experience with being blinded upon falling in love at first sight. Still, the act of saving her was meaningless unless Solomon could get her out alive. Simply severing the chains achieved nothing.


      Ignoring Zagan’s concerns completely, Solomon severed the fifth chain. That was when the door to the room flew open. A group of three entered. The one standing in the middle was a girl who appeared to be in her teens. She had white hair and azure eyes, just like Azazel. Men in black clothing accompanied her on both sides. These two were blond, but due to their shaded glasses, Zagan couldn’t see the color of their eyes. All three had pointy ears, so he could at least tell they were elves—or seraphs, to be precise.


      Solomon’s stealth sorcery was still in effect. The three seraphs were shocked, and while they looked around the room, they were unable to spot him.


      “L-Lady Azrael,” one of the men said, fear clear in his voice. “Azazel is...”


      Zagan’s eyes shot open at the mention of that name.


      That’s what Chastille’s Sacred Sword is called...


      Meaning this girl would one day become that blade. Upon closer inspection, she had her hair tied up to one side, giving her some resemblance to Chastille.


      “Keep it together,” Azrael reprimanded her companion sharply. “The seal is still functional.”


      It seemed severing the chains wasn’t enough to awaken her. There was still one more chain connected too. Regaining her composure, Azrael took a careful look around the room.


      Hey, this is pretty bad, Solomon.


      His stealth was impressive, but this type of sorcery didn’t work against an opponent who was sure someone was present. Plus, going by the situation, Azrael was likely a rather high-ranking individual among the seraphs.


      “There you are, knave!”


      Azrael drew her sword in a slashing motion right at Solomon’s position.


      “Ugh!”


      He somehow managed to block with his dagger but was immediately blown back, sending Zagan’s vision arching backward.


      He can’t even stop that?


      Azrael’s strike had been relatively impressive, but it was still at a level where Zagan could have blocked it with ease. It was too much to ask for Solomon to achieve the same a thousand years ago, though.


      “Gah...!”


      A sharp pain ran down Solomon’s back as his frail body broke, and he coughed up blood.


      I’m even sharing his pain?


      Zagan felt slightly irritated at the sensation of his innards twisting. In contrast, the agony was enough to bring Solomon to his knees. The sight disgusted Zagan. The blow must’ve undone his stealth. Now the two men could see him as well.


      “An intruder?”


      “Impossible. How could a mere human make it this far?”


      The men drew their weapons and surrounded Solomon. They appeared to be wielding bladeless Hex Swords. The fact that they had these meant they were relatively high-ranking seraphs as well. Zagan’s focus was on Azrael’s sword, however.


      “That’s a Sacred Sword without its inscriptions. In this age, I suppose that makes it a Heavenly Blade?”


      In that case, the girl had to be one of the High Seraphs. It would be impossible for Solomon to defeat such an opponent. In fact, he wouldn’t even be able to escape this place.


      Solomon possessed silver eyes, so he had to be able to see Azrael’s dreadful mana capacity. Nonetheless, he rose to his feet.


      “High Seraph Azrael...” he said. “It’s an honor to make your acquaintance.”


      Despite being on the verge of death, Solomon elegantly bowed at the waist.


      “Think. What can I do to get out of here? How can I save this girl?”


      Inside his mind, Solomon was far more desperate than he appeared to be. Zagan folded his arms and sank into thought.


      Well, it’s hopeless. A fight is decided by the preparations made beforehand.


      Solomon had come here while being spurred entirely by emotion. He’d made no preparations. It didn’t look like he had any tricks up his sleeve either. He was done for unless someone miraculously appeared to save him. However, history proved that Solomon had continued living after this point, so something must’ve happened.


      “Answer me,” Azrael said, holding her sword to Solomon’s neck and shifting her gaze to the chained girl. “What do you intend on doing to Azazel?”


      “I should be asking you that,” Solomon rebuked. “Isn’t she your god? Why are you treating her like this?”


      Azrael averted her eyes for a moment, then scoffed.


      “And what good will that knowledge do you? What do you hope to accomplish?”


      “I’ll save her.”


      There wasn’t the slightest hesitation in Solomon’s voice.
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      Azrael burst into laughter.


      “Ha ha ha ha! Save her? She’s humanity’s sworn enemy. What do you even know about Azazel to begin with?”


      “Nothing. Do you people need a reason to save someone?”


      Azrael almost looked relieved by his answer.


      Is she...?


      Zagan raised a brow.


      “Very well,” Azrael proclaimed. “Allow me to tell you. Azazel is a sacrifice.”


      “Lady Azrael!”


      The men raised their voices, but Azrael shut them up with a sneer.


      “He’ll be dead soon, anyway. We can at least offer him a present to take with him to hell. I’ve always wanted to tell someone the truth behind this war.”


      “Y-Yes, ma’am...”


      They weren’t entirely convinced, but they were clearly too low in the pecking order to dare to defy her.


      “You puny humans aren’t our enemy,” Azrael stated, nodding in satisfaction. “Our enemy quite literally requires the power of a god to fight. And I don’t mean a being to be revered, but a weapon. In that sense, Azazel is history’s most powerful god. This time, we will obliterate our enemy to the last.”


      Azrael then pulled a key out of her pocket.


      “A weapon cannot possess freedom or a will, however,” she continued. “That’s why Azazel must remain sealed until the time comes. That’s what this key is for.”


      Zagan was sure it was the real thing. After all, it was identical to the key he’d used to remove Nephy’s collar. Seeing this, the men couldn’t idly stand by any longer.


      “Lady Azrael, you mustn’t bring that out so—”


      His words were cut off as crimson liquid sprayed into the air. Azrael had turned around to cut both of them down. One hadn’t been able to react. His head was bisected horizontally. The other’s arm was severed along with part of his torso, making him drop his Hex Sword.


      “Azrael... So you really are...betraying us...?”


      The man seemed to have seen this coming, but the knowledge failed to save his life. As their bodies collapsed to the ground, they dissolved into light. Azrael must’ve used some kind of sorcery—no, celestial mysticism—when cutting them. There wasn’t even a drop of blood left on the ground.


      “What...?”


      Solomon remained completely bewildered as Azrael inserted the key into Azazel’s collar. The silver chains and the collar that bound a god came free all too easily. The girl fell over, and Azrael caught her as if handling the most precious of treasures.


      “Sorry for taking so long,” she whispered into the girl’s ear.


      She then lifted Azazel into her arms and held her out to Solomon.


      “Take her,” she said. “You managed to get this far, so you must have a way out, yes?”


      “What are you doing...?”


      “I’m simply a traitor who can’t stand the current seraphs.”


      With that, Azrael undid her hair. She looked surprisingly like Nephy and Azazel in that state. At a distance, it would be impossible to tell them apart. She then took a seat where Azazel had been imprisoned and put the collar on herself.


      “Go. I’ll buy you some time.”


      The severed silver chains reconnected instantly. It was just for show, though. Zagan could see that they were no longer functional.


      I see. With that appearance and her mana, it might be hard to figure it out right away.


      Azrael was saying she would act as Azazel’s body double. A battle was decided by the preparations done beforehand. Solomon might not have prepared anything at all, but it seemed Azrael had.


      Solomon hesitated for a moment but eventually turned his back to Azrael and ran.


      “Good... Take care of my little sister...”


      Zagan felt like he heard a faint voice saying that behind them.


      ◇


      “Cease this futile resistance! You’re surrounded!”


      Back in Kianoides, Chastille’s voice resounded loudly through the streets. She was wearing her Anointed Armor and had her Sacred Sword thrust into the ground. Public order had plummeted since Zagan’s defeat. Archdemon Palace was now empty, so there were plenty of sorcerers targeting it. Not that anyone had successfully made it inside despite the chimeras and unidentifiable monsters they’d unleashed on it, of course.


      Currently, a man who’d refused to pay the bill at a tavern was using sorcery to barricade himself inside.


      His sorcery is shoddy. I suppose he bought it from a passing sorcerer?


      The current state of the world had all thirteen Archdemons involved in a conflict. Nothing of this scale had ever happened throughout known history. Zagan was unconscious but not dead, and Marchosias’s objective remained a mystery. There was no telling how long this would go on. One wrong step could end the world. And so, who would possibly be causing such minor troubles? Only sorcerers who weren’t even novices yet would fit that bill.


      Sorcery was a power anyone could obtain so long as they studied it. A certain level of knowledge and technique was necessary to master it, but simply drawing a magic circle as described and chanting a spell was enough for basic use...and it was normal for people to want to use a newfound power without really giving any thought to the consequences.


      “Lady Chastille,” the longsword-wielder Alfred said. Due to the number of incidents, the other two Knights of the Azure Sky were elsewhere. “We are capable of handling something this minor on our own. How about you get some rest?”


      The culprit here was an amateur who couldn’t even be called a sorcerer. As an Archangel’s adjutant, Alfred was more than capable of resolving the issue. In fact, the average Angelic Knight could manage just fine. Regardless, Chastille shook her head.


      “There’s a sorcerer out there selling crude sorcery for cheap,” she explained. This was the cause of several recent incidents. They would go on indefinitely until they caught that sorcerer. “The one skipping the bill here is an amateur who only just learned sorcery. It might be possible for us to find clues that’ll lead us to the culprit.”


      In other words, Chastille was here for what came after this petty criminal’s arrest. If Zagan was around, he would probably have already killed any sorcerer stupid enough to incite these incidents, but this was happening precisely because the Archdemon was unconscious.


      We’ve just been relying on Zagan far too much.


      It shamed her as his sword friend. As she derided herself for that, a scream suddenly echoed out from the tavern.


      “Eeeeeeeeeeeek!”


      “Lady Chastille!”


      “We’re going in, Alfred!”


      As they entered the building, they were greeted by an unexpected scene.


      “Ummm...?”


      Inside the tavern, four men were on the ground. All of their faces had been beaten beyond recognition. The one responsible for this was nowhere to be found. Only the barkeep was trembling in a corner of the room.


      “What happened?” Chastille asked.


      The barkeep wasn’t the one to answer her.


      “How much time are you gonna waste on these idiots?”


      The voice came from the shadow at her feet, drawing an annoyed look from Alfred.


      “Barbatos?” Chastille asked. “What’s going on? Did you catch them?”


      “What, it look like somethin’ else happen here to you?”


      Chastille looked down at the men on the ground.


      “There are more than I expected...”


      Barbatos grudgingly came out of the shadow.


      “Aaah... This one’s the smuggler of those worthless grimoires... This one’s the idiot who made them... Or, wait, was it the other way around? Baldy here’s the guy who printed a ton of them... Hm? Who’s this guy? Oh, right. He’s the dumbass who boarded himself up in here.”


      Chastille froze, her mouth agape.


      “What...?” Barbatos prompted her.


      “Um, you crushed the whole distribution network?”


      “Yeah, ’cause you’ve been draggin’ your ass with this.”


      It seemed he’d interrogated all of them until he’d found everyone involved, from the true culprit down. He’d likely beaten them up just to vent his frustration for all the trouble they’d put him through. By the time Chastille had figured out that the incidents were all linked, it’d already been resolved. She wasn’t sure whether to rejoice or be exasperated.


      Chastille then noticed that Barbatos lacked a surprising amount of composure. After hesitating for a moment, she brought that fact up.


      “Barbatos, I’m grateful you’re protecting me, but aren’t you being a little overprotective?”


      “If you don’t want me around, I’ll butt out...” he said, averting his eyes without even trying to argue. This wasn’t the Barbatos she knew.


      “Agh! That’s not what I mean!”


      As he tried to sink back into the shadows, Chastille grabbed him by the cheeks.


      “Try to actually pay attention!”


      “Wh-Wh-What?!”


      She forced him to look straight into her eyes.


      “I’m glad you’re helping me, but I’m all right.”


      “U-Uhhh...”


      Barbatos was wide-eyed in bewilderment.


      “So it’s okay for you to do what you want,” Chastille told him.


      “Hah? That’s why I’m... I mean...”


      Barbatos averted his eyes, hesitating to finish that sentence. Chastille understood what he was thinking and accepted it.


      “I’m not the one you really want to help right now, am I?”


      Barbatos gulped and remained silent. Chastille went on to touch his right hand...where the Sigil of the Archdemon was.


      “You’ve always wanted to be an Archdemon, but you don’t look the least bit happy. Why is that?”


      There was no need for him to answer that. Barbatos hadn’t really wanted to become an Archdemon. Rather, he’d wanted to defeat him.


      “You know the answer. I much prefer seeing you all cynical and enjoying yourself.”


      Unable to take it anymore, Barbatos turned his face away from her completely.


      “Hah! So you’re sayin’ I should go save the bastard?! You think that’s our style?! Neither of us would want that!”


      “Haaah... You really are a pain.”


      That said, he had a point. No matter how much Zagan and Barbatos entrusted their backs to each other, they would never say a word about trusting each other.
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      Nephy must be a lot more persuasive than me at times like these...


      Chastille couldn’t do the same. However, while she wasn’t Nephy, Barbatos wasn’t Zagan either. And so, Chastille looked straight into Barbatos’s eyes once more before speaking.


      “Listen to me, Barbatos. People don’t need a reason to help others. If you want to do it, then go right ahead.”


      He wasn’t the type of man to simply accept that line of reasoning, however.


      “You don’t get it, crybaby. I just wanna punch that dumbass Zagan in the face. Saving someone just to hit them don’t make no damn sense.”


      “But in order to achieve that, you need him to wake up, right?”


      “Erk...”


      The things Barbatos said and did contradicted all the time. It was laughable to worry about such contradictions now.


      “Go, Barbatos,” Chastille said, smacking him on the back. “Slap that sleepy friend of yours awake.”


      She then smiled with confidence.


      “I’m not going anywhere,” she added. “I won’t disappear, so there’s no need to worry.”


      Barbatos gulped. He’d lost one friend after another due to recent events. Who was to say it wasn’t going to happen again the moment he looked away? He feared that as much as anyone else.


      But you know, I’m scared too...


      Even Barbatos wouldn’t escape unscathed if he joined the fight. It was entirely possible that he would die. Even Zagan had been defeated, after all.


      Still, I want Barbatos to continue being Barbatos.


      He was arrogant, brash, did stupid things all the time despite being smart, was obstinate yet unexpectedly caring, and got along surprisingly well with Zagan. He was the angriest person in the world about Zagan being defeated. If he pretended not to see his friend’s dilemma, to completely ignore it and hide away in fear, then he would no longer be Barbatos. This frightened Chastille more than anything. He wasn’t the type of man who should be cowering away.


      “Have courage, Barbatos. You’re an Archdemon. You take what you want and beat up anyone who pisses you off, right?”


      And protect whatever it is you want to protect.


      “Should an Archangel really be sayin’ that...?” Barbatos asked, exasperated.


      “Those are the times we live in. It’s hardly a big deal.”


      Chastille knew Barbatos wasn’t the type to sit still after she’d gone this far. He finally gave in and smiled.


      “Tch... Don’t go stickin’ your neck in stupid shit while I ain’t watchin’, got it?”


      “I can’t make any promises.”


      Barbatos glared at her.


      “Oh, c’mon...”


      “What do you want me to say? Do I look like a well-behaved woman who’ll just sit at her desk quietly while the world descends into madness? Like I said, you don’t need to worry. If things get dangerous, I’ll call for you. You’ll come to me faster than anyone else can, right?”


      “Obviously...”


      With that, Barbatos vanished into the shadows.


      “Don’t die, Barbatos...” Chastille muttered quietly, clasping her hands tightly to her chest.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter II: Hope Doesn’t Necessarily Lead to Salvation


      “The hell am I supposed to do?” Barbatos groaned to himself inside his mansion within Purgatory. Chastille had lit a fire under him, but he wasn’t able to decide on what exactly to do next.


      “Smacking that dumbass Zagan awake is the safe bet...”


      He was sure to wake Zagan up eventually if he just kept punching him. That was Barbatos’s way. However, he found himself folding his arms and grimacing at the thought.


      “I do that again, and the elf will kill me...”


      Barbatos was a beyond thoughtless individual. When Zagan had fallen unconscious, Barbatos had instantly tried smacking him awake.


      “With idiots like him, you just gotta keep hittin’ them until they get up!”


      Now that he thought about it, he’d said something along those lines. However, he’d only gotten two punches in. Upon raising his fist for a third, he’d sensed certain death looming over his back, forcing him to stop. When he’d turned around, he’d found Nephy standing there, smiling down at him.


      I have no damn idea when she got behind me...


      People often said, “Don’t tread on a tiger’s tail,” but the mystical tiger seemed adorable in comparison to the murderous intent behind that smile. Even after becoming an Archdemon, Barbatos doubted he could beat her in an honest fight. That was why he couldn’t use that approach again.


      “Let’s get things in order...”


      Barbatos had been constantly watching Chastille—not because he was worried or anything—but had still kept up to date with recent events.


      “It seems Marchosias’s objective is saving that old hag.”


      He was referring to the vampire Alshiera, who’d lived for a thousand years. She was apparently the similarly aged Eldest Marchosias’s actual sister. Defeating Azazel was the means, not the end goal.


      Barbatos didn’t have any family, let alone any siblings, so he couldn’t understand the value of one. However, Chastille, who saw her life as secondary to her duties, had been ready to abandon her work just to investigate her brother’s death.


      In that case, it would be normal for even a sorcerer to lose themself in a desire to save or protect family. Barbatos wasn’t going to deny that after all he’d witnessed. The problem was how Marchosias was going about it. He was planning to use the succubus girl who was freeloading at Zagan’s place as a replacement sacrifice. If that was enough to save the world, it was worth celebrating. Barbatos didn’t care about Alshiera or Lilith, after all.


      It don’t got nothin’ to do with me...but it does kinda piss me off.


      Lilith was oddly similar to Chastille in some ways. If he abandoned her, he felt like he could see Chastille’s face flickering with disappointment in his mind. He couldn’t really explain it, but it didn’t sit well with him. And so, he couldn’t approve of Marchosias’s actions. That was when he cocked his head.


      “Hm...? But ain’t the actual method a total mystery?”


      The plan was apparently to use Lilith as a replacement to save Alshiera, but the seal was supposed to be in a place nobody could reach. To add to that, it was a barrier that protected the world. If it broke, that Azazel monster would appear. The gathering at Kaslytilio had been under the pretext of getting the Archdemons to cooperate to stop Azazel, but Marchosias had ruined that meeting himself.


      Aren’t his priorities all backward? Or is this all part of the plan too?


      “Forget it. Waking up that idiot comes first. I was hoping to find the other elf...”


      According to Nephteros’s investigation, Zagan wasn’t waking up because his soul had been separated from his body. The domain of the soul was completely out of Barbatos’s area of expertise. Puppetmaster Forneus had apparently been a specialist, but Marchosias had killed him. That was why Nephteros was searching for another method. And of all things, she’d chosen to make contact with Samyaza. It sounded insane, but they’d apparently established communications.


      Definitely don’t wanna get involved in that nonsense...


      Barbatos doubted he could defeat it, and he didn’t have anything to contribute in a negotiation. At best, he could get them out of there if things broke down...or not. Even that would be difficult against Samyaza. At any rate, it sounded like it would be wiser to leave that to Nephteros and search for alternate options.


      “Oh yeah, they met up with Shax, didn’t they? Wasn’t he tryin’ to get the cat lady back?”


      She was an annoying woman who seethed with bloodlust at every little thing. Really, Barbatos didn’t care if Kuroka died. If anything, her death would be convenient for him.


      But gettin’ Shax to owe me one don’t sound all that bad.


      That man was said to be the most capable among the new Archdemons. Getting a favor out of him would be a clear benefit. Kuroka would surely honor such an agreement too. He could at least get one use out of her as a pawn. Really, it wasn’t a bad deal at all. She pissed him off, but her skill was indisputable.


      Having a clear objective and means of achieving it was a clear advantage to this approach. Even if it could be somewhat difficult, there was no sorcerer in the world who surpassed Barbatos in terms of spatial sorcery. Now that he was an Archdemon, even Prime Furcas was within his reach. In other words, Barbatos was the most qualified to save Kuroka.


      “I don’t know nothin’ ’bout Phenex, after all.”


      Golden Lord Phenex had sacrificed herself to allow Zagan’s party to get out of Kaslytilio. She was immortal but had apparently been sealed away. A seal was different from simply being trapped somewhere. At the very least, Barbatos was unable to find her mana anywhere in this world or subspace. To add to that, she was such an eccentric that he couldn’t tell whether she was friend or foe. It would be different if someone paid him to save her, but Barbatos had nothing to gain from doing it himself.


      “In that case, the cleanest way is to just slug it out with Marchosias.”


      That was definitely the core of the matter. He was an opponent even Zagan had underestimated and lost to, so it would feel amazing to kill him. The best part would be bringing everything to an end before Zagan woke up. He would definitely tremble in humiliation. If Barbatos then beat up Zagan too, it would be a complete victory.


      But I’d need help to kill that guy.


      All the important sorcerers were split between Zagan’s and Marchosias’s camps. In order to pick a fight against Marchosias, Barbatos had to gather forces from Zagan’s side.


      As for who would be useful...I guess there’s only Shax and the little brat.


      Behemoth and Levia would work too, but the fastest way to achieve that was to secure the ones above them. However, Foll had always been defiant when it came to Barbatos. Even now, when he was an Archdemon, he found her harder to deal with than anyone else.


      Her Divine Echo is particularly troublesome...


      He wasn’t certain he could overpower her. If anything, he was very unlikely to win. He technically had negotiation material that could work, but considering Foll’s personality, it was entirely possible for her to turn him away without even listening to what he had to say.


      “I don’t got a way of waking that dumbass Zagan up. Kuroka, I can save. I need help to beat the shit outta Marchosias. Phenex is a bit of a lost cause.”


      While going over the situation once more, Barbatos raised his fingers one by one.


      “In that case, the best plan is to save Kuroka and get Shax’s help as compensation.”


      Kuroka’s humiliation at being rescued by Barbatos would be a bonus treat.


      “All right. Guess I’ll get to it.”


      He had a plan, but Barbatos went over it one more time.


      “Hang on. Ain’t I forgetting something...?”


      Zagan had told him something before going to Kaslytilio, predicting this might happen.


      “Rescue... Something about rescuing someone in case something happens...?”


      Well, Barbatos was the greatest practitioner of spatial sorcery in the world. It made sense to depend on his power in case of an emergency, but his bad friend often mistook him for some kind of handyman.


      So...who was I supposed to rescue again?


      Everyone who’d gone to Kaslytilio aside from Zagan, Kuroka, and Phenex was safe. Chastille wasn’t involved, and everyone who’d been at Archdemon Palace was...


      “Oh...”


      As he went over the situation, all the blood drained out of Barbatos’s face.


      “Crap. I might get killed...”


      Only now did he realize his horrible, and probably fatal, mistake.


      ◇


      “So? Who are you?” Shax asked, caution evident in his voice.


      Nephteros raised her guard and Richard took a step in front of her. After going through the teleportation circle, they found themselves in an empty wasteland. Judging by the muddy waters some distance away, this was likely somewhere in the Oblivion Wastelands Kaslystilio. It was apparently the hand-off point for Kuroka. An unfamiliar young woman had been waiting for them here.


      Why is a normal woman all the way out here?


      She seemed to be a reporter of some kind. She had a bag hanging from her shoulder and a small pencil tucked over her ear. However, she wore flimsy leather shoes that were completely inappropriate for walking through this sandy wasteland. She was also dressed in an utterly plain shirt and trousers that were quite common in town. Her eyes were brimming with tears as she trembled violently. It was almost painful to watch.


      “U-Um, I-I’m...uh, definitely not suspicious,” she said. “A certain cheapskate told me to wait here for someone and abandoned me. I don’t know anything. You could say I need saving, even. I’m a victim.”


      Nephteros felt like she’d seen this woman before.


      But where? Bifrons’s research lab, maybe...?


      Bifrons hadn’t understood the concept of cleaning up. Nephteros vaguely recalled seeing a portrait of this woman in the documents she’d cleaned off the floor.


      “Ah!”


      Right as she figured out the woman’s identity, Shax raised his voice as if cutting her off.


      “Asmodeus’s messenger, then? Never thought she’d send you.”


      Nephteros tugged on Shax’s sleeve.


      “Be careful,” she whispered. “She’s probably...”


      “Yeah, I know.”


      Shax nodded, then addressed the woman once more.


      “Your name is Rebecca Appelmann, correct?”


      Nephteros had heard that name before. It was the gossip reporter who served as an intermediary between Zagan and Asmodeus—or more accurately, Foll and Asmodeus. Shax was also aware of what was bothering Nephteros. He lived up to Zagan’s appraisal of him as a sharp and capable Archdemon.


      “Yup, yup. That’s the great Tiger King for ya. It’s an honor that you remember the name of someone as insignificant as me.”


      The reporter rubbed her hands together in an exaggerated manner as she buttered Shax up shamelessly.


      “The mouth on you...” Shax sighed in exasperation.


      “So? Who exactly is this girl?” Camael asked.


      “Well, to sum it up quickly, she’s an information broker,” Shax said, glancing back at her. “Given her position, try not to pry any deeper.”


      “Ha ha... Having that exposed is already pretty bad for me...” Rebecca stated. “If Lily finds out, she won’t let me do stories on her anymore.”


      “You’re dealing with Asmodeus, remember?” Shax told her coldly. “You’re obviously gonna get dragged around by her regardless.”


      “Aaaaaagh! Are all the people in the world evil?!”


      Nephteros felt a little sorry for the teary-eyed reporter, but Kuroka’s life was at stake here, so Shax didn’t exactly have time to waste. He got right down to business.


      “So? Where’s Kuroka? As requested, I’ve obtained Samyaza’s cooperation.”


      “Huh?”


      That was when Rebecca first noticed the demon looking down at her. Her mouth popped open as she turned paler and paler.


      “H-H-H-H-H-H-Hang on! I never heard anything about this person (?) being here!”


      Like any good information broker, she knew about Samyaza. She fell back on her butt, shuffling backward as she shook her head violently.


      “I just said I got his cooperation,” Shax told her. “He won’t harm you...unless you really displease him.”


      Rebecca covered her mouth as even more tears spilled from her eyes. It seemed she was aware that her tongue was a source of many disasters. However, seeing her excessive fear, a certain thought crossed Nephteros’s mind.


      “Lord Samyaza, are you perhaps acquainted with her?” Richard whispered in her stead.


      “Hmm... Now that you mention it, she does look familiar.”


      He was currently suppressing his mana, but when he didn’t, this would be the normal reaction. Nephteros sympathized with her a little.


      “So? It’s about time you answer my question,” Shax said, sounding more and more flustered as he pushed her into a corner.


      “Oh, ummm...Kuroka, was it? She still hasn’t arrived.”


      “Then why are you here?”


      There was a certain edge to his voice now. Rebecca once more scuttled backward, shaking her head violently.


      “Wait! You’ve got it wrong! I was told I’m just acting as a landmark! I don’t know anything! I haven’t done anything!”


      Rebecca pointed behind herself. There was a small pot there. Faint white smoke wafted out of it. It was a censor. There was something strange about it, though.


      “There’s no smell. Is that a censor?” Nephteros asked.


      “It’s apparently a smell people can’t recognize,” Rebecca explained. “You can’t tell unless you’re a therianthrope with particularly sharp senses...is what the cheapskate said.”


      Kuroka’s five senses were extremely sharp, even among her kind. She would surely be able to smell it.


      “Hang on... You mean she still hasn’t let Kuroka go?” Shax asked.


      “Hmmm...” Rebecca pulled a pocket watch out. “It’s still a little early. I assume she’ll be here on time?”


      “Sorry, we don’t have time to sit around and wait. At this rate, Asmodeus will die as well.”


      “Lily will die...?” Rebecca turned pale. “No way! That’ll be a huge problem! She’s my precious meal ticket!”


      Cold gazes pierced her at those contemptible words.


      “Oh...! No, wait, you’ve got it all wrong. It would be such a shame for such a frail...well, not that frail...ummm, for such a cute girl to be killed.”


      “I’m not saying you have to come with us,” Shax told her, scorn still clear in his eyes. “Tell us where Asmodeus is. We can still make it in time.”


      “Hmmm...” Rebecca scratched her head. “I can’t really do that.”


      “Hey...”


      Shax’s indignation was evident, but Rebecca returned his gaze with all sincerity.


      “I don’t want Lily to die either,” she said. “That’s why I can’t tell you. I mean...if you guys show up there, she won’t be able to go all out.”


      This gossip reporter was boldly telling Archdemon Shax that he would be a hindrance. She then looked up at Samyaza.


      “It’d be a different matter if Samyaza here were to go help, but there’s no way this bystander will ever offer that kind of cooperation, right?”


      “That’s right,” Samyaza confirmed, the crest on his head flickering.


      “So yeah, this is for the best,” Rebecca said. “Lily is stronger on her own than all of you together.”


      That made sense to Nephteros. Rebecca recognized that the people before her were an Archdemon, a high elf, and an Archangel. Despite this, she was clearly telling them they would just get in the way. The truth was that the sorcerers in Zagan’s camp had all been completely at Marchosias’s mercy. Thus, Nephteros had no choice but to admit she was right.


      That’s probably the real reason she’s here.


      Kuroka needed help to get away, but if they went to assist, they would just cause trouble. Rebecca was here to stop them, but that meant there was nobody who could save Asmodeus. It would probably be impossible even if Kuroka had Moonless Sky with her.


      Suddenly, a certain doubt came to Nephteros’s mind.


      Did Asmodeus predict this outcome...?


      Asmodeus was a mighty Archdemon who could be called the epitome of any individual sorcerer. However, there were still limits to what she could achieve alone. She was also known for being extremely shrewd. In that case, there had to be something more to this. Nephteros had never met her, but she found herself wanting to believe that.


      ◇


      “Nimbus, Heaven and Earth.”


      Even the gravestones in the ruins of the carbuncle settlement had been smashed to bits. As if to pulverize them further, a rain of light poured down. Marchosias created enormous magic circles to cover the entire sky and ground. Arrows of light came down and shot up, leaving no place to escape.


      “Are you taking this seriously?” Asmodeus asked, scoffing at him. “I’ve seen this sorcery multiple times already.”


      Asmodeus had witnessed the fight between Marchosias and Furcas. She’d also watched his battle with Zagan’s party afterward. Marchosias had resorted to this sorcery multiple times. Without any sense of urgency, Asmodeus slowly spread her fingers as a black sphere formed in her hand.


      “Hades.”


      She created an artificial gravitational collapse, splitting the earth. The emptiness swallowed everything, including light. All of the arrows failed to reach Asmodeus and vanished into the blackness.


      “The all-piercing lance and impenetrable shield...” Marchosias groaned. “What ridiculous power.”


      “Well, I wouldn’t be able to take on all the Archdemons at once if I couldn’t at least do this much.”


      Since its role was over, Asmodeus crushed the sphere of nothingness in her hand and laughed. Despite possessing such overwhelming strength, Asmodeus was never named the strongest.


      I’m awfully frail if I get hit before using sorcery, after all.


      If she was faced with Andrealphus’s Void or Glasya-Labolas’s Night Curtain without enough time to prepare, she had no way of resisting. She had a countermeasure for Night Curtain now but still had no way of overcoming Void completely. Eldest Marchosias wasn’t one to overlook such an obvious weakness either.


      “Then let us see how you handle this—Void.”


      This was the man who knew all sorcery. Naturally, he was capable of invoking the spell that made Andrealphus the strongest. Marchosias’s figure vanished from Asmodeus’s sight. He was moving at nearly the speed of light. Time had ground to a halt for everyone else. No one within this domain could possibly perceive him. There was no reacting to this after the fact.


      That’s only after the fact, though.


      Blood sprayed into the air.


      “Gah... Agh...?”


      Something akin to a human figure tumbled to the ground next to Asmodeus. She turned to look at it. Marchosias’s neck was half-split open as he flailed around, spraying blood all around him. His entire body was diced into chunks. Any ordinary human would already be dead.


      “Aha, you need to watch where you’re going.”


      There were bloody threads all around Asmodeus. They were running across the air horizontally and diagonally as if ignoring gravity. They were like invisible blades.


      “This is...Shere Khan’s Puppet Threads... When did you...?”


      Because Void accelerated its caster to nearly the speed of light, the impact from physically colliding with something was beyond imagination. It was surely impossible to dodge thin threads that were invisible to the eye at such speeds.


      “I made a deal with Shere Khan,” Asmodeus explained. “He was more generous than I imagined and taught me.”


      “Generous, huh...?”


      The trade had involved parting with her late teacher’s memento, the Hex Katana, so Asmodeus had naturally milked him for everything she could get. This sorcery had been part of this deal.


      Well, it’s true he was generous.


      Not only had he passed on his sorcery to her, but he’d even instructed her on how to use it against Void. This wasn’t only because he felt indebted due to leading the carbuncle hunts. He empathized with her hatred of Marchosias. In a way, he’d wanted to leave this behind for her. However, he’d ultimately lost to Andrealphus. Even taking his crippled state into account, it meant Puppet Threads hadn’t worked on Void’s chief practitioner. In that sense, it was the second Tiger King who’d been more of a boon for Asmodeus.


      Shax was both Andrealphus’s successor and Shere Khan’s disciple. He had full knowledge of both Void and Puppet Threads. Asmodeus wouldn’t lose to such a childish trick. But if caught off guard, it was entirely possible for Marchosias to lose on the spot. Unfortunately, Marchosias was no longer human. Even with his entire body in chunks, he regenerated in an instant.


      “Then how about this? Destruction Quake.”


      “As predictable as everything else. Blackest Black.”


      Destruction Quake was sorcery that slammed objects in subspace to create a shock wave. If the objects were destroyed before impact, then there would be no shock wave. It would be a different matter against an unbreakable weapon like Furcas’s, but the majority of such weapons were hidden away in Asmodeus’s treasury.


