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      In the Wake of the Storm


      ——Royal Palace, Animania.


      The Animadmirals poured out of the conference room, one after the other. Their facial expressions ran the gamut: cheerful, enraged, woeful, or even no expression at all. They had all just been briefed on the incident, meaning the incident with Belphegor, of course. Their meeting had devolved into disorder, with some blaming the apes for going too far, others applauding them, and some others outraged that they weren’t let in on the fun. While this was hardly the first time the Animadmirals failed to reach a consensus, without the Dragonborn to keep them together, the meeting had adjourned without a resolution.


      “Ooh ah ah! See the look on their faces? My unparalleled bravery put a bitter taste in their mouths,” Monkey Magic boasted.


      “You were the star of the show,” Xiaoshou chimed in. “My only concern is that Lady Tatsu was absent...” he added in concern.


      “Lady Tatsu must be ecstatic at the news of my success!”


      “Good thing you’ve got it all figured out...”


      As they bantered on, there was a woman standing teary-eyed in the hall. This Animadmiral was a hound-hybrid. She and Monkey Magic’s relationship was not dissimilar to that of the dog and the monkey in the Chinese legend of the Zodiac.


      “Oh, the mutt’s wetting her sniffer with tears,” the monkey jeered. “Moved by my bravery and glory? Hm?”


      The hound glared at him.


      “Ooh ah ah! You finally understand my greatness? Speak! Paw! Roll over!”


      “Watch your back... This isn’t over.” With that, she strode away, sobbing.


      The ape and kappa watched her leave, buckling over from laughter.


      “You see the look on the mongrel’s face?!”


      “Geh heh heh! I bet this’ll hound her for the rest of her life!”


      “Drop your stupid grins and shut your stupid mouths, idiots,” an icy voice called from behind them.


      Xiaoshou shrank into his shoulders, and Monkey Magic crooked his neck around like a wind-up doll to find the serpent Animadmiral, her hair and eyes the same glacial color. Her gaze seemed able to pierce anything, and she stood with an aura that felt razor sharp. Even her beauty was overpowered by her ice-cold, heartless demeanor.
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      “M-Miss N-N-N-N-Nagee...” Monkey Magic gulped, facing the serpent without moving a muscle. Even he, the epitome of crass and careless, couldn’t help but freeze before her.


      “Shut your stupid mouth, I said.” Her voice was as soul-freezing as one would expect from her aura. A few strands of her glacier hair slithered like snakes, red tongues flickering in and out of their ends. Xiaoshou shrunk himself to wait out the storm, and Monkey Magic simply stood firm as his face grew redder.


      “M-Miss N-N-N-N-N-N-Nagee... I—”


      “Mouth. Shut. Got it?”


      “Y-Y-Y-Y-Y-Yes, ma’am!”


      “Stop the stuttering, it gets on my nerves. Are you stupid? Right, you are. Drop dead,” she spat like she was staring down something unequivocally repulsive. Nagee mostly kept her eyes on the inside of Animania, and was one of the most feared individuals in the country. With rumors about some citizens striking underground deals with humans, her watch had only gotten more scrupulous over time. She set up watch parties all over the territory, highly encouraging its citizens to snitch on each other. Her series of iron-clad laws and moral policing bordered on cruel, rather than strict.


      “M-Miss N-N-N-N-Nagee... I-I will forever be—!”


      “You are utterly useless from the tip of your head to the bottom of your feet. You are stupidity incarnate.”


      Monkey Magic replied with unintelligible sounds.


      “That being said...” Nagee added, “That thing on your head could be an exception.” With that, Nagee left without a sound, leaving the pair of them standing there dumbfounded.


      Xiaoshou wiped away the beads of sweat that had formed on his dish.


      Meanwhile, Monkey Magic seemed to be holding something in, quivering. “D-Did you hear that, Baldy?!”


      “I’ve got a good guess as to what you mean, so don’t bother.”


      “M-Miss N-N-N-Nagee complimented me!”


      “How did you draw that conclusion...?” Xiaoshou began walking away, down the hall.


      Monkey Magic followed, skipping. “She complimented this! On my head!”


      “Did you forget that that’s a curse from the false god?”


      “N-N-N-N-Nagee’s eyes! She’s head over heels for me!”


