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      Changes and Decisions


      ——The village of Rabbi, Holylight.


      Even with Holylight’s internal power struggle intensifying, the village remained incredibly peaceful. Each day in Rabbi was bustling with energy, and the mornings began early with the Imperial Morning Stretch. This practice had become public routine ever since Kondo had taken to broadcasting the accompanying music over a loudspeaker system throughout the village.


      In the numerous plazas around Rabbi, villagers who had memorized the routine led groups of others. With a bonus of five bronze coins added to their daily salary for anyone leading the Stretch, this morning ritual had become a serious matter, serious enough to justify the ordeal of doing full-body activity right after getting out of bed. The Stretch had also proven greatly effective at its intended purpose of reducing accidents and injuries.


      “Grah... I gotta stretch farther...! With better posture...!”


      “Notice me, Grand Foreman!”


      Five bronze coins were the equivalent of a mere five dollars, but this was no trivial amount to the residents of this world. Naturally, most everyone in the village took the Stretch very seriously.


      The introduction of a morning routine was beginning to revolutionize the mindset of the day laborers in the village. Said mindset might have come easily to most, but these laborers—who had previously failed to hold down a job or save up so much as a single silver coin—had never understood the meaning of work ethic. They were now learning to make an honest living.


      Tahara had implemented various schemes to alter the laborers’ worldview: the daily cash bonus, for example. The numerous foremen that oversaw each work site in Rabbi were instructed by Tahara to choose the best worker under them to receive a cash bonus of five bronze medallions. At the end of the work day, the chosen employees would step out of the crowd and receive their reward to great applause and envy from their fellow workers. Of course, this sparked the determination in all of Rabbi’s day laborers to remain in the village to perform the next day’s labor as well, with them performing noticeably better since the introduction of the bonuses.


      Food stands that lined the Common District were bursting with food, with the smell of cooked chicken, pork, and vegetables filling the air above the morning rush. Laborers were wolfing down their breakfasts, trading reviews of today’s food stands and comparing them to yesterday’s. Each and every stall earned its place in the village by maintaining its popularity.


      Cake, the princess of a fallen kingdom, watched the commotion of the village from afar, completely astounded. This is the domain of devils... she thought. It was cold hard cash that drew people here and motivated them to work to the best of their abilities. This deliberate reframing of the villagers’ outlook would give rise to an incredible force once it became normalized that hard work actually paid off. Currently, any amount of hard work in Holylight—and most other nations, for that matter—simply lined the pockets of nobles.


      Clever method... No sane ruler would take this up, though. It gives the people too much power. As a former royal, Cake saw the danger in empowering the commoners—a viewpoint backed up by numerous stories of revolution in history. But when the village is run by the don of devils... Of course, she meant the Demon Lord. Much to his outrage, the Demon Lord would not have had any retort to this assessment, since Cake was working for Yu, someone demonic beyond description.


      Cake was currently taking an elderly noble by the hand towards the Healing Forest.


      “You’re always so kind, little Cake...”


      “Oh, it’s the least I can do!” she said in a very genuine-sounding, almost angelic manner. Under the surface, however, she was silently groaning at the crowd forming nearby, where a Firebrand was handing out packets of salt, much to Cake’s amazement.


      “Today’s the day, Tron! I’m getting that bonus.”


      “Here’s your ration. Go away, please.”


      “Ooh, sweet and salty!”


      “Gross.”


      Handing out salt to every laborer morning after morning made for a bizarre ritual to behold. This went way beyond simply taking care of employees, and the involvement of a Firebrand only made matters more staggering. If a member of the Tzardom of Light were to witness such a scene, they might have fainted from the shock.


      “Tron, I need some salt too!”


      “I want to taste your salt, Tron!”


      “I want to taste it all over my face!”


      “Your thoughts are impure,” Tron replied. “Guilty.”


