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      Prologue


      “I want to thank you again for allowing me to visit again under these circumstances, Lord Light,” Princess Lilith said.


      “If I were you, I’d wonder what was going on too, so it’s fine,” I replied. “Also, if you don’t mind, I’d much prefer for you to refer to me as ‘Dark’ whenever I’m in this outfit. Since you’re in disguise too as an adventurer named Liliana, whom I recruited as a temporary member of my party, there’s no need to act so polite around me.”


      “Understood, Lord—” Lilith paused and corrected herself. “Sure thing, Dark.”


      Yes, my adventuring party, the Black Fools, had gained a new fake member named Liliana—aka Princess Lilith of the Human Kingdom—and at present, we were strolling through the settlement at the base of the Great Tower with some cargo in tow. Why were Nemumu, Gold, and I escorting Lilith incognito like this, you may ask? Well, it all went back to the war the Beastfolk Federation had decided to wage on the Wicked Witch of the Tower. The beastfolk had captured thousands of human hostages to be used in their war plans, and this had pissed me off enough to make me want to slaughter every single beastman soldier who set foot on the battlefield. Though as luck would have it, the two beastmen chieftains present had been wearing Twinblood Pendants, which when activated, suddenly turned them into monsters that ended up wiping out the entirety of the Beastfolk Federation’s army for us.


      This episode came to be known throughout the rest of the world as the “Beastfolk Massacre,” and most of the humans we’d rescued from the beastmen had ended up staying at the settlement encircling the Great Tower. This greatly expanded the population of the community, and required another round of major development projects to be undertaken. The settlement now resembled one of those large castle towns, with the Great Tower at the edge of the clearing, overlooking the growing community. Thanks to the fairy maids and our dragons, the expansion of the town was proceeding at pace, and before we knew it, everyone was calling the settlement “Tower City.”


      As the princess of the Human Kingdom, Lilith wanted to see for herself just how much the settlement had changed since the last time she visited it, and to make sure that the residents’ quality of life hadn’t suffered from the sudden surge in population. When Lilith requested another tour, I had no reason to refuse her, but I didn’t really want to go through the rigmarole of formally arranging a visit through the Human Kingdom royals. So I’d suggested to Lilith that she should disguise herself as an adventurer for this trip to the settlement, which is why her wavy flaxen hair had been dyed a chestnut-brown color and tied up in a ponytail, and why our fairy maids had given Lilith a complete makeover, making sure to use a totally different set of cosmetics from what she usually wore. Unless it was someone who really knew her, nobody would have recognized her at first glance.


      Using a gacha card to transform her would’ve been better, but it looks like she’s enjoying playing dress-up as an adventurer, I thought. And I wouldn’t want to get in the way of her fun, now would I? Even though the other races looked down on her kingdom, Lilith was still royalty, so she naturally didn’t get many opportunities to dye her hair, dress up like an adventurer, and sneak around a town. I decided I’d let her enjoy this novel experience to the fullest.


      “Our first stop is a shop run by a couple of girls who are around your age,” I said. “I thought you’d appreciate starting off the tour by chatting to people you’d be most comfortable speaking with.”


      “Thanks for looking out for me,” Lilith said. “And you’re right. I will be a lot more relaxed speaking with them first than with some gruff older man.”


      I activated a Telepathy link so that I could communicate with Nemumu and Gold. If you guys sense any danger, be sure to let me know. Not that I’m expecting any in this town.


      Understood, Lord Dark! Nemumu gleefully responded in my mind. Leave everything to us!


      Keep calm and carry on, milord, for no harm shall befall you or Her Highness as long as the Auric Knight is around, what what? Gold replied, equally as enthusiastic.


