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Chapter 4.5: AD 4549, The Defeat of Demon King Ronove







The two men stood all alone in the Demon King's throne room, staring one another down. One was armored and bearded, and had the tail and twisted horns of a higher-level demon. The other man, dressed in far more luxurious garb, was groveling pathetically before the first. His body was covered in blood, and the wounds accompanying it were clearly fatal.

The man on death's door was Demon King Ronove, ruler of the Demon World. Or, more precisely, he had been the Demon King. Dark rulers may be powerful, but with his wounds it was unlikely he would last long.

"You...you fool!" the fallen King cried. "This is regicide! Do you realize what that means?!"

"Yeah, nothing. You lost, so you're not the Demon King anymore," the other man replied with an annoyed sigh. He then held his blade to Ronove's throat. "You wanted to be Belial's second act and destroy both human and demon worlds alike? No thanks, pal. See, I've got plans to have my daughter take the dark throne so I can enjoy the retired life, and I can't quite do that if there's no world to retire in, can I?"

"Guh! Cychreus, wait!"

Cychreus, the armored man, artlessly shoved his blade closer. Ronove attempted to retreat from it on all fours only to find himself backed up against the wall.

"A-all right," he pleaded, "if it's the throne you want, then it's the throne you'll have! I'll leave the Church of Belial, too! So, please just...!"

"Awfully hard to give me a throne you don't have, wouldn't you say."

"Wait, please, I—"

"Goodbye, Your Former Majesty, King Ronove."

Slice!

With a flash of Cychreus's blade, Ronove's head soared through the air. An instant later, his body was torn apart as that single swing was multiplied eight times by Sonic Blow. That particular technique was Cychreus's specialty. Perhaps killing the previous king painlessly was meant as a show of respect.

"Well, that's finally over," Cychreus muttered to himself. "Sure took long enough." He then turned toward the door as if he had just finished warming up for the main event.

In reality, slaying Ronove was only the beginning. The true trial would be dealing with the disaster that was about to burst into his new chambers. He held up his blade at the ready just as gravity finished doing its job and Ronove's head landed on the floor.

The door was suddenly kicked open, and a girl yelled out as she came barging into the throne room.

"Demon King Ronooooove!"

The girl had short, golden-blonde hair, slender limbs, and a delicate-looking figure. To the unknowing eye, she could easily be mistaken for either a beautiful girl or a handsome young boy. Her name was Aquarius, and she had drifted into the Demon World a millennia ago and become the guardian of Lake Amia. Ronove had lured Aquarius out of the village by Lake Amia with promises of aid to its residents. He'd then attacked the lake while she was absent and taken her friend Undine off somewhere, and murdered the villagers who resisted. After discovering Ronove's evil deeds, Aquarius had forced her way into the castle to kill the Demon King, even at the cost of her own life.

"The deepest reaches of hell aren't foul enough for you, cur! I shall send you—"

"The scumbag's already there."

Aquarius paused then asked, "Who are you?" Despite her rage, she still had enough of her wits about her to realize the man speaking was clearly not Ronove.

"Cychreus. I was one of King Ronove's royal guards until a few seconds ago, when I took his head. ...I suppose now you can call me Demon King Cychreus."

"You're the one who killed him?" Aquarius had noticed Ronove's head lying on the floor. Still unsure where to direct her pent-up anger, she turned and faced Cychreus.

"He said he was a member of the Church of Belial, and he was trying to finish what that tyrant started three millennia ago," the man began explaining. "He wanted to destroy both the demon and human worlds. A group suicide, dragging everyone with him. We can't have someone like that on the throne, so I took the liberty of succeeding him...with minimal bloodshed."

"So he put Undine into a frenzy because of that cult?"

"Pretty much. What a damn fool, huh?" Cychreus replied before irreverently kicking at Ronove's head. There must have been fire magic in the blow, because crimson flames immediately enveloped the head, reducing it to black ash. "He shaved off a thousand years of his life putting a curse on you, just to get that Undine plan on track. We demons live a really long time, but giving up a massive part of your lifespan is going to leave you a lot weaker. Ronove was basically a whimpering old man. I could've cut him down in my sleep. Hell, someone was going to take him out eventually."

"It sounds like you had that in mind all along."

Cychreus's eyebrow went up when he heard that.

"You wanted to be Demon King yourself," Aquarius continued, "but Ronove was far too powerful for you to handle. So you bided your time, waiting for this moment to strike. Am I wrong?"

"You sure aren't," the armored man replied with a shrug. He didn't appear to be the least bit ashamed. "I'm going to make a new, peaceful Demon World, you see. And I wanted that old tyrant, Ronove out of the picture as soon as possible."

Cychreus was a rarity among demons. He believed in peace. He was also among a painfully small minority that saw no reason to invade the human world, even though the Demon World was in ruins. Instead, he felt demons should work together to make the world as it was a better place. That was all the more reason why he could not stand idly by while Ronove ran desperately towards annihilation. And he'd waited years for his chance to kick the man off his throne.

"From here on out, I'm going to be laying groundwork," he began explaining. His tone made it sound like he was going out to run errands. "The Demon World has a lot of...let's call it debt. There's no end to the morons who want to solve everything with violence, and there's plenty of fools who'll try to invade the human world. In order to make this land peaceful, I'll have to get rid of those sorts first."

"The Demon World has been an unchanging vortex of violence and chaos for thousands of years," Aquarius remarked. "Do you plan on changing the place in its entirety during your lifetime?"

"Nah, one generation is asking too much. I'm going to focus on laying the groundwork, and when my daughter grows up, I'll leave the rest to her. I know she'll bring peace to the world. I'll also pay a visit to the hero from the human world and let him know the Demon World is changing."

Aquarius wasn't sure if he had actually given it some thought, or if he was just making it up as he went along, but he struck her as a terribly strange man, and he had the charisma to capture her attention.

"So, what'll you do, Aquarius, knight of Undine?"

She remained silent.

"You've got that incredibly powerful curse Ronove put on you. He shaved a thousand years off of his life casting that perception blocker."

"What exactly does it do?"

"It's an illusion spell. You won't feel any changes, but other people are going to see you differently. In a few days, every denizen the world over is going to look at you and see a demon wolf, or a hydra, or some sort of fierce monster. People will come for your life."

"Damn that scumbag!" Aquarius cursed the dead king. "Even death doesn't end his treachery!"

"Oh, and it will last for half the amount of lifetime he gave up," Cychreus added. "So, five hundred years. Damn, that's a lot."

Aquarius gritted her teeth. Her only wish must have been to search the land for a way to cure Undine as quickly as possible, but with that curse on her, such a journey would be impossible. She needed someone else's help. So she turned to Cychreus.