      Despite the ridiculous nature of the commotion, Cake was shaken by the fact that the village had perfectly accepted a Firebrand as one of their own. Firebrands will never face persecution under the Demon Lord’s rule... And... Cake’s eyes narrowed upon finding the humans who were previously enslaved in Hellion territory now happily chowing down on their breakfasts. Their initial fear of the village was nowhere to be found, mostly thanks to their wages being paid out daily. Among them sat Hummer, hurriedly taking bites from his loaf of bread. All prisoners rescued from Hellion territory were to receive rations of rye, lentils, chicken stew, eggs, and ale until they could settle down in the village.


      Now, the usual bitchlet butted in. “How fast are you eating that bread, Hobo?! If you only had the same appetite to get some work done!”


      “S-Sorry! I’m too big, so I—”


      “You don’t do anything to deserve this hard-boiled egg. Mine!”


      “I was saving that!”


      “Huh? I just took a bite out of it. You want it back? You want my scraps, you pathetic, jobless bum? Pervert! Fap monster! Blank resume!”


      Hummer endured her degradation (as always) while his fellow workers watched with mixed emotions. Bitchlet or not, the girl at least had stellar looks, and she always followed Hummer like a shadow.


      Cake seized an opportunity to pour gasoline onto the fire. “Mister Hummer! I hope you have a wonderful day! I’ll always be cheering you on!” she called with a perfectly innocent smile. Immediately, the men shot daggers at Hummer with their eyes, bewildered that a guy like him was receiving so much attention from the girls. Hummer began apologizing, completely forgetting his breakfast.


      Cackling inside, Cake turned towards the ever-changing village. Even slaves and refugees can find work here without facing discrimination... Gendered temporary housing had been built outside of the village, where all refugees could find shelter. While they slept in one large space without privacy, it was still heaven compared to the Hellion slave market.


      On her way to the Healing Forest, she glimpsed another crowd out of the corner of her eye, in which Aku, Kyon, and Momo were selling something.


      “Get your carrot bread here!” A highly nutritious bread that used plenty of Rabbi’s highly treasured carrots. If such a thing were to be sold anywhere else in the world, only the wealthiest of nobles could afford it. In the village, however, even the workers could afford a slice for breakfast. As one of the most valuable commodities on the continent, Tahara had strictly regulated the prices of carrots leaving the village. Inside the village perimeter, however, Tahara allowed the Bunnies to sell them as they saw fit. At the same time, he was ready to fully leverage their monopoly over this product as a bargaining chip once Holylight’s civil unrest calmed down.


      “Start your day with a little carrot, hoppity!”


      “Buy it, hippity. Eat it, hippity. Give us your money, hippity.”


      “I want one!”


      “Me too! Hey, don’t push me!”


      “I’ll buy two if you throw in a smile!”


      “The outfits on those Bunnies are enough to wake you right up...!”


      Carrot bread slices were practically flying out of the girls’ hands despite the steep price of a bronze medallion per slice. Most of the customers just wanted to get a taste of a carrot, something which most commoners would never experience in their lives.


      Watching the bread sell out, as it always did, Cake smoldered behind her pasted-on smile. Demi-humans. The third kid was an orphan too. Human, Firebrand, slave, refugee, demi-human, or orphan... Everyone lived their lives to the fullest in this village, which was a reality Cake found difficult to accept. She doubted that any king would have ever managed to rule such a chaotic melting pot. Save for the Demon Lord...


      Having successfully guided the old noble to the forest, Cake hastily made her way to her office. She walked past the long line that had formed outside of the Field Hospital and situated herself in one of the exam rooms, where she quickly diagnosed patient after patient. Cake had memorized the medicine in the cabinets here in no time: painkillers, ointments, antiseptics, eye drops, sleeping pills, tranquilizers, antacids, and even vitamin supplements, prescribing them per Yu’s instruction. Her background of caring for the slaves in Hellion territory helped her absorb medical knowledge like a sponge.


      “I-I don’t believe it... I’ve had that back pain for years, and it just took a little piece of fabric...”


      “I’m going to prescribe another pain patch, just to be safe. Make sure to put on the new one tomorrow.”