      Being ready to fight all the other Archdemons meant having countermeasures against all of their sorcery. Copying them was never going to work against Asmodeus.


      Marchosias should already know that, though.


      So then, why was he intentionally using other people’s sorcery?


      “Oh, is this supposed to be a smoke screen?” Asmodeus guessed.


      “Yeah. Looks like it worked too. Falsehood Compass Antikythera.”


      Marchosias gripped a disk with countless gears inside it. Then, a “hole” suddenly opened at Asmodeus’s feet.


      The complex space that sealed Phenex!


      It was a world where all phenomena were inverted. Something with physical substance in the real world had no mass in complex space. Atoms were incapable of moving slower than light, and perception was impossible within it. Asmodeus wouldn’t even be able to maintain her sense of self.


      Eligor had been using it during the battle with Phenex, but it seemed she’d handed it to Marchosias since then. With no way of resisting, Asmodeus sank into the darkness of complex space... Or she was supposed to, anyway.


      “In the real world, no object can surpass the speed of light, but in complex space, it’s impossible to go slower than light, right?”


      There was no way her voice could reach Marchosias. The door was still open, but Asmodeus was already within complex space. This wasn’t the reason he couldn’t hear her, though.


      “However, there is one thing that goes slower than light even in complex space—Hades, New Moon.”


      Asmodeus’s black spheres had only been the size of fists up to this point, but they were now big enough to engulf a person whole. Asmodeus herself was inside her sorcery. In a sense, this was a gravity barrier. It was sorcery that created a crevice within a gravitational collapse for her to hide herself in.


      It sounded simple, but creating a safe space inside a gravitational collapse was impossible within the confines of physical laws. It was only made possible by orbiting five instances of Hades around her, balancing the pull of power. It could be called the culmination of all gravity sorcery.


      Phenex did a perfect job for me.


      Asmodeus silently offered her thanks. If she was witnessing this for the first time, even she wouldn’t be able to do anything. The only way of sealing Golden Lord Phenex was to use Antikythera. If she joined the other side, Marchosias would have no choice but to use it. That was why Phenex had made him use it in front of Asmodeus. That was the contract between them.


      Naturally, the contract had two sides. It was precisely because it was impossible to perceive anything in complex space that the endlessly smoldering golden flames were easy to locate.


      “Found you.”


      Asmodeus grabbed the golden-haired girl’s hand. Rescuing Phenex from complex space—that was Asmodeus’s part of the contract.


      “Oh n—ugh?!”


      Marchosias brandished his black blade, but was just slightly too slow. A golden fist smashed through his glasses. This punch was powered by burning one’s life to gain heroic strength. Marchosias arched backward as Asmodeus and the Golden Lord returned from complex space.


      Golden hair fanned out like a fire as they landed softly on the ground. It was the return of a hero. When she kept quiet, her beauty was sublime.


      “I was ready for you to break out, but not with Phenex in tow...” Marchosias said, a bead of sweat running down his cheek.


      “Aha, it was a bad idea to use it when you knew it wouldn’t work.”


      She’d broken through all the sorcery in his repertoire, so this would’ve been the only way to capture Asmodeus alive. She’d driven Marchosias to a point where he’d had no other choice.


      To add to that, Phenex was an undying bird. No matter what kind of hit she took, she resurrected as if nothing happened. She was the only living practitioner of hero sorcery as well. Reborn in a blaze of golden flames, she stood up straight, her body clad in a crimson dress. She slowly raised her gauntleted hand, pointed at Marchosias, snapped her scarlet eyes open...


      “Blaaaaaaaaaaaargh...”


      ...and then vomited.


      Marchosias froze, not exactly sure how to react. Even Kuroka and Eligor, who were some distance away, stopped fighting and watched, their mouths agape.


      “Um...are you okay?” Asmodeus asked, rubbing her back.


      “Blergh... My head is a mess... Blaaargh... I can’t...”


      It seemed that being in complex space had been rather unpleasant. She didn’t even have the composure to spout one of her “I’m about to die” lines. A mental blow wasn’t going to disappear after a physical rebirth, after all.


      Phenex stood back up with tears in her eyes. She then struck the exact same pose as before as if nothing had happened.


      “Phew... You can’t...hrk...win against the three of us.”


      “Phenex, you really don’t have to force yourself,” Asmodeus said before narrowing her eyes with a flirtatious smile. “That makes it three on three. You’ve lost the number advantage. Oh, but Glasya-Labolas is taking his nappy time! Oh no, this doesn’t look good for you!”


      The old gentleman still wasn’t back on his feet, and Eligor had yet to capture Kuroka. A samurai already specialized in predicting the flow of battle. If Kuroka focused entirely on evasion, even an Archdemon would be hard-pressed to land a hit on her. To add to that, even in his new state, Marchosias had to put in significant effort when fighting Phenex. He knew that better than anyone. The tables had turned.


      Things would be so easy if we could just win...


      Asmodeus already knew that things weren’t going to go that well.


      ◇


      “What do I do...? What do I do...? What do I do...?”


      Back inside the memory, Solomon’s mind raced. Thanks to Azrael’s help, he’d managed to return to Archdemon Palace. But the whole time, Azazel hadn’t said a single word. If anything, her ego might not have returned yet. She was capable of standing on her own feet and followed him if he led her by the hand, but didn’t make a single move on her own.


      Solomon had brought her back to his research lab, but hadn’t given any thought to his next steps. He’d locked the door and had been racking his brain the whole time.


      Azazel should be an abominable seraph to these people.


      In that case, it was unlikely they would leave Azazel unscathed, given her current state. At best, they would lynch her. At worst, there was no telling what they would do. Either way, she wouldn’t get out of there alive. In fact, she would be lucky if they killed her.


      Zagan would’ve brought her to a different refuge, but in the age of seraphs, it was questionable whether any such places even existed. What was more, Solomon couldn’t ignore his injured subordinates for too long.


      Given those conditions, Zagan understood that he’d had no other choice but to come back here. However, it was far too careless to bring the girl he’d fallen in love with at first sight to a place like this without thinking of a means to protect her. Zagan watched on with harsh eyes as Solomon finally regained his composure.


      “A-Anyway, I need to hide her ears...”


      That would make it difficult to tell that she was a seraph at a glance. Solomon picked up a dirty blanket from a nearby sofa and placed it over Azazel’s head. Somehow or other, it seemed like she didn’t like it. That was when Solomon noticed something.


      “Your arm...”


      There was a scratch on Azazel’s arm. It wasn’t deep enough to bleed, but it was large enough to cover half her forearm. It wasn’t clear whether she’d gotten it during their escape or during her confinement in the tower.


      “Does she not feel pain...?”


      Solomon was bewildered, but he knew if he let it be, it could get infected. He fished through his drawers and managed to find a bandage.


      “This is all I have, unfortunately...”


      The fact that he had to resort to this meant healing sorcery hadn’t been created yet. There didn’t appear to be any medicine left either. Solomon apologized as he wrapped the girl’s arm with the bandage. Azazel gazed at him curiously as she let him do as he pleased.


      “Okay. That should do it.”


      Solomon stood back up, but this hadn’t resolved any of his problems.


      “First, I need something to hide those ears.”


      She wouldn’t be able to go outside with a blanket over her head. Solomon knelt down to match her eye level.


      “Are you listening? Stay here. Absolutely do not go outside, understand?”


      He was dead serious, but the girl blinked and stared back at him, making it unclear whether he was getting through to her.


      Hang on, is this the first time she’s returned his gaze?


      In other words, she was starting to regain her sense of self.


      “You have to stay here, okay?”


      It really wasn’t clear whether she understood, so Solomon repeated himself before reaching for the door.


      He was then forced to scream. With a curious look on her face, Azazel was standing right behind him, sending the dirty blanket falling to the floor.


      “I’m saying you can’t come with me!”


      Solomon grabbed her by the shoulders to stop her, but Azazel only continued blinking in confusion.


      “Do you not understand what I’m saying?”


      Elves—seraphs in this case—spoke Elvish. They also spoke Celestian. It was possible she didn’t speak the same language as him. Solomon pointed at himself, then the door.


      “Pay attention. I’m stepping out for a bit, but it’ll be dangerous for you to leave this room.”


      Saying that, Solomon formed an X with his hands. Azazel looked at her own hands in a daze, then mimicked him.


      “Th-That’s right. Stay here, got it?”


      He once more turned around to open the door, and just as expected, Azazel followed him.


      “I’m telling you that you can’t go outside!”


      Solomon was at a complete loss. As he reeled back with his hands to his head, Azazel copied him. She didn’t seem to understand the meaning of this gesture, though. She was cocking her head while she was at it. It was like watching a baby animal imitating its parent’s actions.


      How do I put this...? It’s like I’m looking at a mini Nephy.


      Honestly, it spurred Zagan’s desire to protect her. At any rate, Solomon couldn’t let her out of the room like this. He took a look around and spotted a large pointy hat in a corner.


      “Right. That should work...”


      He picked it up and patted it down, sending white dust clouds floating through the air. It seemed it hadn’t been used in a long time. If anything, it was probably for research rather than something anyone wore. It didn’t have any kind of sorcery cast on it, so its durability was questionable. Solomon put the hat on Azazel. Due to its size, it easily covered her pointy ears.


      “Mrgh...”


      Seemingly displeased with it, Azazel tried to take it off.


      “Just put up with it for a bit. I’ll find something better for you. It’ll be dangerous if anyone sees your ears.”


      That said, the area outside this room was basically a field hospital. It didn’t seem right to bring her around from that aspect either.


      “E-a-r-s?” Azazel said, cocking her head.


      Her voice was like a tumbling chime.
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      Zagan sighed in admiration.


      “She sounds just like Nephy too.”


      Azazel’s voice was a little more childish, perhaps due to her mental state. Zagan suddenly had an urge to see the girl he loved.


      Solomon froze as if entranced by her voice, then immediately shook his head.


      “You’ll be fine if you stay here. Okay?”


      “O...kay?”


      She once more parroted his words. And just then, a knock at the door rang out.


      “Solomon, you back?” an urgent voice asked from outside the room. “Get over here! It’s Ashy!”


      “I-I’ll be right there!”


      Just as Solomon was about to run out of the room, he saw Azazel trying to follow him.


      “Please wait for me here,” he said, grabbing her by the shoulders. “Absolutely do not go outside. Please.”


      “Pl...ease?”


      Solomon was at his wit’s end, but gave up and opened the door slightly, slipping through the crack. He swiftly closed it before Azazel could follow him, then locked it. It seemed this door could be locked from both sides. Outside the room, there were injured people everywhere, leaving little space to walk. Solomon ran to the sickroom, where an old man looked down at a bandaged girl with a stern expression. Next to him was a young Marchosias who wasn’t wearing glasses.


      “Orobas, what happened?” Solomon asked.


      “She woke up for a moment, but her condition took a sudden turn for the worse... It’s because I told her about Asura. It’s looking bad.”


      The old man—Orobas—was using sorcery to try to keep her heart beating. His skill was in no way inferior to Shax’s, but Alshiera’s heart was beating slower and slower with each passing moment.


      “Her will to live is waning...” Zagan observed.


      Judging by how Alshiera and Asura acted in the current age, it wasn’t hard to imagine their relationship in the past. Adding her own condition to that had to have plunged her into despair. It was only natural for a woman to be shocked about being covered in burns that would never vanish.


      “Ashy! Open your eyes! Look at me... Don’t you leave me too...”


      Marchosias gripped Alshiera’s hand, calling out to her, utterly grief-stricken. His voice wasn’t reaching her, though. People needed hope to keep living. They needed a goal, and it didn’t matter if that goal was in the future or the past. It seemed there was nothing left here for Alshiera, though. Marchosias, Solomon, and Orobas couldn’t give her hope.


      “Isn’t there anything I can do?”


      And as that thought crossed Solomon’s mind...


      “Huh?”


      ...someone else gripped Alshiera’s hand.


      “O...kay.”


      Azazel was right there, having apparently slipped out of the room somehow. Thanks to the pointy hat on her head, she hadn’t been discovered as a seraph yet.


      But if this old man is Wise Dragon Orobas, he should notice right away.


      It wasn’t clear how much information Marchosias possessed in this age, but it seemed he’d noticed something as well. Tension ran thick through the sickroom. Ignoring their reactions completely, Azazel held Alshiera’s hand and closed her eyes as if in prayer.


      “O...kay. Okay.”


      As Azazel continued repeating the word she’d heard earlier, a light enveloped Alshiera’s body.


      “Wh-What’re you doing to Ashy?!”


      “Stop, Marchosias!”


      Marchosias tried to grab her, but Orobas held out an arm to stop him. Azazel looked at him with a confused expression, then took Marchosias’s hand. He had to have suffered serious wounds too. His hand was wrapped in bandages. Following that, light enveloped Marchosias’s hand as well.


      “What...? The pain...is gone...?”


      Marchosias looked down in astonishment.


      “My wounds...are healed?”


      He then turned to Alshiera.


      “Ashy!”


      “Ugh...”


      Alshiera groaned and opened her eyes, which were red instead of gold. Through the gaps in the bandages, it was clear that her skin was no longer burned.


      “She healed such wounds in an instant?” Orobas muttered in disbelief.


      Azazel turned to Solomon, pointing at the arm he’d bandaged for her.


      “This...okay?”


      With that, she smiled. Her expression was so carefree that it reminded Zagan of a little Nephy...and a certain siren.


      There was now clear hope in the eyes of all those present.


      Marchosias...?


      To Zagan, it seemed like Marchosias had more hope in his eyes than anyone else.


      ◇


      “Phenex, I know you’re not in peak condition, but can I count on your help? I’ll stop him in his tracks.”


      Back on Asmodeus’s battlefield, Phenex finished wiping the vomit from her mouth and slammed her brass gauntlets together.


      “Acting all considerate isn’t like you. I don’t mind if you just toss your bombs into the fray like usual.”


      “I’m not that much of a brute...”


      With that modest protest, Asmodeus raised her hands. A flower colored like the void bloomed in her palms.


      “Last Blossom of the Lonely Moon of Hades.”


      “Gah!”


      Seeing it, Marchosias’s complexion changed completely. His power allowed him to see through any sorcery he witnessed. However, much like he’d told Eligor, it wasn’t particularly useful if he knew he was incapable of defending against it.


      Asmodeus blew a gentle breath, sending black petals fluttering into the air before they rained down over Marchosias.


      “Ooooooh!” Marchosias roared. He slashed some petals with the blade protruding from his arm and dodged others with nimble movements. Even so, he wasn’t able to get away from all of them. Some shaved away pieces of his body, but he regenerated instantly.


      “Whoa, what a pain. Is that Azazel’s power?”


      Marchosias had devoted his life to fighting the monster by that name, yet he’d assimilated it all the same. Asmodeus found it difficult to imagine the nerves it had taken to implant something so dreadful into his own body. Regardless, it was troublesome. Given that much power, he was sure to withstand Last Blossom of the Lonely Moon. So then, why did he sound so desperate?


      “Perfectly guided. It saves me the effort of running around.”


      Marchosias dodged right to where Phenex’s fist awaited him. He smiled in resignation.


      “This is about what I expected...”


      “Oooh! Say my name!”


      Shouting like a petty villain who was about to die, Phenex threw a punch. The Golden Lord’s iron fist crossed with Eldest Marchosias’s blade.


      The black blade made contact first. It was simply a matter of reach. He gouged a chunk out of Phenex from her left shoulder to her stomach. It was a lethal blow that had cut straight through her heart. Nevertheless, the golden undying bird ignored it and followed through with her strike.


      “Your ears look just like my brother’s!”


      Phenex was the one and only undying bird in the world. That should’ve been a source of despair, but her strange exclamation didn’t convey any of that.


      Marchosias tried to defend with the black blade, but his defenses were easily broken, spraying blood all over. He slammed into the ground, bouncing a few times and a good ten meters into the air.


      “G-Gah...”


      He spat out blood and teeth but still rose to his feet immediately.


      “Dammit, you’re as nonsensical as ever.”


      Marchosias sounded truly irritated. It seemed not even he understood the things that came out of her mouth. Phenex’s wound was clearly far worse than his, but a golden flame enveloped her, and by the time it was gone, that fatal wound had disappeared as if it’d never been there. In the meantime, Marchosias repaired his broken glasses and put them back on.


      “Hmmm. No problem with my strength,” Phenex stated, clenching and opening her fist. “Excellent. If it bleeds, we can kill it.”


      She was once more spouting lines that were overly dramatic, but it sounded awfully reassuring in the moment.


      Asmodeus then stole a glance at Kuroka.


      I’d love to finish off Eligor...


      The same went for Glasya-Labolas, but Asmodeus had to prioritize the target who could still move.


      She couldn’t, though. At this distance, it was difficult to land a hit against someone who could see the future. Besides, even with Phenex as a shield, Asmodeus would be cut down if she turned her back to Marchosias. Not even Zagan had been able to react to the speed of that black blade. Marchosias was a master swordsman. He didn’t cut any corners. Asmodeus had known that from the very beginning.


      While it’s working, I guess I’ll keep testing things out.


      A flower bloomed in Asmodeus’s hands once again.


      “Here, have another—Last Blossom of the Lonely Moon.”


      “Oh no you don’t!”


      Marchosias stretched out his black blade and swung as if to stop her, but much like with Asmodeus and Eligor, it was hard to land a hit at this distance. She swayed out of the blade’s path, then scattered her black petals.


      “Tch!” Marchosias clicked his tongue sharply and devoted himself to evading.


      Is he dodging so desperately because he’s not as immortal as Samyaza?


      No, rather than his regeneration having a limit, it was more like he couldn’t control his fatigue. It also looked like healing himself was pushing him considerably. In that case, landing hits had meaning.


      As Asmodeus continued observing him, she flicked one of the black spheres deployed around her.


      “Blackest Black, Haze.”


      It was aimed at Eligor.


      “Wha—?!”


      Despite being a surprise, Eligor must’ve “seen” it. She let out a shocked yelp, but still evaded it with ease. That was when Kuroka stepped in. Eligor blocked the incoming dagger with a silver chain, then rolled on the ground to somehow get out of the way. This slight distraction had shifted Asmodeus’s focus for just an instant.


      “You’re wide open.”


      “Not on my watch!”


      Marchosias swung his blade, but Phenex punched it from the side. The downward slash shifted slightly, missing Asmodeus and carving a crevice in the ground. Asmodeus then responded by unleashing more petals.


      “Hmph!”


      Marchosias calmly dodged them, retreating back to the spot he’d just been in.


      “Tch, I thought that one would get her,” or so she shamelessly said, but Asmodeus didn’t believe such an attack would ever hit Eligor.


      This is something I can only do now, though.


      Even with her precognition, the mere fact that she could be targeted drained Eligor’s stamina. Once she was exhausted, she would no longer be able to evade attacks that she normally could. That was why these attacks, which had no hope of ever landing, still held meaning. However, Asmodeus’s play had been a bad one.


      “Is that...Serpent Slayer?”


      Marchosias finally identified the weapon in Kuroka’s hands.


      It’s a legend in Liucaon, after all.


      That wasn’t the reason his eyes shot open, however.


      “An illusion!”


      He looked up at the sky. High above, the moon shone down on them. There wasn’t just one, though. Right next to the shining full moon, which reflected bright white light from the sun, was another moon, bloodred in color.


      Marchosias didn’t hesitate to slash the red moon. Despite being high up in the sky, his black blade somehow managed to reach it. Cracks ran through the night sky, accompanied by the sound of shattering glass.


      “Lunar Eclipse—sorcery that draws attention by using a wide area attack to trap its target inside an illusion. It was your teacher’s specialty, if I recall.”


      The only difference was that he’d scattered feathers instead of petals. As for what she’d shown him using this illusion...


      “Marchosias! The fourth!”


      Kuroka’s figure vanished with the shattering night.


      “Thought so,” Marchosias groaned. “Eligor, the one you’ve been fighting was no more than an illusion.”


      Eligor shook her head and declared, “That’s impossible. I saw the fourth. A mere illusion can’t deceive my foresight.”


      “The future you see isn’t necessarily reality, right?”


      This was exactly what Asmodeus had wanted to confirm. Her objective had also been to let Kuroka, Raphael’s adopted daughter, escape. Unfortunately, the most troublesome opponent here was actually Eligor. Honestly, Marchosias was far easier to deal with, since he could be brought into a pure contest of strength.


      The future Eligor saw couldn’t be changed. No matter what kind of power was wielded against her, the result had already been determined. For someone who specialized in bargaining and deception like Asmodeus, she was a nightmarish foe.


      Still, I can at least undermine her precognition.


      In that case, there were ways of handling her.


      “Hmph!” Phenex huffed, pointing at Marchosias energetically. “How long were you fooled for? Seriously, how’d you fall for that?”


      “Phenex...can you not?” Asmodeus muttered.


      This undying bird only ever made a fool of herself every time she opened her mouth.


      “Huh?” Phenex cocked her head with a disconcerted look. “Do you mean...I was under it too?”


      Asmodeus kept quiet, hoping not to embarrass Phenex further.


      “Hey! Don’t just shut up! Answer me!”


      Phenex clung to Asmodeus, pushing her face closer and closer.


      “Well, you know...” Asmodeus said. “Do I look like the kind of sorcerer capable of narrowing down exceptions beyond myself...?”


      “Aaaaaah! You tricked me, Asmodeus!”


      Asmodeus averted her eyes from the noisy bird and turned to face Marchosias.


      “How did you figure it out, anyway?” she asked.


      Those caught in an illusion were incapable of recognizing it as such. Spotting an inconsistency with reality would have been one thing, but her teacher’s Lunar Eclipse wasn’t that half-baked. Asmodeus had undoubtedly replicated all of Kuroka’s behaviour, down to the most minute details.


      “Serpent Slayer,” Marchosias said, turning to Eligor. That was the name of the dagger Kuroka was using. “It is a Holy Treasure passed down in Liucaon. Its true value comes from its ability to cut steel. Its power was enough to have once severed five of the six God Binders known as Libitina. With the fourth’s skills, it should have easily been able to cut Libitina.”


      “Huh...? It can do all that?”


      Asmodeus hadn’t known that. Those binding chains were said to be able to seal even a god, so she hadn’t expected any blade to be able to cut them. And anything she didn’t know, she couldn’t show within her illusion.


      “Now then, we can forget about the fourth,” Marchosias said. “She won’t be getting away even if we do.”


      Eldest Marchosias had ruled the world for a thousand years. He was sure to have a plan in the event that Kuroka slipped away.


      Now that I think about it, there are a few people missing here.


      Of the people in Marchosias’s camp, Mystic Artisan Naberius, Starving Bone Lord Astaroth, and the Nephilim Bato were missing. It wasn’t hard to imagine that they’d been given other tasks to perform. And among them, there was only one fit to send after Kuroka.


      Well, let’s just believe in Kitty the Second on that one.


      Asmodeus had laid all the groundwork she could. Shax would just have to protect his own lover.


      “Don’t think I’m enough of a fool to fall for the same sorcery twice,” Marchosias said, readying his black blade.


      Illusions were much like a scam. Once the trick was revealed, it was easy to spot. That was why Asmodeus used a small lie among truths to make her target believe in the illusion. Few would be tricked by the same lie twice. Even so, Asmodeus laughed.


      “So you think.”


      A dull thud resonated through the air.


      “Huh...?”


      Marchosias was utterly befuddled. Illusions were much like a scam. It was standard practice to hide a big lie by confessing to a smaller one.


      “Morning Moon of Hades.”


      This was the blade of nothingness that had once broken through Zagan’s Heaven’s Phosphor Single Petal in a head-on clash. It was now protruding through Marchosias’s chest. Asmodeus was still standing in front of him with Phenex clinging to her. Despite this, Asmodeus was also behind him, thrusting the blade through him.


      “Marchosias!”


      Eligor’s sorrowful shriek resounded across the night sky.


      ◇


      “She’s here.”


      As everyone stood around, forced to wait awkwardly, Rebecca raised her face and spoke. The smoke rising from the censor was now swaying greatly.


      “Where’s Kurosuke?”


      Shax shot to his feet, causing Rebecca to take a step back. She’d remained steadfast earlier, but there was a gulf in status between her and Archdemon Shax. She cracked a smile, trembling as she rubbed her hands together.


      “Eeeeeep! P-Please calm down. She’s still on her way,” Rebecca said, then took a closer look at the censor. “Ummm...looks like she’s close. She should be here soon. She really did manage to follow such an indistinct smell.”


      “This is sorcery, right?” Nephteros asked, peeking at the censor. “How can you tell how close she is?”


      “Oh, it isn’t sorcery. This was originally designed for cooking.”


      “Cooking?” Nephteros parroted, wide-eyed.


      “Yes. Spices have always been expensive, but in the age of the Food King, there were apparently some that couldn’t be obtained even with sorcery. This is a utensil that replicates a recorded scent even without possessing the spice in question.”


      The largest effect from spices in cooking wasn’t taste, but aroma. Scent alone was enough for a person to misapprehend it as flavor. Naturally, it was completely unnecessary in this day and age, but it at least had value as a curio. Nephteros wondered whether it came from Asmodeus’s treasury.


      “The fact that this smoke is swaying means someone who can smell it is nearby,” Rebecca explained.


      That explained how it could be used as a detector.


      “Spices, huh? How interesting...” Nephteros muttered.


      “Oh? Do you cook?” Rebecca asked.


      “Well...recently, just a little...”


      Right behind Nephteros, Richard averted his eyes.


      “Hmmm...?”


      Reberca looked like she figured out the truth behind the matter, causing Nephteros to blush enough for her dark skin to turn red. That was when the censor’s smoke swayed even more.


      “L-Looks like she’s—” Rebecca started, but froze.


      A beat later, Nephteros noticed too.


      “An enemy?”


      A surge of mana suddenly appeared, great enough to make her hair stand on end. It definitely wasn’t Kuroka. Everyone turned to face what now stood right before them.


      “Eep...”


      Rebecca fell back onto her butt.


      “That’s quite the nostalgic toy you’re using, my disciple Flauros.”


      It was a skeleton tall enough that they had to look up at it. Its structure was human, but its skull was that of a goat with one broken horn. The monster was wearing a robe as if it were a sorcerer.


      Did he teleport?


      He lived up to his position as an Archdemon to be able to get so close without anyone noticing.


      “Nephteros!” Richard exclaimed, immediately stepping out in front of her.


      “Starving Bone Lord Astaroth,” Shax said. “Oh yeah, I guess you’re from the Food King’s lineage, huh?”


      If so, it was no wonder he was able to detect the Food King’s device at work.


      “By Flauros, does he mean you, Miss Rebecca?” Camael asked.


      “Uh, well, I wonder...? Ha ha ha...” Rebecca mumbled, her eyes wandering quite obviously.


      “There’s no point hiding it now,” Nephteros told her, sighing.


      Archdemon Zagan had predicted an all-out war with Eldest Marchosias. He’d tried making contact with all Archdemons and all former Archdemon candidates. Among the Archdemons, only Golden Lord Phenex had been swayed to his side. However, he’d succeeded in gaining the cooperation of every former Archdemon candidate.


      Excluding those like Gremory and Kimaris, who’d already been in his camp, there’d been four of them in total. The first two to join had been Earthshaker Vepar and Thunder God Furfur—the latter then becoming an Archdemon. Gaoler Acheron had been killed before he could join Zagan. The last to join had been the Starving Bone Lord’s disciple, Godsight Flauros.


      “True...” Rebecca said, resigning herself to her fate. “The talented reporter Rebecca Appelman’s other name is Godsight Flauros. My specialty is peeping.”


      In other words, she specialized in spycraft.


      “After being stalled by Flauros, her teacher just happens to show up,” Shax said, caution clear in his voice. “Were we set up?”


      “Y-Y-Y-Y-Y-Y-Y-Y-You’ve got it all wrong!” Rebecca protested. “I just did as Lily told me... Plus, my teacher’s the one who told me to join Mister Zagan to begin with!”


      Shax nodded in understanding.


      “So that’s why you’re the only Archdemon who didn’t make any conspicuous moves at the gathering. You’re on Marchosias’s side, while Flauros joined our boss. No matter how things turn out, you’re already set to survive.”


      As a bonus, Flauros being in Zagan’s camp meant Astaroth had a full view of their internal affairs.


      “The Food King’s genealogy must continue,” Astaroth said with all solemnity. “Eating is a sacred act. Even if the world ends, people will remain who they are so long as they continue eating. That is, until the day they drink from the soup of existence itself.”


      “Sorry, I don’t get what you’re saying at all...” Shax told him, then turned to Rebecca. “So? What’s your stance?”


      Now that Zagan was unconscious, Rebecca didn’t have a reason to stay on this side. It wouldn’t be strange for her to betray him.


      “Don’t treat me like a traitor!” she protested, shaking her head violently. “I haven’t done anything dishonest!”


      “Yeah, right...” Shax mumbled, then looked up at Astaroth. “So? I doubt the Starving Bone Lord is here to chat.”


      “It’s entirely possible for this to end with little more than a chat. If all of you simply leave, I won’t have to get involved in any unnecessary conflict.”


      In other words, he was asking them to hand over Kuroka.


      “No can do,” Shax answered, smiling fiercely. “Didn’t I introduce Kuroka to you as my woman?”


      Nephteros suddenly found herself staring at Shax.


      He can say things like that too...


      She decided to tell Kuroka all about this later. It would surely delight her.


      “You introduced her?” Nephteros asked, suddenly picking up on that detail.


      “Uhhh...kinda... During the gathering...”


      What exactly had happened where the thirteen Archdemons had clashed? Shax averted his eyes awkwardly, and Astaroth produced a chuckle from his throat. How exactly a skeleton was capable of that was a mystery, but that was what it sounded like at any rate.


      “It is my master’s will,” he said. “I bear you no grudge, but you must disappear.”


      “Aaaaaah! I have nothing to do with this!” Rebecca screamed, running away immediately.


      “Hey! Aren’t you a former Archdemon candidate?” Shax shouted. “If you’re not an enemy, help us.”


      “Don’t be unreasonable!” Rebecca protested. “My specialty is gathering intelligence! Violence is not for me!”


      The man before her had said similar things once, yet was now an Archdemon. And so, Shax couldn’t trust her words in the slightest. He smiled bitterly at her contemptible behavior.


      “Well, whatever. Either way, this is my job.”


      Only an Archdemon could be an Archdemon’s opponent.


      “The Archdemon’s Spine...” Samyaza, who’d been quiet this whole time, suddenly spoke up. “One of those they call Archdemons in this age?”


      “And you are one of the demons’ leaders, yes?” Astaroth asked, clearly wary of him. “I doubt you’ll meddle, but do you need something?”


      Samyaza didn’t answer, instead turning to Nephteros.


      “You said you’d show me humanity’s potential. Nephteros, you manage this.”


      “Uhhh...I’m pretty sure the flow of events was leading to me taking care of him?” Shax protested immediately.


      “You already possess power that rivals his,” Samyaza explained. “Your winning wouldn’t demonstrate any potential.”


      “Well, you have your priorities, and I have mine.”


      Shax was solely focused on rescuing Kuroka. That didn’t mean he was the type of man to sacrifice Nephteros, though. Kuroka couldn’t have fallen for him if he was.


      But it’s true that Shax has an advantage here.


      He could use former Archdemon Andrealphus’s Void. He also wielded Puppet Threads, sorcery that excelled in both offense and defense. No matter what kind of power Astaroth wielded, it wouldn’t even be a fight if Shax simply used both without restraint.


      “I’m glad you’re willing to take point, but this is my problem,” Nephteros said, tugging on Shax’s sleeve. “Do as he says.”


      “You sure...?”


      “Yes.”


      Nephteros stood before Samyaza. Shax didn’t interject this time.


      “I just have to fight him, right?” she asked.


      “Correct,” Samyaza confirmed before raising a shadowy finger. “And one more thing. No singing.”


      “What?!”


      Nephteros’s songs were celestial mysticism—the very foundation of a high elf’s power. And yet, Samyaza was telling her to stop and Archdemon without it.


      “Sir Samyaza, that is too unreasonable!” Richard shouted.


      “I’m speaking with Nephteros.”


      Samyaza had come here at Nephteros’s behest because she’d told him she would show him humanity’s potential.


      In that case, I have to meet his expectations.


      This wasn’t just to wake Zagan up. Samyaza was questioning whether humanity should be given up on entirely, so she had to change his mind. Nephteros nodded clearly and replied, “Fine. I’ll do it.”


      “Nephteros...”


      “My opponent is undead. I’m not at that much of a disadvantage.”


      Though imperfect, Nephteros was still a high elf. Her very existence itself was anathema to the undead.


      “Besides, I can use anything but my songs, right?” she said, turning back to Samyaza.


      “Indeed.”


      “Then I’ll do it. My songs are nothing compared to my big sis, anyway. I have to find other strengths to rely on.”


      Nephteros tied her silver hair up and weaved a spear of light in her hand.


      Even without Hex Wings, I can at least do this much.


      In the age of seraphs, high elves had freely used Hex Wings. That godly feat had been lost to time, though. Even Orias and Nephy could only use them with the guidance of Azazel’s Staff, so obviously Nephteros was incapable of using them at all as she was now. Besides, Samyaza wanted her to show him humanity’s potential, not the seraphs’. If she relied on Hex Wings, he probably wouldn’t accept the outcome.


      “Hmmm... The Spear of Light once wielded by seraphs,” Astaroth observed, his skeletal features seemingly smiling. “As an undead, that is even more of a threat to my existence than holy water. Perhaps it is even more dangerous than a Sacred Sword.”


      “Thanks for the praise.”


      Even as he acknowledged it as his fatal weakness, the Archdemon’s voice had a hint of amusement to it. It was as if he were observing a rare ingredient.