Anticipating her request, he immediately threw up both hands in a show of helplessness and said, "Don't expect anything out of me. I can't help you with Undine in the slightest. Ronove sent Undine into a frenzy so he could ruin the environment and bring our world one step closer to destruction. Do you think he wouldn't put a curse of silence on me, too? Before long, all of my memories about Undine will fade and disappear."

"So you're going to forget that she's in a frenzy? And that she's sleeping in Lake Amia?"

"I sure will. Which means we either have to kill Undine before Ronove's curse takes effect, or..."

Aquarius finished his sentence for him. "Wait five hundred years for the curse to fade, then look for a new way to save Undine."

"Yeah. And listen, normally when a spirit goes bad like this, killing them is the best answer, but..." Cychreus paused to awkwardly scratch his cheek. He then avoided her gaze and continued, "I do owe you one for giving me my chance to take out Ronove."

"So you'll wait, then?"

"Yeah. And I may not look it, but I always make good on my promises. I'll leave Undine as is until your curse ends in five hundred years. By then, my daughter will be the Demon Queen, and you can ask her for help."

"Wait a second," Aquarius protested. "There's no guarantee your daughter will end up becoming the queen."

"I disagree. After all, she's my daughter. She'll probably even be a peace-loving Demon Queen, too."

"R-right..." Aquarius's anger lost out to Cychreus's charisma, and she suddenly found herself worried about the difficulties her future had in store.

"You oughta get going," he suggested. "It'll be hard to explain if people catch us together."

"Indeed."

She snapped into action. With Ronove dead, escaping the palace was her prime objective. Just as she was about to break a window leading outside, she looked back one last time.

"Hey, Cychreus!"

"Hm?"

"I think you're a pretty reasonable person, but will this meeting count as one of your memories about Undine? Are you going to forget you ever met me?"

"Probably, yeah. So I guess this is goodbye. Hang in there for the next five hundred years. And I'll be sure and do my best laying down the groundwork during that time. Take care."

Aquarius turned toward the window again and leapt through it without any hesitation, disappearing into the darkness.

Cychreus was still staring at the open window when he foolishly remarked, "Oops. I forgot to tell her my daughters' names. ...Oh, well."

He then pulled a photograph out of his pocket. It showed a very young, confident-looking, red-haired girl, and a slightly younger, quiet-looking, black-haired girl.

"She'll run into one of them eventually, when they become the Demon Queen."

The red-haired girl was Echidna, and the black-haired one was her sister, Iris. Echidna and Iris would eventually grow up to become Demon Queen and Viceroy, and rule over the Demon World.











Chapter 5: Hero vs Viceroy Iris(?)






1 — Enter Not a Lady's Room Without Permission





Knock, knock, knock-knock, knock.

After knocking several times on that rather luxurious looking door, I finally called out, "Hey, Echidna. I'm here."

I was standing in front of Echidna's personal chambers, deep within the palace in Svanetia, capital of the Demon World. Aquarius and I had just finished up a strategy meeting, after which I'd immediately returned.

Long story short, we realized that we needed to find a certain someone to save Undine. Their general location was known, but we required the Demon Queen's permission before we went searching, so I had returned to acquire said permission while giving my report.

"Hey, Echidna! It's Leo! I'm here to tell you about the water survey. Open up!"

There was still no answer from inside the room. I knew it was poor manners, but I touched the knob anyway and felt three layers of locks on it, both physical and magical. Three o'clock in the afternoon was too early for Echidna to be sleeping. Besides, she'd originally decided the time after telling me she would be busy all morning, so she had to be in there.

"What the hell is going on?"

Despite all that, my knocks received no answer. What was I supposed to do? I thought of barging in, but that wasn't a good idea. A man couldn't just enter a lady's room without permission unless there was a really good reason. Although...I did totally do that to Shutina. And that was fine, right? I mean, it was Shutina.

I knocked yet again. No answer. Apparently she truly was absent. Alas, my business would have to wait. The report about Lake Amia and getting permission to track down that certain someone were both urgent, but I didn't want to get on Echidna's bad side by being a boor. I decided to pay another visit to her room again that evening or the next morning, and turned to go.

Just then, a girl's voice called out from the room, "Leo, is that you?"

"Mm?" I immediately froze. And who could blame me? The voice didn't belong to Echidna or Shutina. In fact, I'd never heard it before.

"I was a little distracted," the voice said. "I've unlocked the door. Why don't you come in."

Whoever it was sounded really young, too. Maybe a little older than Lili. Someone I'd never met in either the demon or the human world was in the Demon Queen's personal quarters. Why?

Wait, had a resentful noble sent an assassin into her room?!

"Hello?" the voice called out again. "I said the door's open! Come in already!"

When I didn't reply, whoever it was began to sound more and more discouraged.

"H-hey...? D-don't tell me you're gone? You're not gone, right?"

I'm sorry...but there's no way this is an assassin.

A trained killer wouldn't talk like that. If they wanted me to drop my guard, there were plenty of better ways to go about it. No, whatever awaited me behind that door was something quite a bit less serious than a cloak and dagger agent. Regardless, I only had one option. After scratching my head and thinking about it a moment, I reached for the doorknob again.

"Ah, sorry, I was a bit distracted, too," I replied, then slowly pushed open the lavish door. "I'm coming in."

I was immediately greeted by the sight of that luxurious carpet and all the weapons decorating the walls. It truly was a royal interior. Everything was exactly how I remembered it from my last visit to speak with Echidna, with one distinct exception: the girl standing on the other side of the door waiting for me.

"You sure took your time!" she immediately scolded me. "I was beginning to worry you'd left!"

"R-right. Um, sorry 'bout that," I reflexively apologized.

"That didn't sound genuine at all!"

"Well, look," I started to reply. "I just..."

The girl had scrupulously maintained white hair hanging loosely about her shoulders and had a dark silver rapier strapped to her slender waist over a jet-black dress that greedily sucked up every ray of light in her vicinity. And she looked completely unfamiliar. In human years, she looked to be about fourteen or fifteen, and judging from the horns and tail which she shared with Echidna, she was a high-level demon, otherwise known as a devil.

"Who are you, again?" I finally asked.

The stranger stuck her nose in the air and with an arrogant snort replied, "Well, since you ask, allow me to introduce you to the great and noble Demon Queen Echidna's younger sister, that one and only beautiful and undefeatable swordswoman, Viceroy Iris!"
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2 — Explain Why





Viceroy Iris, huh. I'd heard her name from Shutina, at least, and I knew that, like her name suggested, she sat on the throne when Echidna was away. I'd also heard she ruled the Demon World while Echidna was on her campaign in the human world, and that she'd been in charge of delivering supplies from the Demon World.