      “Grr! This one stings, doesn’t it, Cake?”


      “It’ll be back to normal soon. Let me kiss it to make it feel better.”


      “Not fair! Cake, give me a kiss too!”


      Cake churned through her patients like a machine, prescribing medicine for simple ailments, sending time-consuming patients to the forest, and directing cases above her pay grade to Yu. A perfect smile and a mechanical heart made Cake the ideal nurse, in a way.


      Having finished seeing her morning’s batch of patients, Cake knocked on the supply room door, located in the basement. A voice permitted her entry, and she opened the door to find Yu, wearing a smile.


      “Mistress Yu, I’m finished with my morning patients.”


      “Thank you, you’re really a huge help. Now, tell me what you’ve heard.” Maintaining her smile, Yu morphed her fingers into something vine-like and thrust them into the soil below her feet.


      Ignoring the muffled screams from the dirt, Cake began relaying news from the Northern Nations in full detail.


      Listening to Cake’s report, Yu took out a piece of machinery and inserted it into the ground. The area lit up, roaring electricity coursing through the earth, causing countless vines to sprout from the soil, blossoming into flowers of vibrant violet.


      “Mistress Yu! Are these the shiden flowers you told me about?!”


      “Yes, the Secretary has taken a liking to them. I want to continue making more modifications to them, but my soil has grown so weak recently...”


      “How terrible... I hope we can get our hands on some healthy fertilizers.”


      At that moment, Kondo entered with a terrified look on his face, clearly already wanting to get away from the room as quickly as possible. “M-Miss Kirino... I-I brought...”


      “Oh, perfect timing. Line them up there, I’ll take a look.”


      Disgusted, Kondo opened his Back-Up Backpack and extracted the humans stored within. Naturally, they were all intruders who had come to Rabbi with malicious intentions. There was no way that the bandits roaming in the desolate eastern region of Holylight would simply avoid Rabbi, given its reputation for glitz and glamor. However, anyone who attempted to steal, kidnap, or kill in the village had mysteriously gone missing.


      “Very fresh, and in great condition. All Tahara brings me is Swiss cheese.” Yu smiled, as if she was speaking about the condition of fish she was procuring in a market. Each victim had been pierced with a single arrow and was groaning in pain.


      “There’s too much crime here. There’s not even enough time for me to organize the Bunny Race.”


      “Kondo, you mustn’t forget that serving the Secretary is the greatest happiness scum like you could hope for. You let slip so much as a single ant... And you know what will happen to you.”


      “Ahh! I-I get it! I’ll keep working, okay?! Please stop looking at me like I’m a maggot or something!”
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      “That’s insulting to maggots. They excrete antibacterial fluids as they eat rotten and dead cells in—”


      “E-Excuse me!” Kondo turned and ran without a glance back, leaving the pitiable knaves lying on the ground. As for who was the worst villain in the room...


      “Now that we have some fresh soil... Carry on.”


      “Won’t I...get in the way of your gardening?”


      “Not at all. Don’t worry. Leave it to me, and you will never be treated unkindly.”


      “Yes, Mistress Yu. I am at your service.” Cake, too, was quite the character. She didn’t bat an eye at the cruelty executed before her, but rather swore fealty to Yu without hesitation.


      “Good girl. I’ll give her a call while we’re at it.” With her usual smile, Yu sent a Communication to Olgan.


      It’s me. How are things over there?


      This was a bizarre turn of events, indeed. After the summonings of Ren and Akane, both with the tendency to protect the weak, Yu’s situation should have been worsening—at least from her perspective—except that she had befriended both the lost princess Cake and the Star Player Olgan, as well as Madam Butterfly, with whom she had built a strong relationship by leveraging her interests in health and beauty. With a firm grasp on the powerful locals and the adoration of her patients, Yu operated like a fierce businesswoman.


      The battle of the (female) advisors had just begun. At this point, all the Demon Lord could do was close his eyes and pray.


      While things were only looking up in the village of Rabbi, some individuals, groups, and even entire nations were being forced to make difficult decisions after their encounters with the Demon Lord.




