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      Prologue: Strengthening Bonds, Bit by Bit


      After the end of the Great Corpse Dragon War, which the surrounding countries and races had gotten tangled up in, all kinds of things were finally sorted out. But that didn’t mean everything was settled, and I still had a job to do for the Demon King soon, but you could say the situation related to that war was mostly done and dusted.


      The only thing that mattered to me was my family. My official marriage ceremony with Lew. The slight change in my relationship with Leila. And Lefi’s pregnancy. Slowly but surely, my relationships were moving forward.


      I thought of myself as a hopeless man. A selfish, hypocritical, decidedly immature man you’d be hard-pressed to call an adult. But I was way past the point in my life to complain. As long as the people who loved me were by my side, hopeless as I was, I would do everything in my power as a man to live. Time to get this show on the road, then.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      The day after the Demon King, his subordinate Runougil, and I had enjoyed a night of drinking.


      “What, you have had enough already? Even though you were so needy yesterday? Should you wish for it, I am more than amenable to pampering you further, hm?”


      “Sh-Shut it. I was just plastered, okay?”


      Lefi cackled at me while I turned away out of embarrassment.


      I didn’t really remember much, but I had a vague recollection of hugging her because I’d wanted to feel her warmth and telling her a few things that made me wanna crawl into a hole and die. Drinking as heavily as I had last night was pretty out of the ordinary for me, so of course my memories were a hazy mess thanks to the drunkenness. Lefi, on the other hand, probably remembered everything I’d said and done. I would’ve bet good money on it. Ugh! Damn you, past me! Exposing your system vulnerabilities like that!


      “Here, shall I hold your hand? If memory serves, last night, you spouted something or other about ascending to the heavens when we held hands.”


      “I-I have no notion of what you might be referring to. Perhaps you misheard? I simply cannot recall uttering such—”


      “I see, I see. Then I shall sequester the sight of you yesterday in my heart. ‘The nape of your neck...tastes so good. So sweet, so soft.’ You murmured sweet nothings like that to me while nibbling on the aforementioned part of my body. I found you quite adorable, you know.”


      I abruptly stiffened up.


      “Ah, yes, what else was it you said? ‘Your lips look tasty too, all soft and plump.’ And with those words, you brought your face close to mine—”


      “Gaaaaahhh!!! Stooooop!!!”


      I ran away.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “Argh... That damn Lefi... She remembers everything I said and did clear as day!”


      It felt like the more time passed, the more of my weaknesses she had in a vise grip. My bad temper wasn’t because she’d been exaggerating but because she hadn’t been, since I had vague memories of doing and saying the stuff she’d mentioned. I remembered seeing her face up close in my drunken stupor, and I’d automatically— Gaaah! Nooo!


      “Grr?”


      I heard a voice from next to me as I writhed in agony over my humiliation. The questioning rumble was asking me, “Um, are you all right?” It was my pet Rir, whose real name was Fluffrir.


      Right now, I was in the Demonic Forest. I’d left the meadow area and come out here to check on my pets after my trip.


      “Hrgh... Ahem. Don’t worry about me. Just dealing with some stuff. Anyway, you guys doing good? Thanks for looking after things while we were gone, by the way.”


      At my words, my pet army bowed their heads one by one, starting with Rir, then followed by Orochi, Yata, Byaku, and Seimi. I praised them a bit more before giving them the souvenirs I’d bought in the ovine village. It was a special kind of feed that monsters liked and that monster masters known as “tamers” apparently used. Naturally, the stuff had cost a boatload.


      My pets didn’t seem too keen on it at first, but it didn’t take them long to show me their delight. Then, they all chomped down on the food. All except Rir, who walked over to stand next to me, leaving his souvenir for later.


      “What’s up? Why don’t you dig in too?”


      “Grr.”


      His answer to my question was “Well, my apologies, but I wanted your advice on something.”


      “Yeah? You want my advice? Don’t hear that every day, huh?”