      Of course, it’d be one thing if we were hiking through parts unknown, but in truth, we had put up too many defenses both in and around the tower settlement for us to really have to worry about any bad guys attacking us. Still, I felt the need to warn my teammates all the same. There was no such thing as being too careful, after all. Before long, the shop in question came into view, as did the aforementioned pair of girls, who were outside the front of their store, sweeping up. The younger of the two, Silica, was the actual owner of the shop, and she had a pretty unique backstory. Silica had once been a slave forced by a party of elf adventurers to act as monster bait, but the Mohawks had ended up rescuing her from that situation and she eventually wound up here. Silica’s parents had been traveling merchants by trade, and they had done a good job of teaching her how to read, write, and keep track of numbers. In fact, Silica was such a naturally talented youngster, she had been able to help the merchant who initially took her in with his business, and not long after, she had found herself running her own store in the tower settlement.


      We couldn’t find anyone else suitable to be shopkeepers, despite the huge number of people we have here, I thought. Most of Tower City’s residents were either former slaves or former peasant farmers, and in any case, only very few humans on the whole entered the merchant business. On top of that, the store doubled as Silica’s private home, and she didn’t feel safe living and working with a man. In fact, she’d been running the shop as a one-person operation up until very recently, when she had decided to hire a teenage assistant who wasn’t much older than her.


      The teenager in question was a pretty blonde who tied her hair up at the back with a light-pink ribbon. She wore the same kind of simple dress that most of the other human girls tended to wear, and even though the outfit wasn’t revealing in any way, you could still tell she was well-endowed and had a shapely figure. Another distinguishing feature about the girl was her nails, which were long, likely because she thought it looked chic. If I had to describe this older girl in a single word, I would say she was “bewitching,” like a temptress.


      I know I shouldn’t go judging a book by its cover, I thought to myself. But honestly, I don’t like the vibes I get from her. I was pretty sure a whole load of guys would insist that her bewitching nature was one of the best things about the assistant shopgirl, but for some reason that I couldn’t quite put my finger on, I couldn’t shake my misgivings about her.


      As these thoughts raced through my head, the two girls finished sweeping and went back inside the shop. I turned to Lilith and said to her, “The shop should be pretty empty at this hour, so this is a good opportunity to go say hello to them.”


      “Great. I can’t wait to hear what they have to say about this city,” Lilith said, quickening her pace in order to get to the store faster, with the rest of us following on behind.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: The Demonkin Nation Masters


      A man with dreadlocks sighed loudly as he reclined on a sofa. “So I hear those Dragonute Empire Masters finally made their move on the Great Tower. It’s supposed to be this nation or village or whatever near the Elven Queendom. They thought C might be hidin’ in the tower.”


      Goh was the leader of the group of Masters that had gathered in a building in the Demonkin Nation, the northernmost nation on the mainland. Goh’s arms were sprawled across the back of the sofa, while his legs were spread equally wide, his listless posture conveying his passive annoyance.


      “Huh. Did they really?” a teenage girl sitting on a different sofa said with an air of indifference, her focus largely on her fingernails, which she was busy filing. “Those guys seriously get obsessed over the stupidest things. And they probably didn’t get anything out of it. The way they’re just totally cool with running around in circles all the time is really dumb in my book. They’re not gonna kill the almighty C, so they should quit wasting their time. They’d be way better off if they just followed the happy, carefree Miki lifestyle.”


      The girl called Miki blew on her nails, studied them closely for flaws, then resumed filing. She had long blonde hair that was tied up at the back with a ribbon, and she was sitting with one leg crossed over her knee on a sofa without a backrest. She was wearing hot pants along with boots that went all the way up to above her knees, and the top she had on looked more like a brassiere, with one strap dangling loosely from her shoulder. The whole look was completed with a wide-sleeved jacket that hung off her shoulders.


      Daigo, the third member of the group and the only one of the three who was standing, unsheathed the two swords he kept in a single scabbard that dangled from his hip, the chain connected to their hilts jingling with aggravation.


      “Goh, if you’ve got nothing else to tell us, I’m going back to leveling,” Daigo said curtly. He was 170 centimeters tall, had his hair tied up, and his shirt lay open to reveal a set of bulging pectoral muscles. Etched across his face was an X-shaped scar that had been carved into it by a sword, both lines stretching all the way from his forehead to the edges of his cheeks, and under it lay eyes with a gaze as piercing as his twin blades.