      There was a clear difference in rank between an active Archdemon and a high elf clone, so his reaction was only natural.


      “I shall accompany you,” Richard said. “I am Nephteros’s sword. Will that do, Samyaza?”


      “I’ll allow it.”


      Richard hadn’t been asking. It was a simple statement. His voice was backed by an intense will that would brook no compromise.


      But why won’t he let me sing?


      Nephteros felt like there was more to it than simply verifying humanity’s potential. Either way, her current focus was the Archdemon before her.


      Thus, as if right out of a fairytale, an enormous skeleton stood under the white moon, facing down a high elf and her knight.


      ◇


      “World Shaker, Falling Blade.”


      Somewhere far away, not in the ruins of the carbuncle settlement, not at the meeting point in the wastelands, and not in the memory from a thousand years ago, sorcery that artificially produced an electromagnetic radiation phenomenon known as a gamma-ray burst was unleashed above the ocean.


      “Tch... Still regenerating?”


      The individual who was clicking his tongue yet maintaining a civil tone was none other than Vepar, who’d vanished from Archdemon Palace. In front of him, the “monster” that should’ve been obliterated turned into a black fog and was restoring itself.


      They were far away from Kianoides, somewhere above the ocean. The shore was visible, but there were no towns or ports anywhere in sight. After having made his way toward it, Vepar found himself in a rocky shoal. There were spiked areas all over.


      Back in Archdemon Palace, Vepar, Gremory, and Kimaris had faced this monster. They’d put up a pretty good fight too. Gremory’s golem had constrained its movements and Kimaris had even decapitated it. Vepar had dealt multiple fatal wounds. Regardless, the monster hadn’t died.


      Archdemon Zagan had predicted this outcome, however. There were two methods of dealing with an absolutely unkillable foe: sealing it or exiling it. Zagan had chosen the latter. He’d created a barrier to trigger a teleportation to somewhere far away from Archdemon Palace and Kianoides over the ocean. The five minutes that Vepar, Gremory, and Kimaris had bought were used to evacuate everyone and trigger the trap.


      The one miscalculation was that Vepar had failed to escape. One of the monster’s tentacles had grabbed him and had taken him along for the ride. Thanks to that, he’d been fighting continuously since then without even knowing where he was.


      The sun went down again at some point. It’s been...seven days now, I think?


      Vepar descended to the rocks while the monster regenerated, then jumped from one to another to make his way to the shore. He’d been fighting over the water with no shelter whatsoever. It had been a loop of slamming sorcery into the monster until it was obliterated, then catching his breath or making his way closer to the shore while it regenerated. Now, after all those sleepless nights, he finally reached it.


      A top-notch sorcerer could easily go seven days without food or drink, but not many could fight for seven days nonstop. This feat was the result of being drilled by the infuriating Collector Asmodeus for fifty years.


      I annihilated it thoroughly this time. I should have almost an hour.


      How much mana would he be able to recover in the meantime, though? Vepar might not be able to endure another battle. He boasted the most firepower among the former Archdemon candidates, but his mana consumption was proportionally extreme.


      He normally kept his eyes obstinately closed at all times, but he’d had them open for a good while now. His mana was at its limit. He was at the point where simple flight was tiring. If he used more of his powerful sorcery, the mana depletion would cause blood to burst from all over his body.


      Vepar lowered his gaze to the staff in his hands.


      Hecate’s mana has also finally been depleted.


      He wielded the Sleeping Staff Hecate. Its tip was embedded with a jewel that was said to be a fragment of a meteorite. It reacted to gravity sorcery and enhanced its effects while also serving as a mana repository. It had once been a part of Asmodeus’s collection. This was the main reason Vepar had been able to fight for so long despite his poor mana efficiency.


      The rumors that Archdemon Zagan is generous to those who serve him were definitely true.


      Upon entering an alliance with Zagan, Vepar had been granted a reward befitting his abilities—a tremendous quantity of mana. Since he was incapable of replenishing it himself, he hadn’t used it during the battle inside Archdemon Palace. Before giving it to him, Zagan had liberally poured the mana stored inside the Sigil of the Archdemon into Hecate, since it was unmistakably the quickest way of granting Vepar power. That had allowed Vepar to temporarily rise to the level of an Archdemon. Zagan had done this for a sorcerer he’d only just met. Such generosity was unheard of. It had probably been insurance for this exact situation. After all, without it, Vepar would’ve died quite some time ago.


      But no rescue has come for me.


      This trap was designed to teleport a monster far away from Kianoides. There had been contingencies for Zagan’s subordinates getting caught in it too. Not that any former Archdemon candidate was supposed to be foolish enough to let that happen to them, of course. Vepar couldn’t help but laugh at how pathetic he was.


      Either way, if any of Zagan’s subordinates were caught in the teleportation, they were supposed to be rescued. If that hadn’t happened...


      Either I’m impossible to track, or Zagan has been defeated...


      The former was entirely possible, but given the current situation, the latter couldn’t be counted out either. Vepar found it hard to believe that Zagan could ever lose a fight, but it could happen if Marchosias had multiple of these monsters at his disposal.


      Vepar’s sorcery would likely be the cause of making him untraceable. Gravity waves swallowed everything, including light. It erased the flow of mana and any traces it could leave behind. Thus, it was highly likely that Gremory and the others had lost sight of him. That said, if this was an opponent Vepar could handle without resorting to such sorcery, they would never have triggered the teleportation trap to begin with. There was one man out there who could detect Vepar regardless, but seeing as he wasn’t here, he must have died or had been knocked out of the fight. Vepar’s only choice now was to escape on his own.


      “Yo, Vepar, it looks like you’re havin’ a rough time.”


      Just then, an unhealthy-looking sorcerer popped out of the shadow at his feet.


      “Barbatos?”


      This was the man Vepar never wanted to get involved with, even though there was nobody more talented as a sorcerer. He was the only man who could possibly trace Vepar’s mana in this situation. As for how Vepar reacted to his rescuer...


      “Brgh?!”


      He stomped on Barbatos’s face with enough strength to break his nose. Barbatos tumbled out of the shadow with tears in his eyes.
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      “Th-The hell’re you doing?!” Barbatos protested.


      “What the hell have you been doing?! I’ve literally been fighting a monster for seven days!”


      Barbatos was turning paler by the second.


      “H-Hah! That ain’t like you. Normally, you’d be rejectin’ any help.”


      “I’d refuse any help I didn’t ask for, but a rescue that was part of a prior agreement is a different matter.”


      This idiot was supposed to come help in case anything happened. Due to his absence, Vepar had been under the assumption he’d died alongside Zagan, but here the idiot was in perfect health.


      “The Sigil of the Archdemon...” Vepar said, grabbing Barbatos’s hand. “The fact that you have this means Zagan was defeated. So, I’m guessing you freaked out and have been constantly watching the Maiden of the Sacred Sword?”


      “Haaaaaaaaah?! Y-You were watchin’?!”


      Noticing he just splendidly confessed to it himself, Barbatos covered his mouth.


      “I-I-I-I-I-It was nothin’ like that!”


      In other words, this man had known about Vepar’s predicament and had completely forgotten to rush to his aid. Vepar deserved gratitude for settling with a single kick. Despite this, Barbatos kept trying to pile on excuses.


      “Well, just calm down. You’ve been throwin’ weird shit all over the place, yeah? It’s been messin’ up the flow of mana everywhere. It’s obviously gonna take time to track you like that.”


      That was true. No other sorcerer could have possibly found Vepar.


      Meaning I’m still incapable of preventing a surprise attack from him.


      Even after admitting that to himself, Vepar looked down at Barbatos with disdain.


      “What does that have to do with forgetting your responsibilities because you were too busy flirting with the Maiden of the Sacred Sword?”


      “Haaaaaah?! I wasn’t flirtin’! I was just, ya know, supportin’ her a li’l more than usual and was kinda scolded for it...”


      And now he was starting to brag about his love life—something nobody wanted to hear.


      “Do you have anything to gain from irritating me more than you already have?” Vepar asked with a chilling gaze.


      “Sorry...”


      Vepar had spent seven days without even a drink of water. The word “irritation” couldn’t even begin to describe his anger.


      “You were given this role precisely because you were deemed capable of accomplishing it,” Vepar said, pointing at Barbatos. “Refusing to do it is a betrayal of trust. Even a sorcerer, even an Archdemon, loses standing by doing so.”


      “You’re right...”


      It was pathetic for his first job as an Archdemon to be to sit on his heels and apologize, but Barbatos seemed to be aware that he was at fault here, so he couldn’t complain about it.


      “How problematic,” another voice said. “I finally caught up, and there’s more of you.”


      They turned to the muffled voice to see the regenerated monster.


      “I thought I’d have more time than that...” Vepar grumbled.


      “Ha ha, you would’ve gotten away had I not pushed myself a little.”


      It had the shape of a person, its eyes so thin it wasn’t clear whether they were open. With long blond hair fluttering at its back, it looked just like a man with delicate features. His stance was full of openings, but for some reason, his defenses felt impenetrable.


      “This guy’s Bato, yeah?” Barbatos said. “The guy who was obeyin’ Zagan and the bat lady?”


      “I know nothing about that,” Vepar replied. “He’s apparently one of the surviving Nephilim that Shere Khan created.”


      A bead of sweat ran down Barbatos’s cheek.


      “I remember seein’ regeneration like that before,” he said. “This guy’s got the same power as Samyaza...or rather, Marchosias.”


      As expected of Barbatos, he properly recognized the threat before him in an instant.


      “I don’t know about Marchosias, but he’s far short of Samyaza,” Vepar said, shaking his head. “His regeneration is about a fourth as strong, even being generous. At the very least, Zagan wouldn’t lose to him.”


      “Oh, what a stinging review,” Bato said. “Perhaps I haven’t used my full strength yet.”


      “I doubt it,” Vepar refuted. “I’ve obliterated you dozens of times, and each time you recover slower. Your regenerative abilities are astounding, but you aren’t immortal. As proof of that, your body seems to be crumbling.”


      Bato had regained his human form, but cracks ran down his hand like broken porcelain.


      “You live up to your reputation as Miss Asmodeus’s disciple,” he said, sighing. “This is endlessly difficult for me.”


      “I’ll take that as a compliment. Not that I like it. Barbatos, you’ll be putting in work to make up for your tardiness, right?”


      “Huh? You want me to fight that?”


      It sounded like he wanted to run away immediately.


      “Don’t worry,” Vepar told him, smiling faintly. “The way I see it, you’re his natural enemy. He’s the one who wants to run away right now.”


      “Uhhh... You’re not just flatterin’ me so you can get outta here, are you?”


      That was unexpectedly astute coming from this man.


      “I’d love to do that,” Vepar admitted, shrugging, “but I’m not foolish enough to abandon a fight that can be won.” He then pushed himself upright using his staff. “As you can see, he’s already exhausted. It seems the procedure was rather reckless for him. He’ll die if we obliterate him a few more times. What’s more, he isn’t a sorcerer, so he’ll be done for even if you just seal him in that subspace of yours.”


      Had Vepar’s mana held out a little longer, he would likely have won himself.


      “That’s if he just lets me...” Barbatos grumbled. “If he’s the same as Marchosias, his blades should be even faster than my ShadowNeedle.”


      “Not a problem. As you are now, you can reflect it, right?”


      Valley Cat Furcas used the same spatial manipulation sorcery as Barbatos to twist space and redirect both blades and sorcery back at his opponent. Now that Barbatos was an Archdemon, he had to be capable of the same feat.


      “You sure you haven’t been watchin’ us...?”


      Vepar smiled and replied, “So? What’ll you do? If you’re not up to it, I’ll gladly run away.”


      “Dammit... You just had to put it like that...” Barbatos grumbled as he slammed his fists together. “An Archdemon can’t tuck tail and run. At the very least, that idiot wouldn’t. Like hell I’d ever do that.”


      “It seems I’m in quite the predicament,” Bato mumbled, sighing to himself. “Lady Eligor, do be quick...”


      Vepar heard him clearly.


      It seems he still has something up his sleeve.


      This was the reason Vepar hadn’t retreated right away. This man had some means of defeating Vepar even if he escaped. Until he found out what that was, fleeing would be meaningless.


      And so, a third battle in yet another location began.


      ◇


      “Solomon, what’s going on here?”


      Inside the memory, the first one to press for answers was the young man who looked like Marchosias.


      I guess he didn’t wear glasses back then.


      Alongside that, his personality was quite different from the Marchosias Zagan knew. They weren’t in the sickroom. Solomon, Marchosias, Azazel, and Orobas had moved to Solomon’s research lab. Alshiera was no longer in danger of dying, but she wasn’t in a state to move around, so they’d left her behind.


      Solomon returned Marchosias’s gaze with gusto.


      “Seriously, I wonder!”


      There was zero composure in his voice, however. Azazel, who was responsible for all of this, cocked her head without the slightest care in the world.


      “I...wonder?”


      It seemed she was still at the stage of parroting words. Actually, she probably didn’t even understand what anyone was saying. Orobas watched the events unfold with a stern expression, and, giving in to the pressure, Solomon finally began explaining.


      “I went to assassinate the seraph’s leader, Azazel.”


      “Wh-What the heck were you thinking?! If you disappear, our rebel army is done for!”


      “I admit my behavior was rash...”


      He’d been reckless enough that even Zagan had shown him disdain.


      “So? Seeing as you’re still fine, does that mean you got Azazel?” Marchosias asked.


      “Well...” Solomon trailed off, his eyes drifting to the girl next to him. “To sum it up, I failed.”


      “I see... That makes sense. The seraphs’ god wouldn’t go down that easily. All’s well so long as you’re okay.”


      While Marchosias came to an understanding on his own, Orobas looked at Solomon with severe eyes. Solomon felt cold sweat break out all over his body. Marchosias looked on curiously, then turned his attention toward the girl. She’d already taken off her hat, revealing a seraph’s pointy ears.


      “So, about her...she’s obviously a seraph, right? Did you capture her?”


      “You could say that...”


      Solomon couldn’t possibly explain her identity. That was when the girl spoke.


      “A...za...zel.”


      “Huh?”


      She was pointing at herself. Marchosias couldn’t believe his ears. Paying him no mind, she then pointed at Solomon.


      “So...lo...mon?”


      It seemed she was starting to learn names.


      “Aza...zel,” she said innocently, pointing at herself once more with a smile. She then pointed at the frozen Marchosias and cocked her head.


      “He’s Marchosias. I’m Orobas,” the old man said, sighing.


      “Marchosias... Imorobas...”


      “Orobas...”


      “Orobas.”


      She seemed to be a fast learner, at least. She understood he was correcting her immediately. She then pointed at herself once more.


      “Azazel.”


      Marchoisas’s mouth flapped open and shut without making a sound for a while before he finally managed to grab Solomon by the collar.


      “What’s going on here, Solomon?!”


      His reaction was perfectly reasonable.


      Personally, I’d side with Solomon here...


      Azazel was to Solomon as Nephy was to Zagan. She was a priority above all others. Zagan couldn’t deny that.


      Azazel jolted and shrank back at the sudden yelling.


      “Oh... No, he’s not angry at you or anything...”


      Solomon was moved so easily. Having regained some of his composure, he started explaining things from the top.


      “Azazel isn’t the seraphs’ current leader. It seems they were using her as a sacrifice. When I found her, she was chained up and had her ego sealed.”


      How long had she been like that? The seal was definitely responsible for Azazel reacting to everything like an infant.


      Is it because her sense of self has only just returned? Or has her mind never even developed to begin with?


      If it was the former, they would be able to hold a proper conversation given time. Things were less hopeful in the latter’s case, though. Solomon would have to teach her everything from scratch. Plus, even in the former’s case, there was no guarantee she would be friendly toward humans.


      “So you couldn’t leave her be and brought her back with you?” Marchosias asked, an air of astonishment in his voice.


      “Yes...”


      “Seriously, what the heck were you thinking...?”


      Despite saying that, Marchosias seemed to understand Solomon’s feelings. He didn’t say anything more. Silence fell over the room. Unable to take it, Orobas spoke up.


      “What do you plan to do now?”


      This rebel army of theirs was at war with the seraphs. Zagan didn’t need any confirmation that those outside had all suffered their injuries at the hands of seraphs. Taking Azazel in was different from simply sheltering a lost child.


      “Please...help her...” a voice that shouldn’t have been there said.


      “Ashy!”


      “At least lock the door...” Alshiera told them, having regained consciousness while they’d been talking.


      Zagan was equally exasperated. Had anyone but Alshiera walked in on them, news would likely have spread through the castle.


      Everyone turned their attention to Alshiera. Her wounds had been healed, but she hadn’t recovered her stamina yet. She was leaning against the wall and gasping for breath.


      “Ashy!”


      Marchosias ran over to her.


      “I owe...her one...” she said, grabbing his arm. “Help her...”


      “But...”


      Judging by their earlier conversation in the sickroom, Asura had just been killed by a seraph, so Alshiera should’ve been the most against having a seraph here.


      “Not for free...of course... Her power...can heal...everyone else...”


      The rebel army had essentially been destroyed. Many weren’t going to recover even if their wounds were treated normally. They were done for if the seraphs simply found them. It wouldn’t even come to a battle. However, this girl would be able to heal them and prevent such a situation.


      “Even if we kill her to make an example out of her, it’ll just serve as minor self-gratification,” Alshiera continued. “It won’t lead to anything. But if we help her, we might be able to recover. Solomon, you make the decision.”


      Solomon hesitated for a moment, but his mind was already set.


      “My answer has always been the same. Are you sure you’re fine with that, Ashy?”


      “It’s what...Asura would’ve done,” Alshiera said, hanging her head as a lone tear ran down her cheek.


      “It’s decided, then,” Marchosias agreed.


      “No matter the specifics, having the seraphs’ leader in our hands gives us multiple options,” Orobas said as he turned to Azazel. “We’ll have to hide those ears if we’re to shelter her, however.”


      He then muttered something, and Azazel’s pointy ears turned into those of a regular human’s.


      “What did you do?” Marchosias asked, clearly shocked.


      “A simple charm. It could easily come undone, so have her wear a hat or something just in case.”


      The hat she’d been using could hide her ears, but was too large for daily use. It would likely get in the way during meals.


      “I’ve got an idea...” Marchosias said before leaving the room.


      He soon returned with a large casket cap in his hands.


      “Here, put this on.”


      Perhaps seeing someone else’s image overlapping with Azazel’s, there was a mixture of nostalgia and loneliness in Marchosias’s eyes.


      ◇


      “Lord Abaddon, an intelligent form has manifested! High Seraph Raziel has already fallen on the front lines! It can’t be stopped!”


      “What?!”


      Inside a memory from the same age, a scene played out that Solomon couldn’t possibly have witnessed. The one responding to the panicked report with a click of the tongue was an older seraph. He had to have been around for a long time, seeing as he was visually in his seventies or eighties. He was utterly fat too. His azure eyes were impure with greed. He didn’t look like the type of person who could ever rule over others, but the large sword dangling at his hip suggested otherwise.


      “Argh! What is Metatron doing?! Has Azrael still not been located?!”


      This man was apparently a high seraph, but he didn’t even think about going out to deal with the problem himself.


      “Who’s this disgusting fatso?” Asura asked.


      “High Seraph Abaddon,” Alshiera answered gloomily. “He’s like a concentrated mass of all the seraphs’ evils.”


      This unpleasant lump of meat was technically Alshiera and Marchosias’s father by blood.


      Alshiera and Asura were deep underneath the library city of Biblioteque, inside a huge cavern. Scenes of the past were projected all around them. Without these projections, the room was a large dome. A thousand years of history were recorded here. The projector was located in the center, allowing one to experience the past in the present.


      There are so many memories and the device was broken. It took a long time to get it running again.


      Unlike the undead Alshiera, Asura needed food and sleep. He wasn’t the type to complain about not having a bed, but she couldn’t exactly tell him to put up with his hunger and thirst. It’d taken time to acquire supplies.


      “This pig was the highest authority among seraphs,” Alshiera explained. “Tracing him is the best way to search for memories from a thousand years ago.”


      “A pig...? I don’t even know where to begin. Did this guy do somethin’ to you, Ashy?”


      “Who knows? It’s all a thousand years in the past. I’ve long since forgotten.”


      “You clearly haven’t...” Asura shook his head in astonishment. “Wasn’t Azazel the highest authority?”


      “Being an authority and a god are different.”


      “Hmmm...? So this guy’s at the very top? Was he that strong? When I died, Camael looked way stronger than this.”


      “His repulsive looks don’t necessarily reflect his strength. At the very least, he was strong enough to make all the rebellious high seraphs obey him.”


      “Was he stronger than you are now?”


      “Good question... I suppose seven seconds if I was taking it seriously.”


      “Hmmm, seven seconds, huh? That’s impressive.”


      Asura narrowed his eyes sharply. It wasn’t clear how exactly he was interpreting her answer. Alshiera didn’t hold a personal grudge against Abaddon or anything, but she didn’t mean to belittle his strength either. Seven seconds was a proper assessment.


      As the two talked, the memory continued playing. Sweat poured down the pig’s brow as he spoke.


      “We have no choice... Unleash Azazel.”


      “Huh? But...”


      The seraph serving as his aide looked incredulous. This one was a middle-aged man who was relatively thin compared to Abaddon.


      “This is Samyaza we’re talking about. Not even a high seraph can stop him. Without singing, only Azazel stands a chance.”


      “A-And if Azazel can’t stop him either...?” the aide asked, gulping audibly.


      “We’ll perish.”


      The aide quickly spun on his heels.


      Without singing...? Was Azazel incapable of singing at this stage?


      Alshiera grimaced. That didn’t seem right. Based on the chronology, Azazel was perfectly capable of it at the time. So, what did that mean?


      As Alshiera continued pondering over the matter, Abaddon’s aide left the room and proceeded down a mystical corridor. The ceiling was completely white without any seams and drew a gentle curve. He soon arrived at an overly luxurious golden door that was engraved with a symbol of the world tree, its branches inlaid with gems. Considering the dominance of the seraphs at the time, it might have actually been solid gold.


      “Is Azazel in there?” Asura asked.


      “She was supposed to be.”


      “What’s that mean?”


      Asura cocked his head as the golden doors opened. It seemed to react automatically to a seraph’s aura. Nobody had touched it. Inside, a lone seraph was restrained. She wore a crude collar with six chains attached to it.


      “Huh? That’s Azazel? Why’s she all chained up?”


      As if answering Asura’s bewilderment, Abaddon raised his voice.


      “Wha?! Wh-Why the hell are you here, Azrael?!”


      The chained seraph groggily raised her head and let out a big yawn.


      “So you finally noticed, huh?” she said. “I was starting to get tired of sitting here all day. The servants wouldn’t even look at me. It was my first time experiencing such boredom. I found it quite unpleasant.”


      “Where’s Azazel?!” Abaddon asked, cutting straight to the point.


      “Who knows? It’s been a month already. She could be anywhere. Maybe she’s even crossed the ocean. Ha ha ha!” she laughed as she took off the collar and summoned a sword into her hand—a Heavenly Blade.


      “Now then, seeing as my prank has been exposed, it’s about time for me to excuse myself.”


      It was obvious at a glance that this seraph called Azrael was strong. She held her sword without ever revealing the slightest opening. Her aura was in no way inferior to Camael, who’d devastated the rebel army on her own. If anything, she seemed to be far more experienced than Camael.


      “For the world and its people, you’ll die here and now, Abaddon!”


      Six Hex Wings unfurled behind her as she closed the distance to Abaddon in a single stride. Her thrust was like a flash of light.


      “Eep!”


      The aide screamed, but Abaddon was unexpectedly calm. Despite unleashing such a killer thrust, Azrael was the one sent flying backward.


      “G-Gah...!”


      She slammed against the wall and coughed up blood.


      “Th-The heck did he do?” Asura asked.


      “It seems he struck her with mana.”


      It was very simple in theory. Powerful sorcerers often used this against much weaker opponents. It definitely wasn’t something that should have worked against one of the highest-ranking seraphs, though.


      “Where does a lowly six-winged pleb get such confidence from?”


      “He’s got...eight Hex Wings,” Asura muttered, his eyes shooting open.


      Abaddon had eight wings at his back, the same number that Nephteros had when Azazel had possessed her. This surpassed both Nephy and Orias in the present day.


      Power enough to surpass all other seraphs... He must have done something...


      “You can beat him in seven seconds?” Asura asked, his face twitching.


      “A proper assessment, isn’t it? I’ve been fighting Azazel for a thousand years.”


      From another perspective, even when she fought seriously with all that experience at hand, it would take Alshiera seven whole seconds to defeat him. It was doubtful whether any other seraph of this age could surpass Abaddon. The number of wings a seraph possessed was absolute. The only one capable of rivaling him was Azazel.


      But Azazel was sealed and had her ego stolen from her.


      That was why nobody had been able to defy him.


      “Samael, throw her into the dungeon. She may be largely worthless, but she can still serve as a heavenly pillar. Don’t forget the restraints.”


      “H-Ha ha!”


      The aide—Samael—still spasmed in fear as he dragged the unconscious Azrael out of the room.


      “Dammit, can’t we do anything? She’s gonna get killed!”


      Alshiera was somewhat relieved by Asura’s reaction.


      “You want to do something? Are you saying you’d save Azrael and Azazel?”


      “Of course! It’s all this guy’s fault! What does it matter if they’re humans or seraphs? People goin’ through crap like this gotta be saved!”


      Upon getting confirmation of her assumption from a thousand years ago, Alshiera found herself smiling.


      “I thought you’d say that.”


      Unfortunately, this was no more than a memory of the past, so they couldn’t do anything to save them.


      “Why didn’t Azrael sing...?” Alshiera mused.


      “Sing? Oh yeah, I guess she didn’t.”


      There was a risk of getting her celestial mysticism hijacked by a stronger opponent, but she should’ve been able to at least empower herself. She could’ve used it to defend too.


      “Now that I think about it...” Asura said, folding his arms in thought. “When I got done in, Camael didn’t sing at all either.”


      “Huh...? Are you sure?”


      Having spent that battle sniping from a kilometer away, this was new information to Alshiera. To a seraph, singing allowed them to wield their absolute power in celestial mysticism. Why hadn’t Camael and Azrael used it in situations where their lives had been at stake?


      Was there a reason they couldn’t use celestial mysticism...?


      During her time in the rebel army—about five years before this memory—that had never been the case. So then, what exactly did this mean? As if answering her question, Abaddon covered his face and groaned quietly.


      “If Azazel sings, everything is over. All our determination and resolve will come to nothing.”


      It really did come down to their songs. What was more, there was clear fear in Abaddon’s voice. An eight-winged seraph was afraid. It seemed to come from something other than the potential loss of authority or from simple despair over how powerful the demons were. This fear eventually turned to anger as Abaddon stomped his foot.


      “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! Fuck it all! Do you understand what you’ve done?!”


      Abaddon was at the end of his rope.


      “If I unleash the carbuncles...no, they’ll only be able to buy time.”


      Even as fat as he was, Abaddon was a high seraph with eight wings. If he sacrificed himself, he could repel Samyaza, even if he couldn’t kill him.


      Is he not doing that just to preserve himself? Or...


      He was still a disdainful pig, but that didn’t seem to be the only reason.


      “I suppose I have no other choice...”


      Abaddon left Azazel’s room and headed underground.


      “Now then, we’re finally getting to the important part of all this,” Alshiera said. She’d pulled up this memory to find out what exactly had happened to Azazel and Azrael, not just to watch this unpleasant old man. “Why did so many demons manifest a thousand years ago? Why did the seraphs perish? Why was Solomon cursed? Why did Azazel end up the way she did?”


      Alshiera had dug up this relic to find answers to those questions. Well, when it came to Azazel, Alshiera likely knew more than this device. She’d been personally involved, after all.


      “You talk like a hero who’s out to save the world,” Asura said, smiling. “It’s good to think big!”


      Alshiera shrugged and replied, “You’re more suited to being a hero than I am.”


      “Then you’re the heroine!”


      “I’ve lived too long to play the heroine.”


      “Ain’t livin’ long a good thing? Better than dyin’ young, at least!”


      Much like before, he always had a witty comeback. Even now, it was so comforting.


      And one more thing...why did curses manifest in this world?


      She didn’t voice that fifth mystery. Levia and Behemoth turning into monsters, Zagan and Foll switching ages, Forneus losing his ability to communicate, the doppelgänger Barbatos encountered—these were all curses.


      There was a power known as curses a thousand years ago, but that was different. Perhaps Marchosias had simply used it as a play on words when completely erasing all traces of the seraphs. At some point in time, nightmarish phenomena had started occurring that were neither sorcery nor mysticism.


      Or maybe it’s because this world is **********?


      If so, perhaps Alshiera was actually the culprit behind everything.


      Abaddon eventually came to a stop, standing before an ominous chained door that was the complete opposite of the one leading to Azazel’s room.


      “What’s that?” Asura asked.


      “In all likelihood, it is the seraphs’ last resort.”


      Abaddon forced the chained door and its barrier open through sheer might. Inside the room was a single spear. It was pure white with a conical point.


      “Terminus Spear Kali Yuga. We seraphs must remain the guardians of the world.”


      Even though it was clear this would trigger the end of everything, Abaddon didn’t hesitate to take hold of it.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter III: All That Is Left Is to Clear the Path Myself


      “Aha, a round of applause for the three brave souls who would dare oppose the great Archdemon Asmodeus!”


      In the ruins of the carbuncle settlement, immediately after the arrival of the three Archdemons and right before the battle began, Asmodeus stood before Kuroka and raised her voice. This was despite Asmodeus also being right next to her. Why, Kuroka even saw another version of herself.


      “Is this an illusi—bwah?!”


      She tried to look up at the real Asmodeus, but something fell over her face.


      “That’s right, so please don’t look into my eyes. You’ll get caught up in it if you do.”


      Kuroka was incapable of seeing the abnormal glow in Asmodeus’s eyes. Even with the two starry symbols overlapped within them, her violet eyes had a darkness to them that almost swallowed everything.


      She really caught three Archdemons inside an illusion at once...


      Even Kuroka, who hadn’t had Asmodeus’s gaze directed at her, could see the illusions of two girls. It tricked all five senses. It wouldn’t work against Eligor otherwise, seeing as her sight was blocked by her blindfold.


      What a terrifying feat.


      It wasn’t possible to trick three Archdemons with an illusion through technique alone. Asmodeus must have spent decades, perhaps even centuries, preparing for this moment.


      “But they’re Archdemons,” Asmodeus added. “Please don’t assume it’ll last forever.”


      Red liquid dripped to the ground. Kuroka knew that it was coming from Asmodeus’s eyes.


      This placed a tremendous burden on her.


      That only stood to reason. She was wielding a power that held three masters of preposterous sorcery captive, even through all their countless barriers. If she kept it up for too long, she was sure to lose her sight. And yet, she was using it for Kuroka’s sake.


      “Do you remember the way? They should be coming for you. You just have to reach them.”


      “But...!”


      As Kuroka was about to protest, the illusion of Asmodeus spoke.


      “Marchosias, don’t you have a hero complex?”


      “Ummm...is it really okay to say stuff like that?” Kuroka asked.


      “Well, you know...” the real Asmodeus said, a bead of sweat running down her cheek. “I’m famous for having a horrible personality, right? I kinda have to go that far to draw their attention, right? Or to get them to believe me or something?”


      She was apparently aware that her words were rather cruel. Asmodeus averted her eyes, unable to watch.


      “Can’t you come with me?” Kuroka asked.


      Asmodeus shook her head, then pointed to the Archdemon standing quietly in the middle of the others.


      “The four-eyes over there was the mastermind behind this village’s demise.”


      She then pointed at the old gentleman to the right.


      “The pervert next to him is the thief who stole my teacher’s memento.”


      Finally, she pointed at the blindfolded woman on the left.


      “The blind one has the eyes gouged out of my dead sister’s head.”


      With that, Asmodeus smiled.


      “They’re all people I want to kill, and here they’ve all come, appearing nonchalantly before me. I can’t just let them leave, now can I?”


      Because of what was covering Kuroka’s face, she could only see Asmodeus’s lips, but her smile seemed somehow sad. Her circumstances were very similar to Kuroka’s. The only difference was that nobody had ever saved her.


      I don’t want to let her die, but I’ll be nothing but a hindrance here.


      “That mask really does suit you better,” Asmodeus said as Kuroka hung her head.


      “Huh?”


      That was when Kuroka finally noticed that an old cracked mask was what had been covering her eyes.


      “This design...is from Liucaon?”


      It was modeled after an animal. They used these for festivals in Liucaon, so Kuroka had seen similar masks in the Adelhides’ village before. They’d all burned with her home, however.


      “I was given that once, but you can have it,” Asmodeus said, smiling gently. “It’s apparently a good luck charm. Its original owner will be far happier if you hold on to it.”


      Kuroka sniffed at the air, catching a faint hint of her hometown and Raphael.


      Its original owner...? Father?


      “Get going already,” Asmodeus said, pointing behind Kuroka. “I’ll be using your illusion.” She then touched Kuroka’s cheek. “Don’t give me that look. I don’t plan on dying here.”


      With that, she clutched the red jewel she’d retrieved here to her chest.


      “This is my mother’s core jewel. I’ve retrieved all the rest. Those three are the only ones I have left to take care of. Once this is over, I suppose I’ll have nothing left but to rot away. However, a small part of me has started wanting to see the future. I wonder what awaits me when I bump into Foll and Raphael again...and even Shura and my silly disciple.”


      There was longing in her voice, but it sounded like it was a longing for something out of her reach.


      She believes she doesn’t have the right to experience that happiness.


      Kuroka had once believed the same. It had taken Lilith yelling at her and meeting Shax to save her. The sin of cutting down so many sorcerers would never vanish. She’d even turned her sword on Chastille once. Regardless, she was capable of carrying those sins with her and facing the future.


