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  Episode 1:
The Young Man’s Plea


   


  THE YOUNG MAN HAD BEEN HAPPY ONCE.


  Yet it had been a very small happiness that had slipped right through his fingers.


  When he was a child, he didn’t understand what it meant to be unhappy.


  He had his mother and his father. With no siblings and both parents working, his family had money to spare. As a child, he didn’t question anything about their situation—he assumed that they were a normal family.


  His suspicions of something strange had likely started when he noticed his parents never once came to watch him at his sports festivals. Or perhaps it was because they only ate together as a family once a week. Or maybe it was because he would go days without talking to his parents.


  Their housekeeper made all of his meals, and only appeared when it was time to cook. The employees at the daycare center and the after-school childcare staff were the ones who took care of him.


  His family was him, his dad, and his mom. Yet the young man was the only one who thought of them as a family. Eventually, he came to realize that he was simply cohabitating with a couple of people who only cared about themselves.


  However, this realization did not sadden him.


  After all, he had all the time he wanted to learn about the world, and he knew that there were people in much worse situations out there. He knew that he was lucky to have food to eat and a place to sleep. And more than anything else, he had a friend he had known since he was very young who always cared about him.


  Their friendship began when the girl saw him eating by himself as usual, and she asked her mother if he could eat with them. The girl’s parents had warmly accepted him into their happy family circle, and the girl’s little brother even loved him like an older brother.


  Feeling the warmth of familial love for the first time, the boy had burst into uncontrollable tears.


  He got to know the girl’s family even more. When they started junior high, the two of them began to see one another in a different light. He fell in love for the first time when he entered high school.


  The two of them naturally became a couple. After graduating from university, the young man wanted to leave the house of his so-called family and live with her. He wanted to get married right away, but since they had only just graduated and joined the workforce, they had no money. However, she cared more about being with him than having a wedding ceremony, so she suggested they skip it and just submit the notification of their marriage to the ward office instead when they moved in together.


  The young man was the happiest he had ever felt in his life.


  The two of them took the day off and merrily set off for the ward office, hand-in-hand. That was when a truck came out of nowhere.


  He died pushing her out of the way.


  There in the street, his consciousness began to fade. As he was enveloped in darkness, he could hear her weeping loudly.


  And that was when he met the demon.


   


  ***


   


  The Daemon Lands—the penal colony to the north—were far from the peaceful territories of humanoids. The people here were called daemons to differentiate them from the people of the human nations. Although humans referred to the region as the Daemon Lands, it was not an officially recognized country—a sentiment shared by its denizens. While those of the Daemon Lands respected the person known as the Daemon King, the symbol of humanity’s persecution of their ancestors, the daemons were not a monolith and were in fact divided into several tribes of differing sizes.


  Three tribes stood above the rest in their strength.


  The first and the biggest was the tribe ruled directly by Daemon King Haebulat, which was comprised of demihumans and daemons who appeared almost human.


  The second was a tribe of mainly beastfolk, whose appearances were closer to those of monstrosities, and was ruled by Beast King Gallus.


  The last was ruled by Dark Princess Kylian and consisted of intelligent monstrosities as well as daemons with monstrosity blood.


  The daemons were ignorant of the joy that creating could bring and only found satisfaction in stealing from others. The only reason they hadn’t driven one another to extinction yet was thanks to the Daemon King who lorded over all, and their shared sense of resentment toward humanoids and the pain they had wrought.


  A daemon’s individual strength far surpassed that of any humanoid, and the self-conceit of their power had led each generation of Daemon King to invade the humanoid nations—only to be driven back every time. Throughout the eras, the humanoids always managed to bridge the power gap thanks to their numbers and their ability to create new strategies and weapons. This was in part thanks to the invention of spellcraft, which any regular soldier could use. And with every successive Daemon King slain by the Hero’s and Saint’s hands, the daemon nation grew weaker. Yet the daemons still sharpened their fangs, dreaming of the day they could get their revenge against the humanoids and steal their fertile lands so they would no longer have to starve.


  However, the Daemon Lands were now facing the greatest threat they had ever known.


  “And how do you plan to take responsibility for this mess, Daemon King?” a beautiful woman muttered in a sultry yet annoyed tone. She brushed back her long, dark green hair as she shot him a look that could kill.


  This was the Daemon King’s castle, located in the heart of the Daemon Lands, where the leaders of prominent tribes gathered for meetings. They had hurriedly arrived after sensing that something unusual had occurred, without even bringing their close aides along. Currently, they were all glaring at one another.


  “What do you plan to do about that monster? At this rate, we’re all gonna end up in that thing’s belly!” the giant seated across from the beautiful woman roared as he slammed his fists on the table.


  The stone surface cracked under the impact, knocking over the woman’s glass. She scowled and sneered at the man. “Quiet down already. You’re acting like a frightened kitten.”


  The giant’s rage flared up instantly. “What’s that? You’re one to talk, given how much you’ve been whining, snake woman!”


  The woman arched her dainty eyebrows as she stood tall with the snake half of her body, which was several times longer than her humanoid upper torso. She drew herself up nearly to the ceiling as she bore down on the giant. “You are the one who cannot keep his cool, Gallus. Or are you looking to pick a fight with a semimonster like me?”


  “Don’t think you can pick a fight with a therianthrope and walk away with your life!”


  Dark Princess Kylian, the monstrosity with the bottom half of a snake, was the commander of the Daemon King’s Army’s Semimonster Division. Beast King Gallus was a lion beastfolk and the commander of the Therianthrope Division of the Daemon King’s Army. They were the leaders of two of the three biggest daemon tribes and made up the core of the Daemon King’s Army. And here they were, unleashing their magic and bloodlust at one another as they reached for their weapons.


  “Enough of this! Do not forget that you are in the Daemon King’s castle!” an older daemon shouted, stopping them both in their tracks. Daemon General Darnell, commander of the Daemon King’s Mutant Soldiers, matched their ferocity with his glare.


  Daemon King Haebulat himself was not in attendance since he was in the castle’s cellar, channeling his magic into the magic circle so that the creature wouldn’t be able to break out of the binding spell containing it. Darnell had been ordered to be the Daemon King’s proxy in his absence and this display was enough to make Kylian and Gallus back down with a grimace.


  The two of them did not fear Darnell, nor did they doubt the Daemon King’s power. However, Kylian and Gallus were equal in strength, and each could tell that if Darnell allied with their opponent, it would not end well for them.


  Gallus glumly asked Darnell, “So, what does our liege plan to do about the monster?”


  Haebulat and his minions were supposed to have been working toward summoning a being powerful enough to be considered a god of the Demon Realm. Unfortunately, things hadn’t gone as planned. Though an unimaginable amount of magical power had been channeled into the summoning circle, a creature drawn by the golden light had wrenched the summoning gates open, causing them to accidentally bring forth something quite different than what they had intended.


  They had summoned one of the most powerful demons in existence: the Beast—the Dark Beast.


  This creature was also known as the Hell Beast. In the ancient legends, he was said to have destroyed a great nation.


  Haebulat had tried conversing with him; however, the Beast had ignored him and howled with a violent anger from within the confines of the binding spell. He’d eventually stopped moving, instead glaring into the void like some kind of wounded animal as he focused on recovering his depleted magic.


  “His Highness is keeping the Beast contained. He is currently incapable of giving specific instructions, but he has ordered us to leave the Daemon Lands while we have the chance,” Darnell said. Haebulat had doubted that the selfish and overconfident daemons would follow an order to flee, so he instead commanded them to leave of their own volition.


  “But why? What does our king intend to do after we leave?” Gallus gave Darnel a dubious look.


  Kylian only smiled as she said, “I bet that once we’re gone, he’ll snatch up all our fortunes and territory for himself.”


  “How dare you!” Darnell flared with bloodlust at her implication.


  Gallus reacted by placing a hand on his weapon. “It all makes sense. You intend to put a knife in our backs the second we leave the country.”


  The unfounded accusation was met by Darnell silently drawing his sword.


  The three of them were caught in a vortex of bloodlust, and just as the situation reached its breaking point—


  “Enough.” The intimidating presence of the man who cut in was enough to make them all remember themselves.


  “Lord Geas,” Darnell said.


  “You need to settle down too, Lord Darnell. I bring word from His Highness.”


  Geas was part of the army’s military staff. He was a sorcerer who had been personally invited here by Daemon King Haebulat and, having been granted a position sufficient to command the Daemon King’s subordinates, he was effectively Haebulat’s personal adviser, as well as a major contender to become the next Daemon King.


  Naturally, many people distrusted him. The daemons valued strength above all, and they were skeptical of the strength of this man who appeared to have one foot already in the grave. They suspected him to be some kind of humanoid based on how he kept his face shrouded by his hood.


  Geas used his power to silence them all. Despite his aged flesh, his knowledge and magical power rivaled that of the Daemon King, and so the daemons had accepted his high rank.


  “Tell us what the Daemon King’s true intentions are, then,” Gallus said, though he only jumped in to reply because he figured that Geas was about to make a snide remark about how therianthropes lacked intelligence.


  Kylian readily let go of her animosity, and Geas acknowledged this with a quiet nod. “Hmm. The situation being what it is, I’m sure that King Haebulat simply didn’t have time to properly explain himself. I, however, have been speaking with him on this matter for quite some time. What he truly means is for us to begin a unified invasion.”


  The three generals gasped.


  The daemons had attempted to invade the humanoid lands many times in the past and had failed each time, resulting in the progressive weakening of their nation. The only reason they hadn’t been completely wiped out yet was because the humanoids had no interest in their territories—the Daemon Lands were a northern penal colony in a place where it was impossible to grow any crops. The humanoids saw no value in uprooting the daemons.


  “He wants us to start an invasion under these circumstances? Will he be able to keep the Beast under control?” Therianthropes may have only cared about fighting, but Gallus was well aware of the kind of danger the Beast posed to the Daemon Lands.


  Geas smirked in response to Gallus’s glare and demand to know if the Daemon King had a way to take care of the problem. “Have you forgotten what King Haebulat said? We will use the Beast as our trump card to negotiate—that fact still stands. Given the dreadsome power the Beast emanates, the more sensitive humans are sure to have already noticed that something has happened here, so we won’t give them time to rally their troops in defense. The time to strike with all our might is now. We will knock them down one by one.”


  “But will the entire might of the Daemon Lands be enough to quickly defeat whole nations? Fighting may leave us at a disadvantage if it takes too long.”


  Were the Hero and the Saint to also rise up to face them, even the countries that the daemons didn’t invade might send reinforcements in the name of the Church of Kostor. It was in the humans’ nature to band together in the face of a threat. How many nations would they be able to take for themselves before that happened?


  “I said everyone. King Haebulat told us to leave the Daemon Lands. That means everyone who is capable of fighting must go, even the women and children.”


  Geas’s words sent a shockwave through them all. Their combined forces were still greatly inferior compared to the unified armies of the humanoids. But if they meant everyone had to fight except very young children and the ill, then that would greatly help to make up the difference.


  This would also mean they couldn’t rely on the people left behind or expect any extra supplies, but supplies could be taken from the nations they occupied and they could just eat the humans instead of taking prisoners.


  Anyone who knew anything about war would know that this kind of plan was ludicrous. And yet Beast King Gallus—one of their army’s generals—trembled with delight at this suggestion. “You mean we’re allowed to? We can just kill them all?!”


  “That’s right!” Geas replied. “Kill them! Take everything they have! The humanoids will know just how deep our rancor goes!”


  “Bwa hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah!”


  The daemons revered strength. The Hero was sure to appear in an all-out war against the human armies, but what did the aftermath matter, so long as they got to fight their hearts out? Most importantly, it meant that Gallus wouldn’t have to suppress his animalistic nature and could terrorize as much as he wanted. He could not contain his delighted laughter.


  “Hmph.” Despite the chilly glance Kylian gave Gallus, she was thrilled by the prospect of being able to give in to her own monstrous nature and eat humans. She couldn’t stop herself from snickering. “So, Adviser, this means we can do as we please?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Very well. Hee hee hee.”


  The two commanders had quickly agreed to this war, and even Daemon General Darnell’s expression had brightened at his king’s ingenuity and the exhilarating battles that lay ahead.


  An ambiguously dark expression crossed Geas’s face as he silently watched the three daemons. Now that things had been set into motion, he slipped out of the room without making a sound.


  “Haebulat, your biggest mistake was letting Caudle leave,” Gaes muttered.


  Daemon General Darnell could not compare to Caudle; even Darnell himself knew it. He craved battle, and Caudle had been the only one capable of inferring the Daemon King’s true intentions. Haebulat should have kept composed and intelligent people like Daemon General Caudle close to his side. He should not have dispatched the one person who understood his anguish and loyally carried out his will. Not even the shrewdly intelligent Kylian truly grasped the current predicament of the Daemon Lands—only Caudle and Geas did.


  “So pitiful.” Geas sighed as he walked through the empty corridors of the castle.


  Even now, Haebulat was shortening his life to save as many daemons as he could by keeping the Beast restrained.


  “We share the same hometown, though. I will do as you wish and get as many of our people out of here as I can. Hell awaits us, but surely more of us will survive this way than otherwise.”


  Although it meant that even more humans would die.


  But Geas kept that thought to himself as he returned to his laboratory to make his preparations. He grimaced and seemed to speak with the voice of a much younger man as he said, “I swear I will make it back to you.”


  Geas had a wish. He couldn’t possibly pray to any gods after all he had done, but if there really were gods in the Demon Realm, then he would earnestly continue to hope that even the faintest of lights might shine at the end of this path both he and Haebulat walked.


   


  ***


   


  Meanwhile, a certain Devil had borrowed Mylene’s land to test whether she would be able to summon something useful for the journey ahead. A consortium of “devilfish” had gallantly answered her call, and now her demon attendants and the vampires were busily working to make dried octopus so that they could get rid of them.


  Episode 2:
I Am Ten Years Old Now


   


  YULUCIA HERE. WITH THE START OF THE NEW year, I was now a fourth-year student at the Academy of the Magical Arts. Naturally, over the past six months, I had not attended school at all. Look, having an academy arc was a silly idea from the beginning.


  Anyway, let’s not focus on things that don’t matter. We’d had that crazy christening ceremony in front of the masses, but we, the party of heroes, had yet to depart!


  But hasn’t it been six months? you might ask. What have you been doing for half a year? With so much time to kill, I had tried summoning something that could be helpful on our journey, but that wound up being a big mistake. Other than that, I hadn’t been up to much. Though I found out just how much seafood loves me.


  What was the problem? you may wonder. Was it because three people weren’t enough for our party? We already had a hero, a warrior, and a cleric, so didn’t we need a wizard or monk or someone like that?


  Well, our delay had nothing to do with that kind of video-game-y logic. The problem was because of me and Rick—I mean, the problem was mainly Third Prince Ludoric.


  That’s right! It was mostly all Rick’s fault! He was the third prince. A prince in line for the throne.


  Rick took after our oafish grandfather more than his older brother did—the charming Timoté who was more like their mother Lady Elea. There was a faction who backed Rick’s claim for the throne, and now that he had awakened as the Holy Warrior chosen by an elemental, they lobbied all the more for him as the one more fit for the throne. They argued that it was preposterous to allow him to venture outside the country’s borders. And if someone had to go, it should be just the inconsequential Princess of Versenia—hey, wait a minute.


  In any case, we had not been able to leave yet because of these very opinionated people.


  It made sense, though. Both Rick and I were part of the line of succession, so of course there were people who frowned at the idea of the two of us embarking on a dangerous journey—my father, for one.


  Meanwhile, my uncle—Rick’s dad—was all “go show ’em what you got!” so maybe it was actually more my fault that we couldn’t leave?


  Even now, when I looked up toward the northern skies, I could still see those eerie, dark clouds and the Dark Beast’s miasma eddying about. Despite that, the Holy Kingdom itself was surprisingly peaceful. The Holy Kingdom of Talitelud was located at the center of the continent and thus was pretty far from the lands of the daemons, and we had a barrier that kept monstrosities out too, so that was why we hadn’t seen any for hundreds of years now.


  But vampires were fine, I guess? I supposed that the daemons with human forms were able to pass through unscathed too. Just what exactly were the conditions for being locked out, then?


  Maybe any person who was strong enough and even the slightest bit humanlike was unaffected. Though I had never seen a goblin or orc before, I bet there would be a lot of trouble if they were to get in.


  What was worse though: getting attacked by wild hippopotamuses and elephants, or those? Those animals literally ate men and women. Even though they were herbivores, they ate people for some reason!


  Whoops, I got off topic there.


  Even so, while part of the reason the dark clouds hadn’t put the citizens in a tizzy was because we were a faithful and peaceful kind of nation, the biggest reason was because we officially had the Hero, the Saint, and the Holy Warrior with the Holy Kingdom’s seal of approval.


  And our Hero had a rank much different than a certain other “hero.”


  My dear sweet sisters, I do so hope you are well. Hee hee hee.


  Nevertheless, the ambassadors from the surrounding smaller nations with weaker militaries wanted us to take care of this as soon as possible and kept sending inquiry after inquiry to Father and Duke Capell.


  The Saint might have to go out on another idol tour soon… 


  Were they sure they didn’t want me to sing for them?


   


  And so, the Holy Kingdom was still somewhat unbothered by the situation as summer turned into autumn, and at long last, I was now ten years old! Ta-da!


  I did my best to avoid another big birthday party at the castle, but turning double digits was a big deal, and this was also my first birthday since officially being titled the True Saint, so it was foolish to hope that this would be anything but a grandiose spectacle.


  When I expressed my hesitation about my birthday party being held at the castle, the pontiff of the Church of Kostor suggested we hold it at their great temple instead. That wasn’t all—he wanted to declare my birthday a national holiday so that even the citizens could celebrate, and the situation seemed like it was only going to continue spiraling out of control from there.


  For one thing, I would wind up breaking whatever barrier they had up for repelling evil were I to even attempt going inside their temple in my current state—that was bound to be a problem.


  Therefore, I (dejectedly) agreed to hold the party at the castle and things got really blown out of proportion. Grandfather, the pontiff, and the other old guys really outdid themselves and made my birthday into a national holiday called Saint’s Day.


  What’s more! After hearing this, Duke Capell—who now had luxuriant locks of hair thanks to purifying his body, soul, and scalp—teamed up with his younger brother Baronet Zesh Capell, with whom he was now on good terms again, to get the Trading Guild on board with offering free alcohol and food in the towns and temples on the day.


  What in the world? What were they trying to make me into? Some kind of goddess? Lately there had been an uptick in the number of sweets and offerings that nobles sent me too.


  Gimme a break, guys.


  And that was how the Saint’s Big Beautiful Birthday Bash began. The Trading Guild supplied the food for my actual party too, and they hadn’t skimped on the quality or the quantity. But don’t assume that the Trading Guild was simply a group of merchants in a shopping district—they had a direct hand in regulating the nation’s economy. Both they and the church would provide the budget and supply us with everything we needed when we departed on our upcoming journey.


  Nevertheless, this birthday party wasn’t all that different from my previous ones. The only real noticeable thing was that the number of guests had skyrocketed. There weren’t just nobles this time, but the presidents of really big companies as well.


  “Darkness be upon us.”


  While walking around the venue, I kept hearing people reciting that “incantation,” which meant that there were members of The Glimmering Darkness or Whatnot Society here.


  Which probably meant my secret assets were about to increase.


  Anyway! When I arrived at the venue, Noel the Hero and Rick the Holy Warrior were there as my escorts, but adorable Noel was hauled off by some young ladies and their mothers before I could even blink. It was almost like watching a video of a school of piranhas in action.


  While Rick was as popular as ever, he resolutely declined the swarms of women; however, he too wound up getting kidnapped by church officials and other old men from the Trading Guild who practically looked like yokai. Rick glanced at me on occasion in hopes I would come and rescue him, but as I had already traversed that path before, I just kept an eye on him instead.


  As for me? I was all by my lonesome.


  Why didn’t anyone come to speak with me? Well, actually, several people did approach me. Thinking back on it, the state of their scalps meant they had probably been members of the aforementioned society.


  Shelly and Betty should have been here too, but I had yet to find either of them. My parents were busy greeting all our guests, so they couldn’t stay with me the whole time either. While I did regularly see my friends and family, it sucked to be alone. I spotted Cordelia at one point, but lost sight of her immediately in the crowd of over five thousand people.


  Despite how many people were here, no one was coming over to me. That grandpa and his grandson really didn’t need to be bowing at me like that! Just come over and talk to me like a normal person!


  People were keeping their distance, creating a gap in the crowd around me. Well, fine, then.


  “Let’s go, Nia.”


  “Yes, my lady.”


  I had no other choice but to make the first move. I had Nia with me today, though she refused to let go of her golden demonic kitty sword and, as a result, wore a knight’s uniform today instead of a dress.


  As for myself, I thought it would have been improper to wear a black dress to the party, so I was wearing the (much more Saintly) pure white dress my mother and grandmother had made.


  I couldn’t actually take off the black dress that Tina and Fanny had made for me. When I had tried to, it had automatically transformed into a choker around my neck, which was fine and all, but I felt a bit uncomfortable wearing something so cursed just before leaving on an adventure.


  Nia and I moved through the void in the crowd until I finally found someone I knew.


  “Why, Lady Mylene. I’m so glad you came,” I called out toward the tufts of purplish silver hair I could see through the gap in a crowd of men.


  The men flinched and promptly shuffled out of the way to make a path between the two of us. What kind of reaction was that?


  “Ah, Lady Yulucia! I have been searching for you,” she said. “Come, let us make our way to the terrace! It is quite humid in here.”


  Mylene had been so elegant and all smiles toward the men, but she was quick to latch on to me and briskly led us to the empty terrace.


  What did she mean by humid? It was already autumn.


  “Could you please not use me as bug repellent?” I said, dropping my Saint mask the second we got away from those men and made it outside.


  Mylene also dropped her own countess mask and heaved a great sigh. “It’s absolutely exasperating to be surrounded by so many feeble souls.”


  Mylene was fifteen years old now. As a daughter of nobility, that meant she was a flower about to blossom into full bloom, ready to be plucked. This girl known as the Silver Princess was beautiful and, as was custom, would be graduating from the Academy of the Magical Arts after the New Year celebrations next year. At that point, she would become a full-fledged adult, which meant she would also officially become Countess Auber. She had just a few more months left as a minor. Once she was a countess, the third sons of mid-ranking and even high-ranking titled families would have a hard time speaking with her, so men who hoped to marry into the Auber family were growing desperate to catch her interest before the deadline.


  In the past, Mylene used to smile at anyone so long as they were of good birth and attractive, regardless of their gender. However, her tastes had changed since I taught her how to pick out tasty souls—she was now a soul connoisseur.


  “Speaking of which, I brought some of our latest samples with me. Would you like to give them a try?” I asked.


  She paused, then said, “I would.”


  I lightly poked my black choker and the two tasting samples fell into my hand.


  “Where did you just get those from?”


  “Good question.”


  My choker was just chock-full of mysterious abilities.


  “I simply cannot believe you’ve been making these kinds of things in my lands.” Mylene made a face as she bit into the octopus leg I gave her.


  “So what? It’s profitable and it tastes good, doesn’t it?”


  “It’s because it is profitable and tastes good that it irritates me so!”


  I had the vampires and citizens of Mylene’s territory cutting up and drying out the chivalrous octopuses I summoned. I had no choice but to do this processing elsewhere since it would end up making my own land smell like the sea. Recently, I had been asking her to dry some of the wakame seaweed I wasn’t able to work on myself, so it had turned into an important source of income in the Auber lands.


  [image: ]


  Noah had finally perfected the seasoning sauce for the dried octopuses, and this was one of the samples of our test batches. As for why octopuses might actually taste good to demonic beings like us, the mollusks had all voluntarily answered the call of my summoning, so a smidgen of their souls still remained. Octopuses were something else.


  “But I have a feeling that my hands are going to reek of the sea again if we have to keep making these.”


  “Oh…”


  Poor girl! Why was she helping to make them? She should have just left it all to her minions and citizens. Why was she so serious for a vampire? Nia, try a little bit harder to hide your surprise.


  Granted, once we figured out how to mass-produce the sauce, we would be leaving the octopuses to her to sell, so, uh—good luck!


  “Phew, I feel a bit better now.” Mylene let out a sigh, feeling slightly rejuvenated from the dried octopus’s soul. “I must admit, I’m rather envious of how you aren’t being swarmed by people.”


  At first I thought she might’ve been bragging about her popularity, but she then went on.


  “It’s because of that rumor, isn’t it? About how the beast demon is after you, so no one dares to approach you.”


  “You think so?”


  Could that really be the reason? Was it because they all believed that I’d take care of it since I was the Saint and all, but now they were scared to be near me because they might become collateral damage? C’mon, guys, show a little more appreciation for me.


  Putting that aside…


  “If dealing with marriage proposals and boys following you around is such a pain, then why don’t you just choose the strong soul of a noble who might make a good vampire instead?” I suggested.


  “I’m not in any rush. I still have lots of time, as far as my age goes.”


  While noble daughters typically got married sooner than commoners did, they were considered in the clear so long as they found a fiancé before they turned twenty.


  “Speaking of which, how do vampires even grow up anyway?” Aren’t you over a hundred years old? Doesn’t that basically mean you’re making yourself out to be younger than you really are?


  “Why do I get the feeling you’re mocking me?”


  It’s totally your imagination.


  “Vampires don’t really age. I stopped being a human in my teens and my body hasn’t changed at all since then.”


  “But you look older now than you did the first time we met.”


  “I am proficient at manipulating a body’s appearance, so I can change how I and other people look to some degree. I wouldn’t be able to do it to a baby, though.”


  “Huh.”


  “What’s so ‘huh’ about it? Is it different for demons or something? How do you make yourself look older?”


  “I’m just growing up all on my own like normal.”


  “That’s not normal at all! You really do just break every rule there is.”


  How rude. And who cares if I do break all the rules?


  I believed the reason I was growing older was because I had taken what was supposed to be my own body before I became a demon; that compatibility gave me the same attributes as a human. I had a feeling that the appearances of my attendants would change in sync with me as well, since they had merged with human souls. That said, although I was like a human now, I was still a demon at my core. I also had a feeling that my body, which had been optimized with the best stats, was immortal so long as my soul still existed.


  Then the song changed, and I said, “Oh, my.” There were many people of all ages attending my birthday party, and now that I was ten years old, there was going to be dancing too.


  “Those two are your ‘friends,’ right? Looks like they’re watching us,” Mylene whispered, using her fan to hide her mouth.


  Even though we had evacuated to an empty terrace, the two of us stood out a lot and thus we could not completely escape the notice of others. I had sensed partygoers constantly glancing at us from afar the whole time—Rick and Noel among them.


  “Perhaps you should go to them?” Mylene smirked.


  “I guess I’ll have to.”


  If I had to dance, it would only be with the two of them, though I wasn’t sure if either of them wanted to dance with me. Oh, I nearly forgot.


  “Say, Lady Mylene? If you need to let off some steam, might I suggest you find somewhere to let loose?”


  It was because she took her roles so seriously that she found herself in such a troublesome predicament, trying to pass herself off as a human noble along with her dark underlings.


  If only she would learn to relax a bit. I know that would be asking for the impossible, though, so she should go somewhere she can have some fun for a bit instead. Especially since she’s lucky enough to have such competent minions. I smiled, hoping to convey these thoughts.


  Mylene shot me a somewhat suspicious glance and then looked like she had struck on an idea. She followed that up with a solemn nod.


  Was it safe to assume that she’d caught my drift?


  Lovely music played as I leisurely walked through the crowd.


  At soirees, daughters had to be at least thirteen years old before they were allowed onto the dance floor. However, this was my birthday party, and as a princess and the Saint, no one would be allowed to dance until I performed the first one.


  Both men and women looked upon me with envy and jealousy. All kinds of emotions were being directed at me as I made my way out to the center. Two boys dared to step forward from the clusters of hesitating men: Rick and Noel—the prince and the Hero.


  I had known the two of them since we were young, and now that they were respectively thirteen and twelve years old, they were frantically racing their way from boyhood to adulthood.


  How did they see me?


  Was I a small princess to be protected? A cherished younger sister?


  Would the two of them still accept me once they learned the truth of what I really was?


  And what would the Dark Beast decide to do?


  What would I decide to do when the time came?


  For now, though, I looked toward the two boys trying to keep one another in check and simply extended my hand, wearing a fake smile from the bottom of my heart as I asked, “Which of you would like this dance?”


   


  Later that day, we received a report from a small country located in the northern part of the continent. They had been raided by the Daemon Army.


  Episode 3:
The Wonderful Daily Lives of My Attendants


   


  THE DAEMONS HAD ATTACKED ONE OF THE northern nations! Can you believe it?


  Granted, it had been a small unit, so it hadn’t been too big of a deal. However, the country had thought it was strange, so they sent their scouts out to investigate and discovered that a large military force from the Daemon Lands was on its way to invade.


  “Were they trying to act covertly or something?” I asked during the tea party I was attending at the royal palace.


  Lady Elea nodded, looking puzzled. “That’s right. Their actions could be viewed as a declaration of war, but the generals have concluded that the attack was a unit that had gotten antsy, so to speak.”


  “I see.”


  Daemons were said to be not much better than beasts, and since they were inclined to only care about number one, their vanguard unit had started pillaging without any prior order. With soldiers acting out of line like that, it was impressive that they could launch any kind of organized military campaign at all. Thanks to this attack, we had ample time to prepare for what was to come.


  However, even though an army of daemons was on the march, the Holy Kingdom wasn’t about to deploy the party of heroes. The militaries of our nations dealt with the daemons’ forces on the regular, so Talitelud was planning to dispatch troops to the north instead.


  Made sense to me! They wouldn’t just hand the Hero a cypress pole and some pocket change and tell him to go take care of approaching daemons or anything like that!


  What did that mean for us, then? The plan had always been for us to go and deal with the “Black Lightning Demon,” so they still wanted us to concentrate on that.


  I felt like that meant we’d be heading in the same direction as the army, though.


  It had been over six months since the Hero’s swearing-in ceremony, so I had assumed we would be getting a move on sooner rather than later, but we were given another reason for our delay besides the fact that they were now busy preparing to deploy the army.


  “For now, you should just relax for a little bit longer.”


  “Okay.” I nodded obediently to Lady Elea.


  Some people had let their opinion be known that the trip would be more dangerous now that the Daemon Army was on the move and that I still only had a basic education. In other words, they disapproved of the idea of allowing an elementary schooler like me to go to war.


  Were Grandfather and Father the ones doing this complaining? Of course they kicked up a fuss, but they were different. They were both royals, and since I too was working for the crown, they could do nothing to stop me. Grandmother and Mother were both worried as well, but they were of the same opinion.


  So who was it exactly that disapproved of my going? Well…


  “It is so very vexing that people think we should entrust our precious, lovely, dear Lady Yul to that scrawny gentleman who calls himself the Hero. You made him a sword and that was not enough to satisfy him! He dares want you, the pure great Saint, to be there to bring him solace?! Who does he think he is?! The next time I see him, I am going to tell him all about those rumors—”


  It was Shelly.


  “Who does he think he is?!” Why, the Hero of the Holy Kingdom, of course. Wouldn’t it be a problem for her to go around saying these kinds of things, given that she was a noble and all?


  Still, as extreme as Shelly was, her enthusiasm alone would not have been enough to delay us. No, we had been delayed because the students at the academy and everyone in town did not approve of an elementary schooler going on a journey to save the world.


  Why were they so sensible about something like that? In typical fairy tales, the townspeople were always quick to urge the aristocracy to do something about their problems.


  Look, I understood they revered me as the Saint and all, but I wished they didn’t keep such a distance from me all the time.


  “Now, now, don’t get your hankies in a bunch, Shelly.” Betty was sitting next to her, trying to soothe her wrath with a strange choice of words.


  Lady Elea had invited Shelly and Betty here for our tea party today since I had missed them during my birthday party.


  By the way, Betty was acting so weirdly today because that’s just how she was—er, I mean, because she had been picked as a prospective match for Timoté! What a dramatic turn! However, she was one of several potential matches and the youngest of them at that, so she couldn’t afford to act carelessly. She was currently floundering in an attempt to correct what she had just said. I had a feeling this would take a while, though.


  In any case, I’d been told that we would wait to begin our journey until I became a fifth-year student, so it would still be several more months.


  So much time had passed already. I was getting worried about the Dark Beast.


  Was I making him wait too long?


  Nah, he could stand to wait longer. How wicked of me…


  Still, it sure was nice that I had all this free time on my hands. I was likely only concerned about him because of my human nature.


  And so! I considered having one of my attendants secretly check up on him. Thinking it might be dangerous there, I asked Tina since she was proficient in battle, but why did I feel I’d made the wrong choice? Surely it was just my imagination. Right?


   


  ***


   


  Several weeks had passed since the Daemon Army had attacked the nation in the north. Originally, their plan had been to mobilize all of the daemons at once using blitz tactics, catching the humans unaware in a surprise attack, but some daemons jumped the gun, giving the human nations time to ready themselves to intercept the invading army.


  With only about a month to act, it should have still proven difficult to prepare in time; however, this northern nation had been founded with the knowledge that they would need to fend off daemon raiders. The citizens of the land were the descendants of those who had won glory and land for their triumphs over the daemons in battle, and a great number of mercenaries also congregated there in hopes that they too could acquire fame and fortune.


  The nations in that region had few regular soldiers, but made up for that in the number of mercenaries at their command, which they funded using donations they received from the peaceful nations at the heart of the continent. All they had to do whenever the daemons raided them was hold the line until reinforcements arrived. This was why it had been so important for the Daemon Army’s strategy to take this stronghold of a nation first in a surprise attack. Now the daemons had to prepare themselves for the inevitability of a long and hard battle instead.


  Even though all this had been part of a single elderly man’s plan from the beginning.


   


  “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!”


  Townsfolk’s screams echoed through the depths of the forest.


  A daemon pierced his weapon through one screaming man, using his long tongue to lick up the splatter of blood. His reptilian eyes surveyed the vicinity and he gave a twisted grin.


  The Daemon Army was attacking a small village located deep in a forest, far away from humanoid nations. The group of small nations in the north were the humanoids’ bulwark against the daemons. The settlements where humanoids lived beyond those didn’t officially exist.


  This was a village of beastfolk who had fled here fearing persecution from the humans. Beastfolk were also called daemons, but they were more like elves and dwarves in that they were demihumans whose appearances differed from daemon beastfolk’s. The people of the village could easily pass as human so long as they hid their ears and tails. They were also capable of having children with humans as well, so this village even had some humans who had married beastfolk living in it.


  And the Daemon Army had assaulted this peaceful village.


  Some of the daemon soldiers were beastfolk-like as well, but they were more bestial in appearance and descended from different species that had gone as far as copulating with monstrosities—there was nothing human about them at all anymore.


  “C’mon, get movin’! Run away, little piggies!”


  “Bwa hah hah hah hah hah!”


  Daemon beastfolk wearing unpolished armor cackled as they chased after the more-human beastfolk.


  “Tch, stopped moving already.” A beastfolk with the head of a wolf and reptilian eyes casually tossed aside the beastfolk woman he had been tormenting, since she had gone still.


  “We’re gonna have to eat ’em now. Can’t believe they just up and died so easily. Gonna be such a pain in the ass to move ’em!”


  The entirety of the Daemon Army was on the march. They acted on the assumption that food would only be available to those who could steal it first, so the army had split up to attack remote settlements like this one.


  They killed the men, had their way with the women before killing them too, and then ate them. Although these brutes could use human words to communicate, they were not human. Daemons only saw weaker beings, even those of their own species, as things to be exploited—naught but prey, and they didn’t flinch at the idea of devouring them.


  That was when—


  “Mommy!” A small figure rushed toward the dead beastfolk woman who had just been chucked aside. The girl looked to be about five years old, and a pair of cat ears sprouted from her head. She sobbed as she frantically shook the woman’s blood-soaked shoulder.


  The daemon beastfolk was unmoved by the sight of the child mourning her mother and spat with annoyance as he picked the girl up.


  “Nooo!”


  “Shuddup! Shut yer trap! Gonna be a pain in my ass to drag some little brat along. Guess I should just eat ya right now.”


  “Eek!” The girl panicked as the daemon opened his mouth so wide he might just swallow her whole.


  “Hm?” That was when the daemon realized that everything around him had gone quiet.


  Up until then, there had only been the sounds of laughter and screams as the daemons chased and slaughtered the villagers.


  There had been about fifty people living here and their unit had only fifteen daemons. He assumed that everyone else must have been hunting down those who had fled, so he started heading toward the center of the village, which was where they were all supposed to regroup.


  “Guess this means you get to live a little bit longer, kid.”


  “Nngh!” The girl made a strangled noise in her throat as the daemon carried her along by the collar.


  He kept thinking how strange the silence was as he approached the center of the village, and he couldn’t believe what he saw when he got there.


  “What the hell?”


  Stone statues. Not just a couple of them either—countless statues standing upright or knocked down, scattered all around the area in a really disorganized way.


  The daemons had no culture of creating anything for themselves, and thus the daemon had no concept of whether these statues were good or evil. All the daemon beastfolk could comprehend was that they had human forms—he was unable to recognize that these elaborately made statues were actually murdered villagers and his allies who had taken up arms as a precaution.


  His intelligence was so meager that he couldn’t even understand that this was the work of an enemy.


  “The hell is all this?” The daemon looked around for the rest of his unit and finally spotted a living human. “Heh heh.”


  A golden-haired child dressed in fine clothing—the kind that only the leaders of the daemons were allowed to wear.


  If the daemon had been decently educated, he would have known that it wasn’t normal for a child in such a fine maid’s outfit to be in a place like this. All he saw instead was soft meat in a fancy package. He cast the scrawny cat-eared girl aside and approached the golden-haired girl.


  “Hey, Goldilocks!”


  Stab.


  “Huh?”


  [image: ]


  For an instant, he strained his eyes to see what looked like a golden line connecting himself to the girl. He then noticed that the girl, who hadn’t even glanced at him yet, held some kind of bloody meat in her hand.


  Ba-dump. Ba-dump. The daemon beastfolk realized it was a heart that was growing weaker with every pulse. His face contorted with despair as he looked down at the gaping hole in his chest.


  “Oh dear, I didn’t realize there was anyone left. My apologies. Did you require something of me?”


  “Guh…ah—”


  “Hmm.” Only then did the girl seem to notice she was holding a heart in her hand and gave the beastfolk an apologetic look. “I’m terribly sorry about that. I must have acted on reflex there. However, it would be poor manners to leave any leftovers, so allow me.”


  Still holding the heart in her hand, the girl started walking toward him in such a way that her body didn’t sway at all. The daemon began turning into a stone statue and as the girl passed him by, she collected the white mist-like thing that rose up from his body before glancing down at the person at her feet.


  A long moment of silence passed between them.


  As the girl’s eyes continued to bore down into her, the cat-eared girl remained stuck to the ground as if paralyzed. A faint steam came rising up from under the girl’s bottom.


  “Can you eat this?” With a blank look on her face, the girl held out the heart, which was still weakly beating.


  The little girl paled and frantically shook her head.


  “What about this, then?” She presented the little girl with a strange-looking, eight-legged creature that had been dried for eating.


  The little girl managed to take it into her trembling hands despite being on the verge of passing out. The older girl nodded with satisfaction and patted the girl’s cat ears before leaving the village.


  “Sniff.” The abandoned girl held back her sobs and bit into the dried octopus.


  Surely nothing could ever be worse or scarier than what had just happened. It was with that belief that the girl dashed like a cat toward a human town said to have slum quarters so that she could go on resiliently living, even if she had to do it alone.


   


  Cats were creatures to be loved.


  As Tina was on her way to her destination, she came across a village that was having a festival of some kind, and while she was grabbing a snack, she happened to spot a girl with cat ears like her beloved mistress’s. They were just so charming, she couldn’t help but offer the cat food. Tina ate the still-warm heart in one bite, like one would eat a strawberry, and took out a notebook to jot down her findings: “Cats hate hearts.”


   


  ***


   


  “What is the meaning of this?” Inside a pavilion seated on the back of a giant four-headed serpent, Dark Princess Kylian, commander of the Daemon Army’s Semimonster Division, bit her nails impatiently.


  Every single daemon who could fight had been called to arms and the entirety of their army had begun its invasion of the humanoid nations.


