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          Every action has a reaction; every crime has a punishment.


          Every scar has pain; every life has death.


          Every contract has compensation.


          Then what is it we immortals can offer?


          Demise? Or something else?


          —Extract from the preface of the Dark Peers Records

        

      

    
  


  
    
      PROLOGUE


      At the End of Nostalgia, or at the End of the Branch of Budding Possibility


      The biggest business district—Central Town.


      Take a single step off the main street running through the magnificently dazzling city center and you will find a different side. A side common among big cities after the Fantasion—dark yet emotional.


      Beyond the labyrinthic paths, teeming with rats and slimes, was the red-light district’s brothel building. Pass through the information kiosk on the first floor and go up the narrow, steep, precarious, and dimly-lit stairs to find the business itself on the third floor.


      “Aesthetic salon Nos[image: ]Star…,” a man muttered, reading aloud the establishment’s sign.


      He was blond and had a gentle aura. He looked around seventeen or eighteen years of age—a mite too young to be visiting an establishment such as this.


      However, he was much older than he looked. This man was over 500 years old, thanks to the cursed blessing of immortality bestowed upon him by the goddess of weal and woe.


      His name: Gram Ryal.


      He was the Hero who had defeated the Demon Lord Veltol five centuries prior, before Earth and Alnaeth had fused. At present, he was a mere salaried employee working under the CEO of Hero Staffing Agency Valhara.


      “Haaaah…”


      Gram heaved the heaviest sigh as he made a call to his boss—not through the aether comms of the Familia device implanted in his nape, but through old-fashioned, encrypted radio waves via an earpiece.


      After a few seconds of ringing, a woman spoke, her voice riddled with static.


      “Kinohara here. Any problems? It doesn’t look like there are any, from what I can tell.”


      “Wait, where are you watching from?!”


      “Rest assured, I’m monitoring you through an optical camouflage drone.”


      “Isn’t it against the law to use Chameleon magic inside the city…?”


      “Only within important facilities. Granted, that magic is prohibited to begin with.”


      “What about the compliance stuff you’re always going on about…?”


      “It’s not a crime if they don’t catch you. So is anything wrong?”


      “Umm… I was gonna ask… Can we call this off…?”


      Gram could easily picture Kinohara’s frown on the other end of the line.


      “But I thought you agreed to the assignment I gave you… We reached a consensus… You’re turning back on it now? The Hero Gram, going back on his word?”


      “I can’t go in here! I’ve never even been to one of these places! It’d be a different story if you came with me…”


      “Wouldn’t entering this sort of establishment with a woman draw too much attention? Most of the patrons are men. It’s better for you to go alone in order to keep a low profile.”


      “You’re right about that, but…”


      “Don’t worry. Because I’m monitoring you with a drone, I can give you constant instructions. Be at ease in your investigation.”


      “That only makes me more nervous!”


      Gram gave up and stepped into the brothel.


      Nos[image: ]Star had a reception counter at the front and a waiting room on the right. The lights were low, and alluring music was playing. A few men sat on the waiting room’s sofa, waiting to be called. Some were restless, some unfazed, but all of them were staring at the floor. They glanced at Gram the moment he entered, but their gazes returned to the floor immediately.


      Feels like a clinic, Gram thought, his discomfort increasing. The magiroid at the counter welcomed him with a smile.


      “Welcome to aesthetic salon Nos[image: ]Star, where you can find a variety of raw, unmechanized individuals in our roster. Which of our members would you like? Please note that any requests are subject to a fee.”


      The magiroid opened up a holopanel showing pictures of women of various species in provocative poses.


      “Umm… I would like your newest addition,” said Gram.


      “Here are your options.”


      The panel focused on a few pictures with the women’s names below: Suzu, ogre; Rin, elf; Bell, human; and Omoikane, dog therian.


      “Which one is the newest out of these?” Gram asked.


      He didn’t really care, but he figured it would be easier to get intel on the place from the latest rookie.


      “That would be Bell,” the magiroid replied.


      I hate that her name reminds me of a certain someone…, Gram thought.


      The magiroid proceeded to zoom in on the human woman. She had long, black hair, and her eyes were hidden behind her outstretched hand. She wore a suggestive, revealing outfit, and the camera angle particularly emphasized her voluptuous chest.


      “Um…I’ll take her, please,” said Gram.


      “What course and options would you like?”


      The holopanel displayed a list of times and prices.


      Gram chose the shortest and cheapest course with no options. He had no idea how any of this worked to begin with, since it was his first time in a place like this.


      Besides, this was work. He wasn’t there to fool around.


      “Please be advised that any unauthorized touching of our cast members will incur a fine.”


      “Okay…”


      The panel showed the warning and the amount fined.


      Gram had no intention of touching her to begin with. He curiously eyed the odd warning and the fine, which wasn’t even that high, and headed to the sofa in the waiting room.


      “To think there was such an oasis here in the middle of this apocalyptic hellscape…”


      “That was so good…”


      A dwarf with giant prosthetic arms and a therian dressed like a monk came out of the door at the end of the waiting room, along with many other men of various species. One was a young man around Gram’s age—that is, the age he looked—with stitches crisscrossing his face.


      Isn’t that…?


      “Thank you for waiting,” said a magiroid guide. “I’ll show you the way.”


      Gram was watching the man depart as the magiroid bowed to him.


      The magiroid led him deep into the establishment. Beyond the waiting room was a narrow hallway lined with small booths, each covered by a single thin cloth. “Treatment” took place within these booths.


      There were no soundproofing barriers. The staff’s and customers’ voices were plainly audible.


      “Our boutique’s cast are well versed in the acupoints along the meridians! They even know one that makes you feel so good you die with a smile on your face!”


      “Huh, that sounds nice. Do me that one.”


      “Okaaay! …Ah!”


      “Huh? What was that—ah?! Uh… Whoa! …Agh! Ha… Ah-haaa… That’s amazhin!”


      “Mm? Did I press it wrong?”


      Gram’s anxiety grew as he heard the moan-shrieks echoing in the hallway.


      Am I gonna be okay…?


      “Please wait a moment for Bell to arrive,” the magiroid informed him before leaving the booth.


      Gram sat down on the treatment table—the bed—and looked around restlessly.


      The booth was as small as it appeared from the outside. It could barely fit two people.


      Next to the bed was a nightstand with a box of tissues and an empty garbage can below. The pink aether neon was too faint to properly light even the small booth. Pasted on the wall was the same warning he’d heard earlier: TOUCHING OUR CAST MEMBERS WILL INCUR A FINE. Bassy music played in the background.


      Before him was the thin cloth that served as a door, and he could see the silhouettes of the people passing by.


      Then one silhouette stopped before the entrance.


      “Pardon me,” came the graceful voice of a woman. She entered the booth.


      This beautiful, tall woman had a bewitching aura.


      The booth was too dark to properly see someone’s face even close up, but that did nothing to impede her beauty.


      She had long, lustrous black hair, obsidian eyes, and a striking face dolled up with makeup. Her shapely lips, red with lipstick, gave an alluring glow under the aether neon.


      “Thank you for waiting.” The woman closed her eyes and bowed deeply. “Welcome. My name is Bell, and I will be treating you today.”


      Every bit of her was elegant; her movements were captivating. Having lived over 500 years, Gram had concluded his attraction for the opposite sex had waned, but this stunner was bewitching and prim enough to have him gulping.


      “I am very much a novice in this area, so please forgive me for any mistake I might make due to my lack of experience,” said Bell.


      “I could say the same.”


      “I will put forth my very best efforts. Thank you for your understanding.”


      Let’s get this over with, Gram thought.


      “I will be treating you to the basic…course—”


      Bell stopped herself short.


      Gram raised his head and saw Bell staring at him, her eyes open wide.


      “Is something wrong?” Gram asked gently out of concern.


      “Hero…Gram…”


      Bell’s voice was hoarse and weak.


      She knows me? No, that can’t be. Wait… Don’t tell me…


      His thoughts raced like electricity.


      Gram put the question that popped in his head into words:


      “Veltol… Is that…you…?”


      A moment of silence followed before Bell spoke. Her magic-imbued voice no longer belonged to a prim and proper lady; it was now the charming voice of a handsome man.


      “Gram…what are you doing here…?!”


      Gram knew that voice all too well. It belonged to the Demon Lord Veltol Velvet Velsvalt.


      A thunderous shock rocked this particular corner of the massage parlor.

    
  


  
    
      CHAPTER ONE


      Demon Lord City—Shibuya


      “Give me back my wife and daughter…,” wailed a half-naked man crucified on the wall of a dark, cramped concrete room.


      In that same room, a beautiful voice sang the praises of God’s grace. That voice belonged to a demon.


      “Give me back my wife and daughter…,” the man weakly wailed again.


      “If we compare you to a grapevine, we are the branches,” the demon replied. “We can only be born from highly developed intelligent creatures such as yourselves. We are the shapeless faith amassed through the aether. We would not bear fruit without your vines.”


      The demon sat backward on a chair, arms against the backrest.


      “We’re grateful, you know? You are our creators.”


      “Give me back my wife and daughter…”


      “You keep saying that! So boring. Tell me something deeper, more meaningful! Like…a complex quote from a book or whatever! Who cares about your wife and daughter?!”


      “Give me back my wife and daughter…”


      “Oh, enough already! That’s not happening!” The demon’s tone was light. “They’re dead. Can the dead come back to life? No, right? Well, I guess there’s precedent for coming back after three days, but regular people die and that’s it!”


      The man opened his eyes wide. “Nguuuuuuuuh!”


      He struggled madly to escape the nails on his hands and feet, but it only made him bleed more.


      “Oof, that looks painful… Anyway, listen, what’m I supposed to do? You’re the one who made the contract with me.”


      “I wouldn’t have done it if I’d known this was going to happen!”


      “That’s what people always say… You have a grand ol’ time, then go, ‘Ohhh, but if this was gonna happen…!’ You’re so stupid. Society is built on contracts, y’know? You can’t just say stuff like that…”


      The demon shrugged, fed up.


      “Why…me…?” the man asked.


      “Because only you, the mayor, have admin access to the city’s network,” the demon sneered with the face and voice of an angel. “I feel bad about your wife and daughter, but hey, the first seal came undone, all right? Their deaths weren’t for nothing. They’re precious sacrifices. Their lives are connected. Don’t worry!”
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      Footsteps came from the station’s staircase. Two pairs.


      One belonged to a man. He was tall and wore a fur coat and black tracksuit over a T-shirt with the words Demon Lord printed on it in Japanese. His long hair was black like a raven’s damp feathers, his eyes were the color of darkness, and his visage was the epitome of male beauty.


      The man’s name was Veltol Velvet Velsvalt, professional livestreamer and Demon Lord.


      In his hands was a kitsune-flavor soy-flour crepe he’d bought at the station using electronic currency.


      “Now then, Machina.”


      Veltol took a bite of the crepe, loaded with fried tofu and cream, as he spoke to the source of the other pair of footsteps.


      “What is it, my lord?” a woman wearing a white coat replied.


      Her hair was long and silver, her eyes crimson, and her skin snow-white, silky, and beautiful. Her visage was as seductive as it was innocent. A woman of beauty who could truly be described as unmatched.


      The woman’s name was Machina Soleige, Veltol’s manager and one of the Six Dark Peers serving the Demon Lord.


      She, too, was holding a soy-flour crepe—a strawberry one.


      “What would be your next move?” Veltol asked her.


      “Let’s see…”


      Machina licked off the bit of cream on her lips as she continued up the stairs.


      From the outside, she and Veltol looked like a young couple out on a date, but they were not as young as they appeared. These two could instantly heal their wounds, never fell ill, and were liberated from aging. They had surpassed death itself.


      Veltol and Machina were immortals. These undying, unaging beings far beyond a thousand years old were much stronger than regular people, as their titles of Demon Lord and Dark Peer suggested.


      “Would you mind if we went over the situation again?” Machina asked.


      “Very well.” Veltol gulped down a piece of fried tofu as he nodded.


      “Ah, but first: You have cream on your cheek, Lord Veltol.”


      “Hmm.”


      Machina stood on her toes and wiped the cream off Veltol’s cheek with a handkerchief.


      “Let’s start with our one and only objective.”


      Machina raised a finger.


      “Recover one of the Six Dark Peers, May of the Mournful Firmament.”


      They went up the long staircase step by step.


      “For that, we must first find and capture Ange, a Hero with the Guild, who we believe has taken over May’s body.”


      The walls of the long stairway were lined with holodisplays promoting makeup and the latest in magi-gadgets.


      “We left Shinjuku yesterday after obtaining intel on Ange from Detective Emi Chabatake’s investigation. Among that intel is this photo here.”


      Machina used her Familia, an implantable magical assistance device, to open a holodisplay with the photo in question. It showed a girl with blue-silver hair who wore a big visor that covered her eyes and an all-black outfit like that of a nun. For some reason, the photo was taken at a low angle.


      This was Ange—or May of the Mournful Firmament.


      “This cute doggy statue behind her is a Shibuya landmark,” Machina explained. “The five of us have just arrived here, and we split into two groups at Yo-Yoyogi. There’s you and me, and the other group is Lady Sihlwald, Takahashi, and Hizuki. We are all looking for May…for Ange. We’re in the most central, populated area of this city. Our next move is to reach the location of Emi’s photo and verify our intel.”


      “Mm-hmm. Perfect,” said Veltol.


      “We’re going to take May back. And we’re going to do it here…”


      The two of them reached the top of the stairs, where they were met with a sweeping view of the city.


      “…in Shibuya.”


      Shibuya, a giant metropolis, was among the most prosperous of Shinjuku’s satellite cities and one of the most peculiar. One of its peculiarities was that it was a geofront.


      “Shibuya… I’m amazed they could use a giant’s spine and ribs that were buried in the ground…,” Veltol muttered as he looked up at the sky—the ceiling of Shibuya. These were the bones of a giant that had been several kilometers tall.


      The steel-reinforced spine worked as a pillar to support the rounded earth that served as the sky. The spine, meanwhile, was supported by the wide ribs that contained the city. The giant’s skeleton was quite literally the backbone of this geofront.


      “A remnant of the age of giants and heroes,” said Machina. “I can’t believe there was a time when giants this big existed and humanity had to fight them for survival. As unbelievable as using a giant’s remains to build an underground city.”


      She and Veltol exited Shibuya’s central metro station. The transit network, located even deeper underground than the geofront, was the arterial system through which people and things flowed.


      Just then, Machina came to a realization.


      “Lord Veltol, please be careful,” she said.


      “About what?”


      “The former Tetsubishi Group that was tasked with Shibuya’s urban development after the Second City War eventually disbanded, and then multiple corporations divvied up the city to govern it. Without a centralized government, public safety in Shibuya deteriorated rapidly. Criminals kicked out of surrounding cities gathered here, and it became the base for various yakuza guilds. Some call Shibuya the modern Emedes, or Sodom and Gomorrah—a metropolis now corrupted with lust, hedonism, sloth, and violence! Although things seem to be peaceful at the moment, built upon a delicate balance following past struggles.”


      Machina sounded oddly passionate; she even clenched her fists. Part of that was because she was finally together with Veltol following the struggles with the mechanical god in Yokohama and the fight for the future in Shinjuku. While she understood they had an important duty to fulfill, being alone with Veltol made her motivation skyrocket.


      “All that is to say this city is teeming with people, money, and blood. It’s very dangerous! There’s no telling what sort of lowlife might try to cause you harm. But not to worry—I shall protect you, Lord Veltol.”


      “Heh. I vowed to become stronger, and I feel myself improving by the day… Although with such a trusty vassal by my side, I may not have a chance to use my power. I’m counting on you, Machina.”


      “Leave it to me!” Machina stood tall and huffed with pride. “By the way, this place really is teeming with people.”


      The public square in front of the station had people from all walks of life. Humans, elves, dwarves, goblins, therians, orcs, ogres, and many more were milling around, sitting, or taking tourist photos.


      Such variety was commonplace in this world where Earth and Alnaeth had fused eighty years prior via the Fantasion. Some people were completely organic, some had protheses, and others were fully mechanized aside from their brain and spine.


      There were others still who were even stranger: winged humanoid goats, wolves with owl heads and snake tails, bipedal horses, crowned flies, and more. Such aberrations were neither magiborgs nor had undergone body modifications.


      Veltol saw these individuals and spoke the general term for them:


      “Demons…”


      Demons were lower incorporeal beings that fed on anger, sadness, fear, and other negative emotions—on negative faith. Magicology called them beings of negative essence.


      Normally, demons and humans existed in different layers of the world. Demons lacked a tangible form or independent thought and could not affect the physical realm. Some called them faith dregs. They manifested in the physical world by forging contracts with humans, but they were more like phenomena than life forms.


      “Demons have been known to take physical manifestations and serve people, but it’s utterly bizarre that there are so many of them and no one is batting an eye,” Veltol remarked.


      This was the first time he had seen this many flesh-and-blood demons in his thousands of years of life.


      “Apparently, they are summoned through Clavicula, an app that packages summoning magic,” said Machina.


      Machina showed her Familia’s screen. There was one icon that had a cartoony demon face with horns and wings.


      “Takahashi mentioned it’s downloaded automatically upon connecting to Shibuya’s city network. It must be on every device in Shibuya,” Veltol said.


      “The app was on all our Familias the moment we entered the city.”


      “It was on my and my sister’s devices, too. And it will not stay deleted no matter how many times we try. Even Takahashi gave up on deleting it.”


      Veltol took his PDA out from his tracksuit pocket. It showed the same cartoony demon icon.


      The main modern-day communication network was the aethernet, which connected devices across the whole world, but many cities also had their own local networks or citynets. These also used aether, but they only worked within city limits—usually inside the cryotolerance zone.


      “Any aethernet-capable device automatically connects to a citynet the moment you enter that city, so in theory, it should be possible to force a download, according to Takahashi. But she also said it shouldn’t be easy to bypass the device’s permissions,” said Machina.


      “A demon-summoning app that is downloaded without your knowledge… This is no mere prank.”


      “In any case, let’s follow Takahashi’s advice and not install the app. Granted, it didn’t trigger the antivirus software, and Takahashi didn’t find anything wrong after a quick look.”


      “We have no choice but to wait for Takahashi to finish her analysis in Dai-Daikanyama.”


      “This Clavicula app… Could it be connected to the Guild?”


      The Guild, aka the Salvation Church, was the organization to which Ange, who was in May’s body, and the magi-gear pilot called Zenol belonged.


      “I haven’t the slightest idea,” Veltol replied. “Nonetheless, there’s no proof they’re not connected, and the timing is a little too convenient. We’ll simply have to keep doing what we can.”


      “Indeed,” Machina said. She deployed a holographic map in the air and looked around. “We’re currently in the center of Shibuya, at Nanako Square. Beyond the scramble crossing ahead is the Central Town main street, and to our left is the statue of the famous dog Nanako—the one in the photo. Let’s go there, since it’s so close.”


      She then led the way to the dog statue in Nanako Square.


      “This square’s name comes from the doggy’s statue. This is where Emi took that picture.”


      “The dog was famous enough to warrant a statue?” Veltol asked.


      “They say Nanako waited for her owner at Shibuya Station in pre-Fantasion Japan. Even after her owner died and never came back to the station, she kept waiting for them.”


      “Oh.”


      “The current Shibuya is far from the geographic location of the old Shibuya district in Tokyo, but the statue was moved here as the symbol of the district.”


      “I see… Then once I have taken over the world, we shall erect a statue in your likeness. After all, you waited for me for five hundred years.”


      “Whaaa—?! N-no… I—I—I can’t. That is too lofty an honor… Ah, L-Lord Veltol! Since we’re here, let’s take a picture in front of the statue! As a memento! Apparently there’s this urban legend that says you’ll meet the person you’ve been waiting for if you take a picture in front of Nanako!”


      “But didn’t the dog never get to see her owner again…?”


      “L-like I said, it’s just an urban legend…”


      They used the selfie camera in Veltol’s PDA. The Familia could capture a photo within its user’s field of view, but that was impossible if more than one person was involved. This was an advantage of a PDA.


      Veltol and Machina proceeded to photograph themselves with Nanako in the background.


      Machina made a V-sign by her chin, and Veltol made a sideways V-sign by his eyes—a cutesy pose from the future. They took several more pictures as souvenirs.


      Veltol turned to Machina. “Emi taught me that the basis of investigating is pounding the pavement…but it will be terrifyingly difficult to get intel out of such a massive crowd.”


      “However, we have to start somewhere.”


      “Indeed. Rescuing May will not be easy. Even finding Ange will take hard work, but we will save May.”


      “Yes. No matter the hardships that await…let’s save her,” Machina said, dead set on this goal.


      Veltol nodded deeply. He looked down at his PDA and checked the photos they’d just taken.


      He froze the moment he saw one of them.


      “…”


      He stared intently at the picture.


      “Lord Veltol, is something the matter?”


      Machina stood on her toes to look at the screen over Veltol’s shoulder. She froze, too, the moment she saw it.


      “…”


      The picture showed Veltol and Machina posing in front of the Nanako statue. And there was one other person.


      A girl.


      A naked, beautiful girl with blue-silver hair, jade-colored eyes, and a presence as fleeting as a falling snowflake.


      “Machina… Veltol…”


      Someone called their names from behind.


      They carefully turned around.


      Veltol and Machina met the speaker’s gaze. Her name escaped Machina’s lips.


      “May…?”


      May of the Mournful Firmament was before their very eyes.
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      The Great God decreed: A servant must act as God’s arms and legs.


      The Great God decreed: A servant mustn’t speak or think.


      The Great God decreed: Hence, she must fall to the earth.


      The servant who refused to act as God’s arms and legs—the servant who questioned God—was shunned. She was placed in an undying vessel to atone for her sins and sent to the surface below.


      She was in a spacious room. Her gaze was on a man sitting on a luxurious throne.


      She could tell he was a human with long, black hair, but she had no idea who he was, nor did she feel any special desire to know. She had just arrived on the surface and lacked the knowledge to even hold interest.


      The man’s gaze was on another person—the first person this girl had met, a woman who called herself Machina.


      “Machina, ignian immortal,” the man said.


      “Yes, Lord Veltol.”


      Machina gracefully bent a knee to the man she called Veltol.


      She glanced at the girl, indicating for her to take the same stance, but the girl failed to notice; she may not have even been able to understand Machina’s signal. She hid herself behind Machina while keeping her eyes on Veltol.


      “Forgive me, Lord Veltol…,” said Machina. “She knows not courtesy…”


      “No matter. At ease, Machina. Is this the new immortal you mentioned?”


      “Indeed.” Machina stood up. “During my expedition with Allium, we found her in the Carum Spring in Van Vern.”


      “But how did you determine she is immortal?”


      Machina shoulders twitched. “Ah… Erm… Well…”


      “We fought,” the girl said clearly. She seemed completely unaware of Machina’s hesitation.


      “Oho.” The ends of Veltol’s lips curled in amusement. “And who was the victor?”


      Machina proceeded to explain awkwardly. “We fought for half a day, with neither of us achieving victory… Upon realizing she was immortal, I asked her if she would like to come with me, and she agreed.”


      “Half a day of battle against you and still no victor? Promising.” Veltol placed his hand on his chest before extending it courteously toward the girl. “I am Veltol. Veltol Velvet Velsvalt, ruler of this Immortal Kingdom. What is your name?”


      “…I don’t know.” The girl shook her head. “I suppose that’s not quite right, either. In fact, I have no name.”


      “You don’t have a name?”


      “I was unable to fulfill my duty as Ange, a servant to the Great God, and was given an undying body upon my expulsion. Anges have no names.”


      “…I noticed you were different from regular immortals, but…you fell from the heavens…?”


      The girl nodded.


      “Nameless fallen angel, I hereby deem you a citizen of this nation. No matter your origin, I accept you, so long as your actions and choices do not violate our laws. That said, not having a name would be most inconvenient. You are free to choose one.”


      The girl stared at Machina. “You choose.”


      “Huh?”


      “You choose my name, Machina.”


      “M-me?!”


      Machina looked at Veltol, and he nodded.


      After a moment of thought, Machina spoke.


      “Then…how about May?”


      The girl’s eyes—May’s eyes—lit up when she heard that name. That light was so faint others, or even she herself, could miss it.


      May now saw the world in color. She was born in that moment.


      “May… That is a good name. It’s Elderish for one who abhors the heavens—an apostate,” said Veltol. “A rather ironic name for a fallen angel. You are quite the scholar, Machina.”


      “Huh?! Oh, no, I just chose it for the sound… I didn’t know it had such a meaning…,” Machina mumbled, her gaze darting back and forth.


      “May… May.”


      May repeated her own name a few times to get a feel for it. Then she looked into Machina’s eyes.


      “I’m happy,” she told Machina.


      “I-I’m happy you’re happy.”


      “We fought when we first met, but you were kind to me and even gave me a name. I’m very happy.”


      Veltol nodded in satisfaction. “Now then, Machina, you will be in charge of May’s education. Teach her proper speech and etiquette and ask Ralsheen or Ainsen for help if you need anything. You are dismissed.”


      “Y-yes, my lord!”


      Veltol stood up from his throne and made to leave, but then May called out to him.


      “…Veltol.”


      “What?”


      “Why did you become king?”


      “For world peace.”


      “World…peace?”


      Veltol nodded. “To correct this world’s injustices and create a world where people like you can live together without fear of being shunned. That is why I became king, so I can stand at the top and lead those below. I deemed this to be the best course of action.”


      “…”


      Veltol extended his hand toward May. “You were shunned by the heavens, but fortunately, you found me. Let us create a world in which we can coexist.”


      May formed a little smile. “A world where we can coexist… Yes, that sounds very…wonderful.”
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      She had a dream. A dream of the past. It was a memory engraved into her soul, one she would not forget even if the planet died, the universe cooled, and everything dried up.


      This was a gentle memory, a memory of her origin. A memory of the time she was born into this world.


      Then she awoke from her slumber.


      “Mmm…”


      May of the Mournful Firmament rose.


      “Where…am I?”


      She did not know this place. The dirty floor, the holographic ads, the fly-infested aether neon, the cigarette butts—none of it was familiar. Her vision was normal, but her body felt heavy, and her mind was hazy.


      She had no idea why she was there, what she had been doing until moments before, or why she was naked.


      May was clearly in poor condition.


      As an immortal, her body was consistently in peak condition. Anything less than peak meant there was an issue with her soul.


      She opened and closed her small hand repeatedly. Her sense of touch was normal.


      The spoiled stink of the dirty city stung her nose. Her sense of smell was normal as well.


      She had no intention of checking her sense of taste in this place, but it was most likely normal.


      She could hear the hustle and bustle of the city. Her hearing was normal. Within the noise of the crowds, she heard two particular voices.


      “We shall erect a statue in your likeness.”


      “Whaaa—?! N-no… I—I—I can’t. That is too lofty an honor…”


      May snapped to her senses at the sound. The mist cleared. Her mind was fresh. It was as though her drowsy, heavy brain had been extracted from her skull and washed in icy water.


      She knew these voices. She loved these voices.


      May stood up and tottered toward the speakers. With every step, her heart brightened, her feet felt lighter, and her mind sharpened.


      “…”


      She entered a public square full of people. They gave her strange looks for her nudity, but she paid them no mind.


      Then she finally reached them.


      Next to the dog statue, a man with black hair and a woman with silver hair were taking pictures, their backs turned to May.


      They were the Demon Lord Veltol and Machina, Duchess of the Dazzling Blaze. Two people she loved.


      They were talking with serious looks on their faces, unaware of May’s presence. Veltol stared vacantly at his PDA, and Machina froze, too, the moment she looked at the screen.


      May called their names to let them know she was there.


      “Machina… Veltol…”


      They carefully turned around.


      Veltol and Machina met May’s gaze.


      Her name escaped Machina’s lips.


      “May…?”


      Machina ran toward May immediately.


      “Wait, Machina—”


      She did not heed Veltol’s call, instead launching herself at May and giving her a hug—a strong, firm hug.


      “May… May…! Thank goodness… Thank goodness… We get to meet again…!” Machina said between sobs as large tears rolled down her cheeks. She hugged her even tighter, with not even a shred of doubt this girl was May.


      “Why are you crying? You don’t need to cry,” May told Machina.


      “You idiot! Of course I would cry!”


      Machina sniffled and grabbed May’s cheeks.


      “Whafafyudoinf?” May asked.


      “May… Is that really you?” Veltol asked from behind.


      “Really…? I’m me, Veltol.”


      Veltol was being particularly cautious because he thought May might have been their enemy Ange, although May had no way of knowing that. Machina, meanwhile, was completely at ease because she was sure, baselessly, this was indeed May.


      Veltol kept his guard up as he approached the two women.


      “You’ll attract attention like that,” he told May. “Put this on.”


      He draped his coat over her shoulders, and that was when he noticed May didn’t have a Familia.


      “Ah! T-take mine, too!” Machina also put her coat on May.


      “Hee-hee. I can’t move…,” said May.


      Their kindness was ticklish.


      “But May, how come you’re here…? What about the person who took over your body?” Veltol asked.


      “My body…? Ngh!”


      Sharp pain ran through May’s head, and she held her brow.


      “My apologies. Are you all right?” said Veltol.


      “Sorry, I don’t…remember much…”


      “It doesn’t matter! May is back! Let’s think about it once we’re home!” Machina insisted.


      “Indeed. This is not something to discuss here and now. We can think of what to do about the Guild later. Our objective has been fulfilled, and that is enough. First, we should get in touch with Takahashi—”


      “Ha! No, no. That girl can’t go home with you.”


      Somebody spoke to Veltol’s group. The three of them looked to the speaker.


      “Or rather, she can’t leave Shibuya. I guess that’s basically the same thing, though. Eh, best to keep things vague.”


      “You…”


      May gasped when she saw the newcomer’s face. Veltol and Machina did, too.


      “May…with black hair…?” Veltol said.


      This person had black hair and eyes in contrast to May’s bluish-silver and jade. Yet her face and voice—aside from the eerie smile—were uncannily similar.


      Machina shielded May, and Veltol took a step forward.


      “Who are you?” he asked. The black-haired May was dressed in a nun outfit with a messily-put-on wimple and a rosary hanging from her neck.


      “I guess I should answer. I’m nice like that!”


      She extended her arms dramatically.


      “The antithesis of omniscience and omnipotence—that’s me. Created as it must be, the obverse and the reverse, light and shadow, good and evil. You need examples for a sermon, don’t you think? A convenient evil created through the imagination of intelligent life known as humans—I am that wish given form. A fallen angel, a divine enemy akin to a demon lord, pride incarnate; define me however you want.”


      “You’re talking nonsense to confound us. The methods of a swindler,” said Veltol.


      “Ha! You got me. I think I’m getting pretty close to the core of the matter, though.”


      “If you’ve chosen to appear before us in this form, then you must be related to May, yes?” Machina asked the black-haired May with a sharp glow in her eyes.


      “Mmm, you could say we’re related, although you could also say we’re not. I guess we are, though… All right, I have a lot of names, but…” The impostor held her hands together as if in prayer. “They call me the Morning Star. Names are merely definitions of vessels, but I suppose they make a significant impact for someone like me. Can’t name myself something too close to the truth. Like I said, best to keep things vague.”


      “The Morning Star… Based on what you mentioned earlier, I imagine you took that name from Lucifer in Earth theology. The fallen angel who rebelled against Heaven, considered equal to a demon lord—another name for the Devil.”


      “You’re smart, Veltol. I knew a gamer would get the reference. Yep, I’m a bit different from the Devil, but I am a demon.”


      “You know not only my name but my pastimes, too?”


      “Sure do. I mean, duh, I was inside Ange. I share her knowledge and memories. Dunno about May, though.”


      “Ange…?” Veltol muttered.


      The Morning Star nodded with a smile. “I was inside her body—May’s body, to be precise.” She looked at May.


      “Is May’s and your appearance here the Guild’s doing…?” Machina eyed the Morning Star with quiet but burning rage.


      However, the Morning Star was unfazed by the furious glare that would make any regular person cower in fear. “Mmm, I guess you can’t say I have no connection to the Guild, since they created me… But anyway, the organization isn’t leading this. I’m being evil of my own accord.”


      “They created you…?”


      “The Guild captured May of the Mournful Firmament and put me—psychic performance armament the Morning Star—in her body. A performance armament takes something’s lore and faith and turns that fantasy into raw power. In my case, they constructed a single virtual soul of the demon Lucifer.”


      In other words:


      “They made two souls cohabit in one body.”


      “Two souls in one body…,” Veltol repeated.


      “Normally, the vessel’s primary soul would either collapse or be fused with mine, but hey, that’s May of the Mournful Firmament for you. She held up.”


      The Morning Star smiled at May, who said nothing. She only stared back.


      The Morning Star shrugged, unamused by the lack of reaction. “Anyway, since two opposing souls would cause big trouble, they threw in Ange as a sort of shackle to restrain the souls. Felt more like a lid than a shackle to me, but whatever.”


      “I see,” said Veltol. “I am grateful for the explanation, but what is it you want to do?”


      “Oops, sorry. One big infodump’s gotta be boring. I get it, but this was important. Besides, you’re the type to read all the tutorials, right? No need to rush.”


      The Morning Star sneered and added:


      “This is a declaration of war.”