      “No, I ain’t finished saying my piece, Daigo,” Goh retorted. “I was just gettin’ started, so settle back down and don’t interrupt me with those swords of yours again.”


      Goh lifted his taut, muscular frame forward out of its slouch, and this time, there was a hint of excitement in his voice as he spoke. “So what those dumb Masters did was instigate the beastfolk into takin’ on the Great Tower. But guess what happened next? Their whole friggin’ army got annihilated in the battle.”


      “Annihilated?” Daigo repeated. “You mean, at least a third of their troops were taken out of action? Never mind me, even this repulsive skank here could kill that many beastmen without breaking a sweat. That’s hardly worth talking about.”


      “How can you call me a skank? You’re so mean!” Miki whined. “My only crime is that I maybe like cute girls and boys a little too much.”


      Daigo’s face twisted in sheer disgust. “You go after any female who’s your type, and when it comes to the opposite sex, you’re only attracted to cute-looking boys. It wouldn’t be a problem if all you did was take ’em to bed, but that crazy kink of yours for snuffing out your lovers is a total deal-breaker. If that’s not the behavior of a repulsive skank, what is?”


      “Huh? What’s not to get about my kink?” Miki said. “All those cute boys and girls look so adorable when they’re in pain, and they’re all miserable, and they’re so scared of me, they turn white as a sheet. You see, I start off by being all sweet on them so that they forget about everything that isn’t Miki, then I totally betray their trust just to see the look of horror on their faces. They’re just so totally adorbs and precious in those moments, I can’t stop the throbbing I get deep down inside!”


      A completely enraptured Miki paused briefly as she realized she had forgotten to add something important. “Ah, but those aren’t the only times that they look so unbearably cute. I also like to bind their hands and feet, then slowly slice open their bellies while they beg for their lives. The way they scream and plead for mercy totally melts my heart! But surprisingly, those human kids the demonkin give me don’t die all that easily, so after I cut ’em open, I like to play with their innards while they howl and scream, their cute little faces twisting in pain—”


      “Enough!” Daigo yelled, glaring down at Miki in undisguised disgust. “I didn’t come here to listen to you go on about your stupid kink!”


      “Oh, boo! You’re always so mean to me, Daigo!” Miki pouted, puffing out one of her cheeks. “No girl will ever like you if you insult them like that. Besides, it’s not as if you hesitate to kill women and children alike when you’re doing your level grinding. And if you ask me, that leveling kink of yours is also stupid, especially since you keep killing cute kids I would’ve liked.”


      “They suffered a much better fate dying by my hand than having a sick, sadistic nutbag like you digging your claws into them!” Daigo shot back. “In any case, leveling is everything. It’s the only thing that matters!”


      “Would you two mind at all if I picked up from where I left off?” Goh interjected, tired of being ignored. “So anyway, when I said the beastfolk army was annihilated, I meant completely annihilated. There was nothin’ halfway about it. Their entire army of two thousand was wiped out just like that, with no one left to tell the tale.”


      “All two thousand men?” Daigo pondered. “Sure, I might be able to do that, given enough time and the right setting for such a task, but even then, there’s always a good chance I’d miss a few. But you’re saying they killed every single soldier on the battlefield? Just who the hell were the beastfolk fighting?”


      “We don’t know that yet,” Goh said. “It looks like the Great Tower used some kind of single-use, possibly phantasma-class magic item to trap in all the beastmen and massacre them all.”


      “Ugh, they sound terrifying!” Miki gasped with mock fear and even covered her face with her hands. Although it was just an act, most men who saw her would have instinctively felt an impulse to protect her, but Daigo simply clicked his tongue in contempt, while Goh continued talking without even addressing her histrionics.


      “So it looks like those brainless tryhards who work for the dragonutes now believe C might be in that tower, or at least involved in some way,” Goh summed up. “And let’s face it, unless you’re C, it’s simply insane to activate a rare single-use, phantasma-class item just to massacre a bunch of beastfolk. Now I ain’t totally convinced C’s in that tower, but it wouldn’t hurt for us to check it out anyway. So do I got any volunteers?”