      Another rumble from him, this time saying, “I’m sorry to bother you” as a preface to his explanation. Turned out that he wanted to ask me a personal favor concerning the monsters under his command—the clever ones who feared Rir’s power and had decided to become his subordinates in order to make it through the struggle for survival.


      I’d known about them for a while now. They saw all my pets, especially Rir, the leader, as their masters. However, I was Rir’s master. And his pack had grown even more, meaning a lot more monsters didn’t know who I was. In short, they thought Rir sat alone at the top.


      Personally, I didn’t care what his followers did as long as they left me alone. But Rir himself wasn’t a fan of this state of affairs. As my subordinate and a defender of the dungeon, he wanted to make sure his own subordinates knew both of those things. To sum it all up, his favor involved me showing my face to them.


      “Man, you’re as earnest as ever, huh?”


      “Grr.” That and a bow of his head was his response.


      Hmm... I mulled things over in silence for a while.


      “Hey, Rir. I want you to know that you’re important to me. I think of you as my partner.”


      He was my pet. But he was also a precious friend. A companion with whom I’d escaped the jaws of death countless times—one I knew would always have my back. Though there might’ve been an element of master and servant in our relationship, we still protected each other and believed in each other as we fought to the bitter end together. He was important to me in a different way from Lefi and the others.


      “I know we have the whole master-servant thing between us, but you can live how you want, dude. That includes going wherever you want and leading your subordinates however you want. I won’t butt in if you want to live your life more independently.”


      I wanted to be on a more equal footing with him. Since he was my friend, if he wanted to live his life unrestrained by anything, then that was what I wanted too. Of course, I’d be in a pickle and super freaking sad if he decided to leave us, but more than that, I didn’t want to quash his potential.


      If Rir had been born in another time or place, he could’ve ruled the world. That was how powerful he was. A monster with such overwhelming potential that even Lefi had struggled to fight against his kind. As someone under my command, he was bound to the Demonic Forest, so he didn’t have a lot of opportunities to venture into the world outside. Otherwise, his name would’ve spread far and wide by now.


      “Grr.”


      The first thing he growled softly at me was “Thank you for your consideration.” Then, he shook his head and continued rumbling deep in his throat. He would never leave this place, he said. That it was just as important to him as it was to me. That he thought of it as home, which was exactly why he didn’t want to leave and why he wanted to live here with us. He told me all this with a sincere expression while gazing intently at me.


      Strangely enough, I detected a hint of anger in his face too. Like he was saying, “How dare you underestimate my resolve.”


      “Huh. Gotcha. And my bad for saying something stupid.”


      He smiled suddenly then, as if saying, “Not at all. Your words made me happy,” and rubbed his head fondly against mine. In return, I buried my hands in his luxuriously silky fur and patted the heck outta him. A few minutes later, I jumped onto his back.


      “Okay! Take me to your followers! Time to introduce myself!”


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Rir took me to a clearing deep in the Demonic Forest, where his followers had gathered.


      “Uhhh, is this all of them?”


      “Grr.”


      My pet nodded affirmatively from under me as I rode on his back.


      Now this is a monster army. They stretched as far as the eye could see. Or at least, that was how it felt. Waaay back, Rir had brought his troops to meet us in the meadow area, but the number of monsters back then didn’t even begin to compare to the number that were here.


      Five hundred... No, more? I wasn’t surprised to see that the largest population of his followers consisted of wolf-type monsters just like him. Although they were really fluffy in their own right, unfortunately, none of them held a candle to Rir’s fur. His fluff truly was a special fluff. Nothing like it in the whole world.


      The next most common monsters were snake- and bird-type monsters, which probably had to do with Orochi’s and Yata’s influence. Conversely, because of Byaku’s and Seimi’s unique races, I couldn’t spot a single monster similar to either of them among Rir’s army. The remainder was made up of a variety of monsters that didn’t seem to have anything in common with my pets, from ones I had seen before to others I never had, making the place look like a monster fair.