      “More like she wants to kick your head off...”


      “Ooh ah ah! Don’t be jealous of a chick magnet, Baldibald!” the ape cackled, slapping the kappa on the back.


      What was the kappa going to do with him? “As fearsome as she may be, she’s got a big flaw...”


      “Flaw?! The gorgeous N-N-N-N-Nagee is flawless!”


      “She hoards... A bunch of trinkets here and there, all bizarre, stashed away at her place.”


      As Xiaoshou had pointed out, Nagee was a bit of a collector. Her trinkets of choice ranged from oddly shaped pebbles, leaves, and perfectly ordinary sea shells, to pieces of jewelry that anyone else in the universe would have found distasteful. In short, anything she fancied was useless or tacky. The kinkoji placed on the ape’s head by the Demon Lord, too, was far from fashionable.


      “S-Stashed away... N-N-N-N-Nagee will take me home...?”


      “Were you listening? I’m telling you, that thing on your head—”


      “Ooh ahhhh! This will be the first chapter to the epic romance saga that will be my life! First, I have to comb my fur!”


      “It’s no use...” Xiaoshou muttered, and started wobbling after Monkey Magic, who restlessly jumped up and down.


      There was only one measure the Animadmirals could agree upon: to send the humans trapped in Hellion territory back to the land of the humans as soon as possible. This was by no means an act of kindness, but simply an acknowledgment that humans were unwanted and unwelcome in their borders. Not only were they useless, but they would get in the way of the Anima. Of course, the fact that the Grand Priestess was involved was a major influence in their decision. If not for her, there would have been no telling the fate of those humans.




      ——Secret Lair within Animania.


      The base stood silent, as if it had been forgotten. No one noticed it or paid it any mind. In fact, even when it came into one’s field of vision, it remained just out of view. Furthermore, no sound would escape the base.


      “Heh heh heh... Look at those delicious curves...” Cake inched closer to the Shadow Shroom the Demon Lord had found.


      “Reeeeee!” the mushroom shrieked.


      Unaffected, Cake wiggled her hands, her eyes gleaming like an emaciated beast. “No one’s gonna hear you scream... Give it up and enjoy yourself.”


      “Reeee!”


      “Hah ha ha ha! Cry, bitch! Scream! I’m gonna devour you!”


      “Reeeeeeeeeeee!”


      Click. An intruder suddenly entered the Lair without so much as a knock on the door. It was the Demon Lord, of course, but looking like he had just come from a duel, so completely different from his previous clothing, face, and even voice.


      “Grah?! Who the hell are you?!”


      “Reeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!”


      The Demon Lord winced at the sudden threat and unintelligible shriek in place of a welcome. “Shut up...” He mourned the loss of the Secret Lair’s intended purpose. This was supposed to be a place of rest, where one could spend an elegant time away from the hustle and bustle of the city.


      “Wh-Wh-Wh-Who the hell are you, I said!” Cake demanded, quivering, as she held the knife she took from Hanzel. While she had no combat skills to speak of, she couldn’t bear to remain unarmed in the presence of a strange intruder.


      “Oh, right. I haven’t changed back...” Black mist rose around the Demon Lord, becoming a flurry of black feathers and scattering all around. The same old Demon Lord she knew was before her when the mystical feather dance settled.


      “Wha...? M-Master Demon Lord...?”


      “You haven’t gone blind, have you? Anyway, I’m going to take a bath and rest.”


      “U-Understood...”


      “You should get some rest, too.” He draped his coat on a chair before nearly ripping off his suit jacket, tie, and shirt.


      Cake managed to cover her eyes all princess-like, while making sure to get a good peek through her fingers. (This guy’s unreal...! What the hell is his body made of?!)


      The Demon Lord’s muscles were chiseled like a statue’s, his body composition resembling that of an apex predator. He seemed to consider Cake a mere child, as he brazenly stripped down to his underwear before heading off to the igloo bath.


      The Demon Lord’s body seemed to leave behind a strange sensation that left Cake genuinely blushing. She let out a sigh after he left, letting her shoulders fall.


      “A freaking monster... What were those feathers, anyway...? So big... Everything’s so big...”