Compared to Echidna, who acted as royal as could be, Iris had the complete opposite personality. She was thoughtful, calm, and taciturn, although not emotionless. And she supported her beloved sister like a shadow, quietly making good use of her talents. That was how people described Viceroy Iris.

The viceroy position wasn't just handed to those with proper connections or bloodline, either. She'd taken part in the Demon King battle royale, along with Echidna and Shutina, and won second place.

Sources even said she was brilliant. At least, that's what I'd heard. However, when I saw the girl huffing arrogantly in front of me, I could not imagine "thoughtful" or "like a shadow" fitting her.

"Hey, you're...really different from how people describe you," I said, voicing my thoughts.

"That's a rude tone to take with a lady. Especially when we've never met..." Iris paused in mid-sentence, indignation and all, then hesitantly asked, "W-we...have never met before, correct?"

"Why the second-guessing? No, we've never met before."

"Well, good. Anyway! You mustn't take such a rude tone with a lady you've never met before!"

"Right, right. My bad, Viceroy Iris."

"I'm glad you're a quick learner. I'll let you off this time."

A quick glance around and a scan of all the magical power present revealed that we were the only two in the room. Echidna was nowhere in sight.  At that point, however, I was more curious about what Iris was doing there than where Echidna gone off to. They may be sisters, but privacy was privacy. Would Echidna really allow her sister into her room when she was out?

"What?" Iris questioned me when I didn't immediately respond.

I was starting to become suspicious about who she might really be.

"My sister is out on business," she interrupted my thoughts. "I am acting in her stead."

It was as if she was reading my mind. The girl had good instincts.

"She was away from home quite a while during her campaign, right?" she continued. "So she's been going around visiting all the important lords to pay her respects."

"Right. I guess this world has its political factions, and she has to keep on top of regular diplomacy."

"Indeed. And...Mernes? Was that his name? His men gathered information from all across the land, so she'd have the perfect gifts to pass out."

That was when I noticed something odd about Iris's behavior. She'd been nervously eyeing the balcony for a while, and I finally glanced over to see what it was all about.

Tea for two was all set out and waiting, along with donuts and other snacks I was sure she'd ordered from the human realm. That must have been what had distracted her when I was knocking.

"You know, I haven't had a bite to eat since morning," I hinted. "And flying back from Lake Amia's left me feeling peckish."

Iris's eyes perked up.

"I could go really for a light snack," I continued. "Got anything?"

"A-a light snack, you say? Well, I just happen to have some tea prepared! I'll even let you join me!"

"Glad to hear it. I'll be your guest, then."

The difference between a good teacher and a poor one immediately came to mind. A poor teacher only taught the "what." For example, they would tell an employee to jot down the date, time, and appearance of any customers who bought fifty or more herbs in one purchase. But they wouldn't tell the employee why they were doing it, so said employee simply took the notes as expected, making more useless work and weighing down business.

A good teacher, however, taught the "why" along with the "what." They would tell the employee to jot down the date, time and appearance of anyone who bought fifty or more herbs because those customers were the business's most valuable clients. Knowing when they visited allowed the business to remain well stocked at appropriate times, and lower stocking prices from buying in bulk allowed them to pass on discounts, which would encourage customers to become regulars.

The difference between those two methods was clear. Anyone could tell which one would lead to more commercial success. And that was the outcome of properly educating and training those under you.

That example also showed the importance of asking "why" when contemplating other situations. Why had Iris gone out of her way to prepare tea for two? I had a good enough idea. There was something she wanted to sit down and talk about, between just the two of us.

The rather unique scent of the herb tea tickled my nose as we took our seats.

"Chamomile, huh?" I remarked.

"Do you not like it?"

"I don't mind it. I was just remembering that Echidna is fond of chamomile, too."

Iris's expression abruptly turned pale. She passed her gaze over the many varieties of tea on the shelf nearby, which included everything from Assam and Darjeeling, to Earl Grey, then nervously avoided looking at me.

"There's all kinds of tea here," I commented, "but you went and picked chamomile."

"Urgh..."

"You really are sisters, huh? Same taste in tea and everything."

"Ahaha. R-right you are! My sister and I, you see, we've loved this tea for years. Ahaha."

"Hahaha."

Echidna discovered her fondness for chamomile tea after visiting the human realm. Chamomile didn't even exist in the Demon World, so her loving it for years made little sense. But I was willing to let that slide. Like I noted before, the "why" was key. I could put pressure on Iris to reveal herself whenever I felt like it, but if she wanted to talk to me about something, I might as well hear her out.

"So, is there something you want to talk about?" I asked. "Or should I give you my water survey report first?"

"Mm-hm."

Iris's demeanor abruptly changed, and I was actually a bit stunned by it. That Lili-like innocence she'd shown vanished, and she stared back at me with a gaze as sharp as Mernes' or Echidna's.

I figured one didn't become ruler of a world of chaos without some ruthlessness. And Iris might have had a silly exterior, but talent on par with her sister and the Guardian's seemed to lie within. Although, whether she actually was Iris or not remained to be seen.

"I don't like beating around the bush," she explained. "So I'll just ask you outright."

"Yeah?"

A long pause followed, and I could hear the resolve in her voice when she finally asked, "Leo, how about becoming the next Demon King?"







3 — Homework





Iris and I assessed the current situation as we sipped our tea out on the balcony of Echidna's room—which had a fantastic view, by the way.

"So Echidna doesn't feel confident enough to remain the Demon Queen," I reiterated.

"Thanks to you being a little too talented, of course."

That seemed to be the long and short of it. Echidna had the idea that there was nothing she was better than me at. In her words, "He's defeated me at single combat, he's improved the army's structure and how it operates more than I have, and he's done far more for the environment, too. Yet the only reason I stand above him is because of his benevolence. He lets me be the queen, and he keeps our current arrangement by saying everything he has done, he has done under my orders. But in reality...he solved the food crisis on his own, and at this rate, he will solve the environmental crisis and our personnel problems, too. I have done nothing. All I have to my name is going to the human realm and being defeated by the hero in combat. Can I truly keep calling myself queen?"

I'd thought she'd been acting strange lately, but the reason why came out of left field for me. Hell, in my mind Echidna was a woman made out of unbreakable, steel convictions, and she had absolute confidence and endless mental stamina. But it looked like I was wrong. I had no idea she felt so insecure towards me.

"I bet you think Echidna's this unstoppable woman with a will of iron, don't you?" Iris remarked.