  Some of the commissioned officers who knew the Daemon King had personally voiced their objections to this mad scheme, but the majority of the soldiers, including the townspeople, had wanted to get away from the Daemon Lands to escape the Beast. The only ones remaining in the Daemon Lands were the Daemon King himself and his direct subordinates, along with those who were too weak to fight.


  Although they called themselves an army, it was composed solely of people who allowed their appetites and instincts for self-preservation to rule them, thus making them something more like a pack of monstrosities.


  The Daemon Army had assembled on the day of their departure, but the Daemon King—the very symbol of their people—was nowhere to be seen, and the bloodthirsty daemons gradually started ignoring orders. The tribes who had their leaders were better about not acting out of line; however, when they started running out of food, their troops began to disperse, claiming that they were going scouting and then proceeding to do whatever they wanted.


  The Semimonster Division had started out as two hundred thousand strong: one hundred twenty thousand daemons with thick monstrosity blood in their veins, thirty thousand intelligent monstrosities, and fifty thousand cavalry beasts for soldiers to ride. It was impossible to control such a large number of people, especially given their natures, so Dark Princess Kylian was tolerant of insubordination to a certain degree, but it was a different story now that tens of thousands of soldiers had not yet returned. Some daemons acted on whim and instinct due to the blood of monstrosities running thick through their veins, but those who knew how dreadful the Dark Princess’s wrath could be would never have dreamed of going on ahead of her.


  Their invasion had been delayed due to the missing soldiers, and—as if mocking Kylian’s rising irritation—the silence grew more oppressive the farther into the depths of the forest they traveled.


  Almost like they were afraid of something lying in wait.


  “Could it be the Hero?”


  Even the daemons passed down legends of their nemesis—the human who slaughtered their kind.


  It was rare, but there had been times when humans claiming to be the Hero would appear. However, the light arch elemental had only ever chosen one True Hero, the hope of all humankind.


  According to legends, the True Hero would only appear when an evil capable of plunging the world into crisis was born. Even supposing that a light elemental had picked someone because of the Beast’s summoning, it would be several years still before that person came into their power.


  “Then why haven’t our soldiers returned?”


  Kylian didn’t know what it was, but something was going on.


  There was an enemy she didn’t know about out there.


  If it wasn’t the Hero, then it could potentially be the Saint, but Kylian doubted that. As vast as the Saint’s abilities were, hers was the power of love, meant for saving humans. Without the Hero at her side, it was unlikely that she would take to the battlefield.


  Feeling she had no other choice, Kylian decided their next actions.


  Fwp!


  She blew the pavilion back with a single swipe of her tail and raised her voice so that all those in the vicinity could hear: “Listen up! We’re going to charge full-speed through the rest of the forest! No one is allowed to stop from this point on! Charge!!!”


  “Yaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!” the daemons roared in unison as they took off running.


  They ran as fast as they did because they were so close to their limit. They had almost run out of rations, and due to the trudge of their march, they had already killed all of the beasts nearby; with no other options, they were on the verge of turning to cannibalism.


  “Forward! Forward! We’re going to attack the human towns and eat everything!”


  Though the Semimonster Division’s numbers had decreased, they still had one hundred seventy thousand soldiers. And this force swept through the forest with all its might in search of humanoid flesh.


  They mowed down trees in their path and easily passed over rising and falling terrain. As the army engulfed the forest as one, Kylian laughed in a snakelike way, confident that they had nothing to fear from some unknown enemy lurking there.


  “Run!” Kylian yelled with elation.


  “Graaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!” The giant four-headed serpent she rode, more monstrosity than daemon, bellowed in answer as it leaped out ahead of the other cavalry to take the lead.


  However, they felt an eerie chill coming toward them, and the four-headed serpent came to a stop. Whatever it was made the serpent steed start trembling. Those who had been charging all simultaneously stopped even without Kylian ordering them to halt.


  Sensing it was so close now, Kylian broke out in a waterfall of sweat.


  There was something up ahead in the forest. Kylian didn’t know if it was the reason their scouts hadn’t returned, but even though she sensed that whatever it was wasn’t normal, her pride as a leader of a daemon tribe made her shout, “Who’s there? Show yourself!”


  She glared at the forest with the intent to murder, emitting her own magic power to overwhelm whatever it was. The only other times she had ever felt this kind of revulsion had been during her first audience with the Daemon King and that old man named Geas—yet that terror was due to them both being living creatures.


  The Daemon King was not just physically and magically powerful, but resourceful, strategic, and fortitudinous. He possessed such determination that he had been willing to kill his own parents with his bare hands if it meant achieving his goal—never balking even at the idea of death—and that resoluteness had chilled her to the bone.


  And that was why Kylian had recognized Haebulat as the King of the Daemon Lands.


  However, this presence was something different.


  This was not the overwhelming presence of a living creature—at least not one that a living creature could make sense of. Take one of the kinds of Heroes they’d seen over the ages, for example. Heroes who only sought to hoard power and lacked both willpower and pride would lose their drive for rescuing strangers and instead turn into mass murderers of evil. They ultimately would meet their ends at the hands of the humans they sought to protect because those humans would come to fear them as a monster.


  That was what Kylian felt—the terrifying presence of a person who was now no longer human.


  It wasn’t until the cavalry beasts behind her started foaming at the mouth and falling down dead from Kylian’s presence and bloodlust that the creature finally revealed itself.


  “What the hell?!”


  From the shadows of the forest appeared blonde hair and a pinafore. The figure was unaffected by the uneven ground as it made its gentle approach. The sunlight filtering through the trees revealed a long black dress, and then the full shape of a girl emerged.


  She was a beautiful girl with fluttering platinum-blonde ringlets who still looked somewhat childish. She wore a finely made uniform and had her hands clasped in front of her as she silently walked forth, looking like the kind of maid or lady’s maid who served nobility. She looked incredibly out of place here, yet her poise and chilly blue eyes clearly conveyed that this girl was no ordinary human.


  “A child? A female? Is this the Saint? No, she can’t be—those are no eyes of a Saint. No, it can’t be… Are you the Hero of this generation?!” Kylian’s shrieks caused a commotion among her subordinates.


  Kylian trembled with fear, believing that this being standing right here in front of them must be the kind of Hero who had lost all emotion and become nothing more than a slayer of evil.


  The girl knit her well-groomed eyebrows slightly at Kylian’s words and tilted her head to the side a little as she said in a quiet voice, “It’s nice to meet you all. I am Tina, a gorgon who serves a great and noble mistress.”


  The girl named Tina showed no fear before the tens of thousands of soldiers as she pinched the hem of her skirt and gave a little curtsy.


  “Ridiculous. Gorgon? Never heard of such a thing. Is that the name of your country or something, Hero?”


  It made sense to them that this kind of chill they felt might come from the Hero. Yet at the same time, Kylian was angry at herself for feeling afraid at all as she glared at the girl.


  Tina merely gave her another quizzical look. “No. It is the name of my species.”


  “You’ve already stopped being human, then? Well, I refuse to accept you! The Hero is the enemy of us daemons, and thus should be defeated by us. Tina the Hero! Feel honored, for I, Dark Princess Kylian, shall be your doom!”


  Hearing the leader of their tribe and commander of their division’s declaration, her subordinates, who had been shaking with fear moments ago, let out a roar and began to burn with the desire to fight.


  “Why?” Tina cocked her head in puzzlement. She had only been told to go check out the situation, but she had forgotten to ask what exactly she was supposed to go see, so she had just been scouting out their numbers. Being called the Hero made her feel very confused.


  “O Dark Princess! Please, allow us the honor of defeating the Hero!”


  Tina hadn’t even had time to correct them before the situation got out of hand.


  “You lot? Fine. Show us what you’ve got!” Kylian ordered.


  “Yes, ma’am!”


  Having Kylian’s permission, several men and women leaped out in front of Tina. They were considered the Semimonster Division’s cream of the crop. Few of them looked human at all, with some of them being giants or monstrosities capable of speech, such as manticores. It was because of their strength and their pride that they sought the honor of being the ones to kill the Hero. And Kylian saw this as a good opportunity to test just how strong the Hero was.


  Kylian had not given up on the idea of killing the Hero herself. Nevertheless, she was reluctant to immediately jump into the fray; there was something incredibly unearthly about this Hero named Tina. Far too young to be called the Hero—though she looked like an ordinary human, this beautiful girl had lost her human kindness to the point of coming across as creepy. Perhaps that revolting feeling had been because, as the girl had said, she was no longer human.


  Thus, Kylian had allowed her subordinates to fight first so that she could ascertain what this girl truly was.


  If her minions defeated the girl, then she must not be very strong. Kylian had no need for the honor of killing the weak, and in any case, even if one of her soldiers managed to kill the Hero, then that was still an achievement for her Semimonster Division.


  “Get her!” At Kylian’s command, five of the renowned daemons, excluding the manticore, attacked in unison.


  A man who looked like a wolf with fish scales. A woman with wings on each of her arms. The first of the giants. A large man with thorns covering his body. A huge woman with horns and red skin. The rest of the daemons cheered, because if anyone other than the Dark Princess could defeat the Hero, it would be them.


  However, they were sorely mistaken.


  Golden lines pierced through the five daemons simultaneously.


  In an instant, blood spurted and the lines disappeared. The five daemons crumpled to the ground and the girl now held some bloody hunks of meat in her hands.


  Tina grimaced at the unhealthy coloring of their viscera. Just as she tossed the organs aside, the manticore who had been hanging back—planning to use his allies as a distraction before launching his own attack—took a direct hit in the chest that was faster than the speed of sound. With a sneer still on his face, he too became a lump of brown and black meat.


  What had just transpired shocked the rest of the army into silence. Even Kylian looked astonished as she croaked, “What the hell did you do?”


  “Oops.”


  It had been an accident. Tina knew that they would have tasted delicious if she’d dragged out their pain and let them simmer for a bit, just like her beloved mistress would’ve done. Now Tina wore a blank expression, feeling disheartened by her lack of control.


  Kylian was focused on something else entirely. “Impossible…” 


  The girl was clearly stronger than any human. Clearly stronger than any Hero.


  Was this the power of the True Hero, then? Or did every emotionally dead Hero who became a killing machine turn out this strong? 


  Or perhaps…


  If what this girl had said was true and she wasn’t actually human at all…


  “Kill heeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeer!” Kylian screeched in an effort to shake off the dread overtaking her.


  Monstrosities obeyed those who were stronger than them. This was why the Daemon King had been able to subjugate them.


  Kylian’s fear had her trembling down to her very soul, and her panic drove her to force her minions to fight and eliminate the enemy before them.


  The pack of daemons howled like beasts as they attacked.


  Tina squinted her eyes slightly and they shone vermilion. Hundreds of daemon soldiers caught in her glare instantly turned to stone.


  “Kill heeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeer!” Kylian screamed so hard her vocal cords might snap.


  Daemons surged at Tina like a dark avalanche. She smashed a path toward Kylian through the daemons turning into stone around her. The Dark Princess focused all of her strength into slamming her snake tail into the girl.


  Was this girl really the Hero?


  Was this what the true power of the Hero looked like?


  No, surely not.


  Then what was this appalling power that this girl commanded?


  An unknown power. An unknown entity.


  Ignorance was the most terrifying thing of all.


  “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh?!”


  A blow from Kylian’s tail had once felled a massive elephant in a single strike, and this girl had easily stopped the blow with her tiny hand and used her free hand to chop it right off at the middle without even drawing a weapon.


  So awful. So nauseating.


  Kylian had lost not only her will to fight, but her pride as well. All she wanted to do was flee as Tina gently cupped Kylian’s cheeks in her hands.


  “H-help—”


  “Oh, that’s right, I didn’t correct you.”


  Reflected in Kylian’s teary yellow eyes was each of Tina’s ringlet curls transforming into countless snakes. Reflected in Tina’s eyes—their whites turning red with her power—was Kylian’s face, contorted with terror.


  “Allow me to reintroduce myself. I am the gorgon Tina and I was created by the hand of the Goddess of the Demon Realm.”


  Goddess of the Demon Realm—Kylian knew what that must mean.


  “Archdemon.”


  “That’s right.”


  Tina crushed Kylian’s head and collected her soul. She then snapped her fingers in the direction of the daemons who were now fleeing, newly freed from Kylian’s binding spell.


  “There’s still work to be done, everyone.”


  Darkness oozed out from the shadows of the forest, materializing into hundreds of greater demons that grinned maliciously at the poor weaklings frantically trying to escape.


  Now, offer your gratitude to your mistress who provides your daily sustenance.


   


  ***


   


  “Lady Yuluciiia! I have a snack for you.”


  “Oh, Fanny. Whatever have you brought today?”


  I was studying in my room in our manor in the capital as Fanny brought over a tray of snacks for me.


  Look, even demons had to study, or else our grades would suffer. I especially had to focus on getting all of these assignments done since I was going demon-slaying when I turned ten.


  I didn’t mind, though! I looked forward to the special “snacks” my attendants made for me since I was so busy.


  What is today’s snack going to be?


  “Today we’ve got eel broiled in soy sauce!”


  “Oh.”


  Would you call that a snack? My inner American was roused once again, but there was no crime in eating broiled eel, so I dug into the extra-large bowl of eel served over boiled barley and rice.


  “Ooh, delicious. But this isn’t an eel, is it?”


  “Well, you see, Tina said that she hunted a giant snake.”


  “My! Snakes are surprisingly tasty.”


  Which reminded me, I had yet to hear any reports from Tina about the situation I had asked her to check up on. I wondered how that was going?


  Episode 4:
Setting Off


   


  IT WAS THE END OF THE YEAR AND WE WERE finally starting to prepare for our journey to the Daemon Lands, where the Dark Beast resided.


  I should have been much busier, but since we had dragged our feet for so long, I had already paid visits to everywhere I needed to and my demon attendants took care of getting everything ready for me, so I had so much free time on my hands that I was even able to hang out with Shelly and Betty.


  We would leave from the castle, so Noel and I had been staying there. I wasn’t staying in one of the many guest rooms; for some reason, I had a princess’s palace just for me.


  Boys weren’t allowed access, though there were some exceptions. For example, my personal butler Noah and other members of our staff, like the chefs, who had come with me from the manor were allowed in. Also, my relatives like Father and Grandfather were permitted entry. Granted, the majority of my relatives were royalty, so in a way, it was a given that they could go wherever they pleased.


  Basically, any man who wasn’t my relative or one of my servants wasn’t allowed inside, not even a duke or the pontiff himself.


  However, there was someone who existed in their own special position above royalty: the Hero! 


   


  “Lady Yul, Lord Noel la Barnabas has arrived.”


  “Thanks, Fer. Could you lead him into the garden for me?”


  “Understood.” The golden-haired maid smiled and left.


  My mother was also staying with me in the princess palace, so her young maids Vio, Fer, and Min were here as well. Granted, they weren’t maids, nor were they so young anymore.


  They often still wore a housemaid’s uniform like Tina’s because it was an easy outfit to work in; however, the three of them were now officially Mother’s lady’s maids. Originally, they had been… Well, I would touch on that topic more later. For now, I had a guest to receive.


  “Luci—I mean, Your Highness, Princess Yulucia.”


  “Welcome, Noel.”


  I played the perfect Saint as I gave a calm smile and showed no hint of the conflict within my heart.


  Noel had been about to call me “Lucia” but caught himself at the last second and gave an awkward aristocratic bow.


  This was just how things had to be. Noel was twelve years old now, meaning we were of the age that he could no longer call me by a nickname. From now on, he would only be able to use a nickname for his fiancée.


  His name also had “la” in it now because after Noel officially became the Hero of the Holy Kingdom, the rank of count had been conferred upon him as well. Up until then, Noel had been the adopted son of Viscount B…Bar…? Mr. Bear, and thus the son of a viscount, so now he was above his adopted father in rank. That made him the same rank as Mylene, so by all rights someone should have acted as his proxy until he came of age, but the other nobles might not have taken him seriously if he himself were not a count or something like that.


  “Did you need something?” I asked him.


  Noel must have been pretty busy, you know? Now that he was a count, he had all kinds of nobles calling on him to ask him to meet their pretty daughters, many of whom he would decline. However, there would be a large number of them he could not refuse, since he didn’t have the kind of support from the royal family that I did.


  Noel made a face at my question. “Uh, well, I’m stopping by because I ran away. From Lady Ciellindo.”


  “Oooh.” That Shelly. She had been eager to make sure the Hero knew his place, but I hadn’t actually expected her to make good on that threat.


  “I, uh, agreed with her about how great you are, but then she went on and on and I had no idea what she was talking about anymore.”


  Understandably.


  “She is your friend, after all, and I appreciate how she’s able to talk so casually with me, unlike those who only see me as the Hero. It’s just…she’s so spirited.”


  “I know what you mean.”


  Shelly was a force to be reckoned with. Still, as a citizen of the Holy Kingdom, she could show the Hero a little bit of respect. Nevertheless, Noel was right; Shelly was one of my few precious friends who saw me as someone more than just the Saint.


  “And I, uh, wanted to see you,” Noel said as he averted his gaze from me and his cheeks reddened.


  Huh? He looked like a boy in love.


  No! I would not allow myself to fall for such illusions! Rick had done something similar to me before and it caused all kinds of problems that just turned out to be nothing! That dummy.


  Everyone kept telling me how lovely and charming I was, so I had become overly self-conscious about it, but after doing a good reassessment of myself, I was now a mature woman who would no longer accidentally get the wrong ideas about things!


  This was Noel after all, who had idolized the Saint since he was little. Of course I would make him blush by thoughtlessly acting like a (naughty) lady who had a way with men!


  “Is everything all right?” I asked. While I had been so lost in thought, I realized that Noel started looking at me with this somewhat gloomy expression. Admittedly, it suited him.


  “Do you not think I’m someone you can depend on?”


  “Huh?” Where was this coming from? How could he think such a thing? I depended on him all the time. Especially since the Saint was going nowhere without the Hero. Wait, was that not what he meant?


  “When Ludoric and I saved you from that demon, I thought I had gotten stronger. I can now use the power of light and people call me the Hero. I thought this meant that I was finally strong enough to protect you.”


  “That’s right.” Goodness me, I was terribly sorry about all that.


  “But I was wrong. I haven’t gotten any stronger at all. When that black demon showed its true power, you were the one who protected me because I was only getting in the way.”


  “That’s not true.”


  Look, you just wouldn’t have been able to survive that. Weakened though the Dark Beast may have been, no human could possibly hope to endure his power. Trying to come up with a way to smooth things over, I reached out with a placating hand, which Noel wrapped in both of his.


  “I swear I will be the one to protect you this time. I won’t let you fight all by yourself again, Lucia.”


  “Oh, Noel.”


  It was against the rules to call me by my nickname while holding my hand, you know?


  The way he gazed into my eyes made me feel all twitchy, like I really might get the wrong idea about how he felt about me.


  Unsure of what to do, I glanced around the room and spotted Fer giving me a thumbs-up.


  That was the wrong response. But that was when—


  “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!”


  We whirled around at the sound to find Shelly breathing heavily as she pointed at Noel’s and my intertwined hands with a glare.


  “L-Lady Ciellindo!” Noel stuttered.


  “So this is where you went, Lord Noel! Not only did you up and disappear on me while I was in the middle of explaining something to you, but you have also committed the sin of holding Lady Yul’s hand. Perhaps in their omniscient and omnipotent benevolence, the gods may forgive your transgressions, but I, Ciellindo, shall never, ever forgive you!”


  Someone! Go find Betty who’s somewhere in the castle, retaking classes on becoming a queen, and bring her heeere!


  And so, in the face of a formidable enemy he could not hope to defeat, the Hero of the Holy Kingdom fled from his pursuer.


  “It’s such a peaceful day.”


  “Oh, Lady Yul.”


  For some reason, Fer was looking at me with pity as I started drinking my untouched cup of tea and muttering earnestly to myself.


   


  The following day…


  “Yulucia.”


  “Oh, if it isn’t Big Brother Ludoric. What brings you here today?”


  I was getting déjà vu for some reason.


  Grandpa Pontiff had come to the castle to give me some words of encouragement. After he secretly gave me some cookies and spending money, I left the parlor to find Rick waiting there. I assumed he had also been meeting with a visitor. Rick and Noel both had such pretty young women coming to speak with them. It was absurdly unfair that I only had grandpas coming to visit me.


  [image: ]


  “I need to talk to you,” Rick said.


  “All right.”


  Again? Really? He was just going to make all the girls get the wrong idea about us again.


  And why was it that he smiled like a normal person when talking to anyone else, but his expression always soured the second he saw me?! Even the nearby women who wanted to talk to him were awkwardly retreating!


  “Just come with me.”


  “Okay.”


  And then, like always, Rick grabbed my hand without permission—wait, no, he held out his hand in invitation to escort me. The way he had matured was kind of irritating.


  I placed my hand on his and let him guide me.


  The two of us stood out a lot, so we normally couldn’t have more private kinds of conversations. Nevertheless, strolling through the gardens as we were like this, we should have been able to speak without anyone listening in. However…


  Ludoric wasn’t saying anything and I couldn’t help but notice that his hand felt somewhat chilly. I tried to prompt him to start talking. “Big Brother Ludoric?”


  “Oh.” He was silent for a moment longer before he finally said, “I’m…weak.”


  “Huh?”


  I see. Not the kind of thing a prince would say.


  “Well, word has reached my ears that you’ve been training very hard lately,” I said.


  “It’s true that I’m stronger than the average knight now. But I’ve realized that I’m lacking something compared to you and Noel.”


  “But aren’t you the Holy Warrior?”


  “Yeah, but even with the power I have now, I feel like I just can’t keep up with the two of you. The earth elemental only chose me because there wasn’t anyone better around at the time. I’m just…not on the same level as either of you.”


  “That’s not true.”


  Well, maybe it was. The Holy Warrior blessed by the earth arch elemental was created for the purpose of protecting the Holy Kingdom’s royal family, whereas the title of the real warrior who fought by the Hero’s side was actually the “True Warrior.” There was a legend passed down in the Holy Kingdom and through the Church of Kostor:


  The Hero blessed by light shone brightly as the hope of the people.


  The Saint healed the people’s hearts with her love and compassion, and guided them toward the correct path.


  The Holy Warrior possessed a will of steel, protected the weak, and destroyed all evil.


  In other words, the Holy Warrior was different from the Hero and Saint, and ought to be stronger than the Hero in battle. To put it bluntly, though, sparring with blades was one thing, but on a battlefield where anything goes, Noel was much stronger than Rick.


  “I have to get stronger. Not just because I’m the Holy Warrior now, but because you’ve always been the one protecting me, ever since we were little.”


  So he was aware of it.


  “I swear, I’ll be the one protecting you this time. You’ll see. I’ll be the one out in front, being your shield.”


  “Oh, Big Brother Ludoric.”


  Perhaps that chance encounter with the Dark Beast had actually been quite traumatic for them due to the differences in power. Both Rick and Noel had been working hard to get stronger ever since that battle. However, this was about more than sheer strength. Since I’d wound up protecting the two of them, I imagined they both wanted the strength to keep moving forward.


  I had known the two of them since we were really young, and while I’d understood at the time that they were boys, it was only now that I was really feeling the difference in our genders. I bet even You-Know-Who might change in some way, were he able to take a good look at himself, but he stubbornly refused introspection—even when the answer was right within reach.


  Humans could mature so much within the span of only ten years, so why couldn’t the Dark Beast?


  “Yulucia.”


  “Yes?” I had to wonder what kind of answer Rick and Noel would find for themselves.


  “I’m not going to lose to anyone. Not even Noel,” Rick declared with a serious look in his eyes.


  “Oh?”


  He didn’t respond to my thoughtless question-like response and instead sped away, leaving me behind.


  I really wished he would understand how easy it was for people to get the wrong impression when he acted that way.


   


  These boys in my life, trying so frantically to grow up. Were I your ordinary human girl, I would surely have feelings for the two of them. Through associating with them, there had been times where I was deeply touched by their earnest and straightforward souls and even felt my own soul shaken by their words and deeds.


  I loved humans, even after being born as a demon. I loved them more than any other demon and more than any elemental that offered humans their protection too. But even though my heart connected with and was drawn to humans, it was still a demon’s heart.


  Ooh…


  “I…miss him,” I said to myself.


  Everyone who heard looked slightly baffled before the feeling was replaced with worry.


   


  Moving on! And so, everyone (but me) steadily got everything ready for our departure. However, there was what you could call a slight, unexpected problem.


  In case you had forgotten, Rick and I were royalty. Royalty in line for the throne. Even though the Holy Kingdom had officially recognized that it was the destiny of their Hero and Saint to act for the sake of the world, my loving relatives wouldn’t just throw me a pouch of fifty gold and send me packing!


  By the by, I received fifty large gold coins from Father for spending money. In Japanese currency, that was about fifty million yen.


  “Are you sure you want them coming with?” I carefully observed Mother’s reaction as her golden hair bounced in a quiet nod while she looked at the three ladies.


  “Yes, the three of them wish to be of any help to you they can.”


  “That’s right, Lady Yul. We shall take good care of you on the road,” Vio said.


  “Please let us come along, Lady Yul,” Fer and Min added.


  The three of them had taken care of me since birth, so I bet they felt like they couldn’t just let me go.


  “But are your husbands all right with this?” I asked.


  That’s right. You won’t believe this! The three of them were actually married now! When had that happened?! Well, I had been at each of their weddings as their witnesses and even blessed their marriages!


  Come to think of it, Fer and Min were both in their early twenties and Vio was in her mid-twenties! The three of them were such workaholics, and even though they had many admirers among the castle’s knights and civil officials, I’d never heard a single rumor about any dalliances with anyone, so at some point I had begun to worry it would be left to me to play matchmaker.


  But then! Their engagement announcements came out of nowhere! In this world, commoners didn’t have receptions or anything during their weddings; they basically just had a dinner party with friends and stuff, but I wasn’t about to let that slide. I had no choice but to gather their husbands after the fact and bestow them all with such powerful blessings that it would’ve blown even the Dark Beast away! Though it wound up being too much for their poor husbands to bear and left them sick in bed for a while!


  Anyway, returning to the main topic…


  The three of them were still newlyweds, so it didn’t exactly sit right with me that they would have to accompany me just to protect me. I tried to convince them it wasn’t necessary.


  “Worry not, Lady Yul! My husband is one of the knight commanders of the squads accompanying us!” said Fer.


  “That’s right, my lady. My husband is one of the chefs in your entourage,” added Min.


  “Really?”


  Fer’s husband was young, but apparently he was one of the knight commanders of the Grand Duke’s orders of knights. Moreover, Min’s husband was one of the Grand Duke’s chefs—I learned that he had been the one preparing my meals recently.


  Had they planned all this? Were they okay with going on such a weird honeymoon?


  “My husband told me to take very good care of you, Lady Yul,” said Vio.


  “Oh.”


  Although Vio’s husband wasn’t going to be coming with us, he was Butler and Nanny’s son and thus employed as one of our family’s retainers. He was essentially Father’s big brother and best friend.


  The three of them sure did a fine job of picking their husbands.


  “And I can rest easy knowing that my Yul is in good hands with the three of you. Were it not for my current condition, I would want to be coming along too.”


  You too, Mother? Wait, what do you mean your “current condition”?!


  “Are you unwell, Mother?”


  What the? If she’s sick, I would be more than happy to heal her with a holy magic spell on par with a Megalixir!


  “No, nothing of the sort. I think you’ll understand by the time you’re back in Talitelud. Hee hee.”


  “Oh? If you say so…”


  I didn’t really get it. I had noticed that her food preferences had changed a bit of late. Maybe she was on some kind of secret diet.


  Anyway, that meant it had already been decided that the three of them were coming along. Though, for some reason, it felt like they were all ignoring what I wanted. Just to be sure, I asked their husbands if they were really okay with this arrangement, and the three of them said that their wives would be safest by my side.


  Well, I would protect them anyhow. At some point, everyone had stopped assuming that I was some frail girl!


  What’s that?! I can feel someone’s gaze!


  “Lady Yulucia!” Bri, Sarah, and the other eight knights said in unison.


  Hey, don’t look at me like that!


  My guardian knights were only a bit younger than Fer and Min, so it wouldn’t have been strange for them all to have paramours, but judging from the look of them, they still had a way to go before they were marriage material. What were we going to do about this? Was I going to have to start looking for husbands for them all? What a pain.


  Now that I was officially the Holy Kingdom’s Saint, that basically made them the Saint’s guards. Although I had firmly refused when they begged for gold demonic blades of their own, I wound up having to buy ten freshly forged enchanted blades for them. All that money Father had given me wasn’t going to last very long.


  Long story short, we had a ton of people from the kingdom coming with us. Starting with those in the Grand Duke of Versenia’s employ, I had:


  My four most personal attendants.


  The ten girls who were the Saint’s guards.


  The other lady’s maids and attendants, of which there were ten total, including Vio, Fer, and Min. My personal chefs and officials coming along added another ten people.


  There were forty of the Grand Duke’s knights and their seventy attendants. Three companies of soldiers, totaling three hundred people.


  Additionally, there were the transportation corps who moved all the cargo, knights, and soldiers, and would also be delivering supplies wherever we went, along with cooks for the knights and the people who took care of the horses, equaling another eighty people.


  Which basically meant I was bringing 524 people with me!


  However! I wasn’t traveling alone! There were three of us, after all.


  Rick’s entourage was even more outrageous, since he was a prince:


  Thirty attendants, stewards, lady attendants, and maids.


  Forty chefs, since it was assumed that they would be cooking for everyone.


  Fifteen paladins, the treasures of the Holy Kingdom who guarded the royal family.


  Fifty cavalry knights and a battalion of twelve hundred common soldiers.


  One hundred people waiting on the aforementioned people, the transportation corps, coachmen, assistants, and so on.


  So that meant Rick was bringing a menacing 1,435 people?!


  But wait, there’s more!


  While Noel himself was a count, he was the son of a viscount, so you would assume that he wouldn’t be bringing many people, but nope! Bar…Bar…Mr. Bear had shrewdly reemployed his mercenary band as his soldiers and knights for camouflage, and, as Mr. Bear would put it, those scoundrels were ordered to take care of the young lord, and thus two hundred mercenaries were joining us as well!


  So in total, the army we were bringing along was, uh, more than two thousand people strong!


  There was no way I could have remembered all of this, so hats off to Noah for the cheat sheet he’d made for me!


  Huh? The total was 2,159 plus us three? Apparently! Really, thanks cheat sheet!


  And so, the “Hero of the Holy Kingdom’s party” would be accompanied by their guardians!


  “The Hero, Lord Noel la Barnabas; the Saint, Princess Yulucia von Versenia; and the Holy Warrior, Prince Ludoric von Versenia, shall now depart!”


  On the day of our departure, the three of us rode in a convertible coach as we set out from the castle’s main gate. The citizens of the capital were there to see us off—except it wasn’t just them. The streets were packed with people who had come from all over to see this, and they cheered with such wild enthusiasm that even the ground rumbled.


  By the way, the order of names was originally supposed to go: Rick, me, and then Noel. However, Rick got embarrassed about it, so they swapped it around at the last second.


  As a result of having been called first, Noel looked a bit green as he clutched his stomach. Still, the general public probably preferred this.


  “Heroooo!”


  “Holy Warriooor!”


  Rick calmly waved toward those cheering, while Noel looked nervous.


  You better get used to this, Noel. I was like him once, so I shall lead by example! I smiled as I gave a slight wave of my hand and all kinds of people started shouting.


  “Lady Saaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaint.”


  “Oh no! Did Grandpa get so excited, he had a heart attack?!”


  What had I done?!


  Uh, uh! I’ll just Manifest Light!


  I had a blonde moment and cast a spell that brought forth over a thousand archangels of light. The crowd was plunged into pandemonium as their cavities, back pain, athlete’s foot, and all kinds of other ailments were cured all at once. Vio, Rick, and others gave me a proper scolding afterward.


   


  Well, despite all that, I was great. Just a little sore after having to sit on my knees while being lectured.


  Since it was going to be such a long journey, we each had our own private coaches, but the three of us were starting out sitting together. Once we were outside the capital, we would switch from the roofless coach to the kind for military use as we made our way toward the lands to the north, where the Dark Beast awaited us. Nevertheless…


  “Marriage, huh?” I said with indifference as I gazed upon the dark clouds hanging in the northern skies.


  For some reason, the two boys flinched a little.


  It wasn’t like the three lady’s maids had had any influence on me or anything, but now that I was ten, marriage was soon going to be an actual issue for me too. Now that my sisters had gone and become infatuated with that fake hero in another country, it was growing increasingly more hopeless that they could ever make a return to high society in Talitelud.


  My dear sisters were so talented when it came to digging their own graves!


  That meant it would fall to me as the first daughter of the Grand Duke to take a husband, just as Mylene was being expected to. My father and grandfather stopped the letters from ever reaching my hands, but I had already received countless marriage proposals from both our country and abroad.


  Of course, these were not just offers from those who wanted me to marry into their family; there were countless offers to marry into ours as well. When I asked Mother about them, she mentioned that I had received seven inquiries from the royal families of neighboring countries alone. That was also how I had learned that my aunt, the Queen of Sigoules, had been fiercely campaigning for me to pick one of her three sons—it didn’t matter to her which. Were her sons okay with being treated like that?


  While I didn’t have any preferences as to where my potential husband came from, let’s just pray that I could find someone good.


  And I prayed for one more thing as well: a new choice.


  Episode 5:
I Am a Lady of Mystery


   


  ALTHOUGH WE HAD SET OFF FROM THE ROYAL capital of Versenia, we weren’t making a beeline north. Several countries lay between the Holy Kingdom and the Daemon Lands, and their citizens all feared being raided by the Daemon Army, so all kinds of important people came to see the Holy Kingdom’s official Hero and Saint as they passed through.


  Granted, it took quite some time for us to even reach the border of the Holy Kingdom.


  If I remembered correctly, it had taken about a week of travel to reach Duke Capell’s lands last time? With over two thousand people coming along with us now, I had a feeling it would take even longer.


  Furthermore, in every territory we passed though, the people held receptions for us and their lords all insisted we dine with them, so that slowed us down even more. I had a feeling that Cordelia would try to catch me as we passed through Duke Capell’s lands as well. Granted, Duke Capell was paying out of his own pocket for all of the rations and supplies needed to reach our first destination, the military nation of Telthed, so we couldn’t possibly neglect to visit him.


  In the end, it wound up taking us three weeks just to reach the border.


  I’d known this would be a long journey, but now I was wondering if I would be home again by the end of the year.


   


  Krak!


  “Noel, it went that way!”


  “On it, Ludoric!”


  We ran into three wargs on our journey. This was my first encounter with actual monstrosities. They didn’t look that different from ordinary wolves. The only difference was that they were as big as tigers, you see.


  The three wargs came charging at us as soon as they noticed us. Rick was instantly in front, blocking one with his shield. The wargs were intelligent enough to use that one as a decoy while the other two dodged past Rick to pounce on Noel and me.


  “Lucia!” Noel swung at the one coming at me with his golden demonic blade, slicing right through it and into the earth, easy as a knife through jelly. However, that move left Noel open to attack from the other warg as it surged forward.


  “Wind Cutter!” Noel shot invisible blades that chopped up the beast.


  “Noel!” Having defeated the first warg, Rick raced over to slay the already-wounded final one.


  “Oooh, Your Highneeess!”


  “Lord Noeeel!”


  “Well done, Your Highness!”


  “Good going, sonny!”


  The second the fight was over, the young maids and knights behind us, who had been spectating from the seats reserved for our guardians, cheered and voiced their appreciation. Rick and Noel both blushed, though not because they were feeling bashful.


  What was I doing? Nothing.


  To be more precise, I’d cast a quick protection spell at the start of the battle, but after that, I merely sat and watched from the seat Nia had set down for me.


  Why didn’t I intervene? Because the two of them had so little experience in actual combat. While Noel was okay, since he had been a mercenary, he had still been a child at the time and hadn’t fought on the front lines much. And as for Rick, his situation was, well, you know. He’d done nothing but train with various people and sorely lacked experience with real battles. That was fine and all as a royal, but we were headed to the Daemon Lands, where one slip-up could land him in the grave.


  Such being the case, Mr. Bear and his scout had been luring over monstrosities they encountered so that the boys could practice on them, but let’s be real here—hippos were much stronger than any of these monstrosities. I’m serious. Thus, these practice battles weren’t particularly useful. Still, since the two boys had been more reluctant to kill things than to fight, this experience helped in that regard at least.


  As for me, I took more pleasure in their anguish than the act of killing, so I found the whole thing quite therapeutic. I really am a freak.


  These practice battles could be prolonged if I healed the enemies to a certain extent. With that in mind, I asked the scout to lure over any elephants they spotted, but the request made him go pale for some reason.


  At any rate, we were almost to the Military Nation of Telthed! I was looking forward to seeing what kinds of technologies and people they had that couldn’t be found in the Holy Kingdom.


  “Are you all right, Yulucia?” Rick asked after he was done speaking with the mercenaries about the fight against the wargs.


  Huh? All I was doing was just sitting here. “Yes? I’m fine. Why do you ask?”


  “Ever since we started on this journey, sometimes you…well, you get this strange look on your face.”


  Strange look?!


  “Noel’s been worried about you too. If there’s something you can’t get off your mind, you can always talk to Noel or me. Don’t keep it bottled up.”


  Noel was worried too?!


  I had no idea what he was talking about, though! I glanced at Nia by my side and she just gave this vague awkward smile.


  Did that mean she had a hunch about what he meant? From her reaction, I had a feeling whatever I was doing wasn’t all that serious, but still, what did he mean?


  Well, whatever.


   


  And so, we made it to Telthed!


  It took an entire month!


  I was impressed by the fortress at the border. The guards there welcomed us through and when I asked a commander why there was a fortress here, he told me that it was because it looked cool.


  Oh. Right. That was a very important factor.


  Anyway, my oohing and ahhing over the fortress resulted in the entirety of the guards posted there escorting us all the way to Telthed’s capital city. Didn’t they need to patrol the borders or something?


  I learned that in Telthed, hardly anyone took up being a soldier as a sole occupation; the majority of them also did mercenary work.


  “It’s about the time for us to rotate out anyway, so we can just do it early.” So one claimed, but along the way there, they were spotted and chewed out by the Telthed big shots who had come from the capital to meet the Holy Kingdom’s Hero’s entourage. Poor guys.


  The people of Telthed valued strength and weren’t so different from the daemons in that regard; however, they all seemed rather obsessed with themselves and how they wore cool armor and wielded strong weapons in battle. Were they the living embodiment of teenage cringe or what? Granted, they weren’t some kind of monolith or anything!


  I had to wonder if the old guys who were part of the welcoming party were going to be like that, but surely not, right? They were so spindly, they didn’t seem like they could be mercenaries. While talking to them, we learned that they were researchers who also served as governmental ministers.


  “Princess Yulucia, I would be honored if you would take a look at this, the strongest weapon. It was invented by none other than myself!”


  Oh, well, then.


  These guys turned out to be as cringe as the rest of them!


  This was the nation with the strongest armaments on the entire continent? A nation to be feared, indeed!


  Rick and Noel were listening in on this conversation and even they looked stunned and found themselves utterly incapable of joining in.


  Hey, these guys are basically the same mental age as you, so you two should be the ones handling them for me!


  The proper next step should have been a banquet or something in our honor to welcome us, yet the old minister insisted on showing off his research first, and so we made our way to the National Research Institute instead.


  Uhhh, weren’t these considered state secrets? Was it really okay for royals from another nation to be seeing this stuff?


  I was worried that this guy’s political position would be in jeopardy as we were shown his research on a giant suit of armor that could fly in the air and transform. That was also when the prime minister himself—whose banquet we had skipped—showed up panting for breath and started a vehement dispute with the minister about his strongest weapon.


  This nation sure was something else.


  Things spiraled out of control between the two, and instead of a banquet, they wound up wanting to host a fighting tournament with me as the judge instead. Long story short, I politely declined. We were in a hurry, after all!


  Nevertheless, we had to spend the night there, so the minister prepared separate kinds of accommodations for everyone, including our soldiers. We had so many soldiers that I assumed that some would be stuck sleeping in cheap hotels, but this was the great militaristic nation of mercenaries, after all. They even had places that could host about two thousand mercenaries a night.