      “What? Can’t you go yourself?” Daigo said.


      “Yeah, hard pass on that,” Goh replied. “No reason for me to go dealin’ with stupid grunt work like that.”


      “Well, the same goes for me too, then!” Daigo yelled back. “I’m way too busy with my leveling, at any rate. Besides, where’s Gira and Doc? Can’t we send one of them to do it?”


      Goh sighed. “Ya really think Gira has the light touch needed for undercover work? That homicidal maniac will start chopping up everything in his path as soon as you set him loose. As for Doc, that gremlin would rather stay cooped up in his lab runnin’ experiments on humans than go off somewhere to gather intel. You know how he’s super focused on ‘the future of the human race’ and all that junk.”


      Daigo could only choke down a grunt in response to this, because he knew Goh was right about Gira and Doc.


      “You, on the other hand, are having a hard time findin’ monsters powerful enough for your level grinding, ain’t you?” Goh added. “I know ya got some free time, so you should use it to go look into this tower.”


      “Hell no!” Daigo didn’t even hesitate to consider the suggestion before refusing, which caused Goh to click his tongue in irritation.


      “Fine. You up for it, Miki?” Goh asked wearily.


      “Well, I guess I could go, since I have the kind of abilities that’ll let me sneak around the tower unnoticed,” Miki said. “And if C does turn out to be there, I could pray for a perfect harem or my ideal life partner. But I don’t wanna waste my time on some wild-goose chase either.” Miki winced at the thought of going all that way for no reason, prompting Goh to add a sweetener to the deal.


      “Well, this is just a rumor, so don’t quote me on it, but I hear the Wicked Witch of the Tower is a smokin’ hot babe,” Goh said. “Nobody’s seen her face, but they say you can tell how fine she is from the way she carries herself. Also, the tower’s got a bunch of maids workin’ there, who are apparently too gorgeous to be from this world.”


      “All right, it’s settled! Miki will investigate the tower for the sake of her friends, her dreams, and the almighty C!” Miki roared with gusto. Her complete one-eighty was so predictable, Goh was unable to prevent a slight chuckle from passing his lips. He had, in fact, specifically wanted Miki to go check out the tower from the start, since out of all five of the Demonkin Nation Masters, her powers were the best suited for the task. After successfully convincing Miki to enthusiastically accept the assignment, Goh allowed himself a self-satisfied nod.


      “Now hold on a minute!” cried out the fourth person in the room, a demon who had been loitering around in the background, listening to the conversation, before deciding this was the right time to interject. “Are you people insane?”


      The demon had long horns protruding from his head, menacing fangs jutting out of the corners of his mouth, and he was at least several centimeters taller than Daigo. The finery he was wearing marked him as a member of the Demonkin Nation’s aristocracy, yet he was disciplined enough not to make his presence known in the usual ostentatious manner, preferring to simply watch proceedings from somewhere out of sight without moving a muscle until he felt the need to step in. In other words, it was obvious this demon had combat experience, but that fact mattered little to the Masters the demon had just obliquely insulted. After all, any one of these Masters had the power to lay waste to the Demonkin Nation if they really felt like it.


      “The Wicked Witch of the Tower leads a band of psychotics who just killed every single beastman who dared to take up arms against them!” the demon exclaimed, clearly perturbed. “And you want to risk provoking them?”


      “You wouldn’t be trying to stop us from doing what we wanna do, now would you?” Miki said languidly. “That goes against our contract, you know.”


      “You’re the ones in breach of contract!” the demon retorted. “We signed an agreement pledging mutual cooperation, yet here you are, about to put our nation in grave peril. I refuse to stand by and let that happen!”