      “Declaration of war? What are you talking about?” Machina demanded, and the Morning Star looked at her with annoyance.


      “Machina, Duchess of the Dazzling Blaze. You seem to hate me, but I don’t find you very interesting… Honestly, I don’t care about you at all. But anyway.” The Morning Star shrugged. “I’m doing my stuff behind the scenes. It wouldn’t be fair to hide everything, though. Plus, I’m too proud for that. I don’t mind showing you some of the cards in my hand. I can’t just keep you in the dark. This is a fight between two demon lords—one from Earth, and one from another world.”


      “Morning Star…what is your endgame?” Veltol asked.


      “Endgame? You’re a fellow demon lord. You shouldn’t need to ask. Obviously, my goal is to take over the world—to become the new lord of all creation.” She beckoned to him with an alluring smile. “Let’s duke it out, Veltol Velvet Velsvalt. Either I get my way or you thwart me. And our battlefield will be here, in Shibuya.”


      “You’re proclaiming yourself a demon lord and declaring war against me, are you? Very well.”


      Veltol, Machina, and May instantly prepared for battle.


      “Hopefully you won’t cry for mercy as I crush you here and now,” Veltol added.


      They needed no signal to act in unison. Machina and May predicted Veltol would start, and they matched him. The three of them dashed forward at imperceptible speed to seize the Morning Star.


      However…


      “No violence, please!” the Morning Star cried.


      Veltol, the closest and fastest of the trio, grasped only air.


      The Morning Star fizzled like mist the moment Veltol touched her, and she reappeared sitting on Nanako’s back.


      “Easy, man. Love thy neighbor and thine enemy, right? Or do you need me to love you first?” She let out an enchanting giggle. “The sun also rises on the wicked, just as the rain falls on the righteous. Plus, deciding the battle here and now would waste all my efforts with the little Clavicula app mischief.”


      “So it was your doing,” said Veltol.


      “Of course. Like I said, I’m the antithesis of omniscience and omnipotence. I’m weak and frail. No way could I beat you in a punch-out. Sheesh. That’s why I’m being sneaky about things.”


      Finally, she glanced at May.


      “May.”


      “…What?”


      “Enjoy these last hours as yourself.”


      Then the Morning Star dissipated like haze again. No trace left behind, as though she had never been there to begin with.


      “She’s gone… Did she teleport…?” Machina said.


      “No, that didn’t have the mana reaction of the teleportation technic the Guild uses.” Veltol turned to May, who was staring silently at the Nanako statue where the Morning Star had just been. “May. I need to clarify a few matters.”


      “Sure. Ask away.” She nodded and looked intently at him.


      “That individual just now, the Morning Star—do you know anything about her?”


      “I don’t. But she felt close to my soul.”


      “What about her saying you’re not able to leave?”


      “…I think that’s true. I haven’t tried leaving, but my soul feels bound to this place. Like there’s a chain tied to the center of it that only extends to its outer rim.”


      “Hmm… So you cannot leave Shibuya. Next question, then. What brought you to this city?”


      “I’m not sure. The next thing I knew, I was here. My memories are hazy, too. I remember you and Machina, but nothing about the situation here.”


      “I see. One last question.” Veltol’s face was serious. “Are you really May?”


      “Lord Veltol?!” Machina yelled in an unusual display of aggravation. She quickly covered her mouth, shocked by her own reaction. “P-please forgive me…”


      “It’s fine, Machina. I understand why he’s asking that. So I’ll answer him,” said May. “I’m me.” She paused for a moment. “But I don’t know if this body is mine.”


      “What does that mean…?” Confused, Machina looked to Veltol.


      “It’s possible May and the Morning Star’s souls have left May’s body.”


      “Their souls left…?” Machina repeated incredulously.


      Veltol nodded. “The Morning Star said their two souls shared one vessel. Now the Morning Star has acquired a body, and May is here without a Familia. One can surmise May’s soul has also left her body—assuming what the Morning Star said is true, that is.”


      “But is that really possible? If the soul left the body, then…”


      “Mm-hmm. An immortal’s resurrection process loads the soul data at the time of the body’s destruction and converts the aether to rebuild it. However, an immortal cannot resurrect or regenerate if their soul were to somehow separate from their body. And since their physical body would not be destroyed, their body and soul would exist separately. It’s a bit like what they call an out-of-body experience.”


      “Yes, and there are anti-immortal weapons that take advantage of this… So then that would mean May is like a ghost now…?”


      Machina patted May’s body. May frowned but did nothing to resist.


      “Machina, that’s annoying,” said May.


      “Ah, sorry… But see? Her body is right here.”


      “Once separated from its original body, the soul of a regular immortal cannot inhabit a new one. Instead, the soul disperses into the aether over time. But it is not completely impossible, as I have proven.”


      “…Ah! Are you referring to Methenoel?”


      “Exactly.”


      Methenoel was the secret power that had elevated Demon Lord Veltol from immortal to invincible. The spell sent the data of a soul into the future and used it to rebuild both the body and soul.


      That was how Veltol was able to overcome demise—the true death of an immortal stemming from irreparable damage to the soul—and raise the rank of his soul.


      “May’s soul was where I got the idea for Methenoel.”


      “Huh?! It was?”


      “Yeah,” May said, nodding. “He did a lot of research.”


      “May was a servant of the heavens and, although far from a god, a spiritually higher being,” Veltol explained. “She was first a soul, and upon her fall to the surface, her immortal body was reverse-engineered from that soul. These are unique circumstances even among immortals. In which case, it’s entirely possible that when her soul left her original body, it created her current body as a self-defense mechanism.”


      “So that means there are two Mays now?”


      “It appears to be. There is the one that was May’s original vessel and the one formed from her soul.”


      “Then May’s real body…” Machina looked worriedly at May.


      “We can’t be certain, but it could be the one Ange is using. And on top of that, the Morning Star, who was formerly in May’s original vessel, has been incarnated…which means there are three individuals out there who look just like May.”


      “…Ah, so that’s how it is. I understand everything now,” said May.


      “Lord Veltol, she clearly doesn’t get it!” Machina retorted.


      Veltol smiled; this was a nostalgic exchange.


      “Our quest to rescue May continues,” he said. “We now have two things to achieve: First, find Ange and recover May’s original body, and second, liberate May from whatever is tying her to this city. We can assume the Morning Star is involved with one or both of these problems.”


      Veltol looked around.


      “And she’s likely involved with…all these demons.”


      Across Nanako Square, demons were diligently obeying humans. Normally, demons were rarely seen, yet there they were, blending into the ordinary. People spoke to their demons as though they were servants, or even friends.


      “Zepar, carry my bag!”


      “I’m going to the casino, Pulson. Take care of the kid, okay?”


      “Let’s go have some fun, Sabnock!”


      It was an unusual, bizarre sight. And strangest of all was that nobody realized how bizarre it was.


      “I see. We will liberate May’s body and soul—and there is one important thing we must do first.”


      “Indeed. I knew you would understand, Machina.”


      “…What?” May cocked her head in confusion.


      Passersby shot glances her way and murmured among each other.


      “Naked underneath just two coats? Now that’s a little too avant-garde…”


      “It might be kinda fashionable, actually…”


      “Let’s go get you some clothes!” Machina said loud and clear.
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      “Whaaa?!”


      Dai-Daikanyama, the area adjacent to Shibuya’s Ko-Daikanyama, was the cradle of fashion and pop culture—or it was in the past, when it was only Daikanyama.


      In a corner of Dai-Daikanyama was a big shopping mall with dazzling aether neon lights and a gaudily decorated arched ceiling.


      “Wh-wh-wh-wh-wh-what’s going on?!” a human girl screamed, clutching her head. Her hair was black with a tuft of red, and she wore a dwarven jacket over a qipao.


      The mall’s customers all looked at the girl.


      “Takahashi? What is it?” asked a half-elf girl around the same age. Her long blond hair was in pigtails, and she had heterochromatic eyes, gold and scarlet.


      “It’s over, Hizuki!”


      Takahashi jumped into Hizuki’s chest and looked up at her face.


      It happened as soon as they reached Dai-Daikanyama and tried contacting Veltol.


      “I can’t access the web!”


      The web, aka the aether network, was a form of ultimate magic that used airborne aether for communication. Unlike the telecoms of the past, being underground did not affect reception. That was almost always perfect.


      Except when the aether was too thin and the reception became weak, or when the flow of aether was completely shut off and halted the connection.


      However, Shibuya was a geofront. Aether rose from the planet’s core toward the surface, meaning the concentration was denser underground.


      “Did you try turning it off and on again?” Hizuki asked Takahashi. “Wait, it’s not working for me, either.”


      Takahashi got away from Hizuki and sighed deeply before raising her hands and shrugging.


      “That’s literally the first thing you try. I did an AEDHCPS lease and checked the EDNSS response, the CLW configuration, the BwL, and the aether connection strength—I even had an artificial spirit do a scan to see if something’s physically broken or if it’s a virus!”


      “Oh my God, shut up, nerd!” Hizuki winced at Takahashi’s rambling.


      “Like you’re not a nerd, too?! You’re always speaking in AiBat quotes, you freakin’ dork! I don’t say memes IRL!”


      “Ugh! Zip it already! Hey, Sihlwald! Tell her to shut up!”


      Someone approached with an annoyed look. She appeared to be even younger than the two teenagers.


      “What’s all this, you two?” she asked.


      This girl with tan skin and long black hair up in a ponytail had been glued to the display of a luxury sweets shop before walking back to Takahashi and Hizuki. Her name was Sihlwald, and she wore a black tracksuit with gold trim and a T-shirt with the word dragon written on it in katakana. Horns jutted out her head, and wings and a tail emerged from her back. These were no prostheses; she was completely organic, and those three things were proof she was not human.


      Sihlwald the Black Dragon Duchess was one of the Six Dark Peers, the top brass of the Immortal Kingdom. She was an immortal dragon who took human form through magic.


      She, Takahashi, and Hizuki were at this shopping mall in Dai-Daikanyama because, in the middle of their search for Ange, Sihlwald was attracted to the mall like a moth to a flame.


      “You two gonna fight? Have at it; I’ll be the referee,” she said to Takahashi and Hizuki.


      “Uh, we’re not getting in a fistfight…”


      “We wouldn’t go that far…”


      “No need to hold back in front of me. Hey, I know having a roommate brings out the worst in a person, but that goes both ways, right? You’re living under the same roof, eating the same food. You gotta be tolerant of each other…”


      “I never said she was the worst…”


      “It’s not that serious…”


      “And what’s the deal with you, Sihlsy? Why’re you acting so enlightened all of a sudden?”


      “She wasn’t like this before, was she…?”


      Sihlwald’s lecture cooled their heads. Such was the wisdom of someone who had lived longer than even Veltol.


      “Ho-ho-ho. So what were you talking about? Feel free to ask me for advice whenever you need it. I have plenty of life experience.”


      “I doubt you’d understand, Sihlsy. And don’t you ho-ho-ho me.”


      “You’re no good with technology, Sihlwald. Also, quit it with the ho-ho-ho.”


      “I was trying something new… You fools will pay for belittling me… I shall give you both a slow and painful death!”


      “Whoa, she snapped!”


      “What happened to being tolerant?!”


      Takahashi and Hizuki held each other and cowered at the dragon’s threat like herbivores before a predator.


      “I was tryin’ to get in touch with Velly, but it’s not connecting.” Takahashi stepped away from Hizuki and sat down on a nearby staircase. “Is your PDA working, Sihlsy?”


      “Mm, let me check.”


      Sihlwald reached into her skirt pocket and took out a device—one equipped with the minimum necessary functions.


      “Nay,” she said.


      “It’s over!” Takahashi wailed.


      “We can’t reach Veltol and Machina now,” Hizuki said as she sat next to Takahashi.


      “It’s not like we’re totally cut off. I mean, there’ll sooometimes be a connection, but it’s super unstable. Man, this is like back on the release day of Armageddon Online.”


      “Yeah, I remember the login queues and server crashes.”


      “Oh, and here I thought you’d have some sassy retort about my obscure reference… You played AO, Hizuki?”


      “A bit in the past, but not anymore. I ended up in a big guild somehow and became friends with the guild master. She was a fun girl.”


      “Probably a dude IRL.”


      “Okay, let’s get back on track.”


      “Right. So Sihlsy, that’s why we gotta stick together, ’kay? We can’t contact you if we get separa—Where the hell is she?!”


      “Huh?! Ah! She’s gone! That damn dragon!”


      Takahashi and Hizuki looked around for her in vain.


      “Eh, she’s probably gettin’ food or something,” said Takahashi. “Let’s just wait for her around here.”


      “I guess.”


      Takahashi brought up multiple windows of various sizes and tried connecting to the aethernet again.


      “Nope, it’s hopeless. I get blips of connection, but it’s too unstable. I’m starting to think Shibuya’s citynet itself is bad. Dagnabbit, how am I supposed to live without the aethernet?!”


      “If you’re getting blips of connection, how about using my power? That might work.”


      Hizuki materialized a golden crown above her head and spun it around her finger.


      “No, no, no. We can’t use up your daily finisher on this,” said Takahashi. “Also, Velly told you that’s only for emergencies, remember?”


      “Yeah, you’re right.”


      Hizuki flicked the Crown, and it disappeared into thin air.


      Her power was Meldia Install, a type of mediumship magic activated by equipping one of the Three Sacred Treasures—pieces of Meldia, the goddess of weal and woe—that were stored in Hizuki’s soul.


      The goddess Meldia ruled over joy and misfortune in the former world of Alnaeth. Hizuki could temporarily manifest Meldia within her body and make any miracle possible. Hizuki had used this divine power against the giant mechanical god in Yokohama. She’d arranged the airborne aether, conducting mana “conveniently” to block the mechanical god’s attack.


      However, she could use Meldia Install only once a day, and doing so brought her a misfortune equal to the invoked miracle’s fortune. Since this power could easily almost kill her, Veltol, her friend, forbade her from deploying it outside the most extreme circumstances.


      Takahashi watched people milling around the mall.


      “But anyway…,” she began.


      Most of the patrons were leading demons around like they were pets.


      “…there’s so many demons.”


      “There were a bunch in the subway on the way to Dai-Daikanyama, too. I was puzzled at first, but I think I’m used to it already,” said Hizuki.


      People were having demons carry their shopping bags, take care of their kids, and attend to the elderly. It was all considered normal.


      “Hey, hey, Hizuki, look over there.”


      “Hmm?”


      A noisy crowd had formed in the middle of a hallway up ahead. Multiple people were talking.


      “Hey, it’s gonna start!”


      “Oh, for real?”


      “I don’t like doing it, but it’s always fun seeing other people do it.”


      The hubbub grew louder as more people gathered.


      “I wonder what’s going on,” said Hizuki.


      “Let’s go take a look!” said Takahashi.


      They approached the crowd and stood on their toes to see what was happening.


      “Two men with demons are staring each other down…”


      “A duel, you think…?”


      As Takahashi said, two men—a therian and an orc—stood facing each other. The air around them felt tense.


      “What? You wanna go, asshole?”


      “Oh? I’m gonna destroy you. What’s your level, huh?”


      A holodisplay popped up before them, showing a cartoony demon with horns and a tail. They tapped the demon-summoning app, Clavicula, at the same time.


      The therian summoned a demon with five goat legs spinning like wheels around its lion head.


      The orc summoned an owl demon that had the silhouette of a night heron wearing a crown.


      Then the fight began.


      “Kill him, Buer!”


      At the therian’s command, the lion-headed demon’s goat legs spun even faster, and it charged at the crowned owl.


      “Stolas! Attack!”


      The lion and owl clashed.


      The battle grew intense. More and more onlookers gathered, and the fervor ramped up.


      Eventually, the duel was settled. The lion felled the owl with two kicks.


      “Don’t pick a fight when you can’t even summon a decent demon, asshole!”


      “Dammit… My Stolas lost…?!”


      The victor told the loser off, and the crowd cheered.


      “Let’s gooooo! I knew he would win!”


      “Whoohooooo! Niiice!”


      “You idiot! You just had to go and lose, didn’tcha?!”


      “Man, street fights are the best!”


      The onlookers waved their arms, spittle flying from their mouths with their every shout.


      “Wh-what the…?” said Takahashi.


      “I’m scared…”


      Hizuki grabbed Takahashi’s hand, overwhelmed by the crazed crowd.


      “Winner takes all!”


      “Eat him!”


      “Eat hiiim!”


      The chanting grew louder and louder until it reached a fever pitch.


      “Eat him!”


      “Eat him!”


      “Eat him!”


      Eat him, eat him, eat him.


      That demand echoed throughout the shopping mall.


      It wasn’t just adults; people of all genders, ages, and species were consumed by madness.


      “This is awesome… I can’t get enough…”


      “I wanna fight, too!”


      “Kill! Kill! Kill!”


      Takahashi and Hizuki, on the other hand, were frightened.


      The lion demon opened its huge mouth and bit into the fallen owl.


      “Uh…”


      “Ewgh!”


      Hizuki instinctively looked away, and Takahashi scrunched her face in disgust.


      The lion ate the owl.


      Munch, munch.


      It consumed the demon’s flesh, snapped its bones, and pulled out its entrails.


      Splat, splat.


      Blood splashed all over.


      Gulp. The lion loudly swallowed its opponent’s remains.


      An explosion of cheers followed.


      “Hyaaah!”


      “Raaaaaah!”


      “Let’s gooooo!”


      Takahashi and Hizuki, meanwhile, were speechless.


      In the middle of the chaos, the lion-headed demon underwent a transformation, nearly doubling in size.


      The demon’s owner threw his hands in the air and cheered. “Gya-ha-ha-ha! He leveled up!”


      “Dammit, now I gotta raise mine from the beginning…”


      “Hey, at least you can re-summon it soon enough. Come give me some more points again when you do.”


      “It’d be more fun if it wasn’t for the Sai no Kawara system.”


      The battle came to a close.


      The bizarre enthusiasm settled quickly. The crowds and the demon owners left as though nothing had occurred.


      “What just happened?”


      “Don’t ask me…”


      Takahashi and Hizuki were utterly confused.


      “That reminds me—remember what Velly said in Ura-Omotesando, right when we got to Shibuya?” Takahashi whispered to Hizuki. “He mentioned that it was weird to see so many demons summoned at the same time, that humans can’t fully control them. And that no matter what, it’s the human who gets the short end of the stick.”


      “Yeah, and here we’ve got humans making demons fight and eat each other…”


      In the middle of their conversation…


      “Hey.”


      …someone called out to them.


      Takahashi and Hizuki turned around at the same time.


      “You two got a minute?”


      It was a boy.


      He had way too many unique features—that was the most unique thing about him. He appeared to be around Takahashi and Hizuki’s age. The first of his striking features were the giant stitches running diagonally across his face. His skin tone was different on either side of the stitches; one was tan, the other salmon-pink. The latter side had a round, humanlike ear, but the opposite ear was pointy like an elf’s. One of his eyes was bright red like a ruby, and the other brown like tea; his hair was half red, half black across the line of stitches.


      Dude looks like Frankenstein, Takahashi thought.


      He looked patched together. Her first assumption was he was mechanized, but that didn’t seem to be the case.


      “…What do you want?” Takahashi asked him cautiously.


      “I’m talking to you, the blond elf.”


      “Huh? Me?” said Hizuki.


      “Are there any other blonds around?” the boy replied.


      “I—I guess not.”


      “Have we met before?” he asked Hizuki.


      Takahashi immediately knew what was up.


      “Hizuki, he’s hitting on you!”


      “I’m not!” the boy immediately retorted. “I seriously feel like I met her before—”


      “That’s the oldest trick in the book! I mean, I get why you’d want her! She’s cute! Her tits are huge! And she smells nice!”


      “Hey! Keep your voice down, you idiot!”


      Hizuki desperately tried to stop her, but Takahashi rambled on.


      “But listen, all right?! I’m a super-genius hacker babe! Don’t just settle for Hizuki! Hit on me, too! Not that I’m interested! I’m giving you a big, fat no! But have some courtesy, dude! Don’t be a half-assed womanizer!”


      “You’re out of your freaking mind, Takahashi!”


      “Uguh…!”


      Takahashi groped Hizuki’s chest out of the blue, and Hizuki responded with a sharp jab to Takahashi’s midsection.


      Passersby gave Hizuki weird looks, and she covered her face in embarrassment. Meanwhile, Takahashi was curled up in a ball and trembling from the spear-like blow to her diaphragm.


      “I told you, I’m not hitting on anyone!” the patchwork boy cried. “I’m sorry! I know why you’d think that! Let’s just say I was wrong!”


      Everyone chilled out.


      “So,” Hizuki said once she and the others had moved to a different spot. “Getting back on topic. No, I don’t remember meeting you.”


      “…Huh. Well, nobody would forget a face like mine,” the patchwork boy said. “Guess I was wrong. That’s my bad. My memories sometimes blend together…”


      Hmm… Things can’t be easy for this guy…, Takahashi thought. I wanna ask about his face…but that’d be too rude, right?


      In Takahashi’s mind, none of the things she did to Hizuki were “too rude.” She considered it a playful exchange between friends who trusted each other. Not that she had asked if Hizuki agreed, so there was a possibility Hizuki considered it horrible sexual harassment, but in the end, she was kind enough to forgive Takahashi.


      “Anyway, it’s fine,” the boy said. “Also, I wanna ask one more question. I’m looking for someone. A woman about this tall. She looks like…well, a human. Maybe a bit younger than you two.”


      He raised his hand to the estimated height of the person in question. It was a bit over a head shorter than Takahashi and Hizuki.


      “Anything else about her?”
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      “Her hair is a sort of bluish silver or white.”


      “Hmm.”


      “And she uses some sort of goggles to hide her eyes.”


      “Uh-huh.”


      “And she wears these clothes like Sister Chisa’s from Moebius Protocol season 1.”


      “Whoa! You like Moebius Protocol?!” Hizuki exclaimed.


      “Dude! Yes!” said Takahashi.


      Hizuki and Takahashi dropped their guard the moment the stranger mentioned Moebius Protocol. They could be friends with anyone who talked about that show. Perhaps this was the first step to world peace.


      “Yeah, I like Moreau,” he told them.


      “Really?! I love Moreau, too!” Hizuki said.


      “I knew it! You are hitting on her! That’s another trick!”


      “For cryin’ out loud! No! Look, I’m sorry for bringing up Moebius Protocol. Let’s get back on topic. So, you have any ideas about where this person might be?”


      Takahashi cocked her head. There was someone who fit the description. And that was…


      The girl from the Guild who’s taken over May’s body… But no way it’s Ange, right…?


      Takahashi glanced at Hizuki.


      Hizuki didn’t seem to have a clue, either.


      “Sorry, I got nothin’,” said Takahashi.


      “Yeah, me neither…,” Hizuki added.


      “I see. Well, thanks. Sorry for taking up your time.”


      The boy turned around to leave.


      “Whoa, hold up,” Takahashi called. “Just a thanks and that’s that, bro? Business is all about give and take, ya get me?”


      “Wh-what…? I don’t have any money.”


      “Tsk, tsk, tsk… You pay for intel with intel.”


      “You didn’t give me any intel, though… But sure, what’s up?”


      Takahashi raised a finger. “I have one question.”


      “Fine. Go ahead.”


      “Do you have aethernet right now?”


      “No.”


      “Mmm, I thought so…”


      “But I know why the net’s not working.”


      “Huh?!”


      “No way!”


      Hizuki and Takahashi reacted in sync.


      “Most of Shibuya’s residents can use the aethernet. It’s not like it’s entirely offline,” the boy explained.


      “Yeah, it’d be awful if no one could use it at all, right?” said Takahashi.


      “The problem with Shibuya’s comms started a week back. Reason being…”


      The boy pointed behind him with his thumb.


      “The demons?” Takahashi asked.


      Shibuya was full of these lower incorporeal beings people touted like pets and made fight for entertainment.


      The boy nodded. “Probably.”


      “The demons are blocking comms?”


      “Ah, I didn’t explain that quite right. It’s not the demons that are blocking it… You guys got that one app automatically downloaded to your Familia, too, yeah?”


      Hizuki brought up a holodisplay that showed a single icon. “Clavicula?” she said.


      “Yep. People are summoning the demons with it. And devices with the app on it get bad reception in Shibuya.”


      Takahashi furrowed her brow and grunted. “Just for having it downloaded?”


      “Yeah, you don’t even need to install or boot it up. It sometimes takes a bit for reception to get bad, though.”


      “Hrmmm. Can’t get online with this downloaded, eh?” Takahashi muttered.


      “And you can’t delete it, either,” Hizuki added.


      “More like, it just gets redownloaded out of nowhere. I dunno what’s up with this thing. Never seen a virus like this. Is there any way to solve this? I’m guessing no…,” Takahashi said, stealing a glance at the boy.


      “There is, actually,” he replied.


      “For real?!”


      “There’s no way to delete it, but you can still connect to the aethernet.”


      “Shoulda said so sooner, dude!”


      He winced at Takahashi’s urging. “Haven’t done it myself, though. I just heard about it, but it’s pretty simple. You install the app, boot it up, and summon a demon. That’s it. That gets you online, apparently.”


      “Launch the app…”


      “That’s why everyone’s using this shady program to get their own demons. Can’t even access the web without doing that first. Only makes the app shadier, but what choice do we have?”


      “Yeah. Whoever made it must really want us to install it…”


      Download the strange app to get online or stay offline forever. Naturally, most people would choose the former, or so Takahashi thought.


      A person would convince themselves that they would be the sole exception to any harm that might come from the app. Humans preferred to reap the reward staring them in the face rather than avoid a potential risk.


      This app’s creator understood human behavior well.


      “On top of getting access to the web, you get an obedient demon. You can use them for labor or fighting,” the boy said. “But I’m gonna give you a warning.”


      His expression and voice turned serious.


      “Do not launch Clavicula. It’s not just an app or even a virus. It’s a summoning ritual and contract packaged for convenience. The demons seem obedient to humans at first, but…”


      He looked at the demons walking around like it was normal.


      “…there’s always a high price for making a contract with one. It only ends in tragedy. They’re not supernatural mysteries to be collected, but to be eliminated.”


      “Who are you? Why tell us all that?” Hizuki asked.


      “I just like helping people.” The boy turned around. “Sorry to bother you. I gotta go. Also, this area is still fine, but it’s not safe for two women to be walking around. Be careful.”


      “Thanks for the warning. And for everything else, too.”


      “Thank you.”


      Once the boy’s figure melted into the masses, Hizuki said, “We ended up asking a lot of questions, not just one.”


      “Looks like he’s a nice guy after all… But anyway, so we can’t get a connection unless we launch the app… Mmm, what do we do…?” Takahashi tilted her head.


      Hizuki beckoned to her with a hand. “Hey, isn’t that Sihlwald?”


      Hizuki was looking at a sulky-faced girl plodding toward them.


      “Suuulk…,” the girl said. She was hanging her head and dragging her feet. Although normally so pretty, Sihlwald was practically shriveled up.


      “What’s wrong, Sihlsy? Never seen such a cartoonish pout IRL.”


      “Where were you, Sihlwald?”


      “I went to buy some snacks, but I couldn’t pay, and they kicked me out…,” Sihlwald replied grumpily.


      “You knew the aethernet wasn’t working,” Hizuki said with a sigh.


      In the year 2099, electronic currency was the norm. Without an aethernet connection, there was no way to charge money to your device, and few other usable payment methods were available.


      “Right… Without the aethernet, the economy suffers. You can’t even live without installing this app… Sure, we don’t know what happens when you install it, but it’s gotta be better than dying. They really went all out to get people to use it…,” Takahashi muttered to herself before falling silent in thought for a few moments.


      Then she raised her head and announced, “I’m gonna install it.”


      “What?!” Hizuki yelped. “You just said we shouldn’t! And that guy told us not to!”


      “But we can’t do anything without it. Like, not even buy stuff, y’know?”


      “Still…”


      “Either way, I can’t look into Clavicula much from the outside. I gotta use the app to analyze the program and see what effects it has.”


      “But there’s no reason why you have to do that. If anything, shouldn’t I install it? There’s not much else I can do for you.”


      “You’re a critical part of our arsenal. I should do this.”


      “How about you don’t include me as part of the arsenal…?”


      “Why not my PDA? If it breaks, we can just buy a new one…with Veltol’s money,” Sihlwald offered.


      “The stitches boy said the app’s a kind of demon contract. He had to be exaggerating or something, but what if he wasn’t? Even without a Familia, using that app could put you in danger, Sihlsy. It’s a soul contract, after all.”


      Demons, lower corporeal beings, made contracts with people’s souls when summoned. The contents of each contract varied, but they all benefited the demon.


      “And won’t using the app put you in danger, too, Takahashi?” Sihlwald asked.


      Hizuki nodded in agreement.


      “I understand this sort of software the best, so I can deal with it,” Takahashi replied.


      “Do you have a plan?” said Hizuki.


      “Ah, sorry, it’s not exactly a plan—I’m just confident I can handle whatever happens when making the demon contract.”


      “Huh.”


      “I’ve been developing soul-related software with Velly, and since most demon contracts deal with souls, I think my knowledge will come in handy. He’s been real thorough in his teachings.”


      “If that’s all true, then that should be fine,” Sihlwald said.


      “I mean, you are a good student, Takahashi…,” Hizuki added. “But still…”


      “Worst-case scenario, you’ll use your goddess powers, right?”


      “My powers aren’t invincible…”


      “All right, time to get this thing installed.” Takahashi rolled her sleeves up.


      She had no doubts or qualms about installing this unknown software on her Familia. If anything, she was excited. It wasn’t so much her aether hacker nature as her terminally online status. Whenever she came across a famous virus, she wanted to install it and find a fix.


      “I’d rather use a desktop, but doing this on my Familia makes it easier for my artificial spirits to observe the software, so I gotta make a partition and run it in a virtual setting.”


      Takahashi deployed multiple windows around her.


      “Mm?”


      One showed the technic. She observed it for a moment before beckoning to Hizuki.


      “Hizuki, c’mere.”


      “What is it?”


      The window showed a code graphic map visualizing Clavicula’s technic. Hizuki looked it over.


      “This part here is a mediumship program,” she said.


      “Ahh, I see!”


      Hizuki picked out one verse of the spell that constituted Clavicula. Her mediumship expertise was second to none; Takahashi trusted her. She could not be wrong.


      “But this bit looks independent and encrypted. I don’t know what effect it could have… It’s strange to add mediumship to a summoning app to begin with.”


      “It’s either a stray or a zombie…but it doesn’t feel like they kept that part for debugging. The program itself is nearly perfect. Inorganic, even—doesn’t have a whiff of human smell. Artificial spirits make cuter programs, too. Would someone capable of writing this overlook that…?”


      First, Takahashi created an isolated virtual environment in her Familia. If there was a virus in the app, she could lock it out and guard the main system from infection.


      Clavicula was downloaded immediately onto the virtual desktop. She had spoofed it as an independent Familia to connect it to the aethernet. The virtual environment was much lower-spec as a magic support device, but that was no problem.


      “All right, let’s do this.”


      She hit the ENTER key, and the Familia displayed a warning that the software was unsafe. Takahashi ignored it and proceeded with the installation.


      “Bleh.” She stuck her tongue out in annoyance at the next screen.


      It was a contract.


      
        Article 1: General Rules


        This contract binds the user of the demon-summoning application Clavicula (henceforth “the app”) and the lower corporeal being (henceforth “the demon”) upon use of the app.


        Article 2: Contract Compensation


        The user shall be obligated to provide the demon with compensation for the benefits the demon provides. The details of the compensation shall be decided at the demon’s discretion, and the user may not object to these details.


        Article 3: Definition of Summoning


        The user summons a demon through the app for…

      


      The long-winded, meticulous text went on until it reached two options below: AGREE and DO NOT AGREE.


      Takahashi stopped trying to understand by the third article. It was too roundabout and drawn-out. She liked reading user manuals, but her brain rejected rulebooks and contracts. It was physically tiring for her.


      “Hizuki, my goddess, give this a read, please and thaaaanks.”


      “All right, all right.”


      Takahashi projected the screen in the air for Hizuki.


      “The contract? Let’s see…”


      Hizuki took a look.


      Sihlwald gave up the moment she saw the text density.


      “Mm-hmm, to summarize the important parts: You’ve already agreed to the contract by installing the app. Summoning the demon could affect your body, soul, and mind. The summoner is obligated to give the demon compensation, and the demon decides what the compensation is. You can’t cancel the contract once it’s signed. You also can’t transfer or share the contract’s rights with anyone. The demon and the app’s creator bear no responsibility for any damages caused by the use of the app.”


      “And that’s a summary? Sheesh.”


      “Well, yeah. This thing is pretty intense.”


      Unlike Takahashi, Hizuki was good at reading contracts and rules, understanding their gists, and simplifying them. And she was scarily fast.


      Incidentally, she hated reading electronics’ user manuals. Ever since they met, Takahashi and Hizuki had exchanged contract- and manual-reading duties multiple times.


      “So it does deal with your soul…,” said Takahashi. “I mean, I knew it, but still… You think the compensation is mana?”


      “Giving up?” Hizuki asked.


      “No way. I’ll have an artificial spirit do some tinkering and repackage a pseudo-soul, then encrypt it three…no, four times before making the contract. Hopefully the program thinks the pseudo-soul is mine.”