"No, I..." I hesitated. "Sorry. I totally did."

"Well, that's no surprise. The moment my big sister became Demon Queen, she just...stopped showing weakness. To anyone."

A king must show neither hesitation nor weakness. A king's hesitation and worry would spread throughout the people like wildfire, and a king's weakness would be the kingdom's weakness, bringing nothing but destruction. Those were the words of Iris and Echidna's father, Cychreus, the previous Demon King.

That philosophy made sense, but it was missing something. It didn't pay enough attention to the fact that even kings are mortal. There was no ultimate life-form out there that lived its life free from worry, hesitation, or failure. When you felt worried or hurt, it was wise to find a sympathetic ear and speak with them as equals. To avoid that by playing the part of the mighty king or queen did nothing but strain your emotions.

"So what's this business about me becoming king?" I asked.

"It's exactly what it sounds like. I hate to say it, but you're better than Echidna in every way. She wasn't trying to beat herself up when she said all that, she was just stating the facts."

"Oh yeah? You really think so?"

"Come on," Iris insisted. "Don't pretend like you don't know. Saving the Demon World and forming a peaceful relationship with the human realm is a huge feat, and not something just anyone can do. We need a brilliant ruler who won't get swept up in their emotions, and who can take action for the greatest benefit of both worlds!"

"A brilliant ruler, huh? Hmm..."

"Are you starting to see where I'm coming from?"

"Yeah," I agreed.

"Then you have no issues with—"

"That's all the more reason for Echidna to be queen."

"Excuse me?!" Iris looked stunned.

I ignored her and continued explaining, stating, "Echidna has far more regal talent than I do. The best play here is to hear her out, solve her problem, and have her continue to be queen. Yeah, that's what I'll do."

"After everything we've talked about, how is that your conclusion?!" She slammed the table for emphasis.

"Whoop." I slipped out a quick Gravitation Field to keep the teacups from falling.

Iris leaned back and massaged her brow a moment before letting out a frustrated sigh. She was much calmer when she spoke up again.

"Listen, Leo. Listen to me well. This is a perfect opportunity."

"It is?"

"It is. You've been cast out of the human realm, and the current Demon Queen wants to cede her throne to you. On top of that, look at all the great works you've already done in the Demon World!"

"You mean, like the food crisis stuff? Don't forget, Virgo and Canaan are making farms all around the land as we speak, so my 'great works' are still adding up."

"Exactly! So is this not the perfect chance to take the throne and make that peaceful world you've always wanted? Why, then, do you insist on restoring Echidna's confidence instead? That's just a waste of time, for both worlds!"

Iris had to catch her breath after expressing her criticism so adamantly, and I waited for her before quietly responding, "A waste of time, huh. Do you really think that? That it would all be for nothing?"

"Of course it would be," Iris weakly argued back. "Even if she did get her confidence back, her abilities still aren't as good as yours." She was pouting, and her gaze slowly fell as she continued, "Honestly, you're just better than her at everything. There's...there's not a single area where she can beat you."

"Sure there is."

"Huh?"

"I told you. She's got more regal talent than I do," I replied with the utmost confidence.

Iris immediately looked up at me. She must have sensed I was neither lying nor saying it just to be nice, because her eyes held a whole lot of suspicion and a hint of expectation in them.

"Listen," I continued. "There's no way I'm a better version of Echidna. I've got my weak points, and she's got a ton of things she's better than me at. You really don't know that?"

"H-how should I know? Give me some examples."

"Examples, huh? Well, for starters..."

There was definitely one quality Echidna had and I didn't, which made her a much better ruler: popularity.

To be sure, I'd won the trust of many since joining Echidna's army. I had changed Echidna's and Shutina's opinions of me, and even the reserved Mernes eventually opened his heart. Lili and Edvard had been friendly towards me from the start and eventually became like family. All of that, however, had been accomplished with skills I'd built up over the years. Conversational techniques and the knowledge of when to slide into a person's heart. From the humblest greeting to the most subtle body language, all of my actions had a strategic purpose. Everything I did slowly and steadily imprinted my trustworthiness onto those around me. My social success was achieved through skill alone.

While Echidna was behind me in terms of such skills, her natural charisma far exceeded mine. She didn't have to do anything to get people to follow her. She won their trust with her actions alone. Such was the innate charisma of Echidna. As proof of that, plenty of soldiers remained in her castle after I'd defeated her. They all loved her as their queen and thus stayed with her after her loss. That was all charisma. One could gain my skills through training, but the same couldn't be said for her talents. It was very much like what Lili had told Johan during the wyvern attack. The average person could become strong through effort, but someone talented who put in the effort could become even stronger.  Iris was correct when she said the Demon World needed a brilliant ruler. And if I aided Echidna as her strategist, with time she would gain those skills to accompany her natural talent.

At that point, I didn't doubt that she would be the greatest of all the Demon World's leaders. If we considered the long term, thoughtlessly slipping me onto the throne was not the move to take. The best action, in my mind, was to restore Echidna's confidence and keep her on the throne.

Although, that's really just a bonus.

I quietly kept that last thought to myself, not wanting Iris to hear it. Sure, Echidna's popularity and charisma were strong arguments, but I had a much more important reason for wanting to keep her on the throne. So important, in fact, that everything I'd just considered paled in comparison. The real reason Echidna should be on the throne instead of me was none other than...

"Actually, never mind."

"Excuse me?!" Iris replied, bewildered.

She had been waiting to hear my answer with bated breath, and when she didn't get it, she leapt up out of her chair, loomed over me, then grabbed me by the collar and shook me several times.

"What were you going to say?!" she demanded. "Don't tell me you've just been talking nonsense this whole time!"

"Of course I haven't. I've got an answer for you, trust me. If you want to know what it is, do this homework."

"...Homework?"

I patted Iris on the shoulders to calm her down, then leaned away.

"You love your sister, right? But you've been trying hard to make it sound like she's worse than me at everything. Well, now I want you to think a little about what she's good at."

Iris gave me an awkward look.

"You can look at her objectively, right?" I prompted her. "Since you're not Echidna herself."

I heard her anxiously swallow.

Once again, the important part was the "why." It was clear to my eyes that "Iris" was actually Echidna in disguise. I'd always known she was a poor actress, but I never realized she was that bad. It was a waste of a perfectly good Disguise spell, really. However, the key to our current situation wasn't exposing Iris. No, what I had to do first was figure out why Echidna wanted to speak to me incognito. And judging from our conversation so far, I had a pretty good idea.

Echidna wanted to share her troubles with me. Not as the invincible Demon Queen, but as Echidna the person. She wanted to speak with me on equal footing. Knowing that, it would have been easy to simply tell her she had talent, but I wanted her to arrive at that conclusion herself, hence the homework.