      The Demonkin Nation and the Masters had entered into a pact in which the nation agreed to provide aid, comfort, and other favors to the Masters, and in return, the Masters agreed to lend their powers to the demonkin whenever they were needed. Even though the demon knew the Masters could squish him like a bug, this was overshadowed by the much bigger risk of the Masters making an enemy out of the Wicked Witch and the Demonkin Nation getting caught in the middle. That prospect would inevitably open the doors to the wholesale slaughter of his people in the same manner as the beastfolk. However, the Masters weren’t ready to listen to reason.


      “It’ll be chill, honest,” Miki assured the demon. “Nobody will know my true identity or that I’m working with the Demonkin Nation. There’s nothing to worry about.”


      “I certainly have faith in your powers, but there’s no point in poking the hornet’s nest,” the demon said. “Miki, we’ll provide you with more human slaves that are to your liking, so is there any way you could forgo your plans to meddle with the Great Tower?”


      “No way! Not a chance!” Miki pouted in a whiny voice. “This time, Miki’s gonna hook up with the Wicked Witch and her maids!”


      Miki usually agreed to anything the demons asked of her, so long as they were willing to provide her with fresh humans to sate her wanton desires, but this time around, she was wholly convinced that the Wicked Witch was a woman of unparalleled beauty who controlled an army of maids that were just as pretty as herself. As such, there was absolutely no possibility of Miki passing up this chance to infiltrate the Great Tower, no matter what else was dangled in front of her.


      “Besides, this is a huge opportunity for the demonkin too,” Miki argued. “C might be in that tower, and if he is, he’ll grant my prayers and yours too! You might finally get your wish of becoming a more powerful race than the dragonutes! That definitely makes checking out the tower worthwhile, no matter how ‘psychotic’ the people there are, Your Highness.”


      The demon—who happened to be Voros, the crown prince of the Demonkin Nation—gritted his teeth in vexation, but he couldn’t deny Miki’s point that the Great Tower might contain the answer to helping his people attain their long-held ambition of becoming the master race by surpassing the dragonutes. That goal had become the demonkin’s whole reason for being, to the point where it could be called a collective obsession. As the crown prince, Voros was in no position to pass up this opportunity of a lifetime, even if it meant dealing with the bunch of murderous psychopaths residing in the Great Tower. After a moment’s hesitation, Voros threw up his hands.


      “Fine, do what you want!” he spat. “But you’re sharing all the intel you get with us, you hear? And if your cover does get blown, you’d better do everything in your power to make sure none of the blowback reaches us. We’ll do what we need to do to protect ourselves too. You got any problems with that?”


      “Of course not! You can always trust Miki!” the female Master replied before aiming a cutesy wink at Voros, which unwittingly took his breath away. Miki was a sadistic killer who derived pleasure from torturing women and children both physically and mentally, but she was still so stunning to look at that she captivated most men, even the demon prince himself. Voros found himself forced to exit the room quickly before Miki completely captured his heart, and behind his retreating figure, Miki, Goh, and Daigo shared scornful smirks.


      ✰✰✰


      Voros rushed out of the Masters’ suite and into the bitterly cold air of the hallway. He soon slowed his pace to a walk, but he still wanted to put as much distance as he could between him and the room he had just fled. Who the hell did they think they were talking to?! Voros yelled in his mind. I’m the crown prince of the Demonkin Nation! Yet those inferior humans saw fit to insult me! If they weren’t Masters, I would have had them flayed alive and tormented until they begged for death!


      But Voros knew full well that he was dealing with beings who had the power to destroy not just his own nation, but the nations of all the other races too. Well, except for the dragonutes. Despite looking human, the Masters were actually walking weapons of mass destruction, and although Voros had made a point of saying his piece in their suite, he couldn’t afford to dig his heels in and potentially anger them. However, the crown prince took comfort in the fact that the demons knew a secret that was being kept confidential from the Masters.


      They can go ahead and spend all their time vainly searching through that tower or whatever other dungeons they want to look in for all I care. We already know they won’t find C in those places, Voros thought, snorting in derision at Goh and his associates. They have no clue that we already have C in our possession. They’re like a bunch of ignorant dogs chasing their own tails.