      Takahashi opened multiple programs at the same time, and after inputting some commands, she clicked the contract’s AGREE button. The words of a spell scrolled up rapidly in Takahashi’s virtual retina display, and the installation was complete.


      Clavicula’s interface popped up.


      “So this is Clavicula…”


      Takahashi projected the interface in midair via the aether so Hizuki and Sihlwald could see.


      “That’s a pretty clean design for summoning demons.”


      Just as Hizuki described, Clavicula’s interface was refined to a clinical degree.


      “The strict focus on utility makes it feel like a dwarf engineer’s UI. No way an elf made this. Wonder why elves can never get the balance right with their UI… Maybe the chaos doesn’t bother them ’cause they’re so long-lived.”


      “Umm, isn’t that a little problematic…?”


      Takahashi’s comment made Hizuki uneasy.


      The app’s interface had a SUMMON button along with several explanatory notes.


      “Let’s see… ‘The demon’s form changes based on the qualities of the individual’s soul’… Hmm, and apparently it takes just a bit of mana to summon and maintain the demon. All righty. I’m clicking it.”


      Takahashi tapped the SUMMON button. A magic circle instantly appeared on the ground in front of her.


      The circle spun and glowed white, then gold, then rainbow.


      “I’ve seen stuff like this in games…,” Hizuki mused.


      “This is a gacha pull animation!” said Sihlwald.


      The light then burst, blinding the trio.


      Their vision returned little by little, and that was when they found…


      “An egg…?”


      Specifically, the egg had legs and a tail and was just big enough to carry in both arms.


      “Oh my gosh, it’s sooo cute!” Hizuki squealed at the sight of the adorable demon.


      Takahashi wasn’t convinced. “Is it, though?”


      “Yes! Look how round it is!”


      “That’s a pretty low bar, Hizuki. I bet you think Ishimary is the cutest thing out there…”


      “Anyhow, I’m surprised you summoned such a cute demon, Takahashi,” Hizuki retorted as she picked up the egg demon.


      “Shaddap! Just FYI, I went through a phase in middle school where I read a ton of demon encyclopedias, and I don’t remember ever seeing a demon like this on Alnaeth or Earth…”


      “Well, demons are intangible to begin with,” said Sihlwald. “It’s not unusual for there to be a demon not based on a previous model or motif. It is people’s imaginations that give them shape. Also, the creepy-looking ones are the worst, so watch out.”


      Takahashi skimmed the egg demon’s data on the interface. “These things have levels and stats… I dunno what counts as strong, but this one looks weak. I mean, it’s Level 1. It gains experience by eating other demons… Hmm, mm-hmm, hmm, and when the demon dies, it respawns at Level 1. Hey… Looks like you get points by taking it around with you and having it fight.”


      “Points?”


      “D-points. Demon points, I guess? Or maybe devil points, but either way, that’s pretty straightforward. There’s individual points and total points… Really feels like a game. Hey, you can name it, too… I don’t think we should, though.”


      “We shouldn’t name it?” Hizuki asked.


      “That would stabilize the demon,” Sihlwald explained. “Naming ambiguous entities like demons makes them more tangible…stronger, basically. I recall Veltol saying that’s also the reason why maginoms exist.”


      “But isn’t getting stronger a good thing?” said Hizuki.


      “I’m not gonna make it fight…,” said Takahashi.


      “Oh, right…”


      “I can tell the app’s creator wants to get demons fighting to make them stronger, and I don’t think we should do that. I imagine I’d be fine thanks to the contract, but what if this demon attacks us?”


      “Wow, you thought of all that? I guess you are pretty smart…despite your usual behavior…”


      “Hee-hee.”


      Takahashi scratched her nose bashfully at Hizuki’s praise.


      “Whoa! Hell yeah! I’m online! That dude was right! My magic support is pretty limited, since the virtual environment is consuming so many resources, but hey, you win some, you lose some.”


      After checking she was online, Takahashi closed the windows one by one.


      “Oh, you can put the demon on standby. I doubt keeping it active takes more mana than creating it, but I’m low on mana to begin with.”


      Takahashi touched the STANDBY button, and the egg demon in Hizuki’s arms glowed and disappeared.


      “Aww, but it was so cute,” said Hizuki.


      “Anyway, let’s keep looking for Ange and get in touch with Velly and Machina so we can all meet up.”


      Hizuki and Sihlwald nodded.


      “Hmm?” After a pause, Sihlwald furrowed her brow dubiously. “Wait, won’t Veltol and Machina have to summon a demon to get online?”


      “…Ah!” said Takahashi.


      “Doofus…,” Hizuki muttered.
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      “Let me go home! What is this place?!”


      A therian man was tied to a chair, blindfolded.


      “The seventh commandment says, ‘Thou shalt not commit adultery,’” said a mysterious figure. “I guess it’s natural for a demon to break commandments, but it’s pretty gross of you to follow me because you’re after my body. I won’t let you have your way with me!”


      Pink aether neon dimly lit the basement. There was a dirty surgery table in the middle of the room, with a syringe, scalpel, hammer, pliers, vise, and chainsaw on top.


      “I’m sorry! Forgive me! Please stop!” the therian man begged.


      “Stop what? I haven’t done anything yet…”


      “I made it so the software reached the citynet like the contract said!”


      “And I’m telling you I’m here to collect compensation, like the contract said.”


      “Huh…?”


      “Without a solid contract, I—no, we can’t lay a hand on you people. We’re too weak to do anything to insects like you. So we say sweet little nothings to get close and make a contract. Then we can do whatever we want, per the contract.”


      “What…? If I had known—”


      “Ugh, I’m so tired of hearing that same line. By the way, the massage parlor can keep running without you, the manager. If anything, everyone will be glad the guy reaping all the benefits while doing none of the work is gone.”


      The figure snapped their fingers.


      “Okay, you can eat.”


      A demon in the corner of the room appeared before the therian man, as though it had seeped out of the darkness. This demon had no eyes and a gaping maw full of enormous teeth.


      “But take your time, okay?” the figure told the demon. “Human meat isn’t nutritious for us, but there’s nothing better to feast on than the dread of being eaten. Now, let us offer a prayer for the food on this table, for our daily bread—”


      “Stop! Stop! Ahh! Don’t start eating from theeeere!”


      “Oh my… I didn’t get to finish before you started digging in…”


      The figure lost interest in the therian man being eaten by the demon and left the basement room.


      Hands together, fingers interlocked, they whispered, “The fifth seal has been broken. Our world will soon begin.”

    
  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWO


      The Stargazing Girl and the Truth and Phase of the Expanding Universe


      “To think we would get disconnected from the aethernet in the middle of shopping…,” Machina muttered with a tinge of fatigue.


      Machina, Veltol, and May exited the UNI4LO in SHIBUYA666, a large commercial building in Shibuya’s Central Town. SHIBUYA666 was the biggest commercial complex in Shibuya. Commonly referred to as the 666, it was full of a grand variety of shops and the densest crowds of customers.


      “We only managed to pay because Lord Veltol had charged his PDA beforehand…”


      They were unable to connect to the aethernet just before buying clothes for May. This was around the same time Takahashi lost connection elsewhere.


      Machina, Veltol, and May walked to a staircase far from UNI4LO to avoid the crowds.


      “Machina, you did a splendid job with May’s outfit. You made her even more charming.”


      “Of course. I’ve always fantasized about what clothes I could make her wear!”


      Machina was euphoric. She’d reunited with the girl she thought of as a little sister and was able to live with her lord and comrades once again.


      Veltol and Machina’s gazes were fixed on one person.


      “Mm…”


      It was May, who was looking down and blushing.


      “Stop staring… You’re embarrassing me,” she told them.


      Machina had chosen May’s new outfit with the utmost care, and it boosted her ephemeral cuteness.


      “So we accomplished our priority quest…,” Machina said.


      “I’ve been wondering that the whole time… That was the priority? Buying clothes?” May asked.


      “Indubitably,” Veltol replied.


      May eyed him suspiciously, which got a smile out of Machina.


      Machina displayed a picture in the air. The Familia’s native software was able to take photos and video of the user’s visual data.


      The photo in question showed the black-haired May atop the Nanako statue.


      “This is the Morning Star. We must find her, stop her, and release May’s soul,” said Machina.


      “Indeed,” Veltol agreed. “But as our communications have been shut down, we must first reunite with my sister and her group.”


      “Yes. Now that we’ve reunited with May, we need to discuss the situation with Lady Sihlwald and the others.”


      “I can’t wait to see Sihlwald,” May said.


      “Yes, we’ll have to introduce you to the girls with her. They’re all very nice; I’m sure you’ll be fast friends.”


      “Friends…” The tone of May’s voice dropped. “…I don’t need them. I’m fine with just you and Veltol and Sihlwald. I don’t need any strangers.”


      “Geez, what are we going to do with you…?”


      “May.” Veltol crouched down to meet May’s gaze. “I understand you have little desire to widen your circle of friends.”


      “…” May immediately looked away, unable to stand Veltol’s stare.


      “But five hundred years have passed, and this is not the nation I once ruled. We must change. You and I both.”


      “Change…,” she whispered weakly.


      May was strong in general combat, and in magical battles, she was among the best of the Six Dark Peers. Machina knew this better than anyone.


      And she knew just how frail and childlike May’s psyche was.


      Immortals tended to slow down or even stop developing mentally in tandem with their bodies. May’s case was particularly striking in that she was as withdrawn and introverted as her appearance suggested. She avoided social situations and opened up to very few individuals except for Veltol and the other Dark Peers.


      “As Machina said, these friends of ours are of good character and exceptional competency. You’ll come out of your shell once you meet them.”


      “But I…I don’t know if I’ll get along with them.”


      “Don’t worry, May.” Machina hugged her gently. “You’re a good girl. You can be friends with anyone.”


      “…Can I?”


      “You can.”


      Machina spoke tenderly with a hint of seriousness as she buried her nose into the top of May’s head and took a breath. The pleasant smell of May’s head had a healing effect.


      Machina had this custom of sniffing May at every opportunity, and although she thought this went unnoticed, May had figured it out.


      “Ahhh… I’m so relaxed…,” said Machina.


      “Now, then.” Veltol stood up.


      Veltol knew of Machina’s habit, but since it didn’t seem to bother May, he avoided mentioning it. Most of the other Dark Peers did the same; Machina thought nobody knew about her sniffing.


      “The most efficient course of action would be to keep an eye out for the Morning Star while we reunite with our comrades. Any objections?”


      “None, my lord.”


      “Nope.”


      All in agreement, they got on the move, heading east from the 666 to Central Town.


      Central Town was crowded, making it a good spot for gathering intel. As with any dense area, it was full of shop barkers, street vendors, and fortunetellers.


      “So these are the sort of people most likely to have seen the Morning Star?” May asked.


      “Indeed, that should be the case,” Veltol replied.


      “I see…” May pondered for a moment. “Let me try some…investigating.”


      Machina and Veltol looked at each other.


      “Very well! Show us your abilities!”


      “You’ve got this, May!”


      With those words of encouragement, Veltol handed May the PDA that contained the picture of the Morning Star.


      May didn’t have a Familia. Her vessel had one, though that was under Ange’s control; her current body, formed from her own soul, did not.


      By the entrance to Central Town was Cathedral, a big grimoire store, and near that was a bar. May approached the flashy solicitor out in front of the bar while Veltol and Machina watched from afar.


      “She went right for the gaudiest-looking person around…,” said Machina. “I mean, you shouldn’t judge a book by its cover, and May has no such preconceptions.”


      “You never know… That kind of fellow might be savvier than expected,” Veltol replied.


      “Please, my lord. There’s no way we’ll get the information we need on the first try.”


      “Heh. That much is true.”


      The two laughed heartily.


      “Hmm?”


      “May is waving at us.”


      They walked toward May and the solicitor, who raised his hand casually.


      “’Sup! You folks also lookin’ for this girl?” he asked.


      The man was a young wolf therian accompanied by a demon that looked like an old man carrying a sandbag on its back. The solicitor pushed his sunglasses up as he looked at the picture of the Morning Star May was showing him. Machina had copied the picture from her Familia onto the PDA with a cable sans aether.


      “She found something on her first try…,” Veltol marveled.


      “I underestimated you, May…,” said Machina.


      May’s expression barely changed, save for a slight smirk.


      “So what do you mean by also? Is there somebody else besides us who asked about this girl?” Veltol asked.


      The solicitor nodded. “This one executive-lookin’ lady who dropped by a li’l while ago.”


      “Hmm… Do you know the girl in this photo?” Veltol indicated to the picture of the Morning Star with his eyes.


      “Yep. Saw ’er at Nos[image: ]Star.”


      “Can you tell us where that is?” Machina asked.


      The therian shot her an annoyed stare. “Can’t ya look that up? I get that it’s a pain, but ya oughtta make a habit of doin’ that stuff yerself ’stead of askin’ folks.”


      “Sorry… We don’t have an aethernet connection.”


      “Ahhh, yer blocked. You’ll be able to connect once ya install this app. You folks have it, right?” He pointed at his demon.


      “Huh?! Do we?!”


      Machina spun around to look at Veltol, who shook his head silently. The Demon Lord took technological security very seriously.


      “…We can’t,” Machina told the solicitor.


      “Yeah, fair, it’s a sorta shady app… Good on ya for bein’ careful. Gimme a sec. Ah, got any cables?”


      “Oh, yes.”


      Machina took a cable out of her pocket and wiped the connector with a handkerchief before handing it to the man. He plugged it into his Familia, and Machina into hers. They unplugged the cable once she got the establishment’s data.


      “What sort of place is Nos[image: ]Star?”


      Caught in May’s pure, sweet gaze, the solicitor mumbled awkwardly, “Uh…it’s for gettin’ massages. Little girls like the one in that photo ain’t all that…uncommon, actually, but they leave quite an impression. I go there sometimes. For therapy, ya know?”


      The man thought he was being a considerate adult, but the girl before him was an immortal far older than him.


      “Do you mean she works there?” Veltol asked.


      “Nah, not exactly. I saw ’er with the manager… Wait, hold on.” He stared at May. “You kinda look like ’er. She your sister or somethin’?”


      May shyly hid behind Machina.


      “That takes care of that,” said Veltol. “Thank you for the information.”


      “How about stoppin’ by the bar as thanks? I’ll give ya a discount.”


      “No can do. But I can give you a warning in return.”


      “A warning?” The man furrowed his brow.


      “Why do you have a demon with you?”


      “Why…? ’Cause it’s real handy for holdin’ bags or doin’ bouncer duty. I dunno who put this virus thingamajig in the app, but hey, it’s helpin’. This guy does anythin’ I tell it to. Can’t use the aethernet without the app, besides.”


      “Handy though they may be, these are demons. And demons, no matter how devoted, only bring ruin to their contractor. They feed on negative faith. That is simply how the system works. No exceptions.”


      Veltol looked at the demon next to the solicitor. The old man with a sandbag on its back said and did nothing; it didn’t even blink. The demon only stared straight ahead. Unfeeling.


      “Just keep that in mind,” Veltol added.


      “O-okay…”


      He, May, and Machina left. The solicitor watched them until they disappeared into the crowd.


      “…”


      He glanced at the demon. As always, it stared straight ahead, saying nothing.


      Overwhelmed by Veltol’s serious comment, the therian man booted up Clavicula and put the demon away.


      Veltol and company had discovered a clue during their difficult search for the Morning Star, and now they were walking down Central Town’s main drag.


      “Nos[image: ]Star… It seems to be a bit away from the main street,” Machina said, displaying the map the therian gave her.


      Veltol took a look at it. “Hmm… That is the red light district.”


      “Are we really…investigating a massage parlor…?”


      Machina opened Nos[image: ]Star’s website. It had a very chaotic layout. The bottom of the page had pictures of the female staff with their faces obscured, and various messages filled the screen:


      
        Reservations


        New flavors! This fragrance will wipe away your fatigue!


        Exclusive discounts for members!


        She’s treated over 700 customers and was transferred between stores thirteen times! Meet our impish new addition!


        No need for love in this treatment! Try our new imperial-style massages!

      


      “Is this really a massage parlor…?” Machina wondered aloud.


      “…? It says so here,” May replied. “You think they would put up a massage parlor sign and have an udon restaurant inside or something?”


      “No, May, I don’t mean… Oh, forget it. In any case, how should we investigate this place?”


      “As they say, you can’t get the treasure without going into the dungeon.”


      “Veltol… You have a plan?” said May.


      “Heh. I always do.”


      Veltol combed his hair back.


      “I shall infiltrate the establishment!” he announced.


      “As a customer?” May asked.


      “Hmmm… I’d rather Lord Veltol keep his distance from such establishments… Personally, I’m against him going in there…”


      Veltol snorted and flashed a bold smile. “What are you saying? I won’t be infiltrating as a customer. I’ll be an employee!”


      “An employeeeeee?!” Machina shrieked in such a shrill voice it went back around to being grave.


      “Nothing ventured, nothing gained. That may be an old Earth saying, but the concept holds true everywhere and anywhere.”


      “You’re gonna work there…?” said May. “This might sound weird coming from me, but can you pull that off?”


      “Heh. I’ve yet to pass a job interview, but I am certain I’ll succeed this time around! I was far too green when I first arrived in this era. However! I have gained enough experience and leveled up accordingly. Surely this job interview will be no issue.”


      May tried her best to comprehend Veltol’s response.


      “No, Lord Veltol, it is bad enough that you must enter such a questionable establishment…! Now to suggest you’d work there?!” said Machina.


      “Questionable? What’s so questionable about a massage parlor?” May asked. “I’m a bit lost. You’ve been acting weird this whole time, Machina. There’s nothing questionable about massages.”


      “Uh, no, I—I mean… It’s not that…,” Machina mumbled as she looked away. “There is no need for Lord Veltol to infiltrate this place. It appears to be a male-oriented massage parlor, with mostly male customers, so why don’t I do the infiltrating?”


      Having May do it was entirely out of the question.


      “You have it all wrong, Machina. That is exactly why I must be the one to do this.”


      “…?”


      Machina tilted her head, unable to understand Veltol’s comment.


      May giggled. “Never mind that. Veltol just doesn’t want you touching strangers, Machina.”


      “Huh?”


      Machina’s brain froze for a moment.


      “Ah!”


      Then she realized something.


      “Ohhhh………………… Thank you…”


      Machina’s face and hair turned bright red, and she covered her face. Her mana activated the aether around her, too, creating heart-shaped phosphorescent sparks. She reminded herself Veltol probably didn’t mean more than what he’d said, but either way, she was glad her lord was looking out for her.


      “Ahh! It’s so hot! My face is burning! Blazing weather we have today, huh?!” Machina fanned herself with her hand.


      “Look, Veltol. She’s so embarrassed.”


      “Heh. How endearing.”


      May and Veltol smiled at her.


      “Ahem.” Machina cleared her throat while still fanning her burning face. “N-nonetheless, while Lord Veltol’s stunning looks defy gender constraints, I imagine it would be quite difficult for him to get hired here. After all, he is a man.”


      “Machina, you underestimate me.”


      “What do you mean…?”


      “Don’t tell me…”


      May got what Veltol was going for before Machina did.


      “If they won’t hire a man…,” Veltol said, extending his arms.


      “…then I simply have to become a woman!” he declared.


      “WHAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAT?!” Machina screamed.


      “I knew it…,” May said quietly.


      “W-w-w-wait, Lord Veltol. I can’t keep up. There’s something I must say about this.”


      “Yeah… This is too out there. You tell him, Machina. Veltol acts serious all the time, but sometimes he gets weird ideas.”


      “This is…” Machina clenched her shaking fists. “This is…my dream come true!!!”


      “Why…?”


      Machina’s statement caught May off guard.


      “Well, you see, I’ve fantasized about dressing him like a woman for the longest time.”


      “Uhhh…”


      “Are you hearing yourself, Machina…?”


      Not just May, but even Veltol, who suggested the idea to begin with, was at a loss for words.


      “I detest Lord Veltol gender-bender doujins, but I’m obsessed with the cross-dressing ones,” Machina explained.


      “I’m confused… Is there any difference between gender-swap and cross-dressing…?”


      “They’re totally different!”


      May’s question got Machina going.


      “It’s just, so few people know of Lord Veltol’s original gallant and graceful form, and I went so long without any fellow enthusiasts that I had no recourse but to keep my thoughts to myself. Also, avoiding the postmodern pop culture approach of male-to-female gender-swapping is a kind of anti-art deconstruction and thus subjectively a form of transgressive art, so depicting Lord Veltol’s beauty with a feminine touch acts as an ironic take on the heroine figure, and the tautological dogma of a subversion of preexisting archetypes is—Ah?!”


      Machina realized she sounded like a certain ex-secretary and current CEO and promptly came back to her senses.


      “Umm…”


      She could feel Veltol and May’s stares piercing through her.


      After a moment of thinking about how to get herself out of this situation, Machina added the following:


      “That’s what I heard from the neighbor’s pet cat…”


      “I choose to believe this.”


      “I’ll buy it.”


      And that’s exactly what Veltol and May did.


      “I-in any case, allow me to style you, Lord Veltol. I’ll make you a perfect lady who could blend in at even the most elegant high-society ball. After all, I have prior experience educating May!”


      “Just keep in mind I am going to a massage parlor, not a ball.”


      “Sounds great, but aren’t there other problems with trying to pass him off as a girl?” May asked Machina.


      Thanks to his lustrous long hair, Veltol could be mistaken for a woman at a distance from behind. But despite his pretty face, he was much taller than the average human woman, and he clearly had the physique of a handsome young man.


      “With his frame, he couldn’t possibly pretend to be a tall lady,” said May.


      “True, we can’t do anything about his bone structure and build…”


      “No, that won’t be a problem. I can do this,” Veltol insisted. “I never intended to use my current appearance to begin with. One’s looks come first and foremost over their skills on the job hunt.”


      “Really?”


      “Yes, May. You wouldn’t understand, of course. Visual information has an enormous effect on how a person is perceived. Even if the job posting states ‘informal attire,’ if you show up for the interview in truly informal clothing, you will be rejected. I learned this from personal experience. But back on topic—I did not state my plan so thoughtlessly. I have an idea.”


      “What is it?”


      “You have a secret plan, my lord…?”


      “Indeed. I shall use my sister’s humanization magic.”


      His “sister” was Sihlwald the Black Dragon Duchess. Naturally, as a human and a dragon, the two were siblings in name only, not biologically. And Sihlwald could take a human form via magic.


      “Right, she’s a dragon. She uses magic to become a young girl, so that means it’s possible to turn into a woman… But can you use that technic? I feel like it’s a pretty high-level one.”


      “Heh. Please, May, who do you take me for? I am none other than the Demon Lord Veltol Velvet Velsvalt. I have already learned my sister’s magic. Although not enough to defy mass and volume.”


      “Right. Yeah, I remember now. You’re a really fast learner.”


      Veltol and May were having a friendly conversation, but the one other person in their group was conspicuously silent—Machina.


      “…”


      She furrowed her brow.


      “What’s wrong, Machina? You look conflicted,” said May.


      “Do you have any objections?” Veltol asked.


      Machina gently shook her head. “No… I’m just concerned Lord Veltol using humanization magic falls under the trope I hate…”


      “All right, so nothing we should care about.”


      “Please, May, you must understand! My dream was finally coming true!” Machina clenched her fists. “Ah, but thinking about it clearly, it’ll all be fine as long as Lord Veltol dresses like a woman.”


      “She got over that quick…”


      “Machina is truly going through it.”


      May and Veltol eyed her curiously. Was it reuniting with May or another reason that had Machina acting strangely?


      “Excuse me, Lord Veltol.”


      “What is it?”


      “I have a couple of questions…”


      “Go ahead.”


      Veltol knew Machina wasn’t going to ask anything of substance, but he allowed it. Such was the majesty of a king.


      “How much freedom do you have with the humanization spell?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Can you change your height and physique?”


      “To a certain degree, yes, although it would be easier to maintain my original size. I know how to use this magic, but it will be my first time actually doing it.”


      “I see, I see…”


      Machina pondered in silence. She looked terribly grave, but given that she was thinking about dressing Veltol as a woman to infiltrate a massage parlor, the situation was objectively ridiculous. However, this was all for the sake of obtaining important information needed to save May, so naturally, Machina took this very seriously.


      That said, some of Machina’s own interests were mixed in with the solution at hand.


      She raised her head. “Lord Veltol.”


      “Yes?”


      “Please don’t change anything about your face.”


      “Why?” Veltol stroked his face.


      “Because you’re beautiful as you are!”


      “I knew she would say that,” May quipped calmly.


      Machina ignored May and made her case with a fire in her eyes. “I’ll take care of this! No need to worry; I’ve fantasized about doing your makeup thousands of times!”


      “…” May kept a straight face, unable to even retort at that point.


      “After the Fantasion, there were so many niche works gender-bending you… I hated that because I preferred remaining true to the source. But dolling you up doesn’t count! Still, though, wouldn’t you find it boorish to alter your face?!”


      “I’m unsure how to respond to that, but I trust you.”


      “Yeah, I think we can’t go wrong letting her do this,” said May.


      “Hee-hee… I’m so glad you understand…”


      Machina bashfully rubbed her nose.


      “Fortunately, Shibuya is the mecca of fashion, something it inherited from its past life. We have plenty of choices in clothing. SHIBUYA666 is a good example, as you know, but there are even more famous places in Harajuku, Ura-Harajuku, and Ura-Ura-Harajuku!”


      More motivated than ever, Machina made an announcement.


      “I shall be Lord Veltol’s producer!”


      With that, Machina-P was born.
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      Dogenzaka was located west of Shibuya’s central metro station. The original Dogenzaka was a hilly area—owing the zaka part to the Japanese word for hill—but in this geofront in the year 2099 FE, the ground was level.


      A woman was standing there. Her long hair was tied at her nape, and she wore a sharp suit.


      Her name was Kinohara, and she was CEO of Hero Staffing Agency Valhara, a corporation that deployed people—that is, heroes—to assist with and solve all sorts of problems.


      Kinohara walked toward one of her employees, who was slurping udon on the other side of a food stall curtain, and called his name.


      “Gram—it’s business time.”


      “Mm?” The blond man turned to Kinohara. He looked young, wore light battle armor and a blue cloak, and carried a rusty sword at his hip.


      Gram lifted his bowl to slurp the udon. “Wuzzat?”


      “Swallow before speaking. The udon is coming out of your mouth.”


      Slurp. He sucked up the noodle, chewed it, and swallowed. “So what were you saying?”


      “You can finish eating first.”


      “Give me a minute.” Gram quickly slurped the rest of his udon and drank the broth. “Thank you for the food, sir. Are you sure you’re okay with this?”


      “Yeah! It’s fine! Come again!”


      “Thank you. It was delicious. I’ll drop by whenever I’m in Shibuya.”


      Gram stood up after the short exchange with the dwarf cook and turned to Kinohara.


      “You shouldn’t be able to pay due to the comms outage. Did you manage to reconnect?” Kinohara asked Gram.


      The two were unable to access the aethernet. They heard using a mysterious demon-summoning app would fix it, but they agreed not to over security concerns. That meant Gram should have been unable to pay for his meal.


      “No, I’m still offline,” he said.


      “Then how are you paying?”


      Kinohara never considered the possibility Gram would dine and dash. She knew he would rather starve to death.


      “Umm…” Gram faltered. “I found the cook being mugged in a back alley while I was waiting for you, and after I helped him, he said he would treat me…”


      “Haah… You never change…”


      Kinohara imagined something like that had happened. This man was kind to an extreme degree. If there was a child crying in the west, he would hurry over there, and if there was an elder in trouble in the east, he would rush to their aid.


      He never asked for anything in return. To him, helping people was as natural as breathing or eating. The ways of a hero were engraved into his very being.


      In Kinohara’s opinion, he was always losing out. She couldn’t even imagine how much he had lost throughout his life because of his temperament.


      Kinohara’s comment had this man, who was over five centuries old, wincing like a mischievous kid caught playing a trick. This was far from the first time she had wanted to lecture him on the disadvantages of his actions.


      However, she held her tongue and prepared herself for a headache. She had to get a grip and reward him.


      “Fine, then,” Kinohara began. “So getting back on topic—”


      “Hey.”


      That was when someone else joined in. Kinohara and Gram turned to face them.


      “You two got a moment?” the person added.


      It was a boy.


      He looked like a teenager, just like Gram, although Gram was an over-500-year-old geezer, which was easy to forget.


      Hmm… I feel like I’ve seen this person before…, Kinohara thought. Never mind. I would never forget someone with such a striking appearance.


      The boy was peculiar-looking.


      He looks like Frankenstein.


      Stitches ran diagonally across his face, and his skin was different colors on each side. He had one elf ear and one human ear, and his eyes were two different colors—a sparkling ruby red and a roasted brown.


      He looked like a patchwork quilt. Perhaps he was a full-borg or had undergone body modifications, but in any case, he clearly had quirks. Even his fingers varied in length, width, and skin tone.


      Kinohara and Gram waited for the stitched boy to speak again, but he merely stared at them in silence.


      “What’s the matter?” Kinohara asked the boy.


      “Ah, it’s just… Have I met you before?”


      She immediately understood what this was about.


      He’s hitting on me…


      Objectively speaking, according to her own analysis, Kinohara was the personification of cool and beautiful, of a hot career woman. As a result, many people chatted her up—mostly women asking her to keep them as pets—but she never gave them the time of day; Kinohara preferred to focus on her work, although it didn’t bother her that others considered her attractive.


      Her secretary job at IHMI was fun, but the insanely busy schedule had damaged her skin. Being the CEO of her own company was just as busy, except the fulfillment of trying new things had her skin glowing, so she was now a better-looking woman than ever.


      She couldn’t blame this boy for following the call of his teenage hormones and asking her out. However, Kinohara was enjoying her new job, and she had no intention of getting a boyfriend.


      That said, despite the boy’s peculiar taste in body modifications, upon closer inspection, he was actually a decently good-looking guy. With work getting busier, it wouldn’t be so bad having a new young employee on hand.


      Kinohara’s train of thought kept derailing.


      “Lemme just start by saying I’m not hitting on you,” the boy told her. “I seriously just felt like I’ve met you before.”


      “Can you read minds?! In any case, I’m sorry, but I don’t recall ever having met you.”


      “I don’t think I’ve met you, either,” Gram said.


      “I see…”


      The boy looked away from Kinohara, but he kept his gaze on Gram, as if he was trying to jog his memory.


      Did he have his eye on Gram from the very beginning?! Kinohara wondered. Well, people are free to love who they want, and my company doesn’t forbid romantic relationships between employees. Not that I’m hiring this kid.


      “…Still, though…,” the boy added.


      “Hmm? Wh-what?” Gram stammered. The boy’s stare had him visibly uncomfortable.


      “Nah, it’s nothing. It was too long ago… Sorry, forget it. My memories have been all jumbled up these days… The same thing happened recently…”


      The boy ended the conversation with those mysterious statements and took a deep breath.


      Gram and Kinohara looked at him with pity. He was clearly troubled in both mind and body.


      “Whatever,” he said. “Mind if I ask if you’re locals?”


      “No, we’re not,” Gram replied. “We’re visiting several cities around Shinjuku for work.”


      “Allow me to introduce myself.” Kinohara gave the boy a business card.


      “Uh-huh…” He grabbed it with one hand, his thumb covering her name.


      Mmm. Bad manners. Kinohara scolded him internally.


      If Kinohara had done that in her corporate era, she would be literally dead now.


      It was a dog-eat-dog world for large enterprises in this day and age, and Kinohara had risen through the ranks to secretary of IHMI’s CEO. However, this boy’s poor manners did not bother Kinohara. She thought it was unfair to expect him to have a proper upbringing, based on the way he spoke. Besides, there were a lot of people like this boy these days. A single misstep, and Kinohara could have ended up just like him, which was why she had no aversions toward this kind of person.


      “Hero Staffing Agency Valhara…?”


      The boy was looking at Kinohara’s business card. He must have been shocked by the innovative new enterprise. His reaction didn’t indicate he had no idea what sort of company it was, but Kinohara nonetheless decided to explain.


      “We provide outsourcing in all sorts of fields, no matter how niche.”


      “Basically, we’re handym—AUGH!”


      Gram had started describing the business in crass and unfashionable terms, so Kinohara protested by sinking a punch into his diaphragm.


      “Uh-huh…” The boy put the card in his pocket. “Why do things like this always happen before we cut to the chase…? Anyway, I wanna ask you something.”


      “I take it we are talking business, yes?”


      “I’d appreciate it if you could treat this as a free consult…”


      “C’mon, Director. Let’s hear him out first,” Gram urged Kinohara.


      “Ah well. I’ll listen.”


      He’s a teen. Why not hand out a freebie for once? Kinohara thought.


      Time was a very precious and limited resource, but listening cost no money. Getting him indebted to them could also give them an opportunity in the future, though the chances were low.


      “I’m looking for someone,” the boy said. “She’s about this tall… Her hair is, like, bluish-white or silver. She’s a bit younger than me.”


      “Do you have a photograph of her?” Kinohara asked.


      “Ah, no. It’s against the rules.”


      Kinohara searched her memories. She had good memory, and due to her job, she had a knack for remembering people’s features.


      The one person who fits that description would be Ange from the Guild. But that couldn’t possibly be her…and I haven’t seen her in this city.