      “Tea...” Kuroka suddenly said. “Let’s have tea again. Together, one day...”


      Asmodeus smiled and replied, “I can’t possibly refuse such an invitation. I’m looking forward to something delicious.”


      “I pray you cut open the path to your own future,” Kuroka said, squeezing Asmodeus’s hand one last time.


      It was somewhat unsuitable to offer a prayer from the church to an Archdemon. It was also coming from a priest who’d once been an assassin. Nevertheless, those were the words that exited her mouth.


      “Cut open a path...” Asmodeus repeated, wide-eyed. “Cut open a path, huh? That sounds nice.”


      She then pushed Kuroka’s back.


      “We’ll meet again, Kuroka.”


      And so, Kuroka ran off without once turning to look back.


      ◇


      “Marchosias!”


      As Eligor screamed, Asmodeus bisected Marchosias’s body horizontally. Morning Moon of Hades was a gravitational wave blade that created an event horizon. One slash gave birth to an oblivion that swallowed space, time, and even the stars. Reduced to mincemeat, Marchosias vanished into the momentary nothingness.


      I got him!


      He’d been annihilated down to the very last cell. Not even a Samyaza-class demon or Eldest Marchosias could regenerate from that. Perhaps it would be possible to restore his body by rewinding time, but not even light could escape an event horizon. No law or application of mana could rewind a gravitational wave.


      “Star Reader.”


      That was when Eligor made her move. Asmodeus turned to see Astrologian tearing off her blindfold. As expected, the eyes beneath were violet, containing stars within that were just like Asmodeus’s.


      Sis’s eyes!


      Asmodeus was urged by an impulse to lunge at Eligor as the night shattered like glass.


      My illusion was broken? No, that’s not it.


      Asmodeus took a look around and was at a complete loss for words. Somehow, Marchosias, who should have been swallowed by the event horizon, was standing before her.


      “So you used Star Reader. It seems I narrowly escaped death.”


      Even the wound from Morning Moon had vanished.


      “H-Huh?!”


      Asmodeus jumped back, raising her voice hysterically at the inexplicable phenomenon.


      How? I definitely got him.


      She’d never expected to defeat an Archdemon, let alone Marchosias, without anything unexpected happening, but this was still beyond anything she could understand.


      “You were just killed,” Eligor said, blood running from her eyes.


      Eligor had definitely been responsible for this “resurrection.” However, no sorcery or mysticism could return something from an event horizon. Despite that, Marchosias was back.


      An illusion? No, Morning Moon would’ve erased any illusions.


      An event horizon swallowed everything, even the flow of mana itself. Had Asmodeus herself tried to use an illusion over it, Morning Moon would’ve erased it. The only other possibility was...


      “Don’t tell me...you rewrote the past?”


      Eligor didn’t answer. Rather than not wanting to, it was more that she didn’t have the leisure to do so. Blood poured from her eyes as she held her hand to her mouth, holding back the urge to vomit. Unfortunately, the red liquid dribbled through the gaps in her fingers. This was very similar to the feedback from rewinding time.


      Doing so wasn’t sorcery. It was a curse. There had once been a sorcerer who’d tried to leap through time. His foolishness had angered the world, cursing all those who would attempt such a feat with calamitous results. The act itself had been accomplished, though.


      Unrelated to the curse, this had created a distortion in the flow of time itself. This was the cause behind the phenomenon of encountering oneself from a different moment in time. Controlling that distortion to return something to a state it was in seconds or minutes ago was how rewinding time worked.


      However, not even that curse should have been able to cross an event horizon. Time slowed as an object approached the speed of light. Inside a gravitational wave, which surpassed the speed of light, even time came to a complete stop. One could surely witness the beginning and the end of the universe there. That was why it was called an event horizon.


      Being able to manipulate a span of a few minutes was meaningless in this situation. Thus, the only possibility was that the phenomenon had never occurred to begin with. But that was still strange.


      Eligor’s power allows her to see the future. I’ve never heard of her manipulating the past.


      Her ability to touch the future was why she gained the second name Astrologian. She would’ve gotten a different name if she could change the past.


      Wait, touch the future...?


      That was when Asmodeus finally figured it out.


      “A river flows from its mouth. Similarly, time flows from the future... I’ve heard of such a theory.”


      The hypothesis went that time didn’t accumulate from the past to the future. The future was already there, and the flow coming from it was called the past.


      Eligor once more maintained her silence, but there was a bitterness to her expression now.


      “It sounded like nonsense the first time I heard it, but looking at you, it seems it’s true.”


      The future Eligor saw couldn’t be changed. In other words, the past took shape to form it.


      “Eligor, you rewrote the future, didn’t you? You rewrote it so that Marchosias didn’t die.”


      By moving the mouth of the river, she changed its flow. What was more, she didn’t have to go up the stream to change anything, so the burden seemed lighter than rewinding time. Was such absurd power truly possible?


      The more unreasonable a power, the more restrictions it has...


      “But that would be awfully strange. You’re always grumbling about how the future can’t be changed. Was it all an act to hide the fact that you can actually change it? Hmmm, it didn’t seem that way to me, though. After all, you truly lost all hope.”


      Having experienced even the slightest despair, it was easy to see. Eligor craved the future precisely because she despaired over it more than anyone in the world.


      “Meaning there’s a limit to what you can change. I’m guessing you can only rewrite something slightly into the future? A few minutes at most, I would bet. Perhaps even a few seconds. If you were capable of more, you could’ve just brought Kuroka back before she got away.”


      It was precisely by figuring out that Kuroka was an illusion that Marchosias had revealed an opening. Changing that fact would’ve undone everything. The same went for Asmodeus breaking out of Antikythera. If the future was rewritten so she’d never used New Moon, Phenex would never have returned and Asmodeus would have remained helplessly trapped in complex space.


      “There were plenty of opportunities to use it, but you didn’t. That means you can’t use it multiple times. Or maybe you can’t use it again for a while after using it once. In fact, it’s probably both.”


      That was when Eligor finally spoke up.


      “I’m surprised you figured out so much just from seeing it once. That’s why I didn’t want to make an enemy of you.”


      “Oh dear, how cold of you. I don’t hate you, you know? I’m just bad at dealing with you,” Asmodeus said, then held out a hand. “I have a proposal. How about you give back those eyes? If you do, I think we could even become friends.”


      Eligor’s ability to change the past—Star Reader—unmistakably came from her starry eyes. Her original power to see the future was amplified by them. If she used them more than she already had, the eyes would break. She must’ve abused them considerably to this point already. It was clear they were completely worn out.


      “Are you saying you’ll let me off if I just hand them over?” Eligor scoffed.


      “What do you see in the future?” Asmodeus asked, knowingly.


      Eligor laughed scornfully and replied, “You’re the one who kills me. I’m pretty sure you’re well aware of that already.”
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      Asmodeus smiled ear to ear.


      “Then I’ll let you off the hook,” she said without a moment’s hesitation, even though the thought of killing this woman drove her mad. “Eligor, you often say the future can’t be changed. But, oh my, this changes it, doesn’t it? Isn’t that nice?”


      Eligor faced her with a childlike expression. Her mouth was agape. It was as if the thing she had been searching for over the centuries had tumbled right before her feet. She was rejuvenated by hundreds of years. For some reason, Eligor’s expression overlapped with the faint memory Asmodeus had of her sister.


      “Hee hee, I rather like that part of you,” she said. “It really would be nice if we could be friends.”


      However, Eligor returned Asmodeus’s gaze directly with bloody eyes.


      “I have my own conviction,” she replied. “I have my own pride. I refuse a future where I run away just to survive!”


      With that, Eligor’s body transformed. Under the moonlight, sharp claws protruded from her fingers and she grew wolf ears and a tail.


      Does she mean to heal sis’s eyes using a werewolf’s regenerative abilities?


      “I’ve realized something too,” Eligor said. “Your illusion isn’t really caused by Lunar Eclipse. It’s your eyes, isn’t it?”


      “Oh?” Asmodeus raised her voice in amusement.


      “Before the fighting began, you dragged out the conversation while looking at us carefully one by one. That’s when you put us under your spell.”


      That had also been to buy time to let Kuroka escape. It had taken considerable time to trap three Archdemons with her sorcery.


      “Aha, you really are good, Eligor. You’re right,” Asmodeus confirmed, waving her hand frivolously. “I call it Calamitous Lunar Eclipse. So? What’ll you do?”


      “Start by crushing those eyes, obviously.”


      Marchosias had already closed the distance between them, his black blade sweeping horizontally across Asmodeus’s eyes.


      “Whoa! That’s dangerous! You’re just awful, aiming for a girl’s face like that!”


      However, despite landing a hit, there was no wound on Asmodeus’s face. A bead of sweat ran down Marchosias’s cheek.


      “By, ‘What’ll you do?’ I meant, how do you plan on fighting?”


      Much like how Eligor’s Star Reader used her starry eyes as a medium to create a phenomenon beyond any reason, illusions powered by the same medium couldn’t be broken just by knowing they were illusions. After all, they couldn’t even perceive where Asmodeus truly was.


      “I’ll break it,” Eligor said, wiping her tears of blood. “Don’t think my future can be painted over by some mere illusion.”


      “Painted over isn’t quite the right term,” Asmodeus said, clicking her tongue and wagging her finger about despite the gravity of the situation. “It seems you cut a path open to the future.”


      Just as that adorable cait sith had prayed for, Asmodeus was here to cut open a path to the future. Archdemons with starry eyes glared at each other. At this moment, nobody had yet to realize that the old gentleman on the ground was gripping his sword tightly.


      ◇


      “Sing, Camael!”


      As Nephteros dashed toward Astaroth with her spear of light in hand, Richard roared. He thrust his sword into the ground, and purple lightning answered his call.


      Thank goodness. He can still use Camael’s power when she’s outside his Sacred Sword.


      Confession would be out of the question, but this was enough for Richard to wield his strength as an Archangel. Branches of lightning radiated out, clashing against Astaroth. Unfortunately, the Archdemon didn’t even budge.


      “Hmm. Is this the purifying power of a Sacred Sword? I’ve always wanted to taste it. This stimulation is unexpectedly pleasant.”


      A Sacred Sword’s power was supposed to be anathema to the undead, but the skeletal Archdemon’s bones clacked as if he were laughing.


      I assume he has countermeasures against his obvious weaknesses.


      Richard wasn’t under the impression that was all there was to an Archdemon either.


      “Are you sure? They say a pleasant bath becomes poison if you soak in it for too long.”


      The purple lightning didn’t vanish and continued coiling around Astaroth.


      “Hmmm...?”


      No matter how thick his defenses were, this was still an undead’s weakness. The lightning was starting to bite deep into Astaroth’s bones as smoke began rising from his body.


      “Ha ha ha, I’m surprised you can wield a Sacred Sword so freely at such a young age. I doubt it comes just from simple training. You must have been blessed with a splendid teacher.”


      “I was blessed with strict teachers, including my brother-in-law.”


      Zagan was unconditionally indulgent toward his family, but demanded effort proportional to the power he granted others. This was especially the case because Richard was Nephteros’s partner. He’d drilled Richard until he had the ability to fill that position. To be specific, Zagan, Orias, Raphael, and sometimes even Kuroka had trained him.


      He’d reached the level of Confession after a scant month of coming into possession of his Sacred Sword because he’d been wrung dry until he could. However, Astaroth reached a bony hand for the lightning as if ridiculing such an effort.


      “If a long bath is poison, eating everything down to the plate sounds entertaining too.”


      He grasped the lightning as if it had physical substance, then carried it to his mouth.


      “Oooh, this consistency can’t be experienced any other way. It has a refreshing flavor akin to a bittersweet fruit. I must say, the stimulation dancing atop my tongue is the best part. Truly delicious!”


      “Uhhh...what?” Richard was left shocked. He didn’t see anything resembling a tongue inside that goat skull, but was too astonished to even point that out.


      It might be my first time seeing Richard like that... It’s kind of refreshing...


      Such thoughts drifted through Nephteros’s mind as if to partially escape from the reality of the situation.


      Astaroth went on to slurp down every last branch of lightning that was digging into his bones.


      “It’s definitely charged with a seraph’s power. It’s different from the unpalatable liquid they call holy water. A true delicacy. You have my thanks.”


      “Ummm...is holy water unpalatable?” Richard asked.


      “Indeed. It’s mass-produced, after all. Even water has flavor and mellowness to it. Lately, holy water has had none of that. It’s like tea watered down ten times over.”


      “I...see...”


      With how eloquent Astaroth was being, even Richard found himself losing focus and going along with the conversation.


      But that’s perfect for buying time.


      Using the time from the completely inappropriate food review, Nephteros circled around Astaroth.


      “O light!” she shouted and unleashed her spear of light. It was a perfect strike that didn’t even give him the time to turn around. Even when wielded by a weakling, it had enough force behind it to blow away an entire village.


      Not even an Archdemon should be able to escape this unscathed.


      And yet, Astaroth casually pinched the spear that was supposed to hit him directly in the spine. It was as if he had eyes behind his head.


      “No way...”


      Nephteros raised her voice in disbelief as Astaroth crunched down on the spear of light.


      “Mmm! An entirely different stimulation from a Sacred Sword. It’s like a sweetness that melts over the tongue and burns as it travels down the throat. Despite being solid, it has a refined flavor like a mature wine with a deep body. What a work of art. Truly delicious!”
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      Nephteros’s mouth was now agape just like Richard’s. The spear of light’s peerless destruction came from Hex Wings. One wing was enough to erase a village, but Nephteros had no wings. She’d been prepared for the degraded spear to be blocked, but hadn’t expected him to simply chow down on it like a tasty meal.


      What am I supposed to do against this...?


      She was absolutely dumbfounded at how little of a fight this was.


      “Don’t get dragged down by his eccentricity!” Shax suddenly shouted. “His body is just defended by a layer of waste! Break through that, and you’ll land a hit!” He then turned to Samyaza. “Surely you’re not gonna complain about giving advice.”


      “I don’t mind. Regardless of the presence of someone to give her a push on the back, it is by her own will that she will take a step forward.”


      “And one more thing,” Shax continued. “The theory behind it is likely similar to the boss’s Heaven’s Scale. When he ate the lightning and spear, his mana swelled.”


      “Hmmm... You live up to your name as an Archdemon, despite being new to the post. I didn’t think you’d see through my Gluttony at a single glance.”


      Nephteros scowled.


      So it’s like facing someone with big bro’s Heaven’s Scale covering his whole body?


      Of the thirteen Archdemons, Phenex was said to be immortal, but this was like another form of immortality. The two best ways of defeating an undying foe were sealing it or exiling it.


      But how am I supposed to do that without celestial mysticism?


      It had just been proven that Richard and Nephteros didn’t possess the strength to defeat this foe directly. They were quickly made to realize just how powerless they were.


      “It’s obvious for a sorcerer to be stronger than a normal person. What’s so fun about watching that?”


      That was when the words of someone she didn’t want to remember came to mind.


      “Haaah...”


      She couldn’t help but sigh.


      That’s right. You always preferred fighting like that.


      They were a sorcerer she didn’t want to learn from in any way, but also the one she’d seen from close up more than any other. To put a label on their relationship, they’d been “master and servant.” Back then, they hadn’t seen any worth in Nephteros. Nevertheless, she’d acquired their power, knowledge, and fighting style, even if just in fragments.


      “Richard, mind if I ask you for something slightly unreasonable?”


      At Nephteros’s call, Richard proudly smiled back at her.


      “Gladly.”


      The battle between a seraph, her knight, and an Archdemon raged on.


      ◇


      “Ashy, I’d like you to have this.”


      Some time later, within the memory, Azazel hesitantly held out something in her arms. Seeing it, Alshiera stiffened, unsure how to react.


      “Huh...? What...is that?”


      Azazel was holding a patched-up stuffed doll of some sort. It wasn’t clear what it was modeled after at all.


      Now that’s a familiar sight. Alshiera is carrying it around all the time...


      She’d had it in her arms when Zagan had first met her. If Azazel had given it to her here, then that meant she’d had it for a thousand years. It was somewhat abnormal for a stuffed doll to still be around after such a long time.


      About a month had passed inside the memory. Alshiera had lost her Seraph Hunter in the last battle. In this era, she’d had no abilities beyond wielding a Seraph Hunter. That was why she’d been forced to take care of and educate Azazel until a new weapon was ready for her.


      She looks awfully dissatisfied with that, though.


      However, Alshiera had also been the one to appeal for Azazel to be spared. She was awfully grouchy about the whole situation but obediently did as she was told.


      Looking at Alshiera’s bewildered reaction, Azazel pressed her hands to her heart with a pained expression.


      “I heard you had a big brother, Ashy. I have a big sister too. She’s strict, but very kind. She’s very dear to me.”


      “Uhhh...okay?”


      Alshiera’s confusion only intensified. Behind her, Marchosias just happened to pass by, wondering if someone had called for him, but since nobody was looking his way, he kept walking.


      “But there aren’t any succubus gentlemen in the castle, yes?” Azazel continued.


      “Hm...? Well, that’s right.”


      Alshiera nodded, still not seeing where this line of conversation was going. Azazel sucked in a quiet breath, then spoke with determination in her voice.


      “And so, I tried making a stuffed doll using descriptions of succubi from books as a reference.”


      “Could you tell me where you found such ridiculous books?”


      Azazel had learned how to talk in the last month and was now speaking fluently. Though, it was more like she remembered rather than learned. She had no memories further back than Solomon taking her away. That said, there was something like a faint silhouette in her mind.


      Based on her circumstances, rather than amnesia, it was more like she hadn’t been cognizant of her surroundings due to her ego being sealed. With no sense of self present, there were no memories to store. Now that it had returned, however, there were times her mind and body didn’t match in age.


      At any rate, the important part now was the stuffed doll.


      Oh, so it’s supposed to be a succubus.


      This was something Zagan hadn’t known before. It did technically have horns and wings, but because it also had rabbitlike ears, it looked more like a monster than anything else. So then, what had this girl with no memories used as a basis to claim this was a succubus? Azazel put a finger to her lips and craned her neck.


      “Ummm, it came to mind when I thought about it,” she said. “It’s from a place called...Biblioteque? It’s apparently a record from the library city.”


      “A record from a city...?” Alshiera repeated dubiously. “What do you mean?”


      “There’s a secret room there where memories from long ago are all recorded. When I want to know something, memories from there flow into my mind.”


      Despite having no memories, Azazel could speak fluently and sometimes demonstrated knowledge far beyond that of Solomon and the others. The theory behind it was likely similar to Zagan’s Memorandum. However, his sorcery was only capable of etching out one scene from an individual’s memories. It wasn’t capable of processing anything on such a large scale.


      What terrifying technology. Even modern sorcery can’t reproduce that feat.


      It was advanced enough that, even as an Archdemon, Zagan couldn’t think up any kind of sorcery that could replicate its effects. Assuming those memories were accurate, this stuffed doll was more of a problem with Azazel’s sense of aesthetics and her handiness rather than the seraphs keeping sloppy records.


      “Should you be telling me this if it’s a secret...?” Alshiera asked, grimacing.


      Azazel’s calm expression suddenly froze.


      “Ummm...was that maybe a bad thing to do...?” she replied.


      “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear anything...”


      Azazel smiled gently and said, “You’re so kind, Ashy.”


      “Not really...”


      Alshiera pouted and averted her eyes, then began petting Azazel’s head.


      “I believe you’re kind too, Azazel.”


      Watching the two of them, Solomon smiled wryly.


      “Why did you make a stuffed doll, anyway?” Alshiera asked.


      She still wasn’t accepting that this ugly stuffed doll was a succubus. She looked extremely displeased with it. Azazel twiddled her fingers, not quite sure how to answer that particular question. After a few seconds of thinking, she eventually replied.


      “Every now and then, you look very sad.”


      “That’s because...”


      Azazel’s power had healed Alshiera’s body, but a scar remained in her heart from Asura’s death. Azazel had surely played a big part in her being able to recover to the point where she was capable of looking after someone, but that wasn’t enough.


      “I heard you had a big brother,” Azazel continued as Alshiera hesitated to explain. “But I haven’t seen anyone with mana the same color as yours, so...”


      “So you think I’m sad because my brother died?”


      “Yes...”


      She seemed to understand that she was touching on a sensitive topic. It was clear Azazel was choosing her words very carefully.


      “Tee hee...”


      Alshiera giggled quietly, unable to contain herself, then took the stuffed doll.


      “I’ll accept it.”


      “Thank goodness. I filled it with plenty of power to protect you too.”


      “Power...? What did you do?”


      She was a seraph. Alshiera reflexively raised her guard. Azazel didn’t hesitate to answer.


      “I sang to it. A song to cheer you up. A song for good luck. A song of blessing. And other similar songs.”


      “Is that so...?”


      It seemed, at this time, Alshiera didn’t understand what that meant. In contrast, Zagan was clearly shaken. If he had a physical body right now, his expression would be stern.


      Azazel singing means celestial mysticism is at play.


      Not only that, but it was celestial mysticism from the most powerful seraph. That was why, even after a thousand years, the stuffed doll hadn’t so much as torn.


      Azazel then clapped as if she had come up with a great idea.


      “Oh, yes. I’ll teach you my songs too, Ashy.”


      “Ummm...I’ll pass.”


      Azazel looked at her like an abandoned puppy.


      “If...they’re words I can understand, then fine.”


      A seraph’s words were Elvish, in modern terms. Azazel’s songs were Celestian. It would be difficult for Alshiera to even enunciate any of it in this age.


      “Then let’s make one together. What kind of song shall we go with...?”


      Seeing that she had no way of refusing, Alshiera simply stared at her stuffed doll.


      “How about a song for a friend?”


      “What a wonderful idea! What kind of friend?”


      “One who has gone far away,” Alshiera muttered, hugging the stuffed doll tightly. “A selfish friend who never listens, but is very kind.”


      Azazel sank into thought. It wasn’t clear how she interpreted Alshiera’s expression.


      “In that case, how about something like this?”


      Azazel clasped her hands in front of her chest and began singing.


      “[Can you hear my song?]”


      After listening for a while, Alshiera eventually joined in and sang a little. Perhaps drawn by the voices, Marchosias came back.


      “What a beautiful song,” he commented.


      Alshiera was making a face that said he shouldn’t have said anything, but she then came up with a mean idea, holding out the stuffed doll with a smile.


      “Marc, it seems I now have a new big brother.”


      “What’s that mean?”


      Alshiera just kept the stuffed doll held out. Marchosias was stuck yelling the same question over again, his head in his hands in utter confusion. He then turned to Azazel.


      “El, I’m Ashy’s brother...”


      “Huh?”


      They couldn’t use Azazel’s real name in the rebel army, so while here, her name was El.


      “Ashy, why didn’t you tell me?” Azazel asked.


      “I was taking your feelings into consideration...”


      “That actually hurts...” Azazel mumbled, puffing out her cheeks as Alshiera smiled back at her. Azazel then ran over to Solomon.


      “This is for you,” she said.


      “Huh? You have something for me too?”


      She handed him a band with vibrant leaves on it. It was about the size of his wrist.


      “It’s a bracelet woven from the young branches of a laurel tree. It’s a special gift meant to be given to a special person.”


      Zagan sighed in admiration.


      A present made from a laurel tree is considered proof of eternal love.


      He’d originally heard this from Naberius and had gone to research it himself. That was why he’d had the symbol of one carved into Nephy’s wedding ring.


      “Are you sure I can accept something so special?” Solomon asked.


      Azazel averted her eyes in a fluster, her cheeks turning a little red.


      “I want you to accept it precisely because it’s special,” she eventually answered.


      He couldn’t be dense enough to misinterpret such a statement. Solomon could feel his own cheeks growing hotter.


      “Th-Thank you. I’ll treasure it.”


      “Please do!”


      “If only I had something to give you in return...” Solomon added.


      Azazel shook her head and replied, “You’ve already given me so, so much.”


      She looked down at her arm. The bandage was already gone, but Zagan could tell she was looking at the spot where the wound he’d treated had been.


      “I remember it, even if only faintly,” she added, taking Solomon’s hand. “It was pitch-black and utterly silent. I couldn’t even think. All I had was the feeling of fear. You saved me from that palace. You brought me outside and took me to a place where I belong.”


      She held up her fingers one by one as if recounting the most precious of memories, smiling as she blushed a little.


      “It would be greedy to ask for more,” she said.


      Solomon placed a hand to her cheek.


      “Is it wrong to be greedy?” he asked.


      “Huh? Uh, ummm...”


      Azazel turned bright red right to the tip of her ears, but her expression showed no signs of rejection whatsoever.


      The problem was that Marchosias and Alshiera were watching the whole thing.


      “Ah...!”


      Solomon and Azazel jolted away from each other in a fluster.


      Why does it feel like I’m being stabbed in the privates...?!


      If Zagan was in possession of a body, he would have been scratching at his throat. He felt secondhand shame for the first time in his life.


      Meanwhile, Solomon and Azazel were looking in opposite directions as their fingers touched lightly. They started slow, timidly entwining their pinkies. It made Zagan want to hit him, but this was surely a moment of pure happiness for the two of them.


      “But things can’t remain this way forever...” Solomon said.


      Due to the recent defeat, the rebel army had basically been in hibernation for the last month. That was understandable. Alshiera’s Seraph Hunter and Asura had been the pillars of their force, and now they were both lost. They had no prospects for recovery. Many people had left already. It was doubtful whether those who remained would fight the seraphs again too. The only reason the organization was holding together was because of Solomon’s popularity and Azazel’s healing powers.


      If Azazel is outed as a seraph, it’ll all fall apart in an instant.


      The more Azazel used her powers, the higher the risk of that happening was. It was only natural for Solomon to lose his cool.


      “There’s no need to panic,” Marchosias said as if reading Solomon’s mind.


      “Marchosias...?”


      “I couldn’t protect Elly. I couldn’t do anything for her. So...you have to protect El properly. Don’t let it end the way it did for us. We’ll do something about the rebel army.”


      Zagan didn’t know who Elly was, but Marchosias had been the one to give Azazel the nickname El. It wasn’t hard to imagine he’d used someone he’d lost as a reference.


      “Yes... I know, Marchosias.”


      Ultimately, Solomon didn’t fully comprehend that warning.


      ◇


      “Phenex, how long are you going to act all depressed for? Help me!” Asmodeus raised her voice in the middle of the battlefield dominated by starry eyes. Realizing that the person she’d been clinging to was just an illusion, Phenex had spent the whole time cradling her knees. The golden hero sniffled as she continued grumbling complaints.


      “I thought that maybe I wouldn’t have to think about anything after being sealed in complex space. Back then, even though nothing around me made sense, my consciousness remained. It was pretty harsh torture, just so you know. Now try imagining escaping that hell only to have the person you cling to be an illusion. It’s like being a woman who was exploited for everything she owned by her lover, only to be abandoned.”


      “Oh, come on! That’s not a woman who was tricked by a man, that’s just being a pain in the... Whoa!”


      That blade is awfully annoying!


      Even though she was averting the slashes using illusions, it was gradually growing closer to her. Perhaps that much was to be expected from a former wielder of a Sacred Sword.


      “Marchosias, I understand wanting to play with your new toy, but aren’t you the Eldest?” she said, venting her frustration. “Doesn’t it embarrass you to swing that around as the pioneer of sorcery?”


      Marchosias scoffed at her merciless provocation.


      “I understand my limits precisely because I’m the Eldest. I don’t have talent like you do. My sorcery can’t beat you. That’s why I obtained this power by sacrificing my body. What kind of fool wouldn’t use it?”


      Marchosias was the progenitor of sorcery who’d spent a thousand years studying the craft. Him saying this was the same as denying those thousand years of his life. It had to be humiliating. Or perhaps it was a form of self-denial. Asmodeus couldn’t even imagine it.


      But that doesn’t mean I can afford to sympathize with him.


      Thus, she laughed and stirred him up more.


      “What’s a mastermind acting all humble for? Please behave like you’re a big deal and let your guard down. Isn’t that what all villains do?”


      “Like hell I’d ever do that.”


      In truth, Marchosias’s strategy was annoyingly sound. His black blade—a Samyaza Blade, to give it a name—was unbelievably sturdy. It was probably made by condensing dozens of demons into a single weapon. It wasn’t going to so much as chip unless it collided with something on the level of a dislocation in space or a gravity wave.


      It was also extendible and was being wielded by a master swordsman. Plus, it could come from more than just his arm, shooting out of his face and back too. This battle was beyond difficult. If those blades came out of every part of his body at once or something, Asmodeus wouldn’t get off lightly. The reason that hadn’t happened yet was simply that Marchosias was trying to capture Asmodeus alive.


      I would be in big trouble if Phenex didn’t show me how to fight.


      This was the reason Asmodeus had obstinately refused to fight while Zagan’s party had been defeated and Phenex had been sealed away. It had also served to stop the other Archdemons from acting. Regardless, had she joined the battle, she would’ve lost as well. That was how troublesome this power was to deal with.


      Asmodeus had lived to this day with the resolve to take on all the other Archdemons at once in her heart. She’d worked on the assumption that she would be facing the greatest sorcerers. She’d prepared countermeasures against any and all sorcery. She hadn’t prepared to face someone who wasn’t wielding any sorcery or even a legendary weapon, however. And so, she raised her voice to Phenex once more.


      “If you’re longing for company, I’ll hug you later, so please get back on your feet already!”


      “Huh? No thanks. I don’t swing that way.”


      “Quiet, you! We had a deal! Keep your end of the contract!”


      With that, Phenex finally stood up slowly.


      “Haaah... Once this fight is over, I’m going to find a spouse like my king. Being on my own is so lonely.”


      Asmodeus wondered why this bird refused to fight without first saying something so tiresome every single time. Phenex charged Marchosias and started punching. Her fists were strong enough to pulverize Zagan’s Eastern and Western Sky. Marchosias’s face twisted in agony as her punch drove into his guts and broke his ribs.


      “Troublesome as both an ally and an enemy, I see,” Marchosias said as he responded with a swipe of his black blade. However, Phenex quickly revived in a flash of golden fire.


      Okay, Phenex has that side covered.


      Now was Asmodeus’s only chance to go after Eligor. And just as she was about to make her move...


      “Dodge, Asmodeus!”


      Hearing that voice right in her ear, Asmodeus immediately stepped to the side.


      “Ah!”


      Immediately following that, she felt heat in her right eye. Everything was dyed red and she couldn’t see anything. Only a moment later did she understand that she’d been cut.


      “My lady, our dance still hasn’t ended.”


      Having recovered at some point, the old gentleman had the Hex Katana firmly in his grasp, his shoulders heaving up and down.


      “Aaah... You’re still alive, Glasya-Labolas?”


      Asmodeus groaned and put a hand to her right eye. It was rather impressive that he’d identified her position with all five of his senses distorted.


      Stories say that heroes from the distant past could cut a sorcerer beyond subspace.


      If so, a genius swordsman with the Hex Katana might also be able to break through Calamitous Lunar Eclipse. That was why Asmodeus had quite forcefully crushed him right off the bat. Now that she’d lost one eye, cracks ran through the world around the battlefield. It greatly resembled when Eligor had used Star Reader. Perhaps this was what it looked like when the world was being rewritten.


      As the world crumbled like broken glass, only one thing vanished.


      “I see... So you failed to bring Phenex back from complex space.”


      With the illusion broken, the Phenex that had been punching Marchosias disappeared. The first illusion Calamitous Lunar Eclipse had shown them had been none other than Phenex. However, Marchosias shook his head as if that were impossible.


      “No, that’s still strange. There’s no way that Phenex could’ve been an illusion.”


      “Aha, aren’t I amazing?” Asmodeus said, enduring the throbbing pain. “Nothing is impossible for a pretty girl like me!”


      Marchosias shook his head once more.


      “An illusion is sorcery that depends on an image from the caster or their target. It can’t show anything either are incapable of imagining. This applies to all sorcery, and even mysticism.”


      Marchosias paused there, then roared as if finally realizing the full irrationality of the situation.


      “There’s no way any sane person can fully picture Phenex’s eccentricity!”


      Phenex had spouted impossible-to-understand lines even in the illusion. It was true. Neither Asmodeus nor Marchosias could have come up with any of that.


      “Hey! Quit running your mouth! It’s getting on my nerves!”


      A tiny wailing chick popped up on Asmodeus’s shoulder. It hadn’t even grown feathers yet, but its fur was definitely gold. It had strangely human shadows beneath its eyes too.


      “Show me your wound, Asmodeus.”


      The chick used its beak to tear off one of its own tiny wings, then wiped its blood on Asmodeus’s eye. A golden flame spread forth, and her eyesight slowly returned.


      “Tch... Even a wound from the Hex Katana can be fully healed by an undying bird’s blood?”


      This wasn’t an application of death and rebirth, however. It was merely accelerated healing. And so, it couldn’t dispel the Hex Katana’s curse.


      “Just being able to see is a huge improvement. Thank you, Phenex.”
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      Yes, the little chick was Phenex. The answer to Marchosias’s earlier doubts was simple. The illusion’s behavior had come from Phenex herself.


      I suppose the depletion of the soul can’t be recovered from immediately, even after being revived.


      An undying bird was still a being of the real world. Drifting in complex space had apparently eaten away at her very soul. Seeing the gaze Asmodeus directed toward her, the little chick laughed.


      “Hmph, this is just a scratch! I’ll be right back to normal after a little rest.”


      “Seriously, can you not say such ominous things while standing on my shoulder?”


      “How absurd,” Marchosias said, sighing in astonishment. “You’ve been fighting the three of us on your own from the very beginning?”


      “There are only three of you, right?” Asmodeus replied, shrugging. “I prepared to take down all twelve other Archdemons with me.”