  Naturally, I had one of their finest hotels rented out entirely for my retinue. Rick and Noel were both staying elsewhere, but they too had rented out entire inns of similar quality for themselves. It felt like a bad idea for us to be separated like this, yet we had a much bigger problem on our hands if we felt the need to be cautious in a country like this.


  Additionally, they let us know that those who were interested could buy Telthed’s latest models of enchanted swords at a discount.


  Wait, what? You mean I could have bought swords for my guardian knights at a much cheaper price if I had just bought them here?!


  Come on, I needed to pull myself together!


  I wasn’t going to let past mistakes bring me down!


   


  And so, we passed through all kinds of countries as we continued on with our journey.


  Nevertheless, despite this world’s advancements in magic in place of technology, it was still the early Middle Ages at best here. They didn’t have high-speed trains or vehicles that could fly through the sky like the World of Light I had dreamed of.


  You may assume that a nation like Telthed might be interested in technological advancements, but the biggest thing slowing innovation down in this world, called Athora, was the existence of monstrosities. I had heard there were even ginormous rocs out there that were extremely dangerous. Perhaps those were the huge sparrows we saw occasionally flying in the sky? They weren’t hostile toward humans and were pretty harmless. They built nests up in high places and the castle devoted a good chunk of their budget to dealing with them. Besides that, there were also hippopotamuses and herds of elephants that would attack travelers on sight, so even building highways was an impossible challenge.


  That was why we were using the military coaches that could travel at relatively high speed, but moving a group of over two thousand people still took a lot of time. Every time we crossed the border into a new country, it took us at least a month to speak with the higher-ups, restock the food that our people had eaten, and then travel to the border of the next country.


  We had to pass through at least four countries to make it to the front lines in the north. The farther north we went, the fewer adjacent countries there were. By this point it took a month or two to pass through a single country. Just as I was about used to life by coach travel, we at last made it to the last country on our journey.


   


  “M-m-m-m-m-m-m—! M-my name is Kolpo! It’s such an honor to meet you, Princess Y-Y-Y-Y-Y-Yulu-Yulu-Yulucia!”


  I stared in silence.


  Who are you calling some cute mascot name?! What the heck is with this comedic greeting?!


  After managing such an outrageous introduction, Prince Kolpo started foaming at the mouth and passed out. His face was beet red. He then exited the stage.


  “Does he require healing?”


  “No, just let him be,” said Kolpo’s father, the king of this tiny nation, as he bowed his head with a sorrowful expression.


  This was the Kingdom of Kolkopo, one of the three countries that were the first line of defense against the daemons. We were here for our courtesy visit on our passage through. Unlike the company my sisters were keeping, we were the party of the official Hero, and so everywhere we went, we were welcomed. Here, the king even invited us for dinner, although his son lost it the second he saw me.


  Seriously, what the heck was that about? Was it my fault for looking him in the eyes? Was I some kind of hazardous material? Should I come labeled with a minimum age requirement for safe usage? Some of the old guys from Telthed had been afraid of me as well, but it was quite shocking to have a cute younger boy be scared of me like this!


  I plastered a smile on my somewhat pale face and Rick and Noel both gave me consoling pats on my shoulders.


  “You shouldn’t seduce younger kids like that.”


  “Please try to exercise a bit more restraint, Your Highness.”


  Restrain what, exactly?! I hadn’t been trying to seduce the boy or anything! 


  Come to think of it, just before we’d left the Holy Kingdom, I had glanced at the list of my potential suitors and I was pretty sure I saw Kolpo’s name. We should strike that name right now.


  Well, in any case!


  As it so happened, we were going to make this country our base, because Talitelud was the Kingdom of Kolkopo’s biggest financial supporter. The Holy Kingdom’s forces that had departed before us were all stationed here as well.


  The three northern countries were this continent’s shields, keeping the central countries safe from the daemons, so the central countries remitted heaps of funding to them so that each country could maintain their armies and mercenaries. Even when the daemons weren’t a problem, monstrosities also came from up north, so it was important for them to keep those in check as well.


  Additionally, this country had no special industry to speak of and basically operated on outside funding, so they had no right to complain when thousands of Talitelud soldiers were garrisoned here. But, surprisingly, they seemed more pleased with this situation than not? Looking around the town, they had “Hero steamed buns” and “Saint rice crackers” and the like for sale everywhere.


  It had taken us over half a year to reach this country with such a cute name that seemed so casual and relaxed! We’d left the Holy Kingdom in the winter, but it was early summer at this point! Early! Summer! Meaning that even if we turned back around right now, we definitely would not be making it home before the end of the year.


  Still, it meant that I got to skip having a public birthday party this year—as it happened, my birthday was about two months away—so that was one plus about this situation. Even so, I was going to miss celebrating with my family!


  Well, there was no changing the fact that we were here now, in any case.


  Despite how far north we were, summer was still hot. I had packed a lot of black dresses to keep my luggage light, but of course wearing black made summer all the more unbearable.


  That said, it turned out that the dress that Tina and Fanny made for me had all kinds of features I could adjust. I hadn’t even noticed that it had fewer layers now and the fabric around my arms, back, and chest was now a mesh material. I was still covered up like normal, but if you looked closely enough, you could see that it was faintly transparent. I just knew Father would wig out if he saw. Even Rick and Noel seemed to struggle to keep their eyes fixed on my face whenever they talked to me.


  Maybe that was what had caused little Kolpo to freak out like that? Nah, what a ridiculous thing for a ten-year-old to say.


  Aaanyway. Now that we were here, our next plan of action was to depart for the Daemon Lands!


  Except not.


  Everyone was exhausted from the long journey. A considerable number of our people had enjoyed taking in the sights of famous locales in every country we visited and getting to eat whatever famous local foods they could find in each place, but even the horses were tired. Plus, we needed some time to gather information, so we were all to rest for the next three weeks to recharge our batteries.


  We took some time to relax in our guest rooms in the castle, Rick and Noel continued honing their blades, and I traveled to temples and shrines to heal the wounded and the sick while also getting measured for new dresses for some reason. At any rate…


  “We’ve certainly kept you waiting, haven’t we?”


   


  “Tina, Fanny. I’m going out. Can you get me something appropriate to wear?”


  It had been two weeks since we arrived in the Kingdom of Kolkopo. To tell the truth, there was something that I wanted to try doing here: going out into the city at night!


  No, I wasn’t planning to go anywhere scandalous. Although most shops in the Holy Kingdom shuttered their doors by eight o’clock at night, I never considered it a boring place to be or anything.


  Where was I planning to go, then? Why, a regular tavern.


  I know, I know, taverns can be found practically anywhere. Why did I decide to go to one in this country specifically? Because these were the front lines of the war. People from all over the continent had gathered here, including soldiers sent from the central countries to fight for the human army and mercenaries from not only Telthed, but a variety of nations—meaning it was surely a prime location for hearing the kinds of reliable rumors and information that was hard to come by in the upstanding Holy Kingdom.


  Of course, there would be lies and exaggerations mixed in with any info I received. I would have to take a peek at the wavering of their souls to separate the truth from the lies.


  Vio and the other ladies waited on me until after dinner, then called it quits for the day. My attendants would be the only ones waiting on me until morning.


  When I was little, I got caught every time I stepped out of my room, but things were different now. I could use Fanny’s power to leave without anyone noticing.


  I know—it was my own fault for being so bad at this kind of thing.


  I peeked into the room my guardian knights were staying in, just in case. Everyone else must have gone out, since Sarah was the only one here. She was already fast asleep even though it was still so early.


  “Hmph.” I lightly pinched her cheek since I felt like, though we were safe here, she shouldn’t be so relaxed, being one of my guardian knights and all.


  For some reason, she mumbled a thank you in response, still dead asleep. She really must have been exhausted.


  Now, onward!


  I changed into the attire of a traveling merchant and left out the castle window. Since I was going incognito, my shiny golden hair was a problem, but it wasn’t like I could do much about it. I pulled my long hair up into a ponytail and clipped half of my straight-cut bangs to the side with a hairpin. Though I felt like that did nothing to improve the situation.


  My other problem was my age. One might say that would be my biggest hurdle of all, but there was nothing I could do about that! I wasn’t like that mysterious creature Mylene! I was about the same height as Betty, and she was two years older than me, so I figured I could pass for a twelve-year-old. Perhaps since I was wearing adult clothing as well, I might even be able to convince people that I was a bit older than that.


  Still, that put me in my early teens. But I had the twins Noah and Nia with me today. The two of them were thirteen, but since they were taller, they should be able to fake being older with their clothes, whereas if I were with Tina and Fanny, no one would think we were anything but children. I planned to have them standing guard to make sure I didn’t accidentally bump into anyone I knew.


  That said, I had heard that the Daemon King’s Army was attacking the human nations in an uncoordinated fashion, so the vanguards of the northern human nations and the Daemon Army were currently caught in a stalemate in which neither army could defeat the other nor retreat. That meant that the soldiers and mercenaries stationed here were those who were currently out there fighting on the front lines, those who had returned from battle already, and those whose sole purpose was to watch the state of things and gather information for making sure they had everything they needed.


  Today, I would be seeking out the information-gathering kind. They were the type who flocked to taverns, which of course were located in places that weren’t regularly patrolled. The kinds of ruffians who made money just to drink would usually hang out in cheap bars; however, I was set on going to an open-air kind of tavern that catered to mercenaries and housed multiple Trading Guild vendors. Basically, it was like an outdoor food court with many food carts.


  I would have to be careful not to let the smell of alcohol get to me.


  However, they couldn’t sell just the kind of strong, cheap spirits that would knock you out if you drank too much. I was surprised to find that the mercenaries there all looked to be in respectable condition.


  Hee hee. I was starting to get excited about this.


  Some appeared to be in the middle of some shady negotiations and I got the feeling that some of the patrons were spies from other countries.


  Whoops, the shady people I was eyeing just now flinched.


  Nevertheless, people who didn’t hesitate to let their souls become corrupted weren’t very tasty. They made for a light snack when I was in the mood for one, but their souls were so insubstantial and lacked umami. But enough of my grumbling about food.


  This outdoor tavern covered a lot of ground, with the cheaper stalls at the front and more expensive options the farther in you went. I decided to head for the one using a tent for a roof all the way in the back.


   


  “Hey, miss. Wait!” a rugged-looking guy sitting at a table near the entrance called out to me the second I stepped inside the area.


  Was this going to be one of those situations?


  Was he going to say that this was no place for kids like me? Or was he going to offer me a glass of milk or something?!


  Was this malice, scorn, and a pinch of kindness—with a secret ingredient of imperceptible guilt—the same combination of traits that made up the trope you always see in stories?!


  I was so here for this!


  “Can I help you?” My hood hid my look of hopeful anticipation, but I drew it back now, turning to the boy with a pretty smile on my face.


  The boy’s mouth dropped open and his face turned bright red as his wooden tankard fell from his hand.


  “Um, you dropped that.”


  “Huh? Oh. Ooh… Sorry. Uh, nothing. Just forget I said anything.”


  “Oh. All right, then.”


  Huh? Why? You’re giving up already? Just take a good look at my face! I’m still just a child! Aren’t you supposed to tell me to leave or something?!


  Hey, guy who’s sitting right next to him, say something!


  “Gwuh-koff!”


  I glanced at the guy’s friend, but his mouth had also dropped wide open. He proceeded to pour his entire tankard into his mouth, choking loudly. The woman next to him gazed at me with dewy eyes as she bit down on her empty fork and swallowed.


  I glanced around and noticed that everyone nearby was acting similarly after seeing my face.


  What in the world was going on? I had come here in secret too!


  “Mistress, shall I take care of this situation permanently?”


  Absolutely not! What were Noah and Nia about to do, reaching for their weapons like that?!


  What’s going on? How do I regain control of this situation?! I wondered as I noticed someone coming toward us from the back.


  “What’s going on?” the newcomer asked the first guy, sounding bewildered. He looked to be in his early thirties and was dressed in the kind of fine clothing you wouldn’t picture a mercenary wearing.


  So close! But he was still too young!


  “Oh, sir.” The first guy turned his head toward the new man.


  “Excuse me, are these people with you?” I gave a calm smile, fully in lady mode now.


  “What have we here?” A look of surprise crossed the new guy’s face, followed by a look of understanding. “Now I understand. Goodness me, I’m terribly sorry about this, miss. These people are indeed with me, so allow me to apologize for their discourtesy. They’ve only ever gotten to admire nameless blossoms by the roadside and thus weren’t prepared to lay eyes on a precious gem such as yourself.”


  “Oh, my.”


  Not prepared for what?! Did people actually need to prepare themselves before meeting me for the very first time?! I’d even had to revive that grandpa who had a heart attack before!


  “You flatter me,” I added, though it didn’t really seem like a compliment to me.


  “Might I make it up to you by inviting you to join me in the back for a meal and a drink? I’m sure I have a story or two that can capture your imagination.”


  “That’s very kind of you. I happily accept.”


  He held out his hand, which I gently took.


  It seemed I had picked correctly. This man had eyes only for me from the start. Even though Noah and Nia were older, he accurately judged that I was the one to bargain with.


  “My name is Elmer, and I’m the leader of the Hawk Eye Mercenaries from Telthed. Is this your first time coming here? They have all kinds of things on the menu, so let me know what catches your fancy.”


  The back of the outdoor tavern was not just a tent; they had spread quilts on the floor as well. There were even partitioning curtains a good distance away from the tables, which I assumed were used for having more sensitive conversations.


  Elmer led me to a comparatively small table that could seat eight people. I sat by myself on one side with Elmer sitting directly across from me. He smiled, which I returned with a slight one of my own.


  “Could I get something light to eat and drink?” I asked.


  “How about some kind of cake, then, and a warm drink to go along with it? Are you just here for the food, or is there something else you’re looking for tonight?”


  “Yes, I was hoping to do a little shopping.”


  “I see.” Elmer grinned as he ordered some cake and something that sounded like tea. When he turned back to me, there was a slightly different look in his eye. “Would you be interested in considering what I have to offer, then?”


  “Yes, that would be wonderful. Please call me Lucia.”


  This is it! This is what I’ve been looking for! This indirect tête-à-tête as we try to sound one another out!


  I had to say, Elmer was an expert at this. The way he so tactfully conducted himself and the fact that he was a leader of a mercenary band at such a young age told me that he must have been the second or third son of some high-ranking noble, and that some kind of circumstance had driven him to temper such skills.


  So young and refined. No ordinary upstart could have this kind of flavor.


  Elmer recognized that I was a noblewoman here looking to buy information.


  The waiter brought over some cakes and cookies along with a kind of clear black tea.


  “This tea is produced here and enjoyed by women with refined palates. I fear it may become hard to find should the war drag on.” A light jab from Elmer.


  I see. Either he greatly trusted me or perhaps he was sounding out whether I could become a good customer. Regardless, he was testing to see just how much I would be willing to pay for his information rather than inflating the price with every bit of information he had to give.


  “A prolonged war with the daemons would surely affect the production of local specialties such as this. How do we fare at the moment?”


  “Saying that we’ve reached a deadlock sounds nice and all, but according to what I heard from a mercenary band I know, it’s effectively become a war of attrition against the small forces of daemons that keep showing up.”


  “Oh, dear.”


  That did not sound good at all.


  “We discovered their invasion so early because of that attack by the Daemon Army’s scouts, right?”


  “That’s right. Truth be told, considering the size of their main force, if they had managed to catch us by surprise, we might have lost several of the northern countries. There are also rumors that a section of their army has just up and disappeared, which, frankly speaking, is good news for us, though there are some who suspect someone’s plotting something.”


  Oh, my. It certainly couldn’t just be a coincidence that part of the Daemon Army had vanished. Assuming this was true, though, then it should be safe to leave Vio and the other lady’s maids here along with my guardian knights. If the situation were dire, I would have to consider sending them back.


  “By the way, Miss Lucia, have you heard about the ‘hero’?”


  Huh? I was feeling relieved at learning the minimum of what I wanted to find out when Elmer suddenly dropped this bomb on me. “Are you referencing the Hero’s visit?”


  “No, I don’t mean the Holy Kingdom’s Hero. I’m talking about the group calling themselves heroes who passed through here recently.” Elmer gave a crooked smile as he spoke.


  “Please, tell me more.”


  “They’re a group of five people with one who calls himself the hero, an elf who uses holy magic, a woman warrior, and two women wizards. After causing a bunch of trouble, they decided to journey to the Daemon Lands to slay the Daemon King.”


  He was talking about my sisters.


  Huh? But why would they go out there? You mean they didn’t go back to the Kingdom of Sigoules? They had disappeared when things were going down in Duke Capell’s lands. I had been able to intuit that they were still alive, since their souls hadn’t gone back to be reincarnated yet, so I’d told Father that they were doing well. So why had they decided to voluntarily go to such a dangerous place?


  And what did he mean by trouble?! What the hell did they do this time?!


  “Do you know more?”


  “Oh? You’re interested in this topic, Miss Lucia?” Elmer seemed a bit surprised, but told me about what my sisters and company had been up to of late.


  Elmer hadn’t met them himself, but had bought the info anyway since the story was so humorous.


  When the self-proclaimed party of heroes (lol) suddenly showed up on the front lines to fight against the daemons, the soldiers and mercenaries there kept an eye on them in a “those darn greenhorns have no idea what they’re getting into” kind of way.


  It was common for young people from the countryside to show up in these countries close to the Daemon Lands claiming to be the Hero, and they were considered that season’s entertainment. Heroes who were officially recognized by a nation received some amount of funding, although it wouldn’t be as much as our party received, and they never showed up with an entire party in tow, so even kids had been able to pick them out at a glance.


  And to show up in the middle of the war against the daemons, professing themselves to be Heroes? Sure must be nice to have no shame… Not that that was anything to envy.


  “There are a lot of mercenary bands stationed here who make their living when they’re not fighting the daemons by hunting monstrosities for the local residents and selling their meat and other parts. Every mercenary knows not to cause any disputes with the locals, and yet…”


  “And yet?”


  “At first, these wannabe heroes hunted monstrosities and tried selling their parts too. However, their group insisted on staying at the high-end inns—probably because they’re mostly comprised of women—and selling monstrosity parts alone isn’t enough to sustain that kind of lifestyle. Once they started running out of money, they turned to hunting regular animals in the areas controlled by the Hunters’ Guild without abiding by their rules. Things got nasty between them and the mercs who work with the Hunters’ Guild.”


  “Oho.”


  How was it that causing trouble seemed to be as easy as breathing to them?


  They sounded like the main characters straight from some generic fantasy story. Slaying monstrosities or hunting up in the mountains was one thing, but of course hunting the animals in an area under a guild’s jurisdiction was going to cause problems. Hunters had to pay taxes on whatever they hunted, after all.


  “Furthermore, one of the wizards was so unhappy about their situation that she went straight to the king himself to demand financial assistance. He refused to offer any support to a hero who had no official recognition and they got into an argument that led to the elf and woman warrior injuring some officials. They wound up being chased by the police into the Daemon Lands.”


  I was speechless.


  What the hell were you thinking, Sister?!


  I would have to go and offer to heal any who were still hospitalized as a result of this.


  “And that’s not all.”


  There was more?!


  Elmer looked a bit amused as he poured himself a glass of fruit wine and looked at me through the swaying liquid.


  “That criminal—pardon, I mean, that party’s wizard was proclaiming something rather ridiculous.”


  “What did she say?” He must be talking about Big Sister Adeline, since Big Sister Aureline’s so meek. Don’t tell me she too claimed to be the Hero.


  “She was claiming that the Holy Kingdom’s Saint, Princess Yulucia, had sold her soul to the daemons and summoned the evil Beast.”


  “Oh, my!”


  You were so close, Big Sister Adeline! The truth was far more soul-corrupting than that.


  Does this mean she really does realize I’m not normal? If only you had a better reputation, people might actually believe you!


  “And perhaps you’re already aware of this, Miss Lucia?”


  “About what, exactly?”


  “They say that the Saint, Princess Yulucia, is called the Golden Princess for her beautiful golden hair.”


  “You don’t say.”


  So Elmer knew who I was. I wondered if anyone else did.


  And what exactly was his aim in revealing this to me?


  “Noah, please give him his payment. And let us be off.”


  “Yes, my lady,” the twins replied.


  Sensing we were on the verge of crossing a line, I ordered Noah to pay Elmer for his information and had Nia help me out of my seat. I didn’t care how he treated just me, but next time I would be here as the Saint and I didn’t want any unnecessary trouble.


  “P-please wait, Pr—Miss Lucia!” It was as if Elmer had just ripped off his scion mask as he got down on his knees in front of me.


  Huh? This man was surprisingly perceptive. Nevertheless, the other patrons here had gone silent despite not understanding the situation, and Elmer had just shown in this moment that he was ready to throw everything away and surrender.


  “What are you doing?”


  “I beg of you, please forgive all my previous transgressions. I had no intention of causing any tension between us. All I wanted to do was warn you of the dangers of those who do bear enmity toward yourself in this land. I overstepped in allowing myself to speak so teasingly.” Elmer’s face was pale as he earnestly appealed to me.


  “It’s fine. I forgive you.”


  You really pushed your luck there, buddy. Noah and Nia were about ready to get you. And from how Tina and Fanny were hovering just outside, I assumed Noah and Nia had been keeping them in the loop.


  My attendants simply abhorred any show of disrespect toward me, you see. And as a result, their auras had caused the tavern to feel like a funeral in here, even though I hadn’t done anything. Thus, I wanted to just give him his payment and leave, but the fact that he called out to stop me—was he a masochist or something?


  I gave a surreptitious wave of my hand to call my attendants off and Elmer gave a sigh of relief as they reined in their overpowering auras.


  “Nevertheless, you are truly the Holy Kingdom’s Lady Saint of legend. I had heard the rumors, but I didn’t realize you would be so…”


  Uh, no, I’m not her!


  However, I couldn’t help but note the degree of reverence in his voice as he spoke of the Saint. It was surprising how much faith everyone on this continent had in the Saint; it wasn’t limited to just the Holy Kingdom.


  Perhaps everyone just felt more carefree when the Saint got involved or something. That made me think that Big Sister Adeline was quite sensible, being the only person who actually doubted me!


  “Anyway, please rise. It’s strange for someone such as yourself to be kneeling to a young traveler like me.” Like, could you stop doing things that people are going to notice?


  The hubbub of the outdoor tavern returned and some were rubbing their goose-pimpled arms in confusion, so were anything else to happen, then it would make my coming incognito completely pointless.


  Pretending to be human was so hard sometimes!


  However, Elmer couldn’t possibly hear the shout of my heart and instead hung his head with a serious expression on his face. “No, it’s not. I offended you. Punish me, I beg you!”


  “Huh?” Wait, was this guy actually into the same kind of thing as Sarah?!


  Unsure of what to do, I glanced at the twins, and they nodded like what they had in mind was the most natural thing in the world. No, I shouldn’t do that.


  Oh, I had an idea!


  “Then I urge you to commit yourself to your path, so that you may find what you seek.”


  “I—”


  That sounded like the kind of thing an evil god had said in a story I had read in the World of Light. In any case, I was trying to tell him to just keep on keeping on.


  That, and I needed to pay him for his information! I was going to pay handsomely for info about my sisters’ recent circumstances!


  Three—no, I didn’t want to be called miserly. Five coins would do. I held up five fingers to Noah and my competent butler gave a small nod as he took the black velvet coin pouch from his breast pocket and handed it over to Elmer.


  “Wh-what’s this?!”


  “Your payment. Now, the three of us should be going.”


  “Yes, my lady,” the twins responded.


  I turned my back on Elmer, who looked shocked after checking how much I had paid. I pulled up my hood and quickly slipped out of the tavern before I caused another scene.


  Paying five large gold coins for hearsay information was highly irregular. It was the annual income of an average household, after all!


  Be that as it may, for a mercenary leader, he sure seemed awfully surprised to see that amount. I thought I had spotted silver in the cloth, though. His shock hadn’t been because he had only received five silver coins instead, right?!


  Uh-oh. I sure didn’t want people to start thinking the Grand Duke’s family were a bunch of penny-pinchers.


   


  ***


   


  At the Telthed outdoor tavern, some strange phenomenon gave everyone the chills.


  The feeling had passed in an instant and everyone wondered if it had just been their imagination. Meanwhile, inside the tent at the back of the tavern that the Hawk Eye Mercenaries had taken for themselves, the band’s leaders were currently worried about their captain, Elmer. He had invited the strange trio, who appeared to be a noble girl incognito and her two attendants, to join him. Out of concern, his underlings had gone over to check on him.


  Elmer was the illegitimate child of a marquess and had given up his family name in exchange for their support in founding the Hawk Eye Mercenaries. While the mercenaries he gathered were young and thus hadn’t initially been taken seriously, Elmer had devoted himself to his studies ever since he was a child with the sole intention of leaving his family. He used his skills and ability to get things done to silence the veteran mercenaries, solidly establishing himself as a leader.


  “What happened, Captain?” one of his mercenaries asked when he noticed how Elmer was now alone and glaring at the black cloth on the table.


  “Ah, sorry. I was just lost in thought.”


  “Was that lass you were just talking to bad news?”


  She stood out for being an extraordinary beauty, but what had truly caught their attention was the abnormality of her aura. Try as they might to be vigilant, her beauty had made them feel hazy and unable to think straight.


  Being of noble lineage himself, Elmer should have had a certain degree of resistance to her charms, yet all Elmer could do was frown as he unwrapped the black cloth to show the man.


  “She was even more of a whopper than I originally assumed.”


  “Wh-what the—?!”


  There were five platinum coins inside the cloth.


  The coins were not made of platinum as their name would suggest, but mithril. Few were in circulation due to their intricate designs and artistry. It was said that their value was ten times that of a large gold coin.


  And yet, that value was excessive for a coin. These platinum coins had the crest of the Holy Kingdom engraved into them and there was a special kind of significance added when receiving one directly from the hand of royalty.


  It meant that they deemed the receiver worthy of their trust.


  “We just received an unthinkable amount of funding for our operations.”


  But the fact that this had been given to him by the Princess Yulucia, said to be the most powerful Saint in all of history, meant that he could never possibly cash these coins in.


  “Sir?”


  “We just got our next job, boys. We’re going north to the Daemon Lands,” Elmer declared as he stood up and surveyed his men with a cheerful look on his face.


  Saint Yulucia was about to go fight a great evil that could destroy the world. She had told him to commit himself to his path. Elmer knew it was his destiny to escort her to that evil.


  “Give the order that all five hundred members of the Hawk Eye Mercenaries are to assemble here! We’re going to give our all to aid the Lady Saint, Princess Yulucia!”


  After that, Elmer used his own personal savings and gave one platinum coin each to two different mercenary companies that he trusted to consolidate their men with his, making themselves into a company of one thousand elite mercenaries that operated solely for the sake of supporting Saint Yulucia.


   


  ***


   


  I felt like I had gained more devotees again.


  I assumed it would be fine since I hadn’t asked for anything in particular, yet the way they looked at me made my heart go aflutter. They saw me as nothing but a lovely and pure princess.


  I wondered how Rick and Noel saw me?


  I felt a little afraid whenever they looked at me directly. However…


  “Noah, Nia, would you mind letting me walk by myself for a bit?”


  The twins looked a bit confused, but bowed their heads. Their presences vanished along with Tina’s and Fanny’s from their distant posts. Such smart kids. They could be a bit clueless at times, but maybe they were taking after someone?


  I pulled back my hood and looked up at the night sky. We weren’t all the way to the Daemon Lands yet, but your presence was so strong here. The swirling jet-black clouds that looked to be swallowing the stars of the northern sky…


  I sensed great anger. I saw endless despair. Us demons only delighted in the agony of our fellow demons, consuming it as sustenance. My own heart ached slightly in reaction to your pain—while also delighting in it.


  Ooh, I can feel it—your darling despair.


  Your eternally sweet fury at your continuous pursuit of me.


  Those feelings sated my hunger.


  And your feelings leave me starving for more.


  Hey, do you know? I am so very selfish.


  Will you give me the answer I want?


  It won’t be much longer now. Soon, I will finally reach you.


  It’ll be soon. Not much longer. But still…


  “I want to see you.”


  I stepped into the empty backstreet and immediately stripped off my traveler’s garb. I transformed into the Golden Beast and flapped my wings, soaring through the night sky.


   


  ***


   


  “Huh?” Noel was alone, silently swinging his sword on the partitioned terrace of the castle, when he thought he saw something like a cat in the corner of his eye and turned to look. “Must have been my imagination.”


  [image: ]


  This terrace was at such a high floor of the castle, there was no way a cat could have gotten up here.


  Was he nervous or just feeling restless? Noel took a deep breath and closed his eyes. He imagined a pretty golden girl in his mind’s eye. The girl who had saved him from despair, whom he had adored since he was young. Once he realized how much she meant to him, he had wished to be by her side.


  Noel had closed off his heart after losing his family, yet she had infiltrated it so easily. She was like a cat, slipping out of his grasp whenever he reached for her.


  Lucia—Princess Yulucia von Versenia.


  He prayed that she would find greater happiness than anyone.


  At the same time, though, he dearly wished that he wouldn’t have to give her to anyone else.


  He wondered when his feelings might finally reach her.


  During their travels, something had been bothering Noel. He had realized that her heart wasn’t with them. She laughed so innocently and smiled at everyone, yet her eyes kept looking far into the distance.


  “It’s gotta just be my imagination.”


  Despite those thoughts, Noel continued to focus on swinging that sword so that he wouldn’t ever have to lose sight of the girl he loved.


  And a vague fear took root in his heart.


  “Hmm?” Ludoric was in his own assigned private room listening to the distant swings of a sword as he read a book. He looked up when he thought he saw a cat passing through the terrace.


  “That Noel.” Assuming his friend’s sword drills at this late hour had distracted him, he chuckled at himself. It wasn’t good to just go on recklessly continuing to drill like that. He had learned from the paladins that one needed to give their muscles time to rest, or else court future injuries.


  Still, Ludoric understood why Noel was so restless and felt the need to keep swinging that blade.


  Princess Yulucia, the Saint who was royalty, just like him.


  The first time he’d met her, Ludoric learned how warm it felt to have someone by your side. At first, he had just been doing what his parents had told him to do, to go meet a relative. That was all. He had thought nothing of it, assuming that even if she was his relative, she’d probably be like all the others and just look at him with curiosity or fear.


  But the first time they met, that girl who was as pretty as an unfeeling doll showed no fear and treated him like any other child by placing her crudely made flower crown on his head. It was the first time anyone other than his immediate family had treated him as an equal—had stood with him on the same level.


  Ludoric still had that flower crown on display in his room, having had it preserved.


  But when those dark clouds appeared, she started acting strangely.


  Yulucia had always been quirky, but even though most everyone had noticed the change in her, since she kept acting like everything was fine, they had all followed her lead like nothing was wrong.


  Yet the longer their journey went on, the more frequently she would get lost in her thoughts. Ludoric started feeling this indescribable worry, like she might just suddenly up and disappear on them.


  Noel must have felt similarly since he kept on drilling, trying to get even stronger.


  “Maybe I’ll run through some forms too.”


  He doubted this book would get him to sleep. He picked up his sword to go join Noel, but then—


  Ludoric and Noel both looked up at the sky and saw a golden shooting star.


   


  ***


   


  Far to the north, deep under the Daemon King’s castle, the Dark Beast alone had a fleeting dream.


  He wasn’t sleeping. Demons didn’t know what sleep was.


  He was stretched out in the massive magic circle he was bound to with his eyes closed, focusing on letting his magic recover as quickly as possible, much like how a wounded animal might wait for an injury to heal.


  Outside the circle was a single man who had the face of death upon him as he desperately channeled his magical power into preserving the circle. The man possessed a high quantity of magic as far as creatures from the Material World went, but not enough for the Dark Beast to be overly concerned about. Be that as it may, a portion of that channeled magic flowed into the Dark Beast, steadily helping him recover.


  He could have broken free of these bindings should he have so wished. He could have laid waste to this world and rooted her out.


  But he didn’t.


  He’d told her to come, and if she did, then he would invariably get what he wanted.


  They needed one another.


  He knew their bond was such that that was true.


  He was furious. But he felt no hatred. As he lay there with his eyes closed, that fury began to subside.


  He was remembering her. The days they’d spent in the Demon Realm together.


  At first, he had thought she was this strange, insignificant being who was just a good conversationalist. Because she was so unusual, he had decided to keep her around for his amusement until he got bored of her, but she had turned out to be something far more than he could have ever possibly imagined.


  She knew so much even though she had only just been born, and her crazy and foolish behavior left him exasperated.


  But he hadn’t disliked the time spent with her.


  Even though he was the mighty Beast, she had shown no fear of him, despite her weakness. Nuzzling her fur was a delight, and even when he pressed down on her with his unbridled pressure, she wasn’t blown away by it. On the contrary, she became stronger in the blink of an eye to surmount it.


  How long had the two of them spent together? Before he had realized it was happening, having her by his side became natural to him, and those centuries he had spent alone where everyone he met feared him became a distant memory, replaced with the joy of the carefree mood she brought with her.


  However, he had realized that her knowledge made her yearn for the Material World.


  Having spent so much time together, having come to understand her so well, he started to have these indescribable feelings, like she might just suddenly vanish on him. He didn’t know what these emotions were; no demon would.


  And so he’d tied her down.


  He bound her with fear, he fettered her power, he even gave her pets he thought she might like so that he could shackle her with emotion, all so that she wouldn’t disappear or leave him.


  And still, she left.


  To the World of Light, where the humans were.


  Nevertheless, he didn’t begrudge her. He only continued to burn from within with tempestuous fury.


  Was he angry at her? Or was he furious with himself? He didn’t understand why he was so angry, and as he continued his temper tantrum, a rift in the dimensions appeared and a summoning gate opened before him.


  It couldn’t have been a coincidence—it was destiny.


  From the gate leaked the magical power he had been missing, so he used the full force of all of his own magical power to wrench the gate open to the Material World so that he could bring her back by force—and she rejected him.


  He raged.


  But he didn’t hate her.


  However, if she wouldn’t come back to his side, then he would just have to devour her so that she would be his for all eternity.


  And now, he quietly opened his eyes. He could faintly sense that intoxicatingly sweet magical power that he had been missing so much.


  Episode 6:
I Am Eleven Years Old Now


   


  “CURSES! WHAT THE HELL IS GOING ON?” THE enigmatic old wizard Geas, adviser of the Daemon Army, grumbled as he traveled through the sky using a flying spell, glaring down at the forest of monstrosities below.


  The Daemon Army’s mad simultaneous invasion was underway. A unit of scouts had been sent ahead of the main force that was readying itself for a surprise attack. Just as Geas had predicted when he laid out this plan, the daemons and humans would get caught in a stalemate and war of attrition—or at least, that was how it was supposed to have gone.


  Something he couldn’t have possibly foreseen had happened, though.


  Dark Princess Kylian’s Semimonster Division were supposed to use their huge monstrosity-like bodies to clear the path through the forest, but their movements had become erratic before they abruptly vanished.


  Geas had expected delays to some extent, since the monstrosities followed their instincts more than any bit of intelligence, but it was unthinkable that two hundred thousand daemons could just disappear.


  There were undeniable traces of their march. But somewhere along the way, all two hundred thousand soldiers had gone missing. There would have been signs of battle if they had fought against human forces. Even if either army had lost and scattered, he should have spotted corpses or found any soldiers who had fled.


  Geas couldn’t believe the report given by his subordinates and had decided to go investigate for himself. However, he couldn’t find anything. There were no traces that the army had passed through, no signs of battle, no remnants of a defeated army, no corpses—nothing.


  As a result, the march of the proceeding forces of the Therianthrope Division and the Mutant Soldiers, which was growing into their greatest force due to absorbing other militias, had been delayed. The vanguard unit (which included their scouts) that was supposed to have merged with the main force had jumped the gun and been defeated by the human armies, who hadn’t even taken a great number of sacrifices.


  “O God,” Geas lamented, though it was more of a prayer asking for mercy. However, Geas’s god, who dwelled in the darkest place of all, gave no counsel. His god would only appear once he had fulfilled the conditions of their pact. He understood as much, yet he could only pray.


  In any case, Geas’s troubles were far from over. He had used his position as adviser to gather those who could use spellcraft and form his own secret intelligence unit. The Daemon Army was effectively caught in a deadlock, so he used his personal unit to chart their course, take control of enemy forces, and relay tactics. However, some of his subordinates had not made contact. He knew that there would be some losses due to the nature of their mission, but it was a different situation altogether when over thirty percent of them had been lost. Was this somehow connected to the loss of the Semimonster Division?


  Geas saw this as their final and greatest opportunity. After having the misfortune to be born in this world against his will, he had spent the better part of the past century waiting for this chance that was now finally here. However, his plans were falling apart, and his chance was about to slip through his fingers yet again. Geas was tortured by the miserable thought that the fickle Evil God might just be toying with him.


  “Hmm…”


  The night wore on as he continued his search. Just as the moon crested the rocky mountains and came into view, Geas sensed someone approaching his place in the sky.


  In the Daemon Army, only monstrosities with wings or daemons descended from rocs had the ability to fly. The fact that this person had managed to pinpoint his location in such a remote place when he was using concealment spells meant that they had to be one of his apprentices.


  Geas had chosen those who were exceptionally talented from among his secret intelligence unit to be his apprentices. Those who had learned the flying spell Geas himself had invented used their mobility to act as his eyes and ears.


  Geas recognized the black robes and dismissed his cloaking spell to ask, “Did you find something?”


  As the dark-skinned daemon approached, he sensed that something was amiss. Geas recalled this apprentice possessed a great amount of magic, but it seemed that sequential days of using the flying spell had left the man’s usually glistening skin looking paler than normal.


  “Lord Geas…in the…western…forest…spotted…human army,” the apprentice reported between gasps for breath. He appeared utterly exhausted.


  “I see.” Geas did not utter any thanks to his apprentice, instead slightly distancing himself from him. “The western forest, was it? You go and rest.”


  “No…I’m…fine.” The apprentice shook his head at Geas’s command and flew even closer to him.


  Geas narrowed his eyes in a glare. “I ordered you to rest. Fire Javelin!”


  The daemon looked taken aback as Geas attacked him. He was unable to deflect the blow and was enveloped in flames. However…


  “I knew it. You’ve been possessed!”


  The apprentice’s face contorted like a beast’s, and as he burned, he rushed at Geas with tremendous speed.


  “Have you forgotten even the spells I taught you?! Jothus!” Geas invoked one of his signature spells and a magical jaw crunched into the daemon apprentice, sending blood spurting through the sky. “What’s happened to you?”


  Geas had never imagined his apprentices would ever double-cross him like this. Even if they did, they wouldn’t be acting like this. Regardless, he didn’t have time to further assess the situation. Beyond the splatter of his apprentice’s blood, he spotted a beautiful girl with bat wings as black as shadows.


  “Who are you?” Geas asked in a low voice.


  The silver-haired girl pinched the hem of her violet dress and gave a bewitching smile that did not befit her age. “I’m here to play.”


   


  ***


   


  One year prior at Yulucia’s birthday party, Yulucia had told Mylene to have some fun. What she meant was that Mylene needed to stop being so serious and stop working so much. However, Mylene being Mylene, she didn’t simply take Yulucia’s words at face value.


  Mylene felt that there had to be something more to the girl’s advice.


  Yulucia was carefree and dealt with things as they came without thinking about them too deeply, yet she was the Devil, one of the most powerful demons of the Demon Realm, and considered a goddess. Therefore, Mylene the vampire doubted that the girl would just tell her to have fun without some kind of ulterior motive.


  Plus, Mylene had noticed that Yulucia had been acting differently ever since those dark clouds had started gathering in the northern skies. It almost felt like she might just disappear. There was something more ephemeral about her now as her age caught up to her beauty, and she was more frequently surrounded at a distance at soirees and the like, being regarded as a woman who was out of everyone’s league, whom no one could possibly be permitted to come into contact with. Yulucia must have been making those boys who were in love with her very anxious.


  Mylene knew that Yulucia was traveling toward the Daemon Lands as the Saint. She had considered protecting the people Yulucia loved from nonhumans by utilizing her control of the underbelly of the Holy Kingdom. Though, after giving Yulucia’s words much consideration, Mylene realized that they had really been an order to take advantage of this situation—that is, to use the daemons running rampant to increase her numbers.