      Kinohara glanced at Gram, but he didn’t appear to recognize the girl, either.


      “Sorry, I don’t know anything about her,” said Kinohara.


      “Me neither,” Gram added.


      “I see… Sorry for taking up your time. Thanks.”


      With that, the boy turned around and left.


      “He looked like Frankenstein,” Kinohara said to Gram.


      “What’s that?”


      “There used to be a monster called Dr. Frankenstein on Earth. No, wait—Was it Dr. Frankenstein who made the monster…? Either way…”


      Kinohara suddenly felt like she had seen the boy before. Or rather, not the boy himself, but each of his stitched-together parts separately.


      It was too long ago in the past, though, and the sheer ridiculousness of having met his various parts separately took too much of her brain’s resources, so she decided to ignore it.


      “Forget about him. Let’s talk business.”


      “Oh, right. So what’s the matter?”


      “Hero Gram, do you understand the current situation in Shibuya?”


      “We can’t connect to the aethernet, a software for summoning demons gets downloaded automatically, and as we can see…there are demons everywhere.”


      Gram looked around.


      “Mommy! Let me ride Amon!”


      “I should just let Mulmul do all the work…”


      “Agh, I lost! Your demon is too strong!”


      As the Hero, he had gone on many adventures and fought demons before. Despite this—or rather, because of this—the normality of these demons’ presence struck him as abnormal.


      Demons had appeared in Shibuya only a week prior. These abnormalities had blended into everyday life too quickly.


      “So you have the general idea. Good. Our job is related to these demons. Let’s have a simple meeting. Our client is the city’s deputy mayor.”


      “The deputy mayor?”


      “It is highly likely the mayor has something to do with the demon-summoning app plaguing Shibuya. He is the only one with citynet admin privileges, after all. The application appears to be going through the Shibuya citynet, which means very few people could be behind it.”


      “So we’re investigating the mayor?”


      “No.” Kinohara shook her head. “He’s been confirmed dead.”


      “Dead…?” Gram thought for a moment. “Was it heart failure?”


      “Yes, it was. How did you know?”


      “Most people who die because of a contract with a demon die from heart failure. Not because the demon directly stops their heart, but because the first thing to happen to a body without a soul is that the heart ceases to function.”


      “I see. In any case, our job is to solve the problem behind this. And first off…” Kinohara took out the PDA the deputy mayor had lent her. “…we must investigate this individual who is said to have met with the mayor.”


      “This person?”


      “Yes.”


      The screen showed a face Gram recognized.


      “A black-haired…Duchess of the Mournful Firmament…”
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      In a changing room inside a clothing store in Central Town, Shibuya…


      “W-w-waaaah…”


      …someone was sobbing.


      “Waaaaaaaaaaaaaah…!”


      Tears streamed down dampened cheeks.


      May of the Mournful Firmament looked at the weeper with a bit of aversion.


      “Machina is…crying…,” she said.


      That was exactly what was happening.


      “Uwaaaaaaahn!”


      One of the Six Dark Peers, Machina Soleige of the Dazzling Blaze. The Nation Scorcher. A seasoned warrior. An everlasting immortal.


      She was sobbing. Machina was letting her emotions loose in public.


      The cause of her tears: a nude woman.


      “Mm-hmm.”


      The woman stared at herself intently in the mirror. Her hair was long and black like a raven’s damp wings, and her eyes were the color of darkness.


      She was a tall human of eye-popping proportions. Her alluring almond-shaped eyes, red lips, and outward sensuality attracted not only eyes, but all five senses. To call her beauty unmatched was selling it short.


      “You are gawgeous…Lord Veltol…,” Machina said with her hand over her mouth and tears streaming down her face. She was entranced by this stunning woman—Veltol.


      After the Fantasion, Machina Soleige—with the help of a certain Japanese woman—learned to channel her imagination into creative work known as doujinshi.


      Thanks to humanization magic and Machina’s diligent application of foundation and makeup, Veltol had been reborn as a damsel worthy of even an imperial court. Machina was doing a bit of character customization in this clothing store’s changing room.


      Her sobs echoed throughout the shop, and the other customers and shopkeepers shot her suspicious glances, but she did not care. May, who was typically indifferent, was painfully aware of the prying eyes.


      “M-mm. My voice feels strangely high-pitched, I must say,” Veltol noted.


      “The voice-changing spell is working splendidly, Lord Veltol.”


      His—no, her voice was no longer that of a charming, magnificent man, but of an enchanting woman.


      “What say you, Machina? Behold my latest form, as dictated by your detailed instructions.”


      Veltol extended her arms, exposing her bare female body.


      “It’s suhhhhhhh good…!” Machina wept.


      “So much you can’t even talk properly…?” said May. “I mean, yeah, you’re really pretty, Veltol.”


      “Heh. I’ve always considered my beauty to defy the constraints of gender.”


      Indeed, even when simply switching Veltol’s body to female, she was as beautiful as a work of art. And Machina made some slight adjustments on top.


      “However, a certain insecurity trumps the novelty at present.”


      Veltol touched her shapely and voluptuous breasts while looking down at her crotch. No lecherous thoughts present—only a check of her transformed body.


      “What I normally lack I now have, and what I normally have I now lack. It is distressing.”


      “Oh, your dick?” said May.


      “May!” Machina flicked her forehead, horrified by the crass language.


      “What’re you doing, Machina? Veltol was naked in the castle a lot; we’re used to seeing it. Everyone in the Demon Castle knows Veltol’s dick.”


      “Doesn’t matter! Don’t say that! It’s unladylike!” Machina flicked May’s forehead in a relentless barrage with both hands. “Being blessed with the sight of your body, Lord Veltol, I am once again reminded how stunning your silhouette is… It’s like your legs are five meters long…”


      “That’s such an exaggeration…,” May said.


      “I was conflicted at first, wondering if transforming your body would be the same as those gender-bender doujins, instead of cross-dressing, but seeing the real deal before me like this, that does not matter at all. You truly are above anything else, Lord Veltol.”


      “Your hangups sure crumble easily… After all that rambling…”


      “Shut up, May!”


      Machina squeezed May’s cheeks, making her mouth pucker.


      Once freed from punishment, May looked at Veltol checking herself out in the mirror.


      “Machina,” May said.


      “What is it?”


      “Don’t you think her boobs are too big?”


      Certain physical details could be adjusted to an extent with humanization magic. Machina did the fine-tuning, but she’d made Veltol’s chest too large.


      “Lord Veltol… Please forgive me for briefly touching your body.”


      “Mmm? You have my permission.”


      “Could you please raise your arms?”


      Machina observed Veltol’s chest from every angle.


      After a moment…


      “Mm-hmm.”


      …Machina nodded.


      “We can go bigger.”


      “Bigger?!” May cried.


      “Yes. I’ve taken the overall balance into careful consideration.”


      “Are you serious?!”


      Machina looked at Veltol’s naked body again.


      “Uh-heh… Uh-heh-heh-heh…” She started drooling, and her face relaxed into a naughty grin.


      “Machina.”


      “Huh?! Ah! Yes! What is it, May?!”


      “You’re giving Veltol lewd looks…”


      “Huh?!”


      “It’s fine, though. Veltol is pretty lewd as is.”


      “Wh-what?! I don’t…”


      Machina eyed Veltol’s naked body for the nth time.


      “Indeed, very lewd,” Machina concluded with a serious expression.


      Later, they bought women’s clothing and accessories with offline payment, and with female Veltol fully equipped, they left the clothing store.


      Outside the store was Shibuya Central Town’s main street. With every step Veltol took, the crowds parted like the sea, and they walked confidently down the middle.


      “Whoa… She’s gorgeous…”


      “Are they shooting a movie?”


      “God… Look at the height of her hips… It’s like her legs are five meters long…”


      “Those things are huuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuge!”


      The people they passed followed Veltol with their eyes. She wore a jet-black dress with an open back and stilettos. Her earrings and necklace were a dazzling gold, and her lips and nails were painted a gleaming red.


      “Heh… Heh-heh… Eh-heh-heh-heh-heh…” Machina, walking half a step behind, smiled with satisfaction at the stares and words of praise.


      “Why are you acting so pleased with yourself…?” May asked her. “Also, I have a question.”


      “Yes?” Machina replied, her eyes still glued to Veltol’s buttocks.


      “Was there a need to dress her like that to work at a massage parlor…?”


      “…? I’m not following…”


      “…? Was it that hard to understand…?”


      “Ahhh, no, I’m sorry. I see what you mean.” Machina hit the palm of her hand with a fist. “You’re simply too naive, May… This is exactly how things ought to be.”


      “You’re not fooling me that easily… Everything about this is one hundred percent your kink.”


      “What are you two murmuring about?” Veltol asked.
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      “Veltol.”


      “Yes, May?”


      “You’re still talking like a king.”


      Veltol’s tone didn’t have the usual charm capable of dominating one’s ears, but her speech pattern remained the same. It was strange to hear Veltol’s words come out of someone with a different voice and face.


      “That’s not how the female Veltol should talk. Machina taught me all about how to speak like a lady. Even though you’re pretty now, me and Machina are far more ladylike.”


      “I see.”


      “…Ah! I froze for a moment feeling happy about May praising me and mad about her being rude to Lord Veltol!”


      “No, Machina. May is correct. A simple change of appearance is not enough. I must become a lady through and through. However, hiding my kingliness beneath a ladylike veneer could blow my cover too easily. As such, I shall imitate the most elegant lady in my memory.”


      “Veltol, do you mean…me?!”


      “Ah-ha-ha! Goodness, May, you flatter yourself. He surely means me.”


      Veltol stopped and closed her eyes. A beat later, she opened them again.


      “…!”


      “Whoa…”


      Machina and May gasped.


      “Off we go, ladies.”


      Veltol wore the gentle smile of a noblewoman.


      Her voice had become softer. She sounded like a different person, even though she hadn’t tweaked her voice with magic any further.


      “Yes! Yes! Yes!”


      “Machina’s heart is jumping out of her chest…”


      The three women walked off the main street of Central Town and through the labyrinthic alleys until they reached a particular brothel in the red-light district. Atop the steep stairs, on the third floor, was the massage parlor Nos[image: ]Star.


      “Well, here I go,” Veltol said to Machina and May with a ladylike smile.


      “Good luck, Lord Veltol.”


      “Break a leg, Veltol.”


      Veltol placed a hand on the door. “Allow me to show you all…my new and improved job interview abilities.”


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      “…”


      “…”


      Black and gold—two men.


      They were both sitting on the stairs of a multifamily building near Nos[image: ]Star.


      “I can’t believe you would visit a place like that…”


      “I can’t believe you’d work at a place like that…”


      The Hero Gram had arrived at Nos[image: ]Star at nearly the same time the Demon Lord Veltol was infiltrating the establishment to gather information.


      After his job interview, Veltol had been hired to the massage parlor’s roster as Bell.


      Gram had been acting as a paying customer.


      They ran into each other at a booth inside the parlor, and the rest was history.


      Veltol had already changed from the dress into his tracksuit and coat and undone the humanization magic. The crystallization of Machina’s dreams did not last long.


      “But was there really a need for you to give me a massage after that…? I guess I’m just as guilty for letting you…”


      “I felt spurred by the responsibility to not let you leave empty-handed… But thinking back on it now, there really was no need…”


      An awkward silence followed. Then three figures approached.


      “Thank you for your good work, Gram,” said one figure—Kinohara.


      “Seeing you like this again, Lord Veltol, this really is your best version…,” said another—Machina.


      “You sure change your mind quickly…,” said the third figure—May.


      “Oh, Director,” said Gram. “Odd combination here. Really…”


      “I just met them back there.” Kinohara walked up to Veltol. “It’s been a long time, Demon Lord Veltol. I didn’t get the chance to properly greet you amid the chaos in Yokohama.”


      She handed him a business card.


      “That truly was the last time we spoke, hm?” said Veltol.


      “…Indeed.”


      She had fought Veltol and Gram back when she was the secretary of Marcus, one of the Six Dark Peers and the CEO of IHMI.


      “I hear you helped in Yokohama, and I’ve yet to extend my gratitude. Thank you.”


      “I was simply meeting my employee. It was mere chance. I started a new enterprise, so if you’re ever in need, you can give me a call.”


      Their enmity was water under the bridge. Veltol had heard about Kinohara helping Machina. There was no need to stir up old grudges.


      “Mm-hmm.”


      “Ugh.” May frowned. “The Hero Gram really is alive…”


      She hid behind Machina while glaring daggers at Gram. This was not out of shyness, but more like a cat intimidating an outsider.


      “H-hey. Long time no see, Duchess of the Mournful Firmament.” Gram smiled uncomfortably and waved at her.


      “Immortal War aside, I haven’t forgiven you…”


      “Huh? We all fought the Hero Gram together during the war, but did you know each other before that?” Machina asked.


      “I, uh… Yeah…,” Gram said.


      “It was five hundred years ago.” May looked into the distance and reminisced. “I got separated from you in the middle of a foreign campaign, Machina. The Hero Gram treated me to a meal at the Maitelle tavern. But later… I thought he was a nice guy…but he hid the fact he was the Hero when he approached me…!”


      She glared at Gram in a rare display of rage.


      “I—I didn’t hide it, and I didn’t approach you, either! I wouldn’t have gone anywhere near you if I’d known you were one of the Six Dark Peers!”


      “Gram…what did you do to May?” Veltol asked.


      “I’m disappointed in you, Hero Gram…,” Machina said.


      “I apologize on behalf of my employee. The company will be sure to train him so it never happens again.”


      Three icy glares pierced Gram.


      “Th-this is all a misunderstanding! Nothing happened… And hey! Director! Can’t you at least defend your employee a little?”


      “We have more important matters to attend to. Moving right along…”


      “Hey, Veltol! Don’t try to sweep this under the rug!”


      “I need some closure…!”


      Veltol ignored Gram and May’s objections.


      “Gram,” he said. “What were you doing in that establishment? Surely it was not to get a massage, was it?”


      “Nope.”


      “I imagined. You and I must have had the same goal.”


      “Yeah. Shibuya’s deputy mayor asked us to investigate someone who looks like the Duchess of the Mournful Firmament. The mayor, who had administrator privileges in the local citynet, went missing and was later found dead.”


      “Hmm… I was looking for the same man. From what I heard during my job interview with the deputy manager, Nos[image: ]Star’s manager has powerful connections in Shibuya’s network. And he is currently missing. Suspicious, wouldn’t you say?”


      “Yeah.” Gram grinned knowingly. “Gee, Veltol, could it be you want me to help you out again?”


      “Ha! Help me? Get your head out of your behind! I have already added to my ranks a reliable vassal by the name of May. I do not need your help! Moron! Doofus! Bluhhh!”


      “Wh-whaaat?! I was trying to be nice! I’m never helping you with anything again!”


      “Ha! Nobody asked for your help, you corporate shill!”


      “Screw you! I hope you forget to turn off your stream and say something stupid so you get cancelled!”


      Machina watched them argue while biting her thumb with a frown. “Hnggg… The Hero Gram is so chummy with Lord Veltol… I’m jealous…!”


      “You call that chummy…?”


      “They look like two children fighting…”


      May and Kinohara were visibly confused.


      “Fine,” said Veltol. “I will make a request directly to Valhara.”


      “Huh? So you are asking me for help?” Gram asked.


      “Ha. No, you buffoon. The exact opposite.”


      “The opposite?”


      “You and your employer are not to get involved with my investigation,” Veltol demanded.


      “Excuse me? Your request is for us to stay away?” Kinohara asked.


      “Precisely.” Veltol nodded. “You may continue your original investigation in Shibuya so long as it does not implicate me. If something terrible occurs in this city, we immortals will have to deal with it. This is a matter for the Demon Lord and the Six Dark Peers, and you must not get involved.”


      Machina and May said nothing. They followed their lord’s wishes.


      The Morning Star was the demon sharing May’s soul. Settling things with her and recovering May’s body was Veltol’s goal, and he wanted to achieve this on his own; he was making this request to Gram and Kinohara out of pride.


      “…Okay.” Gram nodded. He knew how this man prioritized pride over efficiency. “Sorry, Director, but I’d like you to sign off on this, too.”


      “Very well,” Kinohara replied. “But should you happen to fail in your mission, Veltol, understand that my company will take matters into our own hands.”


      “Do as you wish. You may even take the credit if we solve this on our own.”


      “Gotcha.” Gram stood up. “I’ll pray for you to achieve your goals.”


      “Heh. I do not need your prayers.”


      The Hero and Demon Lord smiled wryly at each other.


      “Ah, Kinohara,” Veltol called as she and Gram began to walk away.


      “Yes?”


      “I have another request. This one is more personal, however…”
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      “So because of the enigma you all retrieved in Shibuya—the Thorn Cross—my soul and May’s were released from the shackles of Ange. Ironic to be released by the organization that created and sealed me away. It wasn’t part of the plan for May’s soul to escape, but thanks to the Cross, she has to stay within this region, so no harm, no foul.”


      The Morning Star raised the inverted-cross rosary hanging from her neck.


      “It wasn’t so difficult to get by once I was released. After all, the shackle was an artificial spirit, an embodiment of modern magic. I could see a lot from the inside, so it didn’t take long for me to come up with Clavicula. Now I don’t have to lift a finger because the humans—Ah, that’s a slur, right?—I mean, the stray sheep will use the demons to fulfill the conditions for incarnation. That said, it did take some trouble to placate the person who had access to Shibuya’s citynet. But anyway… Back on topic. What are we doing next, Zenol?”


      The Morning Star was sitting on the handrail atop an abandoned building’s roof, gazing up at the giant skeleton overhead.


      The boy—Zenol—glared daggers at her. “What do you mean?”


      “Our deal,” the demon whispered sweetly. “I’ll give you Ange back. I’m the only one who knows where she is, after all.” The Morning Star smiled like an angel. “So are we forming a contract?”


      “What’re the terms? You’re not giving her back for free, are you? Wouldn’t be a deal otherwise.”


      The demon giggled. Swindlers and demons always approached with a smile.


      “You’ll kill Veltol.”


      She wore a dark, grim, and ghastly smile.


      “Then I’ll give you Ange back. Your dear, dear Ange. Very modern and human of you to fall in love with an artificial spirit, wouldn’t you say?”


      “Shut up.”


      “Don’t get mad. I honestly think love is wonderful no matter what form it comes in. So what’ll it be? The seventh seal is nearly undone. This is your last chance.”


      The boy’s reply was tipped with a lust for murder—a desire that had gone unfulfilled in Goar and Shinjuku. “You don’t have to tell me twice.”


      His and the demon’s objectives were aligned from the get-go.


      “I’ll kill Veltol.”
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      FRAGMENT


      Blood and Sword


      2055 FE—the Immortal Furnace deep beneath Shinjuku City.


      The Immortal Hunt took place in every city between the First and Second City Wars. The Immortal War had already become a thing of the past on Alnaeth, and immortals were an unknown entity on Earth. It wasn’t until the tragedies of the First City War that people realized the threat immortals posed. IHMI’s CEO, Marcus, then triggered the Immortal Hunt to break out on a worldwide scale.


      Many immortals were caught and destroyed. Most were secretly sent to Shinjuku to fuel the Immortal Furnace.


      The first to be fed to the furnace was the Duke of the Karmic Sword, Zenol. He acted as a decoy to let Machina escape, as she knew how to activate Methenoel and resurrect the Demon Lord.


      “Won’t you say something, Sir Zenol?”


      IHMI’s CEO was a fellow Dark Peer—Marcus, Duke of the Bloody Arts. He looked to his feet, where his comrade was bound.


      “…”


      After helping the Duchess of the Dazzling Blaze escape, the Duke of the Karmic Sword valiantly annihilated their pursuers, but once Marcus and the elite troops with him got a hold of Zenol, it was over.


      Immortal bodies knew no fatigue, but the intense fighting had left Zenol exhausted.


      “I betrayed the immortals, my king, my friends, and here I am now, trying to destroy you,” Marcus said. He had the upper hand, but his voice was weak. “Yet you won’t rebuke me. Why are you not angry? Why…why won’t you say anything to me, Sir Zenol?”


      He sounded scared and confused, as if he was looking for something to hold on to—or for someone to save him.


      Finally, Zenol spoke:


      “…Are you asking me to resent you?”


      “…”


      “Or…are you asking for forgiveness?”


      Before both dukes was the giant opening to the Immortal Furnace. A bottomless abyss.


      The two former comrades were at the point of no return.


      “I will not ask why you betrayed the immortals and our lord.” Zenol raised his head and stared straight at Marcus. “You betrayed us, and that is a fact. Perhaps you did this to satisfy your tiny ego or after a great deal of thought beyond my own comprehension. However, this does not befit a leader of the immortals—one of the Six Dark Peers—and I cannot find it in my heart to forgive you.”


      Marcus looked away. He couldn’t stomach those words.


      “And yet…,” Zenol added, “…even as I lie here, I lack the slightest desire to resent you.”


      Marcus stared at him with surprise. “Why…?”


      “Why? What a strange thing for someone as wise as you to ask.”


      Zenol, the Duke of the Karmic Sword, smiled for the first time.


      “Aren’t we friends?”


      He said this more casually, but with his usual courteous tone.


      Five hundred years prior, when Veltol was still alive, Marcus had saved Zenol’s life by taking responsibility for the plan to murder the child of prophecy. Those three words were exactly what Marcus had said to him.


      Zenol remembered that. He could never forget.


      Veltol had since been defeated, the kingdom had crumbled, Marcus had betrayed the immortals and hunted his brethren, and Zenol was about to be fed to the Immortal Furnace. And yet Zenol hadn’t the slightest desire to resent this despicable traitor.


      He had spoken from the bottom of his heart.


      Marcus furrowed his brow, narrowed his eyes, and bit his trembling lip.


      “…!”


      Still, he carried out his original intention. He gulped down the words he was about to say. And with that, he threw Zenol’s body into the Immortal Furnace.


      The furnace started up as Zenol was falling. The surrounding aether spun rapidly, and the furnace glowed.


      Zenol’s body disintegrated in an instant. His soul was incinerated and converted into aether.


      The Duke of the Karmic Sword disappeared into vast aether.


      A fire had been lit in the aether-line-deficient city of Shinjuku.


      And as Zenol’s soul transformed into aether, the dark sword that had established his immortality fell to the bottom of the furnace.

    
  


  
    
      CHAPTER THREE


      The Combatants’ Fleeting Peace and the Probability of Their Respite’s Destruction


      Ura-Ura-Harajuku.


      Contrary to its original meaning, Ura-Harajuku was the name of an area next to Harajuku, and Ura-Ura-Harajuku was another area further behind Ura-Harajuku. You might ask: If Ura-Ura-Harakjuku was the back (ura) of the back of Harajuku, wouldn’t that make that Harajuku again? But no, this was an entirely different area that sandwiched Ura-Harajuku with Harajuku.


      Ura-Ura-Harajuku consisted of narrow backstreets connected like a web, and the vibe was different from Harajuku and Ura-Harajuku—a little dark, yet still lively.


      “Maaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaay!”


      Sihlwald was beaming from ear to ear, the picture of happiness as she spread her wings and literally flew through Ura-Ura-Harajuku toward May.


      Veltol was able to get in touch with Sihlwald by using the PDA the deputy mayor had given Kinohara. And since Takahashi had installed the demon-summoning app in a virtual environment, the entire group managed to reunite in Ura-Ura-Harajuku.


      They would have been better off meeting up at the Nanako statue as originally planned, but given that Sihlwald was liable to run off somewhere in the mall again, they changed locations.


      Sihlwald was even smaller than May, but she tackled her at full throttle and hugged her.


      “Yaaaaaay! I missed you sooooo much, Mayyyy! You’re as cute as everrr! Smoochy-smoochy-smooch!”


      She rained kisses all over May’s soft and spongy cheeks until May’s face was soaked with Sihlwald’s saliva. May was unable to free herself from Sihlwald’s dragon power. Even the people walking through the narrow streets with demons in tow gave them weird looks.


      Takahashi’s group had learned about the situation with May through Kinohara.


      “M-Machina, Veltol… H-help…”


      May looked at her two comrades; they both had giant cotton candy in their hands. The pair shook their heads in sync.


      “Give up, May.”


      “She did the same thing to me the whole night after I returned from Yokohama.”


      Veltol’s and Machina’s eyes glazed over as they nibbled at their gigantic colorful treats.


      Once May was finally freed from Sihlwald’s clutches, another person strolled toward her.


      “Howdy-do, Mayyy! Sup?! I’ve been dying to meetcha! Although I guess we already met, but this is the first time I’ve seen your face without that visor. I knew you’d be cute underneath that thing!”


      This girl waved and smiled before bending down a little to meet May’s eye. She wore round sunglasses on her head and a dwarven jacket over a qipao. In her hand was a fried spiral potato skewer.


      “Name’s Takahashi! Let’s be buds!”


      “…!”


      May hid behind Machina, spooked by how quickly Takahashi had approached.


      “Aww. Want some potato? It’s good!” Takahashi took a bite of the salty fried potato while beckoning to May.


      “I’m sorry, Takahashi… She’s not trying to be rude,” said Machina.


      “No worries. Look, I get it. I’m a people person. C’mon, May! Be my friend!”


      “…”


      “Oh, May…” Machina sighed and placed a hand on her hip.


      May knew Takahashi meant no harm. She was kind, just like Machina said. But still, May couldn’t help but hide behind Machina. She wasn’t antisocial; she was simply fearful. That had not changed in the decades and centuries since her fall to the surface. May wasn’t sure whether this had to do with being a heavenly servant or if she’d drawn a line between herself and others. She had more or less acquiesced to the way she was.


      May glanced at Veltol for help, but he offered none. Instead, he watched her with a smile and a bit of cotton candy stuck to the corner of his mouth.


      She remembered what he had said earlier.


      “But five hundred years have passed, and this is not the nation I once ruled. We must change. You and I both.”


      “Change…,” May whispered to herself.


      Indeed, this was not the Immortal Kingdom.


      May clenched her fists and took a step toward Takahashi.


      “Takahashi…,” she said, gazing into her eyes. “I’m May.”


      “Whoa…!”


      Takahashi put her hands to her cheeks, her eyes lighting up.


      “Maaayyy! Frieeend!”


      She grabbed May’s hands and shook them up and down.


      “Dagnabbit! You’re soooo stinkin’ cute!”


      May didn’t mind that this much younger girl was fawning over her. If anything, it felt nice.


      She then looked at the other girl.


      “…”


      That girl—Hizuki—was standing one step behind Takahashi and watching May with a giant piece of fried chicken in her hand.


      May had heard about Veltol’s collaborators.


      This half-elf harbored a soul fragment of the Goddess Meldia. Indeed, May could faintly feel Meldia’s divinity just from being near Hizuki. May also knew about the struggles Hizuki had been through at the hands of the Guild—the organization that Ange, who was controlling May’s body, belonged to.


      May was also self-aware; she knew she struggled to understand what made people tick. Hizuki might have trouble being friends with May, but May wanted to be friends with Hizuki.


      Hoping to change, May approached Hizuki.


      “…I understand you can’t forgive the person who used my body. But I’m me, not her. I don’t remember anything she did when she was controlling me. That’s no excuse, though. I might not remember how it happened, but it wouldn’t have happened if I was stronger. So, um…I’m sorry. You may not be able to see past all that, and I won’t ask you to. But I still…I still want to be your friend.”


      May couldn’t quite string the words together properly, but she said it anyway. She unleashed the words that welled up from her heart.


      Then she glanced up at Hizuki.


      “Huh?! Ah! Oh?! Huhhh?! Ah! No! Um, I…!”


      Hizuki panicked. She started fidgeting, her eyes began swimming, and she quickly wolfed down the fried chicken.


      “Ahhh, nah, May. That’s not what’s going on here,” said Takahashi.


      “…Huh?”


      “Hizuki wants to be friends, too, but she just gets like this whenever she meets someone for the first time. She looks real showy, but she’s a true introvert at heart.”


      “Hey! Takahashi! What’re you—? Can’t you at least be more, like, tenor?!”


      “Hizukiiiii is very gloomyyyyy!”


      “She can’t eveeeen make an order in a restauraaaaant!”


      “And if they start recognizing herrrr she stops going theeeere!”


      “It’s all part of Hijiki’s chaaaarm!”


      Everyone except Hizuki and May responded in tenor.


      “Stop it, you guys! Tender! I meant to say tender! You’re making me look bad! Also, Veltol! It’s Hizuki! How many times have I told you that by now?!”


      Hizuki was gasping for air after yelling all that in a single breath, which got a giggle out of May.


      “Hee-hee.”


      “…Sorry for confusing you like that. I didn’t mean to make you worry,” Hizuki told her. “I’ve got nothing against you. Yeah, I can’t stand the Guild, but you’re one of their victims, too. There’s no reason for me to resent you.” She squeezed May’s hands with her own, which were soft and warm. “So… Let’s be friends, May.”


      “Yeah…”


      A smile bloomed on both of their faces.


      “Hijiki.”


      “Hizuki! What is it, Veltol?”


      “You’re getting May’s hands sticky from the fried chicken grease.”


      “Ack, sorry!” Hizuki quickly took her handkerchief out and wiped May’s and her hands.


      The rest of the group couldn’t hold in their laughter.


      “Hey, no fair! How come you’re the only ones eating?! I want food, too!” Sihlwald griped.


      “My sister is right. As we are now reunited, I declare we shall hold a cuisine tour to raise morale! What say you, May?”


      “…Yeah!”


      Ura-Ura-Harajuku had many eateries. Veltol and the others walked around and bought what they wanted to eat from different stalls. Up above them was a jungle of power cables and the spine of the giant. Combined with the narrow streets, that made Ura-Ura-Harajuku feel claustrophobic both vertically and horizontally.


      However, it also had a degree of freedom.


      “…”


      “What’s up, May?” said Takahashi.


      After buying the food, the group gathered at a plaza at the end of the alley.


      Takahashi sat on the guardrail and nibbled a strawberry candy—or rather, a strawberry-colored synthetic mernius candy. May had an ice cream cone topped with a heap of sprinkles.


      “I was thinking,” May began as she looked at the group. “Everyone here but Veltol is a woman, huh?”


      “…Dang, you’re right! Velly’s got a legit harem!” Takahashi said.


      “Doesn’t really feel like a harem, though. Maybe it’s because Veltol looks kind of feminine, or maybe that’s just how reality is,” Hizuki said with a kebab in her right hand.


      Machina nodded while munching on her tanuki crepe.


      “Good. I have no interest in men,” Sihlwald said.


      “And if we add one more woman to the group, we’ll have a fully-female Six Dark Peers,” May said.


      “Umm, May… Please don’t write off Sir Ralsheen… We still haven’t found him…,” Machina told her.


      “Hold on, you’re counting me and Hizuki as Dark Peers?!” Takahashi said.


      “Oh, May, don’t worry about us. We’ll never to be part of the Dark Peers, no matter what happens. But now that you mention it, are you saying the entire female Dark Peers contingent is here now?” Hizuki asked before taking a bite of the cheese dog in her left hand.


      Veltol slurped some of his Ura-Ura-Harajuku ura-udon and replied, “I wouldn’t say there are contingents within the group… But come to think of it, the Dark Peers were equally split between three men and three women. That was not intentional, though.”


      “That also made me realize something.” Hizuki looked at the Machina of the Dazzling Blaze, Sihlwald the Black Dragon, and May of the Mournful Firmament. “You don’t have a sexy Dark Peer, huh?”


      Takahashi looked at Machina and quickly tried to smooth things over. “Uhhh, Hizuki, no, that’s—”


      But Hizuki didn’t stop there.


      “Isn’t there always a sexy one among the leaders?” she asked.


      “That would be me, of course! At present, I may be assuming the cutest human girl form I can imagine, but as for my original form—my bust size is the largest of not only the Six Dark Peers, but of all living creatures!” Sihlwald insisted, shaking her 100-Shibuya-yen piece of bread.


      “Sounds to me like you’re playing fast and loose with your cup size…”


      Meanwhile, someone else was seething in silence.


      “Haaaaaaaaah…”


      Machina heaved a deep sigh as she lifted her hand up to her forehead, getting cream on her cheek.


      “Wh-what’s wrong, Machina…?” said Hizuki.


      “It wasn’t me!” Takahashi looked away and whistled.


      Machina, cream still on her cheek, shot Hizuki a disgusted, furious stare.


      “D-did I make you mad?” Hizuki shrank underneath Machina’s rare show of monstrous ire.


      “You broke the biggest of the taboos…,” said Machina.


      “Wh-what…?”


      “There are quite a few artistic works based on us Six Dark Peers—video games, anime, manga, novels—and we’re often portrayed differently from how we truly look.”


      “Umm, yes? I know a few of them.”


      “And almost every single time, they make me the sexy one! Me! And Sir Zenol gets to be the insanely buff one! It makes me so mad… Do you really even need a sexy character to begin with?!”


      Machina swung her arms in protest. She still had cream on her cheek.


      Hizuki promptly apologized for triggering her.


      “True, Machina tends to get the sexy lady treatment. So, Velly, didja choose these three ladies based on your tastes?” Takahashi asked.


      “I simply appointed them based on their capabilities. I would never take my own proclivities into account when choosing my most important soldiers. They must have talents I lack and a certain level of fighting prowess.”