      The best description for the sight was that it was like the Hyakki Yagyo, the Night Parade of One Hundred Demons. If I took all of them with me, it’d probably be a piece of cake to take down an entire country or two. Actually, on second thought, I could probably accomplish that with just me and my pets.


      In any case, the monster army that had gathered here in advance had sat down docilely, practically genuflecting in their own way, when they’d spotted Rir and the other four. It was a bizarre scene. Seeing them like this, I realized once again how much smarter the wildlife in this world was than it’d been in my old one. Creatures who normally couldn’t coexist sat there obediently under the command of one leader without trying to kill each other or run away. So maybe it was less that this world’s wildlife in general was smarter and more that the monsters of the Demonic Forest were unique. Since their bodies are fundamentally larger, their brains might be too.


      “Raaawr!”


      His attitude majestic, my pet howled in front of the monsters. They responded by bowing their heads. When he saw that, Rir’s pointed gaze said, “Right. The floor is yours.”


      Uhhh, am I really supposed to talk to them? I’m not very good at public speaking, though... More importantly, Rir, buddy, look at you, acting like a true king without me knowing. Seriously, man, you really would be perfect as the protagonist of an epic tale.


      After I smiled ruefully at my pet’s growth, I faced the monsters and spoke.


      “I’m Yuki. I’m not your master, but I am theirs. Basically, that indirectly makes me your master too.”


      From underneath me, Rir rumbled a translation to them. When he did, a few of the monsters stood up and growled in protest. My pets reacted quickly in the next instant by smacking them around a few times using their magics and forcing the insurgents to sit back down on the ground. They didn’t look dead, just unconscious.


      Yeah, this is like one of those typical sports team hierarchies. But, well, I understood the backlash. Rir always treated me with respect and made me look good, but the truth was that in terms of combat ability, we were pretty much even. No, he might’ve actually been better than me, considering he spent his days in the Demonic Forest. So if someone like me suddenly appeared in front of them and started spouting off that I was their true master, of course they wouldn’t just accept it. They were probably thinking, “Who the hell is this guy?”


      Regardless, even if they didn’t accept me, the rest of the monsters listened attentively out of fear of my pets.


      “Um... I know it isn’t and won’t be easy to just take my words at face value. That’s why you don’t have to do what I tell you, but in exchange, obey Rir. Follow him and live your lives however you want. As long as you don’t come after me or my family, I’ll keep quiet.”


      Their gazes bored into me. Despite Rir translating for me, I had to wonder if I’d been able to convey my feelings properly and if they’d picked up on that.


      “And if you do come after us, I’ll kill you. You at least realize that I’m strong enough to do that, right? But if you obey, I’ll protect you instead. You chose to follow Rir and the others out of admiration for them, so live your lives like they tell you to. I won’t do anything bad to you. As for you guys, make sure you protect them too, okay?”


      I still rode on Rir’s back. At my last words, the other four pets bowed their heads in unison at me. When the monster army saw how they treated me as someone who outranked them, despite their lingering confusion, they also bowed their heads at me.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      After Rir’s monster army dispersed.


      “Grr.”


      He apparently hadn’t been a fan of my little speech back there, telling me, “I wish you had pressured them a bit more...” which was unsettling coming from him. I patted his fluffy back while replying.


      “Sorry, sorry. But honestly, I’m you guys’ master. I don’t plan on being theirs too.”


      That was where I drew the line. I really only wanted to protect my pet army corps. I wasn’t interested in taking on any more responsibilities. I rubbed his ears and then, looking into his eyes, continued speaking.


      “You guys are the only ones who matter to me. All the ones under you? I frankly don’t think anything of them one way or another. I won’t say I don’t care, but I can’t find it in me to be all that concerned about whether they live or die. That’s why I’m gonna repeat what I said earlier: you guys gotta protect them. And I’ll protect you five.”


      Rir was quiet for a while, then he sighed quietly in resignation.


      “Grrrf.”


      “Yup, that’s just how I am. Thanks in advance for helping me out even though I know I keep dumping stuff on you all the time. Besides, you guys are the only ones I can count on like this.”