  And so, Mylene took this order to “have fun” to mean she should leave Yulucia’s Holy Kingdom of Talitelud and personally handpick more minions. Around the same time Yulucia departed for the Daemon Lands, Mylene left to go “have fun.”


  Between the front lines of the human nations and the Daemon Lands, there were lots of daemons and human mercenaries. She decided that the most optimal solution would be to pick from the outstanding ones who had survived and measured up to Mylene’s tastes in looks. With these criteria in mind, she went about adding to her underlings.


  It had been half a year now. After poaching another minion who met her standards, she now found herself before this old wizard.


  “I’m here to play.”


  “Wh—”


  The old man didn’t have a chance to utter a single word before Mylene circled around him at incredible speed and slashed her nails into his back. This wizard was just floating in the air, whereas Mylene had wings created from blood magic, which used both her own blood and dark magic, so she was able to soar like a bird.


  However, the old man must have used some kind of barrier spellcraft. Something like a wall had gotten in her way and she wasn’t able to inflict a serious wound.


  “Are you a vampire?!”


  “That’s right.” Mylene gave a faint smile as she licked the blood off her long nails.


  Although the Daemon Lands accepted monstrosities, they did not accept vampires. Vampires corroded whole countries from the inside out and were abhorred by those who lived in the shadows as much as demons.


  “Hmm.” Mylene had no interest in this old man. However, the demons had taught her how to discern high-quality blood, and she had been drawn by his scent.


  Yulucia had mentioned something about how particularly shrewd elderly people had a fermented deliciousness to them. Mylene had thought this would be a matter of taste, yet now that she had tasted it for herself, she decided the flavor wasn’t bad. However…


  “Is this flavor…human?”


  Mylene’s observation made the old man stiffen.


  She didn’t know why there was a human in the daemon army when daemons were known to loathe humans. However, she sensed the man’s magical powers growing stronger now that she had identified him.


  “I won’t let you leave here alive!”


  The way his power swelled felt as if he was mustering up the power of his life force itself. Mylene frowned; she had underestimated him, assuming him to be some measly human. “Uh-oh. I might be in trouble.”


  Mylene had once been labeled Disaster Rank, meaning she was capable of destroying cities, but now that she was able to discern between qualities of blood, she had risen to lower Calamity Rank, meaning she was strong enough to destroy an entire nation. In vampire ranks, she had risen from baron to countess, meaning that only the true Hero could hope to be a good match against her. At her current strength, she was stronger than even Haebulat, who was the Daemon King in name only.


  “Raaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”


  Geas was aware that he was lower Disaster Rank, the same as the current Daemon King. He also realized that, despite her young appearance, this girl before him was an old higher vampire—a monster capable of the same level of destruction as Daemon Lord Rank. But now that she had gotten in the way of his plan and figured out what he really was, she couldn’t be allowed to live.


  He unleashed a part of the magic power he had been saving for his plan and cast his most powerful destructive spell.


  “Plasma!”


  The air itself separated from the lightning spellcraft and enormous electrified plasmas bombarded Mylene.


  “Oh, yikes!” Mylene had prepared herself to withdraw at any moment, but this powerful trump card of a spell was faster and covered more ground than she had expected. She had a hunch that if she took the full force of the blast, it would actually be enough to annihilate her vampire body, so she gave up on trying to evade it and instead focused all of her magic into her wings to cover and protect herself.


  The light was so intense that she could feel it even from behind her dark wings made of shadow and blood. The heat of it was stronger than she could have ever imagined. Mylene squeezed her eyes shut in prayer.


  “Meow.”


  “Ahhhhhhhhhh?!”


  That was when she was buffeted by an even stronger force that made her shriek from behind her wings. Just before she was blown away, she fearfully opened her wings again to find a very familiar face wielding an electrified golden demonic kitty blade.


  “Oh, Lady Mylene! May I ask you something?” The brutal heat had dissipated and there wasn’t even a single cloud in the night sky now as the arch demon Nia cheerfully addressed Mylene.


  Mylene was stunned to see her. “Huh?”


  “Are you listeniiing?”


  “What? Oh, yes, I’m listening!” Even as she spoke and recognized her, Mylene did a double take. She had heard that this girl had the ability to Absorb. Had she absorbed that light just now?


  “Oh! What happened to that wizard?!”


  “Oooh, I think he teleported? He disappeared.”


  “Whaaat?!”


  Mylene lifted her perfectly shaped eyebrows in surprise. Despite how careless she had been, Mylene had actually been prepared to die for a moment there. She couldn’t believe he had slipped away like that. When she realized that Nia had the exact opposite expression on her face, Mylene cleared her throat and regained her composure. 


  “Um, did you say you wanted to ask me something?” She wanted to ask why Nia was here, but she had a hunch that the golden demon who was now her close friend must have gotten into some kind of trouble again, so she instead encouraged her lifesaver to speak.


  With a sigh of relief, Nia said, “Yeah. Our Lady Yulucia has been gone for a while now. Do you have any idea where she went?”


  “Whaaat?! What did you just say?!”


   


  ***


   


  “Pr-Princess Yulucia is missing!”


  Noticing how late it was and that they still hadn’t seen Yulucia yet, Vio went to go check on her and was shocked to find her missing from her room.


  “Where has Her Highness gone?!”


  “Lady Yuuul! Where are you?”


  Ludoric and Noel heard the women shouting and rushed over.


  “Yulucia’s gone?!” Ludoric cried.


  “What about her attendants?!” Noel asked.


  “They’re missing as well! Perhaps they…”


  Yulucia was gone. That her attendants were missing too made them think that they must have been working toward some goal.


  “But where could the Saint have gone?” King Kolkopo voiced his concern with an uneasy expression.


  Yulucia was only the second Saint born from royalty after the first True Saint, and she was lauded as the strongest Saint in history, but she was only ten years old. She would be eleven soon, but she was still considered a child. This was why the Holy Kingdom of Talitelud had frowned upon the idea of her departing at the earlier stages of this conflict and tried to delay it as long as possible, insisting that she needed to grow in both body and mind first. In the end, however, the rising unrest among the populace and the daemon invasion had forced their hand, and they’d let the Saint embark on her quest to slay the evil Beast.


  King Kolkopo suspected that she must have gotten cold feet and empathized with her terror. He had a son who was the same age and thus didn’t blame her; he was genuinely worried for the girl. Even so, he’d also had high hopes for her and couldn’t help feeling a little bit disappointed.


  “No, Father. Princess Yulucia is not that kind of person.” Prince Kolpo denied his father’s doubts.


  “Kolpo?”


  “Despite my disgraceful behavior, Her Highness did not reject me. Instead, she looked upon me with such warmth and concern. Even though she didn’t say anything, I can tell! She is not the kind of person to disappear for selfish reasons!”


  They were a small country and Prince Kolpo had made a fool of himself in a formal setting. Had Yulucia said anything to try to console him, it would have meant formally acknowledging his shamefulness. Which was exactly why Yulucia had saved him with her somewhat sleepy-looking, tender gaze.


  “You really feel that way? I’m sorry, Kolpo.” The king gently patted his son’s shoulder. The boy was sensible by nature, and his father felt that the experience had helped him grow a little.


  However, that didn’t solve the problem of the missing princess. Everyone present could potentially be held responsible for this incident. And more importantly, it came as a shock to them all to realize just how much they were relying on the young Saint.


  In the face of the threats from monstrosities and daemons, she alone remained unruffled. Even when not only the young Hero and Holy Warrior were ready to flee, but battle-hardened knights as well. Seeing her brave visage made even those who didn’t know her personally feel reassured. Some of them had wept with joy after having old wounds and even their scalps healed by her mighty Holy Magic. Yulucia was capable of healing anything but death, and not even monstrosities could overcome her blessings. With her missing, soldiers would feel like they would be marching out to the battlefield naked.


  Saint Yulucia had been the very symbol of hope in the Hero’s party. They had been saved by the carefree nature of this girl with her sleepy-looking eyes and penchant for doing strange things.


  All attention was now focused on Prince Ludoric, since he had the most influential voice in the room, wondering what their next course of action should be.


  “Everyone, calm yourselves.” Despite feeling slightly haggard from anxiety, Ludoric brought order to the room with his firm, calm tone. “I have an idea about where she might have gone. I’m sure you have your suspicions as well, Noel.”


  “I do,” Noel said after a moment, a pensive look on his face. “Ever since Lu—I mean, Princess Yulucia fought that Beast last year, she’s spent a lot of time staring off into the distance.”


  Those who were close to Yulucia looked stunned, as they recalled seeing her do this as well.


  “I’m sure others have felt this strange fear that even though she wasn’t acting any different, she might just suddenly disappear. Prince Ludoric and myself have been aware of this feeling for a while, but we could only guess where it stemmed from.”


  “What do you mean?” Fer asked, realizing that she had felt the same and had no idea what it had meant.


  “The Beast left a message in some kind of demonic script making a demand of Princess Yulucia. I fear she believes that her very existence has summoned the Beast into being.”


  “No!” the crowd cried out.


  Vio realized something then, and she went pale as she asked Noel and Ludoric, “So you’re saying that Lady Yulucia has—”


  “That’s right. Yulucia has gone to see the Beast by herself.”


  Everyone wailed. The women buried their faces in their hands.


  They all understood then that out of her sense of duty as the Saint and her responsibility as a princess, this girl, not yet even eleven, had chosen to confront the evil Beast alone. Out of her desire for world peace, she was putting herself in danger to protect the people she loved and to stop the tears of the citizens.


  Ludoric was confident that her loyal attendants had known she was leaving by herself and followed after her against her will. And although he knew how strong they all were, it didn’t guarantee that Yulucia would come home unharmed. Which was why—


  “I…I’m going to follow after Yulucia into the Daemon Lands.”


  “Me too.”


  Ludoric and Noel didn’t demand that everyone go after her; they made it clear that they would be doing this themselves.


  “I’m coming with you.”


  “We feel the same!”


  Not only did Vio and the other maids echo the sentiment, but the commanders of the paladins and knights also offered to accompany them.


  King Kolkopo promised to send part of his own army and reach out to renowned mercenary bands as well. Everyone got to work, ready to rescue Saint Yulucia by any means necessary.


  Episode 7:
We Are Best Friends Now


   


  THERE WAS NO DAY OR NIGHT IN THE COUNTRY where the daemons lived. The humans had heard this from the reports of the lucky few soldiers and adventurers who had managed to go to the Daemon Lands and live to tell the tale.


  This was just an exaggeration, though, as the regrets and decomposing bodies of those who had been mercilessly slaughtered formed a miasma that polluted not only the ground, but the skies as well, covering the entire country in thick clouds.


  Thanks to their monstrosity blood, many daemons were nocturnal, and thus the concepts of day and night had inevitably lost all meaning, since the Daemon Lands were in a state of constant gloom no matter the time of day.


  After the emergence of the Beast, those who could fight had fled, joining the Daemon Army. Only the weak, incapable of fighting, remained—the sick, the children, the elderly, and the disabled.


  This was a land where the strong preyed on the weak, yet these remaining few had managed to survive this long. However, what little food and supplies were left to them had been stolen by their former allies. Now they simply waited for death in their corners of the towns.


  However, some had yet to resign themselves to this fate. They refused to meekly wait for death to claim them, and the weak now preyed on the weakest, desperately stealing whatever they could to prolong their lives just a little bit more.


  These were the very daemons who now held their breaths in fear as they hid and prayed for her to pass.


  A lone human girl walked nonchalantly through the ruined castle town with all of its filth and carrion. She wore a long black dress embroidered with silver and tailored so immaculately that they had never seen the likes of it before. She had white, unblemished skin and long hair that sparkled like golden threads.


  Her beauty was such that it captivated even those daemons who thought only of robbing or defiling whenever they met a human. They looked upon this child with awe, as if they had just met an angel for the very first time, even though they didn’t believe in the gods.


  The strong may have been gone, but a normal human girl would still have been dead within moments of stepping into a town full of fearsome daemons. Yet no one tried to stop her. They were unable to even look upon her directly. All they could do was continue to hide from her so that her beauty didn’t enthrall their very souls.


  When she’d first appeared, her acts of ruthless brutality had the daemons referring to her with awe: “The Black Demon has come.”


  The girl hadn’t even batted an eyelash at the disastrous state of the castle town; instead, she smiled tenderly as if she had just returned home.


  And that smile summoned even more sad victims to her.


  “Hey, you! Human! Hand over all your food!”


  More small children. Although they were daemons, they weren’t aware of the danger. The youngest looked to be about five while the oldest was about eight years old, and none looked any different from humans.


  All it took was a slight smile from her, and her inhumanly bewitching beauty betrayed her true nature. The children mistook their instinctive fear of her for surprise at having seen a beautiful human for the very first time.


  When the girl didn’t stop, the oldest boy picked up a sharpened animal bone and circled around to block her path. “Y-you heard me! Gimme your food!”


  The adults watching from the shadows screamed in their hearts for the children to stop. Although daemons were cruel and lacked a moral compass, they were compassionate toward children in the way animals were. This was how these street urchins were scraping by.


  The girl directed her golden eyes at the children for the first time and—


  The children let out a soundless scream at the sight of the demonic smile that spread across her dizzyingly beautiful face. From the shadows, the adults gave the children a pitiable look and averted their eyes from the tragedy about to unfold.


  With violent speed, the girl slammed the black object that was in her hand into the boy’s face.


  “Wuh?!”


  Of course, neither the boy nor the other small children with him had any idea what had just happened or what the girl had done to him. All they could do was look on in fear as their leader was caught and had black things shoved into his mouth.


  “S-stop! Mmgh!”


  As the boy thrashed with confusion and fear, she held him down and continued cramming these small dried spheres into his mouth. The boy wept and screamed, but the girl didn’t stop. There was some kind of strange dried-up creature mixed into the spheres to promote a more balanced diet. Out of the kindness of her heart, the girl had torn it up into little pieces that would be easier to swallow.


  Still, he would choke if he didn’t swallow it. And even when he refused to, the way it was being crammed in was pushing it down into his stomach. After having something crammed into his stomach within the span of a few dozen seconds, the boy covered his face with his hands and wept, just as a defiled maiden would.


  However, the terror wasn’t over.


  Sensing the danger they were in, the children tried to flee, but the girl caught every one of them with a lovely smile on her face and shoved the black things into their mouths too.


  And when that was done, the terror still wasn’t over.


  It wasn’t until some time after, when the contents of their stomachs began to swell, that they knew what the real terror was. And after giving all of the children a good fright, the girl continued on her journey toward the Daemon King’s castle with a content smile on her face. The adults cautiously came out of hiding to rescue all of the children from the mounds of dried wakame seaweed.


  What an inhuman girl she was, force-feeding these daemon children such salty dried fish when they’d barely eaten anything in their entire lives.


  The daemons looked in the direction she had gone in and collected the leftover seafood while referring to her with fear: “The Black (salty dried balls and the awful) Demon (who force-feeds people fishy food) has come.”


   


  ***


   


  “Ahh, I did my good deed for the day.”


  Even us demons feel good when we do a good deed, you see.


  After having the sudden urge to fly, I realized that I needed some time to be on my own and chill out too. After some reflection on my life as Yulucia, it occurred to me that I had never had a single moment where I was alone outside of my room in the manor. The last time I had done anything alone was…


  “Probably before I met the Dark Beast.”


  And contemplating this made me realize just how pampered I had been. I had a feeling I was in for a long lecture when I went back.


  I had gotten (more than) a bit lost, so it had taken me some extra time, but I managed to arrive at the Daemon Lands without a hitch. I could see the daemons’ castle and tried my best not to be conspicuous as I entered the castle town, but there weren’t any shops or anything. It was just one huge settlement.


  This place was the opposite of bustling. There were still some people here, though, so I treated any skin-and-bones citizen who spoke to me to the dried fish my attendants and I had made.


  I hope they like it.


  Hee hee. No one within my sight would go hungry.


  When there were starving people around, our homemade dried wakame seaweed had a habit of jumping into people’s stomachs of its own accord! Though was it really seaweed?


  Anyway, who cares about such minor details! The important thing was that I could now see the Daemon King’s castle up close!


  Ahhh, what a long journey it had been! Half a year’s worth of travel from the Holy Kingdom followed by half a day’s worth of flying, and I was deeply moved to be here now.


  “I’m finally here.”


  I smiled in the direction of that all-too-familiar fury emanating from directly below the castle. Be that as it may…


  “I can’t believe how desolate this place is.”


  There were few people in this town as it was and their presences dwindled even further the closer I got to the castle.


  I could tell that he was suppressing his aura just as I did, but even this amount was sure to be hard to withstand for those who were sensitive or even just knew what it was coming from.


  I was unimpressed by the lack of staff. What if some thoughtless thief were to intrude? Some hero wielding a cypress staff could just go on in and open all the treasure chests in the castle.


  That was when I noticed that the castle gates were, in fact, guarded.


  Was my sense of perception off or something?


  I was still pretty far away, but whoever they were looked way too big. In fact, they were huge. Like, over nine feet tall? And as macho as a certain Supreme Ruler of the Century’s End.


  This large armored warrior looked sharply down at me as I approached and said in a quiet, low voice, “Oo-ho oo-ho-oo-ho oo-ho! (You’ve come a long way, foolish human. But so long as I stand here, these gates shall never open for you! Ho ho ho!)”


  What…?


  My Empyreal translator had activated for the first time in a long while, but it was having trouble translating her speech.


  “Oo-ho-oo-ho oo-ho oo-ho-ho! (What? Cat got your tongue? How dare some impoverished-looking human girl disregard me, Iron Princess Françoise, the dwarven leader of the Daemon King’s Royal Guards?!)”


  “You’re a dwarf?!”


  At long last, I was face-to-face with a mochipurun—a dwarf!


  And what was more, this was my first time meeting a princess from another country!


  “Oo-ho oo-ho-oo-ho oo-ho oo-ho. (That’s right. Is this your first time meeting a dwarf? I give you credit for being able to understand Dwarven, despite being a human.)”


  The shiodaifuku elves had looked exactly as expected, and yet…


  I didn’t think I had it in me to possibly make fun of a mochipurun. 


  “Oo-ho-oo-ho oo-ho-ho oo-ho. (That being said, allow me to reintroduce myself more properly. I am Iron Princess Françoise, the woman who shall one day be Daemon King Haebulat’s wife!)”


  “My! How wonderful!”


  The Daemon King sure was something! So open-minded!


  “Please allow me to apologize. I had no idea there were dwarves living in the lands of the daemons,” I said, ruefully casting my eyes down.


  A lonely look crossed Françoise’s pretty, boulder-sized face. “Oo-ho. Oo-ho oo-ho. (Well, that comes as no surprise. Seven years ago, my sisters became jealous of my beauty and banished me when I was only four years old.)”


  “That means we’re the same age, then.” Françoise was only eleven years old.


  “Oo-ho oo-ho-oo-ho. (What a coincidence! Though, I must say, you seem rather scrawny. Men don’t like women who are naught but skin and bones. Oh ho ho ho ho.)”


  “You’re right. I hope I’ll grow a bit taller.” Not that I could ever hope to reach nine feet. That said, dwarven women were practically giants. I had been surprised when I heard that dwarves averaged about six and a half feet tall.


  “Oh, I have yet to introduce myself. My name is Yulucia von Versenia. Please, call me Yulucia. Princess Françoise, may I ask what the Daemon King’s prospective queen is doing out here on guard duty?”


  “Oo-ho-oo-ho oo-ho-oo-ho. (You may call me Françoise as well, then. I’m here because there is a fearsome Beast in the basement of the castle and King Haebulat is busy containing it, you see.)” Françoise said proudly, but then her expression darkened. “Oo-ho-ho oo-ho oo-ho. (Most have left out of fear of the Beast. Even King Haebulat begged me to leave these lands because he didn’t want me to get hurt.)”


  “He sounds like a very kind man.”


  Granted, she looked like she’d come out unscathed should she wind up getting squashed by the castle.


  “Françoise.” I lightly placed my hand on her elegant, basketball-sized fist. “You are such a lovely young lady. I am sure that’s why the Daemon King asked you to leave this dangerous place.”
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  “Oo-ho… (Oh, Yulucia…)”


  Thud.


  All three hundred kilograms of Françoise came to her knees to look at me at eye level.


  “Oo-ho oo-ho-oo-ho oo-ho. (Thank you. I feel like you’ve really opened my eyes and helped me. Um, would you be my friend? I don’t have any friends who are the same age as me.)”


  “Yes, I’d love to. Let’s be the very best of friends.”


  “Oo-ho. (That makes me so happy.)”


  We joined hands, making our best friendship official.


  “Oo-ho-oo-ho oo-ho-ho. (Um, that’s a very pretty dress you’re wearing. Was it made in the human nations?)” She must have been wondering this since the start of our conversation. Now that we were friends, Françoise bashfully twirled her black hair with her delicate, log-like fingers.


  “Thank you. I think the ringlets in your hair are very pretty too. Do you like dresses?” I had assumed she would be more into steel helmets and stuff like that.


  “Oo-ho oo-ho-ho. (Yes, but I could never wear one. Human dresses are too tight around my chest and end up tearing right away.)”


  “My attendants made this dress for me. They’re not here right now, but next time I see them, I could ask them to make one for you when they have a spare moment.”


  “Oo-ho oo-ho-ho oo-ho-oo-ho. (Really?! I-I apologize, it’s so forward of me to ask like this. But it would make me so happy. Not just because you said you would have them make one for me, but because this is coming from a friend.)”


  “Aw.” Such a charming girl!


  “Oo-ho-oo-ho oo-ho. (Speaking of which, do you have business here at the Daemon King’s castle? I cannot guide you because King Haebulat would scold me, but I don’t mind letting you in—since we’re friends and all.)”


  “Ooh, thank you so much, Françoise.”


  I managed to gain entry into the castle without much trouble at all.


  I gave her lots of dried food since there was such a shortage in the town. Françoise said she would give some to the pet elephant she kept in the back of the castle and sped off like a windstorm.


  She really was the nicest of girls.


  This way, she wouldn’t get hurt.


   


  Klik.


  The sound of my high heels echoed through the empty castle of the Daemon King.


  Ooh, I can feel it—your heartbeat.


  That fury that threatened to destroy everything. I so dearly missed it.


  You feel it too, don’t you? My violent want for you.


  Basking in you, I’ve made a beeline for the basement. With every step, your scent grows more potent. That sweet, intoxicating scent of desire for me.


  I’m almost there. Just beyond these doors.


  It won’t be much longer now before the two of us can devour one another.


  Episode 8:
Song of the Demons


   


  “HURRY! ALL UNITS, DEPLOY AS SOON AS YOU’RE ready!”


  “Yes, sir!”


  On the outskirts of Kolkopo lay the maneuvering grounds for the front line in the war against the daemons. The two-thousand-strong support army for the Hero of the Holy Kingdom of Talitelud and the three thousand members of the human army’s vanguard unit were hurriedly preparing to depart. The Hero’s support army had only just arrived a few weeks ago. Having joined up with Talitelud’s vanguard, they were supposed to have the next few days off to recover; however, their soldiers showed no sign of exhaustion now as they readied themselves as one.


  All for the sake of their Saint and Princess, Yulucia.


  The soldiers had all roused themselves to action after hearing that Yulucia had gone by herself to the Daemon Lands to quell the Beast so that no one else would have to put themselves in danger. The people of the Holy Kingdom were pious to their cores. The soldiers and knights who served the royal family were all proud of Yulucia, the second True Saint in all of history, but that wasn’t the only reason they’d taken up arms so quickly.


  Many of them had cried out with joy when their king had first presented her to them at four years old, looking like she had come straight out of a picture book. They had much to say about her. She was as selfless as a saint, as graceful as a princess, and beloved by most everyone for the way she treated the common people as equals.


  And now they were offended. Why hadn’t she commanded them to fight by her side? Why hadn’t she asked them to put their lives on the line for her?


  Although they knew she would never ask such things of them, they couldn’t help but want to offer up their lives in service of her.


   


  “Are you the leader of the Hawk Eye Mercenaries?”


  “Yes, Your Highness. You may call me Elmer.”


  Through King Kolkopo’s introductions, Ludoric was meeting with Elmer in the kind of pavilion reserved for high-ranking officers on the maneuvering grounds.


  Ludoric was puzzled by the man who had appeared just a few days after Yulucia’s disappearance, though he didn’t voice his suspicions. King Kolkopo must have recommended him because he was competent and trustworthy. However, the leader of this large mercenary band of five hundred people had the air of an aristocrat. It was far too convenient for someone like him to show up with his entire crew in tow.


  “I completely understand Your Highness’s concerns.” Elmer confirmed Ludoric’s thoughts as he gave a crooked smile, aware of just how suspicious he seemed.


  “You’ll have to forgive me, but I can’t help but wonder why you would want to join us.”


  “Because of this.”


  Elmer pulled a bundle wrapped in cloth from his breast pocket and showed it to Ludoric. The prince’s eyes widened with surprise.


  “How did you—?!”


  “Princess Yulucia entrusted this to me in Telthed.”


  Elmer was in possession of platinum coins engraved with the Holy Kingdom’s emblem. Ludoric knew the implications of receiving these from a member of the royal family and couldn’t help but stare at Elmer.


  “Her Highness bade me to do as I must when she entrusted me with this. I took it as my duty to give a coin each to two of the mercenary bands I trusted most so that we could combine our forces into a thousand mercenaries. But now—”


  “Yulucia had been setting things into motion for when she disappeared this whole time?”


  Even as she went on her own to face the Beast, she had assembled extra forces out of consideration for how scared everyone would be to lose their Saint.


  “She sure is something else.”


  “That she is.”


  Ludoric and Elmer exchanged self-deprecating smiles.


  “Yulucia’s intentions for you must be to protect the people,” Ludoric continued. “But I imagine that—”


  “We wish to act for the sake of Her Highness. We shall join you for her rescue.”


  “Please do.”


  The two firmly shook hands.


  Meanwhile, Noel had been silently watching Ludoric’s negotiation unfold, not wanting to interrupt. Now he turned to look to the north. The movement caught their notice just as the earth trembled slightly and their expressions stiffened.


  Noel rushed outside and glared up at the dark northern clouds. “Lucia…”


   


  ***


   


  “What’s happening?!”


  Haebulat had been channeling his magic into the circle underneath the castle to keep the Beast sealed and was now alarmed to see the Beast suddenly unleashing his power.


  The Beast had been docile for all this time—why was he stirring now? Haebulat knew he was close to running out of power, but he’d believed that he could keep the Beast sealed for another few months at least. By then, the majority of the daemons should have had enough time to flee the country.


  Haebulat gasped as he felt an incredible magic presence approaching him from behind.


  Who’s coming? One of the division commanders? No, surely not. No daemon, himself included, possessed this much magical power. Their adviser Geas might have potentially been this strong, but during his visit the other day, his magic power and life force had felt diminished, almost like his life itself had been whittled away. And Geas had also said he had other things to attend to and would not be returning. He left without turning back after warning Haebulat to take those he cared about and flee.


  So who could this visitor be? It was—


  “You?!”


  The massive sealed metal doors soundlessly opened, revealing a girl shining with golden light. Though Haebulat had never met her before, there was only one person in the world who had vast amounts of golden magic power and such astonishing beauty despite her youth.


  “The Saint?!”


  What was she doing here? What had happened to the daemons? Was the Hero here as well? Haebulat was bewildered that the Saint would come all the way here by herself as she gave a gentle smile and released a mighty spell directed at him.


  “Wait—”


  Haebulat was instantly teleported to another dimension.


   


  Now alone, the golden Saint smiled sweetly at the black Beast glaring at her.


  “I’m sorry to have kept you waiting for so long.”


   


  ***


   


  At the bottom of the long stairwell, large metal doors blocked my path. They seemed to have been sealed somehow, but when I touched them, there was a sound like the zapping of static electricity and the doors slowly began to open for me, revealing an enormous underground cavern.


  The stairs went on with no handrail, looking to have been cut out of the rock itself. At the end of them was what appeared to be a magic circle big enough to fit a small castle. And in its center, glaring at me, was…


  I heard a faint voice then. It wasn’t the Dark Beast’s voice—it was the voice of that daemon who had been channeling his power into the magic circle.


  I wondered if he was the man Françoise loved. However—


  “Get out of my way.” That mutter alone was enough to form the spell that sent him elsewhere.


  Klik, klik. The sound of my black high heels rang against the stone stairs as I smiled at the Dark Beast.


  “I’m sorry to have kept you waiting for so long.”


  He silently stood and clicked his two tails, shattering the barrier around him.


  I didn’t need to panic. No one could possibly interrupt us here.


  “Is your body better now?” I spoke again, tilting my head slightly to him.


  His silver eyes narrowed a bit as he gazed at me. “You know that a demon’s body has no bearing on them. Or have you forgotten even that already?”


  “Oh, right.”


  I walked forward a bit, stepping into the magic circle.


  “It’s just been so long that I had forgotten.”


  He bared his fangs slightly at my innocent smile.


  Was he mad? Or was he smiling? Perhaps he was doing both. In all of the worlds, I was sure that I was the only person capable of reading his expressions.


  “Let me rephrase: Can you fight me now?”


  He bared his fangs again at the provocative question. “I’m going to make you mine.” He spoke only of his desire.


  “I see.” I didn’t deny it. I would never deny all that he was. To see him want me so unabashedly made my chest feel a little hot. He said exactly what I’d thought he would, and it brought an affectionate smile to my lips.


  So that’s your answer, then.


  “And I shall do as I want.” It was only right that I reply by speaking unabashedly of my own desire.


  The words of a demon meant something. Us demons weren’t capable of breaking our word. We threw our desires at one another, never seeking common ground.


  “I won’t bother conversing with a demon who insists on having his own way.”


  The whites of my eyes were stained black; my pupils were dyed blood crimson. I grew red crystalline fangs and nails and sprouted bat wings several times longer than I was tall.


  “I’m going to bite you to death and then I’m going to bring you back home with me, Yulucia!” he shouted.
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  Now it was time for us to begin.


  Having released our true forms, our magic power whipped up a gale that created a vortex, an overpowering miasma that began corroding everything in the vicinity.


  I tenderly plucked at the whirling miasma and threw it up toward the ceiling.


  The Daemon King’s castle disintegrated, almost like it was evaporating. I soared up toward the black clouds in the sky and looked down upon him from high in the air.


  “Come. It’s too cramped down there.”


   


  ***


   


  “Where am I?”


  The golden Saint had sent Daemon King Haebulat into the middle of a dark forest. He could tell that he was still in the daemons’ territory because the leaves on the trees were black.


  “Oh, right, what’s happened to the Beast?!”


  Haebulat had been continuously channeling his magic into that summoning circle to keep the Beast sealed. He was sure that now that he had been sent here, that barrier was now meaningless.


  Haebulat cast a flying spell and flew out of the dark forest.


  He had no idea how powerful the Saint could possibly be, but he didn’t think she would be capable of facing the Beast—one of the most powerful demons in existence—even if she had the Hero by her side.


  There were still people left in the castle town who were incapable of defending themselves. Haebulat would continue to fight until his final moments, even if it meant making a choice that would minimize the number of sacrifices without bringing them to zero.


  Haebulat surveyed the area and his eyes came to rest on his castle in the distance.


  That was when a thunderous roar made the very air shudder as the top of the castle was blown away by two intertwining pillars of golden and dark light that reached toward the heavens.


  Episode 9:
Devouring One Another


   


  “OO-HO! (WH-WHAT WAS THAT JUST NOW?!)”


  The castle was at the epicenter of the earthquake that rippled outward from there, shaking not only Françoise in the palace, but the entirety of the Daemon Lands.


  A few seconds later, the feeling passed. It couldn’t have been an earthquake; it was almost like something being struck hard. All of the daemons in the country looked up at the dark clouds that covered the sky and fell to their knees, believing they had just witnessed the end of the world.


  Even pretty Iron Princess Françoise feared the abnormal power in the sky as she brought her hands together protectively around her weak, cute elephant.


  “Oo-ho. (Dear me. I need to keep it together.)”


  She was the woman who would one day be the Daemon King’s bride and the commander of his royal guards. And there was also her new friend, Yulucia. She was even tinier than a young elephant, and when she recalled how the girl had gone to the Daemon King’s castle all by herself, Françoise found herself unable to leave.


  “Oo-ho-ho. (I pray you’re both unhurt, King Haebulat, Yulucia.)”


   


  ***


   


  Dark clouds covered what was once a clear sea of blue in the sky. I broke through the stone of the castle and we rose above it all, standing off against each other with several hundreds of feet between us.


  “First, I’ll tear off that human shell of yours!” His words in Empyrean gave rise to jet-black lightning all around me.


  But you know, I haven’t been sitting around in a daze since our reunion or anything.


  “Manifest Golden Light!” I drew my demonic magical powers from my intrinsic pocket dimension to counter him with holy golden light that spread out from me. I called it: “Glimmering Holy Magic!”


  Although I may have been one of the most powerful kinds of demons, my attributes—my human body—were tied to my human heart, and so only I could use this kind of magic against other demons.


  “Why, you—” His eyes sharply narrowed, seeing how I could use human powers despite being a demon. Angry that I’d kept clinging to and yearning for the human worlds full of light.


  But I would not back down.


  “Manifest Golden Light!” I gathered up the golden light to form a glimmering bow and fired hundreds of arrows at him.


  “Groaaaaaaaaaaaaah!” He conjured black lightning to counter my arrows. “Don’t you dare underestimate me, Yulucia!”


  He didn’t try to use any cheap moves on me and instead increased the density of the lightning, attempting to not only counter my attack, but swallow me whole.


  “Dusky Night!” I pinched the hem of my black dress and it began to expand. Silver threads whirled like stars through the blue sky, bringing forth a dusky darkness that swallowed up the lightning.


  He chuckled slightly at this, but said nothing.


  Because he knew.


  He laughed because my Glimmering Holy Magic was not enough to defend against him and I had been forced to use my true power as a demon.


  There was just that much of a difference in power between us.


  It didn’t matter that he had been weakened slightly. If he was intent on destroying me even at the cost of using all of his magic and perishing himself, then I would be completely powerless to stop him. He had never once backed down from an enemy in the Demon Realm. However, now that we had been reunited, I was more focused on his desire for me than his savageness as the Beast.


  My only chance to win would be to use that, but I was really reluctant to do it.


  He frowned at my weak chuckle.


  I’m sorry. I wasn’t making fun of you. It just seems absurd for me to try to be clever against you when we’re busy trying to kill one another with our willfulness.


  I had but a single trump card I could use against him. It was time to play that card.


  “Groooaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”


  Glaring at one another got him impatient, and he summoned a black tempest.


  The blue sky was chopped up in an instant by black lightning. I cast a Glimmering Holy Magic spell back at him. “Manifest Golden Light!”


  A sparkling golden shield took form and clashed with the black storm. However, the shield slowly crumbled away under his strength and I started taking damage for the first time.


  I got the impression he really was not going to let me go.


  His feelings brought me such joy that I smiled as I was torn up.


  “I told you not to underestimate me!”


  “I wasn’t.”


  He didn’t like how I smiled. However…


  “I just want you to know.”


  I am not your possession.


  I want to be your equal.


  And to make that happen, I will—


  “I want to hear your truth.”


  So that my words will get through to you.


  Krak!


  I gathered up the broken golden shield to cast another spell.


  “Golden Wings!”


  The light materialized as feathers, turning my demon wings into those of an angel.


  “What the—?!”


  I’d been known as the fastest in the Demon Realm thanks to my small body and expansive wings. Golden magic gushed out from every feather as I moved faster than I ever had before, managing to dodge even his lightning bolts.


  Now let’s destroy one another.


   


  ***


   


  Boom… Booooom…


  “The end of this world is nigh,” an elderly daemon murmured at the thunderous sounds that sounded like mountains colliding coming from the dark clouds.


  Those who still remained in the Daemon Lands didn’t bother running; they merely continued staring up at the dark skies. The Daemon King’s castle had been blown away and pillars of jet-black and golden light had risen up into the sky.


  Flickering light and black flashes of lightning cut through the clouds, and the ones that had by chance reached the ground had shattered mountains, carved out hills, and caused the dark forest to start deteriorating.


  There was nowhere to run in this world now.


  Would they survive until the end of the battle between the gods above the clouds? Their only recourse was to pray that the gods’ whims would sway toward mercy as all the daemons—young and old, the weak and the strong—instinctively fell to their knees and gazed up at the sky.


   


  ***


   


  The flapping of my golden wings cut through the black tempest as I drew closer to the Dark Beast.


  “Yulucia!”


  “Now we do this for real!”


  I conjured golden nails with Glimmering Holy Magic and my attack landed with a spray of black blood. He hesitated for an instant before clawing back at me.


  The ferocious Beast had been attacking only with lightning bolts and tempests instead of his claws or fangs because he unconsciously feared destroying me.


  Even demons had feelings. Unlike gods, who had lost their hearts and desired only chaos, us demons didn’t feign our emotions.


  “Yuluciaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!”


  With every injury, he let his true nature show. He bit off my arm, and after I regenerated it, I raked his face with my claws, devouring his flesh and blood.


  “We’re just getting started.”


  Covered in blood, all I did was smile at him—there was no hatred or rage behind that smile, but there was a slight waver in his eyes.


  Demons are true to themselves. They do not conceal their feelings. So why is it that you’re so afraid of destroying me when you were so intent on bringing me back home with you, even if it meant breaking me? What is the nature of your conflicting emotions? If you keep this up, I really will disappear for good.


  Out with it already. Or else we’re really going to consume one another, you fool.


  “Rooooooooooooooooooooar!” He bared his fangs as he howled in the face of my fierce attack that put my very life on the line.


  Battered and wounded as I was, I would be unable to withstand the attack and was surely going to perish.


  Are you okay with that? If that’s what you want, then fine. But—


  I know it’s not.


  The Dark Beast gasped.


  In that moment, I changed into the Golden Beast. That shape I’d held those long-gone days back in the Demon Realm. 


  I knew that was what you wanted.


  I hadn’t discarded my form as the Beast to become the Devil instead. I had just wanted you to understand that both of these were the real me.


  Boom!


  I saw the flicker of his old self in his eyes, and I seized the opportunity to slam the power of my entire body into the side of his face.


  After lowering his guard for a second and being knocked back like that, he now looked up at me with a bewildered expression as I rested on the tip of his nose.


  “I have one final question: Do you want me?”


  In the form of a cat now, I looked down at him as he struggled to find the words.


  If you’re not going to say what I want to hear, then we really will just destroy one another until there’s nothing left.


  My thoughts turned into a threatening aura as I continued staring at him. And after taking his sweet time, he finally grumbled, “I only want to be with you.”


  “Oh?”


  Meaning that he didn’t want me as a possession—he would be satisfied so long as we were together? It was a bit different from what I had been hoping to hear, but I’d take it.


  “Then be mine.” I changed back into a human form and placed my hands on his cheeks as I spoke his name. “Rinne.”


  Named for your color—for your elegant shade of black. This is the name I bestow upon you.


  Rinne was petrified with astonishment that I had given him a name.


  An intense pain shot through my soul, like something was clamping down on it.


  Since I was partly like a human, I was the only demon capable of naming another demon. Nevertheless, even though I possessed the powers of the Beast and the Devil, the Dark Beast’s power was such that giving him a name might kill me—which was why I’d needed to go through with slapping and punching him as much as I had, so that he would submit to me.


  Give me all that you are. I will give you my eternity in exchange. And that said—


  “Be mine and only mine!” My cry made the pain stop and blew the wild black tempest and clouds away.


  “You never cease to amaze me, Yulucia,” Rinne said, exasperated but with a fond look in his eyes as I slowly began to fall from where we’d flown so high above the clouds. I had used up all my strength.


  “I know, Rinne.”


  Saying one another’s names like that made me feel all ticklish.


  “Why are you always doing the most ridiculous things?” Rinne said. Then he added, “Don’t ever change. You’re the Beast and the Devil—the freest demon there ever could be.”


  Every being in this world—be they demon or god—was shackled by something. Humans were bound by their laws and lifespans; demons and gods were bound by the logic of their worlds. Rinne said I was the freest being in existence because I was not a single entity. Though I felt that being as multifaceted as I was invited the greatest number of shackles.


  “But you don’t actually consider those things to be tying you down.”


  “That’s true.”


  It felt like he was implying I was thoughtless. But…I wouldn’t mind if he wanted to shackle me once in a while.


  That aside, I understood what being the Beast meant, but what did it mean to be the Devil?