      ——Suneo, Northern Nations.


      “Are you really going to leave us...?!”


      “Daddy, no!”


      “Wait for me. I will come back, I promise.” Jai An bid his wife and child farewell, ready to depart for Holylight. He was a talented foreman who led his group of troublesome miners, but he couldn’t do anything about the mines running out of ore. He’d had enough of working in the filthy, dangerous mines of a country with a thriving industry entirely focused on the production of goods, especially luxury branded products. This was to say nothing of the fact that the mines were located on the national border and put all the miners at risk should there be conflict.


      “You’re really going, chief?”


      “Honekawa, a man’s gotta keep his word.”


      “Everyone’s saying... Well, they can’t follow you all the way to Holylight.”


      “Good. I have to do this myself.”


      The travel roads of the Northern Nations were riddled with crime, making a long solo journey nothing short of suicidal. Even if one were to make it to Holylight, there was still no guarantee of a job. Of course the miners were hesitant to follow.


      “Really, they want to go with you. But they can’t just leave their families...”


      “It’s all right. Give them my regards.”


      “I already did. Let’s get going, Chief.” With a whistle, Honekawa called over a sand scorpion, its back loaded up with camping gear.


      “Wait! Don’t tell me... You’re coming with me?!”


      “Of course I am. Unless you don’t want me and my crippling debt with you.”


      Honekawa had been born to a wealthy merchant family, but his parents’ failed ventures had left him with massive debt. Any man who came to work in the mines despite its dangers had good reason for doing so. With war encroaching and shutting down most of the mining business, there was hardly any money to be found in them these days.


      “Heh... You know, Honekawa. I’ve got just as much debt as you.”


      “That’s right.” They laughed and began walking with the sand scorpion in tow.


      The townsfolk spotted the two in traveling gear and began hurling insults at them.


      “Finally! The muddy miners are out!”


      “Savages... We wouldn’t be in this mess if it weren’t for you!”


      Unlike Suneo, the neighboring nation of Goda preferred crude supplies like food, alcohol, steel, meat, and leather. They had no interest in intricate art or luxury items. Jai An had clashed with Goda numerous times over the mines, and the residents of the city were regularly forced to pay restitution to Goda as a result. After their financial losses, as well as the occasional looting and arson by Goda’s forces, the citizens saw the miners as nothing but trouble. Little did they know Jai An and the miners had played a large role in mitigating the damage from Goda’s attacks.


      “Get out of here, you savages! We’ll finally get some peace and quiet around here!”


      “Yeah! We won’t have to clash with Goda anymore!”


      “You’re a blight on our community!” A resident threw a stone in outrage, triggering men around him to follow suit. Stone after stone assaulted Jai An until a trickle of blood ran down his face. Still, he remained silent.


      Honekawa couldn’t bear it any longer. “Stop it! This whole town would have been burned to the ground long ago if it wasn’t for Jai An! Don’t you remember how violent they can get?!”


      “You’re the ones who’ve been poking the bear! Now get out!”


      “We don’t need that rundown mountain anyway!”


      Jai An continued walking through the hail of stones and insults. Perhaps he felt there was no point in protesting, or even no point in trying to improve the situation at all. In any case, neither Jai An nor Honekawa would have a home to return to in this country.


      “How can you just walk away, Chief?! After everything we’ve done to protect them!”


      “It’s all right...”


      “No, it’s not! This isn’t fair...!” Large tears poured from Honekawa’s eyes. All of their hard work, only to become the pariahs of the country.


      After protecting their mines, their neighbors, and their country with their lives just to be met with such a brutal send-off, Jai An muttered, “We’ll find a place that’ll accept us...one day.”


      “And when’s that day going to come exactly?!” Honekawa howled like a child at the unfairness of it all. Jai An gazed up at the heavens. Despite the clear sky, their road ahead was dark.


      After seeing the two exiled, the other residents sighed in relief.


      “They’re finally gone. Now we can sleep easy.”