      My dungeon’s ultimate weapon was Lefi. I could depend on Nell too since she was the hero. But I’d decided a long time ago that I didn’t want to rely on them like that. And as a man, I’d follow through on that promise to myself, do or die.


      “Oh yeah, which reminds me. Switching topics now, I’m heading to Nell’s country soon, and I want you to come with me, Rir. This time, you won’t just be seeing me off either. I want you to team up with me.”


      Rir nodded in understanding.


      With the monarchs encouraging more interaction between the races, I no longer needed to disguise myself to enter Nell’s human nation. Still, the Demon King had told me it’d be best to take Rir along. Why? Because I looked too human.


      He had suggested I have Rir on hand as a symbol to convey my power and inspire fright and awe in humans. It made sense given that they weren’t particularly sensitive to magic. Considering that we of the other races had started becoming friendlier with them, it wasn’t good to intimidate them, but we also couldn’t let them underestimate us. Plus, in a way, I was now an emperor in the eyes of the world.


      While giving Rir the general outline of our schedule for the upcoming trip, I heard footsteps approaching us.


      “Oh, hey, Leila. Pretty unusual for you to come out all the way here.”


      They turned out to be Leila’s.


      “Yes, well... Lew said, and I quote, ‘I’ll take care of the chores today, so go take a break, Leila! Oh, right, didn’t my lord head out alone? Why don’t you enjoy the fresh air too?’”


      “Ahhh...”


      I was sure she’d been grinning like a Cheshire cat the whole time she’d said all that too. It was easy to imagine.


      “Dang, your impression of Lew is spot-on.”


      “In light of all the time we’ve spent together, it’s only natural I would learn her unique speech patterns.”


      “I guess it’s easy to do a pretty good imitation if the inflection is the same, even if your voices aren’t the same.”


      “Tee hee, indeed. Although Shii can reproduce another’s voice exactly, not just their inflection.”


      “Yo, for real. Her vocal impressions are shockingly good.”


      In Shii’s case, she leveraged her slime body itself to create vocal cords. So with her, it wasn’t even a matter of whether or not the voice was similar. She could literally produce a person’s exact voice.


      Chuckling, I continued.


      “Anyway, since she’s here, how about we all take a walk together, Rir?”


      “Grr.”


      Rir took the hint right away and dropped his backside to the ground. When he did, I jumped up onto his back. Thanks for being such a pal, Rir. No matter how much technology advances in this world, I’m gonna ride on your back forever. That won’t change even if they invent cars someday.


      “All right, give me your hand, Leila.”


      “Then I must thank you both for taking me along.”


      Leila smiled a bit bashfully in response. I took her hand and hoisted her up in front of me. Setting aside the matter of my wives, I rarely had the chance to get in such close contact with Leila, so honestly, I was kinda nervous. Probably ’cause it was just the two of us. It felt like, I dunno, a novelty.


      She must’ve been thinking the same thing because her pale, translucent skin flushed brightly as she spoke.


      “I... This is a bit embarrassing, hm? After all, the two of us hardly ever get the chance to be alone, Master Yuki.”


      “Yeah, it’s a nice change of pace... Um, I’ll try harder to make sure we get more alone time from now on.”


      “Tee hee, thank you very much. Now then...here I go!”


      “Wha—”


      Leila let her body relax against mine, then grabbed my arms and wrapped them around her waist, making me hug her from behind.


      “Um, M-Miss Leila?”


      “Let’s see. Your heartbeat is one and a half times faster than usual. You’re breathing harder too.”


      “W-Well, yeah. There’s not a man in this world whose heart wouldn’t race if a woman like you did this to him.”


      The experience was different from when I hugged my wives or anyone from the little-girl gang. Leila’s figure was out of this freaking world, by which I meant that she had the, uh, fullest assets of all the women in my family. But that was all I was willing to say out loud.


      “Oh my. What a lovely compliment. I’m glad to have been born a woman, then. And I’ll make certain to polish my femininity even more for your sake, hm?”