  And that self-professed older brother of mine… He hadn’t transmitted any nonsensical knowledge from other worlds lately. What was he up to?


  “I belong to you, Yulucia.”


  “And I am yours, Rinne.”


  This vow was engraved into our very souls.


  The sky began to lighten then, almost as if it had been waiting for this very moment to do so. The clouds of miasma we had conjured during our fight also began to dissipate.


  Amid the light, we drew close together as we slowly descended to the ground.


  Uh-oh. How was I going to explain this to everyone below us?


   


  ***


   


  The people left behind in the Daemon Lands gazed up at the sky in bewilderment.


  The battle between superpowers in the heavens was over, causing a hole to appear in the resentful clouds that had covered the Daemon Lands. Sunlight streamed through the gap.


  They had believed that it was the end of the world. Or, at the very least, the end of the Daemon Lands.


  They were the descendants of those who had been cast away for society’s sake—its scapegoats. They had even copulated with monstrosities in order to survive, becoming cursed as the daemons for being humanoid monstrosities and forced to subsist only off of stealing and killing.


  Had they committed such a grievous sin? Would they be punished for it for eternity?


  The belief that, as proof of their sins, the sun would never touch them had been engraved onto their hearts. But now there was a hole that defied that belief.


  And the daemons saw it.


  Inside the pillar of light, the fearsome Beast was slowly descending in the company of a shining angel with golden hair and golden wings. They continued admiring these beings as the hole in the clouds began to expand, as if the resentful clouds that had refused to clear for a millennium were being purified.


  They were the daemons who remained here because they were weak and thus had never had the opportunity to see the outside world. Tears fell from their eyes unbidden as they saw the endless blue skies and felt the warm blessing of sunlight for the very first time in their lives.


  Their punishment was over. Although that didn’t erase their sins, they all felt as if the sin that had been passed down through the ages from their ancestors and to their children had been forgiven.


  “Oh, Goddess,” someone murmured. They were someone else’s words, spoken with their own voice.


  The daemons had only ever thought of gods as their enemies. They didn’t believe in them. But now they believed that a true goddess had appeared and that this goddess had forgiven them for their sins. They got down on their knees as they kept their eyes to the heavens and continued to weep tears of joy.


  Episode 10:
I Have Become an Idol


   


  “I-IS IT OVER NOW?”


  In the palace located directly behind the Daemon King’s castle, Alfio the Hero had been rummaging through a treasure trove, but had stopped to stare up at the ceiling in fear that the frequent earthquakes might cause the building to collapse.


  The country he had lived in during his previous life had experienced frequent earthquakes as well, but these buildings here seemed to only be made of piled-up stones and it had him on edge. Meanwhile, the nobles and mercenaries who were now his allies didn’t seem bothered in the slightest, having experienced this feeling on multiple occasions before in this magical world.


  Since Alfio’s party of heroes had not been officially recognized, they had been unable to receive any aid from the northern nations, and after inadvertently committing crimes due to their lack of common sense, they had decided to go to the Daemon Lands in hopes that defeating the Daemon King would prove their innocence.


  But the problem was that Alfio and his friends were unlucky enough to be incredibly lucky.


  Due to the Daemon Army embarking on a simultaneous invasion out of nowhere, the daemons and dangerous monstrosities had all been gathered together in one place. And then some mysterious power had caused part of their army to vanish, so Alfio’s party was able to arrive at the Daemon Lands without encountering any formidable enemies.


  Unfortunately, that meant that they never had a chance to steal food or supplies from any enemies, but they were at least fortunate enough to come across a mysterious village full of stone statues that they could borrow food from.


  In the north, self-proclaimed heroes showed up like clockwork, claiming they would defeat the Daemon King and then heading out toward the Daemon Lands. Most wound up being killed by dangerous monstrosities along the way, or they fled after running into the Daemon Army, or the people of the good-natured beastfolk village convinced them of the error of their ways, sending them trudging back to their home villages.


  Conversely, heroes who had been officially tasked by a nation grew physically stronger in the face of danger, fortified their hearts through their various encounters and partings, and grew into true heroes whose spirits could not be broken by defeat. However, Alfio’s party had not met with any danger, had not experienced any encounters or defeats, and had no sense of duty, since they had only gone on this journey as a means of running away. They knew no hardship, and by the time they reached the Daemon King’s castle, the worst thing they had to complain about was how they missed sleeping in a bed.


  “Hey, Al?”


  “What’s up, Celia?”


  Alfio looked toward his party’s warrior as she put an antique longsword inscribed with a holy symbol back on a shelf with a disconcerted expression. She then turned to frown at him.


  “I know this is a daemon treasury and all, but doesn’t taking these trophies from the human armies without permission or earning it just make us thieves?”


  “Huh?” was all Alfio could say in response. He tried to put on a pleasant smile as his eyes darted about awkwardly. “Hey, do you hear what you’re saying? It’s normal for the Hero to acquire new equipment in the Daemon King’s castle before fighting him! We’re doing this for the sake of world peace!”


  They had made it all the way to the castle without any difficulties to speak of. In fact, the closer they got to the castle, the weaker the daemons they infrequently came across had become. When they reached the outskirts of the castle town, they had been attacked by haggard-looking daemons with no weapons, and Alfio had easily cut them down with his sword.


  However, the warrior who had guarded the gates to the castle was clearly on a whole other level. She was over nine feet tall and armed with a rustic broad-bladed knife that was as long as Alfio was tall. Her face looked more like a massive boulder, and she had been imposingly scanning her surroundings with piercing eyes. Alfio and his companions had believed she must be the Daemon King and decided to retreat rather than face her right away.


  Alfio figured there must be some kind of “powering-up event” that would happen before the actual fight against the Daemon King, so they conducted a search of every nook and cranny of the area and discovered the treasure trove. However, this ancient palace seemed fit only for the Daemon King to sleep in, and they hadn’t found anything that looked like it would be useful in giving an immediate boost to their abilities. Granted, if such items actually existed, then no one would ever have to deal with any kind of hardship in the first place.


  All of the usable weapons and armor worn by the people who had attempted to defeat the Daemon King in the past had been given to daemon warriors already, so all that was left in here were items that looked nice for display. This treasury was more like a big storage room.


  “Take a look at this, Celia! This one looks usable. I’m sure these mementos would be happy to be used by us.”


  “Uh, I guess.” Celia didn’t look convinced as Alfio handed her a sword with silver ornamentation.


  Just how useful could a silver weapon that wasn’t even mithril possibly be? And what would they even be trying to defeat with this supposedly usable weapon? Even in Celia’s memories of him, Alfio had always used the weirdest logic to steal weapons from his opponents. Ever since they were little, Celia had admired and yearned for her older childhood friend for his strength and knowledge of so many things, and she had convinced herself that what he did was right despite her reservations.


  It was fine on a battlefield. It was lawful to steal the weapons of an enemy after defeating them in battle. It was also acceptable to steal items a criminal might use.


  But looting was an entirely different matter. It was embezzlement to take objects that rightfully belonged to someone else, even if a criminal had been using them first. Whoever these objects had belonged to couldn’t prove that they were theirs, but that didn’t mean that taking them was a good idea—it would only invite grudges.


  Where had this silver sword come from? It looked like it must have once belonged to the head of some noble family. Perhaps the weapon would rather be used than lie around here, but having come from a family of knights herself, Celia did not like the idea of wielding this sword when she considered how she would feel if this extravagant ornamental sword had once belonged to her own family.


  Antiquoua the elf watched the two of them hunting for weapons with a frigid expression. When her elven village had been attacked by a herd of elephants, she had given up on them because they had been so preoccupied about getting their valuables out that none of them bothered to try to fend the elephants off. She was the only elf to confront the elephants, and Alfio, the child of a human, had been the only one to join her in the battle.


  She had been called the Saint of the Elves, and Antiquoua had believed Alfio, who had been strong and wise enough to help defend the village, to be her Hero.


  Humans were undeniably more uncouth than elves; however, Antiquoua hadn’t let that bother her, since he was just a child. He had made a somewhat strange face when she told him she was an elf, but she had figured that it was due to the ignorance of his youth and decided to follow his path.


  How had that path led here?


  Everything had gone so well at first. She had been proud of Alfio when the people started recognizing him and calling him the Hero. She had stopped looking down on humans so much and even found a friend in Celia.


  So when had they gotten so far off course?


  After getting involved with those related to the Golden Princess, the half sister of those noble girls in their company, Alfio’s reputation slowly started to take a nosedive.


  The Golden Princess was named the True Saint, and she had the True Hero in her company. And now, Antiquoua was starting to see her own hero, who conducted himself no better than a thief here in enemy territory, in a very different, duller light.


   


  “Uck.”


  Antiquoua’s senses were the first to detect the repulsive presence high above them, and she covered her mouth. Adeline then staggered as her younger sister Aureline helped keep her steady with a grimace.


  “What’s wro—?! Ugh!”


  “Oh, my.”


  Even Alfio and Celia looked up despite being warrior types who weren’t as sensitive to this kind of thing. They weren’t looking at the ceiling, though. It was far beyond that, in the sky. Everyone fell silent as they felt the presence of evil like they never had before.


  Was this the Daemon King? Would they be capable of fighting such a being?


  No, that’s not who I’m sensing. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be able to protect what I care about most!


  Adeline had continued to believe that the Hero would surely overcome this trial and bring them victory.


  Alfio seemed like a shallow, unreliable man. However, he knew more things than most aristocrats and scholars, so Adeline had judged him to be the kind of person who worked hard when no one was looking. Back when she was twelve years old, Adeline had found his flippant attitude attractive. But four years had passed, and she was now an adult—his boorishness was plain to see. Nevertheless, she believed he acted that way on purpose as a way to help her and her sister feel assured, since they were still inexperienced at this sort of thing. Were that not the case, she would have thrown him and his entire family out on the streets, like she had done in the past.


  “Right. Well, time for us to get the heck outta here!” Alfio declared.


  “What?” Adeline asked despite herself.


  Why? Didn’t we come all this way to fight the Daemon King? Why else would we have come all the way to a place like this?


  Because she was an intelligent girl, Adeline had read too much into his actions, and now all kinds of questions flooded her mind, leaving her at a loss for words.


  Antiquoua put a hand on her shoulder. “Calm down, Adeline. We’re too far away, so it’s hard to tell, but it seems that the Daemon King is stronger than we expected. We just didn’t have enough information before.”


  “Yeah. I can tell that Al’s just tongue-tied at the moment too. What we need to do is capture an officer from the Daemon Army and get information out of them before we fight him for real, right?” Celia added.


  Alfio blinked, then grinned. “That’s right! Let’s get out of this town and go after the Daemon Army!”


  “Oh. I see.” Adeline felt flustered that she hadn’t managed to understand what Alfio had meant, and forced herself to stay calm.


  “Sister?”


  “Sorry. I’m fine.”


  She patted Aureline’s head as her younger sister clung to her arm with concern.


  Aureline was incapable of expressing her own opinion and still unable to detach herself from her older sister. Now that she was an adult as of this year, Adeline realized that she couldn’t purposely put her sweet younger sister in the line of danger.


  Adeline couldn’t die in a place like this, not when she had a goal to achieve and someone to protect. Still…


  Whose presence is this?


  Adeline felt uneasy as she sensed another, somehow familiar presence in the sky.


  And so, the would-be party of heroes from Sigoules retreated from the Daemon Lands without fighting even one proper battle.


  They still didn’t know yet whether that was lucky for them or not.


   


  ***


   


  “What in the world?”


  The spectacle unfolding before Daemon King Haebulat’s eyes took his breath away. The dark clouds that had covered the skies ever since he was born were disappearing and he couldn’t stop gaping at them. When he finally came back to his senses, he rushed toward the location where his castle had once stood.


  Haebulat had no love for the castle. It was where he had killed his father and brothers, and served as nothing more than a place he had agreed to reside in to unify the hearts of his people. Something was happening there, though. He had been taken aback at how the center of the castle had vanished as if it had been hollowed out all the way to its upper floors, but what had shocked him the most was how the irreverent daemons were now praying in the direction of the partially destroyed castle as if they were people of faith who had just seen a god.


  “What happened?”


  Was something there? It was his duty as the Daemon King to find out. Haebulat swallowed his hesitation before descending toward the castle’s courtyard.


  His breath immediately caught in his throat as alarm bells rang in his head.


  Thm thm thm thm thm thm thm thm thm thm thm thm thm thm thm thm thm thm thm thm thm thm thm thm thm thm thm thm!


  At the sound of rumbling, Haebulat powered up his magic and cast spells without long invocations, which was his specialty.


  “Lower Impact, Raise Phys Res, Protect, Lower Inertia, Reinforce!”


  Boooom!


  “Françoise!”


  “Oo-ho!”


  Slaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaam!


  Françoise leaped at Haebulat like a child, and he managed to catch her with only about a five-yard hole left in the ground. He was the picture of a relieved father to see that his beloved adopted daughter was in one piece.


  “Why didn’t you evacuate? You knew how dangerous it is here.”


  “Oo-ho oo-ho-ho!”


  “I see. I’m sorry to have worried you so.”


  “Oo-ho! Oo-ho-ho oo-ho.”


  “That can’t be.” Haebulat’s body went rigid as he listened to her report.


  “Oo-ho-ho-oo-ho,” Françoise informed him a bit sheepishly.


  “Is that so? I understand. I’ll head on in and take care of this, then.”


  “Oo-ho! Oo-ho!”


  “No. The castle may be dangerous. Could you go into the town and check on the people? I’m sure that seeing you will help to make them feel safer too.”


  “Oo-ho!”


  “Don’t be like that. Though I understand how you feel.”


  “Oo-ho…”


  His seriousness made Françoise look a bit dejected, but she put a brave smile on her beautiful boulder-like face as she lovingly hefted her trembling pet elephant up on her shoulder and leisurely made her way toward the castle gates.


  “I hope you’ll live a happy life, Françoise.” As Haebulat gazed at her adorably large back, it looked dazzling to his eyes.


  Françoise had told him that a rumble had reverberated all the way to the palace. When she had gone outside after it settled down, she found the castle half-­­destroyed.


  What she had described must have been a result of the golden and jet-black pillars piercing through the heavens. Haebulat couldn’t fill in the details since he hadn’t been close enough at the time, but from the sound of it, a human girl had arrived at the castle just before it all went down.


  The Dwarven language was difficult to completely understand, even for those who were accustomed to it. He hadn’t been able to catch the human girl’s name, but Françoise had said that she was very worried about her new friend, who had gone into the castle by herself.


  Even though she had been a princess, Françoise was banished from her homeland as a young girl because her older sisters were jealous of her beauty. She had never had any friends her age. Although Haebulat was pleased that the kind and purehearted Françoise had made a friend for the very first time, the adoptive father in him made his expression darken.


  “Life sure is cruel.”


  That human girl must have been the Saint.


  He now understood why the girl had teleported him elsewhere when she approached the basement where the Beast was kept. The Saint, with her inhumanly vast reserves of magic, had prioritized him being the father of her friend Françoise over him being the Daemon King. To have shown such compassion even to her enemies—people truly were not exaggerating when they called her the True Saint.


  Haebulat was certain that the golden pillar of light had been the Saint. Still, it would have been impossible for a human, even someone as powerful as the True Saint, to defeat the Beast, one of the most powerful demons in existence. With that in mind, he had refused to let Françoise come with him to investigate the situation in the castle because he knew there was no chance that the Saint had survived.


  “How sad.”


  Françoise must have cared deeply for the girl since she was her first friend. The way she had phrased it was: “Oo-ho.”


  That word alone conveyed just how strong their bond of friendship was.


  With a heavy heart full of pity for the bonded girls, Haebulat headed toward the castle.


  What had happened to the Saint? Where was the Beast now that he was free? And what did this mean for the future of the Daemon Lands?


  Questions were whirling through Haebulat’s head as he walked up the stairs when he noticed a faint magic power in the upper levels of the ruined castle. There, he saw—


  “What?!”


  The golden Saint in the company of the evil black Beast. She looked tenderly at Haebulat, almost as if she had known he would come.


   


  ***


   


  “Fwuff!”


  There was something I had to do now that we had made it back to the Daemon King’s castle. It was very important and was also the reason I had fought Rinne and made that risky gamble that put my life on the line.


  “Hey.”


  His voice sounded like a low hiss, but I didn’t care. I was too focused on snuggling Rinne’s fur for the first time in eleven years! Despite his complaints, Rinne was clearly willing since he didn’t bother to move! He was such a tsundere!


  Just for this! I had transformed into a gold cat to bask in his fluffiness with my entire body!


  Please note that stroking his fur with my smooth human skin was satisfying in its own way. However! Turning myself into a small house cat meant that I could bury my entire body into his fur, which was undeniably irresistible!


  Since he was an ethereal being, his fur was always so silky and never tangled no matter how much I plunged in and mussed it. His sleek belly hairs were so soft and the way they could heal a person was not to be underestimated!


  Furthermore, this mellow scent! I was getting intoxicated off his sweet scent as if it were a well-aged fruit liqueur! Perhaps it was hitting harder here than it had in the Demon Realm because our souls were now linked!


  This right here! This was everything I wanted!


  This fluuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuff!


  “Enough already.”


  Tap.


  “Huh?”


  I had been purring as I wiggled around in Rinne’s fur like a freestyle swimmer when he suddenly tossed me into the air and I fell to the ground, landing on my bottom.


  “Owww! What’d you do that for?! Wait, huh?”


  Rinne’s huge form had disappeared. Back in my normal-sized form, I looked around for him in a panic.


  “Over here, dummy.”


  “Huh? Rinne?!”


  I looked toward the voice to find a black cat, slightly larger than the average house cat, looking at me smugly.


  “H—?! H-h-h-h-h-h-h-h-h-h-h-h-h-h-h-h—”


  “Huh?!”


  “How darling!”


  “Whuh?!”


  I wasn’t thinking straight seeing Rinne as a black cat. I spread out my gold wings and rushed over to him at an unthinkable speed.


  “You’re sooooo cute! I can’t stand it!”


  Oh my goodness! The girl I had once been also loved cats, but being able to turn into one and seeing one in front of me were completely different things!


  At any rate, most of the cats in this world would either faint or run away the second they saw me, while the stronger-willed ones would start yowling or hissing and wouldn’t let me hold them! And so!


  “I told you to cut it out already!”


  Chomp.


  “Pwaaah?!”


  Rinne lost his temper and chomped me.


   


  AFTER MUCH SERIOUS REFLECTION


   


  “This simply won’t do. You can’t make me act in such embarrassing ways.” Still in cat form, I went into well-bred-daughter mode with a smile.


  Rinne responded with a cold look.


  It may have seemed like I had completely lost it, but I assure you, I was fine.


  Goodness gracious, there was just something so charming about fluffy kitty cats. I was proud of how I always conducted myself as a composed intellectual and I was so embarrassed to have lost control like that. Tiny as he was, Rinne’s fangs still hurt.


  As way of apologizing to him—since he was both the aggressor and the victim in this situation—I rolled over so that he could have a turn snuggling me in our cat forms. “By the way, since when have you been able to turn into a black cat like that?”


  “Why do you keep using that tone?”


  Talking like a noble lady was practically second nature to me at this point. Getting too used to speaking casually again would just cause trouble for me later.


  He went on, “I think it was when you named me. I feel pretty stable now even though I’m here.”


  “I see.”


  Nameless demons without a vessel were like fish out of water in the Material World. No matter how hard they tried, they wouldn’t be able to use their full power and would soon suffocate.


  Currently, I didn’t sense violence bubbling just below the surface like I had back in the Demon Realm and when he’d first appeared here. Looking within him, I could still sense a stormy presence, but it was more…complacent now? It didn’t feel impatient anymore and he seemed more like the calm “adult” I had known when we first met.


  He had such a mature voice and I loved it so much.


  I was glad that he was calmer now, but…


  “Do you want to fully materialize here?” I asked.


  Going back to the fish analogy, by naming Rinne, I had basically given him a fishbowl to breathe in, nothing more. Should he acquire a vessel to manifest in, he would be able to move about just as I did and properly wield his power.


  “Materialize here?” Rinne repeated the words with a sour look.


  My, cats had such expressive faces.


  “I grew bigger when you named me. I would have to find a high-quality vessel that I wouldn’t end up accidentally breaking,” Rinne said. “Plus, it isn’t in a demon’s nature to solely live to hunger, kill, and eat.”


  “That’s true.”


  Us demons and gods were fundamentally different.


  I had no idea if true gods (that weren’t spirits that had ascended as local deities or elementals) actually existed or not. I had no memory of anything a god might have done in response to the faith of humans.


  And demons—well, high-ranking demons that had become very intelligent—knew the value of humans and took their time nurturing them, giving them the kind of knowledge that further increased their value. However, that knowledge robbed humans of their purity, and the gods surely didn’t like that.


  In other words, it was the difference between working at a family business that paid little and forced you to do unpaid overtime versus working at a corrupt company that paid by commission for how much thankless work you managed to get done.


  There was a reason demons existed.


  Regardless, if Rinne didn’t fully materialize here, he wouldn’t be able to remain in the Material World for very long.


  “I’m warning you, I don’t plan to return to the Demon Realm for the next thousand years.” I was aware of how selfish this sounded, but I refused to budge on this matter.


  Rinne flashed his fangs in a smile, probably in response to my stubbornness. “A thousand years isn’t all that long. In any case, now that I have a name, I should be good for about ten years. We’ll come up with something in the meantime.”


  “Okay.”


  He was probably right that we would be able to figure something out. But I wanted to make a snap decision and do something about this now!


  In any case, my biggest problem was now taken care of, so I could mull over the rest of the troublesome details later.


  We stood in the wrecked castle of the Daemon King and Mr. Sun kept shining down on us in what looked to be the audience room. In the dazzling light of the sun, I threw my arms around Rinne and snuggled my face into his neck. Rinne caressed my back with his forked tail.


  Just as we were relishing this relaxed, catlike moment—


  “Huh?!”


  I sensed someone’s gaze and, swift as I could, returned to my human form and fixed my dress. Rinne returned to his panther form and was left stunned as I stepped away from him and smiled at the newcomer. “Welcome, Daemon King.”


  The middle-aged daemon man stared at us in shock.


  This guy seemed familiar… Did I accidentally let my dear friend Françoise’s daddy see me doing something embarrassing?!


  Had he seen us?! Or not?! I smiled more intensely at him, putting my pressure into it.


  The Daemon King timidly stepped out of the shadows from where he had been watching. “You are the Saint, are you not? That Beast is…?”


  Maybe he didn’t catch us?! Maybe he couldn’t see us from over there?!


  Excellent!


  “Yes, I am embarrassed to admit that I have been granted such an impressive title as the Saint. My name is Yulucia von Versenia.”


  I gave him my very best smile at my very best angle so that he didn’t suspect anything. For some reason, though, it just made Françoise’s daddy shrink back a step. Why?!


  “M-my apologies. I am Haebulat, the person acting as…the Daemon King. And…uh…”


  What a modest person he is. You know, you can have a bit more swagger since you’re the Daemon King and all. What’s he so afraid of? He was so much more imposing the first time I saw him! Why is he acting more like some kind of officer worker now?!


  Oh, I got it. He must have been scared of Rinne! Rinne had stood up at some point and was looking down at the Daemon King, giving off this sullen aura!


  “I have persuaded the Beast to heed my commands. See?”


  I kicked Rinne with the heel of my shoe to get him to play along with my lie. Rinne gave me an annoyed look and with a small sigh, said, “I have chosen to remain with Yulucia. I have no intention to harm you and yours.”


  You said that in the most monotone voice! You need to smile more! I thought as I glanced up behind me. The Daemon King made some kind of sniffling noise.


  What?!


  “I see. So that’s how it is now. The daemons have been saved. I came here intending to die.” And then the Daemon King started going on some long monologue. “Having been born in a place like this, there were times when I resented the gods. Gradually, though, I grew into my role as the Daemon King and endeavored to try to save the poor people who live in these lands. And now…”


  Huh? There was more?


  And Rinne just yawned with boredom, didn’t he?! You silly cat!


  “Not only have you forgiven us after we stole your magical powers to summon a demon and even plotted to destroy all humans in order to save ourselves, you also gave us the blessings of the sun! Lady Saint—Saint Yulucia! You are the goddess who has brought light to the daemons!”


  Rinne and I were speechless.


  Uhhhh… What was going on?


  I didn’t really get what this meant, but this sounded like a good resolution to everything?


  “Indeed I have,” I finally said. “It brings me joy that I am able to help people, though my help might not be worth much.”


  “Ooh, Saint Yulucia!” Haebulat reverently knelt down on the ground and pressed his forehead to the floor. Then his head suddenly shot up. “Please forgive my impertinence, but I have a request. There is a man named Geas who comes from my hometown. He has mobilized the Daemon Army to invade the human nations. He has never told me what his real intentions are, and now I fear that he may be wreaking havoc out there.”


  “And you want me to do something about that?”


  What a pain, I thought, just when Rinne spoke to me telepathically.


  ‹I’ve seen the one this man speaks of. Both he and this man here have peculiar souls.›


  ‹Is that so?›


  Rinne was right that Haebulat’s soul was unusual. Was it because of its large capacity for magic? Or perhaps it was the imbalance between his soul and spirit? I had felt something similar from that wannabe hero as well. If this Geas had a soul as big as Haebulat’s, then it certainly warranted our interest. Especially since no matter how delicious Haebulat’s soul looked, we couldn’t possibly take it, seeing as he was Françoise’s daddy and all.


  “No. I shall be the one to stop him,” Haebulat replied. “Even with the sun’s blessings now, those who still remain here are hard-pressed for survival. I swear to you that I will do whatever it takes to stop Geas, so in exchange, I would like to ask you to entreat the human nations for food for my people.”


  That made sense. Perhaps I would be able to convince them to help him out?


  “I would do anything for your aid!” he added desperately. “Even offer up my life! I beg you!”


  “Hm?”


  My accidental surprised slip had Haebulat looking confused for a moment, so I tried to smooth things over by getting down to my knees next to him as he lay prostrated on the ground.


  “Did you mean it when you said you would offer up your life to me?”


  “Yes!”


  Haebulat looked back at me earnestly. I smiled broadly at him in return.


  “I accept. However, I do not desire your death. There’s someone waiting for you, isn’t there? I shall take care of both Geas and the food. If you truly wish to devote yourself to me, I don’t mind waiting until your years have run out.”


  “All right.”


  As proof of our contract, black chains that only demons could see wrapped around Haebulat’s soul. And just like that, I nabbed myself a pact with a good soul. What a fiend I was!


  By granting his wishes, his soul would automatically be mine after he died. This way, Françoise wouldn’t be sad! Maybe I wouldn’t eat him. It might be fun to let a soul that had been tormented by the guilt of his many sins reincarnate as a demon so that he could work round the clock for me instead! That would be truly evil of me.


  And so, this seemed like a fitting place to show off the results of my latest research, since that would work to grant his first wish!


  Doooooom…


  “Uh, what is this?” Haebulat’s eyes widened with amazement at the sight of my research findings.


  I drew a golden magic circle on the wall and now a limitless supply of black things were pouring out of it.


  “This is a totally automatic summoning circle that can summon an endless supply of wakame seaweed from the seas of worlds other than our own. With this, your food problems are now solved.”


  Haebulat must have been very impressed by this, judging from how both he and Rinne gaped at the circle.


  “Uh, how do you make it stop?!”


  “Not to worry. It should stop on its own in about five hundred years since it’s being powered by the miasma polluting these lands. Be sure to eat lots. Otherwise, the castle town will likely end up buried in the stuff in about a year.”


  “You cannot be serious.”
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  For some reason, sea creatures spontaneously did whatever they could to be useful to me, so even I was incapable of stopping them once they got started.


  “Oh, are you worried about nutrition? Take a good look. There, in the seaweed. See the krill and tiny crabs?”


  These had been summoned too, dragged along with the seaweed. Haebulat was so moved by this that he remained staring down at his hands still touching the floor, though for some reason Rinne gently patted his shoulder with his paw. In other words, I had done an incredibly good deed!


   


  “So, what’s your plan?” Rinne asked as we walked down the castle corridor.


  “I’m going to stop Geas, of course,” I replied matter-of-factly.


  Rinne gave me a curious look. “I know it’s a requirement for your pact, but there’s no need to rush. Unless you mean to say it’s what you need to do as a human?”


  Was Rinne afraid that people had gotten too close to my heart? Or was he asking out of concern for my situation as a human? Not that it mattered either way.


  “Rinne, why do you think Geas seeks to destroy everything?”


  If it was simply because he was a daemon who hated humans, then he should have just said as much. The Daemon Lands would readily accept that and he wouldn’t have needed to keep it a secret from Haebulat, especially if they had known each other growing up. So what was his motive for this war?


  “I think he’s trying to gather souls,” Rinne said.


  Was he intending to use those souls to summon something? Was he scheming to simply use the power of those souls as energy for destroying the entire world? Or had he made a pact with someone?


  “I can’t let him get away with that. All of the humans in this world belong to me.”


  Darling, foolish humans.


  This world was a candy jar just for me—all I had to do was reach my hand in. I refused to share a single piece of it with anyone.


  In exchange, I would love them all.


  After hearing that declaration, Rinne chuckled under his breath. “Never change.”


   


  When we headed out to the castle’s terrace in preparation to leave, we found the daemons waiting in a pose like they were praying or something.


  This was my moment!


  “Shall I sing something?” I asked Rinne.


  “Huh? Why?”


  Episode 11:
The Battle


   


  THE YOUNG MAN LOVED HIS CHILDHOOD friend, and she loved him. They had been on their way to register their marriage at the town office when a truck came out of nowhere and he lost his life pushing her out of the way.


  Where am I?!


  The next thing he knew, the young man was in a gloomy, shabby room—though it took him several months to regain his eyesight enough to actually realize the state of the room.


  Even though he had been an adult, for some reason the young man was now a baby. What had happened to him? Why was he a baby now? At first, he’d assumed that he was in the hospital because of the accident. He couldn’t see or move properly and he couldn’t form words when he tried to speak, so he had feared that he was now seriously disabled.


  But that was only the beginning of his despair.


  It had taken him another several months to understand and accept the fact that he had died and been reborn.


  He didn’t understand what anyone said. The people who seemed to be his father and mother weren’t Japanese. He didn’t understand a thing. His whole world was the range of whatever was illuminated by that lamp that reeked of tallow instead of using electricity.


  Nevertheless, he didn’t care.


  What had happened to his wife and childhood friend? Was she okay? Had she mourned his death? What would she do now that she was a widow?


  He wanted to go home. Back to his beloved wife.


  His impatience grew by the day. He cried like a baby, and because he was actually a baby, they just couldn’t understand him. And then one day, the young man’s fate took another drastic turn.


   


  It was the day his parents had taken him outside for the very first time. It was also his first time seeing a bloodred sunset in his new body. His parents took him down below what looked like a crumbling church.


  The gloomy basement. The stink of tallow. Realizing he was looking at a black altar and a hint of the stench of rotten blood lurked beneath that tallow stink, the man went pale.


  It looks like some kind of altar for summoning an evil god, he thought as he looked at the people who were his parents in this life. That was when he realized that these parents looked at him the same way his parents in his past life had—like they were looking at a stranger.


  He understood then that he had been born to be a sacrifice for granting their wish.


  And then the ritual began.


  There were about ten people dressed in the kinds of robes wizards wore in storybooks, his parents among them. They all began chanting some kind of spell.


  Even though he wanted to try to fight and get away, he was a powerless baby.


  Why had things turned out like this? Did God hate him that much? Had he done something terrible enough to deserve this? All he wanted was to return to his wife. He didn’t want anything else.


  He could only convey through his wails his conviction that he was willing to even sell his soul to an evil god if it meant he could go back.


  Around the man who was now a baby, something that looked like a magical summoning circle began to glow. The man he had thought was his father plunged the dagger toward his infant flesh when he heard a voice.


  “Do these insolent fools seriously think this offering is enough to summon someone as great and powerful as me?”


  That was when the young man realized that the blade had stopped just before his eyes. In fact, everyone around him had frozen as if time itself had stopped.


  Time had stopped for everyone but him, and the voice then said to the man, “Oho? You’re the kind of soul that’s not from this world. I only decided to accept your invitation since I was surprised that a baby would have the strongest soul among the ritual participants.”


  The voice materialized as a black shadow that looked over the man’s baby form.


  Even though this wasn’t the voice’s actual body, the man knew that he was nothing compared to them—they were some kind of powerful being that was not of this world.


  “I have heard your wish. If you truly mean it, then let us make a pact. However, know that your soul is not nearly enough compensation for the price of crossing over to another world. What would you be willing to offer to me in return?”


  The young man was willing to give anything if it meant he could go back to his wife.


  This talk of other worlds, though, must have meant that this was not the world he had originally been born in. If his soul after he died wouldn’t be enough to get back to his wife, then what would be?


  “Come, let’s hear your answer. I know it’s on the tip of your tongue.”


  At the mocking tone, the man looked around and declared without any hesitation that he would give him all of the souls here.


   


  ***


   


  Daemon King Haebulat had given Geas the right to command the Daemon Army, and on his orders, the army regrouped and began their invasion once again after some unknown entity had attacked and forced them to scatter.


  They had approximately six hundred thousand soldiers. Their Mutant Soldiers comprised the biggest portion of their army, and it included militiamen who were not soldiers as well. Their numbers had drastically diminished since it had taken them so long to assemble and some had fled as well.


  There had been over a million daemons in their army when they had first left the Daemon Lands. Deserters aside, where had nearly half of the army disappeared to?


  “Run as fast as your sorry legs can carry you! The Therianthrope Division under Beast King Gallus’s command shall not suffer the embarrassment of being late to the battlefield!”


  Dark Princess Kylian and her Semimonster Division had vanished and the Therianthrope Division had lost a lot of time due to hypervigilant travel and conflicting information during their searches.


  The Therianthrope Division had also lost squads who had gone out on searches or to procure food but hadn’t returned. What had once been a force of two hundred thousand had decreased to about one hundred fifty thousand soldiers.


  This fact made Beast King Gallus all the more impatient and irritated. They rampaged on, since he didn’t understand the significance of their weaker soldiers running away, even after hearing that the Semimonster Division had disappeared and some unknown entity was out there attacking daemons.


  Something lurked in the forest.


  Those with the instincts of beasts or sensitivity to these kinds of things feared the darkness of the dense forest. The Therianthrope Division had started breaking up again, with many quickening their pace as if they were being chased, slowing down cautiously, or deviating from the route to avoid danger.


  And then, it had happened all so suddenly.


  No one said a word.


  Many in their tribe could see in the dark and were nocturnal, so they didn’t stop to rest at night. As one soldier ran, he started to become afraid that his friend running next to him through the darkness would suddenly transform into something else.


  Such a thing couldn’t possibly happen. They had eaten the same food and been talking up until just a short time ago. Yet now he felt so afraid that he couldn’t call out to him.


  To shake off his fear, he rallied his courage to run closer to his friend and—


  “Agh!”


  He heard a muffled shriek and then realized that his friend was eating some kind of wet lump that he held in his hands.


  “What’s that? And did you hear some kind of shriek?”


  “Dunno.”


  His friend’s voice sounded strange. The way he spoke was weird. It definitely sounded like his friend, but that wasn’t the voice of someone who was still alive.


  The soldier kept intermittently hearing these quiet yelps and grunts. When the other soldiers came to a stop to check the area, his friend did too and quietly held out what was in his hands.


  “Calm down and have some of this. It’s tasty.”


  “Wh-what have you—?”


  It was a bloody lump of raw meat.


  “Uck!”


  Seeing how the eyes of the man who had once been his friend were dull like death and his face was covered in blood, the soldier reflexively thrust his spear straight into him.


  The spearpoint went straight through his throat, but his friend only smirked and bit right into the soldier’s neck, eating him alive.


  The entire division was now busy dealing with the same grisly issue.


  “Ahhh?!”


  “What the hell?!”


  “Are we being attacked?!”


  “Silence! You dare call yourselves soldiers of the Therianthrope Division?!” Gallus bellowed as the soldiers began to panic. “Give me my weapons!”


  Gallus reached toward his attendants standing behind him. However, it wasn’t his enormous weapons that they gave him—they placed a freshly severed head into his hand instead.


  “What?! Gil?”


  He reflexively chucked the head away before recognizing that it had been the head of one of his attendants and glaring at the attendant who had given it to him. The remaining attendant sneered, their eyes dull and yellow.


  “Gorlow?”


  The beastfolk before him looked like Gorlow, who had served him for a long time now. From the neck down, though, his body was swollen like a drowned corpse with some kind of goop dribbling off it. The sight of the earth decomposing at Gorlow’s feet snapped Gallus back to his senses.


  “Damn you, demon! How dare you take Gorlow’s body as a vessel!”


  And with that scream, countless demons throughout their troops revealed themselves and began mercilessly shredding and consuming the daemon soldiers.


  Even ten soldiers weren’t enough to defeat a single demon. The Beast King was the only one in their army capable of holding his own against one.


  Lesser demons and those even weaker than that couldn’t take an intelligent creature as their vessel without a fight. Which meant that all of these demons here were—


  “Damn yoooooooou!”


  Gallus was covered in blood as he swung his sword.


  Still, there was an obvious difference in their strength. The demons may have been fewer in number, but they had managed to decrease the daemon army’s numbers by causing the normal soldiers to flee in fear. Now five—no, ten misshapen demons were closing in on Gallus.
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  Gallus then sensed an awful presence. He whirled around in surprise to find some creature in the form of a beautiful girl with an empty smile raising a golden sword.


  “Meow.”


  There was this dull slashing noise as Beast King Gallus and his sword were split in half.


  Nia indifferently scooped up the soul of the crumpled corpse and then clapped as she turned toward the demons.


  “Okay, everybody. Did you all find good vessels? Now, I want you to put your all into our hunt for our mistress,” the arch demon Nia said flatly.


  The demons, having completed their daemon massacre, assembled in a line and gave a salute.


  Nia and the other attendants had summoned these greater demons from Lost Eden to help search for Yulucia. There were about two thousand of them, carefully selected specifically to work for Yulucia. And now that they had fully materialized in this world through their vessels, they had things that looked like spectacles fashioned out of seaweed on their noses and kombu kelp wrapped around their necks like ties. Those who had names began exchanging small rectangles of paper among themselves.


  Yulucia’s attendants knew that she was alive and well because their souls were bound to her, but they had chosen this latest path of violence after deciding they needed more hands to help out in this world.


  And thus, Yulucia had no idea how the fates of the daemons, the humans, and someone who had once been a young man had been twisted.


   


  ***


   


  Several weeks after Saint Yulucia disappeared, the main forces of the Daemon Army finally made it through the forest of their lands and attempted to wage battle against the waiting human armies.


  The human armies were made up of forces dispatched from the strongest nations in the center of the continent, such as Talitelud, Telthed, and Sigoules, and were supplemented by mercenaries from the northern countries, bringing them to a total of three hundred thousand soldiers.


  Although the Daemon Army had departed with over a million soldiers, the Semimonster Division and the Therianthrope Division that could be called the wings of their army had mysteriously vanished. Several militias had deserted on top of that, and by the time they reached this point, there were only about two hundred fifty thousand of them left, mostly comprised of the Mutant Soldiers.


  Had their full million force managed to make it all the way here, the northern countries would have taken serious damage even with the time to prepare for a surprise attack, and both sides would have been grievously wounded, just as the army’s adviser Geas had anticipated.


  Geas silently fumed at the numbers he could see in the corner of his eye as his gaze swept over the two armies marshaled together across the wilderness.


  I’m out of time, Geas thought.


  He was a human who had snuck into the Daemon Lands by hiding what he truly was. He spent decades raising his position so that he could bring this scenario into existence.


  Originally, he had intended to summon a Demon Lord, but he got the uncontrollable Beast instead. Even the invasion he had mobilized the Daemon Army for had been hindered by new enemies—one of which was a higher vampire. He’d barely escaped that battle with his life.


  His elderly body looked withered and cracked, and he now looked especially old. Still, he had come too far to stop now. His hands were smeared with the blood of countless people and he could never take that back. More than anything else, though, he was keenly aware that his life was nearing its end.


  The human armies and Daemon Army began to mobilize. Skirmishes had broken out all over already, started by glory-seeking mercenaries and other kinds of independent forces.