      Having the Masters spy on the Great Tower ran counter to the interests of the Demonkin Nation, with Voros believing that the proper way to take action against a threat as dangerous as the Great Tower was to hold a vote at the next summit in order to form an international coalition that could share the risk. In truth, Voros couldn’t understand why anyone would try to take on the tower alone, and what made the operation even more of a pointless endeavor was that the demons already knew where C resided. The demon prince had tried to do the Masters a favor by voicing his opposition to their impulsive mission, but in the end, he’d had little choice but to allow them to unknowingly head off on a fool’s errand. Voros couldn’t have told the Masters the real reason for his objection since that would lose his leverage over them, and digging his heels in risked inviting the wrath of the Masters. However, simply having C in their possession wasn’t enough to grant the demonkin their long-held desire of becoming more powerful than the dragonutes.


      There has to be a way to remove the seal and awaken C, Voros mused. That way, we can finally be rid of these inferior reprobates and rise above the dragonutes.


      C was presently being held in a secret location, but a magical seal was keeping him asleep. The demons had no clue how to remove this seal, and it wasn’t like they could just ask outsiders for help, so they continued to carry out research in secret, but so far, they’d had no luck with it. Voros quickened his pace, reminding himself what needed to be done. As long as I still breathe, I need to awaken C so we can kill those Masters and become the most powerful race in the world, thought Voros. We are this close to achieving that goal within my lifetime, and that is the mission that has been granted to me as the next king of the demons!


      Voros’s sense of purpose had been rekindled, sweeping through his soul like a wildfire, but little did he know at this time what his fiery ambition would end up bringing about.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Flushing Out the Spies


      Weeks before leaving to go on her undercover trip to the Great Tower settlement, Lilith was in her private bedroom in the Human Kingdom castle with two of her maids. In terms of scale, the royal residence resembled a large mansion more than it did a typical palace, but it was considered a castle all the same. At this particular moment, one of the maids in the bedroom was perched on the edge of Lilith’s bed, looking dazed.


      “So she’s hypnotized, correct?” Lilith said.


      “Yes, Your Highness,” said the other maid, who looked no more than ten years old. “She’s completely in a trance.”


      Lilith stared with fascination at the person they had hypnotized: her head maid, Nono. Normally, it would be a serious breach of etiquette for a maid to be sitting down while the princess stood, and it was practically unheard of for any servant to sit on Lilith’s bed. Nono in particular was a real stickler for enforcing proper decorum at all times, so the idea that she was breaking two of her ironclad rules at present was nothing short of extraordinary.


      After making sure Nono was indeed fully hypnotized, Lilith turned to the younger of the two maids. “Thank you for activating the SR Hypnosis card, Yume.”


      “You’re welcome!” the maid replied with a sunny smile. “I’m always ready and willing to serve you, Your Highness!” While this maid looked like Light’s little sister, Yume, she was actually a copy of her created by the UR Double Shadow card. The gacha card had the ability to replicate the original’s physical appearance and mannerisms, right down to their habitual gestures. The likeness was so complete, in fact, not even a family member would be able to see through the copy. The card could even reproduce any Gifts possessed by the original, though their potency was somewhat diminished.


      The SR Hypnosis card the doppelgänger had used on Nono allowed the user to either manipulate the subject or extract information from them, but it wasn’t foolproof. For one thing, the card wasn’t so effective on high-level targets, and for another, even if the hypnosis did take, any third party would instantly realize that something was off due to the dazed look on the person’s face. Yet there was a very good reason Lilith had decided to place her trusty head maid under hypnosis.


      “I feel guilty about doing this to you, Nono,” Lilith said. “But this is necessary for me to establish your innocence.”


      Lilith was planning to replace her father, the king, as the ruler of the Human Kingdom, and the takeover was all set to happen during the summit that was scheduled to be held at the Principality of the Nine in a few years. This plot wasn’t born from any self-serving motive, though. While the Human Kingdom had the outward appearance of a fully sovereign nation at present, it was not allowed to levy tariffs on the eight other nations, and it was forced to sell its own people as slaves for cut-rate prices whenever the other races demanded it. The Human Kingdom was basically a servile province that didn’t even have the right to choose its own monarch. The current king was dead set on maintaining the status quo, as was Lilith’s brother, Crown Prince Clowe, but Lilith’s revolutionary spirit meant she refused to accept the present state of affairs, leading her to seek Light’s cooperation to make her the ruler of her nation, so that she might improve the lot of the human race.