      “Who knows where they’re trying to go, but they’ll end up killed by man or beast along the way.”


      Little did the mocking residents of Suneo know that this pair of exiles would later be immortalized in history books and operas.




      Meanwhile, in the royal palace of Suneo, a minister on one knee was reporting this departure to his king. The skirmishes between Goda and the miners had been a great concern for their national security, much to the annoyance of the king.


      “Your Majesty, the leader of the miners has finally left...”


      “About time. He was a stubborn man, through and through,” the king of the wealthy Suneo answered. He was a surprisingly young man—in his early thirties—with a recognizable hairstyle and beard.


      “What shall we do with the mine, Your Majesty?”


      “The kingdom seizes it, for now. If Goda demands it, prolong negotiations as much as possible, and hand it over sliver by sliver. They’ve already been claiming rights to those mines.”


      “Are you sure...?”


      “What other option do we have?” the king asked bluntly. As king, he needed to make the heartless but logical call. The fact that the mines had been protected by Jai An’s family for generations meant little against the reality of war.


      “Those savage barbarians may now come down to the city...” the minister snarled.


      While Goda and Suneo were allies, he hardly considered the Goda soldiers human, and regarded them as closer to monsters. Most of their armor was built from the bones of their enemies: their weapons were made from monster claws, fangs, or horns; they wore clothes made from monster hide; and they drank from human skulls. They were practically a different species from the refined population of Suneo.


      “I hear your concern,” the king said, “but our troublesome neighbors also serve as a line of defense.”


      “Of course, Your Majesty...”


      While Suneo royalty were known for their cowardice, they were masters of diplomacy. By providing Goda with regular financial support, the current king had formed a strong relationship with them. Most nations in the war-torn north struggled to fund little more than their military operations, while Suneo alone had concentrated their entire budget in their production industry. This gambit had given the small country of Suneo the deepest pockets of the Northern Nations.


      “It would not be advisable to clash with those brutes...”


      “Our losses will be great, but our return may still be greater. Patience is key, at least until we see how the rest of the north develops.”


      On top of the chaotic war in the north, three superpowers were fighting for control in the west, and civil unrest was worsening within the City States to the east. The king had calculated that Suneo still needed the brute force of their troublesome neighbors on their side.


      “Your Majesty, regarding what I reported the other day...” The minister presented the king with some paperwork.


      “Hm. Tahara from Holylight, was it? He must be a cunning man.” The king chuckled as he perused the file. Out of all the demands he’d expected from the hero who had saved their capital from annihilation, he hadn’t anticipated a list like this. “Tea leaves we would discard and cash for show, all in exchange for the rights to sell our brands in their village and trade art... This man is wonderfully insane.”


      “To prepare a million gold medallions... Loan or not...”


      “We’ll mix in valuable jewels, bonds, weapons, armor, dress, and art. No one’s going to count a million medallions.”


      “Indeed...”


      “And send ten thousand gold medallions to Gatekeeper. Stack them in a glorious pile.”


      Now, the minister caught on to the psychological effect a pile of gold would bring to the front lines of the skirmish. A spectacular display to the fighting men that they would never starve, no matter how long the war dragged on.


      “Incredible perception, Your Majesty. Even ten thousand medallions will take some time to seize—”


      “Seize? The gold will become a gift to celebrate the victory of our new friends.”


      “Wha—?!” The minister stared back, wide-eyed. That was the equivalent of two hundred million dollars, after all. The king’s proposal was beyond generous. “Y-Your Majesty... Forgive me for protesting, but—”


      “Overkill, you think? See this.” The king unfurled a map of Holylight, the territories of its factions accurately color-coded. “Once united, Holylight could stand toe-to-toe against the entirety of the North—especially with Gatekeeper at its front line.”


      Gatekeeper was a historic fortress remembered in history as the final defense protecting humans against the Hellions in the mythical wars of ancient times. While Holylight remained divided into a handful of factions, the best it could hope for was to hold off invasions. If it were to unite behind the defense of the Gatekeeper, however, the fortress alone would hold them strong for a decade.