   


  And on one part of the battlefield…


  “Manifeest Light!” Antiquoua enchanted Alfio’s sword with a mispronounced Holy Weapon spell.


  “Eat this! Cutting Crag Sword!” Alfio launched a generic magical attack that he had come up with when he was fourteen. The giant two-horned daemon easily batted it away.


  “Al! Get this one too!”


  While he had been busy dueling one daemon, Celia had been surrounded by ten more daemon soldiers.


  “Ice Arrow!” Aureline rained down dozens of arrows of ice that sapped away the enemy’s vitality and left them frozen in place.


  “Fireball!” It was followed up by a ball of fire from Adeline that burned the hindered daemons to ashes.


  “Gwaaaaaaaaaaah!” A large daemon leaped out from the flames and pointed his weapon at the sisters.


  “Oh no you don’t!”


  Celia intercepted to catch the blow. Alfio followed up by beheading the daemon from behind.


  “Phew.” Alfio wiped the sweat off his brow now that things had settled down.


  They had been cautious because of the strength of that daemon dressed like a maid they had encountered, but they had managed to subdue two daemon platoons at this point.


  Seeing how well they were doing, Alfio was starting to regain his confidence. Thinking that surely even Sigoules would now recognize how great he was when he returned home eventually, he smiled at his companions. “We did it, guys!”


  To which the others responded…


  “Right.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Uh, so we did.”


  The ladies didn’t seem nearly as enthusiastic. One hadn’t bothered to respond at all. Antiquoua looked annoyed that he had interrupted her discussion about tactics with Celia, and Adeline wasn’t even looking at him. Aureline was the only one who gave a decent answer, but she was cowering behind Adeline and he couldn’t really make out her expression.


  They still relied on Alfio during battles and negotiations, but they had started acting distant toward him during all other situations. In fact, they had even been flinching away whenever he reached out to touch their shoulders or hands.


  But why?!


  It felt like something had greatly altered his destiny. When had his companions started acting so differently toward him? Had it started when they had retreated from the Daemon King’s castle without fighting him? Or when they had ransacked the Daemon King’s treasury? Or maybe when they had caused problems in that town in Kolkopo and been chased out by their military police?


  Or was it as far back as when they had run away from that golden monster in Duke Capell’s lands? Wasn’t it common sense for mercenaries to flee when they encountered an enemy they couldn’t defeat?


  Besides, it was a hero’s special right to steal treasures from their enemies.


  He had the same right to live as any human, and so that meant he was in the right to oppose anything that defied logic. All of the main characters in the books he had read in his past life had done exactly as he had, hadn’t they?


  Then why? Damn it all! Why are they suddenly acting so differently just because I made a little mistake?


  Alfio just didn’t understand. He had decked himself out based on what he knew from his past life. As a result, people had only judged him based on his appearance, resulting in them becoming impervious to his armor of choice just because they started doubting him a little.


  Truth be told, even a self-professed Hero like Alfio would have grown adequately stronger should they have encountered hardships to overcome on their way to the Daemon King’s castle and taken the opportunity to prove their spirit could not be broken. Surely, if only he had strength that defied common sense, he would have been able to smooth over these kinds of problems and his lady companions would have continued to tolerate him without their opinion of him changing.


  Alfio knew that he had to find a way to earn back their goodwill, even if it meant joining this war as a mercenary.


  “Al!” Antiquoua’s shriek got Alfio’s attention and he looked to see daemons the same size as the giant one he’d just felled approaching.


  There was a dozen or so of them. They must have been some kind of elite troop among the Daemon Army.


  “Whoa, we need to—” Alfio was about to say “run,” but he stopped when he noticed Antiquoua, Adeline, and the others silently staring at him, willing him to show some kind of heroic pride.


  Adeline was particularly zealous in her blind belief in the Hero, since she was from the Holy Kingdom. Since she refused to accept that her younger sister—whom she despised—was the Saint, Adeline especially expected him to uphold her standards of what being the Hero looked like.


  On the bright side, this meant that she hadn’t given up on Alfio yet. That brought him to the verge of tears.


  In any case, what was an elite unit from the Daemon Army doing in a place like this? The main forces clashed far away at the heart of the battlefield. Only mercenaries who had been stationed at this location were fighting here. Why would an elite unit need to come to this place?


  “Fireball!” Adeline was sharp and the quickest to grasp the situation, so she cast a wide-ranged spell before the enemy could engage them. However…


  Aureline gasped.


  “No way! They blocked Sister’s spell!”


  Unlike the last giant, who had only been wearing leather armor, these daemons had fire-resistant shields. Their leader charged at the sisters and swung down his axe.


  “Adelie!” Celia’s shriek reverberated across the battlefield.


  It made sense to target strong wizards first in a battle since they were like snipers and bombardiers. Celia rushed forward to be their tank, but she wasn’t fast enough.


  Perhaps Alfio could have buffed his defenses with a spell and used his own body as a shield. However, he had memories of a life lived in times of peace, and since his goal in this one was to live surrounded by women, he definitely was not prepared to die.


  Even so, just as the last remnants of his pride as a man spurred him to take a step forward—


  Bash!


  “Gwaaaaaaaaaaah?!”


  The giant’s arm was suddenly separated from his body before he could even swing. He let out an anguished scream as he was then sent flying. The newcomer caught Adeline in one arm before she collapsed and pointed his golden sword at the other daemons to keep them at bay.


  “Prince Ludoric?”


  “Yeah, it’s me. Seems you’ve gotten yourself into quite a mess, Adeline.”


  Adeline examined the boy’s face. Heat bloomed across her cheeks as it clicked that she was now in the arms of her childhood friend. He’d grown much taller since she had last seen him.


  “Graaaaaaaaaaaah!”


  The elite daemons all attacked the newcomer.


  Krak!


  However, Ludoric didn’t reach for the shield on his back, instead choosing to block the gigantic axe with his sword in one hand. He didn’t budge an inch.


  “Aureline!”


  “Oh, right!”


  Ludoric entrusted Adeline to his other cousin and warded off another axe swing from a giant before slashing at the daemon’s knees with his golden enchanted sword. With the daemon now at a lower position, he cut straight through his enemy’s neck.


  The rest of the giant daemons attacked all at once. Since they were among the best of the daemon soldiers, they recognized that Ludoric was a Hero-class warrior and surrounded him. Ludoric wasn’t rattled; he deftly used his shield to block their attacks and slayed them one after another.


  There were still more enemies, though. Ludoric shone with the silver light of his elemental’s protection as more daemons descended on him. Nearby, Alfio let out a mute scream.


  Ludoric only grinned fearlessly at them. “I’ll have you know that I didn’t come here alone.”


  That was when an intense burst of light shone from the top of the hill.


  “ ､  (Light)!”


  It was an attack invoked using true Primal, not the simplified wording as passed down from the elves of old. It cleaved through the ground and cut down hundreds of daemons.


  The handsome boy standing on top of the hill with his golden enchanted sword smiled back at Ludoric.


  “Ooh, the Hero is here!” the mercenaries and soldiers in the vicinity all cried out as one.


  “Quite the entrance, Noel.” Ludoric couldn’t help but crack a smile at the dramatic display.


  Saint Yulucia’s solitary pilgrimage to the Daemon Lands to settle things with the Beast had driven Noel the Hero and Ludoric the Holy Warrior to lead seven thousand reinforcements into battle against the daemons. Had the two of them gone to the Daemon Lands by themselves, they could have rescued her. However, they assumed that Yulucia must have taken her attendants with her because Noel and Ludoric weren’t strong enough to face the Beast.


  Additionally, others had wanted to go to the Daemon Lands of their own volition out of concern for Yulucia’s welfare. The two boys didn’t have it in them to disregard their feelings and thus had been unable to go to the Daemon Lands alone.


  The two decided to defeat the Daemon Generals, since they would probably be the ones to try to stop Yulucia, and so they had been helping her from the shadows as they marched toward the Daemon Lands. It was taking them much longer to cross the land than if it had just been Noel and Ludoric, but the boys recognized their shortcomings and had chosen the path of combining everyone’s strength to save Yulucia.


   


  “Why?” Alfio mumbled to himself as he gazed upon the heroic warriors. “I was supposed to be the main character.”


  He watched from a distance as the actual Hero shone with light as he raised up his golden sword and all of the knights and soldiers cheered for him. He had a prince for a friend and a princess who was going to grow up to be the kind of beauty capable of launching a thousand ships.


  The ladies who were Alfio’s companions, including Adeline, gazed reverently at the true Hero and the gallant prince. Once, they had looked that same way at Alfio.


  “Hey.”


  Alfio snapped back to reality at the prince’s rude attempt to get their attention as he leisurely approached.


  Two years prior, the prince had been shorter than Alfio, but now he was of equal height, maybe even taller. Seeing the boy’s priceless mithril armor, pure white surcoat, and the golden enchanted sword in his hand made Alfio keenly aware of the difference in their rank and how inferior he was.


  “Uh, hey, Your Highness! Apologies, but I don’t think we’re so buddy-buddy that you can just greet us like that. We’re here fighting in this war too, so how about you show some appreciation first?”


  “Yeah, sure, I am grateful you’re here.”


  The ladies gawked at Alfio’s obstinacy, but Ludoric breezily brushed it off as he walked right past him. “Adeline.”


  “Prince Ludoric.”


  His somewhat accusatory gaze made Adeline’s eyes well up with tears.


  In the past, she would have assumed that he was blaming her for what she had done and snapped at him out of her innate willfulness, but she wasn’t so childish anymore. She could now understand that he only acted this way out of worry for her. She suddenly felt repentant. She had lived her life doing as she pleased and not caring for anyone else. She had heard her mother had been the same way when she was young.


  The women of House Cowell all had such deep hearts and thus acted out to attract people’s interest. Adeline’s unhappiness had been the result of her mother—the most deep-hearted person of all—not admonishing her for all the snide remarks she had said to her father.


  And because Adeline’s heart was so deep, she had been unable to give up who she had been up until now for the sake of protecting someone else.


  “I-I…!” was all Adeline could say before she could no longer bear to look her former fiancé in the eye.


  She wouldn’t be able to meet his gaze until she finally exposed her little sister’s true nature to him and everyone else who believed in her.


   


  While all this was taking place in a corner of the battlefield, the war still waged on.


  “Make way!”


  An enormous daemon pushed through the crowd with a unit of dark knights in tow.


  At their head was Captain Darnell of the Mutant Soldiers. He had been giving commands in the Daemon King’s stead since the other commanders were missing, but after hearing from their adviser Geas that the Hero had appeared on the battlefield, he had given Geas the right to command his army instead. Darnell had come to face the Hero.


  “I’ve found you, Heroooooo!”


  Daemons revered strength above all. As the hope of all humans, the Hero was the kind of worthy opponent Darnell dreamed of fighting.


  “A Daemon General?” Noel’s eyes narrowed threateningly as he looked at the daemon.


  Clang!


  “Where’s Lucia? Where’s the Saint?!”


  “The Saint? How the hell should I know?! Don’t get distracted, Hero!”


  Yulucia had gone to the Daemon Lands. Assuming she hadn’t flown, she must have run into the Daemon Army along the way, which meant that a Daemon General should know her whereabouts. Such thoughts had led Noel to voice his question, yet Darnell truly had no idea and tried to purposely incite his anger.


  As they crossed swords, Darnell was sure that this boy was truly the Hero. The boy was much stronger than he had imagined, so he prodded him in an attempt to draw out the true power of the Hero. However, were Noel to unleash his power that was an explosion of emotion for the girl he loved, then Daemon General Darnell wouldn’t stand a chance.


  “If you don’t know, then get out of my way!”


  Powerful light surged out from Noel.


  There was just too big a gap in their strength. A single swing from Noel was enough to chip the mithril longsword Darnell wielded, which had once belonged to a former would-be Hero. The second left cracks all over it, and on the third strike, Noel sliced through not only the sword but Darnell’s body as well. The daemon looked dumbfounded as he crumpled onto the ground, looking as if he had just seen the impossible.


  Everyone in the vicinity had gone quiet as they watched the fight so one-sided it couldn’t even be called a battle.


  Noel glanced with unfeeling eyes at Darnell and murmured forlornly, “Lucia.”


  He then pointed his sword at the Daemon Army again.


  He was the natural enemy of daemons. The murderer from humankind.


  The small, fearsome demigod swept through the battlefield, all for the sake of the girl he loved.


  “What is the meaning of this?”


  Geas was frantic now.


  Originally, he had intended to work with the Daemon King to summon a Demon Lord and turn this world into a hell. He had plotted to mobilize every single one of the daemons against the human nations to kill countless people. He’d tricked them into giving him command over the army and schemed to turn the battle into one where both sides were losing lives.


  But it had all gone wrong.


  Instead of a Demon Lord, an untamable Beast had been summoned. Half of his army had disappeared and even Darnell had been easily defeated by the Hero after Geas had foisted him on the boy. Where the Hero was, the tides of battle were changing and it was no longer a stalemate.


  Geas felt like he was in a nightmare.


  He had worked for decades for this plan, spending valuable time conducting the secret soul-gathering spell in the Daemon Lands and human nations alike as he bided his time waiting for this very moment.


  Geas needed an immense number of souls to get his wish.


  [image: ]


  He was even becoming paranoid that some kind of powerful being was out there messing with him on purpose.


  “Curses,” Geas grumbled as he shifted his attention to the number in the corner of his vision.


  It read “003.” With overwhelming sorrow, Geas channeled more of the souls he had collected into it and the display ticked up to “004.”


  This counter had only gone up by one even though he had channeled in a hundred souls. If everything had gone as planned, he should have had a million souls by now and gotten his wish.


  Light flared across the battlefield, destroying any troops it hit. Geas gnashed his teeth as he watched soldiers beginning to flee. “Damn you, Hero!”


  Geas had not factored into his calculations the possibility that the real Hero might actually show up. According to daemon legends, the Hero was the disciple of light who had the blessing of the light arch elemental. He was the mortal enemy of all things evil, and his holy shining light purified all darkness.


  That being had taught Geas that demons determined the value of a soul based on its emotions. Love, hatred, sadness, anger, fear, lust, remorse, jealousy, pleasure, despair—demons tended to like souls that were intertwined with multiple emotions.


  However, the Hero and Saint’s holy light purified such negative emotions.


  “I guess I’m out of time,” Geas growled loathsomely. He cast a flying spell and took to the air.


  His disciples called out to him in confusion.


  “Lord Geas?!”


  “Where are you going?”


  “I’m sorry. I know I wasn’t a good master to you all, so the least I can do is warn you to get away from here.”


  The way Geas spoke with such unusual solemnity confused his disciples even more.


  “What are you going to do?!”


  The disciples quickly used their own flying spells to follow him. The spell their master began to wordlessly invoke had the disciples wondering if he was actually sane.


  “I summon thee! Come forth, Flame Djinn!”


  The air shifted. They all began to sweat under the sudden change in temperature.


  An inferno of fire erupted across the battlefield and those who got caught in the giant summoning circle screamed. Geas used not only nearly all of his magic powers and life force, but about a hundred of the souls he had collected as well, converting them into magic power along with the souls of the soldiers. Such was the price to pay for what materialized in the circle.


  He was a giant about thirty feet tall with reddish copper skin and hair, wearing garments of flames.


  The Flame Djinn.


  Some said he had once been an arch elemental of flame, while others claimed he had been born from the fire of a dragon. This being had once been a servant of the gods until he lost his mind and took countless lives, provoking their wrath. They had sealed him within the depths of the earth as punishment. According to fairy tales, he was a world-shaking calamity.


  And now that calamity was here on the battlefield.


  “Kill them all.”


  “Graaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”


  Geas’s voice sounded as rickety as a dead tree as he gave the command, at which the Flame Djinn let out a shriek of joy.


  The Flame Djinn could not be controlled. He existed only for his destructive drive to rage against this world.


  Geas hadn’t used this method for collecting souls because the Flame Djinn obeyed no orders except to destroy, and by summoning him, Geas had risked his own life. The djinn was distracted at the moment because of all the lives here, but once it was finished with them, it would attempt to kill him as well for having bound it.


  Once its summoner was dead, who knew if it would actually return to the depths of the earth?


  “Graaaaaaaaah!”


  The Flame Djinn blew its fiery breath far and wide.


  Thousands of humans and daemons alike were swallowed up in the tsunami of fire. That single attack effortlessly claimed so many lives in its tyrannical blaze. Some soldiers who had chosen to stick together managed to resist it briefly, but they succumbed one after another in the undying flames.


  It wouldn’t be long before everyone here was dead.


  However, as the battlefield was transformed into a scene straight out of Hell, someone didn’t hesitate—


  “ ､  (Light)!”


  The light from Noel the Hero tore through the flames, purging the hellfire.


  “Everyone, get back!”


  At Noel’s command, the soldiers came back to themselves and started carrying away the injured on their shoulders, be they friend or foe, as they evacuated the area.


  Geas ground his teeth with frustration as the Flame Djinn shifted his focus onto Noel and attacked him for interrupting the destruction spree.


  He brought down his gigantic fist. Noel managed to leap out of the way, but the ground cracked upon impact and flames erupted toward the Hero.


  Bash!


  “Are you okay?!”


  “Ludoric!”


  The flames were quenched by the silver light of Ludoric’s golden enchanted sword as he now stood next to Noel.


  “I’ll shield you from the fire, so you focus on attacking!”


  “I guess that’s our only option.”


  As the Holy Warrior, Ludoric was far more skilled at defending than Noel. Noel could use what openings Ludoric made to attack the creature, but that was the best they could hope for.


  The Flame Djinn was Calamity Rank, meaning it was as strong as an arch elemental or arch demon and capable of causing a cataclysm. This being could truly be considered Daemon Lord Rank as well, and not in name only, as the king of the daemons was.


  Ordinary humans couldn’t injure it—only the Hero or someone who was Hero Rank and had the blessing of an arch elemental could fight it. Moreover, the Holy Warrior and Hero couldn’t possibly hope to defeat a Daemon Lord Rank enemy without the Saint to protect them.


  Since Noel had rushed in right away, the losses weren’t as high as they had feared. The flames had caused immense damage, though, and thousands had been rendered unable to move. Although the two boys could defend themselves, they had to somehow draw the Flame Djinn’s attention away.


  The Flame Djinn drew in another big breath.


  Were he allowed to unleash it, the majority of those in critical condition on the ground would perish. Those still conscious prepared themselves for the worst as Noel and Ludoric turned what little hope they had left into courage and readied themselves to use their enchanted blades as shields. And in that moment—


  “Do not resign yourselves to death.”


  The hope of the people glided onto the hellish battleground.


  The remaining flames were dispersed by golden feathers that fluttered down from the heavens. Amid the feathers, a golden angel wearing an elegant dress that was blacker than night and shone with the silver of moonlight flapped her golden wings.


  “Lu…cia?”


  “Yulucia!”


  At hearing the boys’ voices, all of the wounded raised their heads to see that the Saint was now a golden angel with a black cat riding on her shoulder. She gently spread her arms and beautiful wings toward those on the ground. “Manifest Golden Light!”


  The healing powers of her Glimmering Holy Magic manifested as fluttering golden feathers. The feathers were like a storm of falling cherry blossoms across the brutal battlefield. They snowed down upon the injured and healed all of their wounds in the blink of an eye.


  Those who had just regenerated the limbs they had lost in the war stopped to gape at themselves. Both ally and enemy alike—human and daemon—gazed up at the sky, looking like little children seeing an angel for the very first time. The Saint flapped her wings and smiled down lovingly at them all.


  The Flame Djinn turned to cinder and crumbled as if he too had been purified by her smile. The wind then blew his ashes away.


  Episode 12:
I Have Become the Angel of the Battlefield


   


  WITH RINNE RIDING ON MY SHOULDER, I smiled down at the battlefield.


  And then the fake, uninvited fire arch elemental’s face stiffened. When I met his gaze, he turned into pure white ash and crumbled away.


  Seriously, what the heck? Why did he choose to kill himself just because I smiled at him?! I’m guessing he was mad or something?!


  Well, anyway, it didn’t matter. It seemed I had arrived just in the nick of time.


  I had to fly just to make it back here so quickly, you know? I used my golden wings made of Glimmering Holy Magic, so hopefully no one would try to tease me about them.


  Seeing how many people were on the verge of dying made me panic. It was just so adorable how hopeless so many of them were feeling as they lay dying. I couldn’t help but stop to admire them. But then I realized they were all about to actually get killed, so I quickly healed every one of them! After all, them dying like that would mean that I wouldn’t be able to take their souls, and I couldn’t have that! Thinking about it now, though, I probably hadn’t needed to heal everybody here, but hey, listen to that!


  So many humans were now crying out with joy because I’d accidentally fully healed them!


  “Huh? Why is my body all healed?!”


  “Is that the Saint?!”


  “That’s the human Saint?”


  “Why does she have wings?!”


  “I want the Saint to step on me.”


  “That’s our princess! Ha ha!”


  “Is that an angel?”


  “I want her to step on me in those heels.”


  “The Saint sure is great!”


  “The princess has wings! Ha ha!”


  “Please step on me!”


  “How did my cavities and athlete’s foot get cured?!”


  “What kind of magic was that?!”


  “Yas, Saint!”


  I admit, some of the comments were weird.


  I was definitely going to punish Sarah and Bri later for how much they were laughing right now.


  “Yulucia!”


  “Lucia!”


  The boys’ voices rang out over the hubbub across the battlefield. I looked to find Rick and Noel rushing toward me, just as I had expected.


  Huh? Why did Rick look kind of mad? Was he angry at me?


  Even Noel was rushing at me with such energy I thought he might leap at me to hug me. Were I to try to stop him with a whack to the head, the shockwave of it would probably upheave the ground.


  But just before the two of them could reach me, they stopped with a jolt as if they had been struck by lightning. Huh? I tilted my head, wondering what had gotten into them as Noel pointed his blade at me—or rather, at Rinne on my shoulder.


  “Lucia! Get away from that thing!”


  “Careful, Noel.”


  Ooh. That silly Rinne must have started giving off a threatening aura since they were getting so close. I bet that fake arch elemental had killed himself out of fear of Rinne too! That’s gotta be it!


  I would have to ask Rinne later why he was being so prickly toward the two of them.


  “Neither of you has anything to worry about. I made him vow to obey me,” I explained.


  ‹It was much more than a vow.›


  ‹Hush, Rinne.›


  The two boys were shocked by this, having sensed that Rinne was that black lightning demon, so I smiled threateningly at Rinne, warning him not to say anything that would cause any problems for me later.


  Rick was the first to react as he sheathed his sword with a sigh. “Just accept it, Noel. You know how she is.”


  “Yeah, but…”


  Noel was far from convinced, but he reluctantly agreed to go along with it since Rinne had managed to get rid of that fake arch elemental. Still, Rick’s phrasing kind of irked me.


  “Putting that aside, Yulucia. I understand you’re the Saint and all, but I can’t believe you healed our enemies.”


  “Oh, speaking of which, Big Brother Ludoric. You know the Daemon King? Well, I spoke with him and he agreed to end the war.”


  “What?!”


  The two looked shocked all over again at hearing this.


  ‹Not that the Daemon King knows what he’s in for,› Rinne commented.


  ‹Hey, I solved his problems, didn’t I?!›


  Murmur…


  “The Daemon King said that?!”


  “That little girl managed to persuade him?!”


  “The Saint’s so amazing!”


  “Huh? Does this mean the war’s over?!”


  “Step on me, Saint!”


  “She sure is a force to be reckoned with!”


  “That’s our princess for you! Ha ha!”


  “Our princess always gets what she wants. Ha ha!”


  “The Saint’s unstoppable!”


  “Please step on me!”


  There were more strange comments again, and Sarah and Bri had earned themselves even further punishment.


  Putting that all aside! Really! Moving on!


  “The war isn’t over yet, everyone. There’s still the mastermind to contend with.”


  Everyone was getting too relaxed, so I changed the topic. Rick and Noel frowned and we all fixed our eyes on the person who was just a dot in the sky right now.


  That being said, you deserve punishment as well for causing so much mischief on my hunting grounds.


   


  ***


   


  “Who is she?”


  After the sudden upheaval of the situation, Geas was utterly confused and full of intense indignation. Just a few moments more, and it would have all been over. He had been so close to getting his wish. He had summoned a dangerous being that would even attack his own summoner, and would have been able to gather the minimum number of souls once the Hero and his allies were killed. 


  But then the Flame Djinn had disappeared, as if purified by that golden light, and everyone on the verge of death had been fully restored.


  All because she showed up.


  Just as he was about to glare at the golden girl who had ruined his plans, he shivered with fear as he felt the dreadful presence of the black cat on her shoulder.


  “Is that the Beast?! Impossible!”


  The vicious demon had been summoned to plunge the world into a maelstrom of war, but now here he was, riding on the girl’s shoulder like an ordinary cat. What was more, from what he could make out of their conversation, the girl had managed to persuade Daemon King Haebulat to surrender.


  Haebulat had memories of his past life just like Geas did. How had she managed to persuade him when this world brought him such despair? And what was more, the girl had even managed to get the Beast to yield to her?


  Geas had judged her to be the True Saint based on her appearance alone. The True Saint who possessed mighty magic and healed the hearts and bodies of the wounded with her big heart. But there was something strange about this situation. Something terribly wrong. No human girl should have been capable of accomplishing this much.


  That was when she looked up at Geas. Her loving smile sent a chill down Geas’s spine. Though he was still high in the sky above her, he felt like he was now face-to-face with a starving carnivore.


  That girl was no Saint.


  “Hear me, my god! O Evil God! I call upon you through our pact. Open the gate for me to another world!”


   


  ***


   


  “Huh?”


  The old man up above—the mastermind behind everything—started using some kind of strange power. His magic and life force had gone dry already, so what more was he possibly planning to do?


  ‹He’s probably doing this because you looked at him like he was a tasty snack.›


  ‹I couldn’t help it!›


  Why was Rinne always teasing me? But seriously, he looked so stressed out, like he was really struggling. I couldn’t help wanting a little nibble!


  And in any case, what was this I was sensing? Something about his soul had piqued my interest. From its vibes, I could sense anger, confusion, fear—and was that sorrow? We weren’t exactly alike or anything, so what was it about him that made me so curious? Furthermore, on his soul was—


  ‹He’s made a pact with someone.›


  ‹Yeah. I think you’re right.›


  I had pretty much expected that. It wasn’t easy to see, since his pact was with someone else, but there were obvious traces of this Geas guy’s pact with some otherworldly being on his soul.


  No wonder he had been trying to gather souls.


  I could feel a strange power flowing through not only the battlefield, but this entire region. Although so many must have died already because of the war, I hadn’t seen any souls dispersing. Souls that had gained lots of experiences would spend those experience points to be reborn. Those without enough would return to the world to be reborn as brand-new souls instead.


  Geas had taken all of the souls that should have been returned to the world for himself.


  How awful!


  I was so relieved my attendants hadn’t been the ones accidentally doing it!


  ‹Yulucia, this aura belongs to someone powerful.›


  ‹Yes, I can feel it.›


  The ground started to rumble because of a god or a demon or whatever it was that Geas had called, and people began to shout. At the center of that power was…


  “Everyone over there, listen. You need to evacuate. Now!” I had no idea how they heard me amid all of the commotion, but the people I pointed at started scattering in all directions.


  ‹Isn’t this exactly what you were planning to do?›


  ‹Huh?› I wasn’t, though?


  ‹Be careful. The depths of the earth are opening.›


  Just as I heard Rinne’s voice in my head again, a black vortex appeared in the ground and started drawing in the people who hadn’t managed to get away. This simply wouldn’t do.


  “Manifest Golden Light!” I threw my Glimmering Holy Magic spell at the vortex in an effort to save them and, on impact, the people were blown outside of its range.


  All right!


  ‹You’re hurt.›


  ‹Shh.›


  Oh no! While I was bantering with Rinne, the old man plunged into the vortex.


  He got away…


  In any case, I probably needed to do something about this vortex or else we might all be in trouble. My magical attack had weakened it for now, but I knew it wouldn’t be long before it was back to full strength sucking up everything in the area again.


  ‹Is there anything you can do about it, Rinne?› I looked at him on my shoulder as I asked, but he merely yawned with disinterest.


  ‹At worst, it’ll consume everything in the vicinity. I could destroy it myself if I wanted, but I think I’d just end up making even more of a mess.›


  ‹True.›


  Rinne was the Beast, after all; his specialty was destruction. Since I was not only the Devil, but also the Beast, that meant I wasn’t good about handling delicate things either. Not that I was sloppy or anything. I simply wasn’t good at working out details.


  Someone spoke up from directly behind me. “This won’t be a problem.”


  “Eep!” I jumped and whirled around.


  It was Noah, with my other three demon attendants.


  That scared me half to death! Where had they been this whole time?!


  “So, what’s your plan?” I asked calmly without giving any hint of how much he had spooked me, yet the way Noah smirked made me think he saw right through me.


  “Leave everything to us. Open—”


  “Lost Eden!” all four of my attendants chimed together in unison.


  Huh?


  They manipulated space using something that looked like a key. A pitch-black space expanded out and covered the black vortex like a lid. However…


  “It didn’t work.”


  “Don’t give up so soon!”


  What was even going on?! Moreover, Lost Eden was my intrinsic pocket dimension, wasn’t it? Why did they have a key to it?!


  “We’re attempting to dispossess the enemy of their intrinsic pocket dimension by eroding it from this side. However, they are putting up a surprisingly good resistance against your power, Mistress.”


  “Oh.” My inner American accidentally came out again and I sank into silence.


  So, the being that old man had made a pact with was much stronger than we had assumed?


  Sparks flew as the black vortex resisted being eroded by Lost Eden. I wanted to say that it would sort itself out eventually, but Noah was always speedy at completing whatever task he set out to do and didn’t really care about anything other than me, so he quickly gave up on most other things.


  “Then it should keep it contained for now, at least?” I asked.


  “It will probably hold for several hours,” Noah told me in a matter-of-fact tone as he opened his pocket watch (that his vessel had originally purchased using embezzled funds before I eventually gave it back to him anyway).


  I wasn’t sure if that would be enough time for Rick and Noel to escape. What should my next move be?


  “Can’t we just go in there and wreck everything inside instead?”


  “Because that would have been too easy.”


  “Let’s get in there and show ’em what we’ve got!”


  Nia, Tina, and Fanny each spoke in turn with demonic grins on their faces.


  Well, that seemed to be our only option at this point.


  ‹Is it just me or are these four even more twisted than they were back in the Demon Realm?›


  ‹Shh.›


  I swear, it wasn’t because of the vessels I’d given them!


  “Lucia!”


  “What are you planning to do, Yulucia?!”


  My attendants and I were getting ready to jump into the black vortex when the two boys came running over. 


  “Listen, it’s very dangerous here, so I want the two of you to help everyone evacuate. This entire region is going to end up swallowed up by that thing unless we do something.”


  “And just what are you going to do?!”


  Huh? Why was he so mad?


  “Don’t tell me that you’re planning on jumping headfirst into danger all by yourself again!”


  I didn’t answer.


  So that’s what it was. Humans were just so fussy about the end results—everything had to be perfect or else.


  “He will be accompanying me this time, so I should be fine.” I pointed at Rinne on my shoulder, who looked at the two boys in turn with disinterest and turned away with a snicker. What was that all about?


  He could just be so immature when it came to humans.


  Rick glared back at Rinne, who still felt powerful even as he suppressed his presence, and then directed his attention back at me. “But he’s still dangerous, isn’t he? Can you really trust him?”


  “Lucia, if this might end up putting you into danger, then I—we’re coming with you.” Noel nodded firmly at Rick.


  “Huh?”


  “What the—?!”


  The second they tried to walk toward us, the two froze and became unable to take another step.


  Ooh, I was pretty sure I knew why. The black vortex was filled with evil, and while demons wouldn’t hesitate to advance, Noel and Rick were humans with hardly any evil in their hearts; their souls simply refused to get any closer. The majority of the daemons, who were more like animals and fought by instinct, probably wouldn’t be able to either.


  “I won’t be stopped—”


  “Noel, don’t. If you tried to attack it from here, it might swallow up even more of the area and make things even worse,” I said.


  The situation was basically like I had managed to snag a fish that had just happened to pop its head up above the water. If we acted too rashly, I was afraid the intrinsic pocket dimensions would stop clashing and the space would escape me completely before I managed to catch them.


  The whole situation was a bit annoying, though my thoughts brought a disconcerted smile to my face that got Noel to lower his blade.


  “So I’m still not strong enough.”


  “You mean we have no choice but to stand back and let you handle everything again?”


  There was a long silence as I didn’t say anything in response.


  Yeesh, that really isn’t what’s going on here. There’s a completely different reason.


  “Don’t worry. It may take some time, but I will return.”


  I was afraid that they would figure out all of my secrets if I let this conversation continue, so I turned my back on their weak smiles and quickened my pace away from their feelings of tragic heroism so I could leap into the black vortex.


  All right. I’d managed to slip out of that situation.


  At the time, though, I hadn’t realized that…there was someone here with a grudge against me.


   


  ***


   


  I will offer the souls of everyone here, except mine.


  Those were the terms of Geas’s pact.


  “Very well. I accept.”


  The Evil God gave him knowledge and secret spells that would be useful in this world. With them, baby Geas was able to use magic and kill a person for the very first time.


  “Ha ha ha! Yes, that’s it. But that’s not enough. You must make an offering of a great number of souls. Only then will your wish come true.”


  And after having lived such an ordinary life so far, Geas gave up his original name to adapt to the life of countless crimes that awaited him for the sake of having his wish granted. He called himself Geas for the oath he had taken.


  After that, baby Geas summoned a low-ranking demon to raise him and help him to survive. From the moment the pact was made, he could see a number in the corner of his eye: 999. Seeing the number tick down by one every day disturbed him, but since he was a baby, there was nothing he could do about it for the next three years or so of his life.


  The daily countdown only worsened his indescribable anxiety.


  When at last he was able to walk outside on his own two feet, the tracker was down to two digits and Geas shouted up toward the sky, “Answer me, Evil God! What does this number mean?!”


  He had tried getting an answer countless times before. The Evil God was fickle and never answered. However, his desperation must have finally gotten through to the demon, because that was when he heard the Evil God’s voice for the first time in three years:


  “You haven’t gathered any souls yet. Why did you summon me?”


  “Answer me, Evil God! What is this number I see?! Why does it keep decreasing?!”


  The Evil God laughed with disdain. “It’s simple. When that number reaches zero, your woman shall no longer be your wife.”


  “What—?”


  The Evil God showed Geas images of the other world in his mind.


  He saw his wife, the woman who had also been his childhood best friend. It had been less than three years since Geas had been reborn in this world, and although she still retained much of her youth, she was now an adult woman and even more beautiful than he remembered.


  “Ooh…” Tears streamed down Geas’s toddler face.


  She was alive and well. After Geas died, she hadn’t gone back home and instead had chosen to live by herself in the apartment the two of them had once shared.


  How much sorrow had she felt? How much hardship had she experienced since her husband had died? Geas was sad to see how much thinner she was now and the images strengthened his resolve to return to that world as soon as possible. However…


  “Wait, who’s that?”


  There was a man talking to her. She must have known him, since she smiled back at him, and he handed her a bouquet…like some kind of declaration of love.


  She was taken aback by the gesture, yet a sheepish smile spread across her face. It shocked Geas to his very core.


  “That number will continue to decrease by one every day. Once it hits zero, that woman will have made peace with your death and begun walking the path toward a new happiness. Mweh heh heh. Doesn’t it just bring a tear to your eye?”


  “How dare you!”


  The number in the corner of his vision read “059,” meaning Geas only had about two more months before his wife would belong to another man.


  “What are you so angry about? Don’t you want to go back to your original world so you can congratulate your wife on finding happiness again? It’s your wish to return to her, after all.”


  “But that’s not what I—”


  If this was going to be the result, then why had he gone as far as killing other people just to keep on living? What he had wanted was to go back to his wife so that they could live together as a couple again. He didn’t care if he had to commit terrible sins to make it happen.


  The Evil God required an enormous number of souls as the price for opening the gate to the other world. There was no way that Geas would be able to gather that many in just two months.


  As Geas sank into despair, the Evil God whispered in his ear, “Then I suggest you collect the souls and channel them into the countdown. Doing so should rewind time.”


  Geas had no choice but to cling to that glimmer of hope. He would use the power of the souls to turn back time and return to his wife—no matter what.


  Even if that glimmer was actually a light meant to lure poor insects…


  That day, Geas attacked a human village for the first time and utterly destroyed it. He cried bitterly as the number in the corner of his vision ticked up to 063.


  And so began Geas’s life of suffering for the next fifty years—


   


  ***


   


  “Why have you summoned me? You have yet to gather enough souls to satisfy the terms of our pact,” the voice echoed through the peculiar space.


  This dark place was like an immensely vast cavern, yet its every surface seemed to shudder as if it were the flesh of a living creature. It was like a labyrinth in which a person couldn’t even tell up from down.


  “I’m at my limit. I’ve run out of time.” Geas fell to his knees on the ground that wriggled like viscera. He was practically just skin and bones now as tears of despair ran down his face.


  The terms of their pact demanded five hundred thousand souls. Strong souls counted as more than one, but he hadn’t collected any. Plus, he needed an additional one hundred thousand souls for the power to go three years back in time.


  “Oh? Why are you giving up? You would be able to completely reset the countdown if you channel just half of those souls in your possession into it.”


  “I can’t do it anymore! My body won’t hold out!”


  It had only been fifty-some years since he had been reborn in this world, but Geas’s body had withered away to that of an old man who had been alive for a century.


  His life had been hell as he pushed himself relentlessly trying to gather those souls and rewind the daily countdown. Now his body and spirit had been strained to their very limits.


  “So, you’ve given up? Will you settle for so many years and months having gone by? Your woman has given birth to her new man’s child. Don’t you want that life for yourself instead?”


  The space writhed as it expanded, revealing a throne upon which a man with wriggling flesh sat, his legs crossed. He was tall and slim with pure white skin and a handsome face. He wore fine clothes the color of blood. The man gleefully watched Geas with golden, snakelike eyes as he ran his fingers through his rust-colored hair.


  “Ruler of the Demon Realm: Hyraines.”


  The Evil God’s identity… Geas had investigated it, hoping to find something he could use to his advantage in their pact, but found no hope. He only wallowed even further in despair as he gazed upon this being now. He was a god of the Demon Realm—one of the seven Demon Lords.


  Hell Prince Hyraines—a top-ranking demon.


  “So I am.” Hyraines spoke using his actual voice. He quietly approached Geas, who was paralyzed by the demon’s terrible presence, and whispered in his ear, “Human hearts are meant to be manipulated. She may belong to another man now, but there’s still a chance to make her love you again. All you have to do is kill him and take her back. Heh heh. That’s not so hard, right?”


  “I couldn’t possibly…”


  Hyraines knew that Geas was not long for this world. The man had overused not only his body, but his spirit, and now he was crumbling under the weight of his guilty conscience.


  Hyraines thought that now was the time to break his heart and reap his blackened soul.


  “You’re so close. Kill the man and take her back. You’ve done the same to countless innocents already, haven’t you? It shouldn’t be difficult for you now. And if she refuses to be yours, then you can just kill her too and make her yours for all eternity. Bwa hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah!”


   


  ***


   


  “Are you sure we shouldn’t go too?”


  “Uh, are you crazy? If that Hero can’t find it in himself to go in, then there’s no way I possibly could.” Alfio the Hero tried to make himself sound tough as he answered Antiquoua’s question in their corner of the battlefield.


  This was his first time seeing war. People were dying left and right just because they had been a little careless. Here he had witnessed the power of the real Hero, and it had been a marvel to behold. Yet even the Hero had been hard-pressed when fighting that Flame Djinn. Then the True Saint—feared even by the enemy general who had summoned the Flame Djinn—had shown up and ended the war in the blink of an eye by healing tens of thousands of injured people.


  Alfio felt that her powers defied the logic of this world—they were literally some kind of cheat.


  And the Saint had done far more than just end the war. She and her small crew of attendants had plunged into the black vortex—which even the Hero had been unable to find the will to approach—in order to defeat the villain who had started the war.


  The black vortex looked like it continued all the way to the depths of Hell and gave off this presence like a big bad evil guy who was going to destroy the world was lurking within it. Both daemons and humans understood the gravity of the situation whether they wanted to or not.