      Leila twisted her head around and gazed up at me with a bewitching smile.


      Unthinkingly, I sucked in a breath. She had rendered me speechless. Her warmth. I could feel her breaths too, thanks to her body being pressed so close to mine. We swayed to the rhythm of Rir’s relaxed tread as he lumbered through the Demonic Forest.


      “Would you like to know something interesting, Master Yuki?”


      “S-Sure?”


      “With us glued together like this, it feels as if flames will burst from my face from embarrassment.”


      “Welp, ya reap what ya sow.”


      Her face was completely scarlet now. Proof of her trying her best in her own way, huh? Seeing her like this was like a balm for my soul.
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      Later, back in the living room, also known as the real throne room.


      “Heh heh heh.”


      “Would you care to explain what’s so amusing, Lew?”


      Leila posed the question calmly to her colleague, who didn’t even bother hiding her glee as she peered into her face.


      “Why, nothing at all. I was just thinking that you look reeeally happy for some reason.”


      “I’m the same as usual, you know.”


      “I see, I see. So, you had a very good time out and about, huh? Gosh, it does the heart good to see a friend so happy. It truly does. Don’t you think so too?”


      “Don’t push your luck, Lew.”


      “Awww, look at you. You’re so adorable when you’re embarrassed.”


      Leila stubbornly refused to look at Lew, who wouldn’t stop teasing her.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      The Kingdom of Alisia. The human nation Nell swore her allegiance to, and one that Yuki, too, had a deep connection with.


      “Tch.”


      Its king, Reyd Glorio Alisia, unconsciously clicked his tongue as he pored over documents that detailed the unexpectedly rapid spread of the ideology of “human supremacy” touted by fools, as well as those same fools’ movements. The ideology stated that humans stood above all other races of mankind, thereby promoting the mindset that the so-called inferior races should be ostracized and that cooperation with them was absurd.


      He had expected this to occur first among the humans, but he’d never anticipated it happening so quickly. In preparation for such a problem arising, Reyd had taken several measures beforehand, yet the number of people influenced by this idea was greater than imagined. Based on the reports, it was more often those who had no connections with other races.


      “Fear driven by prejudice, eh?”


      Those who had actually interacted with other races seemed to be doing well, while the ones who hadn’t were likely afraid that their country would be taken over because of their own preconceived notions. Human life spans were shorter and weaker than the other races. Consequently, they feared stronger races with longer life spans.


      The masterminds operating behind the scenes were well aware of this. While they limited themselves to quietly stirring up trouble, their actions had borne fruit. Yes, indeed, they worked in the shadows. Reyd already knew from his investigation that there was nothing natural about this trend.


      What a nuisance at such a busy time of the year.


      The ideology had to be eradicated. Otherwise, it would surely bring disaster to his country. Even as annoyance at enemies who insisted on doing such unnecessary things prickled at him, he firmed his resolve to ensure their failure. Just then, a knock sounded on the door of his office.


      “Enter.”


      “Begging your pardon, Your Majesty. The hero would like an audience with you. She’s currently waiting in the parlor. Shall I show her in?”


      “Hmm? Is that so? I shall head there straightaway.”


      Reyd exhaled deeply to clear his head, then strode briskly to the room where she waited. The girl stood up from the sofa as soon as she saw him and genuflected.


      “Your Majesty, thank you very much for taking the time to see me.”


      “’Tis a trifle. Think nothing of it. Nell, you are one of the few friends I can let my guard down around. While formalities must be followed in public, you are free to act as you normally would when we are in private like this.”


      “Tee hee, I appreciate it. This might sound rude, but I consider you one of my closest friends too, Your Majesty.”


      At his urging, Nell’s speech became more casual as she spoke with a smile.


      “Rude? Bah, if that were considered rude, then I’d be alone forever. Now, sit, sit.”


      They both sat down on the sofa. Then, Reyd turned to her and prompted her.


      “So, tell me, what brings you here today?”


      “My husband reached out to me, and I wanted to update you on what he said.”