"Looking at her objectively, you must see at least one or two reasons she should be the Demon Queen, right? She's got some big advantages over having me on the throne, and I'm sure you already know what they are."

"C-could I get a hint?" she pleaded while tugging at my clothing.

"How about you give some thought to why even after losing to me, so many people stuck with her? ...And let go of me, already." I immediately shook her off.

"Uwah."

"Well, it's time for me to go," I announced. "I'll turn in a written report about Lake Amia later. Good luck with your homework."

"Ahh! Wait!"

"Oh, and I know you're busy, but I need you to accompany me on a business trip in the near future, so pass along all your paperwork to Shutina! It's important I find a certain someone in order to fix the Lake Amia problem."

Having said my bit, I hurried out of Echidna's room.

"W-wait!" Iris continued to yell, "Wait, I tell you, wait!"

However, she made no attempt to follow me. The moment the door closed behind me and I was standing in the welcoming silence of the hallway, I realized my previous visit had ended with a similar escape. However, unlike our quarrel that time, things had ended on a much better note. More specifically, the proud Echidna had shared her troubles with me.

Then it dawned on me: I'd solved the Four Great Guardians' problems, but I'd left Echidna on her own. I had assumed she was strong enough to take care of herself without my aid. But I was wrong. She was weaker than I had imagined, and under far more pressure.

That meant there was only one thing to do. I looked back over my shoulder and whispered loudly toward Echidna's room, "Don't worry about a thing. I'm with you."

The sunset was peeking in through the windows, and there was a definite spring in my step as I continued walking down the hallway.











Chapter 5.5: Help Will Come







"How many years has it been?" I muttered to myself.

Undine, they called me. I was the spirit of water, and I'd been sealed away in the frozen depths of Lake Amia. Although I'd chosen the form of an elf, I was, in reality, a being of pure thought. I wouldn't drown no matter how long I spent in the water. In fact, living at the bottom of that pitch-black lake wasn't all that bad.

I only had myself to blame.

The villagers told me that the Demon Queen was planning something. That I shouldn't trust her. But I did, anyways. I dropped my guard. And my present situation was the result. The priestess's tuning was essential, and I lost myself after being pulled away from her. Before I knew it, I had become Leviathan once again, and I was lost in some strange land, poisoning the water and killing the innocent.

Fortunately, I found myself again for a brief time. In my clarity I barely managed to return to Lake Amia, where Aquarius welcomed me. She granted my wish and sealed me away deep under the lake. The thick ice above formed a sturdy coffin. Not even Leviathan could break through it and go on a rampage.

The despair I felt was much less than I had anticipated. Aquarius was my knight, after all, and I believed in her. I was confident that she would eventually save me.

"Urgh."

My mental clarity, however, was fleeting, and it wasn't long before I felt the monstrous side of my spirit, Leviathan, come welling back up from deep with.

That was fine. I only had to endure it for a little longer. Just until Aquarius came back.

I closed my eyes and continued to wait.











Chapter 6: Hero vs Water Priestess Crocell






1 — Don't Schedule Around Success





A few days after Echid...Iris and I had tea together, I asked her to accompany me on my visit to a small town near the capital.

"Guess we've gotta cross our fingers that the priestess will help us out."

"Of course she will," Iris replied encouragingly. "You have the Viceroy with you!"

Our destination wasn't just any town. A nearby bulletin board showed portraits of the top scorers in recent exams, and I could see nobles milling about looking to headhunt the higher-ranked students. Indeed, students. It was a college town, built deep in the forest region, and with no loyalties or affiliations to anyone. It was also home to the very institution that researched environmental issues and built up the future leaders of the world: the Demon World Central Academy.

As I walked along the street beside Iris, I reflected on my conversation with Aquarius.

"A priestess?" I had asked.

"Right. There are a few survivors of the water village that live far away from Lake Amia, and one of their members has the strong blessing of Undine," Aquarius had explained. "That's Undine's priestess."

"And we're going to need her to bring Undine back to normal?"

"That we will. And I can't leave the lake...so good luck convincing her to help us."

According to Aquarius, Undine had originally been something alien and unknowable, like a god. And like a god, with no knowledge of the mortal mind, she brought great destruction as Leviathan and demanded sacrifices from the village near Lake Amia, winning faith through fear.

Undine had been defeated, however, by Crocell the Crushing Glacier, a Demon Queen who reigned far before Belial. That changed everything. She felt that Undine's lack of understanding of the mortal mind led her to cause so much destruction, and as a simple solution, she would grant her a mortal mind of her own. Carrying out that act became the role of Undine's priestess. As fate would have it, the current priestess was also named Crocell. A girl with the exact same name as the Demon Queen of old.

"You called it 'tuning,' right?" Iris asked me. "Where the priestess touches Undine and pours in her magic power?"

"Yeah," I confirmed. "She pours in her thoughts and memories, too."

"I wonder if memories you want to keep secret also go in. I don't think I would like that."

"Well, there's no way around it, right? And if they left Undine as is, she'd lose her mind and go crazy again, so sharing a few embarrassing memories for peace is a pretty good deal."

"I suppose it's better than her breaking up the place."

And so it went in reality. After gaining a mortal's mind through the power of the priestess, Undine had calmed down so much you could hardly believe she'd ever been a destructive water god. But according to Aquarius, the priestess had to perform her tuning on Undine at least once a month.

That was the vulnerability King Ronove exploited. After pulling Aquarius away from Lake Amia, he chased the people of the water village away from Undine, as well. With no tuning, Undine reverted to her violent Leviathan form and brought forth a great flood which destroyed the lands of Ronove's enemies, perfectly fulfilling his plan.

"I looked into Ronove some more," Iris commented. "He was, like, super cautious and had most of the records about him destroyed, but I acquired some new details by pulling a few strings. Get this: he was in the Church of Belial!"

"The church of what?"

"It's a church that wanted to destroy both our worlds, and thought that death would bring salvation to everyone."

"There's seriously people who think like that?" I asked in disbelief.

I had mentioned to Aquarius in passing that people might want to "finish what Belial had started," but that sure turned out to be right.

"I bet you're wondering why we don't just stamp them out immediately, right?" Iris added.

"I sure am."

"Well, we can't. The church doesn't have a known hideout, and their followers blend into the general public so well we can hardly capture any of them. They're as well hidden and shadowy as Mernes' assassins' guild."

"And torture probably won't work, huh?"

"Nope. They want to see the end of everything. Like, no one who believes that is going to fear torture."