      “Mmm, guess that rules out me and Hizuki as Dark Peers.”


      “I meant to say the Six Dark Peers needed to be good fighters back when I first formed the group. That wouldn’t necessarily be the case if I were to form a new group of Peers now. With that in mind, you and Hizuki certainly have talents others do not.”


      “Whoa, for real? Eh, we still ain’t immortal, though.”


      While Veltol and Takahashi talked, Machina—who still had cream on her cheek—kept getting angrier.


      “Depictions of the other Dark Peers tend to stay true to the source, though. I mean, sure, Sir Ralsheen is sometimes portrayed as an old man, and May gets glammed up on occasion, but compared to Sir Zenol and I, that doesn’t happen often. Also, there isn’t much to say about that idiot Marcus, but Lady Sihlwald, who you’d think would get the most drastic treatment, is consistently depicted as a beautiful dragon girl, and perhaps that’s all part of the collective unconscious, but what I’m really trying to say here is I wish you’d keep in mind how stereotypes can affect people.”


      “I’m sorry, Machina… That was my bad, so please…,” Hizuki begged.


      “Fine… I’ll forgive you. Not that I was mad to begin with. I’m only telling you all this so you understand. Just give me three days to talk with you about Lord Veltol.”


      “Will it really take three days…?”


      “Yeah, Machina doesn’t know when to stop once you get her worked up like this. Also, Machina, you’ve got cream on your cheek,” Takahashi teased.


      “Huh?! I do?! Why didn’t you say anything sooner?!”


      “May,” Veltol said.


      “What?”


      “What do you think? A merry bunch, aren’t they?”


      “…Yeah.” May looked at Takahashi and Hizuki as she held her ice cream with care. A smile made its way to her face. “They’re both very nice…”


      “Indeed.” Sihlwald nodded. “Pretty impressive for a couple mortals.”


      May grinned. She didn’t know how they felt about her, but as far as she was concerned, the three of them were already friends. Naturally, Takahashi and Hizuki thought the same.


      “Takahashi,” Veltol called out as Takahashi was being scolded by Machina.


      “Yessir!”


      Machina stopped her sermon and stepped back.


      “How are things coming along regarding Aoba?” he asked.


      “Ah, it should work, but I haven’t tested it yet. I don’t even have a test environment for this thing.” Takahashi looked a little sad. “Besides, at its current performance, we still can’t overwrite what happened back then.”


      “That is good enough. Get it ready for use, just in case.”


      “…That’s kinda scary.”


      “This is a serious matter. We are fighting demons, and they currently have us beat in terms of contracts and souls. Better to be prepared, wouldn’t you say?”


      “Gotcha.”


      “Machina,” said May.


      Machina tilted her head and waited for May, who was still holding her ice cream cone, to speak again.


      “I’m sorry.”


      “Huh? Where did that come from? Also, your ice cream is going to melt.”


      “I couldn’t be with you when you needed help the most. We’re friends, and yet I couldn’t be there for someone I love. That…frustrates me so much…”


      Machina gently held May’s hand. “Why are you apologizing? You came back to us. That’s enough. Now we just have to get your body back, leave this city, and return home. That’s it. It’ll all be over soon.”


      “…Yeah.”


      “In return, promise me…you won’t leave me…no, us…again.”


      “Yeah. I promise.”


      May could feel her warmth.


      This was a tender promise, and that made it strong. They both vowed not to break it, no matter what.


      “Machina.”


      May had to say this—to Machina who had searched for her, to everyone who had waited for her.


      “Thank—”


      But those words did not reach them.


      May and Machina’s promise was broken immediately.


      May’s voice was drowned out by a trumpet fanfare that echoed throughout Shibuya. Then a holodisplay popped up in front of Takahashi.


      “Huh? The heck?”


      The demon-summoning app Clavicula had booted up on its own in the virtual environment. Takahashi was not the only one affected; trumpets sounded on every device in Shibuya that had installed Clavicula.


      “What is it, Takahashi?” Hizuki asked.


      “I dunno, this—”


      Before Takahashi could finish, Clavicula kept going.


      “Congratulations.”


      A mechanical female voice sounded through the aether from the holodisplay screen.


      Congratulations, Congratulations, Congratulations. It echoed everywhere.


      “Congratulations. The D-Point goal has been reached. Foolish stray sheep, you used your demons and made them battle, and because you yielded to convenience and pleasure…”


      The voice was robotic and unfeeling.


      “…the required number of Disaster Points has been reached, and the seventh seal has been unlocked. Now implementing Code: Apocalypse.”


      A magic circle appeared in front of Takahashi. Her egg demon that had been on standby manifested with a flash of light.


      The other people in the plaza experienced a change as well. Just like Takahashi, those who had installed Clavicula but kept their demons on standby saw magic circles appear before them, and all their demons were summoned en masse.


      “…Everyone, be on your guard,” Veltol ordered.


      Tension filled the air as the group prepared to act.


      “Takahashi, what’s the situation?” he asked.


      “I dunno. Did it force-summon the demon…? The standby command isn’t working, and I can’t exit the app. Does that mean the code is running independently…?”


      Takahashi got her artificial spirits to help input commands as she tried to quit Clavicula, but nothing worked.


      “Wh-what’s going on?! The demon got out on its own…”


      “Lord Bapho? Why won’t you go back into the app?”


      “The hell is happening? I just wanted to use the aethernet. I don’t give a crap about demons.”


      The people in the plaza were confused, upset—and scared.


      Demons, lower incorporeal beings, received power from negative faith.


      In other words…


      …fear was their favorite food.


      Takahashi thought she saw her egg demon crack a smile.


      “AAAAAAAAAAH!”


      The demon opened its mouth wide and screeched, baring its gums and big molar-like teeth. It jumped at Takahashi.


      “Whoa!”


      Takahashi instinctively shrank back.


      Since she had little combat experience, she didn’t know such a basic self-defense reflex was the wrong move to make.


      Right before the egg demon could bite her…


      “Hmph…!”


      …a golden, curved flash sliced it in half, and the demon disappeared into black dust.


      “You okay, Takahashi?!”


      “Th-thanks, Hizuki…”


      Hizuki had summoned the Blade, one of the Three Sacred Treasures stored in her soul.


      “Excellent slash, Hizuki. You have far surpassed Meldia in swordsmanship,” Veltol said.


      “Thanks. I have a good teacher.” She winked bashfully at Machina.


      “Hey, don’t demons respawn at Level 1 when they die…?” said Takahashi.


      She quickly deleted the virtual environment and disconnected from the aethernet. A small sacrifice to make in order to stay safe.


      “…Machina,” said May.


      “May…?” Machina looked at May, who was pale. “What’s the matter?”


      “I don’t know… Something’s coming.”


      May’s words did not reach Machina.


      “KIIIIIIIIIIIIIII-YYAAAAAAAAA!”


      “PRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR!”


      “AH-HA-HA-HA-HA-HA-HA-HA-HA-HA!”


      The earsplitting screams of the demons resounded in every corner of the city.


      Hell had manifested in Shibuya.


      The demons proceeded to attack their summoners.


      “Aggghhhhh!”


      A demon that had been carrying a woman’s bag punched her.


      “S-stop…!”


      Another demon clawed a man it had been bodyguarding.


      “I-it hurtssss…!”


      One demon bit a child it had been soothing.


      “Help! Help!”


      Blood dripped, flesh tore, and bones broke. Screams, yells, and shrieks echoed all around. A flying vehicle lost control and crashed into a building, starting a fire. Alarms rang, and the City Guard’s chaotic sirens followed.


      “Verbull!”


      Veltol activated a spell, launching a black mana bullet that ruptured high in the sky and rained down on all the demons. The bullet fragments were weaker and slower than normal, but still strong enough to pierce their targets.


      However…


      “…They’re getting resummoned.”


      The vanished demons reappeared from the magic circles.


      “We can’t save everyone; there’s too many attacking!” Sihlwald said while blasting away a demon that was rounding on a child.


      Most of the Shibuya residents who had summoned demons were equipped with a Familia, which meant they could use magic and had the means to protect themselves. However, many lacked combat experience, and the sudden onslaught had taken them by surprise.


      “What’s wrong, Takahashi?” Hizuki asked.


      “This demon rampage…,” Takahashi muttered, lost in thought. “The whole thing was planned…”


      “Good observation. Of course you noticed,” someone replied in the middle of the pandemonium.


      “Don’t worry,” the person added. “The demons won’t kill their summoners.”


      A nun outfit. A messy wimple. An inverted-cross rosary. Black hair.


      “Demons feed on negative faith. They’d lose their food if they killed their humans. They’re gonna hurt the summoners just enough so they won’t die, to siphon all the fear they can get.”


      May, who had the same face as this person, spoke their name: “The Morning Star…”


      The individual at the center of this chaos.


      “Heya,” she said. “We meet again.”


      “It’s her…”


      “The Morning Star…”


      Takahashi and Hizuki gasped; the Morning Star and May were nearly identical.


      “I know about you guys, Takahashi and Hizuki. We last met when I was in Ange’s body. But, eh, I don’t care about either of you.”


      The Morning Star snapped her fingers, deploying a magic circle from which an individual appeared: a girl with blue-silver hair, dressed like a nun and wearing a black visor.


      “Ange…?!” Machina exclaimed.


      Indeed, this was the person controlling May’s body. In fact, it wasn’t actually Ange, but May’s original body.


      “Ange is just the artificial spirit controlling this thing,” said the Morning Star. “That boy thinks he can get her back… But I don’t believe he’ll win. I’ve felt that way from the start. This is all just to buy me some time.”


      Ange’s head hung limply like a doll’s, unresponsive to the Morning Star’s monologue.


      “Thanks to the people of Shibuya using the demons, the seventh seal has been broken.”


      A crack ran across Ange’s visor, and it broke, revealing her eyes.


      “Now the shackles are undone. And that means I’m reborn.”


      The Morning Star loudly proclaimed:


      “Rejoice, old humanity! Let’s begin the resurrection—my Easter!”


      A transformation occurred.


      The Morning Star disappeared into particles of light. At the same time, something changed within Ange—the vessel that was May’s original body.


      Her blue-silver hair slowly turned black from the roots to the ends, and her open eyes turned a similarly dark hue. Ange’s body had become a flesh and blood demon, showing plainly whose property it was.


      A black halo appeared on her back.


      “Come back to me, May,” the Morning Star said. She wore a kind and charming smile.


      “Machi—”


      It happened in the blink of an eye. May’s body vanished into light, almost in sync with Ange’s. Her clothes momentarily floated in the air.


      And then May’s ice cream fell to the ground with a splat.


      “…May?” said Machina.


      Nobody responded.


      The ice cream melted into a puddle.


      “No…”


      Veltol, Takahashi, and Sihlwald knew what was happening. They had seen this same phenomenon before.


      They could never forget the tragedy they had witnessed on the iron island of Yokohama. The phenomenon that turned a body into aether and extracted the soul.


      Just as the Morning Star and May disappeared, the heavens of Shibuya transformed. The sky supported by the giant’s spine vanished to reveal a skyscape split between day and night. The borders of Shibuya disappeared, too, replaced by the light of dawn and a deep blue night that extended across a boundless horizon.


      The only thing up there was a shining golden star.


      “I’ll give you the honor of meeting…the new Demon Lord!”


      This marked the demon’s advent.


      “Ha-ha…”


      It was one of the seven deadly sins in Earth theology.


      Vice incarnated, the ruler of both pride and wrath. A being of pure malice said to have been cast out of Heaven. The fully-realized, universal image of evil subconsciously feared and abhorred by all believers. The greatest common divisor of fantasy on a planet that lacked the fantastical.


      “Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”


      The Morning Star had transformed.


      Her glorious, divine figure struck a majestic stance. She was the epitome of a fallen angel: a spinning, expanding black halo on her back, six pairs of black, burning wings that shed feathers, and a jet-black halo crowning her head.


      Venus, the Shining Star, the Dawn, the Mournful Traitor Who Shuns the Firmament, the Morning Star Alight on the Surface.


      A demon lord.


      Her body and bearing served as a model for lowlifes to emulate.


      The Morning Star then spoke:


      “Amen.”


      Her wings were faintly translucent, a blackening phenomenon seen when there was excessive pressure on the aether.


      “Ahhh, getting my own flesh feels better than I thought it would. Thank you, May. I’ll make good use of this vessel; you be a good girl and stay dead.”


      The Morning Star spread her wings as if to feel the world with her entire body.


      “You intend to use May’s body to elevate demonkind to the new apex of creation?” Veltol asked.


      “Yep. It’s gonna take a while to make the demons independent, and we’ll need humans for them to feed on, but not you guys. Your existence clashes with my goals, so I’m just gonna kill you all.”


      “Heh… And here I was thinking about how to torture you to death.”


      Veltol glared daggers at the Morning Star.


      Ire burned in the eyes of Machina, Sihlwald, Takahashi, and Hizuki as well. If looks could kill, the Morning Star would have died a thousand times over already.


      “Oooh, how scary.”


      Reality did not work that way, however.


      The demon jested at their expense.


      “Now die.”


      Veltol was the first to react. He summoned and equipped his black soul armament with a ceremonial gesture. Then he activated his mana and inched toward the Morning Star.


      “You’re so scary, Veltol. I’m kicking you out first.”


      The Morning Star snapped her fingers.


      “Wha—?!”


      Veltol’s body vanished into thin air.


      The Demon Lord was gone in the blink of an eye. No resistance, no warning. It was all too sudden.


      “Velly?!”


      “Veltol!”


      “Lord Veltol!”


      “Relax,” said Sihlwald. She pacified the three girls who had just lost May and Veltol in quick succession right before their eyes. “Veltol will be fine. We must keep going. Got it?”


      “…You’re right,” Machina replied.


      She and Sihlwald summoned their soul armaments. Machina activated her mana, dyeing her hair and eyes a fiery red.


      “Takahashi, Hizuki—you two stay back,” Sihlwald said while keeping her gaze on the Morning Star.


      “G-gotcha!”


      “Be careful.”


      Takahashi and Hizuki weren’t strong enough to join the fight.


      “You sure are ready to rock, huh? Did the concept of a peaceful solution ever cross your mind?”


      The Morning Star made no move to attack. She remained apathetic.


      “We’ll give it some thought if you cease this chaos and return May’s body,” Sihlwald replied.


      “Ha! Sorry, but nah! I want you all to die!”


      “In that case…we will take May back from you.”


      “Oh, Duchess of the Dazzling Blaze. That’s impossible.” The Morning Star smiled. “I destroyed the shackle. Ange is gone. My soul and May’s have blended together. This is my body now.”


      “We will save her regardless. I promised May I wouldn’t leave her again.” Machina was brimming with determination and cold hostility. “I will take May back.”


      The fight against nonfantastical Earth’s Demon Lord began.

    
  


  
    
      CHAPTER FOUR


      The Boy Who Looks Inside His Inherited Blade, and the Conclusion of His Fate and Karma


      The instantaneous change of environment startled Veltol, but he quickly regained his composure.


      Magic that teleports another person, hm?


      Before his eyes was an azure sky, and his feet weren’t touching the ground. That let him know he was still in Shibuya—in midair.


      He looked around. SHIBUYA666 was south.


      He was far from the plaza. Likely at the end of Dai-Daikanyama, which was spacious and nearly empty.


      After a 65-foot freefall, Veltol landed in a fenced-in outdoor basketball court.


      This spell cannot possibly be cast consecutively or en masse; that would be far too convenient. The Morning Star must have rigged a demon contract to send only me away. Interesting move, I will admit.


      He stood up, wary of his surroundings.


      “Wow… The Morning Star really brought you here. Demons know how to keep their promises,” someone said from behind Veltol. “So demon contracts can teleport other people, huh? Well, she wanted you outta there, and I wanted you here. Thankfully, that means there’s no stupid compensation.”


      Veltol turned around to see who had spoken.


      “Hey.” The person raised a hand.


      Black and red hair. Salmon-pink and brown skin. Ruby-red and tea-brown eyes.


      It was the stitched boy. He held a basketball.


      It’s him…, Veltol thought.


      The boy looked at Veltol and said, “We finally mee—”


      Before he could finish—


      “Dell Ray.”


      Veltol did not hesitate or think.


      Wondering why this boy was there or what he’d been doing at the massage parlor would be a waste of time.


      A black flash of light shot from Veltol’s fingertips and pulverized the boy’s head. The stitched boy fell onto his back, and a puddle of blood began spreading across the court. The basketball dropped from his hands and rolled to Veltol’s feet.


      “Hey,” Veltol spat coldly at boy’s corpse, gripping the basketball with his long fingers. “Enough games, kid. I am busy. Get back up.”


      The corpse moved. Its flesh, bones, and blood fell back into place like puzzle pieces, and its body regenerated.


      The stitched boy was whole again. The puddle of blood on the basketball court vanished without a trace.


      “Sheesh.” The boy who had supposedly died slowly rose to his feet and shot Veltol a protesting glance. “You always greet people by killing them? I was trying to be friendly.”


      “You should have put some effort into concealing your hostility if that was your intention. Learn some manners before using Zenol’s name.”


      Veltol threw the basketball at the boy—at Zenol—with one hand.


      “Huh… You could tell it was me? You’ve never actually seen my face, right?”


      Zenol caught the ball, surprised.


      “Your hostile aura reeks. It’s unforgettable.”


      “Okay, so I’m the guy who was inside the armor. Are you disappointed I’m not the Zenol you know?”


      “Not really. I had no expectations. I may have the first time I heard your name, but after we faced off beneath Shinjuku, I was immediately sure you were not him. I didn’t get my hopes up. You are simply one scoundrel appropriating Zenol’s name. No more, no less.”


      “Uh-huh.”


      “And there was one thing I suspected ever since our battle in Shinjuku. The way you regenerated just now—you must be an immortal. Zenol’s regeneration was quite similar.”


      “…”


      Zenol bounced the ball.


      “I would be lying if I claimed I wasn’t a bit surprised that the person copying Zenol’s regeneration, swordplay, and name turned out to be a dull child in a suit of armor. But that is all.”


      “Oh? A child, huh? You can gauge how old an immortal is?” Zenol threw the ball back at Veltol.


      “Who do you take me for? I am the Demon Lord Veltol, ruler of the Immortal Kingdom. One look and a little chat is all I need to determine how long an immortal has existed. And I can tell you have not been one for long. Perhaps a few years at most.”


      “…”


      “And you have this dissonance between your body and your mind—something specific to those who did not become immortal out of their own desire. I take it you have yet to come to terms with discarding your mortality.”


      “…How am I supposed to come to terms with this body?” the stitched boy asked with aggravation.


      “So,” the Demon Lord began as he threw the ball, “despite your hostility, you came here without your armor and chose to talk to me. You had no intention of engaging me in battle immediately, yes? What is it you want?”


      Zenol caught the ball. “Nothing, really… I just wanted to have a chat before I killed you… Or more like, I wanted you to hear me out. No profound reason.”


      “…Very well. I am a busy man, but you’ve piqued my interest.”


      Veltol raised his hand.


      He knew he couldn’t waste his time here. But this individual was somehow related to the Duke of the Karmic Sword, and as the Demon Lord, Veltol felt compelled to learn about him.


      Moreover, Sihlwald and Machina were handling things with the Morning Star. He trusted his vassals.


      “Tell me what you want me to hear,” said Veltol.


      Zenol bounced the ball.
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      He remembered the color white.


      A toothless dwarf in a white coat took him to a spacious, pure-white room where the floor and walls were a shade of white so immaculate they felt fake.


      It had playground equipment, which made the place seem more like a park than a room. There were also toys, books, a basketball court, and a soccer goal.


      In addition to the adult in the white coat, there were teenage boys and girls of various species playing either in groups or by themselves.


      A cheerful elf boy was running around, while a smart-looking human girl was reading a business book.


      At the time, he didn’t recognize the IHMI logo on the ceiling or the equipment on the children’s heads running scans and tests.


      He nervously stepped into this place for the first time.


      “This boy here will be joining you all starting today. Be good to him,” the dwarf in the white coat said to the children before leaving.


      He was alone in an unknown place amid unfamiliar people. He looked down, ready to cry from the anxiety, when…


      “Hey!”


      …somebody called out to him.


      He raised his head and looked at who had spoken.


      It was a boy. His skin was brown, his ears pointy, and his hair red and short. His eyes were like beautiful, shining rubies—all characteristics of a dark elf, and this boy seemed to be around his age. He carried a basketball at his side and grinned.


      “You’re the new guy!” The boy spoke quickly and animatedly. “I’m Robin. The staff calls me Number Four Haru, but you can just call me Robin. You’re… Wait, let me guess. Patra is Number Five Ange, so you’ve gotta be Number Six Elle!”


      “No, I’m Number Seven Finn…”


      “What?! They skipped a number?!” Robin held his head in vexation.


      “Why do you—?”


      “Call me Robin!”


      “S-sorry. Robin…why the two names?”


      “Because numbers are boring. We took our names from the people in the books!” another person replied warmly. A short human girl popped her head out from behind Robin’s back.


      “Robin took his from Robin Hood!” she added.


      “Robin Hood?”


      “A gentleman thief from the past! I’ll let you borrow the book! My name’s Patra! I was going to choose Cleopatra, but then I was torn between Patra or Cleo, and in the end, I chose Patra because I found it easier to say! Nice to meet you!”


      Patra grinned at him from ear to ear.


      “The big guy here is Drake,” said Robin. “Like the great pirate Francis Drake. He doesn’t talk much, but he’s real nice.”


      The ogre boy called Drake wore a broad, kind smile and extended his hand toward him. “Nice to meet you.”


      “S-same here…”


      Drake’s hand was huge, but gentle and warm.


      “And the little fella over there is Penolet. You know The Adventure of Penolet, right?”


      “I don’t, actually…”


      “Oh. Well, you can read that one later, too. Penolet! Come say hi!”


      The goblin named Penolet closed the book he was reading and walked up to him with his fist held out.


      “Mm,” he said.


      “Wh-what?”


      “For you.”


      Penolet looked away and handed something over. It was a wrapped chocolate bar.


      “Th-thanks…”


      “Mm.”


      Penolet returned to his original spot and went back to reading.


      “You can read any of the books here. Which one do you want?” Robin asked.


      “I-I’m fine being Finn…”


      “No!” Patra interjected. “Let’s get you a new name! It’ll be better that way!”


      “Heh-heh-heh. I have a good one.”


      Robin ran off, then hurried back with a book in his hand.


      “The Dark Swordsman and the Dark Sword…?”


      Robin opened the book and shoved it in his face. There was an illustration of a swordsman in black armor holding a black sword.


      Robin pointed at the swordsman and said:


      “Your new name is…Zenol!”


      Patra was against the idea. “What?! But Zenol is a bad guy! Why not Gram instead?”


      “You’re so dumb, Patra. That’s what makes it cool!”


      Robin’s smile was refreshing, his eyes glowing like rubies. He was magnificent to an enviable degree. He wanted to be like him.


      So he asked about the story.


      “Wh-what’s the book about?”


      “Do you know how to read?”


      “N-no…”


      “Oh well. Patra! Read it for him!”


      “Don’t let Robin fool you. He’s no good at reading, either.”


      “Aw, shut it! I can already read most stuff!”


      “Yeah, yeah. Give me a second, okay?”


      Patra grabbed the book and began reading.
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      Once upon a time, there was a swordsman.


      Born to human and therian parents and bullied by both species as a boy, he was unable to make any friends.


      He looked up to the legend of the strongest swordsman in the world. He, too, wanted to become the strongest swordsman in the world, and so he began training and using a helmet to hide his ancestry.


      Along the way, he learned the sword from the strongest swordsman in the world, killed many people in war, and got stronger and stronger through much training and many battles.


      The boy then thought, If only I had an immortal body, I could keep learning the sword.


      So the boy looked for the legend.


      A sword that made its owner immortal.


      He left on a journey to find the dark sword. He crossed thunderous seas, dry deserts, and lifeless wastelands, and the boy eventually became a man, and finally a real swordsman.


      At the end of his adventure, he obtained the dark sword.


      The dark sword’s name was Zenol. A black sword that would later be translated as the Karmic Sword in another world.


      However, dark swords always came with a curse.


      In exchange for making its owner immortal, it ate its owner’s experience with the sword. The swordsman, now immortal, could no longer improve his swordsmanship.


      He fell into despair. He had obtained an immortal body to keep improving his swordsmanship, yet that was taken from him.


      The swordsman, in a fit of rage, killed other swordsmen and collected their swords until he ended up forgetting his own name, becoming only the Dark Swordsman.


      Hundreds of years later, a man appeared before the Dark Swordsman. His hair was long and black, his aura like a dark wind.


      The Dark Swordsman and the man fought.


      The Dark Swordsman knew the sword better. But the man overcame him in combat.


      He looked down at the fallen swordsman and said, “Come with me, Dark Swordsman. While your blade may no longer be sharpened, it would be a shame to allow it to rot. Use it for my sake.”


      The Dark Swordsman was desired by someone for the first time in his life. He knelt and bowed his head before his new lord.


      “I will be but a sword from this moment on. My name is Zenol, and I shall serve you.”


      And so he took on the name of the Dark Sword itself to be his king’s blade and instruct him in swordsmanship.


      This would later come to be known as the story of the Duke of the Karmic Sword.


      The end.
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      The name Zenol had three meanings.


      One: The Dark Sword Zenol.


      Two: The Duke of the Karmic Sword Zenol, who inherited the Dark Sword’s name.


      Three: The boy Zenol, who took his name from the story.


      Years went by since Zenol arrived at the orphanage. He grew taller and wiser and learned to put that wisdom to good use.


      The orphanage’s staff told him that this orphanage was sponsored and run by IHMI. The children were provided clothing, food, and shelter, plus a high level of education and rigorous training, and they were sometimes subjected to clinical drug trials. They left the orphanage either through adoption or, if enough time had passed, through employment at IHMI or its related businesses.


      Life in the orphanage was not all sunshine and rainbows. Although they had books and toys, they weren’t allowed to go outside—a cruel treatment for young children. Even so, they were spared from the cold and the need to look for food scraps in the garbage. And most importantly, they had their friends. While difficult, it was not a bad life.


      The orphanage had a few classrooms, and Zenol’s classmates were Robin, Patra, Drake, and Penolet. The large, white room was a shared place used for teaching classes. Their spot was in one corner.


      They sat on the jungle gym and looked at the shared space from above. Robin sat at Zenol’s side. The basketball court was right next to them. Robin had also grown quite a lot, but his ruby eyes shone as bright as ever.


      Zenol was friends with his other classmates, too, but his best friend was without a doubt Robin. Zenol respected him as the center and leader of the classroom.


      Robin pointed at the reading corner. “Look, Zenol. We have a rare visitor today.”


      “Huh?”


      Zenol glanced up from the book he was reading and saw a dark elf man wearing a crimson suit. Multiple staff members accompanied the flashy visitor.


      The man in the suit talked with one person—the headstrong girl who was always reading business books with an unfriendly look on her face. She was around Zenol’s age.


      “Number Seventeen Kelfinn,” the man said to her. “I hear you’ve obtained excellent grades. This is your new identity. Remember it.”


      He handed a piece of paper to the girl.


      “IHMI HQ’s third secretarial office… And my surname is…Kinohara? Understood.”


      “Species and gender are of no importance to me. My focus is solely on skills and achievements. If you do good work, you might be promoted to the first secretarial office…in other words, as my right hand. The path there might be difficult…but I expect great things from you, Kinohara.”


      The man in the suit turned his back to the girl and left. For a moment, it felt as though he had glanced at Zenol.


      “She came here around the same time you did,” Robin said to Zenol.


      “Uh-huh.”


      “And she got out before us…”


      “Yeah… I’ve never talked to her, so I don’t know what she’s like, though…”


      “Eh, we’ll be outta here in a year either way. Man, I hope I get a good job and a cushy life, too.”


      “Yeah…”


      Zenol and Robin looked up from the jungle gym at the pure-white ceiling. The shared space had seemed so huge when they’d first arrived at the orphanage, yet now it felt so cramped.


      “Boys! You better not be late! The teacher’s calling us!” Patra said, as lively as ever.


      “We know!” Robin replied, slightly annoyed but also a little happy.


      This was their daily routine.


      “Man, that Patra. She acts like she’s our mom or something, and I feel like it gets worse every year.”


      Despite his remark, he didn’t seem to hate it in the least.


      “Hey.” Robin jumped off the jungle gym and asked Zenol, “What’re you gonna do once you leave here?”


      “I dunno.”


      He had never thought about it. Nor did he want to.


      “But if it’s at all possible…”


      He had a wish. A hope he knew wouldn’t come true. Even so, even if it was selfish, he couldn’t help but wish for it.


      “…I wanna be with everyone even after we leave the orphanage.”


      “Well, duh!” Robin said, his beautiful ruby eyes on Zenol, who envied their hue. “Everyone, c’mere!”


      Patra and the others gathered at Robin’s call.


      “What is it? We’re gonna be late.”


      “What’s up, Robin?”


      “Mm?”


      Patra, Drake, Penolet, and Robin. Zenol was always with them and wanted to stay that way. One could say they were all he had.


      “We’re gonna be together forever. We’ll never leave each other no matter what.” Robin extended his arm forward, hand facing down.


      “That’s impossible, Robin,” said Patra. “We’re all going to be separated in a year…”


      “Nope! Even if we end up a little far apart, we’ll meet again! And even if we don’t, we’re always together! Forever! Our hearts are connected!”


      His voice brimmed with confidence.


      “Don’t be embarrassing, Robin.”


      “He’s right, though.”


      “…Mm.”


      Despite their embarrassment, everyone placed their hands on top of Robin’s.


      “We’re together as one.”


      Zenol placed his hand last, and then they raised them in sync.


      “Yeah! Together forever!”


      Robin picked the basketball up off the floor.


      “Yeah. Forever.”


      He threw it at the hoop. The ball flew in a curve toward the net, high into the sky.


      Everyone watched with a smile.
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      The first function to be restored was his hearing.


      The electrocardiogram monitor beeped steadily.


      “Ohhh, you’re awake!” he heard someone say.


      Even with his eyes open, he could see nothing. He could make out the lights, but they were out of focus.


      “Regained consciousness at 792 hours, 44 minutes, and 4 seconds post-op. The experiment is a success!”


      His vision returned little by little. A familiar old dwarf in a lab coat flashed his disgusting, toothless smile.


      “He should’ve woken up the moment he matched with the Dark Sword… Maybe the soul defrag optimization took that much time? Anyway, we can review that later. Let’s just celebrate that it worked! Now I can get a bigger budget and continue my research!”


      Zenol was confused by the researcher’s excitement.


      “How are you feeling, Number Seven Finn? Your vitals look good, but how’s everything feel? Anything hurt? Any discomfort? In any case, you have a permanently healthy body now. I’m kinda jealous… Hmmm. All values are stable, and we’ve identified the factor. Oh, you must be confused, since you just woke up. We should keep you under observation.”


      The old dwarf typed on his PDA.


      “Number Seventeen Finn… No, was it Zenol your friends called you, right? Rejoice! You are now the real Zenol. Too bad about your pretty face… But don’t be sad; that’s minimal. Anyhow, I’ll see you later.”


      The old dwarf left.


      Zenol couldn’t comprehend what the dwarf was talking about. He hadn’t the slightest clue what happened to him.


      He remembered up to when they took him and his classmates to the doctor’s office underground, and nothing more.


      He was lying on a bed and staring at a pure-white ceiling. All the orphanage’s ceilings were the same, so it told him nothing.


      He sat up and looked around.


      “This is…”


      The smell of medicine hit his nose. He knew this room—it was the doctor’s office.


      He looked down at his hand and became speechless.


      “…?”


      His arm was riddled with tubes and needles…and parts he did not recognize.


      His right thumb, index, and middle fingers were his, but his ring and pinkie were thinner, like a girl’s, and stitched together. His left hand was smaller starting from the wrist.


      “Wh-what the…?”


      He rose from the bed and placed his feet on the floor. The difference in length and width between his two legs made him lose balance and fall over.


      He limped over to the mirror and held it in a desperate attempt to understand his face.


      Black hair, salmon-pink skin, and charred-tea-brown eyes. That was the same as always. Normal. His face. Nothing wrong. Nothing changed.


      But that was only his right side.


      From his forehead and through his brows, diagonally through the bridge of his nose, ran a stitched scar, delineating his left side’s color change.


      Brown skin, a long and pointy ear, red hair, and in the left eye socket…an enviable, lustrous ruby-red eye.


      “Ah…”


      That was when he realized…


      “AAAHHH!!!”


      …these parts belonged to his friend Robin.


      These features he so adored had turned terrifying. Panicked, Zenol tried pulling out his left eye.


      No pain. Only a sensation of touch.


      He pulled his nerves apart and gouged out his eyes. His vision returned soon after, and the red gemlike eyeball on the floor crumbled to dust.


      This was how an immortal regenerated.


      Zenol had become immortal.


      “Nice to meet you.”


      He remembered Drake’s strong and gentle warmth.


      “For you.”


      He remembered Penolet’s blunt kindness.


      “Yeah! Together forever!”


      He remembered Patra’s always lively smile.


      “We’re together forever. We won’t leave each other no matter what.”


      He remembered Robin’s voice full of hope.


      Zenol understood it now.