      “Hmm? Lord Yuki?”


      Whenever he came here, it was often for an important matter. Of course, the matters were never his fault, and he always helped settle them, for which Reyd was eternally grateful. But now, he found himself worried that something had happened to the young man, so he mentally steeled himself for the worst as the girl began to talk.


      “Yes. Apparently, he made some sort of deal with His Majesty the Demon King and has agreed to assist as a representative of the demon race in the task force against the human supremacists. So he told me he’s coming here the day after tomorrow.”


      “Ahhh, what a relief. I would be much obliged. He’s ever the dependable lad.”


      He knows too, eh?


      Thanks to his working relationship with the girl in front of him, Reyd had heard from her about Yuki’s trip to the demon world, during which he’d likely met with the Demon King again. Reyd was well aware that the young man possessed not only extraordinary fighting ability but also exceptional investigative skills—especially when this girl was involved. In such cases, he would go into a frenzy and give it his all. A threat to this country posed a threat to the girl, so if anything happened, Yuki would always come lend his aid.


      Which means Jayma was right.


      Jayma, the former minister of military affairs, had previously caused a huge uproar that divided the country. Despite all the trouble he’d been responsible for, the old man was still living out the rest of his life in luxury. And clearly, his intuition about Yuki’s nature had been correct. Though he was loath to admit it, Reyd wasn’t terribly surprised. It was only natural that the other man’s judgment was so keen considering how long he’d protected their country.


      “Then we had best prepare to welcome him and share information. Can I leave the task in your hands?”


      “Yes, of course! Carlotta also told me to concentrate on my work here.”


      The young hero answered him with a smile as lovely as a flower. It was obvious she was happy to get to see her husband.


      He’d known how well they got on, but seeing the proof was an entirely different matter. Her delight made him smile too before he broached another subject.


      “Oh, that reminds me. Now is the perfect opportunity to discuss something with you. Carlotta and I actually came to a decision on this some time ago.”


      “What is it?”


      “Your work as the hero.”


      “I... I see.”


      Reyd continued even as the girl’s expression grew nervous.


      “The demons, our worst adversaries, are no longer such. The same can be said of the other races. We’re steadily making progress in our relationships with the powerful elves, dwarves, and therianthropes. Though confusion yet remains at the moment, I believe things will be much different in a decade’s time. The other monarchs and I discussed this and have decided to meet again to ensure the immutable and all-embracing nature of our bonds in ten years. Once we reach that point, we should be able to reduce the size of our military to an extent.”


      “Wh-What about the monsters?”


      “Those we indeed must continue to hunt. However, if we can forge a strong military agreement, we can help one another even if a powerful monster appears.”


      The wisps of a dream began to take shape. The beginning of a new, yet-unseen era.


      “Of course, ’tis still merely a dream. The problem of race remains our greatest hurdle, and we’ll have to establish new laws as well. But we’re now able to take the first step.”


      Light blazed powerfully in the girl’s eyes as she stared at him. She must have been thinking of the future.


      “Now then, I’m told you were aboard one of those airships?”


      “Yes, it was a fantastic vessel.”


      “Well, I have a mind to import them on a large scale and operate them domestically. This will make it easier for you to come to the royal capital, ergo, you will have more time to spend in the dungeon.”


      What a revolutionary invention. A trip that once took several days by carriage could now be done in a day or half a day. The distance between peoples around the world would surely shorten henceforth, which was likely to facilitate the exchange of ideas among different races.


      Demon Lord Yuki lived in the Demonic Forest, located on the other side of the frontier town of Alfiro. This girl always traveled here from there, so the sooner they could establish an airship route, the sooner she would be able to come and go more easily than before.


      “Additionally, once the issue with the human supremacists is resolved, I’m considering reducing your workload and shifting it solely to monster hunts. Just like today, I wish for you to act as a liaison between him and us.”


      In doing so, the girl’s burden would be lightened, and she would have more time to return home. And were the day to come when his country’s power alone would not be enough, Reyd would be able to ask for help from Demon Lord Yuki.