      The king of Suneo would actively strive for that outcome. “We’ve nothing to gain from the nobles winning out, but with our new friends’ victory comes a great opportunity for business.”


      “Indeed, there will be a vast hole in the market to fill.”


      If most of the nobles who had ruled the plentiful land for two millennia were to be removed from the equation, numerous new lords would take power in Holylight. Their debut parties and victory parades would invigorate the entire nation with glitz and glamor, creating an open luxury market ready for Suneo, who would be chomping at the bit to export various products to the new Holylight ahead of the competition.


      “Let’s build the most lavish and spectacular cash vault on the continent, enough to make the fence-sitting nobles come crawling.”


      “Now that will be a show of our artistic prowess.”


      The king and minister shared a laugh, continuing their discussion. Tahara’s proposition had brought the civil conflict of Holylight onto Suneo’s playing field.


      “Now, that painting—”


      “Is mine, Your Majesty.”


      The painting in question was “Waves on the Dead Sea,” a historic masterpiece that Tahara had given them. In part, the king was only as enthusiastic as he was about Suneo’s involvement because the painting had struck his soul.


      “I haven’t said anything yet...” the king muttered. “Hypothetically, though, if you were to grant the kingdom access to it—”


      “I’ll never sell it. I’ll never gift it. I’ll never let it out of my hands. Even if the world were to end.” The minister gave his king a cold look. Art had a special hold on the nobility that overpowered status; not even a king could take a work of art by force. If he did, he would go down in history as a brutish oaf of a king, any loyalty from his subjects replaced by mockery.


      “Most importantly, Your Majesty, I hear there are countless treasures hidden in the shop of this McBonald.”


      “It will be a grave day indeed if masterpieces like that painting hidden away in Holylight were to slip through our grasp... We need to collect as many of them as possible, and as quickly as possible.”


      While Tahara and the Demon Lord were all too happy to sell off any valuable pieces of art, some considered these pieces national treasures. Those masterpieces would inevitably trigger a series of intense auctions inside and outside of Holylight.




      Meanwhile, the people of the Republic ravaged by the Invasion were forced to make a difficult decision.


      “Hand over the city of Rookie...” The owner of the Kid Company groaned as he repeated the takeaway from their negotiations.


      The company president joined in his lament. “In a way, Master Kid, it is not all bad...”


      “If the threat of the Anima really will decrease... But they could just as easily sic the Anima on us if their ties are as close as they claim.” Kid’s observation caused the president’s eyes to widen. “Branching out into Holylight, however, is an interesting thought. Our position as a refuge from war is not guaranteed to us forever.”


      The Invasion had driven tourists away from the Republic, much to its detriment. If its image as a resort destination untouched by war was to be shattered, the finances of Edogawa would plummet.


      The president, who had spoken to Tahara, agreed. “Our position can drastically change depending on the outcome of Holylight’s civil unrest. I believe we should take root there ahead of the other trading companies.”


      “Risk management... You’re on the right track,” Kid muttered lazily with his chin in his palm, all the while reading many steps ahead. Merchants had as keen a sense of change as nobles had of self-preservation. At some point, Kid mused, the Anima will make their move. When they do, we’ll end up handing over Arthur on the border and the city of Doyle behind it, not to mention Rookie, which leads to them. We have no way to prevent the Anima from invading, after all.


      Kid’s calculation was correct. Funnily enough, his thought process was the same as Tahara’s. He shared his thoughts with the president.


      “Grant the entirety of our defensive line... That’s a bit...” The president naturally hesitated, but those areas only threatened the Republic and brought in no monetary income.


      Kid continued, now with resolve in his eyes. “We have been playing the role of politicians, but at our core, we are merchants. Nothing wrong with trading land for profitability.” In other words, merchants derived their wealth from markets and customers in lieu of land. Kid muttered this aloud and mentally separated himself from the Four Pillars whom he had leeched off of. As the situation had changed, he would have to find another host.
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