      The shape of these fingers, these legs—he knew them. He saw them every day.


      This body—its parts—belonged to the people who had always been with him, and whom he wanted to always be with.
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      The basketball Zenol had tossed arced through the air and fell into the net. The hoop shook, and the ball bounced on the ground.


      “During the Immortal Hunt before the Second City War,” Zenol muttered at Veltol, “the hunted immortals weren’t just used as fuel for the Immortal Furnace.”


      That made no difference to Zenol.


      “They were also used as guinea pigs to manufacture the kind of immortality humanity dreamed of. I’m talking human experimentation. Immortality tends to happen incidentally or based on an individual’s qualities. No one has found a way to replicate that, even to this day.”


      Veltol did not respond.


      Zenol wasn’t expecting much from him. He simply wanted to be heard, to spit out what had built up inside him.


      “The place I was in wasn’t just IHMI’s elite education orphanage. It was also the testing ground for creating immortals. And I happened to be the first successful attempt.”


      Zenol picked the ball back up and continued.


      “The Duke of the Karmic Sword was caught in the Immortal Hunt, fed to the Immortal Furnace, and turned into mana and energy for Shinjuku. But a while after his soul was converted into aether, something was retrieved from the bottom of the furnace.”


      And that was…


      “…The Dark Sword Zenol. The Duke of the Karmic Sword’s immortal factor.”


      “The Dark Sword Zenol…,” Veltol said at last. “So that is why you and Duke Zenol have the same regeneration…”


      “Yeah. My soul fused with the Dark Sword. I’m its current owner.”


      “The Dark Sword has two curses. First, it renders the owner unable to improve their performance with the sword—it permanently stalls their skills.”


      And one more.


      “It also devours whomever it deems unskilled enough with the blade.”


      Though Zenol was a dark sword, it chose its owner much like a holy sword did. Only a gifted swordsman could obtain it, but then they would remain stuck at their current skill level. That was why it was called the Karmic Sword.


      “You know a lot about the Dark Sword.” Zenol aimed at the hoop and threw the ball.


      “I believe I know it far better than you.”


      “I guess. Though I’ll say, the immortality bonus is more like a curse to me.”


      The ball hit the hoop and bounced back.


      “Did the Dark Sword choose you?” Veltol asked.


      That blade would devour a mediocre swordfighter. It was a sword that ate its swordsman. The Dark Sword Zenol only accepted those who craved further strength despite their natural talent and many years of experience.


      “Do you know about curse immunity?” Zenol asked.


      Veltol nodded. The ball rolled over to his feet. “It is the inherent ability to negates curses. So that’s how you overcame the Dark Sword’s curses?”


      “Nah, it works a bit different from what you’re thinking. Curse immunity isn’t that convenient; it only gives part of your body resistance to curses. In my case, 35% of my body was immune, including my brain and spine.”


      “You mean…?”


      “You figured it out.”


      Zenol pointed to the left side of his face. The one with brown skin and a ruby red eye.


      “My body…our body was put together by gathering parts with high curse resistance. It just so happened that the most vital parts of my body were resistant. Robin, Patra, Drake, Penolet… Their skin, bones, and organs are now mine.”


      Zenol grabbed his chest as though clutching his heart from the outside.


      “They cut my beloved friends into pieces and stitched them together to create a curse immunity that could withstand the Dark Sword Zenol. They got past any transplant rejections by having Zenol’s immortality force the body to regenerate. Now you have me, an artificial immortal.”


      IHMI’s CEO, Marcus, had strong ties with the Guild. Through this connection, a few years after becoming immortal, Zenol became an agent—a Hero of the Guild.


      “I can’t do a lot with Patra’s left hand, and it’s real pain in the ass getting the correct shoe size for Penolet’s right foot… But y’know…I wish they’d switched my dick with Drake’s. His was huge… Ha-ha…”


      Zenol laughed with self-derision as he pointed to parts of his stitched-together body.


      He was joking and being crass on purpose. Laughing at his own situation was a way to cope. Zenol was aware of this, but he couldn’t stop himself.


      “And I used to love Robin’s eyes so much…but they’re not nearly that nice on me. I realized they only looked as dazzling as they were because he had them.”


      “…”


      Veltol said nothing. He picked the ball up in silence while listening to Zenol.


      “It’s not a bad thing that my body’s immortal… Problem’s the soul. Since it fused with the Dark Sword, I get rushes of its previous owner’s memories. And that’s not all. I’m influenced by the Duke of the Karmic Sword himself. My swordfighting technique isn’t even mine… His experiences and memories just became mine through the Dark Sword.”


      Zenol covered his face with his hand.


      “You have any idea what that’s like?! Zenol’s previous owner, the Duke of the Karmic Sword—his memories and feelings are etched into the sword! And that shit’s affecting me! I don’t even know you, Veltol, but this thing makes me want to kneel before you! Makes me want to bow my head! Vow loyalty to you!”


      Zenol deeply respected Veltol despite his own wishes. That feeling had intensified every day since he became immortal, even without meeting Veltol. He felt loyalty toward a stranger.


      This was the cause of Zenol’s malice toward Veltol. Even after his soul’s demise, the Duke of the Karmic Sword’s unceasing loyalty to Veltol overwhelmed the boy’s mind. The stronger the devotion grew against his wishes, the stronger his ire became against its unfairness.


      “This soul was happy to see you! In spite of my own feelings! A dead man is tying me down! You have any idea how it feels?! Is this even me anymore?! Most of my body is made up of other people! My arms and legs are different sizes, my organs are someone else’s, and my friends—my pals I talked about the future with, the ones I tussled with—they’re parts of me now! That much I could handle. I mean, we’re together forever, right? But it’s not just this body… My very soul is infected! I have these memories of a guy I never knew and respect for another guy who’s a complete stranger… Are these feelings my own…? What even makes me…me…? Tell me, Veltol… I… Me… Who am I?”


      He threw everything out. All he had bottled up, he exposed to the man he wanted to kill.


      Zenol’s very identity was unstable.


      He had a faint hope the Duke of the Karmic Sword’s lord might have an answer.


      “I see.” Veltol bounced the ball as he finally spoke. “I hear you. Your painful past deserves pity. You were given my loyal retainer’s Dark Sword Zenol and became immortal. And even before that, your true name was Zenol. It was but a coincidence—or to put more poetically, fate. Indeed, yours is a complex tragedy that would bring anyone to tears. With all that in mind, I shall tell you this.”


      Veltol threw the basketball at the hoop with perfect form.


      Zenol had hope. He possessed the Dark Sword that once belonged to the Demon Lord’s retainer. Perhaps Veltol would take Zenol’s past into consideration and offer an answer. He could give this boy solace.


      And Zenol’s heartfelt screams that clung to this thin thread of hope…


      “I do not care.”


      …were met with four simple words.


      “…”


      Zenol merely gulped. He didn’t bat an eye.


      The basketball was sucked into the hoop with a magnificent curve.


      “Zenol’s memories are affecting you? They make you want to vow loyalty to me? What of it? Do not let that get to your head. You are not the Duke of the Karmic Sword. You are just a pitiful immortal boy. You have nothing to do with me.”


      Veltol stated every word with clear intent.


      “Your life has been a tragedy. That much I’ll admit. Of all the immortals I’ve met, you are the first one constructed from the flesh and bones of your friends.”


      He spoke as though teaching him a lesson.


      “But there is nothing special about an immortal’s tragedy. The only one impressed by the tragedy is the individual themselves. If you want to boast about your misfortunes, go scribble them on the bathroom wall.”


      Bathroom wall was slang for the aethernet.


      “And as far as I am concerned, the Duke of the Karmic Sword was not the kind of man to fuss over such trifles.”


      “Tri…fles…”


      A hollow laugh escaped Zenol. The ball bounced on the court with a short and hollow rhythm.


      “Ah-ha-ha…”


      His one bit of hope was dashed.


      “…Of course.”


      He knew what Veltol said was 100% true.


      Zenol had gotten his hopes up and despaired all on his own. He was a pitiful fool for expecting kind and comforting words from the man he wanted to kill.


      “Then die for my sake, Veltol.”


      Zenol had to kill him.


      “At the very least, then I’ll no longer feel loyal to you…”


      He shot all his anger and hostility at Veltol so that he could become himself. He was convinced his heart would be soothed if Veltol disappeared. He knew the resentment was unjustified, but he had nothing else.


      A black wind blew.


      “Very well. As the leader of the immortals, I shall teach you…,” Veltol declared, “…who’s the boss here.”


      That was the last straw.


      “Alternative, initialize!”


      With those words, Zenol’s whole body was enveloped in black light.


      The light settled in an instant, and black armor covered him from head to toe.


      This was the fifth-generation magi-gear Alternative.


      “I hate this power, but I’ll use anything I can.”


      His voice came out muffled and mechanized.


      “Between my immortal body, this fifth-gen MG, and Zenol’s swordsmanship I got from the Dark Sword, you don’t stand a chance against me. Our fight was cut short last time, but it’s no contest now. You’re going down.”


      Zenol pointed the end of his giant gunsword at Veltol, and the two sensors in the Alternative’s eyes flashed in mystical sync with his drive to kill.
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      Unlike Zerobase, its sister gear designed for mass production, Alternative was a prototype with multiple experimental features, higher general performance, and more scalable equipment.


      When Zenol met Machina in Goar, he was heavily equipped for his mission. But for this duel, he chose something with better mobility. It was more powerful than Zerobase, but in exchange, the burden on its pilot was far greater. Zenol had overcome this downside with his immortality.


      “A duel is not decided on specs. It is only decided after it ends. However,” Veltol said, “I acknowledge you. Zenol’s skills and your dexterity with that armor are indeed your own strengths. And you’ve currently surpassed me in terms of specs.”


      “Currently…? You make it sound like you can go higher.”


      “I can,” Veltol replied immediately. “I have a far stronger form available through high faith and aether density. Unfortunately, I cannot achieve those conditions here.”


      “Ha! Then what’s the point?”


      “You think I would expose meaningless knowledge at a time like this?”


      “…What are you talking about?”


      Zenol had him outspecced. No question about it.


      Veltol was just bluffing. It was nonsensical bravado. That much Zenol could be sure of. Yet this felt somehow familiar, and chills went down his spine.


      “I have no reason to hold back. Let me show you.”


      Zenol was hit with déjà vu—but the feeling wasn’t his own. It came from the memories of the Duke of the Karmic Sword, from his first meeting and fight with Veltol.


      “Sear this into your retinas, boy. And be proud that you are the first to witness it.”


      Veltol swung his arms.


      “I have been through four big battles since I was resurrected in this age. This is the culmination of that experience.”


      He made the ceremonial gesture for summoning his soul armament.


      “Dye the black skies…”


      And then he said a short chant.


      The Demon Lord proclaimed the name.


      “Vernal-Voras.”


      A black wind blew.


      The wind turned into a gale, then into a storm that swirled the aether and shrouded the Demon Lord at its center.


      Zenol was frozen in place, doing nothing against the gust even within Alternative.


      It looked like Veltol was defenseless at first glance, but Zenol’s decision was right. This was not just an aether gust coming from mana output. It worked as a barrier that bounced off and tore apart any who approached.


      Zenol had no way of knowing, but this was a counter built with hacking Black ICE as reference.


      The wind spiral eventually lost momentum, revealing the man in the middle of it.


      There, Zenol saw it.


      “What…is that…?”


      It was not Veltol’s second form, not even the momentarily glimpse he’d shown of that form when fighting Sihlwald. He couldn’t access those with the current aether.


      Veltol wore a short jacket and a cloak tied to his hip. They were dyed in the red of blood and the black of darkness.


      He wore a copper gauntlet and held a katana as long as he was tall, enveloped in bluish-black flames of mana. His long, black hair was tied up high on his head, and he had his eyes closed.


      His gear looked far lighter and more vulnerable than his usual black armor. However, Zenol didn’t think it was lacking in defense; if anything, Veltol looked more overwhelming than ever.


      The Demon Lord opened his eyes. “You wanted to know what this is?”


      The aether around Veltol let out faint bluish-black light in response to his mana.


      “This is faith materialized.”


      The surrounding air, the aether, felt heavier on his shoulders, as though it had grown in mass.


      “I fought the Eschaton Demon Lord, who substituted faith by wearing beyondization. I am putting that experience to use now. By wearing beyondization and limiting it to faith, weapon, and armor, I have materialized an offense-and-defense soul armament.”


      “The Eschaton Demon Lord…?”


      “You need not know about that. Beyondization is built upon its concealment, and much like mythical magic, it falls apart when its true nature is exposed, which is what gave me the idea… But you would learn more from experiencing it firsthand. Come.”


      Veltol beckoned to him with his chin.


      Zenol didn’t understand even one-tenth of his explanation, but that didn’t matter. He just had to defeat him.


      “Festinalente!”


      With the proclamation, Alternative activated its special skill.


      Red circuitry-like light ran across the entire MG for just a moment, followed by a burst of mana and a cracking of the ground under its feet. It then deployed ventilation armor. Syringes along Zenol’s spine injected a chemical straight into his bone marrow.


      It was the same function he used when he faced Veltol in the beyondized underground Shinjuku.


      All movements around Zenol became slower and slower—the flow of air, the flying dust and debris, even Veltol’s breathing.


      Within the slowed-down world, Zenol moved at the same speed as always.


      Festinalente temporarily boosted reaction time and movement through excessive buffs and drugs. It created a slow-motion world.


      This barely worked when I used it against that mummy lady in Shinjuku, but I should be able to take Veltol down now…!


      Alternative already was an extreme burden on the body, and Festinalente was even worse. Zenol could overcome it only with his immortal regeneration.


      The black Dark Swordsman charged at the black Demon Lord.


      Fomalhaut, Drive Mode…!


      As Zenol pulled the trigger of Fomalhaut, the dark gunsword he held at a low stance, the equipped scroll cartridge activated its magic and enchanted the blade. The experimental dark gunsword of Fomalhaut could activate the magic of its equipped scroll cartridges, either firing them or enchanting the blade.


      The enchantment Zenol used had immortal-slaying powers, and the blade unleashed a powerful mana slash.


      Meanwhile, inside the slowed-down world…


      “——”


      …Veltol’s mouth moved slowly; he was proclaiming something.


      It doesn’t matter what magic he uses. It’s too late! thought Zenol.


      Unlike their battle in Shinjuku’s underground, when Zenol was worn out, Festinalente would remain in effect for longer. He was at an absolute advantage in speed. It would take only one swing of his sword to slice the Demon Lord’s head off—


      What…?!


      —yet the Demon Lord’s black katana stopped the blow.


      Veltol countered by aiming for Zenol’s neck. His attack moved at the usual speed despite the slow motion.


      Zenol jumped back and dodged. Festinalente stopped working, and time flowed normally again.


      “What was that…?” said Zenol.


      The Alternative ejected its used-up scroll cartridge. The MG’s interface showed Fomalhaut had five shots left.


      “What the hell did you do?” Zenol demanded.


      “You…or rather, the armor…boosts your movement and reaction speed to create pseudo-accelerated time, yes?”


      “…You could tell?”


      “Why so surprised? You showed it to me in Shinjuku before. And I found it threatening. So I devised something to counter it, of course.”


      “But…how did you do that so quickly…?”


      “Don’t get full of yourself. It was your failing for showing the Demon Lord your technique and allowing enough time to pass until our next battle.”


      Zenol had used Festinalente against Veltol once. Figuring out how it worked wasn’t that difficult. The problem was the countermeasure Veltol mentioned.


      He could have done one of two things: boost his movement and reaction speed in the same way Zenol did, or…


      “Are you really making time slower…?” Zenol asked.


      Veltol smiled in satisfaction. “It is a barrier spell available to me only through this soul armament. I developed it to counter what you showed me in Shinjuku. I call it Gefeon—the forbidden garden.”


      “Barrier magic…”


      That was the term for spells that affected specific areas or spaces.


      There were two general types of barrier magic: One worked on targets within an area of effect, and the other created a barrier wall. Zenol guessed Veltol’s spell had to be the latter.


      “I activate it with myself as its center and make everything within the area of effect slower—except for me.”


      “You can…slow down time…”


      If that was true, Festinalente had been outclassed.


      “Naturally, it has many limitations. I can only use it with my soul armament Vernal Voras, and its area of effect is small, and its duration is short… Nonetheless, it has proven effective against you.”


      Indeed. It made quick work against Zenol’s ultimate attack.


      “You can’t possibly…make time go slower…”


      “I once conducted research on time. That was how I developed Methenoel. And I have witnessed magic for traveling from the future to the past. Compared to that, making time slower for a second is nothing special.”


      “Still, it hasn’t been that long since we fought. No way you could come up with that—”


      “Do not underestimate me, kid.”


      Veltol glared murderously at him.


      “Before you is the Demon Lord who once rocked the entire world.”


      The Demon Lord looked bigger for just a moment. Zenol flinched, overwhelmed.


      “Guh!”


      Zenol stepped forward to shield himself from reality.


      Now that Veltol had a way to counteract Festinalente, Zenol had lost his advantage.


      “My composite soul armor does not only make me able to use Gefeon.”


      Veltol ran off even faster than before.


      Zenol lost sight of him for a moment, but the fifth-gen MG’s sensors picked up his movement.


      Alarms sounded. Zenol barely managed to block the katana’s sideways slash with the gunsword’s armor.


      He’s fast…! And heavy…!


      It wasn’t just his speed, but his strength and mana had increased, too.


      The MG saved Zenol. Without it, this duel would have been over in an instant.


      The demons’ hold on the citynet and its effect on the aether made it impossible to use the teleportation magic Swampman within Shibuya. The spell wasn’t useful for combat, but that also ruled out fleeing battle.


      Zenol took retreat off his list of options. He wasn’t inferior in speed.


      He dodged a follow-up blow by jumping back using the MG’s auxiliary mechanism and reversing the thrusters. That put some distance between him and Veltol.


      “He’s buffed in every way. This isn’t the same guy I fought in Shinjuku…!”


      Veltol did not pursue him. Instead, the MG’s sensors detected Veltol initializing his mana and calculated its output. The incoming attack alert rang.


      “Dell…”


      Veltol extended his arm, palm facing forward, and activated the spell.


      I know this. It’s destruction magic that’s fast to boot up, with powerful range, speed, force, and versatility… But it’s not that scary. It’s simple, a straight charge. Easy to deal with.


      “…Ray.”


      Veltol unleashed the spell.


      Zenol’s read was on the mark. Veltol’s signature Dell Ray was cost-effective, but its trajectory was straight and predictable.


      The only thing Zenol misread…


      “What the…?!”


      …was that Veltol shot more than one black ray.


      A total of eight black flashes charged at Zenol from Veltol’s palm and the magic circles deployed around him. Each of the eight’s potency was not divided into an eighth of its power, either. Every single one was just as powerful and fast as what he saw in Shinjuku.


      Zenol’s miscalculation was hardly his own fault. Veltol had upgraded his attacks only after his fight against the Eschaton Demon Lord, the visitor from the future of doom.


      “Fomalhaut, full drive!”


      Zenol pulled the trigger three times. The MG consumed three cartridges, and the turret launched three snaking black mana lights that collided with the black flashes. The attacks canceled each other out, sending sparks of black lightning flying.


      His mana output is on par with Fomalhaut’s full-drive mode?! That’s insanity!


      The card-shaped cartridges were ejected one after the other, and at the same time, the gunsword’s armor unfolded to exhaust the excess mana and heat.


      “What’s the matter, boy?! Is this all you can take?!”


      “Shut up!”


      Zenol loaded two more cartridges into the chamber and switched to the magazines on his waist.


      I doubt he can overpower me in overload mode, but fighting at a distance won’t work for me if he can keep shooting without a pause… I’ll have to take him down in close quarters combat!


      With his curse immunity preventing the Dark Sword from halting his swordfighting skills, Zenol was able to fully replicate the techniques the Dark Sword had absorbed from the original Zenol.


      This Zenol had learned a few things from the Duke of the Karmic Sword’s memories: That man had taught Veltol how to wield a blade, and Veltol had never defeated him in a fight.


      Therefore, Zenol would fell Veltol by the sword.


      “Let’s go, Veltoooooool!”


      “Come, kid.”
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      At the entrance of Central Town, Shibuya.


      “Ah-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”


      The demon in the shape of an old man carrying a sandbag on its back cackled.


      The therian solicitor fell helplessly on his behind and stared at the sandbag held high. He then realized the man with the long, black hair was right.


      The therian saw this demon as nothing but a convenient servant. He knew nothing about demonkind.


      The sandbag was swung down. He wondered what was in it. Even if it was only sand, the force of the swing could be lethal.


      Clavicula—a piece of a demon-employing grimoire. Anyone who made a deal with the demons had to pay compensation.


      “Dammit, I should’ve never downloaded—”


      As the sandbag approached him…


      “So this is what Veltol was talking about?”


      …a silver light sliced it and its holder in two.


      The therian saw a blond man standing under the dawn-gradated sky.


      He knew instinctively this man was the Hero.


      The old-man demon, sliced down by the Hero’s rusty silver sword, crumbled into dust.


      “Watch out!” the therian man exclaimed, thinking the Hero hadn’t noticed the other demon approaching from behind.


      “Lightning Bullets!”


      A graceful woman in a suit threw six lightning-wrapped kunais that blasted the incoming demon. The Hero’s rusty silver sword then slashed it down.


      “Keep your head in the game, Gram.”


      “Oh, I trusted you would back me up, Director.”


      “Haaah… They can be summoned again even if I take them down. I need you to keep your mouth shut and start swinging that sword so we can wipe them out.”


      “I know…”


      The two bantered while steadily dealing with the surrounding demons. It was like a storm of blades.


      “Gram.”


      “What is it?”


      “Do you think it would be more efficient to go after the root of all this?”


      “No. Let’s focus on saving as many people as we can. That’s just as important. And besides, I’ll bet he’s going to handle the rest.”


      “You sure trust your former enemy.”


      “Well, obviously.” The Hero wore a confident smile. “I trust his strength from firsthand experience.”


      The Heroes continued saving the people under attack from the demons.


      The therian man saw the impressive figures these two individuals cut, and he stood up. He, too, could save someone.
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      The black gunsword and the black katana clashed.


      Black lightning crackled.


      Zenol and Veltol’s duel intensified.


      “You lost the war! And all the guys who swore loyalty to you! All the immortals! They died! Because of you! Including Zenol!”


      The glimpses of the Duke of the Karmic Sword’s memories had an effect on Zenol. He’d seen what that man experienced, and yet that Zenol held no qualms or discontent toward the Demon Lord Veltol. This younger Zenol couldn’t help wondering: How could someone so good vow loyalty to someone so bad?


      The discord in his mind wasn’t the only reason Zenol was angry. He also resented the Demon Lord for what he’d done to his retainer, an immortal Zenol had never even known. He was lashing out at the man who’d led so many immortals to their deaths. Surely the Duke of the Karmic Sword would be mad at Veltol, too.


      “Precisely! Zenol and the other Dark Peers were steppingstones that paved the way for my reign. The same goes for that traitor Marcus. Hence, I must continue forward. I must keep going, for the sake of those who pursued my ideals and saw their fates destroyed for it!” Veltol howled as their blades clashed with a metallic clang.


      Zenol had seen the Duke of the Karmic Sword’s memories. That was how he knew what had happened at the end of the Immortal War and the Immortal Hunt.


      “So many died! So many killed by your hand! And you’re still not satisfied with how much you’ve fought, you bastard?!”


      “Of course! There is no ideal that can be achieved without shedding blood!”


      The blades locked, and the two fighters came nose to nose.


      “I know about your ideals! They’re stupid! Bring peace to the world by ruling it?! Are you insane?! Who asked you to do all that?! There’s plenty of immortals who’d rather live a quiet life!”


      “Then who will save them?!”


      The two swords sent jet-black sparks flying as they clashed.


      Veltol and Zenol distanced themselves.


      “Immortals are weak!” Veltol cried.


      He activated a spell. Four masses of black fire appeared around him, and they attacked Zenol one by one.


      “They are unique and rare to the utmost extent—that is why they are an overwhelming minority! Immortality cannot be passed down to offspring, nor can it be replicated! Not dying is a boon to an individual, but being unable to reproduce is a failing as an organism!”


      The black fire exploded as it landed, scattering further black flames.


      Zenol was winning in raw sword skill. His close-combat specs were superior thanks to the MG. However, the composite soul armament’s stat boost combined with Veltol’s magic-imbued attacks brought the battle back into balance.


      The ringing of the clashing blades echoed.


      “The mortals envy our undying bodies! They fear them!” Veltol yelled. “It’s only natural we would be driven out of society! Eliminating misfits is critical to human survival!”


      Veltol continued speaking with no hesitation or despondency.


      “That is why I shall rule the world, bring peace, and create a place where we belong! A world where the weak can live in freedom! A world where the minority won’t be oppressed!”


      “That’s impossible! Wake up! People can’t understand each other, they can’t work together, and they can’t live as one! Everyone walks at a different pace—they all live at a different pace! They have to be in sync with the slowest people of all—the majority!”


      Zenol’s kick pummeled Veltol’s midsection, sending him flying backward, and Zenol pursued him.


      “We can’t live without sacrificing something! Competition is necessary for organisms to function! We have to steal others’ warmth!”


      Others’ warmth—others’ lives. Zenol was the embodiment of this. He lived on top of others’ lives.


      “And you want peace in a world like this?! Are you dreaming?! Even if the planet dries up and the universe freezes over, our battles will never end! In order to survive and evolve, we have to fight! That’s the way we were designed!”


      “Indeed.”


      The two of them stopped.


      Once the explosion of emotions quieted down, Veltol spoke quietly.


      “What you are saying is completely accurate. So long as people remain people, it will be difficult to achieve true peace. That is precisely why I will change things the day I rule the world. That will be merely the first step toward achieving my ideals. Perhaps humankind’s instinct for strife is a disease.”


      He spoke gently, like a teacher guiding a student.


      “But I know of self-sacrifice for loyalty, of parental affection, of how people’s souls can form connections, of the nobility of martyrs, and of love…that can scorch the entire world.”


      Zenol’s mind froze.


      Love.


      He never expected a word like that to come from this man’s mouth.


      “You…are seriously stupid enough…to think the world will be at peace…so long as there’s love…?”


      Zenol’s question was like a wish. He wanted this man to deny what he’d just asked him.


      “That’s right.”


      Yet contrary to Zenol’s wish, Veltol responded without hesitation. He refused Zenol’s wish entirely.


      Zenol was certain he could never understand this man.


      “You and I both stand here only because we loved someone and were loved by someone. Conflict may be unavoidable, but people are nonetheless capable of loving others. In which case, true peace should one day be achievable. I do not want to give up on humankind’s potential. That right there is one of life’s little glimmers.”


      It was ridiculous. Peace through love? Only a sheltered fool separated from reality would argue for such clichéd idealism. Reality was crueler, more complex; that was why Zenol existed.


      However, before his very eyes stood someone foolish enough to believe in peace.


      And that fool’s words…left Zenol deeply touched.


      “That’s idealism… At the end of the day, you’re just a villain who killed heaps of people, both mortals and immortals… You’re a loser who amounted to nothing. History proved it so.”


      Zenol finally managed to deny what Veltol had said. He was trying desperately to shake off those words.


      The Duke of the Karmic Sword’s soul was the only thing making him listen to Veltol. Zenol tried to convince himself of this, but he was nonetheless painfully aware—Veltol had him captivated.


      “Yes, it is foolish idealism. And the results of my actions came at the expense of many lives. I am indeed a villain.”


      Veltol did not refute what Zenol had said. He accepted Zenol’s claims. He understood he was pursuing idealism, and that did not stop him.


      “Even if the planet dries up and the universe freezes over and the whole world crumbles—even then, perhaps people won’t be able to understand each other. Perhaps my actions are evil.”


      The Demon Lord extended his hand as though trying to seize his ideal.


      “And yet I, as well as you, are immortal. So long as we live, we have endless opportunities. Now that I am invincible, I will meet my demise as soon as I stop pursuing my ideals and not a moment sooner. Therefore, I will shout this from the rooftops.”


      Veltol looked straight into Zenol’s eyes and declared:


      “I am the one who commits evil for the sake of his ideals—I am the Demon Lord.”


      The black wind was dazzling. Zenol had to squint against its strength and beauty.


      “…”


      The young immortal who shared names with the Dark Sword and the Duke of the Karmic Sword held his black gunsword tightly.


      “I didn’t care much for the Hero title the Guild gave me, but it doesn’t feel bad now that I’m taking on the Demon Lord,” he said.


      Zenol assumed a stance, raising the greatsword high above his shoulder, tip pointed backward.


      “I don’t care about grudges or deals with the devil right now.”


      All the miscellaneous thoughts that tormented him were cleared up perfectly for this moment.


      He purely sought a fight.


      “Right now, I just want to face you and win.”


      Faced with the fighting intent that had overcome enmity and bloodlust, faithless but respectful, the Demon Lord smiled.


      “Very well. I shall give you a taste of what you will experience hundreds and thousands of times in the future…”


      Veltol lowered the katana with the tip pointed backward, as if he was unsheathing his sword.


      “The taste of defeat.”


      In that moment, they became the only two in the world. A world of serious battle where only the fighter and their opponent existed.


      A momentary pause followed.


      Zenol moved.


      “Fomalhaut, full drive!”


      All remaining cartridges were consumed for the full-drive mana cannon fire.


      Swirling mana like a giant dragon shot at Veltol.


      Zenol kicked the ground and, at the same time, fired the thrusters on his hips, back, and legs, launching himself right behind the cannon fire.


      The full-drive fire that depleted all his ammo could not be canceled out with mediocre magic. And even if Veltol could counter it, Zenol was inching in right behind. He took advantage of the gunsword’s proclaimless magic.


      A two-step attack without an opening.


      Fomalhaut’s armor unfolded as he pursued the swirling mana, but only excess heat was emitted. He would use the excess mana for Fomalhaut’s ultimate attack.


      “Fomalhaut, overload!”


      He was all in.


      The excess mana shot from the armor and took on the form of a black mana greatsword. A chain attack of cannon fire and a mana greatsword.


      As he made the first move, it was impossible to counter both attacks.


      It was impossible.


      “Burn this into your eyes, young immortal. And never forget it.”


      It had to be impossible.


      “Before you…”


      The sound of the black wind alone whispered into the swordsman’s ears inside the muted world.


      “…is the Demon Lord.”


      He saw dark light.


      “Verstra!”


      With that flash, the boy’s karma was severed.


      Vernal-Voras, the offense-and-defense soul armament.


      Through his four great experiences in this era, Veltol had reached an answer.


      Voras, the copper gauntlet on his left hand, controlled the katana Vernal. He had equipped Gulagalad, the Hero’s divine hammer brought from the future, and analyzed it, refined its capabilities to the extreme, set restraints, and specialized its use.


      The result was this phenomenon.


      With the gauntlet’s control, compressed and enhanced mana instantly extended the blade and pushed its slash’s speed and force as far as it could go. The name of this ultimate attack was Verstra—the black sky’s nadir night.


      With one stroke, he cut down Zenol’s unavoidable two-step attack. His armor was torn apart and his helm sliced. The MG broke in two, and a spurt of blood shot out.


      The black swordsman collapsed spread-eagle and stared at the closed sky. His injuries hurt, even though he had hardly felt any pain since his body became like this. But his heart was clear.


      The Demon Lord’s strike had removed the pain in his heart.


      A stitched-together body and blended-together mind. The defeat got a single tear out of him.


      “I didn’t want this body…,” Zenol grumbled weakly.


      This boy had steeled his heart by reminiscing about and emulating his lost friends, and now he laid his emotions bare.


      “I want to be normal… Not dying, not getting old…that’ll just cause me pain… I thought we’d all be together by being in one body, but that’s not true. My friends are dead.”


      His emotions broke through the dam.


      “Everyone I care about will die before me… I don’t want to say good-bye…”


      His original personality—his meek, reserved nature—came out.


      “…I don’t want to be alone.”


      Loneliness was his fundamental fear.


      “A man once told me,” Veltol began as he looked at Zenol on the ground, “that he was able to prevail because of life. That his weakness drove him to want to be stronger. That a finite life is wonderful, and that’s where to find life’s little glimmers. And he must have been right, since that man defeated me.”


      His voice was gentle and warm.


      “But my pride as an immortal remains. Having learned that, having been defeated, having been burned by that light, having seen everything I’ve seen since being resurrected in this era, I still say—that is ridiculous. Immortality is wonderful.”


      He affirmed that with every fiber of his being.


      “Mortals boast of how noble a finite life is, yet why do they try to avoid death? Why do they abhor illness? Why do they fear old age, wish to retain their youth, and go so far as to replace their limbs and organs with machinery to keep on living? Those who achieve fortune and power—their last wish is to avoid death. Praising life while feeling grateful for its end is merely how the destitute cope with their mortality. The fact is that humans envy immortals.”


      Why was that?


      “Because their soul understands death of the body is painful and grievous.”


      The Demon Lord’s every word seeped into the young immortal’s mind and heart.


      “Death and aging are like shadows to mortals. Hence, they fear death and try to find value in the limits of their lives. They tell themselves life is wonderful and bright. Admirable, truly.”


      However…


      “I know very few fools who would say that nonsense from the bottom of their hearts. All mortals in the world, no matter the time, after achieving riches, authority, or power, wish for eternal life in the end. You, too, are a product of it. You exist because someone wished for immortality.”