      Or so she said, but the star in Asmodeus’s left eye wasn’t returning.


      “Can’t use your illusions anymore?” Phenex asked.


      “Don’t worry about it. I was at my limit, anyway.”


      It had been a feat capable of tricking three Archdemons simultaneously, so the burden had naturally been enough to have Asmodeus’s optic nerves throbbing the whole time. Phenex had been continuously using her blood to heal Asmodeus.


      I lasted long enough to let Kuroka escape. That’ll do.


      Asmodeus never believed such a trick would work against Archdemons forever. She brushed back her silver hair and laughed.


      “Anyway, seeing as my illusion’s been broken and Kuroka has gotten away, I guess it’s about time to get a bit serious.”


      “Hmph, so you do get it?” Phenex commented.


      “I’m not imitating you or anything...”


      Asmodeus sighed as countless black spheres floated up around her as if to bury space itself. Previously, they’d numbered in the dozens, but now they were in the hundreds. Also, before anyone knew it, she had a white conical spear in hand and Tartaros over her shoulders. To Asmodeus, getting serious meant opening her treasury. The three Archdemons’ complexions changed immediately.


      “Terminus Spear Kali Yuga... So you really do have it.”


      They’d surely seen this future too. It was precisely because they had that they understood how hopeless things were for them.


      ◇


      “Solomon, what are you studying all the time?”


      Inside the memory, much time had passed again. It was night and Azazel was questioning Solomon. She was wearing a ragged nightgown and had a blanket wrapped around her. It seemed it had been several months since the last scene.


      Their rebel army was still remaining hidden, but there were apparently other rebellions too. Information had come in that they were steadily pushing the seraph forces back.


      During that time, Solomon had remained cooped up in his research lab. He was primarily focused on creating Seraph Hunters, but there was one other thing he’d been devoting his attention to as well.


      “To put it simply, I’m studying a new field,” he answered, pushing up his glasses with a smile. “It’s sorcery.”


      “Sor-cer-y? Is that the power you use?”


      Solomon shook his head and replied, “It’s a little different. Orobas calls that draconic arts. In a sense, you can call it draconic sorcery.”


      It turned out Solomon really had learned sorcery from Orobas.


      “However, it can only be used by those Orobas has made a contract with,” he added. “And as you know, he can be rather hard to please. There are very few people who can use it.”


      According to him, Solomon was the only one in the last few centuries.


      “We need a power that anyone can wield.”


      Solomon opened a book on the table. There was a large crest drawn in the middle of the page. He seemed to be in the middle of writing notes on it.


      Actually, that’s a circuit.


      It was somewhat antiquated, but this was the sorcery used in Zagan’s age.


      “El, what does this look like to you?” Solomon asked.


      Azazel cocked her head, then answered clearly.


      “Numbers.”


      Solomon’s eyes widened.


      “I’m surprised you noticed. You’re right.”


      Zagan doubted his ears.


      A sorcery circuit is...numbers?


      Solomon traced his finger along the crest on the page.


      “It took me ten years to realize that these are numbers.”


      “I don’t get it,” Azazel said, somewhat confused. “I sensed they were numbers, but I don’t know anything about how big they are or what they mean.”


      Zagan sank deep into thought.


      Azazel can read the seraphs’ memories, but understanding them is a different matter.


      He would simply have to imagine what exactly that entailed, but he doubted it was something as paltry as ten or twenty years of knowledge. Centuries of knowledge pouring in without any limits would surely overload even a seraph’s brain, so maybe this was some kind of safety device?


      “There are numbers that represent the world itself,” Solomon explained. “For example, this one represents ‘memories.’ No, perhaps the word ‘defines’ would make it easier to understand?”


      “Defines...how?”


      “By using such definitions in a numerical formula, many calculations can be made. The answers derived from them then manifest as real phenomena in the world.”


      “Oh. So anyone can use it?”


      “Exactly. Anyone is capable of wielding this power so long as they learn the correct numbers.”


      Solomon took off his glasses, revealing his silver eyes.


      “I made a contract with Wise Dragon Orobas when I was eight. I was granted some of the dragons’ knowledge along with eyes that let me see the true nature of the world.”


      Is that the root of all silver eyes...?


      In other words, they were based on a real dragon’s eyes. Seeing that Ain and Zagan still possessed them despite Orobas’s death, it wasn’t simply borrowed power. Some kind of price had been paid to alter their very beings.


      Solomon covered one eye. Despite this, he could see lines of silver light through his hand.


      “The first thing I could see with these eyes was something like a flow. It was mysterious, like water but also swaying mist. I eventually realized this flow was the world itself. That was what made me wonder if it could be recorded in some way.”


      The mountain of books in Solomon’s research lab detailed the results of numerous trial and error experiments. Zagan knew that this was the root of all sorcery. Marchosias had spent a thousand years developing the crests this man had created.


      “I can’t do much right now,” Solomon continued. “All I’m doing is using what I see with my silver eyes to define the world and make notes. But if more people come to understand these numbers, they will surely discover numbers and formulas I could never even dream of.”


      Solomon then stated his conclusion with clear conviction in his voice.


      “It will surely become a power that changes the world.”


      It was a power that could overthrow the seraphs’ rule. That would become a reality. The first Silver-Eyed King, Solomon, had recorded the crests that were the molds for all sorcery. The second Silver-Eyed King, Lucia, specialized in reading the future in his opponent’s movements, getting to a point where he even reached Azazel in the new era of sorcery. The third Silver-Eyed King, Zagan, had created a power that absorbed and reflected sorcery. The history of their silver eyes ran parallel with that of sorcery itself.


      “However, that will likely be difficult to accomplish within my lifetime,” Solomon added. “Human lives aren’t that long, after all. Still, if this knowledge is passed on to someone, it will definitely reach that stage one day.”


      “It’s all right,” Azazel told him, squeezing his hand. “Your knowledge and will are sure to be inherited by future generations. After all...”


      Azazel’s other hand touched her own abdomen.


      “Azazel...?”


      And just then...


      “Ugh!”


      Solomon put a hand to his silver eyes and groaned. At the same time, Zagan felt an intense pain in his eyes.


      Sharing his sense of pain is truly annoying...


      He couldn’t prevent it and couldn’t brace himself to endure it. It wasn’t unbearable, but the pain itself was an irritation.


      “Solomon! Are you okay?”


      As Azazel tried to support him, the blanket fell off her shoulders. Solomon didn’t see any of this. His silver eyes were showing him a scene from somewhere else entirely.


      A fat old man who seemed to be a seraph was raising a spear of light overhead. A breath attack assaulted him, but was blocked by eight Hex Wings. It seems to be a battle between a dragon and a seraph.


      “Is this Orobas’s vision...?”


      The pain was coming from there.


      Meaning this is an opponent strong enough for a dragon as powerful as Orobas to fear.


      Zagan didn’t know how strong exactly Wise Dragon Orobas had been. However, did a ten-thousand-year-old dragon truly have to be scared of a single seraph, even if it was one with eight wings?


      There must be something more to it...


      Solomon had to understand that too. He somehow rose to his feet and grabbed Azazel’s shoulders.


      “Azazel, let’s continue this talk another time... When we do, there’s something I want to give you.”


      As he spoke, he put his jacket over her shoulders, revealing the laurel bracelet she’d given him on his left wrist.


      “You mean...”


      She understood what his words implied. Azazel’s cheeks flushed a little.


      “I’ll be right back.”


      Solomon ran off, leaving her behind. He had no way of knowing that this choice was the single worst mistake of his life.


      ◇


      “You violated the taboo, Abaddon.”


      The capital of the seraphs burned as Alshiera and Asura watched. The breath of light fired from above mowed down everything in its path. Swooping down slowly from the skies, tearing the curtain of night open, was a single dragon. It was enormous, larger even than the seraphs’ towers that pierced the clouds. Its scales sparkled like dazzling emeralds, making one forget that it was here to deliver death, while its amber eyes conveyed its deep wisdom and majesty.


      The seraphs defending the capital spread their wings of light, but once the dragon’s gaze fell upon them, they froze in place and trembled violently. This was Wise Dragon Orobas, the world’s oldest dragon and the king of dragons.


      “Orobas!” Abaddon screamed. “Why are you getting in our way?! You should understand our righteous cause!”


      If Orobas was the king of dragons, then Abaddon was the king of seraphs. He spread his eight Hex Wings and threw a spear of light toward his advancing enemy. This one strike had enough power to wipe the burning capital off the face of the planet. It annihilated the seraph soldiers all around Orobas.


      However, with a single flap of the dragon’s wings, the attack was blown off course. This wasn’t a physical phenomenon. It’d been warped by sorcery. The spear bent as if reflecting off a mirror and vanished into the moon.


      Countless circles of light took shape around Orobas. By the time Abaddon recognized this as draconic sorcery, arrows of light rained down on him.


      “Damn yoooooouuuuuu!”


      Abaddon drew his Heavenly Blade with his right hand and struck down some arrows while dodging others with sharp movements. However, the dozens of circles Orobas deployed weren’t only firing an arrow each. Before long, Abaddon failed to dodge one. It drilled through his shoulder, bringing his movements to a halt as light poured down on him like rain. The fight was completely one-sided. Watching it play out, Asura raised his voice in astonishment.


      “The old man was that strong? He’s totally invincible.”


      “The history of their sorcery is long, just as their lifespans are,” Alshiera explained. “The simple difference in experience is far larger than any gap in mana could ever be.”


      It was questionable whether the current Alshiera could defeat the Orobas of this age.


      “But why’d the old man suddenly step up?” Asura asked curiously. “When I was around, he didn’t even help against Camael.”


      Alshiera pointed at the fat old seraph. He had another spear in his grip that wasn’t made of light.


      “It’s probably because of that spear.”


      Terminus Spear Kali Yuga was the weapon Abaddon had broken a seal to procure.


      “Did I not tell you?” Wise Dragon Orobas said in a solemn voice. “Kali Yuga must not be unleashed. If it is, everything will be destroyed.”


      “Haaah... Haaah...”


      Abaddon rose from the rubble, wheezing for breath. His body was riddled with holes, and all eight of his Hex Wings were gone. Even as blood poured from his head, the king of seraphs remained alive.


      “Empty words from a mere observer...” he muttered before shouting, “Destroyed?! Let it be destroyed! We are the guardians of the world! Even if we lose Mother Earth, even if every seraph perishes, we shall protect this world! That is our mandate!”


      Asura’s face twisted in disgust.


      “Did this guy lose a few screws?”


      “How simple that would’ve made things...”


      It was precise because things hadn’t been so simple that the world had fallen into chaos shortly after this battle. And the culprit behind all of that was within these memories...


      “I respect your sense of duty,” Orobas said, pity evident in his voice. “However, the world will not withstand Terminus’s light a second time.”


      Surprisingly, Orobas’s words somewhat affirmed what Abaddon was saying.


      “If the world is so weak, then let it be!” Abaddon roared. “This is a trial! We offer our very existence to carry out our duty! Why should the world be exempt from any hardship?!”


      Abaddon brandished the conical spear.


      “It is time. Awaken, Terminus Spear Kali Yuga. Bring judgment upon this world!”


      “Stop, Abaddon!”


      Orobas’s jaws lit up with the light of destruction, but he was a step too slow. Abaddon’s spear shone with a bright white light.


      “Gyaaaaaaaaaaaah!”


      Abaddon screamed. The hand that had been holding Kali Yuga was now gone. Both his arm and the spear were now before his eyes. To be precise, they were enveloped by the shadow in front of him.


      “Is that...Samyaza?” Alshiera muttered.


      Despite having a human silhouette, it clearly wasn’t human. The shadow figure had ominous geometric symbols made of light all over its body. In this age, it was the king of demons. Having appeared out of nowhere, the bizarre shadow had Kali Yuga in its hand.


      Samyaza made a move back then...?


      Both Samyaza and Orobas were beings who didn’t normally get involved with the world. That was because their very existence was far too grand. To prove that, no matter how tyrannical the seraphs had been, these two had never made an open move against them. However, here, they’d both come out to intervene.


      “I thought it would come to this,” Samyaza sighed as he criticized the seraph.


      “Damn...you...Samyazaaaaaaaaaaaa!”


      Abaddon raised his remaining arm, brandishing a spear of light. This was likely the last of his power. It pierced Samyaza and annihilated the majority of the burning capital behind him.


      “How foolish.”


      However, that strike could not even make the king of demons flinch. A black blade shot out of his body like a thrust from a master swordsman. Abaddon couldn’t react at all. It penetrated his chest and lifted him into the air.


      To the very end, Abaddon reached out as if to wring Samyaza’s neck, but before long, that arm ran out of strength and dangled at his side. Faced with both the king of dragons and the king of demons, the king of seraphs finally capitulated. Once he was sure of this, Samyaza turned what appeared to be his face toward Wise Dragon Orobas.


      “Orobas, I was against this. This should never have been entrusted to the seraphs. No, not just them. No person should ever touch this.”


      “But we cannot simply throw it into the sea. One day, it will pass into someone’s hands. Is there anyone else capable of sealing it?”


      “Looking at their depravity, it was perfectly evident that they weren’t worthy of trust.”


      Asura grimaced as he watched the two talk.


      “What’s going on? Did the geezer and this foggy thing come here because of the spear?”


      “It seems so,” Alshiera said.


      Bringing Kali Yuga out had incurred the wrath of both of them.


      But this isn’t enough to completely destroy the seraphs.


      Their supreme leader was dead, and the capital had been obliterated. They no longer had the power to dominate the whole continent, so they were definitely going to be on the decline. However, there were still high seraphs alive. With the Heavenly Blades, they could overcome the disadvantage of numbers. They weren’t extinct yet. The ultimate fate of the seraphs that Alshiera knew of had them completely vanishing from the world without a trace.


      “Quit...running...your mouths...”


      That was when Abaddon spoke up. Surprisingly, he was still alive.


      “Isn’t this...all your fault?” he continued, spitting out blood all the while. “Samyaza, everything started with your betrayal... How dare you...deceive us!”


      “A false accusation. I deceived no one.”


      “Don’t play dumb. You said it yourself.”


      Abaddon howled his next words, his voice filled with all kinds of negative emotions like hatred, despair, and regret.


      “You said it was our celestial mysticism that gave birth to demons!”


      Both Alshiera and Asura swallowed hard at those words.


      “Wh-What’s that mean? Celestial mysticism is the seraphs’ songs, yeah?”


      Alshiera couldn’t give him an answer.


      But if that’s the case, it explains why Azrael and Camael didn’t sing.


      It wasn’t clear whether those two had been informed about this truth. At the very least, Camael didn’t seem to know. However, celestial mysticism had been banned.


      “Even with our songs sealed, we couldn’t stop the demons. Using only our Heavenly Blades, we couldn’t contend with their multiplying numbers. That’s why—”


      “That’s why you implanted artificial life with Phenex’s cells and magic jewels?” Samyaza said scornfully. “How foolish. You still do not understand, even after incurring the undying bird’s wrath? Creating life is a taboo forbidden even to seraphs. As your former brethren, I cannot overlook it.”


      “What taboo? Your very existence is a taboo. But now, you’re little more than a demon. All we did was continue to use the system you left behind.”


      Orobas sighed and stated, “He’s a sacrificial pillar to seal the demons, you mean.”


      Alshiera hung her head. It was just as she’d expected.


      “A sacrifice? Do they mean Azazel?” Asura asked.


      “Probably,” Alshiera replied. “Samyaza’s behavior does suggest that he was once a seraph. In that case, seraph leaders must have been burdened with becoming the sacrificial pillar to seal the demons away for generations.”


      Samyaza shook his head in exasperation.


      “You’re one to talk after abandoning your duty. If you have the slightest hint of righteousness left in you, we would have quietly stood by. However, you abandoned your duty and have even foolishly tried to create new life. You are an evil beyond salvation.”


      Alshiera nodded in understanding.


      “I’m starting to see where this is going. A seraph leader becoming the sacrifice to seal the demons means becoming Samyaza.”


      “So the next leader finishes them off and becomes a substitute? Gross.”


      That was precisely Abaddon’s role. However, Azazel had been the one they’d prepared as a sacrifice instead. That was surely the true reason this generation’s Samyaza had taken action. Abaddon had wielded Kali Yuga to try to defeat Samyaza when there was no more sacrifice to make.


      “Ha ha, you call me evil?” Abaddon scoffed. “I welcome it! Pretty words will change nothing! They can protect nothing! If we fall, the multiplying demons will one day surge beyond the ocean! As this world’s guardians, that is the one thing we cannot permit!”


      One thousand years ago, the world hadn’t been closed off. Across the ocean were different countries and continents, a whole other world. From that perspective, Abaddon’s behavior made sense. If Kali Yuga could destroy all the demons, the outside world could be protected.


      “With our songs banned, we seraphs can only control the world through fear. To command all through fear, we created soldiers to act in our stead. What else would you have us do?!”


      That was why the seraphs had oppressed the people, purging all rebels with Heavenly Blades. Behind the scenes, they’d created artificial life in the grigori and the carbuncles.


      “Evil is a necessity to destroy the demons. Who else is capable of perpetrating that evil other than us? Sing about your righteousness in the next world. I’ll accept all slander and judgment if it means permanently ending the demons. All evil acts must be performed in my generation!”


      With those last words, Abaddon’s remaining arm plopped to the ground.


      “Hey, what the hell?” Asura said, taking a step back. “His body’s crumblin’ apart.”


      “I see... This is how he obtained eight Hex Wings.”


      This was a phenomenon unique to those who’d escaped the cycle of life and death. Alshiera would one day disappear like this too. Normally, a seraph’s upper limit was six Hex Wings. Abaddon possessed power to surpass that because he’d gone as far as modifying his own body. He laughed as he fell apart.


      “But everything is right back where it started because Azazel escaped. If she sings, the demons’ propagation can no longer be stopped. If there’s a way of protecting the world other than destroying everything, then show me. Ha ha ha ha ha ha!”


      Perhaps this was the real reason Abaddon had taken out Kali Yuga. If the ultimate seraph sang, the demons would multiply even more. There’d been no other way of stopping it. The king of evil laughed scornfully as he crumbled to dust. All that was left behind was a single Heavenly Blade.


      “He truly was a king,” Alshiera said.


      Breaking Alshiera’s horns and killing her mother had, of course, been nothing more than a fun distraction for him. Nevertheless, this disgusting man had possessed a certain pride and magnanimity that had driven him to treat even his own life as a tool to be used and thrown away. He’d had the determination to become an evil being hated and despised by all. This explained the attitude toward life those who’d followed him had possessed.


      That explains why Marchosias ended up how he is...


      After all, Alshiera and Marchosias had inherited this villain’s blood.


      That was when a third voice resounded in the memory.


      “Orobas. Is all that true...?”


      Completely out of breath, the Silver-Eyed King stood among them.


      ◇


      “That is Terminus Spear Kali Yuga...the weapon capable of killing even you?” Glasya-Labolas groaned as he questioned Marchosias. There was almost an air of exaltation to his voice.


      This was the forbidden spear that had spurred the king of dragons and the king of demons to take action against the king of seraphs. Now, it was in Asmodeus’s hand.


      “Oh dear, so you know about this already?” she said, shrugging her shoulders. “Why, it sounds like you know even more about it than I do.”


      She twirled the spear around and laughed.


      “Wanna tell me about it?” she asked. “No matter where I looked, I couldn’t find anything about its origins.”


      She was quite obviously buying time, but she wasn’t lying or anything. For some reason, she hadn’t been able to find any records about it no matter what book she went through. There wasn’t so much as a hint that it was something the seraphs had left behind a thousand years ago. It was doubtful that Marchosias had been responsible for that, however.


      “Well, ya know...” Phenex said. “That’s ’cause it came from the outside.”


      “By that, you mean outside the barrier?” Asmodeus asked.


      Phenex nodded and replied, “Yeah, there were worlds on the outside. That relic destroyed one of ’em. You know how most mythology goes. They all finish with the world falling to ruin and the age of gods coming to an end and such, right?”


      “None of that makes sense to me.”


      Mythology in this closed-off world would only have been passed down in Liucaon or among elves. Marchosias had likely erased those too. There wasn’t enough of it to make any comparisons.


      “Well, that’s what it is,” Phenex continued. “Anyway, Kali Yuga is the iron hammer that brings about the end. To put it bluntly, it’s a mass-murdering weapon from the age of gods.”


      Despite those words coming from a chirping little bird, the facts she spoke sounded terrifying.


      “I think it was a few thousand years ago? There was a continent about as big...or maybe a size bigger? Anyway, there was a huge continent that vanished. I don’t mean it was left a burnt ruin or anything. It was literally annihilated. The citizens didn’t even have the time to feel fear, let alone pain.”


      Asmodeus widened her eyes quite deliberately.


      “Wouldn’t that have messed things up over here too? There was no barrier back then, right?”


      “Yeah. The water level went crazy. There were apparently plenty of countries destroyed by earthquakes too. The area around Liucaon sank completely, leaving nothing but the small island that it is today.”


      Marchosias’s group wasn’t talking. They seemed to be waiting to see what Asmodeus would do. It was entirely possible that Asmodeus would hesitate to use the weapon depending on how this conversation went, so it was a good plan to let it play out.


      “Anyway, back then, Kali Yuga erased a whole continent, including the one who used it. Orobas collected it and sealed it away secretly. That’s why nothing about it has been passed down.”


      “Hmmm... I have a question,” Asmodeus said. “Why do you know so much about it?”


      Phenex was said to have been around for over ten thousand years. It wouldn’t be strange for her to know about events from a few thousand years ago, but she spoke as if she’d been a concerned party in these events. The chick on Asmodeus’s shoulder chirped and laughed.


      “’Cause I was the one they used it on. I know more about it than most.”


      Marchosias’s group was struck dumb for an entirely new reason.


      She must’ve provoked them until they did...


      Phenex was a genius at angering others. It was so easy to picture it that even Asmodeus wanted to bury her face in her hands.


      “You’re playing innocent in your head right now, aren’t you?” Phenex quipped.


      “Not at all,” Asmodeus responded monotonously.


      “I was annihilated down to the very last cell,” Phenex explained regretfully. “I thought I would finally die for good, but I somehow resurrected just a few days later. Well, it’s a decent weapon.”


      Her immortality really was to the point where she lost all hope of ever exiting the world. With that conclusion, Phenex turned to Asmodeus.


      “So? Is that enough time?”


      Asmodeus giggled.


      Phenex is helping more than I thought she would.


      Asmodeus swept back her silver hair and nodded.


      “Yes. Thanks to you, everything is ready.”


      Kali Yuga possessed terrifying destructive potential, but using it would annihilate the continent. Just taking it out didn’t mean she could casually throw it. It was much like how she couldn’t use Calamitous Moon for anything aside from self-destruction. In other words, it had poor utility. Marchosias clicked his tongue at how pleased Asmodeus was with herself.


      “Meaning we fell for your bluff,” he said.


      “Knowing a partial future actually makes you far less flexible.”


      Eligor had seen a future where Asmodeus used this spear. That was why they’d had to raise their guard the moment she’d pulled it out. If they’d realized it was a bluff, they could’ve stolen it or something before she’d finished preparing to use it.


      “I’ll teach you something nice,” Asmodeus said. “This is extremely inefficient, so I can only use it once.”


      Kali Yuga had apparently been too much for the seraphs of the past. In the end, they hadn’t even been able to use it when on the verge of ruin. Asmodeus had spent a hundred years pouring mana into it just to get it to the point where she could make use of it. That was why she hadn’t used it when she’d first acquired it.


      But I can use it once.


      It was a horribly inefficient weapon that erased everything indiscriminately. This was the exact moment to use such an unstable tool. Asmodeus’s lips curved like a crescent moon.


      “If you overwrite the past with Star Reader, you’ll probably survive.”


      Eligor wasn’t one to misinterpret why Asmodeus was telling her this. It was her only course of action. Star Reader couldn’t be used consecutively. The true trial would come after Kali Yuga was unleashed. Asmodeus brandished the Terminus Spear, then raised her voice as if just remembering something.


      “Oh, right. I am Collector Asmodeus. I steal everything there is to steal, and I won’t allow anything to be stolen from me. Remember?”


      She then grinned at Marchosias.


      “I’m about to do exactly that, so prepare yourself.”


      Faced with her intense declaration of war, Marchosias smiled bitterly.


      “You’ve saved me the trouble, then,” he told her.


      “How so?”


      “Anything I deem remotely precious, I will absolutely lose. That is the curse I suffer from. Even if you don’t steal from me, I will lose everything.”


      He let out a sigh, then looked up at the stagnant night sky.


      “The curse likely crosses time, affecting the future from the past. It’s the only way to explain how hilariously little I’ve been left with.”


      Asmodeus nodded in understanding.


      “Aah, so that was about you, huh? My condolences.”


      This was the story of the sorcerer who’d leaped through time. It’d brought a calamity to all those who’d gotten involved, and those near to him had died unnatural deaths. None could approach him, but the sorcerer himself couldn’t die.


      It’s pitiful, but this is the man who stole everything from me...


      Asmodeus sighed ostentatiously.


      “Marchosias, how old are you? It’s totally embarrassing when you act like a pubescent boy, going, ‘I’m cursed; isn’t that so cool?’ to try to be popular. Phenex might enjoy things like that, though.”


      “Stop right there,” Phenex cut in. “I choose the words of people on the verge of death in order to help find my own death. I’m not saying anything shameful like some delusional brat.”


      “Hmmm...?”


      Their conversation was equivalent to trampling on everything that had been Marchosias’s life. An intense rage filled his eyes. Ignoring this, Asmodeus thrust a finger toward him.


      “I mean, you’re still here, aren’t you?”


      Marchosias caught his breath as if she’d said the unbelievable. Regardless of whether he was looking at the past or the future, Marchosias was standing before Asmodeus, fighting and struggling. He wasn’t someone who’d come to a complete stop after losing everything.


      “Someone who has truly lost everything precious to them could never even hope to accomplish anything. They couldn’t struggle to survive for a thousand years. They’d die apathetically on the roadside.”


      Even Asmodeus, who’d had everything taken from her, had still possessed one precious thing. The tenacity to retake the core jewels of her people, who’d had their dignity defiled even in death, had kept Asmodeus alive to this day.


      “You say you’ve lost everything, but you still have your tenacity and conviction.”


      He simply wasn’t aware of it. He had plenty that was precious to him.


      “I’m saying I’m going to trample over all of that and steal it from you,” Asmodeus continued with the most malicious of smiles. “That’s what makes me the Collector.”


      Asmodeus readied the conical spear as Marchosias raised his guard.


      “Come!” he said. “If you think there’s anything left to steal from me, then steal it!”


      As Marchosias roared back at her, Asmodeus held her left hand to the sky.


      “Twin Moon of Hades.”


      A void painted over the sky, and two moons began rising. This was Asmodeus’s night, where just one moon was enough to cut off all forms of power. Two moons, on the other hand, were enough to stop time itself. This wasn’t in the sense of Andrealphus’s Void or Glasya-Labolas’s Night Curtain. Those stopped an individual’s sense of time. This sorcery was equivalent to seeing beyond an event horizon, where a moment and eternity were the same thing.


      It was incomplete, however. The newly rising moons were only a crescent, not even halfway full.


      “Don’t think the same sorcery will work a second time!”


      The black blade could stop it before the moons rose completely. Marchosias could definitely pull it off in time. However, Asmodeus wasn’t the one to stop him from doing so.


      “Don’t! Marchosias!”


      It was Eligor. Twin Moons was sorcery that overlapped White Night on top of itself, but it wasn’t a means of attacking. White Night was a fully complete spell with one moon, anyway, so there was little to gain from having a second.


      The reason she used this was to create a cage. The second moon made a space that could contain the uncontrollable calamity of Kali Yuga. Breaking it would mean unleashing Kali Yuga at full power on the world, destroying everything in it.


      Thus, they could only look up as the moons rose. Below the two full moons, not even Marchosias could lift a finger. That was when Asmodeus brandished the Terminus Spear for real. At the same time, Eligor’s starry eyes glowed.


      “Terminus Spear Kali Yuga.”


      “Star Reader.”


      The light that could end everything spread out under Asmodeus’s sky, filling the closed-off world created by the two moons completely.


      So...heavy...!


      Only by stopping time itself could Twin Moons barely rival Kali Yuga. With only one moon, White Night would’ve been torn apart in an instant.


      It was impossible to so much as brace for the impact under Twin Moons. The three Archdemons stood there as they dissolved in the light. It was only natural. That was the kind of weapon it was. In all likelihood, not even that monster called Azazel would be an exception.


      Got them.


      Asmodeus confirmed with her own eyes that not only Marchosias, but even Eligor had been annihilated.


      “The real problem comes next.”


      Star Reader was capable of making it as if death itself didn’t happen. So then, what would happen if the caster died too? If she died before Star Reader activated, she would surely remain dead.


      But I saw Eligor’s eyes shine.


      That meant both Kali Yuga and Star Reader must have activated. The question then was whether the stars could be read under Twin Moons of Hades. As if to answer that question, the night abruptly shattered. It was the same phenomenon as when Morning Moon had been nullified.


      “She somehow endured...”


      As the world shattered, the three annihilated Archdemons reappeared. It appeared even the iron hammer from the age of gods was incapable of surpassing Star Reader. Taking a loop up at the sky, Twin Moons had disappeared too.


      Kali Yuga was made to collide with them...?


      It seemed modifying the past wasn’t a convenient power that was capable of changing anything to one’s will. In this case, the future had been changed so that Asmodeus’s aim had been off, causing her to shoot Twin Moons herself. Similarly, Morning Moon had likely been changed so that Asmodeus’s strike had missed. That said, there was no way such power could be used without paying the price.


      “Haaah... Haaah...”


      Eligor fell to her knees, heaving for breath. Tears of blood streamed out from both her eyes, and she was sweating an abnormal amount.


      “Looks like the burden from a second Star Reader is even greater than the first,” Phenex said, narrowing her eyes sharply.


      Asmodeus nodded and replied, “Seems so... Now then, shall we begin taking measurements?”


      She’d used Kali Yuga as a disposable tool for what came next. A flower of nothingness bloomed in her hand.


      “Last Blossom of the Lonely Moon.”


      Marchosias had fended off this sorcery twice already. A third attempt wouldn’t work on him. And yet, his complexion changed quite clearly.


      “Labolas, protect Eligor!”


      The scattering petals weren’t directed at him. They were headed for Eligor.


      Just because you can dodge it doesn’t mean your friends can too.


      There were also only a few ways of protecting Eligor now that she was immobile after using Star Reader.


      “Oui. Night Curtain.”


      “Wrong move.”


      Saying that, Asmodeus snapped her fingers, the sharp sound easily erasing Glasya-Labolas’s Night Curtain.


      “What?!”


      Not even Asmodeus could use Divine Echo while manipulating Last Blossom. However, since she knew it used sound as a medium, she didn’t need particularly complex sorcery to block Night Curtain. She’d known when exactly he would use it too. In other words, there had never been a need to use Divine Echo in the first place. By doing so earlier, she’d made Glasya-Labolas misrecognize the necessity of Divine Echo.


      Not only that, but since sound traveled through the air, Asmodeus had stopped the sound from reaching her. However, she didn’t do anything for Eligor and Marchosias, who were right next to Glasya-Labolas. They would start moving again soon, but they were frozen for just one instant. Using that opening, Asmodeus already had Tartaros enveloping the area around all of them.


      With all means of escape sealed, despair was clear in all their faces. That was what Asmodeus had meant by this being the wrong move. Having their movements frozen for one instant in this rain of petals had basically enabled a checkmate. However, having been ordered to protect Eligor, Glasya-Labolas hadn’t had any other choice.


      “Gah! Aaaaaargh!” Marchosias screamed as black blades shot out from all over his body like a porcupine or blowfish.


      So he really can do that.


      The petals broke as the black blades touched them, giving birth to secondary explosions of black spheres. However, this still wasn’t enough to stop all the petals.


      “Devil Blade’s Flames!”


      Countless swaying blades flowed out of Glasya-Labolas’s cane. They didn’t have the force of Last Blossom, but combined with the Lord of Murder’s skill with a sword, it was enough to cut the petals. More black spheres burst all over.


      But that’s still not enough.


      He had the Hex Katana in his right hand and Devil Blade’s Flames in his left. And yet, even doubling his output wasn’t enough to block all the falling petals.


      “Gah! Oh! Oh! Oh! Ooooooh!”


      Shoulder, elbow, thigh, hip... One after the other, petals gouged holes through him.


      “Labolas!”


      Their defensive wall was broken.


      “Black Needle, Tree Castle.”


      Innumerable black needles shot out of the earth as if to pierce the heavens. More needles grew from the needles themselves, creating a hellish mountain akin to a giant tree. Glasya-Labolas pulled Eligor back, but was a split second too late.


      “Agh!”


      The needles pierced Eligor’s right leg and left arm.


      “Eligor!”


      Marchosias immediately pulled Eligor into his arms and leaped away. The needle in her left arm was pulled out by the momentum, but her right leg was torn off and left behind. The Archdemons had the Void Curtain spread all around them. Sparks flew as Marchosias’s back slammed against it.


      “Guh!”


      He groaned in pain, but the damage started repairing itself in an instant. Asmodeus knew it wouldn’t work on him, but Eligor was a different story. Marchosias used his black blades as shields to cover her entire body. This meant he was no longer properly defending against Last Blossom.


      “Ah...”


      Completely swallowed by the falling petals, Glasya-Labolas was turned into a beehive and vanished.


      “Labolas!”


      Marchosias screamed his name as the petals of nothingness came for him too.


      “Gah! Aaaaaagh!”


      However, these petals were tiny. There weren’t quite enough to completely erase Marchosias, who was using nearly ten thousand demons to regenerate his body.


      But it leaves you totally open.