      “Reeee... (Agreement) Ree! (Shock)”


      Cake stabbed the shroom without another word, skewered it, and placed it over the fire. Then, she began neatly folding the clothes that had just been strewn about. As much as she hated it, she couldn’t help herself. This was one of the aftereffects of being conditioned to serve devils.


      The Demon Lord returned from his bath after some time, and wearing an extravagant, crisp-white robe much to Cake’s relief. She wouldn’t know where to look if he had returned in his underwear.


      The Demon Lord widened his eyes for a moment as he spotted his clothes immaculately folded up. “You’re quite nimble-fingered. My clothes clean themselves, but we’ll have to give your clothes a proper launder.”


      “N-No thank you! I’ve already washed them in the bath—”


      “Just strip them, already. Wear this while you’re here.” The Demon Lord tossed her a smaller bathrobe from the closet, becoming of this space for unwinding. “Throw the clothes you’re wearing in here and press this button.”


      “U-Um... What is this?”


      “A washing machine. All automatic from tumble to dewrinkle.”


      “Y-Yes... Sir? I mean, yes, sir!” Cake answered, although she had no idea what he was talking about.


      The washing machine, of course, had been made in the Empire, finished in a style that complemented the interior of the Secret Lair. The shell was wooden, built so the grain blended in with the wall. All it took was ten minutes for it to launder an entire load.


      “I’m going to get some rest. Drink this if you get thirsty.” He placed the pail of Fuji Water down on the floor. “But know this: This is divine water, used to accentuate the flavors in dishes and cocktails. It’s a great product, with great health benefits too. Got it?!”


      He clearly hadn’t forgotten the item being called cursed water. His tone made it clear that he was adamant in making Cake realize the good in this particular beverage.


      “Y-Yes, Sir! Good night!”


      The Demon Lord climbed up to the loft and rolled over onto the wooden bed.


      Cake dug into the golden-brown Shroom, chomping loudly. (It’s so good... Now this is a delicacy unlike anything I’ve tasted in a long while!) From the moment she put the thing in her mouth, its thick and juicy texture pleasantly burst in her mouth. Even Cake, a former princess, had never tasted a Shadow Shroom before, as it was a delicacy native only to Animania. The soft texture and endless juices stormed the inside of her mouth. It has been said that hunger is the best seasoning, but these fungi would have tasted exquisite even if the diner was stuffed to the brim. As she chomped the piping Shroom, a brimming smile grew on her face. She couldn’t remember the last time she was completely relaxed while eating, without so much as looking around to see who was watching.


      Cake scooped a dipper full of the water from the pail and drew it to her dainty lips. The instant the liquid entered her throat, a healing sensation spread all through her body.


      “Woah... So good! What is this stuff?!” Cake dropped her princess voice and shouted. What tasted like plain old water was melting away all of her stress in an instant. “Ahh...! That’s the stuff!” Cake wiped the droplets off her lips and returned to scarfing down the Shroom. Her dining experience was nothing short of blissful.


      The Demon Lord, laying on his back in the loft, couldn’t help but let out a chuckle. (That’s one heck of a two-face... Not that I have any room to talk.) He, too, had used various aliases and even disguises, after all. Still lying down, the Demon Lord opened the admin screen to reassess his situation. The number that appeared was enough to spread a grin across his face.


      Remaining SP: 3078


      (That gives me a lot of options...) The number was an accumulation of Belphegor and the remaining monsters that were wiped out when he destroyed the castle. He pulled the bottle of Thunder Water he had strong-armed close to him, gave it a quick swig, and closed his eyes to sink into sleep.




      ——Some days later...


      The Demon Lord awoke from sensing someone by his bed. He opened his eyes to find Cake peering into his face.


      “G-Good morning, Master Demon Lord!”


      “Mm...”


      “I was worried, you’ve been sleeping for so long.”


      “I see. How long has it been?”


      “Um, three days...”


      He had continued becoming half-awake, taking a swing of Thunder Water, and falling back to sleep the entire time. Most others might have been surprised to hear that they had been sleeping for a few days straight, but the Demon Lord was completely unfazed. After a years-long cycle of working without rest then sleeping like a fuse had blown, he was accustomed to sleeping for days at a time.


      “Haven’t had a sleep this good in a while. What a beautiful morning...”


      “W-Well... It’s actually nighttime...”


      “Night? That calls for a drink.”


      “For real...?”