If that was the congregation Ronove associated with, I could see why he drove Undine mad. It seemed her and Aquarius had the misfortune of being hounded by a really nasty character.

"Oh, here we are."

"That was fast."

Before I knew it, we were in front of the room where Crocell was supposed to be meeting us. Iris knocked on the door, then pulled it open without waiting for an answer. An elven girl was seated on a sofa inside, waiting for us.

"Oh! You must be Viceroy Iris and Lord Leo. Greetings."

"Greetings. Sorry for asking you to meet us on such short notice."

"Oh, not at all. I'm honored to be in such auspicious company."

Crocell the elf had blue hair worn in a ponytail and the unmistakable aura of Undine's blessing about her. When I focused my senses, I could see the dense power of water magic surrounding her being.  That power, I knew, was a result of her daily efforts. Even the most blessed individuals would end up lowly hedge wizards at best if they didn't put in the hours, and she had definitely put in hers.

Iris and I settled ourselves on the sofa across from Crocell, and she nervously sat back down again.

"Allow me to cut to the chase," Iris immediately stated to the girl. "You're Undine's priestess, right?"

"I am, but Undine has not been..."

"Trust me, I know. She hasn't been herself for ages, and she's been spewing corrupted water from the bottom of Lake Amia in her frenzy. Don't you worry, though! We came here to help her!"

"You want to help her?" Crocell asked. "Not slay her?"

"I understand that as her priestess, you're the only one who can tune her. So, please! Join us in our effort to save Undine!"

"No."

"Thank you so much, Crocell! Now, our plan is to... What did you say?"

"I don't want to."

Iris stared blankly at Crocell a moment, then at me, then at her again. The priestess's answer had been so swift and terse that she needed time for it to fully sink in.

"I don't want to," Crocell repeated. "I refuse to tune her, under any circumstances."







2 — Respect the Division of Labor





The priestess wasn't going to tune Undine. She wasn't going to save her. That unexpected development rendered Iris tongue-tied.

"W-wait," she began mumbling incoherently. "You can't just...I mean...what are we...?"

"Hold up," I said, stepping in for the save. "What do you mean you won't tune her? Can you tell us why?"

Crocell had been preparing to leave, but she let out a sigh and sat back down on the sofa.

"Are you familiar with the girl named Aquarius?" I continued. "She's been Undine's best friend for years, and she's still guarding Lake Amia. Since you're a survivor of the water village, you should have at least heard of her."

"I'm familiar with her, and I also know that she's a fool," Crocell replied. "Her insistence on guarding Undine is the whole reason the antiquated priestess system has survived this long."

"Why are you so reluctant to tune Undine, though? All you have to do is pour your memories into her, right?"

Crocell furrowed her brow at my question but didn't respond.

Something felt off, but I decided to continue explaining my perspective of the situation. "Look, I get it. You've got memories you want to keep secret. We all do. But listen, if you get Undine back in shipshape, the whole world gets clean water again. Not a bad deal, right?"

"You have it wrong. The priestess doesn't just send her memories. She sends her magic power as well."

"She does?"

"Continued contact with a powerful spirit eats away at the priestess's power. She keeps losing more of her magic with every tuning until she finally loses it all."

"Seriously?!"

Crocell answered me with a deep sigh and then replied, "From your reaction, I take it you had no idea, then." Her tone grew softer when she saw how shocked Iris and I both were.

I was reminded of Aquarius's warning to me when we discussed seeking the priestess's aid. "Good luck convincing her to help us," she'd said. I had assumed that meant convincing the priestess to take time off from classes, or arranging for her transportation to Lake Amia, which was in the middle of the boonies. But no, I had it completely wrong. Magic was a natural and essential part of life in both the human and demon worlds. And to lose all of one's magic posed a massive risk. In other words, convincing her was going to require the persuasion of the century!

Why didn't Aquarius just tell me that, from the start?! Maybe it was a result of living out in the sticks for so long, or maybe it came from being alone for five hundred years, but she seemed to have really forgotten her communication skills. I'd have to chew her out later.

"I apologize for my earlier rudeness," Crocell continued, "but I really have no intention of being Undine's priestess. After years of hard work, I've finally become valedictorian of the academy's Spirit Studies program, and I do not want that effort to go to waste."

"S-sure. ...Of course not," Iris said, crossing her arms and voicing her sympathy.

She probably felt bad about forcing all of that risk onto someone. Still, leaving Undine to her devices would put the whole Demon World in danger. Iris was, effectively, stuck between a rock and a hard place.

"Could you not simply defeat Undine?" Crocell asked. "A replacement will come from the Spirit World, so I think that would be the fastest solution."

"That we can't do. It was the first option we considered, but..."

"It'll take a year or two before the next Undine shows up in this world, and the latest studies project that while we're waiting, the amount of available water'll tank," I explained. "If worse comes to worst, we might not have enough water for crops. That means we can't just take Undine out."

That latest report had come in just the day before. Even in her frenzy, Undine was still Undine. If the world lost its water spirit, it would make drought all the more likely. And that could lead to another food crisis, and then chaos would spread throughout the land like wildfire. We had to avoid that.

On the other hand, leaving Undine as is meant the water would continue to grow more contaminated until it became completely undrinkable. We had no choice but to ask for the priestess's help.

And yet, said priestess was currently giving me a very unpleasant look, and Iris had grown thoughtfully silent. The situation wasn't good.

Seeing no other option, I decided to play the bad guy.

Hey, Iris.

I took her hand and communicated to her using a spell so only she could hear me.

What?

Listen. Logic is all I have to work with.

Come again?

Think of it like how Undine and the priestess work. They're supposed to run a three-legged race together, right? Let's do the same and divide the labor. You take care of the heart.

What are you talking about? I really don't follow!

Just wait, you'll see.

Iris seemed pretty confused to have me dump that task on her with zero explanation. But me, I wasn't worried at all, nor did I intend to give her any details. I was sure she'd do what I needed her to do.

There was a big difference between doing something because you were told and doing it because you realized it was the correct choice. The former was on the level of sending a child out on an errand. Anyone with the requisite ability could do it. And such people were, unfortunately, replaceable. The people capable of the latter, however, were valuable. They could assess the situation, contemplate what the best action to take might be, and perform it. Hugely different from doing mere errands.

The ability to act on one's own judgment. That was what people meant when they talked about "talent." And Iris...or rather, Echidna, had such talent. I knew she would make the right move, so I glared at Crocell.

"Hey, Crocell."

"Y-yes?" she answered my abruptly cold tone with a shudder.

"Cut the selfish crap. You're the only one in the world who can do this job. I know the sacrifice is great, but do it anyway."