  Up until now, Alfio had never truly ever put his life on the line in any of the battles he had fought. He valued this life because of what memories he had of his past one. Considering how easily people died in this world, Alfio thought it was stupid to do something that would get him killed and had only ever fought battles he knew he could win. Someone like him, who cared only for their own reputation, wouldn’t so willingly jump into that kind of black vortex.


  Nevertheless, Antiquoua herself had been called the Saint, and she still wanted Alfio to have as much courage as the True Hero did, even though she knew the vast difference between their strengths. It didn’t matter that they were fakes. While traveling with Alfio, Antiquoua had continued to believe that his pride was true at the very least, but she now found herself sighing at his attitude.


  “I see. In that case, I believe this is where we must part ways.”


  “Huh? What do you mean, Anko?”


  Alfio reached out to her, but she didn’t even hesitate to knock his hand away and shoulder her pack.


  “Let’s go, Celia.”


  “Yeah. You’re right.”


  “Wait, what? Celia?!”


  Alfio stared at Celia in shock as she also grabbed her pack and went to stand next to Antiquoua. Celia then explained apologetically, “So, you see, Al, I originally came along because I wanted to help you out if you were actually the Hero, but my parents have been sending me all of these letters demanding I return home and get married, so it’s time for me to head back.”


  That was the excuse she gave, but the real reason was that Celia just didn’t have anything keeping her at Alfio’s side if he wasn’t the Hero.


  “Wait, hey! You’re just joking, right?”


  “Well, bye. It’s been fun. I’m going to be Anko’s escort while we head back to Sigoules.”


  “It’s been nice traveling with you up until now. Celia, let’s get a move on.”


  It was like the two women hadn’t even heard his hoarse appeal to get them to stop as they started making their way off the battlefield without bothering to look back.


  “But…why…?” Alfio fell to his knees, dejected that the two women who had been with him for so long were gone. The three of them had been together since the start of their adventure. His inability to overcome his incompetence had been the final nail in the coffin for his beloveds.


  All Alfio wanted was to live a nice peaceful life with his girlfriends. What was so wrong about that? Pride in being a hero? From Alfio’s point of view, the winners were the heroes, and the winners were the ones who got all the attention when they were hailed as heroes. They were the ones who got all the girls.


  Staying alive and living a happy life was a billion times better than fighting and dying for pride, wasn’t it?


  Alfio stared at the ground as he was wracked by the question he didn’t know the answer to. That was when he noticed a shadow quietly approaching him.


  “Uh, um, Sir Al?”


  “Aurelie?”


  Someone was still here. Realizing it was Aureline addressing him, he raised his face with a dull look in his eyes.


  Thinking back on it, Alfio barely had any memories of ever talking to Aureline. He had always thought of her as being nothing more than the younger of the two pretty noble sisters. She had only been eleven years old when the Church of Kostor had first introduced the sisters to their party, so she had only been a child in his eyes, especially compared to her far more mature twelve-year-old sister.


  Aureline wasn’t much of a social butterfly, so Alfio had mainly talked to the more outspoken older sister. Alfio had been so busy trying to attract Adeline’s attention that he had hardly ever noticed Aureline.


  “Um…”


  Aureline was well aware of all of her shortcomings. She was helpless without her older sister. She followed after her everywhere and continued copying everything she did. She had no confidence in herself and no strong sense of her own personality. Her elder sister understood this and did her best to protect her younger sister.


  But today was different. Her sister wasn’t here to shelter her, and Aureline was at last ready to take a step forward of her own volition.


  Aureline had liked Alfio from the moment they met. She admired the Hero just as everyone in the Holy Kingdom did and had sympathized with Alfio’s putting on airs and trying so hard.


  Since she was such an extremely timid person, Aureline carefully observed others to understand them better. This was also why she was so scared of her half sister. However, Alfio wasn’t a strong person. He put on a bold front, was pretentious, got easily carried away, and put very little effort into things—all things that Aureline had tried to do but failed. Which was why she hadn’t been disappointed in Alfio whenever he ran away. She recognized him as someone who was trying his best despite his inadequacies.


  “D-don’t lose hope, Sir Al! I’m, uh, sure that, um, the two of them will come back if you don’t give up!” She spoke with her own words for the very first time, and despite how awkward it was, she was encouraging Alfio.


  “Aurelie?” A small light returned to Alfio’s dull eyes.


  He had never taken a good look at the girl before. Now he felt like he was really seeing her for the very first time. She was timid, easily melted into the background, and lacked confidence. Yet Aureline was kinder than anyone and was the only person who saw the real him. His image of her blurred as tears welled up in his eyes.


  “S-Sir Al?”


  “Aureliiiie!”


  “Ahhhhhhhhhhh?!”


  Aureline screeched and fell onto her backside as a teary Alfio threw his arms around her and buried his face into her stomach.


  “I’ve been such a foooooool! You’re the only one who’s ever truly understood meee! Let’s go back to Sigoules together! I’m gonna take over my family’s business! I’m gonna be a farmer! I’ll devote myself to learning food processing and selective breeding! I promise I won’t let you live in poverty! I’ll never cheat on you! So marry me­eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!”


  “Huh? Uh, okay—wait, whaaaaaaaaat?!” Aureline was so confused that she had accepted his proposal without thinking. Despite her astonishment at his actions, she gently patted Alfio’s head as he cried like a child into her stomach.


  Alfio had finally gained the courage to live as a person in this second-chance life, and Aureline had managed to talk to someone of her own volition for the very first time.


  “Uh, I turned fifteen years old this year, so that means I’m an adult and I can…marry you.”


  “Awesome! Can I introduce you to my family, then?!”


  “Um, all right.”


  What would the two ladies who had left have said about this situation had they stayed? Would they be surprised? Would they congratulate them? Or…


  “Oh…”


  “What’s the matter now?” Alfio asked.


  “Never mind.”


  Aureline had always walked in the very back of the Hero of Sigoules’s (temporary name) party, and while they were running away from the last town they were in, a wanted poster had caught her eye.


  I didn’t bring it up since everyone had said not to mention that kingdom again, but that had to have been Miss Anko depicted on the wanted poster, since elves are so uncommon in these parts. I wonder if the two of them will be all right going back there.


  And also…


  Where has Sister gone off to?


  She was so preoccupied with Alfio that she didn’t really have a chance to think about it too deeply, but Aureline couldn’t remember where she had last seen her older sister Adeline.


  Episode 13:
The Devil Princess


   


  “BWA HAH HAH HAH HAH HAH HAH HAH HAH HAH hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah!”


  “Hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah!”


  “Bwuh?!” As Hell Prince Hyraines roared with laughter, he noticed a girl next to him laughing as well and jumped back in surprise. “What the hell?!”


  “Hello there, it’s nice to meet you. I hope you don’t mind my dropping in for a visit.” The golden girl was so relaxed, like a piece of eggshell that had managed to slip into an omelet, as she gracefully pinched the hem of her silver-embroidered black dress and gave such a cheerful smile that it would make anyone feel unsettled.


  “This is my intrinsic pocket dimension! How the hell did you get in here?!” Hyraines put himself on guard with a startled look on his face.


  The golden girl merely narrowed her eyes at him before addressing the black cat on her shoulder. “Do you know him, Rinne?”


  “Nope.”


  “How dare you!” Hyraines snarled at the two invaders and pointed an accusatory finger at the girl. “You, especially! Nice to meet me, my ass! You may have a human vessel, but you can’t fool me, Golden Beast! Or are you going to tell me you don’t remember this?!”


  Hyraines lifted up his rust-red bangs to show her his forehead.


  “Aw, that’s cute.”


  “It is not!”


  On Hyraines’ forehead was a mark in the obvious shape of a pawprint.


  “I was just minding my own business in the Demon Realm when one day you suddenly zoomed in out of nowhere, smacked me with your paw, and then ran away!”


  The girl fell silent, inclining her head to the side and looking as if she didn’t remember at all.


  The black cat gave her a reproachful look. “Did something like that actually happen, Yulucia?”


  The cat’s attitude almost made Hyraines feel better, but he kept himself in check because he knew that was the Dark Beast.


  In the vast Demon Realm, Hyraines’s territory technically bordered the Dark Beast’s, but he had never had to fight him before since the Dark Beast had practically no interest in expanding his territory.


  But then the Golden Beast, a high-ranking demon who obeyed the Dark Beast, appeared out of nowhere and all of the strongest demons had to be on their guard against them just in case. When the Golden Beast suddenly disappeared, the Dark Beast started invading other territories for the very first time and wreaking havoc wherever he went. Not only had Hyraines’s territory suffered, but it had shocked the entirety of the Demon Realm when the Dark Beast took out one of the Demon Lords.


  It occurred to Hyraines then that everything that had happened had all been the Golden Beast’s fault. He glared at the strange demon who was so unlike everyone else.


  Wait, “Rinne”? “Yulucia”? When did they both acquire names?!


  Being named stabilized a demon’s existence and increased their power remarkably. Usually, demons who grew too powerful too soon after they were born lost their opportunity to get a name. These unlucky few were eventually crushed by the other powerful demons. However, the Beast’s tyrannical nature had surmounted that fate.


  Even presuming that the Golden Beast—Yulucia—had acquired a name and vessel and was now truly counted among the most powerful demons there were, Hyraines should still be stronger than her. And even if Rinne was more powerful than before now that he had a name, Hyraines should still have the advantage since he had a vessel in the Material World.


  It was a whole different story if they teamed up against him, though.


  Yulucia in particular had acquired such a perfect vessel that she more than passed as human. She appeared to have gone from having the qualities of the Beast to being the Devil instead, making her even more of an enigma than she already had been.


  Hyraines thus concluded that it would not be wise to try to fight her here.


  “Putting that all aside, Yulucia, Rinne, welcome to my castle—is what I would like to cordially say, but I really must ask, how did you get here? This is my labyrinth. Even demons as powerful as you should not have been able to easily navigate it.”


  There were differences in power among even the mighty Demon Lords, the gods of the Demon Realm. Hyraines had created a complex labyrinth so that anyone who dared would not be able to easily enter or leave his intrinsic pocket dimension. Hyraines combed back his bangs and smiled, trying his best to play it cool.


  “That pawprint…”


  “Like I said, you did that!” Hyraines couldn’t help but bristle because the scar had never faded away for some reason.


  Yulucia calmly placed a hand on her cheek and gave Hyraines a curious look. “This is supposed to be a labyrinth? All I did was walk straight here.”


  “Only you could do that, Yulucia. It would’ve taken me some time to get here if I hadn’t been riding on your shoulder. Notice how your attendants haven’t found their way here yet?” Rinne pointed out.


  “Oh my, you’re right. They’re not with us.” Yulucia touched a finger to her mouth and gave a graceful smile.


  The most powerful types of demons, considered gods in the Demon Realm, were the Demon Lords, the Beast, and the Devil. This was probably the first time in history that all three kinds were in the same space—this space that was as big as a fraction of a world.


  Why was there such an easygoing mood between them all?


  With the three of them here, the naturally occurring mana and miasma should have caused space-time disturbances and made the air decompose. It wouldn’t have even been that surprising if they had managed to turn this space into a second Demon Realm that produced an infinite supply of unintelligent lesser demons, yet Geas was still managing to retain his original form and was still alive even though he was an ordinary human.


  “By the way, Mr. Hirai?”


  “Who are you calling that?!” Hyraines understood from the sound of the name that she was talking about him, but he couldn’t help bristling yet again.


  That was when there was a shift in the emotion behind Yulucia’s gentle smile, laced with a slimy aura that felt like coal tar. “Could I have this, please?”


  “This one? You know he made a pact with me, don’t you, young demon?”


  Yulucia pointed at Geas, who was on the brink of insanity but couldn’t pass out due to the convulsions he was suffering from being surrounded by such powerful demons.


  Geas’s very natural reaction made Hyraines feel all warm and fuzzy.


  Nevertheless, pacts with demons were absolute. For a demon to try to revoke a pact of their own volition, no matter the reason, would be to deny themselves and thus jeopardize their very existence. And should another demon try to take it for themselves, it was basically asking for the two of them to become mortal enemies who would stop at nothing to destroy one another.


  Every demon knew that. And no demon had ever dared to choose that path with Hyraines since he was a Demon Lord. And yet—


  “Yes, I know that. Mr. Monkey?”


  Her smile was as pretty as a flower.


  Hyraines’s face contorted at the word, revealing the ape face that was his true self. The Beast sighed from his spot on the beautiful Devil’s shoulder.


  At that moment, Hyraines and Yulucia both reached for Geas at the same time. Their powers clashed, sending black lightning sparks flying against their invisible defenses. Hyraines grabbed Geas with one hand and leaped back.


  The sleeve of Yulucia’s dress tore and Hyraines sneered, even though black blood was dripping from his cheek.


  “I admit, you really are the fastest in the Demon Realm. This is going to be my win, though.”


  With that, the space around Hyraines expanded and contracted and he disappeared with Geas inside the large gate created out of darkness.


   


  ***


   


  “He got away.”


  Even though I’d won in terms of speed, I pouted as I looked at the disgusting gate covered in writhing skeletons.


  Rinne poked my cheek with his paw. “He was one of the Demon Lords. They’re feared like gods in the Demon Realm, you know. Were he just an arch demon, he would’ve been wiped out by that skirmish.”


  “So you mean to say I just didn’t spend enough time training under you?”


  Mr. Monkey really was strong. That might have actually been dangerous considering I had never truly fought against Rinne in the Demon Realm. That guy had been a Demon Lord for thousands of years. Considering how some of the most powerful demons had been alive for hundreds of thousands of years, the Demon Realm sure was a really crazy place.


  “You going after him?”


  “I intend to.” I looked over my dress as it absorbed my magic, twisting and turning as it mended itself.


  Just as I headed for the gate, Rinne piped up with a warning, which was unusual for him. “Don’t. It may have been easy getting here, but if I had to guess, that door leads to another dimension. He must be able to control space. Devils may be known as travelers of dimensions, but it won’t be easy to get back here again.”


  “I suppose you’re right.”


  It wouldn’t be good if I couldn’t get back here, but you could say I was strangely drawn toward this. It was almost as if I just couldn’t stand the idea of letting that demon in particular have Geas.


  Why, though?


  “Mistress!”


  “Lady Yulucia!”


  I looked back and saw my attendants had finally caught up to us. The fact that it had taken them this much time despite our link meant that this space really was that hard to navigate.


  I was glad the four of them had managed to find their way here, but—wait a second.


  “It seems there’s one more than we came in with?”


  “Apologies. One of yours got lost along the way, so I retrieved her for you.” Tina unceremoniously dumped the person she had been carrying under her arm in front of me.


  That was rather bad manners on her part. However…


  “My oh my! What have we here?”


  “Ugh, Yulucia…”


  I would have never expected to run into her here of all places!


  “Why, if it isn’t Big Sister Adeline! What a coincidence that we should both find ourselves here.” I smiled at her, acting like we had just happened to bump into each other on the road, and earned myself a lovely scowl from her.


  Ooh, my! She was just so utterly delightful!


  “Careful, Sister, or you’ll spoil your pretty face.”


  “I don’t want to hear that from you! I knew it—you were working with the daemons the whole time! Making that Beast your familiar is proof of that! You were the one behind all of this, weren’t you?!”


  “Did you come all the way to such a dangerous place just to tell me that? Is that what it means to be loved?”


  “Quit patronizing me and just admit your sins already!”


  “Oh me, oh my. Hee hee hee.”


  Mm! Messing with her was just so much fun!


  I had been worried that she might have become a delinquent after joining that party of heroes (lol), but I could see now that she had fermented nicely. I had made the right decision to leave her be before. However, being in a place like this would have a negative influence on her soul, so I needed to get her out.


  “Fanny, take my sister out of here for me. I’ll have my fun with her when I get back.”


  “On it!”


  “Hey, I’m not here to mess around! I’m going to expose your evil deeds and then—!”


  “What are you planning to do, Lady Yulucia?” Noah asked.


  “Hey, look at me!” Adeline insisted.


  “The space beyond this point is warped and now a labyrinth. Do you have any ideas for how we can best navigate this?” I asked.


  “Hey!”


  “I’ll send a thousand of your minions to scout ahead. We should be able to narrow down the correct path that way.”


  “Huh? What thousand minions? This is the first I’m hearing of this!” I said.


  “Listen to me already!” Adeline kept interrupting while we were trying to have a serious conversation. So rude.


  Granted, now that I had decided to eject my sister from here, Noah and the others were all treating her like she didn’t exist.


  “Yah!”


  “Wha?”


  I had completely let my guard down and thus was caught off guard by the powerless human’s surprise attack. I threw Rinne off my shoulder as I was pushed toward the gate and sucked inside with my sister. 


  And then—


  “This is quite the situation you’ve gotten us into, Sister.”


  “Hmph!”


  We wound up in a completely different dimension that looked similar to where we had just been. This world was only slightly different from ours, but I feared that it would affect her body and soul should we linger here too long, just like how humans were affected when they spent too much time in the Fae Realm.


  “Yulucia!”


  “Are you all right, Mistress?!”


  I could hear the voices of Rinne and my attendants from the other side of the gate, which was still wide open. There was some interference, but for now it seemed this dimension wasn’t completely cut off from that one.


  “We’re coming your way now!”


  “No, you mustn’t. It felt like we were being sucked in just now. There’s a good chance you might end up somewhere completely different from where I am.” I gently touched the darkness of the gate. This was not a good situation. “It looks like I won’t be able to get back through this gate. I’m going to look for another one, so you all just try to follow my presence.”


  “Understood!”


  “Don’t do anything dangerous.”


  “I won’t, Rinne.”


  Well, then.


  “So, it’s just you and me now, Sister.”


   


  ***


   


  “So, it’s just you and me now, Sister.”


  The voices coming through the big gate ceased and the words of the girl in front of Adeline rang through the dark room.


  Yulucia von Versenia. The Princess of the Holy Kingdom of Talitelud, the officially recognized Saint, the girl hailed as the True Saint by the people, and Adeline’s half-sister.


  Adeline found herself unable to respond to the girl she refused to acknowledge as her sister.


  Sensing that something had happened, Adeline had left her companions behind and gone by herself into the vortex. She had left Aureline behind because she feared something bad would happen if she didn’t hurry to stop this false saint.


  Not even the Hero of the Holy Kingdom or the Holy Warrior were capable of coming in here, yet Yulucia had plunged straight into the black vortex that had such a sinister presence. Seeing the boy’s profile as he watched her with worry on his face had been heart-wrenching.


  At the same time, she also resented Yulucia for doing whatever she damn well pleased. This girl was no honest human. She may have been able to fool everyone else with how she conducted herself in public, but Adeline just knew she must have a dark side.


  And so, Adeline had marched straight into the black vortex—that only those with malice in their hearts could enter—in order to expose Yulucia’s true colors. In that moment, someone had called out to stop her, but their voice had only made her more determined.


  However, she was a normal human and thus had quickly gotten lost in the demon’s labyrinth. She wound up being rescued by Yulucia’s attendant, and after pushing Yulucia through the gate, now found herself in her current situation.


  There was a long silence between them.


  She knew what Yulucia was implying. She remembered what they had been talking about before and realized that this was not where they had been a minute ago. She went pale as it dawned on her that they might be trapped here now.


  Yulucia watched her with tenderness in her eyes. “We can’t go back through since I’m not sure if it will lead back to our world or not. We are in the middle of a labyrinth, so it might take us a few months to find the exit. Unfortunately, we don’t have any food or water. I wonder how long we’ll be able to hold out.”


  “Sh-shut up already!” Adeline couldn’t help but shout at Yulucia for her nonchalant explanation.


  The way Yulucia almost seemed to be enjoying this felt like she was blaming Adeline for being thoughtless and putting them in this dangerous situation.


  “Maybe if we just keep going through, we’ll eventually end up back in our world.” Adeline started working her brain, hoping to break the deadlock between them. Surely they could get back eventually so long as they didn’t give up.


  However, Yulucia swiftly smashed that hope. “We have no idea if the next place will even have air, though. We could end up underwater. Or maybe in lava. Or perhaps we would come out in the Fae Realm. You need to understand that we were very fortunate to have come out in such a habitable space.”


  “I—”


  The girl was right. It was possible. Adeline hated to admit it because of how much she resented her. Overcome, she wearily fell to her knees.


  “I must say, it was very smart of you to not bring Big Sister Aureline along.”


  “Just shut up already.”


  “She likely wouldn’t have lasted even half a day in here before her spirit broke. I wonder how long you’ll be able to withstand it.”


  “Shut up. Shut up. Just shut uuup!”


  “You’re only going to exhaust yourself of your stamina and vitality if you keep shouting like that. Aren’t you getting thirsty?”


  Adeline didn’t reply, but she noticed she was thirsty now. She had lost her pack at some point. Adeline was literally going to have to find her way out of here with nothing but the clothes on her back. The thought that she was going to die popped into her mind. Her heart chilled knowing that it was a real possibility.


  “What shall we do now, Sister?”


  How could she possibly have the answer to that?


  “We might end up dying here.”


  It was hopeless now.


  “Did you really want me dead this badly?”


  Adeline couldn’t help but raise her head back up at this. “No.”


  “Then why did you do it?”


  She hated how gently Yulucia pressed her for an answer, and yet her eyes now filled with tears of regret. “Because there’s something…not right about you.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  It had taken Adeline everything she had to divulge this truth, yet Yulucia kept putting the pressure on her to say more.


  “You’re scary and…there’s something inhuman about you.”


  “I see.” Yulucia smiled as if the insult hadn’t bothered her whatsoever. “So that’s why you tried to kill me?”


  “No, I wasn’t trying to kill you! You’re Father’s daughter! He would be sad if I did something like that!”


  “You say that after all you’ve done to hurt him?”


  “Y-you’ve got it all wrong!”


  “Then explain it to me.” Yulucia’s smile didn’t waver as she continued to grill Adeline.


  Every single word made a crack in Adeline’s heart, which burst like a dam as she began wailing. “I love Father! Even though Mother loved him so much too, she said all those awful things that hurt him. But I just knew that Mother would be upset if we were close with him! So that’s why I said all of those terrible things to him! And made Aureline say them too.”


  Their kind and wonderful father. She loved him so much.


  Although her mother Albertine had truly loved him, she’d kept making mistake after mistake and continued to hurt him by being unable to divulge what she really felt in her heart. Adeline had had no choice but to make herself a villainess in order to get attention from a mother like her. However, that had hurt the father she loved so much even more and he started to distance himself from them too, resulting in Aureline having her father taken from her.


  This was the first time Adeline had ever spoken the truth about the reason for her actions and she was only doing it because she knew she was going to die soon. Adeline cried from the torment of her regrets.


  Then, as if she were a nun who had heard a confession, Yulucia softly whispered, “Then why don’t you be more honest about how you feel from now on?”


  For an instant, Adeline nearly nodded her head, but she shook it instead. “It’s too late. I’ve done so many terrible and awful things. There’s no way anyone would be willing to forgive and accept me in the castle.”


  “That’s true. You also did something pretty awful to me the first time we met.”


  Adeline fell silent.


  “Did you really despise me that much?”


  It was true, Adeline had been awful to her. But she hesitated to say why. However, the protective shell around her heart that would have stopped her was already broken.


  “Yes, I hated you. I had lost my mother and the pride of being a noble. You and your wretched mother stole not only Father’s love, but everything that should have been mine, and so I hated you both.”


  Her vision of Yulucia’s unchanging smile went blurry behind her tears.


  “I was so jealous of you.” Her true feelings just kept pouring out. “You’re…so close with…Prince Ludoric.”


  “Did you do something bad to him too?”


  “I did. We met when we were children. He was younger…and so cute…I fell in love with him… I wanted him to love me too…so I did all kinds of mean things… Hic… And then they called off…our engagement…so I…”


  It was the story of a young girl in love.


  She had been a child when she had met and fallen in love with a boy younger than her. She wanted his attention but didn’t know how to get it. She didn’t know how to convey her feelings to the boy, and so she caused all kinds of trouble for everyone around her. That was the only way she knew how to express herself.


  Because of her actions, the royal family broke off their engagement, which in turn caused her feelings to spiral even more wildly out of control. And despite everything, the only way the girl knew how to get attention was by being malicious.


  She couldn’t stop loving him, though, and still did to this day.


  “You wanted to protect him from me, since I’m so scary.”


  “That’s right.”


  “Sis…ter.”


  “Huh?”


  The tremble in Yulucia’s voice caused Adeline to look up. Yulucia threw her arms around Adeline, diving straight into her chest.


  “Yulucia—”


  “Sister.”


  The girl’s voice quavered as she clung to her older sister’s neck. It was then that Adeline realized just how badly she had misunderstood everything.


  Yulucia hadn’t been accusatory toward Adeline, nor did she blame her for her rash actions. Yulucia had only spoken that way to break the shell of her heart and draw out Adeline’s true feelings.


  It wasn’t because was the Saint. For the first time, Adeline realized just how worried Yulucia had been about her, and she hugged her little sister back lovingly.


  “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Yulucia. I’ve been such a terrible older sister.” Adeline’s voice quivered as she spoke.


  Because she was lonely, because she hadn’t known, because she had no other choice—it didn’t matter what the reason was, it wouldn’t erase what Adeline had done. She couldn’t use the excuse that she didn’t have a mother to teach her right either.


  Perhaps dying here was going to be Adeline’s punishment for it all.


  However, now she felt especially guilty for dragging her younger sister into this punishment with her.


  “It’s all right.”


  “Yulucia…”


  Despite everything she had done, Yulucia forgave her older sister. Adeline could no longer understand why she had hated the girl so fiercely, even if she had been jealous. Perhaps it was because Yulucia was so flawlessly beautiful, as if she had been personally crafted by a god?


  Yulucia quietly lifted her head and Adeline looked down at her and—


  She gasped.


  The fangs of a starving beast jutted out over Yulucia’s pretty lips. Her beautiful eyes were dyed deep crimson. Before Adeline could shriek in fear at Yulucia’s demonic face, Yulucia sank her fangs into Adeline’s throat.


  What was going on? What was she doing to her? Adeline tried to shake off her instinctual fear as her soul was sucked out of her, but the golden wings of a bat gently pinned her arms, wrapping her up in their embrace.


  She was so confused. Adeline’s final thought as her heart was tainted with despair was “My intuition about her was right after all.”


  “Ah—” Adeline croaked as a single teardrop escaped her eye.


  Yulucia licked the tear up with her dark red tongue and gently lay Adeline down. The girl in her arms no longer moved.


  “My sweet, sweet elder sister. You shall suffer no longer. From now on, you shall remain by our beloved father’s side and forget everything. All you need to do is enjoy your life.” Yulucia lightly patted Adeline’s warm cheek and smiled affectionately at her.


   


  ***


  [image: ]


  Welp.


  It was an accident, I swear.


  It’s just, uuugh, I just couldn’t take it anymore. Big Sister Adeline had just been tooooo tempting.


  Like a heavenly dessert—not too cloying, with exactly the right sweetness. Her slight naivety was like a melon of the finest quality, supplemented by the rich bitterness of the despair she started to feel midway. Her flavor rivaled that of the pretty lady I had eaten before, like the highest quality of chocolate.


  I took out a pure black handkerchief and elegantly wiped the blood from my lips like the princess I was.


  Hah! Some princess I was.


  I hadn’t made a pact with Big Sister Adeline, but I hadn’t irrevocably screwed up or anything. And notably, I hadn’t stopped because I had realized I was about to make a big mistake. 


  It would have been such a waste to eat such a tasty morsel all at once, especially after I had been preparing it for so long. And so, I purposely left her alive and didn’t consume her soul entirely—there was half of it left.


  This was kind of an experiment on my part to see if she could recover the rest of her soul so that I’d get to have some more later. It was also for my father’s sake. The whole thing with my sisters had really wounded his heart, so I was hoping that it would make him happy that she was going to be like a child again, since she had lost half of her soul’s “experience points.”


  Or maybe history would just repeat? Well, that would all depend on her.


  I hadn’t made a pact with her because I didn’t want to accidentally make her suspicious of me and get some kind of odd flavor mixed in. Plus, if I made a pact, then other demons would be able to tell, and I didn’t want anyone to target her.


  I didn’t drink much of her blood, so her body should be safe. She wouldn’t turn into a vampire or anything.


  “I’ll have to erase her memories of everything that happened here. That’s more Fanny’s thing, though. I’m not so good at it.”


  If I just do this and—hmm? Okay, that should do it. I think.


  “Faaaanny? You still here?” I called out toward the gate and got an answer after a few moments.


  “Everything okaaay? I think we’ve almost found a way over there!”


  “That’s great. So, I’m going to send my sister over to you now. I can’t cross through myself, but I made her soul small enough that I think you should be able to pull her out from your side if you use the fragments of it that pass through.”


  “Hmmm? Okay, I’ll give it a shot!”


  I picked my sister up and tossed her into the gate. She was smoothly sucked through, as if Fanny had easily found her on the other side.


  “Got her!”


  “Thanks! I hate to ask, but I would like you to bring her outside and leave her in Big Brother Ludoric’s care for me. Also, I messed with her memories a bit, so could you sort them out and make them more organized for me?”


  “Hmm…? Okay.”


  What was that pause for?


  Anyway, I had gotten what I wanted, so it was time to get a move on.


   


  ***


   


  “Now then, Geas. No one will be able to interrupt us here.”


  Those two had been such a huge distraction. Hyraines was unconsciously put off-balance by Yulucia in particular because he couldn’t guess what she was thinking. Now that they were in his “laboratory” for making contact with different dimensions (located within the heart of his intrinsic pocket dimension), there was no way anyone could possibly interrupt again.


  “Let’s renew our pact with different conditions. How about something like ‘I will get my woman back no matter what I must do or how many years it takes, and I’ll kill anyone who gets in my way’?”


  “No. I don’t want to.”


  “So it’s fine with you if some other man takes your wife for himself? You’re fine with allowing your woman to give her heart to another? Can someone other than you possibly bring her happiness? You don’t mind if someone else is the source of her joy? You’ll accept the fact that someone is going to steal your rightful place?”


  Geas hesitated before he said, “Yes.”


  Geas had been physically and spiritually beaten to such a pulp that he looked like the walking dead already. He covered his face with his hands as he broke down crying.


  Souls strong enough to cross over to another world without losing any of their memories due to regrets from their former lives were incredibly rare. Hyraines had been working on Geas for the past fifty years now and thought it was about time to harvest him. Especially with a demon like Yulucia around, who had tried to steal his black jewellike soul right in front of him. It was time for the finishing touches, so Hyraines was now going to slowly and carefully break Geas’s heart to torment his soul.


  “I see you’ve lost your resolve, so take a look at this. This is reality.”


  The scenes of the other world that Geas had once seen in his mind were projected onto the darkness of the pocket dimension.


  There was a park on a hill overlooking the city at night. A man looked quite nervous as he stood facing Geas’s childhood friend and wife.


  “No, don’t—”


  “Watch closely now. This man you don’t even know has just taken out a ring. Heh heh. You don’t want to miss the look on your former wife’s face.”


  “It looks to me like she hasn’t completely gotten over the past quite yet, but that’s the face of a woman who has chosen to live for the future, if you ask me,” a girl’s voice added.


  “She’s already making you nothing more than someone of her past. Is that all right with you? Or do you believe that she will keep on waiting for you?”


  “A woman’s heart can be so fickle. Isn’t that right? Humans change their hearts as often as the season.”


  “That’s right. Human women in particular are all—”


  There was a long silence as Hyraines finally noticed that the golden girl was standing right next him, helping him torment Geas. He leaped back, crying out, “What?! H-h-h-h-how the hell?! Yulucia! How did you get here?!”


  “I hope you don’t mind my dropping by again, Mr. Hira…Hi…Hyacinth.”


  “I’m not some flower!”


  “Oh, pardon me. I have a hard time remembering the names of men who aren’t my type.”


  Hyraines’s bellowing made the pocket dimension itself tremble. Yulucia looked embarrassed as something then seemed to occur to her and she hid her mouth behind a black fan she had taken out.


  “By the way, were you aware that there’s this sludge-like stench coming from your mouth? It’s so pungent that I could smell it even from a distance. Is your stomach quite all right?”


  “You witch!” Hyraines wanted to say that if there was something wrong with his stomach, it was because of all the stress she was causing him, but he had a feeling he would end up getting swept up and carried away by this weird demon’s banter again, so he held his tongue.


  As if signaling that his hunch had been right, Hyraines noticed how the mood in the room had gotten strangely relaxed since the moment he realized she was here. Now that it hit him, he swayed back and forth like he was feeling dizzy.


  How in the world had she managed to wander all the way to his laboratory, anyway?


  The only people besides Hyraines who could pass through that big gate were his demon minions and sinful humans who had evil in their hearts. In the case of regular humans, even the Hero would have surely been defeated by the arch demons he had stationed on the path here. Demons and elementals, on the other hand, would have needed a lot of time and magical power to pass. Even Devils, the travelers of dimensions, were no exception to this. Hyraines’s power over spaces worked on Devils and Beasts alike.


  So how was the demon before him so unaffected?


  “Heh. You have far too much faith in your abilities, traipsing all the way into the heart of enemy territory by yourself, young demon.” Hyraines seized control of the situation as he messed with his bangs as a means of calming himself.


  He had only retreated earlier because he had been up against two mighty demons. In a way, Yulucia was the more troublesome one, but since the Beast wasn’t with her now, it meant that luck was on Hyraines’s side.


  The most powerful demons rarely ever fought among themselves in the Demon Realm because even if one defeated their opponent, the struggle could still weaken them, giving the other demons an opportunity to defeat them in turn.


  The Dark Beast alone was the only one to break this rule, what with the way he was willing to bare his fangs at the others, not caring if it meant his own demise. Hyraines never wanted to fight against him. Were Rinne here in this place with no escape, then Hyraines would have had no choice but to prepare to be destroyed. But it would probably take the Beast another few months to fend off all of the arch demons who served Hyraines before he found his way here.


  Yulucia narrowed her eyes a little at Hyraines’s words. “Are you trying to imply that you can handle me so long as I’m alone?”


  “That’s right, Yulucia.”


  The auras and miasmas slowly but steadily overflowing from both demons caused Geas’s ordinary human soul to shrivel. His body started to convulse with denial.


  “Wait.”


  “Feeling scared now?”


  “No. Don’t you see that Geas is going to die before we’re through? You don’t want that either, right?”


  Hyraines fell silent and reined in his miasma. His pact with Geas was to help the man return to his beloved wife. If he died here, Hyraines wouldn’t get to have his soul. The same applied to Yulucia. She wanted Geas’s pact for herself and so didn’t want him to die.


  “If it’s the final touches you’re trying to do now, then I’ll teach you something good. Consider it just a little something I learned while living among the humans.”


  “Hmph.”


  Hyraines had no need to go along with this untrustworthy demon’s shady propositions. However, he was a researcher by nature and was curious what kind of techniques a Devil would use based on their knowledge of other worlds.


  Yulucia smiled at Hyraines before walking over to Geas, who was trying to catch his breath now that he could breathe again.


  “Mr. Geas, you have done your best to hang on for such a very long time now. These past fifty years, was it?”


  “Y-yes.” Fifty years. The thought made Geas uneasy as he raised his head to look at her.


  Before him was the golden girl humans believed to be the Saint. Now that he knew she was actually a demon, that sweet smile of hers made him apprehensive.


  “Hey, Yulucia.”


  “Sometimes honesty is the best policy.”


  “Wh-what’s that supposed to mean?!” Geas shouted, interrupting the disturbing conversation between Hyraines and Yulucia.


  She was still smiling as she said, “I saw those images just now. That place was from the era you lived in, right?”


  “What do you mean ‘era’?”


  Yulucia looked back at Hyraines with a sour expression. “This gentleman here is a competent demon. He is versed in manipulating dimensions and spaces. He was able to locate your birthplace and show you those scenes by reading your soul.”


  “Well, duh,” Hyraines murmured, earning a smile from her.


  She then turned back toward Geas, who was now sweating from every pore in his body.


  “As it so happens, I’ve seen that place before. I thought I had only been dreaming of light, but I have seen that place in a book from that same world before. That was how that world looked fifty years ago.”


  “What?”


  “Demons do not lie. He has done as your pact promised and showed you the world from fifty years ago.”


  “Tch!” Hyraines couldn’t help but click his tongue.


  His plan had been to use about thirty years, and when Geas was finally teetering on the edge, he would break his spirit by showing him images of his wife in her old age, surrounded by her children and grandchildren. However, Geas had lasted longer than Hyraines’s projected timeline and hadn’t been ready to be broken until now.


  “The most powerful of demons may be capable of divining the future, but we cannot turn back time. The best we can do is distort it in our immediate vicinity by a few minutes. How many years has it been since you died?”


  “No! Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!” Geas broke down and wept now that he grasped the truth.


  The only thing that had been true had been the first number displayed on that countdown…before he had started adjusting it with souls. He had been twenty-three years old when he had died in that accident, and three years after that, his wife had started her second life with her new man.


  Fifty years had passed since then. His wife might not even still be alive.


  There was a gleam in the eyes of the two demons as they watched Geas’s soul be tainted by the color of despair. The best way to break a person’s spirit was to force them to face the fact that they had been deceived.


  “Hah hah hah! You truly did not disappoint, Yulucia. Now, with all that being said—” Hyraines was in a good mood as he started to make his way over to Geas. But then he sensed something strange just as—


  “So, Mr. Geas. Let’s make a pact.”


  Hyraines lifted his pretty eyebrows, letting his miasma burst out. Frustrated, he got closer—which was when he realized what that off-putting sensation had been. “What?!”


  Yulucia and Geas’s forms wavered.


  “That was all just an illusion of the past?!”


  High-ranking demons such as them could distort time within their vicinity by a few minutes, after all. Yulucia had used relaxed gestures and flattery to delay Hyraines in the present, putting Empyreal into her words to warp time, and tricked him—a Demon Lord—out of a whole minute of time.


  The Yulucia of a minute prior then said to Hyraines in the future, “You already knew that Mr. Geas’s wife was long dead when you started asking him to do things that had nothing to do with your pact, such as killing and stealing, didn’t you?”


  “Yulucia!” Hyraines bellowed. However, this past image of her didn’t hear it.


  Geas couldn’t find out. So long as he was ignorant, his former pact would stand and wouldn’t be overwritten by a new pact, including all of the souls that had been gathered thus far.


  “Which means that your pact is null and void.”


  In that instant, in defiance of the passage of time, the chains of the pact were ripped off of Geas and new black chains wrapped around him instead.


  “Demon, I ask that you kill me.”


  “Right away, sir! Thank you so much for your pact.”


  “Noooo!”


  Pop!


  There was this small noise like a balloon breaking and Geas’s body dispersed.


  Krak!


  The flow of time resumed and it was as if the space itself shattered to reveal Yulucia holding Geas’s soul in her hand, black with despair and bound in the chains of their new pact.


  “Hee hee.” Yulucia giggled like a child who had just found treasure.


  Hyraines showed his true apelike face, snarling and gnashing his teeth. “You screwed around, so now you get to face the consequences, Yulucia!”


  What was this girl thinking? Hyraines had assumed that Yulucia’s intention had been to steal all of the souls that Geas had collected along with making a pact with him. That was why he had allowed her to tell him the truth. However, she had told him more than that—enough to invalidate the pact. And because of that, all of those souls had scattered and been returned to the cycle to be transmigrated.


  He had to assume that this Yulucia had no interest in these random souls that had been gathered just for quantity’s sake and that she was only interested in Geas’s soul. He could understand why she preferred his. However, that was not typical demon behavior. Demons weren’t such connoisseurs of souls that they would pick a single grape over a feast of meat and bread.


  “The pact was already over the moment you became unable to grant his wish. It wasn’t like I had actually found a loophole or anything.”


  This newly born Devil had attempted to outwit a Demon Lord who had lived for thousands of years. There was no way she hadn’t exhausted herself.


  But how had she managed to pull it off?


  “Rinne assisted me directly, though the guy calling himself my brother somehow found out I was going up against a Demon Lord and sent me all kinds of info about other worlds to help me trick you. Honestly, the two of them are just so overprotective sometimes.” The strange demon laughed with amusement.


  “This can’t be happening.”