      “Regrettably, it will be a while yet before I’m able to completely dismiss you from your position as the hero...but I would like you to try your best until then. What say you?”


      “I understand. Truly, thank you for your consideration. I’ll continue to work my hardest and do what I can for this nation.”


      With that, she bowed deeply.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Though the Dead Remain Silent, the Living Nevertheless Hear Their Voices


      Darkness. Silence. A deserted corridor where I couldn’t even see what was ahead. The only thing I could feel was a dull ache in my head.


      “...Huh?”


      I stood in an unfamiliar place. My mind was still kinda muddled as I looked around. Am I...underground?


      A path stretched out in front of and behind me. The walls were made of stone, and wooden columns set apart at fixed intervals supported the ceiling. It was cool in here, but not cold enough to sting. Dim too. The only light came from torches placed here and there, which made it hard to even see my feet.


      The only sounds I could hear were my breathing and the torch flames flickering. Otherwise, it was deathly quiet in here. Why am I standing somewhere like this?


      I was alone. Completely alone. I couldn’t even sense a hint of another living thing.


      My memory was blank. I didn’t know why I was here. Something inexplicable had clearly happened—was still happening. The instinct I’d polished since coming to this world was sounding alarm bells in response to this abnormal situation. A shiver skated down my spine at my current horror-movie circumstances.


      Calm down. Think. Don’t stop thinking.


      First, I needed to get a handle on the situation. I pressed a hand to my aching head and thought. For now, I didn’t detect any hostile auras. It seemed I really was the only one in the immediate vicinity.


      I opened Inventory, only to discover that En wasn’t there. Since I didn’t have a choice, I took out Goumetsu, the mace I’d used during my conquest of the phantom ship dungeon. It was my go-to weapon whenever En wasn’t on hand.


      At the same time, I took out two Evil Eyes and deployed them, sending one forward along the path and one backward to do some scouting. All I had to do now was wait for Maps to fill in.


      My memory is shot. Is there anything I do remember? Sort through your memories, man. Let’s see... Oh yeah. I decided to head to the Kingdom of Alisia to help with the fight against the human supremacists.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “All right, peeps, I’m off. Dunno when I’ll be back, but if it takes longer than two weeks, I’ll pop in for a bit before heading out again. If anything happens, hit me up on the usual Comm Orb: Revamped.”


      “Indeed. Do your job well and assist Nell to the best of your abilities. Since you are taking Rir with you also, I shall be in charge of defense here.”


      “Awesome, thanks. Just don’t overdo it, okay? I’ve got a mission for you too, kiddos. Play a ton, eat a ton, sleep a ton, and be good girls, okay?”


      “Okaaay!” Iluna and Shii said in unison.


      “Okay...” En followed a beat later.


      I ruffled the heads of each member of the little-girl gang one by one. Then, after saying my goodbyes to Lew and Leila too, I left the real throne room and stepped into the Demonic Forest. Outside, Rir and the other pets were waiting for me.


      “Business as usual for you four as the dungeon’s protectors while I’m gone. If anything happens, rely on Lefi. Rir, let’s go.”


      The pets saw us off with their heads bowed, and Rir and I departed for the Kingdom of Alisia.


      As usual, we’d go to the frontier city of Alfiro through the connecting door, and from there, I’d ride on Rir for the rest of the way, racing through the plains. We always avoided the main roads. Regardless of how well things were going between the different races, I didn’t think it’d be a good idea for people to see Rir running at breakneck speed. In fact, chances were high that they’d freak out, so we always chose paths off the beaten track.


      Having said that, seeing as Rir spent his days living in the Demonic Forest, roads normally considered bad were no sweat for him. Meaning there was very little adverse impact on my pet’s running. His speed increased every time he leveled up, and he was now basically as fast as a sports car. Basically, he could blow through a carriage journey of several days in just one.