      Veltol, as the Immortal King, as the leader of the immortals, guided the confused, lost, and concerned young immortal.


      “You obtained a power everyone envies. Even if it was as a result of the sacrifices of those you value, the fact remains. You mustn’t deny it.”


      “In a few billion years, even the sun will die. There’s no way this planet will still be standing by then,” said Zenol. “So…what will happen to the immortals who remain here?”


      The Immortal King responded to the young immortal’s question.


      “I overcame that trifling concern thousands of years ago.”


      The words of the man who worried most for the immortals and looked most at the future.


      “Even when this land has died and the universe has cooled, we will continue forward. People shall leave the planet, cross the universe, overcome numerous hardships, swallow all their pain, and keep on moving forward. I believe in the potential of life, of humankind.”


      Zenol had looked too far ahead.


      “Is that not what they call hope?”


      Zenol had lost. From the bottom of his heart, he admitted defeat. He had no choice, as Veltol stated with such a spirited look on his face.


      The scale was too big. His vision was too massive. He was standing on too different a level.


      Zenol was sure even the Duke of the Karmic Sword would be mad at this man. He was full of himself.


      But that mattered not. He became a martyr for this ideal. He was this king’s vassal to the very end.


      “If there is something I must say as the victor, it is: Live.” Veltol turned his back to Zenol. “Rest assured. Worrying about immortality is like measles, something every young immortal falls for. You should stop worrying about it in five hundred years. And about what you are. Take fate by the reins to be yourself. That is how an immortal lives.”


      “Fate…”


      “If you still feel there is no value to your life in five hundred years, come see me again. I shall destroy you then,” Veltol said half-jokingly. “Look how much this world has given to entertain me in just five hundred years. I cannot wait to see what the future brings.”


      “Funny that a guy who failed five hundred years ago is looking billions of years into the future,” Zenol teased.


      Veltol’s reply was earnest. “Dynasties have trouble maintaining a thousand consecutive years of rule, and there are few countries with a thousand years of the same leadership. Not bad for my first time, is it?”


      “You make it sound like there’s a next time…”


      “What are you saying?” Veltol spoke as though it were obvious. “How many times do you think I have failed over my life? I’ve only failed once at running a nation.”


      Sheesh, this man’s sense of scale is out of whack, thought Zenol.


      He could only feel impressed by the massive figure in front of him.


      “And I am a man who can learn from his mistakes. I’m confident I can do better next time.”


      “…This world is tough at giving second chances.”


      “Then I shall change that.”


      “Ha… Well… I’m looking forward to that.”


      Veltol smiled sincerely.


      “Also, kid. You held back from using Zenol. You used the Duke of the Karmic Sword’s swordsmanship, but not the Dark Sword. Was that a show of pity for me? Or can you not in fact wield it?”


      It took Zenol a moment to realize he meant the sword.


      Zenol lamented his own name.


      “It’s not that I can’t. But I’ve never used it right.”


      He placed his hand on his chest.


      The Dark Sword took effect by fusing with its user’s soul. As its owner, Zenol could summon it the same way as a soul armament.


      “And why would I hold back against you? I just thought it’d be more efficient to use weapons I’m used to using. But if I’ve gotta give you an excuse…I was scared. If I used the Dark Sword…maybe I really wouldn’t be me anymore.”


      “Either way, you would not have been able to defeat me.”


      “Piss off.”


      The azure sky was mixed with red and black before daybreak.


      “I must go. The Immortal King has someone to rescue. Perhaps you have someone like that of your own?”


      One star shone gold in the cloudless sky.


      “…Answer one thing for me, Veltol.”


      “What is it?”


      “Ange… What’s happened to her body?”


      “The Morning Star used Ange’s…or rather, May’s body and soul to manifest a complete physical form.”


      “………I see.”


      “Zenol.”


      The Demon Lord spoke the boy’s name for the first time.


      “Stand up.”


      Veltol looked at the golden star and departed. He clearly had things left to do.


      Zenol was now alone.


      “Yeah.”


      He propped himself up with his gunsword.


      “Nothing’s over yet.”


      His knees trembled, and he felt dizzy, but he nonetheless pulled his lopsided body forward. He could no longer see the Demon Lord. But he kept going.


      His walk eventually became a run, then a sprint.


      “…!”


      Zenol ground his teeth as he raced under the dawning sky.


      “There’s still someone I gotta punch out…!”


      The violator of the contract had to pay compensation.


      And he genuinely looked up to Veltol now. This wasn’t loyalty; it had nothing to do with the Duke of the Karmic Sword’s feelings. It was the young Zenol’s admiration.


      Even if that goal was far away, yet unseen, he believed he would one day reach it.

    
  


  
    
      CHAPTER FIVE


      The Lamentation of the Black Wind’s Beginning and End, and the Fruits of the Morning Star


      Sihlwald the Black Dragon was the strongest hand-to-hand brawler among the Six Dark Peers. The champion of the age of the dragons, who devoured the powerful, four-winged great dragon and became immortal. The first to come to mind when anyone thought dragon.


      “Haah… Haah…”


      Sihlwald could run mana through the surface of her skin to give it the same defense as dragon scales. This applied to her horns and wings, too.


      Dragons had powerful regenerative abilities to begin with, and combined with her immortal powers, Sihlwald could regenerate better than anyone.


      The Black Dragon Duchess had taken on the Demon Lord Veltol and the Hero Gram, and now…


      “Dammit…!”


      …she was being overpowered.


      Her breathing was heavy. Her skin, tough as dragon scales, was torn, her horns broken, and her wings ripped. The blood ceaselessly flowing from her wounds showed how much her immortal powers had waned.


      “What’s the problem, legend?” asked the being of sinister divinity before her. “That’s all you can do? Darn, and I got my hopes up…”


      Next to Sihlwald was Machina, lying in a bloodied heap on the ground. She too was a powerful immortal, but she had much less stamina than Sihlwald. One had to praise Sihlwald’s toughness for still standing.


      Even with the collaboration of the biggest mana output and fiercest close-quarters combat among the Six Dark Peers, their foe remained unscathed.


      The fallen angel, the Morning Star.


      A myth from Earth was trampling Alnaeth’s legends.


      Despite her copious injuries, Sihlwald flew at the Morning Star like a black bolt. She jumped, spun, and unleashed a kick on the demon.


      “Tsk…!”


      The Morning Star stopped that kick, capable of shattering a giant’s leg, with a single arm.


      “Ooh! That was close!”


      She blocked and parried every single one of the consecutive blows Sihlwald shot in midair.


      Black mana crackled like a shock wave from Sihlwald with every hit on the golden mana barrier, mere millimeters from the Morning Star’s body, that was blocking everything. It was like a black tornado. Every attack still bore through and gouged the earth.


      Yet none of it reached the Morning Star.


      “What the hell is going on?!” Sihlwald grumbled, short of breath. “You’re not using immortal regeneration, and my blows are landing… Are they simply not effective on you?”


      “Hee-hee, I wonder.”


      Sihlwald leaped in the middle of the conversation, spread her wings, and flew off. The Morning Star spread her own six pairs of wings and pursued her.


      The two of them broke the sound barrier, and still the Morning Star caught up with Sihlwald right away.


      “You’re driving me crazy…!”


      Sihlwald turned around in midair and threw a round kick. That should have been critical hit to the side of her foe’s head. And yet…


      “Goddammit…!”


      …the Morning Star received no damage.


      “Too bad! But hey, that was close! Keep trying!”


      Then she touched Sihlwald.


      “Valley of the Shadow of Death.”


      “Gah…!”


      A golden shock wave ran from her stomach to her back. The dragon fell straight toward the earth and slammed helplessly into the ground.


      “So basically, I’m an artificial demon made by the Guild, but the demon they named me after was more powerful than what they could handle, and that’s why they sealed me away before I could fully incarnate.”


      The Morning Star gently and elegantly flapped her wings as she looked down at Sihlwald.


      “I thought I understood my own specs, but now that I’m totally kicking your ass, it really drives home how superior I am. Feels good, not gonna lie. Before I got my own incarnated body, I did everything I could think of behind the scenes since I was a puny little demon with no fighting power to speak of, and hey, it paid off.”


      The demon floated below the golden star adorning the sky in between night and day.


      “The Guild had captured May of the Mournful Firmament, another fallen angel, then reverse-engineered her to create me, and wow-wee, what a nice body this is. A bit child-like, though. But they didn’t think things through. Keeping a leash on a demon was a bad idea to begin with.”


      “Nobody asked you to start yapping…”


      “Oh, sorryyy. I’m such a yapper. I always wanna yap my head off about things nobody wants to hear. But hey, I’d feel bad if you died without knowing what happened, right? I’m just trying to be nice.”


      The Morning Star giggled.


      “Poor little thing… The dragon who built a whole era, the Winged Ruler, is now crawling on the ground. So pathetic.”


      She smirked.


      “Or are you holding back out of concern for May? That’s pointless, just FYI. There’s no way to free May’s soul. It’s impossible. Her soul’s all mixed and fused with mine now. Oh, remember how the people of Yokohama sacrificed their souls to the Progenitor? It’s kinda like that. Can you separate the milk and coffee from café au lait? No, you can’t.”


      She looked at Sihlwald with contempt.


      “Sihlwald, you’re not gonna get big? You might be able to crush me that way.”


      “Unfortunately, I’ve been defeated even in my larger form…”


      “Boooring! If only you were pious enough to make yourself big and suffer more sins, this whole thing would’ve been over much sooner.” The Morning Star laughed out loud. “But relax, ’kay? I’m not immortal; I simply obtained a life-form. It just so happens I’m a teeny tiny bit too strong.”


      “You…” Sihlwald got to her knees and managed to stand up. “What do you want?”


      “Mmm, I already told Veltol what I want… Whatever, let’s go over it again. I’ve obtained flesh and life. You understand what that means? I’m alive. I’m not some chaos created from the human subconscious, but a full-fledged organism. Oh, I guess immortals can’t comprehend this sensation, or they forgot it already. But the thing is, I’m experiencing it now.”


      The Morning Star closed her eyes and spread her arms and wings as if trying to feel the world with her five senses.


      She was chatty. The Morning Star was dying to talk.


      “So what is it I want?”


      Put simply:


      “To survive and prosper. That’s all.”


      “Survive and prosper…?”


      “Yep. Existing and multiplying. Aren’t those the fundamentals of life?”


      “…”


      “We demons can only be born from developed intelligent life-forms like you. We are a by-product of people’s faith, a by-product of creation. Or, well, I shouldn’t say like you, since we can’t be born from dragons, no matter how smart you are.”


      The Morning Star’s tone had switched from jesting to serious.


      “Demonkind will be the new apex of creation on the surface world.”


      That was the Morning Star’s goal.


      “Don’t worry. I respect you, Black Dragon Duchess. You, a single organism, once ruled over others. You admirably endured that. I thought I understood your kind since I shared May’s memories, but you still surprise me, former apex of life.”


      The Morning Star poked her own head.


      “You’re tougher than I imagined. A regular immortal would’ve met their demise a hundred times over already. If you ask me, you’re exactly what the word immortal should describe. Although that won’t change the fact that I’ll defea—”


      “Goh Arr!”


      Sihlwald breathed fire with dragon magic, interrupting her.


      Black flames enveloped the demon, but she dispelled them with a mere swing of her arm.


      “I told you, it’s useless.”


      “That was supposed to be super strong…!”


      “You are a strong creature. But we’re literally on different levels.”


      Sihlwald felt no anger, nor did she lament this.


      “Ha!” She laughed. “Yeah… I can’t reach you. I may be the peak of life-forms, but you’re beyond reasoning. I realize I can’t defeat you alone.”


      “Oh, you’re more sensible than I thought. You do understand your own incompetency.”


      “Yeah, I can’t defeat you when you’re beyond reasoning. Not alone, like I said.”


      “Hmm…”


      The Morning Star looked up at the endless daybreaking sky, no longer obscured by the giant skeleton. A red star was falling from the azure firmament toward the gold star shining on the surface.


      “You should’ve been a good girl and stayed dead…Duchess of the Dazzling Blaze!”


      It was Machina. Her black armor was cracked and her injuries still unhealed even with her immortal regeneration, but her will to fight remained strong.


      She had been lying on the ground waiting for the most opportune moment, then sprung into action using Sihlwald’s flames as a smokescreen.


      Her red, burning hair fluttered with the wind as she shot mana from her back like a jet and nose-dived like a comet.


      “Looks like you were pretending to be dead to heal your wounds, but I knew what you were up to! I knew Sihlwald was trying to buy time! You Dark Peers play so dirty!”


      “That wasn’t the first or second time I’ve played dead!” Machina howled as she descended straight toward the Morning Star. “And there’s no such thing as dirty or clean in war!”


      “I agree!”


      The Morning Star held her hand up toward Machina and launched an attack.


      “Morning Stars Sing Together.”


      Golden light bullets fired with a bassy boom.


      Machina dodged in midair, but a few projectiles scraped her, and their immortal-slayer power made her shed blood. Still, she steadily closed the distance.


      That drew the Morning Star’s attention away from Sihlwald for a moment.


      “Vas!”


      “Being cornered is so annoying…!”


      Sihlwald’s dragon magic made the Morning Star freeze in place. Machina’s arrival had distracted the demon.


      “Sword of the Spirit!”


      Swords of light spread around Sihlwald. The Morning Star clenched her fist, and the swords pierced Sihlwald’s entire body.


      “Gah…!”


      The dragon fell to her knees.


      “Lady Sihlwald… Thank you…!”


      Someone else was nearing the enemy.


      “Safflower!”


      Flames burst from the palm of Machina’s hand and assaulted the Morning Star.


      “This measly spell…,” the Morning Star mumbled.


      It was not enough.


      What the Morning Star had to be careful about was Dell Soleige; nothing else could damage her. However, there was no good reason for the Duchess of the Dazzling Blaze to release this much mana in a surprise attack at close range.


      Safflower had a short range and wasn’t particularly powerful. However, it was quick to generate, and its flames spread in a split second.


      Those flames were blocking the Morning Star’s view.


      Machina jumped through them.


      “Wow, you suck!”


      The Morning Star extended her arm to counter, but—


      “Flying Haze!”


      —Machina launched a spell that created an afterimage out of aether.


      The Morning Star’s counter fell flat.


      “Huh?”


      Machina launched herself toward the Morning Star and clung to her almost in an embrace.


      “…What is your plan, Machina of the Dazzling Blaze? Mutual self-destruction? Or are you just desperate? Whatever it is, you won’t win.”


      “Indeed, I can’t defeat you.”


      “I don’t know what you’re planning, but it was foolish of you to grab me. You don’t have Sihlwald’s stamina. It won’t take me ten seconds to destroy you.”


      “Ten seconds…you say? That’s a lifetime.” Machina smirked. “I only needed one second!”


      “…What? What’re you even—?”


      Then the Morning Star realized something.


      She thought she had overwhelmed the strongest in close quarters and in always making the first move. But she finally realized her thoughts and actions had been lagging behind. She failed to read the next move.


      “Lady Sihlwald distracted you for long enough. My job is to not let go of you even if I die! Yes, I’ve felt it all this time… I—no, we—waited five hundred years for this mana wave to reappear. We could never mistake it!” Machina yelled.


      She then shouted at the figure approaching from behind.


      “Lord Veltol!”


      A black wind approached.


      He had his long, black hair tied in a ponytail, and he was wearing something different from his usual armor.


      This was a plan built on Sihlwald’s and Machina’s hope and trust Veltol would return. They had already agreed on this plan, knowing the greatness of the enemy—that she had absorbed May and Veltol had been sent away alone—all while not sharing a word or even a Whisper out of concern she might be listening.


      It was up to Sihlwald to resist and Machina to create an opening for the moment Veltol arrived.


      It worked, thanks to Sihlwald’s tank-like resistance and the Morning Star’s obsession with using her newfound power to play with the dragon.


      The two were certain Veltol would return.


      “Welcome home, my lord!”


      “You’re late, fool!”


      The Morning Star hadn’t noticed Veltol because Machina’s body blocked her view. By the time she saw him, he was already casting a spell.


      “Vernal Diel!”


      His black katana turned silver, and he pulled it back like an arrow.


      “Gird yourself, Machina,” he said.


      Then he shot the blade through both Machina and the Morning Star.


      “Kuh…!”


      “Wha—?!”


      Machina’s face contorted in pain.


      Vernal Diel, a blade of pure aether, had no direct attack power. It was an execution sword with the power to seize and cut the soul, but that wasn’t what Veltol was using it for.


      He’d done this same thing to the mechanical god Atlas in Yokohama.


      The sword acted as hub that linked a target to the aether. Veltol had done this to the Morning Star and Machina via his Dark Sword.


      Everything fell into place.


      “So you showed up looking all cool and powered up, but you can’t do a thing all on your own!” the Morning Star crowed.


      “Indeed,” Veltol conceded. “I can do nothing by myself. I understand my limitations. I always have, ever since the moment I became immortal.”


      Not even the Demon Lord was omnipotent. He had felt powerless and defeated multiple times since coming to this age, and even further in the past.


      “That is why I need my vassals and friends!”
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      The two girls had begun without waiting for Veltol’s instructions.


      Their two shadows ran at full speed under the azure sky and its shining golden star.


      Takahashi and Hizuki had been watching the fight in hiding for their safety, and now they showed up to the battlefield. They were objectively inferior in combat, but they ran toward the Morning Star—toward Veltol and Machina.


      The Morning Star knew something was up.


      “I don’t know what you have in mind…”


      Since she was stuck in place, she chose not to rip Veltol and Machina off her. These two girls were mere nonentities; she could easily kill them.


      “…but you better stay away!”


      The Morning Star attacked them with Veltol and Machina still attached to her.


      “Sword of the Spirit!”


      Swords of light spread and shot around the Morning Star.


      Unlike Takahashi, Hizuki had ways to fight directly, but they were both equally defenseless against opponents this skilled.


      They could not block the swords; it was a direct hit.


      Or it would have been if it weren’t for Sihlwald.


      “Guh…!”


      Sihlwald twisted her little body and acted as a shield against the swords of light. Each sword was small, but they had more than enough power to kill Takahashi and Hizuki. And since Sihlwald was already gravely injured, this attack worked on her.


      “You’ve gotta be kidding me! The dragon can still move?!” the Morning Star grumbled.


      What she had said about a regular immortal meeting their demise a hundred times over already was no exaggeration: It was pure and simple fact.


      “Don’t stop! Keep going!” Sihlwald cried before she spat blood and fell forward.


      “Sihlwald…”


      “Thanks, Sihlsy…!”


      They had already expected Sihlwald to protect them. It was an assault built on trust. They did not pause.


      “Dammit, get off me already!” the Morning Star exclaimed.


      “Try shoving us away, then!” Veltol said.


      “We’re not moving!” Machina said.


      “Okay, then! You asked for it!” The mana in the Morning Star’s body swelled. “Dry Bones!”


      Golden light shot forward from her body.


      The wave’s area of effect was huge, and although the attack was less powerful than usual, it was unavoidable. It wouldn’t be enough to destroy Machina and Veltol, but it would pulverize their bodies and prevent them from helping Takahashi and Hizuki.


      “Now you die, insects!”


      Destruction inched toward the two girls.


      Perhaps Hizuki’s divinity could save them. But without her divine power, they might not be able to rescue May. Veltol hadn’t given Hizuki permission to use her power, either.


      There was no time to hesitate. Without a miracle, they wouldn’t get past this. But their friend wouldn’t be saved if Hizuki used that miracle.


      The wave of light enveloped them.


      “Don’t worry, ladies…”


      Just then:


      “…I’m here for ya!”


      It was no miracle. It was but an inevitability that occurred when people’s fates became entangled with each other.


      Someone had jumped in front of Takahashi and Hizuki and covered them. That someone was a shirtless patchwork boy with black armor on his upper arms and lower body.


      “It’s you…!”


      “The pick-up artist from before?!”


      Hizuki and Takahashi shouted at the sight of him.


      “Fomalhaut, full drive!”


      Zenol pulled the trigger and consumed all the cartridges loaded in his gunsword.


      The mana cannon fire clashed with the wave of light like a giant sword. The impact and shock turned into aether before fizzling out.


      “What’re you doing here, Casanova?!”


      “You helped us?!”


      “Like I said, I like helping people…!”


      Zenol flashed a bluffing smile as sweat beaded on his forehead.


      “Wha—?!”


      The enormous wave of light had pushed Zenol back, cutting up the ground in his wake. The impact sliced Zenol’s flesh and tendons, and they regenerated over and over in a cycle.


      His body was fine. However, a crack formed on Fomalhaut, and it began to crumble.


      “Shit…!”


      Zenol’s face grew desperate.


      “Keep it up, Romeo! It’d be lame as hell if we all died here, right?!”


      “You can do this! You played the cool guy by saving us, so you’d better follow through!”


      “Shut up!” Zenol retorted. However, their support gave him focus.


      “Zenol, you bastard! You’re siding with Veltol?! That’s against the contract!” the Morning Star yelled.


      “Ha! You broke the contract first! And I’m not siding with Veltol; I’m just saving a couple of familiar faces!”


      “You goddamn cheater!”


      Zenol smiled at the Morning Star.


      Darkness swirled in his chest, and the hilt of a sword emerged from the spot. He grabbed it, tossed aside his broken gunsword, and spoke the weapon’s name—the same name as his own.


      “Ooze in the shadowy prison: Zenol!”


      With the short chant, he pulled a black greatsword from his chest.


      The sinister yet beautiful legendary dark sword once wielded by the Dark Swordsman. The swordsman-eating black sword that was recovered from the pit of Shinjuku’s Immortal Furnace and had been passed from the Duke of the Karmic Sword to this boy. It was only natural he would be able to use the previous Zenol’s immortal factor.


      “Graaaaah!”


      Enveloped in a dark afterglow, Zenol swung the sword upward, and with the same motion pulled it out toward the approaching tsunami of light. The black sword produced a black mana slash, and when it clashed with the light, the gold and black hues struggled against each other.


      “Goooooooooo!”


      “Finish herrrrrrrrr!”


      Takahashi and Hizuki’s cheers pushed Zenol forward.


      “UOOOOOOOOOOOOOH!”


      He swung the Dark Sword up. The ensuing black slash cut through the light and dissipated it.


      Takahashi and Hizuki didn’t wait to make sure the threat was gone before running past Zenol.


      “Thanks, playboy! We owe ya one!”


      “Thank you!”


      “Thank Veltol instead…!”


      Takahashi and Hizuki had no way of knowing Zenol had already reached his limit after his desperate battle against Veltol.


      Once he ran out of mana, the Dark Sword Zenol melted into shadow and disappeared.


      “You’re getting a kiss after this! From Hizuki!”


      “I’m not kissing anybody! But seriously, thanks!”


      “Shut your traps and get the hell out of here…!”


      Zenol watched them leave as he stumbled forward.


      “…Hey, Robin…I finally found the will to live …”


      Without looking back, the two girls ran off to save their dear friends and the new friend they had just made.


      “Just within reach!” Takahashi cried when she entered the area of effect. “Ruri, Aoi, Futaba! Let’s go!”


      She opened windows around her and activated all her artificial spirits. She used Veltol’s Dark Sword to directly connect from the aether to Machina.


      “Activate Code: Aoba!”


      This code was named after the girl who had been absorbed into the mechanical god in Yokohama. It was a countermeasure built from one of the thousands of souls that couldn’t be saved. A technic only Veltol, who had touched the crucible of ten thousand souls through his Dark Sword, and Takahashi, who had touched it directly, could create. A spell Veltol developed with Takahashi so they would not commit the same mistake again.


      It was still incomplete. It couldn’t yet separate one soul from ten thousand. However, separating one soul from two mixed together wasn’t impossible.


      And it was not simple, either.


      With Veltol and Machina’s souls linked via the aether, Takahashi used their memories to gather as much of May’s soul data as she could from the Morning Star’s body.


      But rebuilding a soul with all that data would require infinite sets of verification, something that would take an unfathomably long time for even modern quantum processing to achieve.


      Hence, Takahashi processed it in a batch.


      That wouldn’t take as long as verifying each set one by one, but that was like shaking a box full of infinite puzzle pieces and expecting it to be complete when you opened it.


      It was possible in theory, but nearly impossible statistically.


      “But that’s just statistics…!”


      Takahashi flashed a bold smile.


      This literally godly single move could solve the biggest problem.


      Personalized programs were the ultimate folly. Takahashi knew this shitty code lacked a shred of beauty. An ugly, clumsy proxy one could never call complete.


      But in this moment…


      “Done is better than perfect. Hizuki!”


      Takahashi quoted a line that was still famous even in the year 2099.


      If this was a statistical problem, there was a surefire way to make it happen.


      “When in need, pray to God!”


      Behind Takahashi, a demon-to-goddess mediumship technic activated.


      “Meldia Install!”


      Golden light ran.


      The Crown adorned Hizuki’s head, and the Blade graced her hand. The Orb in her right orbit glowed, and both of her eyes turned golden.


      This was Meldia Install—the mediumship spell that housed the powers of Meldia, the goddess of weal and woe, in Hizuki’s body.


      “Here we go…”


      Hizuki possessed a soul fragment of the goddess. She was the sole vessel of one of Alnaeth’s Six Great Gods, and she could harness a shred of Meldia’s power—divinity, which could overcome magical and physical rules, even concepts.


      Meldia’s control over fortune and misfortune was a sly trick that could tamper with the dice of fate. Anything that was theoretically possible, so long as the probability wasn’t zero, she could make it happen, for better or for worse.


      “It’s the only thing useless little me can do…!”


      Golden divinity still shone from the gold star. Meldia’s golden hue shone brilliantly enough to override the demon’s own gold.


      “Such insolence from a demon. I bestowed you with that body—it isn’t yours to violate as you see fit…!”


      The Crown and the Orb reached their peak brightness, and the goddess stabbed the Blade into the ground.


      The goddess’s divinity and the aether hacker’s code acted in unison.


      “We’re counting on you…!”


      “Machina!”


      The stage was set. Sihlwald had bought time; Veltol had connected the pieces; Takahashi and Hizuki had put it all together.


      Now Machina, the one who knew May the best, had to pull May’s soul out of the Morning Star.


      “Come back home!” Machina shouted to reach her soul.


      She called the girl’s name. Her friend’s name.


      “MAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAY!”


      Light crackled.
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      “So…Lord Veltol commanded me to educate May…but how exactly…?”


      Machina racked her brain. What did she have to do? What even was education to begin with?


      “I don’t think I need that,” May said as she watched Machina.


      “You’re going to be meeting a lot of people. That will be difficult given the way you are now…”


      “I don’t feel the need to meet anyone.”


      “No, no, that’s not—”


      “I just need you and Veltol.”


      May’s words were cold and prickly. But as prickly as she was, she meant no ill.


      In a way, she was like a newborn. Her emotions had yet to develop. She didn’t know how to convey emotions.


      “Mmm, first we have to do something about your manner of speech…,” said Machina. “Since you’re so adorable, we should go for something prim and ladylike.”


      “Prim and ladylike…? I don’t get it.”


      “Proper, formal.”


      Even if she understood those words, May lacked knowledge about the concepts.


      May furrowed her brow. She followed her fuzzy memories of when she was a servant of heaven, and the first thing that came to mind was Meldia. But Meldia was prideful and haughty, far from prim and proper, so she nixed that.


      “You’re throwing a bunch of things at me all at once, and I can’t do any of that. Don’t you have something easier?”


      “E-easier…?” Machina took a moment to think. “Oh, I know!”
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      She clapped her hands. Her face was dazzlingly bright.


      Perhaps May fell in love with that expression of hers. She wanted to smile that way, too. She yearned for it.


      “There’s one thing you must learn first—something very important,” Machina told May.


      “What is it?”


      “Words of gratitude!”


      “Gratitude…”


      Those were the basics of smooth communication. May knew about them. She just didn’t know how to use them because she’d never done that before.


      “You’re not a good example, Machina. You have nothing to be grateful to me for.”


      “No, I do, as a matter of fact. Thank you for meeting me, May.”


      Machina’s words and smile gave warmth to May’s stunted sensibilities. So she mimicked her.


      “Machina,” May began.


      She offered an awkward smile. One with all the gratitude she could pour into it.


      “Thank you.”
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      They got me.


      Enveloped in light, the Morning Star realized something.


      Her soul and May’s had been ripped apart. Those two kids she thought of as insects were the key. She could have killed them at any moment, but an odd obstacle had gotten in the way.


      And then there was the Duchess of the Dazzling Blaze.


      She thought Machina had no value in battle, but in the end, Machina was the one who took May’s soul away. The Morning Star should have destroyed her first instead of fooling around with the Black Dragon Duchess.


      She had miscalculated.


      “You’ve gotta be kidding me…”


      The Morning Star trembled and grumbled. And things only escalated from there.


      “Fuck, fuck, fuck! I can’t possibly lose! Shit! Shit, shit, shit! Why the hell is the aether so thin?! I can’t breathe… My soul…can’t hold my body together… I’m disappearing! I’m gonna vanish! Help!”


      The Morning Star’s body flashed with static, and her black wings were becoming terribly thin.


      Demons had a weak existence in the physical world. Without a flesh-and-blood body, they immediately melted into the aether and scattered, losing all their data. That was why the Morning Star had absorbed May’s body and soul—to establish her own existence.


      Now that May had been ripped away, the Morning Star’s existence was weakening by the millisecond. It resulted in her collapse.


      Her demon form crumbled. At the same time, the sky covering Shibuya thinned out, showing the giant’s bones through it.


      “Owww…! It hurts, it hurts, it hurts! It hurts so much! I can’t get the star’s power…! The star is disappearing…! The invincible power—the invincible star…!”


      The Morning Star wailed in pain.


      She was in awful condition, but she still had several ways to recover.


      However, that was a last resort. The Morning Star was unstable after her soul and May’s were separated, but she would stabilize with time. The star would come back.


      She had misread one other thing. Her mind didn’t grasp that she had no time for a last resort.


      Then she heard someone speak.


      “Stop using my body to whine and cry.”


      That was followed by what sounded like a whispered prayer.


      “Hemesis—the bird’s fangs. Terria—the fish’s murmurs. Ekzykia—the frost’s voice.”


      Incantation was one of the steps for activating magic—constructing a technic through chanting a spell.


      Veltol could use chantless magic. Sihlwald could use dragon magic. Machina, Takahashi, and Hizuki were equipped with a Familia, which assisted magic activation. All five of them didn’t need chanting.


      One person present still needed to chant a spell—May, Duchess of the Mournful Firmament. The fallen angel who had been exiled from Heaven for obtaining emotion.


      Code: Aoba separated May’s soul from the Morning Star’s body, Methenoel rebuilt May’s body, and Machina’s memories served as the base to establish May’s soul.


      One soul was extracted from the mix of two.


      May had already summoned and equipped her soul armament. In her eyes burned a fighting spirit…


      “You’ll pay for using my body to harm my friends.”


      …nay, a killing intent so cold it burned.


      “S-stop! What’s so wrong with fighting to protect myself?! I had no choice!”


      “No choice? You sure seemed like you were enjoying it.”


      “I…I was just excited to be incarnated!”


      “Shut up already. I don’t care. My only wish now is for you to die the most painful death possible.”


      May had no time to rejoice about her soul being pulled apart from the fallen angel and reuniting with her friends. She immediately activated the attack magic she aimed at the Morning Star.


      “Pale Neseph—a clear moon for you who waver.”


      A magic circle appeared at the Morning Star’s feet.


      “…!”


      She took a defensive stance immediately.


      A giant ice pillar rose from beneath her feet to pierce the heavens.


      No, it would be more accurate to describe it as an ice mountain that enveloped and froze her whole body.


      May’s forte was water and cold magic. And the spell she’d just used instantly removed heat from the aether and turned it into cold air that she launched at her target.


      Somebody else used the heat May had removed.


      “Cremation!”


      The girl with a dazzling glow and burning hair—Duchess of the Dazzling Blaze, Machina—held a giant fireball.


      “You’re going to pay…!”


      Machina used the heat May stole to create a fireball of mana.


      She threw it with all her power—with the intent to kill her opponent.


      The ball landed and exploded.


      Machina had some of the highest mana output among the Six Dark Peers, and the fireball she’d launched in a rage instantly evaporated the ice. A fire pillar engulfed the Morning Star.


      “GYAAAAAAAAAAH!”


      The Morning Star screeched in the middle of the flames.


      Machina of the Dazzling Blaze and May of the Mournful Firmament. Flames and heat, water and cold; their polar opposite attributes complemented each other’s weak points.


      These two Dark Peers were commonly paired together.


      “With Machina by my side…”


      “With May by my side…”


      May and Machina’s voices overlapped.


      ““…we’re unstoppable!””


      The Morning Star, with her twelve wings broken, retreated backward in the ensuing smoke.


      “G-goddammit! I’m dying and you keep attacking me?! Don’t you have a human heart?!” she groused.


      “A human heart?”


      In the blink of an eye, a dragon tail entered her vision.


      “’Course not, you dunce!”


      Sihlwald the Black Dragon Duchess.


      Her wounds hadn’t healed even with her combined dragon and immortal regeneration. She shouldn’t have been able to fight, but she was spurred something other than battle lust—a desire to kill.