  Demons typically only ever acted alone. There were times when they made alliances in order to avoid conflicts among others of the same rank, or they might even have more of a master-servant relationship, depending on the difference in power. However, it was unprecedented for the Dark Beast, known as the Hell Beast, and an ancient Devil who had traveled numerous dimensions to consort with other demons.


  Just who was this girl that was so close with these other two top-ranking demons that she called them overprotective?


  The image of a young man with indigo hair as dark as night seated in a luxurious chair with his legs crossed, sneering in the darkness, flashed through Hyraines’s mind. Who was this demon who was so beloved by two of the most powerful demons in existence?


  “If I can’t have that soul, then no one can. Can you manage to protect it from me in a battle, Yulucia?!”


  “Yes, that wouldn’t be too difficult.”


  The way she smiled so carefreely at his words prompted Hyraines to stretch out his hand.


  Now that she had made a pact with Geas, Hyraines had lost his soul. However, he had a decades-long attachment to it. If he killed Yulucia, he would also lose the right to possess it, but he felt compelled to take it back anyway. However…


  “What?!”


  After all the trouble she had gone through to nab his soul, Yulucia didn’t even hesitate before she chucked it. Hyraines was so taken aback that he was too stunned to move.


  He watched the soul roll away. Just as he went to lunge for it, Geas’s soul fell into a crack of a dimension Hyraines had been experimenting with, disappearing into a place where neither of them could reach it.


  “Oh, dear. I wonder where it could have gone.”


  “What the hell are you playing at?!”


  Even though Hyraines’s anger made the intrinsic pocket dimension tremble, Yulucia’s smile never faltered.


  This demon named Yulucia was far too different from all the others.


  “What the hell are you?”


  As their auras interwove with ruin and destruction and made the space around them shriek, Yulucia cocked her head to the side slightly, puzzled by the question.


  “Why, I’m a demon, of course. I was born as a Beast and have lived as a Devil and a human princess. Is there something else you archaic demons would call me instead?”


  “What?” Hyraines gasped with surprise at her answer.


  Since time immemorial and the very first age, not just anyone would be given the titles of Demon Lord or Beast or Devil.


  Just as Rinne was called the “Hell Beast” and Hyraines was called the “Hell Prince,” the moment a demon became worthy of an epithet, the demons and denizens of the Ethereal World understood their existence as words that sprang into their minds.


  Hyraines regarded the unusual demon before him and recognized her as the first new species of demon in thousands of years. The words then sprang to his mind: “The Devil Princess.”


  The golden demon’s sweet smile transformed into the magnificent grin of a devil.


  Hyraines’s whole body bulged and he grew gigantic before he threw himself at Yulucia in an attack.


  The whites of Yulucia’s eyes turned black as her irises shifted to crimson. She spread her large bat wings to meet his attack.


  Both of their nails shredded through the very space itself, and so fierce was the battle they waged that the crashing sound of the walls between dimensions being demolished could be heard for the next several months.


  Episode 14:
I Have Become a Legend… And Then


   


  HE HAD BEEN BORN IN A CITY IN THE countryside.


  As the baby cried for the very first time, there was this strange powdered laundry detergent from some unknown foreign country by his bedside, like some kind of thank-you gift for signing a contract. 


  Otherwise, there was nothing out of the ordinary about the baby and he had a normal upbringing. From a young age, the child was much more appreciative of his parents’ love than other children.


  For as long as he could remember, he had been looking for someone, but he didn’t know who.


  Ever since he was young, he had wished to return to somewhere. He kept it a secret so as not to worry his parents. He couldn’t possibly know where that place could be, anyway, so after graduating from the university in his hometown, he went on to work and live by himself in a faraway city.


  That was where he finally met her.


  She had also just graduated and was the same age as him. He had heard that her fiancé had died several months ago, just before they were to tie the knot. Instead of going back to live with her parents, she stayed in the apartment they had shared and lived all alone as she mourned her husband.


  He fell in love with her at first sight. She wasn’t the kind of beauty who turned heads as she walked by, but her droopy eyes and pretty smile made everyone want to be nice to her. The moment the man lay eyes on her, he couldn’t stop himself from crying. She asked if he was okay, and when he asked if she would marry him then and there, she said no like any normal person would.


  Of course, that was the normal thing to do. You didn’t just ask a mourning widow to marry you. But the man didn’t give up. He couldn’t, for his soul told him that she was the woman he had been searching for since the moment he was born—that she was the home he had been looking to return to.


  So the man did his best to be patient. He didn’t try to intrude on her heart and did his best to slowly help her work through her sadness.


  Eventually, the woman let go of her initial apprehensions about the man and was moved by his earnestness. She realized how much his personality and presence reminded her of her husband, and her frozen heart slowly began to thaw.


  Three years later, he made the decision, encouraged by those black chains around his heart that he had been aware of ever since he was young.


  He pulled the wedding ring (which had cost him his entire bonus salary) from his pocket.


  As he held it tightly in his hand, working up the nerve to pop the question, he heard the distant meowing of a cat. It almost sounded like the cat was cheering him on.


   


  ***


   


  The Princess of the Holy Kingdom—the golden girl, also called the True Saint, had saved a great number of people on the battlefield, reformed both the Daemon King and the evil Beast, and put an end to the war. However, the gods gave her yet another trial to overcome in the form of that black vortex that housed an evil being that could destroy the world. The Saint took up the challenge, taking only her four attendants with her, and managed to eradicate it after several months.


  No one knew what had actually happened. However, those who had been there, who had been saved by the Saint, and who had been touched by her purity all firmly believed this to be the truth.


  But the Saint had not returned. People whispered that she had died or that she was still out there fighting evil. Yet the majority of the people, both human and daemon alike, believed she had sacrificed herself in order to seal the evil away, though they prayed to the gods that if she were secretly out there fighting to save the world, she would manage to find her way home.


  The war between the human armies and the daemons was at an end, thanks to the Saint’s sacrifice. Yet they had a long way to go before they could possibly even consider coming together in the spirit of cooperation.


  Although daemons had once been human, their mating with other species, the environment they lived in, and their long isolation had caused them to have different customs and ways of thinking. The Saint’s mercy had moved Daemon King Haebulat to choose the path of nonaggression, and those who were once enemies slowly but surely were making efforts to compromise.


  Thanks to the mighty love of the Saint, thick clouds no longer darkened the skies of the Daemon Lands, and the food shortages came to an end. They tilled the land together with the Daemon King and the very beautiful dwarven princess who was his daughter, and came up with all kinds of food that used the seaweed they were now able to collect despite the Daemon Lands being landlocked.


  “Oo-ho.”


  “I know. I’m sure the Saint will come see you again sometime, Françoise.”


  “Oo-ho.”


  “Ha ha ha. Sounds great. I’m sure she’ll be happy to hear that next time she visits.”


  “Oo-ho!”


   


  Meanwhile, in the Kingdom of Sigoules…


  “Are you sure you don’t want to return home to your family, Aurelie?”


  “Yes. I’ve basically run away from home, so I want to stay by your side, Sir Al.”


  “Uh, okay. By the way, you can just call me Al.”


  “Okay…Al.”


  The shy way Aureline said his name made Alfio grin from ear to ear as he swung his hoe. For the first time, he had a girlfriend who actually understood the real him. He had already introduced her to his parents and they had been overjoyed to welcome such a considerate and well-mannered bride into the family, so the two of them were already living together.


  “Once things have calmed down, we should get in touch with Adelie and the Saint so you and your sisters can all have dinner together or something.”


  “Yeah.”


  Aureline had not seen either of them in some time. She was afraid that she would end up slipping into old habits and cowering in her older sister’s shadow again, and she was still scared of her younger sister, so she hoped they would not meet again for the next few years at least. They were still her sisters, though, so she prayed to the Goddess that they were well.


  “I haven’t seen Anko or Celia around recently either. But knowing the two of them, I’d bet they’re doing fine.”


  “I’m sure you’re right.”


  Little did Alfio know, he and Aureline had received a letter from the two women asking for help, since they were wanted criminals now, but Aureline had disposed of it before he’d had a chance to lay eyes on it.


   


  Although the people lamented that the Saint had yet to return, those who knew her well did not despair.


  One of her attendants had come back from the black vortex briefly to drop off an unconscious girl and leave a message before going back in.


  “Father, Mother, I’m sorry to worry you like this, but I have to go somewhere troublesome and it will take me a year or two before I can come home. I wish you all well, and I hope you will take good care of my big sister.”


  It was exactly the kind of message she would send: simple and lacking any detail. The person who heard it made a face, but it was a natural virtue of hers to be able to lighten even the most dire situation.


  The companions of the rescued girl couldn’t be found, and there was a rumor that two of them had been arrested, so her cousin who had been present at the scene decided to take her back to her birthplace, the Holy Kingdom of Talitelud.


  “Adelie, please call me ‘Mother’ from now on.”


  “O…kay.”


  Adeline was starting her new life in the care of Grand Duke Forte and his wife Liasteia in their villa in the capital city of Versenia, yet she was quite different from the girl they once knew. She would speak when spoken to. She could handle most things on her own. She had lost most of her memories and feelings and behaved like a small child now. Because of this, Liasteia pitied the girl and looked after her as if she were her own child.


  Half a year had passed already. Liasteia’s belly had begun to swell, and Adeline was still not showing any major signs of recovery.


  It wasn’t unusual for Adeline to spend entire days staring out absentmindedly at the garden. The lady’s maids and other maids she had hurt in the past had treated her with disdain at first, but eventually they too took it upon themselves to take care of her, even going as far as to start conversations with her.


  Adeline slowly became able to communicate more as she relearned more words; however, her former emotions had yet to return. There was one exception.


  “Lady Adeline, You-Know-Who has arrived to call on you.”


  The boy famed as the Holy Warrior of the Holy Kingdom would show up unannounced to visit her. As her relative and childhood friend, Ludoric regretted that he had not been able to dissuade her from the things she had done in the past and so stopped by to see her every few days. Before, Adeline had been like her mother in how she had fallen in love with the younger prince without being able to express her feelings appropriately, but now his visits were the only time she would show a small smile.


   


  The girls who were best friends with the girl who was the Saint missed her more than anything else. They did not doubt that she was alive and well. At the same time, they were convinced that she couldn’t possibly have a good reason for not being back already, and thus they spent their days fretfully missing her.


  “Why oh why isn’t Yul back already?!”


  “I wonder. I’m so worried about her.”


  “Me too!”


  “How about we both go to pray for her at church?”


  “Oh, yes! Hwuh!”


  Bertille and the prince were in the Keil Palace gardens. She was getting herself worked up when he suddenly hugged her around the shoulders and she let out a squeak of surprise.


  “What’s the matter, Betty? Should I stop?”


  “No! I-I just feel so nervous.”


  Second Prince Timoté smiled warmly as he kept his arms wrapped around Bertille, whose face had turned bright red.


  Bertille still couldn’t believe how her life was turning out. Since she had become friends with the Saint, the prince and crown princess had taken a liking to her earnest personality. With her fourteenth birthday just a few months away, Bertille presently found herself in the position of being the king’s grandson’s fiancée—in other words, she was betrothed to Timoté, who would become king after the next king.


  Bertille had been pining for Timoté ever since she was very young, always dreaming of having this kind of relationship with him. They were four years apart and she had barely qualified to be in the running for his prospective fiancée. She had never imagined she would actually be chosen, and now she was constantly getting flustered.


  There were still some doubts whether this pure, unfortunate, black-haired girl who was all looks and no brains would make a suitable future queen, but she seemed a perfect match for the easygoing Timoté.


  Some still worried, though.


   


  Noel, the Hero of the Holy Kingdom, had been granted land in Talitelud for his distinguished service in the war against the Daemon King’s army. He had previously been an honorary count with no land, so now he was officially a count and a member of the upper aristocracy. But it wasn’t merely a reward for his service, since it came wrapped up in careful calculations and expectations. Plus, despite his aptitude for spellcraft, he had no proper education to speak of, so he had been compulsorily enrolled at the Academy of the Magical Arts in the capital so that he could get a proper noble’s education and make connections.


  However, a formidable enemy had been lying in wait there for the Hero.


  After entering the academy, Noel rarely involved himself with anyone and spent most of his time alone. It wasn’t like Noel was a lone wolf. If anything, he was a gentle and polite boy with an amiable smile. But alas, being unable to save the girl he loved meant he was carrying the mood of the battlefield with him, and people found him unapproachable. As faithful citizens of the Holy Kingdom who revered the Hero, the girls in particular had been eagerly awaiting their chance to speak with him, but they had all given up. Everyone, that is, except one girl.


  “Lord Noel! Where are you going?! Are you off to go searching for Lady Yul?!”


  “I’m begging you, Ciellindo! Stop following me around!”


  Noel’s best friend Ludoric was also back at school, but Noel would often sneak off campus by himself to go looking for the Saint. Although he was the True Hero, he had no means of searching for her in another dimension, so he kept blindly searching for her in his world. It made him even more irritated that his searches never turned up anything, to the point that everyone kept an even greater distance.


  Ciellindo, however, had been the girl’s best friend. So when she had heard that Noel went out searching for her, she took every opportunity and used every excuse to beg him to bring her along.


  “I’m not going anywhere today, okay?! Besides, I usually search in dangerous places that no one else goes to. They’re no place for a noble lady like—”


  “That won’t be a problem! Lady Yul’s guardian knights have been training me in how to use weapons! See, watch me. Yah!” Ciellindo picked up a tree branch and swung it, managing to hit a bug with the end of it. “See?”


  Noel could only sigh at how proudly she looked back at him.


  If he didn’t agree, she was bound to follow anyway. And if he did agree, he’d have no choice but to protect her. However, he didn’t have it in him to just say no, because he knew how hard she had been working for the sake of her best friend.


  She reminded him of himself, since Noel too had trained as hard as he could out of his desire to reach the Saint. He sighed, but he did it with a smile, finding a kindred spirit in her.


  Those who knew the Golden Girl—Yulucia von Versenia—personally believed she was alive and well. They worried, but eagerly awaited the day of her return.


  Yulucia was known as the True Saint, and it was she who had prayed for everyone’s happiness, her benevolence that had put an end to the war against the daemons, and her love that had made even the evil daemons repent.


  The people hailed her as the legendary Saint beloved by the Goddess, and parents told tales of her deeds to their children as they went to sleep at night.


  So, just where was Yulucia now, and what was she doing?


   


  ***


   


  It was silent now.


  The giant monkey demon had cried in agony as he perished. I sucked up his resentment that tasted like a heaping plate of thick pancakes topped with butter, syrup, ice cream, and fruit, and I could finally breathe.


  “Ahhhhhhh! That was so exhausting!”


  I fell onto my back in the middle of what had once looked like some kind of laboratory but was now just a vast wasteland, since everything in here had been utterly demolished.


  “Uuugh, how many days were we at that for? Sheesh.”


  That last treat had been all right, but demons as strong as him were high in calories, so eating too much would have been basically asking for heartburn.


  That guy, Hi…Hyra…Hyrashine had been stronger than me.


  Our demonic natures had a habit of escalating when emotions were running high, so it wound up turning into a battle. I put up a pretty good fight, if I said so myself. We had been pretty evenly matched, and it was only thanks to my stamina and my anti-demon Glimmering Holy Magic that I won.


  “Nom.” I managed to will myself to sit up amid the rubble and took out a piece of dried octopus to munch on. It had been seasoned with a soul, so it was just barely enough to replenish my magic power. My dress produced an infinite amount of them, but this was the first time I was grateful to be a demon with an affinity for sea creatures.


  “Now what?” I sighed as I took in this space of infinite nothingness.


  There had originally been passages and doors and rooms here, though the décor left much to be desired. Now there was just a dark sky and wasteland reminiscent of the Demon Realm. In other words, we had basically destroyed every last bit of the path I had taken to get here. I admit, I had just gone all out on the destruction without a thought for the consequences, but how was I supposed to know that it would end up destroying the very dimension itself?


  And now that the owner of this intrinsic pocket dimension was gone, I didn’t know how much longer this space would exist. Worst-case scenario, I would have to swim through the dimensions by following my link to Rinne’s soul.


  “Well, I guess I’ll just be patient until it takes the bait.”


  A thin black chain extended from my fingertips with a jangle.


  Shwip.


  “I’m finally here, Yulucia!”


  I stared in silence as Rinne the black cat dropped down from the dark skies and landed on my shoulder.


  What was with that “now that I’m here, everything’s going to be fine” look of his?


  “You missed it.”


  Rinne looked astonished. With that cat face of his.


  Now I couldn’t use him as a landmark anymore. Granted, I was the one who had told him to join me.


  “Oh, yeah. Where are the kids?”


  My soul wasn’t connected to Rinne’s alone. If my four attendants were still in the other dimension, then perhaps we still stood a chance.


  “It’ll take them some time, but they’ll catch up to us soon enough.”


  “I had a feeling!”


  I had no means of getting back now and things were calm here for the moment, so I buried my face in Rinne’s stomach and took a deep breath of his cat-ness.


  Whak.


  Rinne left a pawmark on my cheek and scowled at the way I was smiling. “I didn’t think you would lose, but I didn’t think you’d get through that unscathed either.”


  “Luck was on my side. My so-called big brother helped me out too.”


  That boy with indigo hair was off traveling some faraway dimension this very moment. Devils were such fickle beings.


  I had no idea where he was now, but I supposed that since I was basically the first little sister he had encountered after living alone for tens of thousands of years, he felt compelled to step in when I needed something. In any case, all of that knowledge he’d sent me about that other world really just came out of nowhere and with no warning.


  I wished he would come stop by for a visit sometime.


  Whak. Whak. Rinne brushed off my shoulder with his paws.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Nothing. Just clearing off the vestiges of some demon I don’t know,” Rinne said.


  What was he talking about?


  “Anyway, what’s the plan now? I don’t care what dimension we’re in so long as we stick together, but I know you want to get back to that one we were in before. It’ll take extra time, but maybe we should try getting back by way of the Demon Realm?”


  There was little chance that we would actually manage to make it back to Athora, the world I had been living in, if we just hopped dimensions at random. All worlds were connected to the Demon Realm, so we should have been able to reach Athora eventually, but hundreds of years could have passed by the time we found it. I definitely would not want that.


  “Don’t worry. I have an idea.”


  I was waiting.


  This was the place where that demon who had control over dimensions had been doing experiments.


  I had already laid my bait. 


  “There it is.”


  I gave a slight tug on the black chain at my fingertips. It went taut from the other end. I channeled my energy into the blasted ground and the fish surged forth to take the “bait.”


  At long last. I was finally connected.


  Finally. The world snapped at my bait, bringing it within my reach.


  Krak!


  “Wait, this is—”


  “That’s right, Rinne.”


  The space cracked and there was a loud breaking noise just before the new world expanded out before us.


  A hazy sky.


  Clusters of towering skyscrapers made of stone and glass.


  Trains running past. Countless cars. Streets that went on without end.


  “This is the World of Light I dreamed of.”


  I had released that soul that had wanted to return to here so badly so I could locate this specific world. I had thought it was only a dream, this world where I had originally been born as a girl with a sad fate. I had been able to recognize that it really existed thanks to the illusions shown to Geas.


  Ooh, I could see so many people now.


  So many souls with such a rottenly sweet fragrance.


  The elementals had vanished and the cycle of souls had been stopped, meaning this place was now like a decomposing river. It was such a wonderful world, overflowing with polluted souls, since even the impure souls that should have gone to the Abyss were reborn again as people instead.


  There were so many dirty souls here that we couldn’t possibly count—let alone eat—them all.


  My power as the Devil Princess—as a being both demon and human—had guided me here.


  “Let us be off, Rinne. We shall replenish ourselves with the impure souls of this stagnant world, and then we’ll return back home to the world where my father and mother are.”


  This world overflowing with light that rewarded villains while punishing the good.


  This wonderful world where that girl had been born only to be cursed to die from illness.


  Even so, this was not my home world.


  Even though the elementals were gone, some hidden god would probably have no choice but to step in if we were to eat like half of the humans here. And then I could just ask them how to get home. If they didn’t know, I would just do it again and again. Until someone who knew the way finally appeared.


  Don’t worry. I shall love even a world such as this.


   


  “Hello, old world of mine. I hope you won’t mind us demons dropping by.”
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  Bonus Story:
“Magicoo-hol Girl, Mochipurun,” A Fairy Tale


   


  A LONG, LONG TIME AGO—EXCEPT IT WASN’T actually that long ago—there was a country where the mochipurun, the dwarves, lived.


  The country of the dwarves was a very nice and peaceful nation. The dwarves had once been short and stout, and both strong and dexterous, but they had evolved into the overlord-at-the-apocalypse-like people they were today in order to fight back against the animals, such as hippopotamuses and elephants, that were known for attacking travelers. And in this land where the gentle dwarves lived, the men still plowed their vast fields using a single finger and the women made pretty clothes using cloth made from bits of twisted steel, and they happily lived in harmony.


  Here there lived three beautiful princesses. There was the First Princess, Diamond Princess Julietta; the Second Princess, Gigantes Emily; and the Third Princess, Iron Princess Françoise.


  The people of their lands all adored the three pretty princesses as well as their kind king and queen. Everyone’s lives were grand.


   


  “Oo-bwoh oo-bwooooh. (Ho ho ho ho! What do you think you’re doing, Françoise? Can’t you see how dirty that spot still is?)”


  At fifteen years old, the eldest sister Julietta was nearly ten feet tall. She captivated all the boys with her face like steel and beautiful hair. She kicked her youngest sister again and stomped on her, interrupting the girl’s attempt to clean the floor.


  “Oo-gwooh oo-go oo-gwoooh. (Oh, dear. Sister, if you keep kicking her like that, then she’s never going to be able to finish cleaning. Tee hee hee.)”


  Standing next to Julietta was her precious sister Emily, who was over six feet in height, width, and depth. She sweetly giggled as she shoveled a big bag of cookies down her gullet and food spilled from her mouth.


  “Oo-bwooh oo-bwooh. (Goodness, my apologies. Hee hee. You shouldn’t let so much food fall out of your mouth, though, Emily.)”


  “Oo-gwoh oo-gwoooh. (But I love cookies so very much. I simply cannot help myself, you know.)”


  Julietta was tall for a woman and she doted on her younger sister for how petite and pretty she was. Likewise, Emily adored how noble and beautiful Julietta was.


  “Oo-bwoh? Oo-bo oo-bo? (Do they taste that good? May I have a bite?)”


  “Oo-gwooh. (Aw, fine. Just a nibble.)”


  Emily held out a half-eaten cookie with her cute wormlike fingers to the drooling Julietta, but the older girl ignored the proffered cookie and plunged her hand into the bag instead.


  “Oo-gwoooooooooh!”


  “Oo-bwoooooooooh!”


  Emily tried to stop her. However, Julietta got her to back off with a jab of her elbow to the face.


  Emily’s plump body was said to be capable of absorbing the shock of any kind of impact, so she was able to take it. She smirked as blood dripped from her nose and she drew back her arm to punch her sister with all her might.


  “Oo-gwooooooooooooooooooh!”


  “Oo-bwooooooooooooooooooh!”


  Her fist was powerful enough to make the very air quake, and she wound up shattering the stone pillars and floor. Their lady’s maids began to evacuate as the pretty sisters continued to brawl, leaving Françoise as the only one left to ruefully watch her sisters, who acted so differently now.


  Why did the two older sisters bully their sweet youngest sister Françoise?


  It all started after their kind mother the queen died in an accident. Their grief had cast a shadow over what had once been a very close relationship between the three sisters.


  The queen had been very beautiful and strong. On average, dwarves were six and a half feet tall and weighed four hundred forty pounds, and their queen had weighed over a ton. She would frolic through the meadows as alluringly as a gigantic toad and often rolled deer and sheep up into balls to pop into her mouth. The unpretentious queen had been beloved by her people, yet her gluttony would be her undoing, for their queen had choked to death on a hippopotamus that she had tried to swallow whole.


  The king and the entire nation had mourned her loss greatly. Of course, the three young princesses had been devastated as well. After the queen’s death, the two older sisters started taking out their sorrow on Françoise by hitting her.


  “Oo-ho. (Sisters.)”


  There was no telling when her sisters’ fight would be over, so Françoise turned her back on them and quietly went away.


  Still, what had caused this great of a change in them?


  “Oo-bwoh oo-bo-bo oo-bwoooh. (Is it just me, or is that girl starting to get a swelled head just because she’s a bit prettier now and people are paying attention to her?)”


  “Oo-gwoh! Oo-gooooh. (You are quite right, Sister. Now that our meddlesome mother is gone, you, dear Julietta, are truly the fairest in our land. She could never hope to compete, yet she has grown quite cheeky of late.)”


  Since the cookies were pulverized during their fight, the two sisters were now peacefully sharing the whole roast cow their lady’s maids had prepared for them while they complained about Françoise.


  “Oo-bo-oo-bwoh. (Mother was beautiful, like a goddess. But she was in the way of me being the fairest in the land. Yet, for all that…)”


  “Oo-gwoooooh. (You’re right, Sister. Even our lovely mother wasn’t able to swallow that hippo we had fattened up ourselves.)”


  The two sisters had plotted the death of the kind and beautiful queen.


  “Oo-bwoh oo-bo oo-bwoh. (But now I am number one. And you, sweet Emily, are the second fairest in all the land.)”


  “Oo-gwoooh. (Hee hee. You’re making me blush, Sister.)”


  The two girls had not thought fondly of their gorgeous mother, who had been the largest giant in all the land and able to swallow cows whole. One day, they joined her on her daily hunting in the meadows and set loose the hippopotamus that they had fattened up with lots of bananas, which resulted in the queen’s demise.


  All had gone according to their plan.


  “Oo-bwoh oo-bo oo-bo-bo oo-bo. (Still, we mustn’t let our guards down so long as that girl is still with us. Harassing her is not nearly enough—we need to start taking direct action.)”


  “Oo-gwoh oo-go-oo-gwoh. (I agree, Sister. The sooner, the better.)”


   


  The youngest sister, Iron Princess Françoise.


  She had lovely locks of black hair like a helmet made of cast iron. A face as pretty as a boulder, like that of a veteran who had seen many battles. Her piercing eyes brimmed with such love that even wild rhinoceroses and hippopotamuses made way for her. Her fingertips were dainty and willowy like moray eels.


  She was only four years old, but she was already six-foot-five and nearly as pretty as her mother and sisters. Her sisters feared that her beauty and the fact that she was as charming as a carved-out crag meant that she’d become a great threat to them in the future.


  “Oo-ho. (Sniffle.)”


  At that moment, Françoise was in the forest outside of the castle hugging her knees to her chest.


  Despite how mature she already looked, she was only four years old. She was sad that not only was her beloved mother gone, but her sisters had become so mean to her.


  That was when one of the animals of the forest came to comfort her.


  “Grrrrr!”


  “Oo-ho! (A kitty!)”


  The so-called kitty was ten feet long with tiger-like stripes. It growled as it kept its distance almost bashfully. Françoise thought it was so cute, she instantly seized her chance to leap at it and hug it.


  “Graaaaaaaaaaaaawh!”


  Krak. Pop.


  “Oo-ho-ho. (Hee hee. You’re so cute.)”


  Gentle Françoise loved animals. That was why she accidentally hugged it a little too tightly, making the cat adorably claw at her, unable to pierce Françoise’s radiant skin.


  This forest was Françoise’s playground and there used to be more cats here back when she was three years old, but for some reason she didn’t see them so often anymore, and that made her sad.


  Pop. Krak.


  She nuzzled the cat that had come to give her some company and the cat was so happy that it started foaming at the mouth and went limp like it had fallen asleep. That was when Françoise suddenly noticed a faint presence.


  “Oo-ho? (What’s that?)”


  She softly set down the sleeping cat, who was showing the whites of its eyes, and peered into the thicket where she’d sensed the presence.


  “Oo-hoh! (Aww, how cute!)”


  She found an adorable young elephant. Perhaps it was the cat’s playmate. Or maybe the poor thing had gotten separated from its mother? Regardless, Françoise loved animals and could not possibly leave this tiny creature that weighed less than four hundred pounds alone to fend for itself.


  Elephants were popular pets in the Dwarf Lands, so if she left it here, some bad guy could find it instead and take it away with him. And so, Françoise decided to bring the little elephant home with her so that she could raise it until it grew up.


  “Oo-ho-ho. (Let’s go.)”


  “Toot-toot!”


  The elephant must have suffered something traumatic, judging from the way it trembled with fear in its eyes, so Françoise slung the little creature over her shoulder and started skipping back home.


  But then it occurred to her that her sisters might make a game of tossing the elephant around like a beanbag were they to find it, so Françoise hid the elephant in the shed that was her secret hideout and carried a cow over from a farm to feed it milk. The scared elephant got this dull look in its eyes as it looked out into the distance. Surely that meant it had finally warmed up to her.


  While this was a good turn of events for the elephant, taking care of an animal was also good for helping develop Françoise’s sense of morals.


  “Oo-ho-hoh! (I’m gonna be your mommy until you grow up!)”


  And so, Françoise grew into a much calmer person and the lady’s maids of the castle stopped carrying shields and blunt weapons with them whenever they tried to approach her. However, this small happiness she had found didn’t last for very long. One day, Françoise was studying in her room in the castle when her sisters paid her a visit, which they rarely ever did.


  “Oo-ho, oo-ho oo-ho!”


  Were they going to do something mean to her again? Or were they going to demand she do some other difficult chore?


  Despite her fears, Françoise loved her sisters and did her best to happily welcome them into her room, but they gracefully spit on her kindness.


  “Oo-gwooooh oo-gwooooh.”


  “Oo-bwooooooooh!”


  “Oo-ho!”


  The older sisters looked down at her from their towering heights and chastised her in a most unpleasant way.


  “Oo-bwah!”


  “Oo-gwoh!”


  The noble and pretty older sisters howled like starving beasts. Even as they told her off, the sisters spoke with the flawless cadence of dwarven princesses. Françoise, being only four years old, took their words to heart.


  Oo-ho-oo-ho. (I’m gonna work hard—er, I mean, as a lady, I shall strive to improve myself!)


  So Françoise decided, but the older sisters hadn’t come with the intention of scolding their little sister for being naughty.


  “Oo-bwoh oo-bo oo-bwoooh. (Which reminds me, Françoise, I hear that you’ve been going to the forest by yourself these days.)”


  “Oo-ho? (Oh?)”


  “Oo-bwoh oo-bo oo-bo oo-bwoah? (What? Did you think we wouldn’t find out? There’s been a decrease in the population of the animals in the forest lately. That’s your doing, isn’t it?)”


  “Oo-go oo-gwoh oo-gwoh! (Just when the population was finally recovering now that Mother is gone too. I bet you’re out there swindling men with that pretty face of yours to go out and bring you meat!)”


  “Oo-ho! (What? I’d never do something so awful!)”


  It was true that Françoise had been regularly going into the forest, but only to play with the little animals there. All she did was hug them. She hadn’t done anything that would affect the population.


  “Oo-bwoooooooooooooooh!”


  “Oo-gwoaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”


  Françoise pleaded innocence, but her sisters wouldn’t believe her.


  Instead, Julietta declared that everything Françoise said was a lie and then proclaimed, “Oo-bo oo-bo bwoooh oo-bwoh! (You are not fit to be a princess of the Dwarf Lands. You are hereby banished to the Daemon Lands to the north!)”


  “Oo-ho?!”


  Françoise was shaken. Banishment to the Daemon Lands by dwarf royalty was a punishment worse than death. There were no normal animals in the Daemon Lands to speak of and her stomach might not be able to handle eating live small daemons.


  Even though she was beautiful and charming and beloved by their people, Françoise was only four years old. Her pretty sisters had people who backed them, whereas Françoise’s position was politically weak, so she would surely end up banished.


  This sentence left Françoise speechless. The middle sister Emily smirked with the attractive countenance of a wart-covered toad.


  “Oo-gwoooooh oo-gwooooh! (If you refuse to accept my decision, then go hunt down whatever dangerous beast is actually taking out all of the animals in the forest instead, if you can!)”


  “Oo-bwoh oo-bo! (Goodness gracious, Emily. You show such kindness to our youngest sister.)”


  “Oo-gwoaaah!”


  “Oo-bwooooh!”


  The sisters’ cackling made Françoise go pale.


  Françoise knew that there weren’t any dangerous animals in the forest. However, she recalled a hunter saying that several animals called tigers had died after all of the bones in their bodies had been broken, and she began to fear for her elephant’s safety.


  Perhaps Emily was just making things up and there wasn’t actually anything dangerous in the forest.


  But that was when a real crisis struck the Dwarf Lands.


  “Oo-hwoh!”


  “Oo-bwoh! (What’s all the ruckus about?)”


  The lady’s maid who had burst into the room then told them something terrible had happened.


  Demons had appeared in the town.


  It had all started because of the second demon summoning incident that had happened in the faraway kingdom of Talitelud.


  The golden little girl had resolved everything in regards to the physical battle, but the large quantity of miasma produced as a result had acted as a door that released numerous lesser demons into the world. Furthermore, the lesser demons had not stayed in the Holy Kingdom. They had fled from the golden girl out of fear, causing all kinds of trouble in the surrounding lands.


  “Graaaaaaaaaaaaah!”


  Five lesser demons were harassing a peaceful village in the Dwarf Lands.


  There may have only been five of them, but they were terrifying all the same. The dwarves could barely harm them with their mundane iron weapons and low-level spells.


  The gentle-natured dwarves thus had no choice but to flee. Many dwarves got attacked and wound up with bruises or serious sprains.


  “Oo-hwooh.”


  A young boy who hadn’t managed to get away got shot by dozens of ice arrows and sobbed from their chill. If he kept getting hit with ice magic, there was a good chance that he would catch a cold.


  Ordinary dwarves had no way to fend off these terrible demons.


  “Oo-hwooooh!”


  That was when a little girl (who was six-and-a-half feet tall) with black hair daringly arrived on the scene by punching a demon in the face and sending it flying.


  She was Iron Princess Françoise of the Dwarf Lands. It had taken her a few minutes to rush the several miles to get here, and now she grinned boldly with boulder-like charm as she turned her boulder-like back to the boy and told him to run. The boy couldn’t help but blush at her beauty and bowed his head in thanks several times as he evacuated.


  “Gwoooooooh!”


  “Oo-ho.”


  However, the physical attack had had little effect on the demon. It stood back up, shaking its head, and took a defensive stance against Françoise.


  Things would have turned out differently if she had one of the enchanted swords made in Talitelud, or a weapon made of mithril that drew upon its wielder’s pool of magic, but Françoise couldn’t hope to afford those kinds of weapons with her meager allowance.


  As if struck by how gorgeous Françoise was, all of the demons in the vicinity warily gathered around her.


  She was cornered with no way out. But then other people arrived at the scene.


  “Oo-bwoooooooooooooh! (Hoooh ho ho ho! As royalty, you should be ashamed for finding yourself in such a predicament.)”


  “Oo-gwooooooooooooooh. (It is hard to believe there is anything about our younger sister befitting royalty, Sister. Tee hee hee.)”


  It was Julietta and Emily.


  However, all they did was make snide remarks and didn’t try to help her at all. Which meant it also came as no surprise that demons would appear in the Dwarf Lands, which were so far away from the Holy Kingdom. The sisters had captured these demons from a distance on purpose in order to put an end to their youngest sister who posed such a threat to their futures. Although physical attacks didn’t work against demons, it had been easy for Emily to trap them with her plump limbs.


  “Oo-ho.”


  The sisters refused to help, but their people would surely weep if things were allowed to unfold as they wanted. How was she going to defeat these demons? If only Françoise could use magic. Unfortunately, dwarves were incapable of casting magic spells for some reason.


  “Oo-ho!”


  That was when Françoise remembered a picture book her loving mother had read to her once.


  A long, long time ago, the dwarves’ Saint had put her feelings into the Dwarven words she spoke and managed to use magic to make all kinds of big flowers bloom. But would Françoise be capable of magic too?


  She hesitated. Her sisters watched on, jeering. And just as the demons launched themselves to attack Françoise—!


  “Toot-toot!”


  Françoise’s elephant arrived to save her from impending danger and whacked the demons away with its snout.


  The demons raised their fists at the animal in annoyance. Seeing all of this stirred something inside of Françoise.


  To save the elephant. To save her beloved people.


  She knew that words spoken with feeling in Dwarven would turn into power.


  “Oo-hwoooooooooooooooooooooooooooooh!”


  Françoise clenched her graceful basketball-like hands as she jumped forward and hit a demon directly in the face with a punch full of love.


  The demon was sent flying off in a tailspin, straight into the other demons, who burst like balloons as soon as they collided with Françoise’s older sisters, splattering blood everywhere.


  Feelings could become great power.


  That was how dwarven magic worked.


  “Oo-gwoaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”


  “Oo-bwoooooooooooooooooooh!”


  Seeing how much of a ruckus her sisters were making after getting hit and covered in blood, Françoise decided to take the young elephant and run away, leaving the country forever.


  Now that she had made her sisters so angry, she had no place there any longer. Having given up on her sisters, Françoise hefted the elephant over her shoulder and calmly made her way out of the Dwarf Lands.


  “Oo-ho oo-ho-ho! (I know where I shall go: the Daemon Lands!)”


  The northern expanse was a harsh place for a dwarf to live. However, Françoise had decided that she would get revenge on her sisters by finding happiness in the very place they had tried to banish her to.


  “Oo-ho-ho! (Now, let us be off!)”


  “Toot-toot!”


  Françoise and the elephant set off on their journey.


  There were sure to be many hardships along the way. So long as they were together, though, they wouldn’t feel lonely.


  And so, at the end of her journey, Françoise met the man she fell in love with and the golden girl who became her best friend forever.


  Afterword


   


  HELLO TO THOSE I AM MEETING FOR THE first time! And to those who have been waiting for this volume to come out, thank you for your patience! Harunohi Biyori here.


  At last, we have reached the final chapter of Part 1 in The Devil Princess series with Volume 4, “The Devil Princess.”


  I know it makes no sense to use the title in English as the subtitle for this book, but all the way from the first to the final chapter of Part 1, I knew this was the only title there could be for it. Why? Well, you’ll just have to read to find out. And if you still don’t understand, then sorry!


  It’s so hard to make it in the new publishing world, so I am incredibly grateful that this series is able to be published. I had written the original web novel some time ago, so I rewrote this entire book to match my current writing style.


  I had originally written The Devil Princess with enough words to be published as a small paperback book, so I was worried about whether the story would be long enough when they told me it would be published as a large-sized book instead, but I wound up adding a whole bunch to parts that needed expanding when rewriting everything anyway, so my editor was very wise for deciding on that size in the first place.


  It was thanks to that, though, that I was able to make this a book that I’m very satisfied with. I added fifty percent more calories and demon ingredients to the story, since I had always felt there hadn’t been nearly enough in the original.


  That said, The Devil Princess. I ran into a bit of a problem where I wasn’t able to work on the book unless I was running on what energy I had in the middle of the night, which meant I wasn’t able to work on anything else at the same time either. Nevertheless, I had a lot of fun working on this book, since the final chapter includes everyone’s favorites from the web novel version, Françoise and Mr. Hyrwhatshisface. And of course, You-Know-Who is in this book as well, so please look forward to what happens between him and Yul.


  Now, since this is the final chapter of Part 1, that means we’ll be starting Part 2 in the next volume. I know some people like to read the afterword first, so I’ll be careful not to spoil anything, but I am going to talk about the manga adaptation drawn by Satoshi Shiki-sensei.


  The manga is completed, having fully adapted chapters 1 and 2 of Part 2. It did a very good job covering that part of the series. Thank you for making such a wonderful manga adaptation! The manga version made some adjustments to match the magazine it was being serialized in, so please feel free to take a look and see what kinds of differences there are.


  And so, as we head on to the world of Part 2 that came out of nowhere, I hope you enjoy the last chapter of Part 1.


  Geso Umiu-sensei drew the cover and the insert illustrations for this volume as well! Every volume, I eagerly look forward to seeing Geso Umiu-sensei’s gorgeous and wonderful illustrations.


  I would like to give the biggest of thanks to all of my readers and all of the bookstores who stocked this book, as well as my editor and everyone else involved in the publishing of this book!


  That being said, let’s meet again in Part 2 in the next volume!


  [image: ]


  Thank you for reading!


  Get the latest news about your favorite Seven Seas books and brand-new licenses delivered to your inbox every week:


  Sign up for our newsletter!


  Or visit us online:


  gomanga.com/newsletter
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