3 — Worthy of the Throne





"Sacrifice yourself for the sake of this world."

"L-Leo, hold on!" I blurted out.

Who could blame me for being stunned when he kept catching me by surprise? First with that strange request, and then with his sudden cruelty toward Crocell. The Leo I knew was a kind and gentle man, with one exception, and then he shed that kindness like a snake's skin.

"Do you understand the mess we're in, Crocell?" he continued. "The world is in danger."

And that was the one exception. After living for millennia as the world's guardian, he tended to prize the world's safety over everything else. If the world were at stake, he would cast his kindness by the wayside, as our present situation illustrated.

"I'm the hero of the human realm. I've got my reasons for working in Demon Queen Echidna's army for now, but I've protected the other world for three thousand years. That's what I was born to do, and I have the power for it. Those with power have the obligation to use it correctly."

"You're saying I have such an obligation, too?" Crocell asked him.

"You sure do. You're a student of the academy, so you should know how the water's been getting more contaminated every year."

Leo tossed some documents onto the table. They contained the academy's latest report, displaying evidence of expanding water contamination from Lake Amia.

"All of this contamination is from Undine's frenzy in the lake. Sure, until now, there was nothing we could do. The dark army didn't have the strength to fight Undine, and Ronove's curse made a full-on campaign with the backing of the throne impossible, but that's not the case anymore. We have the opportunity and the ability to solve this problem, once and for all."

"Well, you do make a strong argument."

"Listen, I know you know that you have to do your job. Or, what? Will you let the world burn for your own selfishness? Well?"

"I-I said no such thing!" Crocell argued back.

Of course she would argue. The Demon World Central Academy was an academic institution dedicated to the world's future. It was a place where demons of all kinds gathered, regardless of race or class, to build a better world. If Crocell made it through the entrance exams and survived all the fierce competition to become valedictorian, there was no way she didn't have the world's future in mind.

"Then do your job. There's nothing to debate."

Crocell began tearing up. But Leo kept piling it on anyway.

"Give it up," he pressed her. "Be a noble sacrifice for your world."

You're wrong.

My mind began drawing its own conclusions.

You're wrong, Leo. That might all make logical sense, but it won't convince people to follow you. Battering people down with such logic is the same as keeping them in line with power. That's what the Demon Sovereigns of old did!

"This is what your world needs," Leo kept lecturing. "If you still refuse, then—"

I couldn't stand to hear another word.

"You're wrong!" I stood up and yelled.

Leo and Crocell both gave me a startled look.

"You're wrong, Leo. That isn't what Crocell needs to hear right now."

"It isn't? Then tell me, what does she need to hear?" he asked while giving me a challenging look.

He was testing me. If I was going to be so critical of his ways, then he wanted to see mine.

There was no turning back. I decided it was time Crocell heard my thoughts on the situation, and I strode around the table to join her.

"Crocell!"

"Y-yes?"

"It'll be okay!"

"Wh-what?"

I hugged her tight.

"U-um?!"

"I promise you, every drop of magic power you lose tuning Undine, I'll make up for with my own. I'll transfer my magic power to you!"

"You'll do what?!"

"Wait, are you serious?!"

That threw both Crocell and Leo for a loop. Crocell sounded surprised to hear that what I suggested was even possible, but Leo had other concerns.

"Hold up, you can't be serious!" he objected. "Have you forgotten your position?!"

"As Demon Queen of this land? No, I haven't. And as a queen is joyful when her people are, so must she suffer when her people suffer."

"Yeah, that sounds great and all, but the magic power you transfer will never come back for as long as you live!"

"What?" Crocell said.

When I stepped back, I saw she was giving me a surprised look.

My remark required an explanation. There were two methods of giving one's magic power to another. The first was magic refilling. You lent your magic to another, as though you were a fuel tank. That was also known as magic lending or magic sharing. As the names suggested, the magic was a temporary boon. The technique was useful when you wanted to cast a big spell but didn't have the magic power on your own to pull it off. In fact, there were even massive spells that required two or three people to cast them. Eventually, the spent magic power naturally returned to its respective owners.

The other method was magic transfer. Much like Leo said, that method involved removing a part of your magic power entirely and giving it to another person. Since it was cut out at the source, it did not come back naturally.

"Crocell. Earlier you said that if you tune Undine as a priestess, you'll permanently lose your magic power, right?"

"Hm? O-oh, yes, I did."

"I suppose the spirit's influence is just too strong, and even Undine doesn't realize that she's absorbing your power in the process. But that just means we'll have to give you back the magic you lose, wouldn't you agree?"

"Hey, Iris, listen..." Leo tried to interrupt.

"This is how I believe a queen should act. If you force someone to make a sacrifice, you need to feel the same loss. That's what it means to lead people. That's what it means to be Demon Queen!"

"U-um...I hate to sound rude..." Crocell timidly raised her hand to get my attention. "But you keep calling yourself the Demon Queen. You're actually Viceroy Iris, are you not? ...Am I mistaken?"

"O-oops."

I paused to clear my throat and regain my composure.

"Listen, that doesn't matter! What I'm saying is, I won't let you lose your magic power. And..." I hesitated.

"A-and?" Crocell prompted me.

"And..."

"Yes, Viceroy?"

I was about to say something irresponsible. Something that neither a Demon Queen nor a Viceroy should say. Logically I knew it was irresponsible, but I wasn't thinking logically. Leo said he would tackle logic, and I would tackle the heart...so I must have been thinking with my heart.

My heart and my emotions were telling me it was the right thing to say, so I let them do the talking.

"Crocell, you don't have to be the priestess if you really don't want to."

"Wh-what?!"

"You really don't have to. The world is at fault for depending on a system which pushes the responsibility for controlling Undine onto one person. And if the world falls apart because of it, well, good riddance. You have your own life to live, and no one has the right to force you into doing something you don't want to do."

Leo had told her to do it, even if she didn't want to. I told her the exact opposite. Crocell could never have predicted that, and her gaze revealed her confusion as it swam back and forth looking for answers.

If I were Leo, I might have somehow convinced Crocell to drop her guard, then hit her with my true intentions. But unfortunately, I wasn't as smart as him, so all I could do was throw my feelings at her.

"And on top of that," I continued, "I have a request."

"A-a request?"

"Yes. But not as the Viceroy. Just as Iris."

I began by taking my hands off of her shoulders.

"Wh-what are you doing, Viceroy!" Crocell cried out in surprised, yet again.

That time it was expected, however, since I had deeply bowed my head to her.

"Please, Crocell," I pleaded, "I'll make it up to you however you want, whether it's a magic transfer or a queen's bounty of treasure. Just, please...do your duty as a priestess and save our world's water!"