      The dragon of legend—a young girl—pulled back her fist and lowered her hips. Then she launched that fist straight at the Morning Star.


      “Gweah…!”


      The dragon’s punch twisted into the pit of the demon’s stomach.


      The Morning Star’s body bent in half, and her face received another blow from the side.


      “Time for me to return the favor!”


      Sihlwald swung her torso back and forth as she rained punches, drawing an infinity symbol in the air.


      Her expression twisted in wrath, and she let loose her desire to pummel her opponent to death.


      “Die!”


      A final roundhouse kick sent the Morning Star flying.


      “Guh!”


      She slammed against the ground and rolled a few times before stopping.


      “Bleghhh…!”


      The Morning Star vomited bile mixed with blood. Being incarnated into May’s body meant she had human organs.


      Her divinely sinister wings broke, her halo cracked and flickered, and her body began to crumble from its ends. The relentless damage left her unable to maintain her existence.


      “You…!”


      “Will die!”


      “Now!”


      May, Machina, and Sihlwald charged at the Morning Star, who was about to be annihilated in less than a minute. Their terrifying, pure murderous intent struck fear into the demon.


      “Stay…away from meeeee!”


      She swung her arms to try to brush them away.


      “Sea of Reeds!”


      She shot out a light wave that could part the seas, and the three attackers stopped.


      “Kuh…!”


      It was hopeless. Even though she was so close to burning out, she still wielded such massive power.


      But that attack greatly reduced the strength of her existence. Like a death rattle.


      “DEMOOOOOOONS!” the Morning Star howled. “HELP MEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!”
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      Central Town, Shibuya.


      The sky in Shibuya—within the citynet’s limits—showed movement upon the Morning Star’s command. A giant magic circle spread from the star shining in the east.


      Gram cut down a demon that was attacking a little girl.


      “What…?” he said as he gazed at the sky.


      The giant magic circle brought one outcome.


      “The demons…are disappearing…?” said Kinohara, standing back-to-back with Gram as she sheathed her katana, which had been created through armament forging.


      Just as she stated, the demons that had been attacking humans suddenly stopped when the magic circle spread in the sky. Their bodies vanished into blue light particles.


      Blue light rose in Shibuya. The aether, which was supposed to be colorless and transparent, had become dense enough to be visible.


      All the demons within Shibuya’s cryotolerance zone—within the citynet’s range—had been turned into aether. This meant they were no longer a threat to the citizens of Shibuya.


      “…What is going on?” Kinohara asked.


      “Doesn’t matter. Whatever it is, there’s no way he’d lose to anyone but me.” The Hero smiled. “Let’s focus on what we can do.”
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      “Ah-ha!”


      A gleeful voice echoed under the shining golden star in the eastern sky.


      “Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”


      She had regenerated.


      Her wings, limbs, and halo spread anew, completely healed, back to normal.


      The proud Demon Lord had restored herself by sacrificing all the demons summoned in Shibuya.


      However, this was the Morning Star’s last resort. The citizens of Shibuya weren’t the only ones who had made contracts through the demon-summoning app Clavicula. The demons had made a deal with their own demon—the Morning Star.


      According to one of Clavicula’s terms, the summoner was obligated to provide the demon with compensation, which was chosen at the demon’s discretion. The Morning Star used this to her advantage by turning all the demons into aether.


      It was similar to the Immortal Furnace, a ritual magic facility for aether refinement, except the compensation applied solely to incarnated lower incorporeal beings that had made a contract with the Morning Star.


      And with all the demons converted into aether and faith, she had no more demons at her disposal. Her plan was terribly short-sighted.


      Nonetheless, with her own annihilation on the line, that was clearly her best option.


      “Stay away, insects!”


      The Morning Star sent golden waves around her.


      “Ah…!”


      “Kuh…!”


      “We couldn’t take her down?!”


      Machina, May, and Sihlwald were blown backward.


      The Morning Star spread her wings and arms as though bragging about her rebirth.


      “Mm-hee-hee-hee… Whatever. I converted the demons into aether and also got some faith…enough to kill you all. The demons are gone, but the point is to be fruitful and multiply, right? I can just make more.”


      The Morning Star wore a serene smile.


      “Verstra!”


      A black wind drew a curve in the air. This ultimate blow from Veltol’s soul armament katana could even slash through an MG’s armor.


      “Whoa, that scared me.”


      However, though it reached the Morning Star’s neck, it did not slice or even hurt it. The blade stopped.


      “That was close. You could’ve killed me ten seconds ago, but you let that once-in-a-lifetime opportunity slip through your fingers. Poor little stupid man.”


      “Big talk for the one who was crying just moments ago.”


      “It was an act. It’d hit you harder if I came back from what seemed to be certain doom, right? Just making things more interesting.”


      “I would have praised you if this were a game.”


      “Oh, but it is. For me.”


      Veltol drew back his blade and distanced himself from the Morning Star.


      “Don’t worry; I won’t exterminate humanity right away. We need your fear and imagination to exist, but once enough of us are incarnated, we can multiply using our own imagination—our faith. I’ll keep you alive until then. You can never have enough sacrificial lambs.”


      Far from her crumbling figure moments prior, the Morning Star had regained all her power. The dense aether prevented her existence from scattering, and disintegrating the demons’ souls was what helped her maintain her faith.


      As the Devil, the embodiment of humans’ subconscious fear, the Morning Star possessed magitech skills that were one step ahead of modern humanity’s. Nobody on the surface of this planet could understand this technic of hers.


      “Dang… She not only turned the demons into aether, she obtained faith, too…”


      With one exception—aether hacker Takahashi.


      The entirety of humanity had been turned into mages with the release of the Familia. And among all those humans, Takahashi was mediocre—below average in terms of mana reserve, release, and manipulation.


      However, she was highly adept at understanding the aethernet and modern packaged magic. Takahashi was among the newest type of mage—a top-class wizard, an aether hacker.


      She knew the demon summoning was being packaged as an app and the citynet was being used as a barrier, and she witnessed the Morning Star hack the demons through the citynet.


      This prodigy had elevated her talent a step higher.


      In the year 2099, there were two types of aether hackers: Takahashi and the rest.


      “Dude, I’m on fire today!”


      This was the second time she’d come into contact with a demon or something similar through the aether. The intoxication from the high aether density added to what she’d experienced since she’d met Veltol and his brethren—something a regular aether hacker could never achieve. Takahashi was now in the zone.


      Her pupils were dilated, but her mind was completely calm as the technic raced through it. She opened and closed windows displaying various statuses of the citynet and had her artificial spirits examine the data.


      Aether hacking required basic knowledge of technic construction and the flexibility to adapt it. But those were merely the fundamentals.


      Takahashi’s talent was supported by her explosive thought power capable of rewriting programs on the fly—and the efficiency of her experiences.


      She experienced things rare for an aether hacker and used them as feedback for her next endeavors, and her efficiency at this was superb.


      In Yokohama, Takahashi hacked the mechanical god and directly touched the forced faith-turned-aether. The souls of Yokohama’s homunculi were composed of lower incorporeal beings, similar to demons. And by analyzing the demon-summoning app Clavicula, Takahashi understood the demons not only figuratively but literally as well. The helplessness she felt in Yokohama had made her stronger.


      Takahashi opened multiple windows. She had already parsed the structure of Clavicula. She cracked it—modified it in real time.


      “Ah-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”


      Laughter escaped her unconsciously.


      She released a ton of adrenaline, sending her heart rate and blood pressure skyrocketing. Her capillaries burst, and her nose began bleeding, but she paid it no mind. She didn’t even turn to look at Hizuki, who collapsed in exhaustion from the recoil of the goddess’s divinity.


      “Ohhh, I’m guessing Shibuya’s citynet is acting as the divide between the barrier’s inside and outside, and she boosts faith by circulating the demons within the citynet. But I gotta say, the Progenitor did a better job, although the soul-related bits are as good as you’d expect.”


      The app linked the demon and the user’s soul.


      All the demons’ faith-turned-aether was pointed at the Morning Star.


      Takahashi rewrote Clavicula. She pulled the Morning Star’s faith toward a different target, like pulling water from a river.


      “Go get ’er, Velly.”


      She pressed the 3D keyboard’s ENTER key.


      The powerful load on her brain made her lose consciousness. Takahashi collapsed on the spot.


      “Well done, sorceress.”


      Faith flowed into someone other than the Morning Star.


      “The conditions are met.”


      That man? Demon Lord Veltol Velvet Velsvalt.


      A sphere of darkness enveloped the Demon Lord. Then, little by little, the darkness peeled off like falling scales.


      From within appeared a strange form. The skull of a dragon crowned by two twisted horns, followed by a single-edged Dark Sword that oozed darkness, and a cloak of the same color.


      The two horns pierced the heavens, and ghastly red lights burned in the skull’s orbits.


      Its body, steeped in shadow, was thin and bony. Its cloak seemed to be made of darkness itself, and wings spread from the creature’s back.


      This giant stood over five meters tall.


      The Dark Sword swelled, too, in direct proportion to the growth of the Demon Lord’s existence.


      Demon Lord Veltol’s second form.


      His stats were boosted, and any auxiliary effects were activated. All the damage he had received and the mana he had lost were recovered. No matter how overwhelmed Veltol could have been before, he was now at his peak once again.


      “Wh-what the hell is that…? I don’t get it… I’ve never heard about this!”


      The Morning Star looked up.


      The Demon Lord exerted pressure even greater than his size, making it seem as though his head went up through the heavens.


      “Of course,” said a bowel-shaking voice. “Few know of this form. Especially you, the antithesis of omniscience and omnipotence. You should feel honored to catch a glimpse of my majestic body.”


      Veltol extended his arm.


      “I shall allow you to die.”


      In the next moment, a pillar of flames engulfed the Morning Star.


      No warning, no anticipation.


      There were five steps necessary to activate magic: initialization, construction, expansion, incantation, and proclamation. A Familia could help eliminate some of those steps except for the first and last ones; those were necessary. Yet Demon Lord Veltol, when in his second form, surpassed human knowledge and was able to omit the maginom’s proclamation.


      Nonetheless…


      “Ha!”


      …even as his second form’s surprise attack raged…


      “Ha-ha-ha!”


      …the star shining in the dawn was still going strong.


      “Ha! Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”


      The fallen angel, covered in embers, revealed herself. Her body was unscathed and enveloped in a faint golden light.


      “It’s useless!” The demon cackled, convinced she was victorious. “Even transformed like that—useless! None of you can beat me! Fooooooools!”


      “Fear not.”


      “…What?”


      “This is but an appetizer. The workings of your invincibility have already been revealed.”


      “Stop bluffing! There’s no way you can—”


      “The star.”


      Veltol pointed his bony arm toward the heavens. Toward the endless daybreak. To the star shining in the eastern sky.


      “The Morning Star. The dawn shining in the east. What they call Venus on Earth. It clearly relates to your name.”


      “…”


      “It is simple to surmise the source of your powers is that garish thing high in the sky within this barrier. Indeed, the moment the barrier’s effect waned, you were horribly damaged.”


      “If… Even if what you’re saying is true…”


      Veltol’s guess was right. The shining gold star was what kept the Morning Star invincible. The barrier operated via the citynet; so long as that star shone, all attacks on the Morning Star were nullified.


      “What’re you gonna do about it? This barrier’s sky is a pseudo-universe I created. The scale is also the same. That star is literally millions of miles away. So you’re gonna build a rocket and go blow Venus up? That’d be fun! Ah-ha-ha! So? What’re you gonna do now? Tell me, Veltol! Tell me, tell me!”


      The Morning Star was certain of her invincibility. She had nothing to fear.


      “This is my barrier spell Mass-Produced Eden. It creates a whole universe through Shibuya’s citynet. I’ll get a hold of the entire aethernet and cover the whole world in this barrier—right after I destroy you!”


      “Fool,” the Demon Lord spat coldly. “So long as that star’s glow is gone, your invincibility will vanish. A surprise you can be so sure of yourself.”


      “I’m telling you, how—how are you going to do that, you imbecile?!”


      “I’ll show you. Let us put an end to this game.”


      Veltol initialized the mana in his body, constructed a technic, and expanded a giant, intricate circle.


      Then, without a proclamation, a spell was activated. A pillar of light rose.


      Its maginom:


      “Ell Stunna…”


      Machina whispered its name.


      It was the first spell Veltol used upon his resurrection in the year 2099 FE. A spell that could control the weather. The symbol of his defeat, as his faith had been reduced and he could not adapt to the environment after five centuries of change.


      “I see! Weather manipulation! That’s a good idea! But it’s useless! I created the world in this barrier! What you see there isn’t actually there! That’s not the real sky; you can’t mess with it! Too bad!”


      As the Morning Star said, the cloudless sky within the barrier was not the real sky. The firmament within the barrier and everything beyond it was merely set dressing—a virtual sky and universe the same scale as the original. Regular weather manipulation could not generate clouds in a sky that was fixed on daybreak.


      And yet…


      “Huh…? No way… Why…?”


      …impossible clouds appeared in the clear dawn sky.


      “This barrier’s sky has no concept of weather… Clouds can’t exist! So why…?”


      She looked up at the heavens with shock and bafflement.


      The clouds grew thicker and bigger. Black darkness spread through the azure sky.


      “My Ell Stunna is no regular weather manipulation spell,” the dragon’s skull replied. “It is ultimate magic that can rewrite the concept of a sky—no matter what it looks like or how it was created.”


      The Demon Lord took a step forward.


      The sky turned red as the sun began to set.


      “That’s…that’s cheating…”


      The Demon Lord took another step forward.


      The sky turned into a starry aurora.


      “Do not despair. This pseudo-universe barrier is brilliant. Were it not for my current form, I would have been unable to rewrite it. Admirable work.”


      With every blink, the sky switched from polar night to midnight sun, to a clear blue sky, to a sudden rain, to a thunderstorm. Veltol’s spell truly altered the heavens.


      Weather manipulation magic was used in ancient times by rulers to display their power. To show the masses this world was theirs.


      Changing the heavens in the Morning Star’s manufactured world and exposing her star was clear proof of who the real ruler was.


      Thick clouds covered the entire sky. The shining star’s light vanished, and a curtain of pitch-black darkness fell.
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      This was the authentic firmament of the year 2099. Star-sealing black that would never turn to dawn.


      Once her star’s shine no longer reached the surface, the Morning Star lost her invincibility.


      “A…aah…,” she muttered in deep despair as she looked up at the starless virtual sky. “Stop! Don’t! Forgive me! I already gave May’s body back, so there’s no need to kill me! Right? Right?”


      “Wrong.”


      “Why?!”


      The Demon Lord approached under the darkness. Step by slow step, with a giant sword in hand.


      “No… I don’t wanna die…”


      The demon cried in fear, and that fear became faith power for Veltol.


      “H-hey! Let’s make a deal, Veltol! We can rule the world together! That way your wish will come true, too!”


      “A deal?” The Demon Lord scoffed at the suggestion. “Do not make me laugh. A demon making a deal with the Demon Lord? I do not need the help of a demon to realize my ambitions.”


      “A-ah… Aahh… Why? I just wanna live…”


      “I understand. Having received life, it is only natural for you to desire to keep it.”


      “…Then you’ll forgive me?”


      “You ignoramus.”


      “Huh?”


      “You laid your hand on my vassals and friends. You hurt innocent people. How can I forgive you for harming others simply out of a desire to live?”


      “Why?! I apologized; can’t you forgive me seventy times seven?!”


      “You’re begging the wrong person for forgiveness. And that person is…”


      He declared sternly:


      “…Demon Lord Veltol Velvet Velsvalt.”


      The Demon Lord raised his pitch-black greatsword.


      “I-I’m sorr—”


      The demon looked up at the Demon Lord and squeezed out an apology.


      “NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”


      A flash.


      With one falling strike, the Morning Star without her star of invincibility was sliced in half.


      In less than a split second, the demon named for a star vanished into particles of golden light.
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      The authoritarian and indignant Demon Lord vanished as the false sky disappeared. With their summoner now gone, the remaining demons within Shibuya’s citynet vanished. May’s master—Veltol—returned to his original form after losing the faith that the demons had temporarily boosted.


      “…”


      Overhead was the geofront’s giant-bone ceiling.


      Golden light rained down.


      Beneath it, May savored the return of her body. Her survival. Her rescue.


      “Everyone…”


      She thought of wearing a smile, of offering words of gratitude with a smile.


      Greetings and gratitude were the basics of interpersonal communication. She meant them for the people she had loved since forever ago, and the new people she loved, too.


      “Ah…!”


      She sobbed.


      “Wah…”


      She wept.


      “Uwaaaaah!”


      Like a newborn’s first cry.


      She had the Demon Lord Veltol, Sihlwald the Black Dragon Duchess, Takahashi, and Hizuki.


      And…Machina, Duchess of the Dazzling Blaze.


      Machina was smiling with relief as she held the crying May tight.


      “May,” she said.


      Her voice was tender and affectionate.


      “You made good on our promise.”


      Tears formed in Machina’s eyes.


      “Welcome home.”


      With that, she hugged her even tighter.


      After much crying, May raised her head.


      “Thank you all.”


      Those were her words of gratitude and rebirth.


      “Your safe return is thanks enough,” said Veltol.


      “Yeah…,” Sihlwald agreed. “I just don’t want to lose anybody… All I needed was having you back here with us, May…”


      Their replies were heartfelt.


      “Welcome home, May,” said Hizuki.


      “Whew, I was worried for a second there. Thank goodness everything’s fine now,” Takahashi added.


      The two of them had regained consciousness almost at the same time. They smiled at May, exhausted.


      Warm words. Warm people.


      May understood this place, among these people, was where she belonged now.


      She looked to the side.


      “…”


      A slight distance away, the stitched boy picked up the cracked visor on the ground. The one Ange had worn when she was controlling May’s body.


      Zenol stared forlornly at the visor.


      “Hey,” May called to him.


      May knew this boy—or rather, she had vague memories of him when Ange had used her body after being freed from the Morning Star. Instead of personal experiences, the memories felt like things she saw in a dream or through a screen, a mix of first- and third-person.


      This patchwork boy was crude and coarse, but he always worried about Ange. Not out of pity for her being implanted in a human vessel, but purely as an individual, as Ange.


      Ange wasn’t human. She wasn’t even a life-form. She was an aggregation of technics of artificial spirits, an autonomous spell.


      But even so…Ange cared about him, too.


      So May approached the boy who had the same name as the Dark Swordsman she knew.


      “Are you coming with us?” she asked him.


      “!”


      Zenol looked at her with surprise. Then he smiled.


      “That’s…a pretty enticing invitation.”


      He caressed the brown part of his stitched-together face.


      “I was just beginning to think this immortal body may not be so bad after all.”


      Zenol held Ange’s visor in his hand.


      “But…I can’t go with you yet.”


      “I see.”


      Zenol smiled at May with a tinge of sadness.


      May smiled back with a tinge of sadness, too.


      “Tell her I said hi,” May told Zenol.


      “Yeah.”


      The young immortal turned his back to her and left.


      That day, his life as an immortal finally began.


      Zenol turned back one last time. His gaze met the Demon Lord’s—the leader of the immortals.


      They said nothing to each other.


      They had a mutual understanding. Veltol had told Zenol to come here one day, and Zenol had told him he would be there one day.


      And so they went their separate ways.


      And the world kept on turning.

    
  


  
    
      EPILOGUE


      The Sole Truth Necessary for the World’s Survival


      “This tight schedule is killing me.”


      Kinohara was confounded.


      In a building in Shibuya was the temporary office for Hero Staffing Agency Valhara. The office was clean—mainly because Valhara was moving from city to city, and Kinohara brought nothing unnecessary with her save Ishimary merch—but PC artificial spirits were flying all over the place, supporting her busy communications.


      “It’s good we got the credit for solving the chaos this time, but I didn’t imagine they would have us dealing with the fallout…”


      The disturbance in Shibuya was quelled following the death of its ringleader. A few days had gone by since.


      Although Demon Lord Veltol and his companions had defeated the ringleader, they had agreed to let Valhara take responsibility for their achievement.


      As soon as Valhara reported everything to their client, the deputy mayor, he asked them to help with the aftermath.


      Naturally, the ordeal wasn’t over after defeating the mastermind. Numerous loose ends had to be tied up in the city, among them aiding the wounded, securing food and medical supplies, and strengthening public safety.


      This was the perfect job for Valhara, given their contacts in nearby cities and the variety of services they provided, but it was just too much work.


      Kinohara hadn’t slept well, her head hurt, her neck and shoulders were sore, and her back was getting stiff. It was so bad, she had half a mind to start pounding on her own back. She could always go to a massage parlor; that one place Gram had infiltrated seemed pretty good.


      “Kuh… Not even my Ishimary stress toy can keep me relaxed…!”


      Kinohara frantically squished a gel-filled doll of IHMI’s mascot, a strange rabbit-like creature, but she was way over capacity.


      “Noooooooooooooooovice!”


      Kinohara called someone loudly, which also worked as a form of stress relief. She was used to calling Valhara new hires novice in English.


      Indeed, there was a newcomer to Hero Staffing Agency Valhara.


      “You don’t need to shout that loud, Director. That’s power harassment. What do ya want?”


      The novice working hard in the corner of the office sounded haggard. He—Zenol—trotted over to Kinohara.


      He’d made a cool exit after settling things with the Demon Lord Veltol and the fallen angel the Morning Star, but the events of that day had depleted him of mana. He soon fainted from mana deficiency and was found by Kinohara and Gram.


      Zenol had no intention of going back to the Guild, and Kinohara was looking for new personnel. Since their interests aligned and they had met before, Kinohara hired him on the spot.


      “Please don’t ask anything weird again,” he told her. “I’ve got a lot of work to do.”


      “Zenol, you desperately need a refresher course on proper business conduct…but never mind that now.” Kinohara sighed at his irreparably casual tone.


      Zenol and Kinohara had first encountered one another prior to their run-ins in Shibuya and Goar, although they weren’t aware of it.


      “Get me three…no, four apologramas,” said Kinohara.


      “Again? You’re gonna get fat…”


      “Shut up. This is an executive order. And bring me the receipt.”


      “Okay, okay. Why not buy in bulk, though?” Zenol grumbled as he walked to the door for the odd job.


      “Oh, how about I go with you?” said his senior, Gram.


      “…Really?!” Zenol exclaimed, his eyes lighting up. “I’d love that, Mr. Gram!”


      Zenol’s relationship with Director Kinohara was less than stellar, but toward Gram he was as loyal as the dog Nanako.


      If Zenol had a tail, he would be wagging it.


      He had argued with Gram over trivial stuff on his first day at Valhara, and the thorough beating the Hero gave him established a clear hierarchy. Ever since, Zenol had someone to respect and look up to.


      “Gram, you have other work to do,” said Kinohara.


      “I mean, considering how bad the city is doing, maybe I should be out there patrolling…,” Gram replied.


      “Haaah… You just want to slack off on your deskwork… But fine, I’ll allow it.”


      “You heard her, Mr. Gram! Let’s go! It’s my treat!”


      “N-no, you don’t have to… So? Are you getting used to the job around here?”


      “Yeah! I mainly did random gigs at my previous workplace, too. The director here is a bit annoying, but she’s got nothing on my last boss—”


      “I can hear you, Zenol.” Kinohara glared at him.


      “Oops!”


      Zenol ran out of the office, while Gram followed him with an awkward smile.


      “Sheesh…”


      The CEO of the up-and-coming venture took a break from her tasks and plopped down on a chair. She was never a talkative one, and neither was Gram, so she didn’t expect things to get so noisy with just one more person on the team.


      “But hey, it doesn’t feel bad.”


      She felt her mouth relaxing into a smile, and she promptly cleared her throat to hide it in the otherwise empty office.


      And the world kept on turning.
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      “Takahashi.”


      She heard a voice. A familiar voice.


      “Taaakaaahaaashiii!”


      “Bwuh?!”


      Before her was a beautiful girl with one golden eye and one scarlet.


      “Geez, you spooked me. You never come into my room, Hizuki…”


      “Um, if anything, it’s more of a shock to see you in this room.”


      “Now that you mention it…”


      They were in Takahashi’s bedroom, and Takahashi had been taking a nap on a bunny-shaped chair. According to the clock on her virtual retina display, it was beyond time for her to wake up and get ready for school.


      Today was a weekday.


      “Breakfast is ready. So are you going to school?”


      “Mmm…”


      “Are you?”


      “Mmm…”


      “Or not?”


      Honestly, Takahashi wanted to skip school. However, if she skipped, Hizuki would, too. This chick always matched what Takahashi did, even though she didn’t have to. And Takahashi appreciated that.


      A few days after the events in Shibuya, they had returned to Shinjuku and gone back to their daily lives.


      Takahashi had felt listless ever since. She didn’t have the drive to do anything. She frequently skipped school to begin with, and she hadn’t attended a single class since coming back.


      She lived an idle life with Hizuki. She hadn’t even visited Veltol’s place. She wanted to see May, but strangely for her, she felt like she didn’t want to impose. Perhaps that was just an excuse for her lethargy.


      Ever since meeting Machina and Veltol and the rest, Takahashi had experienced all sorts of things most people didn’t. Aoba’s case was one of them. Takahashi had developed some software with Veltol so she wouldn’t go through that sadness and frustration again, and that software ended up saving May.


      It all felt like an illusion, like a dream. She wasn’t even sure if any of that had really happened. Maybe that was why she was so listless.


      “Takahashi.”


      Hizuki sat on her lap and leaned on her.


      “You’re heavy, ma’am.”


      “We walk at different paces, you and I,” Hizuki said, ignoring Takahashi’s comment. “Half-elves’ lives are like in the middle of a human and an elf’s life.”


      She traced her chin with her fingers.


      “So if we live out our full life expectancies, I’ll live twice as long as you.”


      “Yeah.”


      “But I bet in Veltol’s eyes, that’s not much of a difference.”


      “Well, yeah, he’s immortal.”


      “And still, I’m sure he and the other immortals are enjoying the heck out of life even as we speak.”


      “…”


      “I’m not trying to twist your arm or anything, but I just wanted to say that hanging out and going to school with you is actually pretty fun.”


      “…”


      Time was limited. Every mortal had a finite life.


      Takahashi knew this better than anyone else.


      The homunculus Aoba had just a four-year lifespan. Thinking about her, Takahashi couldn’t dilly-dally like this.


      “…Let’s eat breakfast and go to school,” she said.


      “Yes. Let’s.” The pretty girl wore a pretty smile.


      “And what’s for brekkie today, Hijiki?”


      “Hiiizuuukiii! It’s omelet rice.”


      “Huh?! You’re gonna do the moé-kyun thing for me?!”


      “Hell no!”


      Takahashi left her room, following her roommate who already felt like part of home.


      And the world kept on turning.
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      May was troubled.


      “…”


      “…”


      She was in the living room of Veltol’s castle—his high-rise apartment—and sat sandwiched between Machina and Sihlwald, who were sniffing her.


      “This is awesome!”


      “I told you, Lady Sihlwald.”


      “Hmm… I always wondered about this weirdo habit of yours, Machina… Now I understand,” said Veltol.


      “Weirdo?! You thought I was a weirdo?!”


      Machina was no longer able to hide her May-sniffing, and now Sihlwald joined in the fun.


      It had happened every day since they’d returned to Shinjuku.


      May thought wasting time on such depravities was an insult to the mortals with limited time.


      “Machina, Sihlwald, Veltol… I’m sorry.”


      May remembered. Her memories when she was inside Ange were hazy, but the ones before that were vivid.


      Right after the Fantasion, the shift of the planet’s crust and the ensuing commotion separated May and many of her fellow immortals from their brethren.


      She then experienced the two City Wars, survived the Immortal Hunt, was captured by IHMI, got transferred to the Guild—and unbeknownst to her, the stitched boy Zenol became an immortal and they were appointed Heroes of the Guild.


      “I told you, you’re not allowed to apologize anymore,” Machina said.


      “Yeah!” Sihlwald agreed.


      “But I caused you so much trouble…and all those people in Shibuya got hurt, too.”


      “That’s not your fault,” Machina insisted, slightly indignant.


      May knew this. She understood, but still she tormented herself.


      “If I’d done a better job…Machina, Veltol, things could’ve been different, easier, for both of you, and…”


      “May,” Sihlwald said with a serious look on her face. “I’ve had two ifs on my mind ever since I woke up in this era. One about the girl we met on the iron island, and one about that girl from the future. If things had been a little different, maybe they would be here laughing with us now.”


      Her voice was heavy, and her gaze was distant, as though she was gazing at an impossible dream.


      “But that won’t change the fact we lost them, even if we go back in time or change the future. We have to accept that and look ahead… But I guess you’re too old for such scoldings.”


      “…No, you’re right,” said May. “And even after hundreds of years, I’m still young.”


      Machina grabbed May’s hand. “I’ve also thought of ifs.”


      “Even you?”


      “What if Lord Veltol hadn’t returned? What if we hadn’t found Lady Sihlwald? What if…we hadn’t reunited with you?”


      “…”


      “But none of those things happened. We are living in one of the ifs.”


      “Living in an if…”


      “So don’t apologize. You made good on your promise, and I’m really happy about that.”


      Machina hugged May’s head, her fingers touching her nape.


      May had a Familia embedded in the back of her neck now. She hadn’t worn one before and had no memory of when Ange used one.


      She had bought it and gotten it implanted at Takahashi’s favorite shop in Shinjuku. Even immortals could undergo the procedure by turning off their automatic regeneration.


      May hadn’t gotten used to the amount of visual data after installing it. But she would acclimate soon enough.


      “If we’re living in one of those ifs, then he’ll take us further and further ahead.” May looked to her lord’s room. “Won’t you, Veltol?”


      And the world kept on turning.

    
  


  
    
      AFTERWORD


      Oh, hello.


      Daigo Murasaki here. It has been one month since our last talk if you bought Volume 4 upon release.


      One month.


      I’m sure plenty of you want to call me out on the balance between releases with 2 to 3 and 3 to 4. But let’s just be glad Volume 5 is here, okay?!


      I get a long afterword this time, so let me do some rambling.


      About my muscular pain:


      My arm started hurting after I got on a packed train for the first time in a long while.


      How weakened can my body be?! Hang in there, body!


      About the anime:


      But nobody cares about my sore muscles! Talk about something else!


      After all, as I write this afterword, it is October 12, 2024, 23:50. That is, right before the airing of the Demon Lord 2099 anime adaptation’s first episode!


      It’s coming soon. I’m waiting right in front of the TV.


      I know I have great staff working on a great adaptation, so I’m not worried at all, but I’m a little bit nervous about my story being broadcast on television.


      Thump, ba-thump.


      Ohh, it started! Since I don’t use social media, I’ll give you my live impressions here!


      Whoa! The Immortal War that wasn’t touched on in the novels! Marcus is working so hard!


      Machina, what’s with that super strong magic?! I’m going to use it for the novels! (I’ve included new elements created for the anime in the novels already!)


      Ohhhhh, Gram! He’s so cool! I love when hot guys get back up after being beaten to a pulp, so that’s how it turned out.


      And Veltol! His face is gorgeous! And that voice! I love when hot guys get back up after being beaten to a pulp, so that’s how it turned out.


      Kinohara’s pronunciation is amazing! The best part of anime adaptations is seeing the characters move and talk! And Ishimary is so cute!


      The ad promoting the novels was my idea! I hope you like it!


      And that finale! The way it solidifies the world of the series along with the wonderful OP “Hollow” and ED “Spira” is wonderful… It’s got a perfect hook, I think.


      Dang, this anime Demon Lord 2099 is super good…


      So what did you think?! What did you all think?! Wasn’t Episode 1 so good?! I got sucked into it even though I’m the writer! Or maybe it’s because I am the writer?! Whatever, it was still just amazing! Fantastic!


      I should’ve written this for Volume 4’s afterword! I wanted to share my thoughts closer to when the anime debuted, but I had so few pages for Volume 4’s afterword! I resent this lag! The adaptation should be halfway through by the time this is released, I think?


      …Ah, so that’s why people use social media… That’s the place that fulfills that desire to share your emotions with others…!


      I’ve finally come to realize the essence of social media. I mean, I’d already seen it in the advance screening (and watching it on a big screen with theater sound was amazing), but watching it real time on TV hits different.


      Ahh… I’m so blessed…


      I’m savoring the joy now. I can’t wait for next week!


      Now it’s time for special thanks.


      Illustrator Kureta. Thank you for the wonderful illustrations as always. This series can only exist thanks to you. Thank you.


      My editor and subeditor. I liked those raw oysters—first time I had them in my life. Thank you.


      Sakurai for the manga adaptation. You convey the world of Demon Lord 2099 so powerfully and delicately. Thank you. Go check out the manga version of Demon Lord 2099, with Volume 3 now on sale.


      Everyone involved with the Demon Lord 2099 anime. I was invigorated by getting to see the professionals work in such professional environments. It was thanks to the anime adaptation that this series was able to reach Volume 5. Thank you.


      And all my readers. Everyone who started with the anime, the heroes who liked it before the anime, you are both equally precious to me. Thank you.


      If possible, I would like to keep this series going for longer. I hope I can have your support.


      May we meet again.


      Daigo Murasaki

    
  


  
    
      Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.


      To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.


      Sign Up


      Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup
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