      However, claiming power wasn’t as simple as using Light’s army to strong-arm her way onto the throne, for the kingdom was awash with spies who were in the service of other races. If Lilith tried to take the crown by force and attempted to push her proposed reforms through that way, the royal vassals wouldn’t accept her authority and nothing would get done. She would also find herself constantly watching her back for potential poisoners, assassins, and kidnappers. In other words, dealing with all of the toxic palace intrigue would leave Lilith no time to actually run her nation, so she had decided to try to identify all the spies using Light’s cards in order to secretly eliminate them before her accession to the throne. And the first person to undergo this weeding-out process was Nono, the person Lilith trusted most.


      “Yume, please wait outside the door and make sure no one else comes in,” Lilith ordered. “If anyone tries to enter, give me a signal and stall them for a few moments.”


      “Yes, Your Highness,” the fake Yume replied before bowing and exiting the room.


      I still can’t believe how she can have the exact same appearance, speaking patterns, and mannerisms as the real Yume, thought Lilith. I almost forgot she’s a body double. Although it pained her to think about it, the Double Shadow Yume was the only person in the entire castle that Lilith could truly trust. She collected her thoughts and turned to face Nono once more.


      “You’ve looked after me ever since I was a kid, and I look up to you like an older sister,” Lilith said. “I can’t imagine you being a spy, but I have to do this, just to make sure.” She cleared her throat. “I will begin my interrogation now, Nono. Please answer my questions honestly.”


      “Yes, Your Highness,” Nono said in a monotone voice.


      “Nono, you aren’t a spy working for another nation, are you?” Lilith said with an air of confidence.


      Nono was silent for a moment before answering, “Yes.”


      “Well, of course you aren’t,” Lilith said. “We’ve been together since I was a little child. If you really were a spy, I would’ve noticed a long time— Wait, come again?”


      Because Lilith was so sure that Nono was innocent, she’d initially failed to realize that her response of “yes” could have meant anything, grammatically speaking. Lilith fearfully asked the necessary follow-up question.


      “A-Are you or are you not a spy working for another nation?” Lilith stammered.


      “Yes, I am,” Nono said after another pause. “I am a spy and I serve the Demonkin Nation.”


      This confession struck Lilith like a thunderbolt, and caused her to fall backward onto her posterior. Luckily, the only one who noticed the princess react in such an embarrassing manner was the fake Yume, who had heard the noise through the door and rushed into the room to calm Lilith down and help her back up. After collecting herself again, Lilith continued to question Nono, but seated in a chair this time. The head maid spilled everything she had been hiding for all the years she had been alive.


      She revealed that, for generations, her family had been under orders from the Demonkin Nation to operate in the Human Kingdom as spies, and that she had been personally instructed to assassinate the princess if her justice-related activism ever became a threat to the Demonkin Nation’s interests. Nono added that because she had looked after the princess ever since she was little, her affection for her went beyond the usual master-servant relationship, but that affection would not win out against her familial duties and the mission she had been assigned, for if she were to go against orders and spare the princess’s life, she and every single member of her family would be slaughtered. Nono went on to list some of the other spies who were working for the Demonkin Nation, which included maids, manservants, and some of the nobles who had been put in charge of running the kingdom, and she concluded the session by telling her questioner that she was also personally aware of other people who might be spies for the other seven races, but she hadn’t bothered to confirm her suspicions, so they were only suppositions on her part.


      Lilith clutched her head in distress. “I can’t believe there are so many spies crawling around my kingdom! I was prepared for the worst, but this is just too much!”