      Even if the petals couldn’t kill him, it was more than enough to stop him in his tracks.


      “Marchosias...run...”


      As Eligor muttered such courageous words, Asmodeus closed the distance between them. She had a blade of nothingness in her hand.


      “Morning Moon of Hades!”


      “Star Reader!”


      Asmodeus’s sword mercilessly bisected both Archdemons. The event horizon swallowed everything. Watching their end with cold eyes, Asmodeus muttered to herself.


      “I guess Star Reader needs about thirteen seconds to recharge, huh?”


      As if to answer that question, cracks ran through the world yet again. And for the third time, the three Archdemons returned.


      “Haaah... Haaah... Urgh...”


      However, this time, they weren’t unscathed. The burden on Eligor was even worse. Her body was back, but her eyes weren’t even able to focus anymore. Her werewolf regeneration could no longer heal them.


      Marchosias was exhausted. Shooting those Samyaza Blades from all over his body must have pushed him to his limits. He’d forced Azazel’s power into his body, after all. He looked emaciated now.


      Glasya-Labolas was in far worse shape than either of them, however.


      “Oh, dear. The wounds from Last Blossom are still there.”


      His arms, legs, and torso still had holes in them. It was to the point where it was impossible to spot anywhere that wasn’t wounded. He was somehow managing to remain on his feet with the support of his cane, but he didn’t look like he was in any condition to fight.


      I’m pretty sure he’ll still swing his sword, though.


      Much like Asmodeus had dedicated her life to recovering her people’s core jewels, this man’s obsession with murder was on another level.


      “It seems Star Reader can only change around five seconds into the past,” Phenex observed.


      The wound from Black Needle to Eligor’s leg was still present.


      “Aww, so close. A little faster and I might’ve finished Glasya-Labolas.”


      Either way, Asmodeus now had a full grasp of the extent of Star Reader’s true power.


      If I can defeat Eligor in the next eight seconds, they can’t resurrect.


      Thirteen seconds would probably do, but this was an Archdemon who could see the future. It was entirely possible her power would activate on its own even if Eligor died. And so, eight seconds was the target.


      “All right, then, ready to move on to the next act?” Asmodeus asked, grinning.


      Faced with that nightmarish declaration, Marchosias sighed as if he no longer even had the strength to respond.


      ◇


      “Sing, Camael!”


      At Richard’s call, violet lightning crept along the ground. It shouldn’t have worked on Astaroth, but as it coiled around his feet, the enormous skeleton lost his balance. Nephteros sighed in admiration.


      I see. It’s ineffective, but not completely ignorable.


      It sounded simple in theory, but there were fewer than five active Archangels capable of a similar feat against an Archdemon. Using that opening, Nephteros kicked off the ground. She once more held a spear of light, but it seemed cracked in some way.


      “Eat this!”


      As she unleashed the spear, it shattered. The fragments turned into countless tiny blades raining down on the skeleton. While he could stop one spear, he couldn’t block or dodge a barrage. To add to that, Richard’s lightning was preventing him from moving. Attacked from both above and below, Astaroth spread out his arms and puffed out his chest as if he were ready to graciously accept it all. Everything landed, kicking up a cloud of dust.


      “So sweet. So very sweet. A gourmet meal that can only be experienced in this very moment.”


      The skeletal Archdemon wasn’t wounded at all. That was within expectations, however.


      “Not enough to harm him, I see,” Richard muttered calmly.


      “It seems he doesn’t need to actually eat anything to absorb power,” Nephteros observed.


      It really was similar to Heaven’s Scale. Breaking it would require Zagan’s equally absurd Heaven’s Phosphor. However, Nephteros was Zagan’s sister-in-law—someone to be protected. He hadn’t granted her such power.


      Astaroth wagged a bony finger as his teeth clattered. It seemed he was imitating the sound of smacking his lips.


      “There is no taste if it doesn’t travel through my mouth,” he said. “However, pouring expensive wine on top of your head for fun is the height of luxury. Debauchery is one of greed’s destinations.”


      With that, the goat skull turned toward Nephteros.


      “High elves were once called seraphs... I do wonder what one tastes like.”


      The light within his pitch-black eye sockets sent a freezing chill rushing down Nephteros’s back.


      “It is an honor to know that you are so pleased with her, but I shall not hand her over.”


      Behind Richard’s courteous tone was a burning rage. He took a sharp step forward, and a heavy thud resounded through the air. It was hard to believe it came from a sword slash.


      “So you can stop that too...”


      Astaroth had caught the blade with one hand without even turning around.


      “That strike rivaled Andrealphus’s swordplay. What delicious flavor at such a young age!”


      The skeleton was overcome with emotion. Upon closer inspection, the Sacred Sword now had a small chip halfway down its blade.


      “We undead do not see the world through eyes,” Astaroth stated, shaking his head. “An attack from behind can obviously still be perceived.”


      He had a point. A smoke screen was surely meaningless against a skeleton who didn’t even have eyeballs.


      “Now then, how about I savor the taste of a Sacred Sword before getting to the high elf?”


      Astaroth didn’t hesitate to pull the Sacred Sword to his mouth despite it being the natural enemy of all sorcerers. His physical strength also seemed to be beyond all reason. Richard was unable to stand his ground, and his sword was smoothly pulled away from him.


      “Child’s play.”


      “So you think. There’s more to my dish than this.”


      Richard’s fist flew straight at the laughing goat skull. Countless magic circles were coiled around his arm.


      “Oh m—!”


      Richard’s punch slammed into Astaroth’s head, cutting him off. The ground beneath his feet caved in, and the over-two-meter-tall skeleton reeled back in shock. A loud crack ran down the goat skull.


      This was the Archdemon’s Iron Fist—sorcery that replicated Archdemon Zagan’s punch that was capable of crushing any foe.


      Richard wished to free the seraphs from the Sacred Swords and had told Zagan as much. Naturally, the Archdemon had immediately posed him a question.


      “How will you protect Nephteros without a Sacred Sword?”


      This was the answer he’d arrived at. Richard followed up with a left punch to Astaroth’s ribs. The sorcerous blow from a wielder of a Sacred Sword lifted the giant into the air. With the skeleton defenseless, Richard drove his right fist into Astaroth’s spine.


      “I suppose you won’t just let me keep punching you.”


      A bony palm caught his third punch.


      “How amusing,” Astaroth said, his voice filled not only with astonishment, but pure joy. “To think an Angelic Knight would resort to sorcery.”


      “This is all I can use for now, though.”


      Nephteros knew this had been the most optimal sorcery for Richard to learn. Zagan negated any and all sorcery by devouring it, then used his fist to launch the fastest attack possible. The purification effect of a Sacred Sword also negated any and all sorcery, so it was inevitable for Richard to start by learning this the moment he’d decided to study sorcery. This moment was the first time the battle had exceeded Astaroth’s expectations.


      “Nephteros!”


      By the time Richard called out to her, Nephteros’s sorcery was already complete. Purifying lightning and the spear of light falling prey to Astaroth’s Gluttony had been wholly expected. If anything, it would be problematic had he not eaten them. Nephteros wouldn’t be able to use her sorcery, after all. Her unreasonable request for Richard had been to get Astaroth to absorb his lightning and create an opening for her, which he’d pulled off perfectly.


      So, now it’s my turn.


      She held out both arms and formed a rectangle with her thumbs and index fingers.


      “Dark Metropolis, Faceless City.”


      Darkness flooded out of Nephteros’s hands. It was a pit of nothingness that no light could illuminate. This wasn’t a void, though. It was rage, sorrow, hatred, madness, fear, resentment, and despair fused together. Perhaps this hellish color was what happened when all negative emotions were taken to their extreme. It was a darkness that made the undead skeleton seem like light.


      The blackness spread forth to swallow the Archdemon of gluttony. Inside, a pure-white crack ran down the darkness. Beyond the crack, a single eye took shape—an azure eye. That made it known. This hellish color was only spilling out. It was no more than the upper layer. Inside the darkness, countless such repulsive eyes were opening. Those who knew of this scenery would all refer to it by the same name—Azazel’s Nightmare.


      “Gah! Aaaaaaaaargh!”


      Astaroth screamed in terror. It was understandable. The Archdemon who devoured everything with his Gluttony was being consumed by the darkness.


      “I’m...being eaten?! Ugh! I’m being devoured by nothingness...!”


      It was the nightmare Nephteros had stared long and hard at. It was the darkness that had consumed Aristella, giving her no way of resisting it. It was the prison that had destroyed Archdemon Furcas’s mind.


      This nightmare that could erode even the soul licked at Astaroth’s enormous body and swallowed him whole.


      Shattering like glass, Azazel’s Nightmare vanished, and the sights of Kaslytilio were once more around them. In the middle of this wasteland, the skeletal Archdemon was on his knees.


      “Haaah...! Haaah...! Haaah...!”


      However, Nephteros was also on her knees, gasping for breath.


      Using it once took all my mana...


      Even though she was an artificial being, Nephteros possessed a tremendous amount of mana as a high elf. And yet, all of it had been consumed in an instant. That only stood to reason. Dark Metropolis was a kind of sorcery that normally used thousands of sacrifices to invoke. It wasn’t meant for an individual to wield. One would normally need the vast stockpile of mana in a Sigil of the Archdemon to use it without any sacrifices. In other words, this was an Archdemon’s sorcery. In Nephteros’s hands, despite her high elf capabilities, it was incomplete.


      Smoke billowed from Astaroth’s body. He was still alive, though it was unclear whether that was the right word for the undead.


      “Gah... Oooh... What terrifying power... You took an image in your mind...gave it mass...and slammed it into me...?”


      As expected of an Archdemon, he figured out how the sorcery worked at a single glance. Nephteros groaned. That one attack had genuinely used every last fragment of her might. She no longer had the strength to lift even a single finger. If he stood back up, it would be over. Perhaps Shax would save her, but that meant failing Samyaza’s test.


      “That’s the greatest fear I know,” Nephteros said, bluffing. “I simply showed it to you.”


      Much like Heaven’s Scale, it was likely impossible to break Gluttony from the outside. And so, she just had to attack it from within, targeting his mind directly. Faceless City was the means of doing this.


      It’s truly repulsive sorcery.


      However, when it came to attacking the mind, Nephteros didn’t know any better way.


      Astaroth slowly rose to his feet. He was clearly injured. Dense smoke still billowed from his bones, and there were subtle cracks all over his body. Richard slid in front of Nephteros to protect her while she was still immobile.


      But this is supposed to be my fight...


      The Archdemon then pointed an unsteady finger at her.


      “O-Oooh... Please...tell me...”


      His words almost sounded like a prayer.


      “Tell you...what?” Nephteros asked, completely bewildered.


      She was unable to stand. Astaroth loomed over her. The victor had already been decided. If he had any questions, he could simply command her to answer. And yet, there was a pleading air to his voice. After a pause, Astaroth spoke with determination.


      “What...did I taste like?”


      “......”


      Nephteros, Richard, Camael, Rebecca, and even Samyaza were struck dumb. His question was so sincere, though. Despite her confusion, Nephteros timidly raised her voice to answer him honestly.


      “I-I’m sorry. I only slammed the scenery in my mind against you. I didn’t actually eat you, so I don’t know.”


      Astaroth’s shoulders drooped in utter disappointment.


      “I see... I thought I’d finally found a kindred spirit...”


      Maybe Archdemons had worries unique to them. Nephteros didn’t understand his plight, but she felt like she may have done something bad to him. Seeing that he wasn’t going to get his answer, Astaroth turned on his heels.


      “I’m leaving.”


      “H-Huh...? Are you sure?” Nephteros asked.


      Isn’t he here to capture Kuroka?


      Astaroth shook his head and replied, “It seems you have fully accomplished your role. Even if I kill you here, I won’t have the strength left to fight the Tiger King. And above all else...” he trailed off, then turned his empty sockets back to look down at Nephteros, saying, “it seems you’ve been acknowledged.”


      The bizarre shadow that should’ve been no more than a spectator spread out behind Nephteros as if to protect her.


      “If I make another move on you, I’ll be devoured before the Tiger King even gets the chance to join the fray. That is not my wish.”


      With those last words, the skeletal king vanished into thin air.


      “Does that mean...we won?” Richard muttered.


      Samyaza stood before Nephteros, then abruptly bowed to her.


      “Despite knowing Azazel, you made it your own.”


      Those words made Nephteros think she’d made a wrong move. In a sense, she’d borrowed Azazel’s power, but that didn’t explain why Samyaza was kneeling before her.


      “You overcame that nightmare,” he said. “That is worthy of admiration.”


      With that, he respectfully took Nephteros’s hand.


      “You have indeed shown me humanity’s potential. I shall do as you bid.”


      Thus, the king of demons finally acknowledged Nephteros.


      ◇


      “This is pretty bad...”


      The individual who was the incomplete test subject to grant someone the same power as Samyaza laughed to himself. There was no tension in Bato’s voice.


      “Tryin’ to act tough?” Barbatos scoffed. “Sure looks like you’re panickin’ to me.”


      Bato transformed his right hand into a blade and attacked, but it was a careless strike. It vanished midair.


      “Whoa there!”


      The blade reappeared before his eyes. Bato immediately pulled back his right arm, stopping the blade by instinct right before it hit him.


      “Hmm, you’ve got good intuition,” Barbatos said. “But you really think that’s enough to get away?”


      This was an attack reflected by bending space. The blade was Bato’s arm. It was crossing through that twisted space as Barbatos shut it off.


      “Aaah, my arm...”


      Any half-baked sorcery could wound this body, but even his arm was chopped off like butter.


      “It truly does seem like you’re my natural enemy. Now, what to do...?”


      Bato flashed a troubled smile.


      “You asshole... You makin’ fun of me?” Barbatos sneered, a vein bulging on his forehead.


      “Calm down, Barbatos,” Vepar said. “Don’t let him dictate the pace. He’s been flippant the whole time, even as I’ve reduced him to cinders over and over. It’s a trick to make you reveal an opening.”


      This made sense coming from the sorcerer who’d fought Bato for seven days straight. This trick clearly wasn’t going to work on him.


      I mean, chatting is about the only thing I can manage against these two.


      Bato’s arm somehow regenerated, but it was starting to crumble apart at its extremities. Bato had been pushed far enough into a corner that he had nothing left up his sleeve.


      Technology that modified the body had existed before the age of sorcery. One thousand years ago, High Seraph Abaddon had used it exhaustively. Bato’s body had been created using it. It was a countermeasure to Archdemon Zagan’s ability to devour sorcery.


      However, be it sorcery or seraph technology, all those who desecrated life met the same end. They crumbled away to ashes without leaving so much as a corpse behind. Him falling apart now simply meant he’d reached the end of his life. Bato had been the one pushed to his limits during these seven days of fighting.


      I was pretty confident when it came to this style of combat, though.


      One thousand years ago, Bato had faced Azazel and the demons. His enemies had always been stronger than he was. His style involved forming underhanded schemes to come out alive against such opponents. However, these schemes didn’t work against the sorcerers of the modern age. Just as Vepar had mentioned, he would be completely helpless if he was thrown into subspace.


      Against Vepar alone, Bato might’ve been able to at least restrain him using the last of his strength. Now that Barbatos had joined the fray, however, he didn’t even have the chance to do that. So long as they didn’t show some huge opening by coincidence, Bato had no chance of winning. The only thing he was capable of now was buying time.


      He had to buy enough for Marchosias and the others to save him, even though Marchosias himself was in need of reinforcements at present.


      “Hmmm, it seems I’m at a disadvantage in close combat,” Bato said.


      His black blade could be turned against him. In that case, it was smarter to run around while firing wildly from a distance. This style of combat got on an opponent’s nerves. The more frustrated they were, the longer Bato could survive. And just as he tried to back away...


      “Do you really think you can escape?”


      Vepar reached out a hand and, without even touching Bato, pulled him back.


      “Mrgh... Gravity sorcery?”


      Bato didn’t know anything about this age’s sorcery, so he was caught by surprise. This was a hand made of gravity that was capable of tugging on a sorcerer who was hiding in subspace.


      Oh, they got me...


      By the time he realized his movements had been sealed, Barbatos unleashed his next sorcery.


      “Vacuum Blade.”


      A dislocation in space closed in on him.


      “G-Gah...”


      No matter how hardened his body was, there was no way of resisting a gap in space itself. Bato’s body was easily bisected at the torso.


      “This is the end, my final Hades.”


      Five balls of degenerative substance flew out of Vepar’s staff and began rotating around each other. As they accelerated, an intense gravity field was formed. Rocks and ocean water twisted like butter and were sucked into the vortex. This was an artificial gravitational collapse. Bato had experienced it countless times already. With his body bisected, he had no means of enduring it.


      I suppose Mr. Vepar won this battle of tenacity.


      Bato sighed.


      “Forgive me, Marchosias. I didn’t manage to hold out long enough.”


      And just as he gave up, a crack ran across the world, accompanied by the sound of shattering glass. Immediately following that, Bato vanished...as did Vepar.


      “Huh...?”


      Barbatos was left behind on his own with no understanding of what had just happened.


      ◇


      “This is a huge letdown, Marchosias. I’ve killed you three times. You’ve died three times. Don’t you think it’s pathetic to rely entirely on a woman to save you?”


      Faced with Asmodeus’s obvious provocation, Marchosias smiled even as he gasped for breath.


      “You don’t seem to be having an easy time either,” he replied. “Your useless chatter is just an attempt to buy time. Shouldn’t you be out of tricks by now?”


      “Oh, you can tell? That’s the Eldest for you.”


      Just as Marchosias said, Asmodeus was buying time. She wasn’t out of tricks, however. Quite the opposite, in fact. She was preparing her next move. She brushed back her silver hair and looked at Eligor.


      “Next, you’ll be giving me back my big sis’s eyes. I’m hoping you can return them in proper condition. You need to return what you’ve borrowed in a nice and clean state.”


      In other words, Eligor was definitely going to die.


      “Only people who actually return what they’ve borrowed should be saying that.”


      Asmodeus heard someone criticizing her from her shoulder but acted like it had nothing to do with her.


      “I steal things, not borrow them,” she boasted.


      “I’m sure it’ll end up that way. I can’t beat you,” Eligor said, biting her lip. “I knew that before the battle even began. But that’s exactly why I’ll resist to the very end.”


      Asmodeus smiled at her heroic display of resolve.


      “You’re still saying that? If the future can’t be changed, then why struggle?” she asked, reaching out a hand once more. “I’m not just spouting nonsense. If I change this ‘future’ you speak of, will you be my friend?”


      “Then...prove it to me,” Eligor said, practically coughing blood.


      “Hee hee, that’s a deal. No going back on your word, okay?”


      Eligor’s eyes seemed to have recovered while they talked. In that state, they weren’t going to break from using Star Reader one more time.


      “But what do you plan on doing?” Phenex asked curiously. “You can’t use Kali Yuga again, right?”


      “Oh, don’t worry about that. I just have to create a situation where she absolutely has to use Star Reader.”


      With that, Asmodeus pulled out her trump card.


      “Ta-daaaaaah! How about this?”


      It was a staff in the shape of a tuning fork. This was the last item Marchosias had been searching for—the weapon Zagan had granted Foll. But for whatever reason, it was now in Asmodeus’s possession.


      “S-Stop, Asmodeus! That’s the one thing you mustn’t do!”


      Marchosias immediately reacted. It was entirely possible he’d figured out that Foll really did have Mercurius. He’d given up on it because it hadn’t been used during the fight against Zagan. However, Asmodeus had had plenty of interactions with Foll. He must’ve considered the possibility that Foll had handed it over in some sort of deal. He also knew how much trouble it would be if it was used in the current situation.


      That’s why you’ve gotta get away from Eligor!


      Asmodeus gathered her black spheres behind her.


      “Hades.”


      She didn’t use Morning Moon or Last Blossom. This was the basic Hades.


      “Hup! Hup! And hup!”


      She fired three, then four behind her where nobody was. They tugged at each other without moving, balancing out due to superb placement. Asmodeus then held Mercurius out toward the black spheres.


      “Heeeeeere we go!”


      With a childish call, she threw the staff into one of the black spheres.


      “Eligor!” Marchosias shrieked.


      “S-Star Reader!”


      Eligor hesitated for a moment, but ended up using her sorcery. Cracks ran through the night once more, and the Hades that Mercurius flew into vanished.


      One second.


      “Gah...!”


      However, there was more than one instance of Hades, so Mercurius was immediately drawn toward the next one.


      “Asmodeuuuuuus!”


      “Aha! Come on! You can do it!”


      Two seconds.


      Marchosias chased after the staff in desperation, running past Asmodeus as she charged toward Eligor.


      With this, Marchosias can’t make a move.


      Even in its most basic form, Hades was a concentrated gravitational collapse. Not even that black blade could break one so easily. How many seconds would this amusing game of tag with the staff take him? Surely ten, no, fifteen seconds at the very least. That was more than enough time for Asmodeus to kill Eligor.


      Three seconds.


      “Have you forgotten about me?!”


      Before she reached Eligor, a bloody Glasya-Labolas stood in her way. It was more like he wanted to settle the score with Asmodeus rather than protect Eligor, but the results were the same regardless. With Marchosias occupied, it was obvious Asmodeus would be going after Eligor, so it only made sense for Glasya-Labolas to intercept her here.


      He drew the Hex Katana from its sheath as he stepped in. This was the fastest and strongest attack possible from a sword. It surpassed even the strike Kuroka had demonstrated in the past.


      “Clear Autumn Spring.”


      The former sword saint and current Lord of Murder bet everything he had on this single slash aimed at Asmodeus’s neck.


      “Oh, you’ll be returning the Hex Katana too.”


      Asmodeus wasn’t in the blade’s path. She was standing right behind Glasya-Labolas. Next to her, a single black sphere floated up as if melting into the dark night. This was a feat of instantaneous movement that was only possible thanks to her using the gravity from Blackest Black. It was impossible for even Glasya-Labolas’s eyes to follow it.


      Four seconds.


      “Pow!”


      Glasya-Labolas shouted in delight as he turned for a follow-up strike, but his arm was torn off before it reached Asmodeus. The Blackest Black she’d used to move had destroyed everything from the elbow down.


      “Gyaaaaaah!”


      Glasya-Labolas screamed as Asmodeus swiped the sheath from his hip and held it out to the empty air. The Hex Katana that’d been blown away with his right hand fell neatly into it.


      Five seconds.


      Even if Eligor used Star Reader again, Glasya-Labolas wouldn’t be restored.


      “That’s that.”


      Asmodeus delivered a roundhouse kick to the unarmed old gentleman, sending him bouncing across the ground several times. She then squeezed the sheathed Hex Katana against her chest and stood before Eligor.


      Six seconds.


      Eligor coated her werewolf claws in blades of air and lunged forward. Asmodeus tilted her neck slightly, easily dodging the attack from a sorcerer who could see the future.


      “Blackest Black...” Eligor groaned. “Hades wasn’t your most terrifying sorcery. It was this.”


      Another black sphere floated in front of Eligor’s claws. It was a ball of gravity that was capable of instantaneous movement. Asmodeus wasn’t the only one who could be moved by its gravity. Despite knowing it was there and seeing it, there was no point if Eligor couldn’t move the way she wanted to.


      Seven seconds.


      At the very last moment, Eligor smiled.


      “Claim victory, Marchosias.”


      Asmodeus’s finger bore into her face from the side. With a wet spurt, the werewolf Archdemon fell face-first to the ground. Her corpse had none of her beauty. Everything from her jaw up was completely gone.


      And that’s eight seconds.


      Even if Eligor used Star Reader, she wouldn’t resurrect.


      “So courageous to the very end...”


      She really didn’t hate that part of Eligor. Her condolences lasted only a moment, though. Asmodeus opened her bloody hand in a trance. There were two violet eyeballs in her palm. They were the eyes that had just been in Eligor’s head.


      “Aaah... I finally have them back. I’m sorry it took so long. I’m so sorry, sis...”


      Asmodeus cradled the eyes dearly against her chest. Even after reclaiming what had been stolen, what had been lost, she hadn’t gained anything. Regardless, this was the instant she’d retaken everything she could. And so, for the first time since the beginning of the battle, Asmodeus lowered her guard.


      Thirteen seconds.


      “It’s not over yet, Asmodeus!”


      A crack ran through the night.


      So she really did have Star Reader set to trigger on its own.


      That meant either her own death or the loss of her eyes was the trigger.


      But what changed?


      The one thing that came to mind was that it had been used on Marchosias. Asmodeus readied herself to draw Morning Moon at any time when she sensed a presence behind her. She turned around, forming the sword of nothingness as she did, and saw something through the crack in the world.


      “Huh?”


      This time, Asmodeus froze. Her beloved disciple was suddenly before her eyes, covered in wounds.


      She stopped her sword on reflex, which left her wide open. By the time she realized that, a hand had reached for her chest.


      “[Compulsory command: Cease all function.]”


      She’d never heard that language before. Though, she did know it. It was...


      “Celestian...”


      The moment Phenex spoke its name, Asmodeus’s chest burst open. Asmodeus’s consciousness shattered into pieces, leaving her unaware of what had just happened.
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      Chapter IV: The Present Is Formed by the Many Failures of the Past


      “Celestial mysticism gives birth to demons...?”


      When this reality was thrust before him in Solomon’s memories, Zagan doubted his ears. However, at the same time, it made a lot of sense.


      Celestial mysticism was used many times over the last year.


      Just how often had Nephy, Nephteros, and Orias resorted to singing those songs during harsh battles? In the battle against Shere Khan, the possessed Nephteros had sung until she’d exhausted her entire lifespan as a homunculus. If what they said was true, then it explained the outbreak of demons in the present day.


      But why weren’t things resolved when they stopped singing?


      Upon learning this, Abaddon had banned the seraphs from singing. Regardless, demons had continued propagating, pushing Abaddon to the point of taking up the forbidden spear.


      As the Silver-Eyed King stood stock-still in the ruined capital, the kings of demons and the king of dragons silently floated down toward him.


      “A seraph’s song changes the laws of the world through mere prayer,” Samyaza explained. “Celestial mysticism is a leftover from the age of creation. It is a relic of the gods. Much like Kali Yuga, it shouldn’t exist in this world.”


      Orobas transformed back into an old man and continued the explanation.


      “Back when the world was first created, when gods ran rampant across the land, there was a time when the very concept of the physical was ambiguous. There was no good or evil. Even the boundary between the individual and the collective was uncertain. Everything was connected to something akin to a greater will. Even the spirit and body were the same thing.”


      “The Primordial Sea,” Samyaza continued. “The seraphs call it the Soup of Life. It is the cradle where all life-forms were created. Seraphs, humans, therianthropes, all of them trace back to that one point.”


      In the field of sorcery, it was said that all life came from the ocean. Due to the mixed pull of the sun and the moon, organic matter was born and evolved into life. That “Primordial Sea” was supposed to contain no more than primitive microorganisms. There were no gods present in that theory.


      However, Phenex had existed since antiquity and had spoken of gods being spiritual forms that gained power through faith. It sounded like she’d seen it firsthand. If they were speaking of the same thing here...


      “Are you saying the gods were the Primordial Sea itself, their existence leaning more toward the spiritual than the physical?” Solomon asked.


      Life may have started from primitive microorganisms, but the Primordial Sea had created them. If the spirit existed at that point, any contradictions vanished. If so, to such beings, thought and creation were the same thing. Phenomena that people in the present day would call miracles were as simple as breathing to them.


      And that’s none other than celestial mysticism.


      “Indeed,” Orobas confirmed. “However, that is only relevant in the age of creation. Everything born from the Primordial Sea was divided before they left the nest. They took definitive shape, and the individual was no longer the collective. The spirit dwelled inside bodies, and order and chaos became the laws of the world.”


      “In this world, that which Orobas referred to as the greater will still exists,” Samyaza continued, the crest on his face flickering. “Though it is more appropriate to call it the law itself, rather than a will. It is what makes time flow upstream to the past and what keeps an object meant to fall to the earth from flying into the sky.”


      Solomon shook his head and said, “I’m sorry. This is all too much for me to process.”


      Well, they were suddenly explaining the origin of the entire world. It was a complete mystery how any of that related to the present. Still, despite coming from a thousand years after this point, Zagan was somehow keeping up.


      In a sense, it is the world’s self-purification system.


      For example, say there was sorcery that allowed one to leap through time and change the past freely. Oddly enough, despite that power existing, the world would end up retracing history as it had been. Things would be the same as before as if nothing could be changed.


      This was deeply related to why Eligor always said, “The future can’t be changed.” Such a self-purification system probably didn’t have anything akin to an individual’s will, so calling it the greater will of the world was definitely the best way of defining it.


      “That was all the preface,” Orobas said. “This is the reason celestial mysticism exists.”


      “The real problem comes next,” Samyaza said, seemingly sighing like a human. “Using celestial mysticism in the current age distorts the laws of the world. This triggers the greater will to correct the distortion.”


      “You don’t mean...!”


      At this point, Solomon finally understood.


      “Demons are the world’s self-purification system. They’re born in reaction to celestial mysticism.”


      That explained why demons were so strong. And yet, simply using celestial mysticism created more demons.


      But that doesn’t add up.


      It seemed Solomon shared Zagan’s suspicions.


      “That doesn’t make any sense,” he said. “If demons are a self-purification system, wouldn’t they nullify celestial mysticism or return things to how they were before any celestial mysticism was used?”


      Going on an indiscriminate rampage didn’t correct anything.


      “That was apparently how things worked at first,” Orobas said, fully expecting this question. “However, the seraphs were too strong and their numbers multiplied far too quickly. They were capable of simply crushing any demons they created. Their means of doing so was also through celestial mysticism.”


      “And so, the Greater Will moved to correct things at a higher degree,” Samyaza continued. “The self-purification system was gradually distorted, until finally, the demons became a calamity.”


      Demons were born to correct celestial mysticism. Celestial mysticism was used to defeat them. How long had that unproductive cycle repeated?


      “Eventually, when the demons had multiplied in such numbers that they could no longer be contained, the seraphs started offering their strongest individuals—their leaders—to serve as a sacrificial pillar to seal the demons away. It is a ritual that assimilates all demons into the seraphs’ own body. While not as old as Orobas, the one who became my core was one such seraph.”


      Became his core? That means he isn’t actually the seraph from that time...


      “That ritual continued on for thousands of years,” Samyaza said as if answering Zagan’s question. “The demons who were sealed within the sacrifice started amalgamating into one. That is who I am. I do not know if I am the seraph known as Samyaza, or if my personality is simply mimicking his.”


      Zagan recalled Azazel’s world. It was a nightmare that could erode even an Archdemon’s mind. However, Alshiera and Aristella had returned from that nightmare. The commonality between all of them was that they’d both fused with Azazel.


      Samyaza also melted away like that, and this is the personality that made it out?


      Even if he shared the same personality and memories, that would make him a different being from the original. Still, if he was speaking the truth, one peculiarity remained.


      “King of demons, you say you’ve existed for thousands of years,” Solomon said. “Why, then, are you only acting now?”


      This was the core of the matter. Samyaza didn’t reply immediately.


      “Don’t blame him,” Orobas said in his stead. “Much like celestial mysticism, he isn’t meant to exist in the world. There is no telling what kind of reaction he could provoke if he carelessly meddles with the world.”


      To put it bluntly, Samyaza had been created by shoving everything the seraphs had found inconvenient into one being. He was a distortion on a far greater scale than celestial mysticism.


      That was when Zagan came to a sudden realization.


      Hang on. Is Azazel the same, then?


      If so, that explained why Azazel had turned into a machine that churned out endless demons.


      “I am an amalgamation of all the wrongs seraphs have committed over thousands of years,” Samyaza said, confirming Zagan’s suspicions. “Simply by existing, I create demons much like celestial mysticism does. That is why I must be no more than a drifter, immobile and unthinking.”


      Samyaza could destroy the world with his mere existence.


      So the reason he showed up in my time is the same as here?


      Zagan had to find out for sure.


      “However, the situation has changed,” Samyaza continued. “I am not the only amalgamation.”


      “What do you mean...?” Solomon asked.


      “While wielding celestial mysticism like gods, the seraph population gradually diminished. Such is the fate of long-lived species. Over the course of creating pure-bloods to preserve power, one was born who could be called the ultimate seraph. If I am the amalgamation of all wrongs, then that one can be called the amalgamation of all rights...or of blood.”


      Solomon swallowed hard as Samyaza finally unveiled the truth.


      “Azazel—a seraph with twelve Hex Wings. Her very existence threatened to destroy everything.”


      Solomon was rendered speechless.


      “The number of Hex Wings a seraph possesses is absolute,” Orobas continued. “Those who are strong enough to become high seraphs possess six. Even Abaddon, who modified his own body to gain more power, had eight. Twelve is a clear abnormality.”


      Nephy and Orias also had six Hex Wings. That was the original upper limit. Despite this, Azazel had been born with double that number.


      “Did you know all this from the very beginning?” Solomon asked Orobas.


      “Forgive me...”


      Wise Dragon Orobas was another being who couldn’t interfere with the world as he pleased. Simply supporting the rebel army from the shadows had likely been the most he could do.


      “Please don’t apologize,” Solomon said, shaking his head. “You accepted Azazel despite knowing all that. I’m grateful.”


      Orobas had wanted to entrust everything to the people’s hands.


      “Let’s get back on track,” Samyaza said. “I told Abaddon about this when he was the seraphs’ leader. That was when the seraphs began their descent into degeneracy.”


      Zagan could feel some amount of sympathy for Abaddon. Judging by Solomon’s rebel army, the seraphs’ corruption hadn’t begun only in the last few years. However, being told their world was on the edge of ruin, they’d stopped caring about any pretense.