"V-Viceroy Iris, y-you mustn't...!"

"I love this world of ours!" I continued. "There may be no bright sun like the human world, and its lands may be contaminated with mana and its hearts with constant war, but this is the world I was born into, and the world I love."

"V-Viceroy..." Crocell struggled to reply.

Leo just sat there with his arms folded, quietly watching to see how my efforts played out. I figured that he trusted me, for which I was grateful.

"I hate to say this, but Leo is right. If the water contamination keeps up, our world will eventually fall. I don't want that to happen, so...please."

When I bowed my head again, Crocell said nothing.

"Please, Crocell, save Undine with us. I beseech you."

Nobody spoke for several seconds, then Crocell finally broke the silence.

"Viceroy Iris," she replied, gently putting her hand on mine with a bashful smile. "You negotiate well. I could not possibly refuse after hearing all that."

"Then you...?"

"I will. This humble water priestess will join you in your battle to soothe Undine. ...However!"

My heart skipped a beat.

She had a condition?! What kind of dreadful demand would she come at me with? I did say I'd make it up to her however she wanted. Would I end up her servant for the rest of my life?

"I will not accept your magic power, Viceroy."

"You won't?"

"Your thoughts have deeply touched me, as has your deep love of the people and your desire to save this land. You told me to do with my life as I wish, and I wish to give you both my life and my magic."

Crocell gave my hand a squeeze, and at that moment, I realized I had no choice but to find a way to restore her lost magic afterward. Maybe Leo knew of something.

"Thank you. Thank you so much, Crocell."

All I could do at the moment, however, was clutch her hand in return and express my gratitude.

"O-oh. And, um...one other thing..." Crocell nervously added.

"Hm?"

"I was afraid you might accuse me of not wanting to do the tuning, so I didn't say anything. Forgive me."

"Forgive you for what? What are you talking about?"

"Well..." Crocell fidgeted in her seat. "Um..." She was obviously having a really hard time saying what was on her mind. "Not to criticize your plan...but I don't think you...actually need me for it."

"...What?"

Leo and I were both completely stunned to hear that.







4 — What Makes a Good Leader





We decided that our confrontation with Undine would take place in a week. Preparations needed to be made, so Crocell was taking a bit of time off from classes, and the dean was in the middle of writing up her leave.

Leo and I left the room during that time, at which point he immediately stretched and let out a deep breath.

"Phew, I'm glad that went well. Let's grab a bite and get outta here."

"I'm shocked," I replied. "I can't believe we never actually needed Crocell."

"Well, we can't be entirely sure about that. We should really have both Crocell and Aquarius in our plan, just in case. And be careful how you act around her. You wouldn't want to spoil the good impression you made on her today."

It dawned on me that Leo's cold attitude toward Crocell had completely vanished, which came as a bit of a shock.

"Leo, tell me the truth. Were you acting the whole time?"

"Why, whatever do you mean?"

"Don't play the fool with me! I know you, and normally you wouldn't have dug into her that harshly!"

"Oh, I wouldn't say that." Leo stopped walking several steps ahead and turned to face me. "Let's call it half acting." He looked surprisingly serious, and I could tell he had something on his mind.

"I'm the world's guardian," he continued. "Three thousand years of life hasn't changed that. This'll sound extreme, but I'll sacrifice anything to protect the world. Have you ever heard of the trolley problem?"

"The trolley problem?" I repeated.

"Say there's a trolley blasting down some tracks and it comes to a fork. On one side there's one person, and on the other side there's five. You have to sacrifice one side, so the point of the problem is to see which side you'd save."

"Oh, sure. It's not a trolley, but there's a similar thought experiment in the Demon World."

"So which would you pick? And you can't pick both."

"Well... I'd save the five, I guess. You'd want to save more people."

"What if the one person you were sacrificing to save those five was Shutina? Or Echidna?"

"What?"

The sudden twist caught me off guard, but Leo didn't look like he was joking.

"I'd kill them," he replied. "If I had to do it to save the world, I'd make the sacrifice, regardless if it was myself or someone I loved. I strongly believe anyone in power has that duty."

"Even yourself?"

"Yeah."

He wasn't lying. He'd actually tried to kill himself to save the world once before. It happened back on that snowy peak, when he fought the Four Great Guardians and myself. He might project the persona of an easygoing young man, but he was a DH Series unit in the end. An ancient, biological weapon created to protect the world. And if there was any way to save that world, he wouldn't be able to let it go.

"But you're different," he continued. "You want to save the world and save the ones you love. Hell, it isn't just the people you love, either. You're greedy enough to want to save the world with as few sacrifices as possible."

"Gee, sorry for being greedy!"

"That was a compliment," he replied, smiling with appreciation. "You've got something I don't."

"Did you remember your homework?" he then asked. "The reason why Echidna should be on the throne instead of me? Your ordeal with Crocell should have given you your answer."

"My answer?"

"In fact, we can review it on the way home. But first, I'm gonna grab some food."

Leo started heading toward the cafeteria.

"H-hey! Wait up!"

As I chased after him, I mulled over what he had said.

It turned out he was right. My conversation with Crocell had given me a reason to believe Echidna belonged on the throne, rather than Leo. I had to admit I was a little surprised by what that reason was.
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Thank you for reading!

To get news about KADOKAWA manga and light novels, check our website:

KADOKAWA digi-pub NEWS
https://product.kadokawa.co.jp/digipub/
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Dark Silver Viceroy, Iris

Devil

Echidna’s younger sister and
Viceroy of the Demon World.

Unlike her fire-blessed sister, she
has been strongly blessed by the
lightning spirit. Though her
introversion leads people to think
her cold, she is surprisingly loving.
She even has an Iris fan club in the
capital, and passionate fans who will
do anything from manual labor to
alibi creation at her request. Iris has
heartfelt respect for her fearless
sister and strongly believes she is
the only one worthy of being
Echidna’s Viceroy.
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DH-12 Aquarius

Age: 3002 (Appears to be around 18)

Humanoid Bioweapon
2) P i
One of the DH Series, twelve
bioweapons developed in 2060. She
was born in the United Kingdom.
Though originally conceived with a
feminine personality, British
“\‘ 3 = scientists felt she should represent
L = her country on the battlefield, and
- her current temperament is a result |
- of her elite education as a British
gentleman.
She loves board games as a hobby.
\ Chess has been popular in the
|4 Demon World since its import from
3; //" /[ - the human world, and for a while,

Aquarius was the undisputed 8 7
\ A/
grandmaster of the chess scene, - 0;5
. g /
even triumphing over demon | |
3

royalty.
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