      For Lilith to become the next ruler of the Human Kingdom, there had been a very real prospect that she would need to execute a whole bunch of people if it came to it. But this new information meant Lilith was now faced with the worst-case scenario of not just having to execute Nono, but the rest of her family as well.


      “How could you?” Lilith said accusingly, with hot, bitter tears streaming down her cheeks. “Why are you, of all people, a spy? Do you have no love for your nation?”


      If Lilith had been any normal girl, she would have pretended not to hear what Nono had told her, given up on her plans to change the world, and attempted to live out the rest of her life as normally as she could. But Lilith couldn’t simply abandon her objectives due to the weight of her responsibilities as the princess of the Human Kingdom. After spending several minutes crying due to the pain of this betrayal, Lilith gritted her teeth and raised her head, her eyes filled with determination to lift her kingdom out of peonage and to save her people from being treated like cattle. She was hell-bent on achieving her goals, even if it meant excising the cancer that had spread throughout her kingdom.


      “This pain and suffering will end with my generation,” Lilith declared. “And I will make that happen, even if I have to kill you myself, Nono.”


      ✰✰✰


      “I simply don’t have enough people!”


      Sitting in a chair in her private suite, Lilith sighed deeply. The princess had secretly been running a probe to find out who was and wasn’t a spy inside the palace walls, but since the only person she could trust to help with the operation was the Double Shadow Yume, this fact-finding mission had been going at a snail’s pace. The one person Lilith thought she could trust, Nono, had turned out to be an undercover agent for the demonkin. After this shocking discovery was made, Lilith realized she could ill afford to rely on anyone else to be a confidential cohort. That said, two people were nowhere near enough to make meaningful progress on such an enormous task, and Lilith closed her eyes as she tried to come up with a solution, but all paths led to the same destination.


      “I suppose I’m going to have to ask Lord Light for help,” Lilith muttered to herself. She retrieved the SR Telepathy card she kept in her desk drawer and awkwardly recited the activation spell.


      “Um, let’s see...” Lilith said hesitantly. “SR Telepathy, release.” The card disintegrated and a mental link was established between Lilith and Light, who was all the way down in the Abyss.


      ✰✰✰


      Lilith used a Telepathy card to contact me because she wanted some advice, so we arranged to meet in person a few days later at her convenience. After replacing her at the Human Kingdom palace with a Double Shadow clone, Lilith showed up at my other office on the top floor of the Great Tower. We sat opposite each other on sofas and made small talk while sipping the tea that Mei had brewed.


      “I very much appreciate you taking the time to meet me today,” Lilith began.


      “It’s the least I could do,” I replied. “I’m eternally indebted to you for saving my sister’s life, so I’m always available whenever you wish to meet.”


      “I’m supremely glad to hear that,” Lilith said. “As for Yume, I hope she is doing well? I confess, I do not feel bereft of her company, since she—or rather, her body double—still waits on me every day. But I do find myself wondering how the real Yume is faring.”


      “Thank you for caring so much about my sister,” I said. “Yume misses you a lot, so if you could make time in your undoubtedly busy schedule to go see her, it would make her day.”


      “Yes, I would love to see Yume again,” Lilith replied. “We have so much to talk about since we’ve been apart for so long.”


      The two of us continued to chat idly like we were old friends having brunch together. Once she was sure we were both in a good mood, Lilith finally broached the real subject of our discussion.


      “To tell you the truth, I’ve run into a huge problem,” Lilith said, a grim look on her face. “There’s no one I can trust in my palace, other than the Yume clone you made with your card. I’m surrounded by spies, and it’s taking me and the fake Yume far too long to flush them all out. I need more manpower to get rid of these spies, so is there any way I could trouble you for more cards? I know I’m being a bit presumptuous, but this is all for the future of the human race.”


      She really did make it sound like she had only come to me as a last resort. After listening to Lilith’s plea, my brow furrowed pensively.


      “I see,” I said. “So you want more Double Shadow cards who you can trust to help you identify these spies?”


      “That’s correct,” Lilith confirmed. “And yes, I know full well how immensely valuable those cards are.”
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