      But to no one’s surprise, running at such insane speed for any length of time would tire him out considerably. Same went for me riding on top of him, so I’d asked him to keep his speed at two-thirds his fastest. Especially on account of the air being a lethal weapon above a certain speed. Whether I was flying or on Rir’s back, I couldn’t keep my eyes open, and flying bugs left scratches. Because of that, I’d gotten into the habit of using wind magic to keep the wind out.


      Currently, I was level 212. Rir was 205. His level actually used to be higher than mine, but defeating the Dark King Corpse Dragon had put me a smidge above him. But that was just how the difference in our levels went. We’d change leads all the time, so to speak, though ultimately, we stayed close. I had a feeling this was how it would always be. I wanted the both of us to reach Lefi’s heights someday.


      According to my wife, after crossing the 500 mark, she’d needed to hunt several hundred monsters just to level up a single time. Uh, so how many more do we need to take down? Yeah, I had no clue. But! I’d do my best. Wasn’t like I had any other choice.


      “I know it’s a little late to be realizing this, but I feel like the strength of the monsters in the western area is inflated. If even a fenrir like you isn’t a match for them, then their settings seriously need to be reconfigured.”


      “Grr?”


      “Oh, right. ‘Inflated’ means ‘too high.’ Compared to other areas, the monsters there are a little too strong. No, I lied. They’re way too strong. Weirdly strong. Not counting the strays the two of us can hunt down.”


      Strays were monsters living on the outer edges of the western area. Despite being stronger than the ones in the southern and eastern areas, they weren’t strong enough to actually live in the western area, so they wandered around its boundaries. Ergo, I called them “strays.”


      “Grr...”


      “Nah, don’t even worry about it. I know you’re doing your best. Still, doesn’t change the fact that we’re not strong enough. Never mind that what I really wanna do is shut myself away in the dungeon and spend my days having fun with everyone. Le sigh...”


      “Grar.”


      “You’re right. For the sake of a peaceful life, I need enough power to crush enemies with a single blow, like flicking a gnat. Oh yeah, I just remembered something I’ve been dying to ask you. You got a mate or something?”


      “Grr.”


      “Wait, for real? Huh... Hmm, hmm, hmm. Well, that’s a good thing, ain’t it? Just lemme know if you ever need help with anything, okay? I’m willing to do whatever it takes for you.”


      My pet and I chatted about all sorts of things on our journey. Around dusk, the city gates of Arsil, Alisia’s capital, finally came into view. At this point, I couldn’t conceal our identities, and I felt the fearful gazes of the humans traveling to and fro on the main road. The guards at the gate shuffled outside, their expressions tense and attitudes cautious. Though humans were insensitive to power, Rir seemed strong based on his appearance alone.


      We obviously weren’t here to start a fight or anything, so we approached the gate slowly, doing our best not to come across as intimidating. One of the guardsmen stepped forward. From the looks of him, he was probably high up on the ladder. He questioned me with nervous sweat pouring down his face.


      “Begging your pardon. I can see that you’re not human. Please state your business.”


      “I’m Demon Lo—I mean, I’m Yuki, a demon. I’m here to help the king of Alisia. I’d appreciate it if you’d verify that with your superiors.”


      I was here this time as a pinch hitter for the demons, so I’d corrected myself in the nick of time as far as revealing my identity went.


      “I see... Give me a mo—”


      “Mr. Yuki!”


      A familiar voice cut the guard off. It belonged to my wife, Nell.


      “Nell! You here to pick us up?”


      “I am, tee hee. I had a feeling you’d have a tough time even gaining entry. Mr. Guard, I’ll take it from here, so leave it to me. Thank you.”


      “U-Understood, Lady Hero!”


      The guard saluted her, then let me and Rir pass through the gate, albeit while still keeping an uneasy eye on us. Yup, no doubt about it. My wife is totes a VIP in the royal capital of Alisia. I expected no less of you, Lady Hero.


      I grabbed her hand and hoisted her onto Rir’s back. Once she was settled in, he started trotting toward the castle.


      “Thanks, Mr. Yuki. You didn’t bring En with you?”
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