      “Abaddon planned to make Azazel the sacrificial pillar while keeping her ego sealed,” Samyaza continued. “However, even in that state, Azazel’s power was far too great. Despite the seraphs forbidding all celestial mysticism, the demons continued multiplying until he broke a greater taboo to try to deal with it. Thus, I could no longer stand by and watch.”


      This ruined capital was the result. It had been enough for what should have been no more than onlookers to take action. Solomon simply hadn’t known. The seraphs must have performed countless experiments that disregarded people’s dignity and will.


      The problem is what to do next.


      Even if he was evil, Abaddon had struggled to the last to solve the current situation. Now, he was dead, so there was nobody left to stop the multiplying demons. That was why these two onlookers were telling Solomon the truth. In other words, they were asking what humanity would choose to do.


      “Samyaza,” Solomon said, looking up at the king of demons. “What do you plan on doing with Azazel?”


      That was the most important part. Samyaza’s head swayed. He was likely shaking it.


      “I shall not interfere with the world more than I have. Humans should be the ones to decide what comes next.”


      “I’m relieved to hear that,” Solomon said.


      “Relieved? How? There is nobody left to protect your future.”


      Solomon pushed up his round glasses and smiled intensely.


      “I’d rather you not look down on us,” he said before turning to Wise Dragon Orobas. “Orobas, just to be sure, celestial mysticism rewrites the laws of the world with nothing more than a thought, running counter to the way things are meant to be, which thereby creates distortions in the world. Is that interpretation correct?”


      “Indeed. That is why it must not be used.”


      Solomon then turned to the king of demons.


      “Samyaza, do demons only manifest on this continent? Rather, are there any seraphs across the ocean?”


      “There are none. Due to their long lives, seraphs are slowly going extinct. There may have been some in the past, but I have confirmed none exist in the present day beyond these lands.”


      “I see...”


      Solomon nodded repeatedly as they confirmed his thoughts, then spoke with utter conviction.


      “In that case, there may be a way.”


      He picked up a stick from the rubble and began drawing on the ground.


      “Everything started with celestial mysticism. As a backlash to its tremendous power, demons were born, and celestial mysticism was wielded in response to defeat them. This is an eternal cycle of negativity. This accumulation concentrates in two points: Samyaza and Azazel, and that’s leading the world to its destruction. Is that right?”


      “Yes.”


      Solomon wrote down celestial mysticism, Samyaza, and Azazel, then linked them with arrows and drew a circle around them.


      “By the way, you two used the term ‘greater will’ earlier. You said it is the world’s self-purification system, or something akin to the very laws of the world itself.”


      Next, he wrote “greater will.”


      “In other words, the greater will created antibodies called demons to fight off the poison known as celestial mysticism. However, due to the poison continuously multiplying, the antibodies were produced in excess too, ultimately ruining the world. That is the current situation.”


      Solomon wrote “poison” and “antibody,” connecting them to celestial mysticism and demons with arrows. Once he was done, he smiled with confidence.


      “In truth, the human body functions in a similar manner. The researcher who discovered it named it an allergic reaction.”


      Before they knew it, both Samyaza and Orobas were listening intently to Solomon’s explanation.


      “To stop it, the poison first needs to be removed, but we can assume that’s already been done. Abaddon banned the seraphs from singing, after all.”


      In Azazel’s case, it could be achieved by sealing her power or at least keeping her from singing.


      “So, the only problem now is how to stop the overproduction of antibodies.”


      With that, Solomon drew a crest on the ground. This was the crest for “memory” that he’d explained to Azazel earlier.


      “I’m thinking of calling this sorcery. It’s what I’ve been researching. Azazel described it as numbers, which seems apt. It’s like a means of giving shape to the numerical values of the world. In a sense, it’s the algebra of the world itself.”


      Solomon wrote some random numbers next to the crest and put an equal sign between them.


      “Celestial mysticism is a power that arbitrarily overwrites these numbers. This erases the meaning of the world’s formulas. However, sorcery doesn’t do anything of the sort. It simply applies them. And so, it shouldn’t trigger a reaction from the greater will.”


      He was proposing to use sorcery to correct the world’s laws. The first use of sorcery was on a tremendous scale.


      “That may be so, but how exactly do you plan on using it?” Orobas said, nodding in understanding. “A power that conforms to the laws of the world cannot change said laws.”


      Solomon circled celestial mysticism.


      “We’ll create a formula that zeros out the poison’s number. In other words, we’ll make the world forget about celestial mysticism entirely.”


      Doing so would certainly remove the reason for antibodies—demons—to exist. It could permanently stop their propagation.


      “If the poison never existed, then the production of antibodies by the greater will would lose significance. In fact, the antibodies would also cease to exist.”


      Solomon paused there, then got to the most important part.


      “Using this method, Azazel can become a normal girl whose mana just so happens to be abnormally abundant. Nobody will have a reason to lay a finger on her.”


      Zagan honestly agreed with him.


      True, if celestial mysticism itself vanishes, no amount of mana can distort the world.


      After being informed of the truth behind the world by Samyaza and Orobas, the only thing on Solomon’s mind was saving Azazel.


      But how much mana would be needed to perform sorcery on such a grand scale?


      That was the main problem at hand. Sorcery was possible so long as a circuit was built, but one this large couldn’t even be activated. With that thought in mind, Zagan’s attention shifted to his right hand.


      Don’t tell me...that’s what the Sigils of the Archdemon are for?


      “Is such a thing truly possible?” Orobas asked.


      “If...the two of you lend me your power,” Solomon answered.


      He then went on to explain his repulsive and sorrowful plan. After hearing him out all the way, Orobas voiced his disapproval.


      “Humans are beings that live fleeting lives and forget the past over the ages. This method may, in fact, work. However, humans repeat their mistakes given the most trivial impetus. What will you do if history repeats itself? More importantly, are you truly all right with this?”


      Solomon shook his head and replied, “That doesn’t matter. I’m the only one in the world who can do this.”


      He then smiled confidently and continued, “Besides, I believe in the world Azazel lives in. I believe in humanity’s potential, so I’ve left behind the means to fully realize it. No matter what problems arise in the future, I’m sure they’ll overcome them.”


      That was when Samyaza finally spoke up.


      “Very well, then... I shall cooperate. However, do not forget those you leave behind.”


      Solomon nodded, slowly digesting the meaning behind that warning.


      And so, the kings representing humans, dragons, and demons forged a pact. Seeing this memory, Zagan muttered to himself in disgust.


      “I don’t like this...”


      Well, sorcerers were villains, so there was no way their sense of values would match those of people from a thousand years ago. Still, their actions ran remarkably counter to Zagan’s beliefs. What disturbed Zagan even more was what Samyaza had said.


      “The amalgamation of blood...?”


      Azazel being called the seraphs’ god was no metaphor. It represented being the owner of the purest blood. What was more, the Silver-Eyed King’s bloodline had been passed down all the way to the present day. It wasn’t just Zagan. The three royal families of Liucaon—represented by Kuroka, Lilith, and Selphy—all descended from him. Even though he was a Nephilim, the second Silver-Eyed King Ain was his descendant as well. They’d all inherited Lucia’s—and thereby Solomon’s—blood. They were Solomon’s children.


      But his children...with who?


      The answer was so obvious that Zagan couldn’t help but sigh.


      ◇


      “Solomon... Where did you go?”


      Alshiera watched as the memory in Biblioteque continued playing. Half a year had passed since Solomon’s disappearance. And he wasn’t the only one who’d vanished either. Orobas, who’d watched over the rebel army all this time, had disappeared as well.


      With their leaders gone and their activities already on hold, members left one after the other. Those with nowhere to go and the children with no relatives remained behind, but for all intents and purposes, the rebel army had disbanded. If Solomon returned, everyone else would too. Nobody knew where he’d gone, though.


      Azazel was resting in a bed while Alshiera and Marchosias were in the room with her.


      “Solomon disappears all the time,” Alshiera said, squeezing Azazel’s hand. “He may be gone a little longer than usual, but I’m sure he’ll come back. I mean...”


      Alshiera trailed off as her gaze settled on Azazel’s belly. She was pregnant. Seeing this, Asura’s mouth popped open.


      “H-Huh...? I-Is she...pregnant?”


      “So you actually do know what that means? At this point, I believe she was just past seven months,” Alshiera explained, an air of nostalgia in her voice. “Azazel was in poor physical condition and in low spirits, but the pregnancy was going well.”


      “That’s not the point! I mean, who’s the dad? Don’t tell me...”


      Watching Asura hesitate to speak the name, Alshiera sighed in exasperation.


      “Who else could it be but Solomon?”


      “The heck was he thinkin’?! Why’d he ditch her?!”


      Unexpectedly, that was why Asura was angry.


      “Well, he did learn the seraphs’ secret rather recently,” Alshiera reasoned.


      Alshiera and Asura had also witnessed the truth conveyed to Solomon by Samyaza and Orobas after Abaddon’s death. Regardless, Asura shook his head.


      “That’s no excuse to abandon a pregnant girl. It’s his kid, yeah?”


      In that age, there’d been countless children who’d never known their parents. Azazel’s situation wasn’t all that unusual in that regard. Asura’s own circumstances weren’t all that different, in fact.


      I suppose he’s angry precisely because he’s experienced it.


      He was enraged that the man he’d acknowledged as his leader had been so crass in his treatment of the woman he loved.


      “Wait, hang on,” Asura said, his eyes widening as he suddenly realized something. “Solomon’s kid means...the one in her belly is Silver?”


      “Yes. Marchosias named him Lucia.”


      In other words, the Silver-Eyed King’s lineage was also Azazel’s lineage.


      “Marc, really? You didn’t pick it?” Asura asked.


      “You’ll understand if you keep watching...”


      With Abaddon’s death, the memory device had started projecting Marchosias’s memories instead.


      “I haven’t told Solomon about this child yet,” Azazel stated, stroking her belly. “That’s why...”


      “It’s all right,” Alshiera told her. “Even without that child, Solomon would never leave you all alone.”


      Watching her past self like this tormented Alshiera with a strange sense of shame that made her want to run away.


      “The hell is Solomon doing?” Marchosias said, his temper flaring. “He’s supposed to be by your side at times like these.”


      Both Alshiera and Marchosias had lost someone dear to them during the war. Azazel was like a ray of sunshine in their bleak lives, so they absolutely did not want her to experience the same thing.


      “Ashy, can I borrow you for a sec?” Marchosias asked, leading her out of the room. “I’m thinking of going out to look for Solomon.”


      “I’m against it,” Alshiera said. “Do you have any idea where to look? It’s better to stay by Azazel’s side.”


      With the rebel army disbanded, Marchosias was the only man who knew of her circumstances and could stay with her.


      Marchosias took out a book. Alshiera knew it was something Solomon had written.


      “Solomon calls it sorcery. If we use it, I think we can find him.”


      Alshiera’s scarlet eyes widened.


      “Sorcery? I’ve never heard of it.”


      Solomon’s sorcery was still incomplete, but it had been passed down to a select few members of the rebel army. Marchosias was one such individual. He used it to protect and empower his body in battle. However, Solomon’s sorcery wasn’t developed to the point where it could be used to locate someone.


      “I haven’t been sitting on my hands this past six months,” Marchosias said, smiling. “I can’t see like he does, so I don’t know what exactly the crest Solomon left behind means. Still, I can put it all together to manifest its power.”


      “Did you try it...?”


      “Yeah. I’m mentioning this now ’cause it’s ready.”


      This signified the first point in history when sorcery had been created by someone other than Solomon. In other words, it was now a power that could be used by anyone. This was the moment when Marchosias first became sorcery’s founder.


      “I’ll also—”


      In the middle of speaking, Alshiera’s mind shifted to the door behind her. If she accompanied him, Azazel would be completely alone.


      “Ashy, stay by El’s...by Azazel’s side,” Marchosias said, petting her head.


      “I know... I’m her friend, after all.”


      Thinking back on it, this was the first time Alshiera had used that word since losing Asura.


      “I promise,” Marchosias told her. “I’ll definitely find Solomon and bring him back, so the two of you just need to wait for me.”


      “Please find him...”


      With no way of knowing this promise was impossible to fulfill, the young Marchosias ran off.


      ◇


      “This is where Solomon is...?”


      Marchosias found this spot about two months after leaving the rebel army. Despite his confident claims, his sorcery had been incomplete and hadn’t functioned properly. He’d only managed to trace remnants of mana instead of his actual target.


      Regardless, they were the right traces. They had first led him to the ruined capital where he’d learned that his archenemy—his father Abaddon—had died. Next, he’d crossed a mountain and a river before finding himself at a canyon in the middle of a wasteland.


      This was the Suflaghida Canyon. It was a crevice that seemed to tear the land apart, a place where a great battle with seraphs had once been fought. Deep down inside the canyon, traces of Solomon’s mana still lingered.


      “This is the last trace. Don’t tell me...”


      If there were no more, then Solomon hadn’t moved from this spot. Despite this, Marchosias couldn’t detect Solomon himself. If so, he had to consider the worst-case scenario.


      “No. There’s no way Solomon got killed. He’s definitely still alive and putting together a plan to fight the seraphs.”


      It would be a problem otherwise.


      “Is that...a light?”


      There was a faint light at the bottom of the canyon. It seemed to be leaking from a cave that led underground. Marchosias relied on it to bravely descend the cliff. He missed his steps several times, tumbling down as he went, and somehow arrived at a pile of rocks without so much as a single weed growing around it. It looked like it would collapse if he pushed his weight against it. However, there was an opening in the rocks just large enough for someone to get inside.


      “Okay... Let’s go.”


      Marchosias lit his lantern and crawled through the gap. Water seemed to flow into it. The ground was damp. Perhaps seeking water, mysterious bugs and lizards crept around in front of him noisily. It seemed creatures made even a place like this their home. Marchosias pushed his way through anyway, and eventually, the hole opened up.


      “What is this place...?”


      His voice echoed. The space was large enough to fully contain a decent mansion. He could smell earth, mold, and something akin to rust. Judging by the stalactites hanging from the ceiling, underground water seemed to accumulate here. That would make it a natural cave, but there was a mountain of evidence pointing to the contrary.


      For one, there was a bizarre crest drawn on the ground in dark red. It was plastered all over, covering every nook and cranny of this enormous space. It wasn’t just the ground either. Somehow, it even covered the walls and ceiling. A thousand years later, people would refer to this as a sophisticated three-dimensional magic circle. It would take more than a bucket full of paint to draw all this. And honestly, it wasn’t even clear what substance was being used as paint to begin with.


      “Is this...for sorcery?” Marchosias muttered as he was about to take a step inside.


      “Whoa there! Please don’t step on that. You’ll erase my precious circuit.”


      Marchosias took a look down to see that the crest extended all the way to his position too, but that wasn’t where his mind was.


      “Solomon!”


      A humanoid figure wriggled at the center of the three-dimensional magic circle. There were no lanterns inside the cavern, but oddly enough, Marchosias could still see inside it. The figure seemed to be emitting a faint light, but for some reason, its silhouette was uncertain and shaky. The shadowy figure seemed to turn around to face him.


      “Marchosias? It can’t be... How did you find this place?”


      “I used your sorcery to search for you! I used the flow of power you call mana as a trail to track you down.”


      The figure shook, seemingly in admiration.


      “How surprising,” it said. “You’ve made sorcery of your own. It is your power now. You don’t need the likes of me.”


      It was as if the voice was conveying a regretful and final farewell.


      “What? I didn’t hear you,” Marchosias said, grimacing. “Anyway, if I can’t come in, then you come here. It’s hard to talk from this far away.”


      The shadowy figure seemed to shake in solemn sadness.


      “Forgive me,” it said. “I cannot afford to move right now. More importantly, why are you here? Did something happen?”


      “Did something happen?!” Marchosias flared up in indignation. “The hell are you doing out here?! Everyone’s waiting for you! Don’t you know how Azazel feels?!”


      The figure looked up at the ceiling as if basking in nostalgia.


      “Azazel... Aaah, I wanted to see her one last time. She was the first person I’d ever loved like that in my entire life.”


      “Then come back already! She needs you! If you’re not there—”


      Marchosias was unable to say the rest.


      “Forgive me. I can’t ever go back.”


      The figure speaking with Solomon’s voice didn’t look like the man Marchosias knew. It didn’t even have a clear contour. Geometric patterns that ran across its entire length emitted light. It was only through this luminescence that it could be perceived at all. Only half of what appeared to be its head was Solomon’s face.


      “I needed power to accomplish my goals,” it explained. “I needed power that would allow an individual to change the world. As a human, the only means of acquiring such power was to form a contract with the king of demons.”


      The figure barely maintained a human shape. However, upon spreading its arms, it revealed that it didn’t have hands. Instead, there were only twisted shadows sprouting out like branches.


      “But there is no need to let that weigh on your mind, Marchosias. Or perhaps it is better to say that you will no longer be able to. Samyaza is suppressing the spread of corruption, but I am now an amalgamation of demons. We performed the seraph ritual to create a new king of demons.”


      The figure then pointed at the three-dimensional magic circle all around it.


      “This magic circle is sorcery that will make the world forget about seraphs and celestial mysticism. If celestial mysticism is thought to have never existed, demons will cease to exist as well. Having fused with demons, I too will vanish. So really, it’s all right now.”


      “There’s nothing all right about that!” Marchosias finally managed to shout. “The hell are you doing?! What about Azazel?! She’s been waiting for you this whole time!”


      “Azazel will become a normal girl. She will surely live a happy—”


      “She’s carrying your child!”


      The shadow figure froze.


      “What...did you say?” it asked.


      “Azazel is pregnant. It’s your kid. You need to be by her side to support her. The rest of us can’t do it, not for real.”


      The figure put a hand to what appeared to be its face.


      “How can that be...?”


      However, the point of no return had already been crossed. It hesitated for just a moment, but its resolve remained steadfast.


      “I’m sorry, Marchosias. The rest is in your hands.”


      With that, Solomon activated his sorcery. Light spread forth into the night sky. It engulfed everything from the populace struggling against soldiers, to the demons fighting seraphs, to the children sharing what little bread they had in the alleys, to the castle that was once the rebel army’s base, and to the pregnant girl within. It swallowed everything without discrimination.


      “Huh...? What am I doing here?” Marchosias mumbled to himself in a daze.


      The magic circle that had covered every surface of the enormous cave had vanished as if burned away.


      “You there. This is a dangerous area. You should return home.”


      It seemed there was someone deeper inside the cave. It was too dark for Marchosias to make out a clear figure. There was one thing he could see clearly, though: silver eyes. He was curious who it could be, but now wasn’t the time for that. Marchosias crawled back out of the cave.


      “Oh, yes, you mentioned someone will be giving birth to a child soon, right?” the voice asked.


      “Huh? Yeah, that’s right.”


      “What is its name?”


      Marchosias shook his head and replied, “It hasn’t been decided yet.”


      “Then how about Lucia? In the ancient tongue, it means light. I pray that light will shine down on this child’s life.”


      Marchosias smiled at that suggestion.


      “You know, that does sound like a good name. I’ll tell her when I get back.” He then turned around one last time. “By the way, what’s your name? Can’t have the kid not knowing who gave them their name, can we now?”


      “My name isn’t worth knowing, but I suppose...” The shadowy figure inclined its head in consideration, then said, “The Silver-Eyed King. How about that?”


      With that, the figure vanished.


      “What a weird guy. I wonder what that was all about?”


      Despite his confusion, Marchosias went back down the path he’d used to get here. He’d completely forgotten about his purpose for coming here in the first place. In this barren land, the only thing left was a laurel bracelet that had lost its owner.


      ◇


      Having finished watching the memory, Asura cradled his head in his hands.


      “Don’t suppose there’s a way I can still punch that dumbass Solomon, is there?”


      “There isn’t.”


      “So, what? That means Azazel forgot about Solomon too?”


      This was the reason Solomon had vanished from the world a thousand years ago, and the method used to temporarily seal the demons.


      Solomon wasn’t lost as a price for sealing the demons. He became a demon just like Samyaza and vanished alongside them.


      That was why absolutely no memories of him remained.


      “The majority of Azazel’s memories were time spent with Solomon,” Alshiera explained as she continued manipulating the memory device. “They were all linked to his existence... What do you think happened when those were lost?”


      “I don’t really get it...but there’s no way she was fine, right?”


      “That’s right,” Alshiera confirmed, sighing. “Azazel ended up in a state where she knew practically nothing about herself.”


      “You mean she had amnesia?” Asura asked, knitting his brows.


      She’d forgotten about Solomon. Calling it amnesia wasn’t entirely wrong, but Alshiera shook her head.


      “It was more akin to a loss of self.”


      Furcas and Asmodeus had gotten amnesia, but they hadn’t lost their sense of self. Azazel, however, had become like a puppet, returning to the time she’d been chained up.


      “Even so, she tried to live the best life she could,” Alshiera continued. “Even though she no longer knew whose child was within her, she gave birth to Lucia.”


      Alshiera had been the one to deliver him. The baby had led to a hope in life, allowing Azazel to slowly regain her ego. If she’d had enough time to continue healing alongside her child, perhaps she would’ve been blessed with someone new to support her, just as Solomon had wished. However, that wasn’t how things had gone.


      Finding the memory she was looking for, Alshiera turned to Asura.


      “This will likely be the most repulsive memory you’ve witnessed. Are you prepared?”


      “Damn straight,” Asura answered, slapping his knees and looking up at her. “We came here for this, right?”


      Alshiera flashed him a sad smile, then started playing the final memory.


      ◇


      “Impossible...” Vepar muttered in disbelief.


      The strongest and most repulsive sorcerer, the most abominable Archdemon in existence, the arrogant and self-centered miser, the calamity that had made the whole world her enemy yet couldn’t be stopped by anyone—Collector Asmodeus—sank to the floor like a puppet whose strings had been cut.


      Only her left eye still had stars in it, and the light of reason had faded from her gaze. Her chest was torn open, revealing a crimson gem between her exposed breasts. This was her core jewel—proof that she was a carbuncle. Its color had faded as if its role was now complete.


      Vepar and Barbatos had been fighting Bato. They’d supposedly dealt the finishing blow, but after seeing a crack run across the world, Vepar had found himself here instead. There was no ocean around him. In its place was a smashed wasteland, cracks running across the ground. There were ruins that looked like old buildings, so perhaps there’d once been a village here.


      Vepar had been teleported at the moment of victory. What was more, it had happened right in front of Barbatos, the greatest practitioner of spatial manipulation. It was an absurd phenomenon. It was almost as if the world itself had been rewritten. This was impossible to accomplish, no matter what sorcery was used, so Vepar couldn’t make any sense of it.


      “That was a lot closer a call than I imagined...” Bato grumbled, sweat pouring down his brow as one of his arms crumbled to dust.


      It seemed the wound Vepar and Barbatos had inflicted hadn’t vanished. He was an outrageous monster, but this man could do little more than die at this point. And yet, Bato took a look around him.


      On the ground was Eligor, her face mercilessly torn apart. A small distance away, Glasya-Labolas was sprawled across the ground, his entire body shredded and his dominant arm missing. Marchosias was somehow alive, but it seemed he’d been forced to jam his arm into Hades. It was missing now.


      Had one more second passed, Marchosias would’ve died as well. Despite this, the person responsible for all this carnage had been rendered immobile with a single touch. Vepar couldn’t possibly admit that this had been caused by her stopping her sorcery upon seeing him used as a shield.


      It’s obviously an act. That’s the kind of sorcerer she is.


      She was surely going to spring up at any moment and kill this Samyaza-class demon known as Bato. And yet, no matter how long Vepar waited, Asmodeus didn’t budge.


      “You made it, Bato,” Marchosias said, his voice haggard.


      “Even though you went as far as using Star Reader, I just barely made it.”


      Vepar finally understood. He didn’t know what kind of sorcery Star Reader was, but Bato had received help from Marchosias’s group, which had summoned him here. Judging by the looks of things, it had been Eligor’s last act. Vepar had been on the verge of dealing the killing blow, but had instead been restrained somehow.


      “This one is quite the wild bull, just like his teacher,” Bato said. “My only job was abducting him and bringing him here, but I was nearly shaved down to my last life.”


      Vepar’s eyes shot open.


      I was his target all along...? But why?


      He didn’t really have to ask that. The unbelievable sight before him provided the answer.


      They used me as a hostage against Asmodeus?!


      It was utter humiliation. Vepar couldn’t endure such a disgrace. Him being used in such a way, and Asmodeus revealing an opening because of it, were both unbelievable realities.


      “It was Eligor’s last Star Reader, one she bet her entire life on,” Marchosias said, sighing with grief. “No power could stop it. Any that tried would have been distorted.”


      “What the hell did you do to Asmodeus?” Vepar asked, glaring at Bato.


      “Carbuncles are weapons created by the seraphs,” Bato answered, shrugging. “They were extensively developed too. Any weapon that can’t be controlled is defective. In short, their core jewels are planted with a hex to be able to stop all functionality.”


      “What...?”


      “Well, seraphs were the only ones who could actually fully control them. But by using Celestian, it’s at least possible to stop one.” Bato then continued with pity in his voice. “A sorcerer of Miss Asmodeus’s level would’ve figured it out had she investigated the core jewels. However, her desire to protect her people was too strong, so she never did. That’s why this worked against her.”


      He then took another look around him before continuing.


      “Marchosias’s plan was to stop her like this from the very beginning, but she was far too strong. All that was required was to touch her and say one phrase, but look at all the sacrifices that had to be made to create an opening for that simple act.”


      Asmodues had apparently maintained the advantage this whole time before falling into their trap. With that, Bato let out a long sigh.


      “My life is at an end, but I’m relieved that I managed to fulfill my purpose before I pass on.”


      His other arm fell off as he finished speaking. The monster’s body was crumbling. However...


      Is this woman really the type of person to lose to such a pathetic trick?


      This wasn’t a simple hope he placed in his teacher. It was an undeniable truth. After all, Asmodeus had spent four hundred years making enemies of everyone in the world. She’d trained and fought hard in order to defeat all the other Archdemons at once. How could she have not noticed such a fatal weakness in herself?


      “Get up...”


      Before he knew it, Vepar found himself speaking to her.


      “Get up. Get the hell up, Asmodeus. How dare you act so pathetic in front of me!”


      Bato turned his slit-thin eyes to Vepar, a look of pity within them.


      “Unfortunately, she can no longer stand,” he said. “Much like how a human is incapable of moving once their heart stops, how they cannot fly in the sky without sorcery, and how birds cannot swim forever underwater, she was designed that way as a species.”


      Vepar didn’t hear any of the man’s words as he continued hurling abuse at Asmodeus.


      “After playing up your skills so much, do you really plan on letting it end like this?! If you don’t get up, I’ll make a laughing stock of you for the rest of eternity! Are you truly fine with that?!”


      “That’s enough...”


      And just as Bato tried to stop Vepar...


      “Seriously... What a mouth on this disciple of mine...”


      A crack ran down the faded core jewel. It wasn’t breaking apart. A golden light rose to the surface as if forming a weld.


      Starry eyes turned menacingly toward Bato.


      “Imposs—”


      “Aaaaaaaaaaaah!”


      The girl stood up with a scream, a blade of nothingness in her hand. Bato threw out the idea of defending and jumped backward, but such an act was far too slow against Asmodeus.


      “Morning Moon of Hades!”


      The calamity that had launched an assault on Archdemon Palace was bisected by an event horizon.


      ◇


      In Biblioteque, the final memory began playing.


      “The new king of demons is hiding here! All forces, advance!”


      It was a battle. The seraph army was gathered at the Suflaghida Canyon. The one raising his voice was the seraph who’d served as Abaddon’s adjutant—Samael. Pretty much all of the seraphs’ remaining forces were concentrated in this one spot. And standing at their vanguard...


      “Azazel? Why’s she with the seraphs?”


      It was Azazel, a Heavenly Blade in hand. However, there was a collar around her neck and all light was gone from her eyes.


      “Forgetting their songs meant losing not only their celestial mysticism, but even their hexes,” Alshiera explained. “Without their powers, they pushed the attack all the way to the rebel army’s castle.”


      They’d charged in ready to die. They’d lost their strongest warrior and leader in Abaddon and had also inexplicably lost their powers. They no longer had any memories of demons, but the fear seemed to remain. And so, they’d clung to the hope of abducting Azazel.


      Behind Azazel stood a line of twelve seraphs wielding Heavenly Blades. One of them was Samael, and each of their blades were carved with new inscriptions. These hadn’t existed on the swords before.


      “It seems this was when the Heavenly Blades were remade into what we now call Sacred Swords. With no Seraph Hunters, we had no way of opposing them.”


      Aside from the leaders who’d served as sacrificial pillars for generations, and Abaddon who’d been annihilated down to the last atom, there had been many seraphs with enough power to be called high seraphs. By digging up their graves and offering them up to the Heavenly Blades, the swords had regained a fraction of their power. Those blades were then inscribed with the names of the high seraphs offered to them as an honor. However, Azazel’s sword had no such inscription.


      “Marchosias took Azazel’s child and ran away, but both Azazel and I were captured.”


      Alshiera hadn’t been killed because they could use her as a hostage against Azazel. It was the greatest disgrace of her life.


      “Azazel was deprived of her sense of self with that collar once more and was sent to slay the new king of demons—Solomon. Only one chain of Libitina remained, but that was enough to bind Azazel as she was then.”


      “You were captured? Then what happened to you?” Asura asked.


      Alshiera pointed at the shadow of a rock. That was where a dirty version of herself was hiding. Her hair was no longer tied up, exposing her broken horns, and her hands were shackled.


      “This is where all the seraphs’ remaining forces gathered. That’s how I managed to break out of my prison and follow them.”


      Alshiera had been brought along to be used as a hostage. They’d shut her into a simple cage, but perhaps because they hadn’t seen her as a major threat, she hadn’t had any guards watching her.


      The Alshiera in the memories saw how useless it was to try to rescue Azazel as she proceeded down the canyon. She was planning to get ahead of the army and look for an opening to save Azazel.


      “Who...?”


      She came to a sudden stop. It was like someone was calling out to her.


      “Everything has gone wrong,” the voice said, filled with regret.


      If Alshiera hadn’t chased that voice, if she had simply run away after escaping her prison, if she’d called for help... If, at the very least, she hadn’t found that bracelet, things wouldn’t have ended as they had. However, she turned to the voice. After all, it sounded so nostalgic and dear to her.


      She made her way down a path toward the voice, retracing the steps Marchosias had taken months prior. Moving with her restraints was quite difficult, but she still crawled through the gap in the rocks, blood covering her arms as she entered the enormous cave.


      It was the ritual site where Solomon had fused with Samyaza. The three-dimensional magic circle was gone, but just as before, there were damp rocks and stalactites all around the area. There were no weeds, and not even any moss. Countless cracks ran along the walls. Alshiera felt like she would get lost if she so much as took a single step inside. Despite the poor lighting in the area, she was able to spot something.


      “Is that...?”


      Something was shining dimly in the center of the cave. Alshiera hesitated a little, then approached it. On the ground were twigs with young leaves sprouting from them. Not only were they completely out of place, but they were also woven together. It had clearly been made by someone. That was what was emitting light.


      Alshiera picked it up with her shackled hands. It was torn, but she knew this was a bracelet.


      “The bracelet...Azazel made?”


      Alshiera placed her hands on her forehead, holding back a headache. The pain was intense. It was as if her mind was forbidding her from remembering. Tears spilled from her eyes as the pain threatened to split her head open. Nevertheless, she was spurred on by an impulse that she had to remember.


      “Yes. Azazel made it. But for who...?”


      The answer to that question should have been extremely important. As she squeezed the twigs, something warm poured into her. However, the headache only grew more intense. Unable to endure it, Alshiera fell to her knees, but still refused to let go.


      “Something...special... A prayer...? A song...? No, even more special...”


      Perhaps this was the very last thing that connected his existence to the world. Alshiera fell face-first onto the rocky ground, but her lips still slowly formed the correct answer.


      “So...lo...mon...?”


      “She felt something snap in her head. Memories suddenly flooded her mind. She remembered how her succubus horns were broken, the days from her childhood when her mother was killed, and the person who’d saved her alongside that old dragon. She remembered the young man who’d given her the strength to fight even though she hadn’t been able to find a reason to live. How had she forgotten?”


      “Solomon.”


      She repeated his name once more. Much like he’d done for her, he’d given Azazel a place to belong. However, he’d had a far deeper relationship with Azazel. He was the only one who could save her.


      “Please, Solomon. Save...Azazel...” she whispered, almost in prayer.


      A black haze rose from the bracelet. It was so fleeting that a small breeze felt like it would be enough to blow it away. The haze tried to take shape, but remained a vague shadow as if it couldn’t remember what that shape should be.


      “Ashy...?” it said. “No way... How did you call me? Wait, you remember me?”


      The voice speaking in disbelief was so similar to Solomon’s. Alshiera looked around restlessly, unable to spot him as she answered.


      “Solomon...? Where are you...? Come out...”


      “What happened?” the voice asked as a shadow stretched out to Alshiera’s cheek.


      “I escaped the seraphs’ cage... No, forget about me. Azazel is in danger. Please save her! The seraphs caught her and are making her fight!”


      The shadow didn’t answer. Instead, it touched Alshiera’s shackles. The metal bindings turned to rust in an instant and crumbled like sand.


      “I had no intention of interfering with anything in this world. I could not afford to.”


      “Solomon...?”


      Cracks ran down the laurel bracelet in Alshiera’s hand.


      “Samyaza. I’ll be breaking the seal just this once. You may take my ego in exchange. I now have a reason to fight, even if I must offer up my very existence to do so.”


      With a roar, Solomon, the king of demons, manifested in the world once more.


      ◇


      “Batooooooooooooooo!”


      Under a white moon, a blade of nothingness named after a moon bisected the Samyaza-class demon. A monster akin to Marchosias was pulverized to atoms and vanished. However, Asmodeus had no time to pay attention to that.


      “Haaah... Haaah...”


      Her body was hot. She couldn’t breathe. Her ears were ringing incessantly and she couldn’t hear. She couldn’t focus her eyes, and she couldn’t even tell if she was standing up. Still, she didn’t fall.


      If I fall now, I’ll never get up again.


      She was genuinely using the last of her strength. There was no next time, so she had to see things through to the very end.


      “Impossible,” Marchosias uttered in disbelief. “That was the Celestian halt code. A carbuncle can’t withstand that being injected directly into their core jewel...”


      He then turned his eyes to Asmodeus’s chest.


      “What’s that crack...?”


      The jewel in Asmodeus’s chest had a glowing golden crack running across it. It was evidence that Foll had repaired it using Heaven’s Scale Prayer’s Shell. Carbuncles were artificial life-forms created by seraphs to be weapons. Asmodeus had figured that out three hundred years ago, so she figured it was only natural for there to be some kind of contingency built into them. She didn’t have to investigate the core jewels to know that.


      There was no way Asmodeus would leave a known threat at large. Realizing she must’ve done something, Marchosias was struck dumb.


      “Are you insane? You let your core jewel be cut so that you could resist the halt code? There was no guarantee you would survive.”


      Asmodeus somehow managed a smile.


      I won this gamble...!


      When she’d infiltrated Kianoides, Glasya-Labolas had cut her. She’d asked him to do it with the intent to kill. Being the Lord of Murder, he’d accurately pierced only her heavily protected core jewel. Asmodeus had won the gamble because Foll had successfully saved her.


      The halt code hadn’t worked properly on a once broken core jewel. That was why she was capable of mustering this last ounce of strength. However, the price for that was immense. It took everything she had just to simply remain on her feet.


      “I respect you. You’re a splendid sorcerer,” Marchosias told her. “However, I cannot afford to step down. As you said, there is one thing left I am unable to throw away. To that end, I’ll trample over your life—over the very world—as much as I have to.”


      Marchosias’s objective was to save Alshiera from the barrier that protected the world. It was honestly lucky that he still had a living relative. She envied that. Still, Asmodeus felt some sympathy for what he was saying.


      If I gave up on gathering the core jewels, it would make everything I’ve trampled over meaningless too.


      This wasn’t limited only to her people’s dignity. It would render all the things she’d done, things even she found repulsive, meaningless as well. All the lives she’d taken would be for naught. That was why her only choice was to continue pushing forward.


      “I trampled over your life and stole everything from you,” Marchosias confessed as he held Mercurius at the ready. “I will continue to do as I have before. However, I’m not lying when I say I respect you. I promise I will return some of the things I’ve stolen.”


      “You’ll remake them as Nephilim?” Asmodeus said, smiling vacantly.


      Marchosias’s eyes widened.


      “I see... You already knew. Only carbuncles can be resurrected in perfect condition.”


      The defect in the Nephilim was the whereabouts of the soul. It was unknown whether they even possessed one, in fact. And at the very least, it wasn’t the one they’d had in life. If they did have a soul, then it was one with borrowed memories imprinted on it, which was liable to cause a strong reaction in rejection of those memories.


      That was where a carbuncle’s peculiarity as a species came into play. Their core jewels were said to be a crystallization of the soul. In truth, the murdered carbuncles’ grief, pain, and memories were deeply engraved into each core jewel. As the last carbuncle, Asmodeus had seen this clearly.


      “By planting a core jewel into a Nephilim, it’s possible to perfectly resurrect them.”


      They wouldn’t merely be clones. They would have the souls of the original carbuncle. Asmodeus already knew this.


      That was my deal with Kitty...


      Revealing the location of several core jewels and sharing the secret behind the Nephilim and how to make them had been Asmodeus’s conditions for giving Shere Khan the Hex Katana. Having gathered all the core jewels, Asmodeus was capable of reviving all the carbuncles.


      I might be able to meet sis again.


      It was such a sweet hope to be able to turn back the hands of time. Everything she’d lost, everything that had been taken from her, could be reclaimed. Asmodeus had dreamed of it. She must’ve hoped for it more than anyone else...and that was exactly why she shook her head.


      “The dead can’t come back,” she said.


      Marchosias gulped as if he absolutely couldn’t believe it. Carbuncles had been hunted by humans to the last. Reviving them meant waking them up with such memories filled with despair. Even if the memories could be erased, it was evident they would be hunted once more for their core jewels.


      There was no place for carbuncles in this world. They’d already gone extinct. No matter how painful that was, no matter how unforgivable, it couldn’t be undone. That was why Asmodeus had devoted her life only to restoring their dignity.


      “You knew that already, didn’t you?” Asmodeus said, a tear running down her cheek. “Besides, even if you bring them back, how am I supposed to look them in the eyes?”


      Asmodeus was well aware that she was a villain beyond redemption. She couldn’t even count how many people she’d killed. She had no idea how she could possibly face her people if they were reunited. How could she tell them, “I entrapped tons of people and killed them just for all of you,” while smiling? They would surely be disappointed in her. They would surely scorn her, curse her, and hate her.


      But I might be able to see them again.


      Her desire for all of them to live was still there, of course. Asmodeus had obtained the means of retaking everything. She had naturally hesitated. Even now, she was indecisive.


      “If you’re frightened, then you don’t have to meet them,” Marchosias said, an air of affection in his eyes as if he were offering her forgiveness. “Even if you don’t see them, the people you loved can live once more. How can such a desire be wrong?”


      Marchosias looked down at his bloody hands and clenched them.


      “Everyone we’ve lost, everyone taken from us, everyone trampled before our eyes, everyone we’ve sacrificed despite their loyalty—I wish to grant them all another chance. Is such a thing wrong?”


      It was precisely because this man had performed every possible evil act over a thousand years that his words felt completely genuine. Asmodeus couldn’t deny him, but that didn’t mean she agreed with him.


      “You can’t really call that the future,” she said, looking down at her own hands.


      They were covered in scars. She’d taken enough lives to match the number of scars, if not far more. No matter how much she cleaned them, no matter what kind of sorcery she used, the stench of blood would never vanish. It was comical for such a person to speak of the future.


      “Revive everyone, start over, and this time, live a peaceful life,” Asmodeus said, clenching her hands tight. “That sounds wonderful. If everyone I killed is brought back, then we can even pretend nothing ever happened.”


      Regardless, Asmodeus’s opinion remained the same as ever.


      “However, I haven’t desperately struggled to this day to redo my life like that. I would’ve chosen a far easier path if I was the type of person who would be interested in that.”


      Her bloodstained hands were proof of the life she’d led. She couldn’t just pretend it’d never happened.


      “I cannot deny the path I’ve walked.”


      This was something she could say to all the carbuncles. So long as the core jewels were safe, they could be revived over and over. Knowing this, would they remain the same as before? Even when persecuted and struggling to survive with no time to pay attention to anyone else’s problems, would they still be kind to Lily?


      Asmodeus didn’t believe they would. Upon being revived, they would know there was a way to do things over. Even if the method for doing so was erased, someone would eventually figure it out. And then, they would start all over again. That was simply how people behaved, their true nature.


      “That’s why the dead can’t be revived. They mustn’t be revived.”


      She’d hesitated over it but had come to that conclusion. Even if there was a way to bring them back, she wouldn’t. She chose not to revive her people but to mourn them.


      “I want the hands of time to move forward. I don’t have to be a part of that future, but right to the very end, I want to look forward as I walk.”


      After all this time, she didn’t dream of walking into that future herself.


      But there are people I want alive in that future.


      It would be so wonderful if her filthy hands could leave a path for them. And so, she chose to fight.


      “You are the most repulsive sorcerer,” Marchosias said, an air of longing in his gaze. “And yet, you are a more admirable person than any other.”


      Only two were left standing. Asmodeus could only wield Morning Moon one more time. Without Eligor, Marchosias could no longer return from the dead.


      The two kicked off the ground simultaneously.


      “Sorcerous Singularity, Calamitous Moon of Hades.”


      This was the forbidden power capable of destroying the world. Asmodeus didn’t hesitate to use it. However...


      “A fake!”


      Marchosias split the sky with a black blade, cutting the blood-colored moon overhead.


      He broke Lunar Eclipse... I suppose he’s seen through my sorcery.


      This was the illusion her teacher had specialized in. With it shattered, the moon of Hades was nowhere to be seen.


      “Eligor stated that you wouldn’t use Calamitous Moon. I believe her.”


      “Ha ha, what’re you acting like a hero for?”


      She couldn’t put any strength into her legs. Her vision blurred. The ringing in her ears prevented her from hearing properly. Her heart pounded so hard it felt like it would burst.


      Just a little longer... Hold on for just a little longer...!


      She was just a step short of getting Morning Moon in range. That was when the black blade descended.


      “Wha—?”


      However, Asmodeus’s figure vanished. She was now behind Marchosias, a small black orb next to her. She’d used Blackest Black to perform instantaneous movement. However...


      “I’ve already seen that.”


      Marchosias thrust his black blade behind him without turning around.


      “Blackest Black!”


      Asmodeus responded with her black sphere, but her aim was off. It grazed Marchosias’s shoulder and flew off into the distance.


      “It’s over.”


      The black blade flew straight toward Asmodeus’s heart.


      “Hm?”


      But for some reason, right before reaching its target, its trajectory shifted. Or, to be more precise, Marchosias himself was facing a different direction. He was supposed to have his back to Asmodeus, but was now facing her. He’d rotated a hundred-and-eighty degrees.


      I can move other people instantaneously too!


      Her final Blackest Black had been used to divert his blade. And if she could point it in another direction, she could obviously turn Marchosias too.


      “Morning Moon of Hades.”


      Asmodeus was swinging her blade of nothingness for the kill. Despair filled Marchosias’s eyes.


      Blood sprayed into the air.


      “Aww... I couldn’t...hold out...”


      The blood came from Asmodeus. She hadn’t been attacked or anything, but blood poured from her eyes, her ears, her nose, her mouth—from every orifice in her body. Her blade vanished from her hands too.


      These were the symptoms of mana depletion. Asmodeus pitched forward and fell over as Marchosias caught her. With that, he was sure to notice. The Sigil of the Archdemon on her right hand was gone.


      “Where did your Sigil go...?”


      He looked around. Vepar was gone. The bird who’d been noisily chirping on Asmodeus’s shoulder had vanished as well. Seeing that the Sigil of the Archdemon was also missing, it was easy to tell what had happened.


      “Lunar Eclipse was a diversion to let them escape.”


      Marchosias clicked his tongue as he shifted Asmodeus so that she was face up. He then held Mercurius overhead.


      “You had no luck. That was all that decided this outcome.”


      Asmodeus no longer had the strength to lift a single finger, but she still smiled, her face covered in blood.


      “It’s...my...win... Don’t...you know...? You can’t...feel despair...or regret...unless...you’re alive...”


      There’d been no need for Asmodeus to win this final battle. It would’ve felt nice to give Marchosias a good beating. That was all she truly desired.


      Asmodeus had always left her own revenge for later. Even in this last fight, she’d had other priorities.


      She had no idea what Marchosias was going to use her body for, but that didn’t matter anymore. Thus, Asmodeus smiled to the very end, right until the tuning fork-shaped staff pierced her chest.


      “I know... I’ve experienced the despair and regret of being the only one left alive a thousand years ago...more than I could have ever wanted to.”


      ◇


      The Silver-Eyed King was now the king of demons. His power could be summed up in one word: terrifying. The seraphs had twelve Heavenly Blades consecrated with the remains of high seraphs. Wielding them were the six-winged Samael and four-winged elites.


      They weren’t even able to harm a single hair on the enraged demon’s body. First, their commander, Samael, was crushed. He was quite literally flattened by a black tentacle. Alshiera didn’t miss the single key that fell to the ground when he was. Even without their commander, the seraphs stood firm as blades tore them apart.


      It was just like watching seraphs tear apart the rebel army. Alshiera could do nothing but watch as that dreadful scene played out.


      “Azazel...”


      With the vanguard annihilated, the king of demons reached Azazel. She had twelve Hex Wings unfurled behind her. There was nobody left to command her. Despite her consciousness being sealed—or perhaps precisely because of it—the amalgamation of rights reacted in defense against the amalgamation of wrongs. Perhaps this was the self-purifying work of the Greater Will. After all, Solomon had changed the world.


      The two amalgamations of power clashed, but Solomon was unable to point his blade at Azazel. He could only defend himself. He had no way of winning. As the king of demons fell to his knees, the god or seraphs brought her sword down.


      “Stop, Azazel!”


      Alshiera jumped between them, screaming as she protected Solomon behind her.


      “Azazel, this is Solomon, the man who thinks of you more dearly than any other, the man you loved.”


      It seemed her voice had gotten through to her. Azazel came to a stop. There was still no light in her eyes, but a single tear ran down her cheek. Alshiera brought a key up to Azazel’s collar. It was the key she’d seen fall to the ground when Samael had been crushed. And just then...


      “Kill them, Azazel!”


      Samael, who was supposed to have been flattened by Solomon, yelled a command.


      “Huh...?”


      Who was it that let out that befuddled sound? A Heavenly Blade pierced Alshiera’s chest and skewered Solomon behind her.


      “Gah...”


      She spat blood, and with a quiet click, the iron collar fell apart. Upon regaining her sanity, this was the first sight Azazel saw.


      “A-A-A-A-Ah...”


      As her eyes focused, Azazel began trembling violently.


      “It’s okay...” Alshiera told her, smiling. “You gave me this life to begin with.”


      And with trembling hands, she touched Azazel’s cheeks.


      “Live...”
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      And with those last words, Alshiera’s arms dangled to her sides.


      “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!”


      An otherworldly scream shook the skies. Darkness poured from Azazel—even darker than whatever made up Solomon’s body. And as it did, laughter echoed from a pool of blood.


      “Ha ha ha ha ha! Serves you right! Lord Abaddon, the most noble of seraphs who offered his very body to the world, is aveg—argh!”


      What had once been Samael was blown away by the darkness. Azazel had killed her own friend and lover. Who could understand her despair?


      The darkness engulfed her petite frame, Alshiera’s corpse, and the king of demons. It was just like the seraphs’ ritual to seal the demons—like the ritual Solomon had used to inherit Samyaza’s power. The one difference was that Azazel had already transformed into one such being. The two amalgamations fused into one, becoming a being who existed only to destroy the world.


      “Lucia...”


      Believing she’d lost everything, the girl spoke that one name. She still had one thing left. She had one final thing she had to protect, one reason she couldn’t destroy the world.


      “Hgggh!”


      With her last fragment of sanity, she reached out, gripping the sword that had killed her friend and lover.


      “I won’t...destroy...the world...Lucia...is living in...!”


      Shedding tears of blood, Azazel rammed her sword through her own chest. The darkness that should’ve engulfed the world vanished into a beam of light, leaving only a single sword stabbed into the ground.


      “This is where I died,” Alshiera said as the memory finished playing. “Azazel’s final will—her desire to protect her child—became the thirteenth Sacred Sword. Her hatred and despair became Azazel, a calamity capable of devouring the world. Her soul was split in two.”


      That was the reason there were two entities named Azazel.


      “However, my ego remained inside the calamity Azazel. She must’ve tried to save me to the very end. It was like being in a dream.”


      Azazel was essentially the personification of the power to change the world with a simple thought. Her wishes became reality.


      “But that was all I had. Tormented by regret and how powerless I was, I could only pray and...”


      “And...?”


      At Asura’s prompt, Alshiera flashed him a lonely smile.


      “[Can you hear my song?]”


      It was the song she’d made with Azazel—a song from happy days she’d sung while hoping they could continue forever.


      Please, save the people I couldn’t save.


      And so she prayed...and sang.


      ◇


      “[Can you hear my song?]”


      Yeah, I can. I can hear you clearly.


      A young man arrived only to find nothing left but thirteen swords.


      “Ashy... Azazel... Solomon... Why...? Why leave only me behind...? Why again...?”


      It was precisely because he’d survived that he had to carry the burden of the entire world’s survival on his shoulders.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue


      “Yeah... It’s just as you say.”


      After laying the sorcerer who was so much stronger and nobler than he ever was on the ground, Marchosias lamented. Only by living could one experience regret and despair. Ultimately, Marchosias had survived.


      But can I even call this winning?


      Eligor had served him better than anyone, but she was no longer moving. A pool of blood spread around her, far larger than her body. The old gentleman Marchosias had relied on as his right-hand man was still alive, but he’d lost his dominant arm. He wasn’t going to be able to fight anymore. The old friend who’d understood Marchosias as well as he understood himself, even after Marchosias became the fiend he was, who’d carried the burden of his sins with him, was no longer here.


      “I am Collector Asmodeus—the Archdemon of pillaging and hoarding. I steal everything I want and I don’t let anyone steal anything I’ve taken.”


      You really did do that...


      Asmodeus had stolen everything she could from Marchosias and hadn’t allowed him to take anything from her.


      Marchosias fell to his knees, his hands to his face. He was left all alone once more.


      “What...are you...crying for?”


      “Bato...?”


      Turning around, he saw a shadow about the size of a stone. It was a head. Bato had already been crumbling apart when he’d appeared. Perhaps because of that, this one fragment had escaped Morning Moon.


      “Her final power didn’t come from anger. Her tenacity surpassed hatred itself. That is Asmodeus’s power. She can surely overcome Azazel.”


      This was what Marchosias had been seeking all along.


      “Smile. You won. Everything is in place. You’ll save her at long last.”


      Marchosias still had one thing left to do, so he rose to his feet.


      “Wait for me in hell,” he said. “I’ll have plenty of tales to share.”


      “Heh heh heh... I’m looking forward to it...”


      With those last words, the final fragment of Bato crumbled to dust.


      I’m sick of regrets and despair.


      That was all he’d experienced over the past thousand years.


      Let me feel hope just this one time.


      With that, Marchosias disappeared into the darkness.


      ◇


      “I brought all of this about.”


      Inside a space of complete darkness, a man with silver eyes muttered to himself. Much like before, this was a world where nothing but the spirit existed, but now, Zagan was free to move his body around. Well, he didn’t really have a body, but that was how he felt at least.


      “So you’re the first Silver-Eyed King, Solomon?”


      Solomon nodded, pushing up his round glasses.


      “Precisely, my grandson, Zagan.”


      “Those were all your memories? Am I right to assume you were the one who called me here, then?”


      “Yes. You are the only one I could impart this knowledge to. You, who inherited more of my blood than any other. You, who possess my heart.”


      Solomon smiled feebly as he continued.


      “Azazel used the Heavenly Blade to seal herself. Oddly enough, it was the same ritual the seraphs used to seal demons.”


      After sitting down in an old rocking chair, the first Silver-Eyed King looked down at his feet.


      “However, Azazel’s despair was far too great. Demons began flooding into the world once more, and left behind on his own, Marchosias used my body to...huh?”


      As the Silver-Eyed King continued rambling, Zagan walked briskly over to him, and then he...


      “Bwah?!”


      ...slapped him.


      If Solomon’s current form was based on the person from the memories, then this was an amateur who wasn’t even a sorcerer. Zagan had used no more than his wrist, but it was enough to send Solomon tumbling from his chair.


      “O-Ow...”


      The first Silver-Eyed King stroked his cheek like a little girl. Even so, he regained his senses and laughed at himself.


      “I suppose it’s only natural for you to hit me. The tragedy of my age, the calamity of yours, it is all my—”


      “Shut up! Like I give a damn!” Zagan roared.


      “H-Huh...?”


      Solomon was completely bewildered as Zagan folded his arms and glared down at him.


      “It’s true. Your way of doing things isn’t my style. I hate it. But I haven’t lived an upstanding life either. I can’t criticize people who made a choice by putting their lives on the line.”


      He didn’t like it, but he had no right to deny it. The only ones who could were those who’d been directly involved—Marchosias, Alshiera, and Azazel. It wasn’t Zagan’s place to criticize him. That wasn’t why Zagan had slapped him.


      Zagan grabbed Solomon by the collar, yanked him back to his feet, then yelled in his face.


      “What I can’t forgive is that you locked me up in this place in the middle of my honeymoon with Nephy!”


      “Whaaaaaat?”


      He was being utterly unreasonable.


      “I mean, what?” Solomon asked. “I’m not asking you to sympathize with me or anything, but don’t you have anything else to say? Your world is on the brink of destruction, you know?”


      “Like I care. Nephy is more important than the world.”


      “That’s so selfish!”


      Solomon was completely perplexed, having clearly chosen the wrong person to show all these events of the past.


      “Anyway, this is just about your woman being in a fit of rage,” Zagan said, thrusting a finger at Solomon. “Wipe your own ass. Don’t force your problems onto my shoulders.”


      Because of all this, Zagan was unconscious and being a bother to and worrying his bride, daughter, and subordinates. It was absolutely unforgivable.


      “I would if I could!” Solomon protested, grabbing Zagan’s collar in return. “But I’m no more than a residual thought clinging to the Sigil Marchosias created! I don’t have a body! My voice can’t reach anyone! All I have left is regret! What can I even do?!”


      Zagan heartlessly twisted Solomon’s arm and tore his hand away. Be it through physical strength or strength of will, he was far more powerful.


      “Did you really call me here just to throw all your problems at me to solve? The first Silver-Eyed King truly is utterly pathetic.”


      Solomon could say nothing in his defense. Zagan did at least feel some sympathy for him. He decided that was enough scolding and moved on to how to resolve the issue at hand. Zagan once more folded his arms and looked straight into Solomon’s eyes.


      “I believe any villain should be given one chance to do things over. Understand?”


      Idiots who didn’t make use of that chance were a dime a dozen, of course.


      But I was saved by that one chance.


      He’d met Nephy thanks to that. And so, he repeated the same words to this man who was beyond salvation.


      “That’s why I’ll give you one last chance.”


      “How could you possibly...?”


      “Sorcery has developed. I said I’ll give you a chance, so I will. The only thing you should be thinking of is how to soothe the woman you’ve pissed off so badly. Got it?”


      Solomon’s mouth was agape.


      “Can...I truly believe in you?” he asked fearfully.


      “What, did you plan on entrusting all this to someone you didn’t believe in?”


      With that, Solomon finally smiled.


      “It seems our descendant is quite the outrageous man,” he said, standing up and holding out his right hand. “Please allow me to believe in you. Give meaning to our thousand years of regret and despair.”


      “I’ll do just that, so get me out of here already.”


      Zagan violently shook his hand, then felt a force pulling him backward as Solomon’s figure shrank in the distance.


      “Oh, one more thing,” Solomon said before he was too far to see. “The Archdemon’s heart is no longer a part of your body. Be careful.”


      “What?!”


      Perhaps this was a petty act of revenge. The last expression Zagan saw on Solomon’s face was an intolerable smile, as if he’d gotten one up on Zagan.


      ◇


      “Hrm...? I’m back?”


      Zagan opened his eyes to a blinding light. It was so bright he couldn’t see anything. As his eyes gradually adjusted, he made out a faint silhouette. It was a person, but one who was awfully close to him. Someone seemed to be staring down at him.


      Nephy...? Or not.


      She was the one he wanted to see first, but the figure was far too dark and unkempt to be her. The person in question seemed to recognize him first.


      “Huh? Uh...? You’re...Zagan?”


      It was a voice Zagan knew and absolutely didn’t want to hear. It was a face he knew and didn’t want to see. It was none other than his bad friend.


      “The hell’re you doin’ on my hand?” Barbatos asked in utter confusion.


      It seemed Zagan was something like a ghost floating over Barbatos’s right hand. This was when he discovered the identity of the person his Sigil of the Archdemon had transferred to.

    

  

  
    [image: insert10]
  

  
    
      ◇


      “Ugh... Ah...”


      In the wasteland where the deadly battle had taken place, a groan could be heard that should’ve been impossible. It came from a woman who was definitely supposed to be dead, having had half her head gouged out. She was missing both her eyes, but her supposedly crushed head was otherwise unharmed as she started breathing again.


      “If I change this ‘future’ you speak of, will you become my friend?”


      Marchosias didn’t know about the true illusion Lunar Eclipse had shown him.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      It’s been a long time, everyone. I’m Fuminori Teshima, and I have come to deliver An Archdemon’s Dilemma: How to Love Your Elf Bride: Volume 21.


      What is Asmodeus and Kuroka’s fate after being discovered by Marchosias in the last volume? Will Nephteros be able to wake up her brother-in-law? What’s going on with Zagan after he fell asleep in volume 19, anyway? And what happened one thousand years ago?


      Well, a lot of that is still awaiting answers, but the story has moved forward a lot this time.


      Everyone went through hell a thousand years ago, so it was pretty hard to write it all. Also, there was a lot of change of perspectives this time, and I had to employ many different writing styles, which made things take even longer. It made this volume particularly difficult to get out, but I somehow made it in time. I hope you enjoyed it.


      Also, the manga is finally entering the undersea arc from volume six! You’ll get to see a certain lady, Lilith, and a big Foll!


      As for how things have been going lately, I took part in COMITIA, much like I did last year. Thanks to the help of COMTA, Hako Itagaki, and Momo Futaba, it was a pretty big success for a beginner.


      Among the attendees was one who even made a Nephy doll. It was so wonderful to see. I also got plenty of letters, so that was a whole lot of fun.


      Oh, also, I’m eagerly working on volume two of Is It Okay for Stepsiblings to Get Serious? Please look forward to that as well.


      Now then, allow me to offer my thanks to everyone involved with this series. To my chief editor, A, I’m sorry for making the book so thick again, to COMTA, for making Astaroth look surprisingly cool, to everyone involved in the cover design, proofreading, and publicity, to everyone who came to COMITIA, and above all else, to you, my dear readers, who’ve picked up this book, thank you very much!


      October 2025: On a Train Going to the Movie Theater


      Fuminori Teshima
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      Bonus Short Stories


      The Awkward Disciple Isn’t Honest with Himself Even During a Game


      “Is my food ready yet, my little disciple?”


      This event happened while Vepar was in the middle of deciphering a new grimoire. Having finally gotten up after noon, Asmodeus was utterly carefree.


      “Tch... There’s some bread over there,” Vepar told her. “Just eat that.”


      “Whaaat? Make me a proper meal. Why else do you think I took you in?”


      “To kill you.”


      “Aha, that’s the spirit. You can do it!”


      She provoked him like this at every opportunity. Vepar felt like he was going to burst a blood vessel at this rate.


      Calm down. There’s not enough time in the world to put up with her.


      Vepar had to grow stronger. He averted his eyes, refusing to pay attention to her, which elicited a discontent frown from Asmodeus.


      “Oh! I know!” she exclaimed. “In that case, let’s play rock-paper-scissors. If I win, make me some stew.”


      “Screw you. I have nothing to gain from this.”


      “Aww! In that case, if you win, you can take one item of your choice from my treasury.”


      So she said, but if he said he wanted to take some Spirit Blood, she would surely kill him. Any deal she brought up couldn’t possibly be as straightforward as it sounded. There was no guarantee this would even be a proper game of rock-paper-scissors. Seeing that Vepar wasn’t answering, Asmodeus’s lips curved into a smile that resembled a crescent moon.


      “C’mon, it’s just a game of rock-paper-scissors. Don’t be scared. How about this? If you can get one win before I get three in a row, we’ll consider it your victory.”


      “You’re on.”


      She was likely growing impatient because he wasn’t entertaining her. That was why she’d given him an advantage. Rock-paper-scissors was a game of luck. There wasn’t really a way of cheating at it.


      “Rock, paper...”


      Vepar was utterly shocked.


      “This is impossible...!”


      He’d lost three times in a row.


      “Aha, I’ll have that stew, please.”


      “Ugh...”


      He didn’t want to accept reality, but a deal was a deal. Vepar went to the kitchen and put on a white apron.


      “What flavor?” he asked.


      “Cream.”


      Meanwhile, Asmodeus sprawled out over a sofa, reading the grimoire Vepar had been deciphering.


      “What did you do?” he asked.


      “What do you mean?”


      “The game. It felt like you were reading the future to see my hand. What’s your trick?”


      Having pulled out some snacks at some point to put on the table, Asmodeus munched away as she responded.


      “Oh. It’s simple, really. I can’t see the future, but it’s possible to predict a person’s movements.”


      “How so?”


      Vepar cocked his head as Asmodeus threw herself backward on the sofa. She then placed the open grimoire on her chest and waved her hand overhead.


      “It’s the way the human hand works. When you try to move your fingers, your metacarpal bones have to move. So, by looking at the back of the hand, it’s possible to tell which fingers will move.”


      Her gestures were strangely seductive. Vepar wasn’t quite sure where to look.


      “Well, it’s possible to misread someone who’s too fat, but this trick works for stuff beyond rock-paper-scissors. You should learn it.”


      “I can just move in a way that keeps me from being seen at all.”


      “Then do your best next time.”


      She had to have other tricks up her sleeve. Asmodeus smiled at him daringly.


      If I have to guess, she can read the muscles too.


      That was when Vepar realized what else this principle could be applied to. She was teaching him the logic behind reading an opponent’s movements. It was vexing to admit, but that made it worth setting aside his grimoire to hear her out.


      Ultimately, he was dancing in her palm. Vepar ground his teeth as he continued stirring the stew. Before long, he finished cooking, and Asmodeus smiled at him happily.


      “Mmm, your stew really is the best, my little disciple. You’ll make a terrific wife.”


      “Quit screwing with me. I’ll kill you.”


      “There are just a little too many carrots, though. Put less in next time.”


      “Eat all of them.”


      Even as she grumbled, Asmodeus gulped down everything in her bowl.


      Vepar becoming an Archdemon in a way he’d never wanted to is a story for another time.


      One Should Be Careful of People Who Think Everything Is Okay


      “Hmm. That’s about as prepared as we can get. There’s no means of being truly prepared to face Eldest Marchosias, so this is about the best we can do.”


      Around the time the thirteen Archdemons were gathering in Kaslytilio, the former Archdemon candidates in Zagan’s camp—Vepar, Gremory, and Kimaris—were solidifying Archdemon Palace’s defenses.


      “Gremory,” Vepar said. “You’ve seen both the original Marchosias and the Nephilim, right? How does the new one compare to the original?”


      “Let’s see... On a superficial level, I’d say he’s somewhat inferior, but there’s no measuring the love power he had in life. After living over a thousand years, he must’ve accumulated all kinds of bittersweet love power.”


      “Sorry, I asked the wrong person. Kimaris, what do you think?”


      “The Nephilim was prepared as a proxy,” Kimaris answered. “It would be conceited to assume he’s inferior to the original.”


      “Aren’t you two being a bit too mean to me?” Gremory complained.


      Both Vepar and Kimaris turned silent gazes full of criticism at the granny who’d started talking about love power during a serious conversation.


      “Well, this is our liege’s trap we’re talking about,” Gremory said. “Even if it doesn’t kill its target, it’s unreasonable for someone to completely avoid it even with silver eyes and foresight, isn’t it?”


      Vepar touched the magic circle on the ground.


      “A barrier that uses the leylines beneath Archdemon Palace to expel a target to a faraway location over the ocean. I suppose there really is no means of escaping it the moment you step foot in Archdemon Palace. I doubt even Eligor could manage to do it.”


      Vepar had experience fighting against Eligor. He knew this for sure. Much like Antikythera, there was no way of escaping it once it was activated. Honestly, it seemed excessive, but this was a defense mechanism Archdemon Zagan had left behind in order to protect his subordinates. He lived up to his reputation.


      “My one concern is us getting caught up in it too,” Kimaris said.


      If an enemy appeared where this had to be used, it was their job to stall the intruder.


      “We have three former Archdemon candidates here,” Vepar said. “Sure, we haven’t reached the heights of an Archdemon, but none of us are foolish enough to fall into a trap we know exists.”


      “Indeed. Not to imitate Golden Lord Phenex, but I doubt that’ll happen,” Gremory added. “If anything, we’ll get help even if we get caught up in it, so there’s no point worrying.”


      “Sorry, it seems I’ve grown somewhat cowardly.”


      Well, there was insurance for the worst-case scenario, but Vepar honestly didn’t trust it. It was better not to depend on such a thing.


      “This is Eldest Marchosias we’re talking about. There’s no being too cautious,” Vepar added.


      “Agreed,” Gremory said. “Humility is important.”


      “Gremory, do you need a mirror?”


      The three smiled at each other. Only later did they seriously regret having this conversation.
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Nephteros .

A sorcerer who looks suspiciously like Nephy.

She is actually a homunculus created by Archdemon
Bifrons. She is currently serving as Chastille’s aid
alongside her lover Archangel Richard.

Richard

-

An Archangel who wields Sacred Sword Camael and is
Nephteros’s lover. He is helping Zagan discover the
secrets behind the Sacred Swords.

Asmodeus

The Archdemon known as the Collector.

Possesses immense power even the other Archdemons
have to acknowledge as beyond them. She lives for the
sake of gathering Spirit Blood.

Marchosias

Once the Archdemon known as the Eldest.
He’s been revived as a Nephilim, and is plotting behind
the scenes while gathering many Archdemons

to his cause.
I(i

Vepar

ad

+

A former Archdemon candidate known as Earthshaker.
He is Asmodeus’s disciple but holds complex feelinFs
toward her. He continues his research with the goal of
one day defeating her.
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The protagonist of this
series. He was abducted
by a sorcerer at a young
age, but managed to
slaughter said sorcerer
and stole all his assets and
knowledge. After falling
in love with Nephy at first
sight and purchasing her,
he worries over how to
properly convey his feel-
ings to the first person
he's ever truly cared for.

An elf girl with
snow-white hair. Even
among the elves, who
possessed a high level
of mana, hers was ex-

traordinarily high, so
she was treated as a
cursed child. Little by
little, she grows to love
Zagan, who told her “he
needed her.”






OEBPS/Images/Insert5.jpg