      The Demon Lord poured a glass of Thunder Water and downed it, neat. “Deadbeat” seemed like the word best suited for a man who woke up from a days-long slumber just to drink.


      “U-Um,” Cake muttered. “Shouldn’t we be on our way...?”


      “No, first a bath.”


      “For real...?”


      The Demon Lord scratched his head as he headed to the igloo bath with his face still groggy.


      Cake hadn’t expected him to take a bath first thing, so she rushed to climb down from the loft. “U-Um, well... Sh-Should I rinse your back for you...?”


      “No need. Go soak in the cedar tub. Morning baths are just the best.”


      “N-No, it’s already nighttime...”


      With that, the Demon Lord headed to the igloo bath and produced the bottle of Fire Spirit he had robbed from the dwarf’s place, apparently ready to enjoy another drink with his soak.


      After washing himself off, the Demon Lord carried the bucket with the bottle into the bath. “Ahh...” He sighed. “As good a bath as always.” The hot water warmed his entire body, the warmth seeping into his heart. Man’s Fulfillment, part of the special effect of the bath, filled his being. The bliss of simply soaking in a tub and feeling fulfilled was almost as addicting as hardcore drugs.


      The Demon Lord sighed once more. “I have been working too much lately... Everyone needs a holiday after some hard work. And wow, did I work hard. Who else, in any world out there, worked as much as I did?” He poured hot water into the glass, mixing it with the Fire Spirit. Just like a hot toddy, it seemed to magnify the aroma and flavor of the brandy-like spirit. “Hm. This one makes me want to try having it in different drinks. A perfect spirit for a hard worker like me.” Whether it was due to the effects of the igloo bath or not, the Demon Lord looked perfectly proud and accomplished.


      The ‘work’ this man had done recently was beat a devil named Hanzel to a pulp, shoot off a random assortment of fireworks in Hellion territory, stomp Belphegor into a stain on the floor, and blow a castle to smithereens. ‘God of Destruction’ might have been a better description than ‘hard worker.’ Combined with his current state, he might as well have been called the ‘Deadbeat God of Destruction,’ which was quite the unusual title.


      “I guess I’ll give Olgan a call...” He happily sipped his glass of Fire Spirit and shot a Communication to Olgan.


      She responded quickly, apparently acclimated to the process.


      It’s me. Catch me up, the Demon Lord said.


      I’m in Fort Arthur on the border. I’ve heard that the city of Rookie’s in hot water, thanks to you.


      Me? What did I do?


      You had Mynk take the captives from Stage One there. Apparently the government and the Hero have their hands full with them.


      The Demon Lord almost pointed out that Akane was the one who gave the direction, but reconsidered. The boss was responsible for his employees’ actions, after all. Besides, he had requested that they send the captives from Stage Two and Three to Rookie as well.


      Most of the enslaved have no family, Olgan added. Let alone a place to go.


      I see... The Demon Lord only said that he would contact her again soon, and ended the Communication. He wasn’t in the mood to overthink things in his blissful bath. (The pieces will fall where they’re supposed to... Of course they will. When have they not?! Hah ha!) Filled with the manly sense of fulfillment, the Demon Lord drank more of the Fire Spirit with a vague feeling of having solved the problem without really solving it.


      (I guess I should get a report from Tahara too...) He sent a Communication.


      Hey-ho, Tahara cheerfully answered, as if he had been itching for a call. I’ve been waiting for a com from you, Mister Secretary.


      Any good news?


      Tahara went on to report in detail the current state of the village of Rabbi and recent events like the mending of Harts and the Madam’s friendship. The Demon Lord simply nodded along, but let out a sigh of relief at the financial state of the village.


      Everything’s fitting into this picture you’ve painted, it’s a pleasure to watch. Before I know it, high society and the military nobles are waltzing hand-in-hand.


      I have no idea what you’re talking about... The Demon Lord answered with gravitas. The problem was that he really did have no idea. The peace brokered between the two factions was a political progression much more significant than he realized. In other words, the finances of Holylight just became tied to its military, and the power balance of the nation had drastically shifted overnight. While Luna was the one who mediated the peace deal on paper, there was more under the surface. Both parties, as well as Luna, were greatly indebted to the Demon Lord, and their relationship would not stand without him. Tahara couldn’t help but be impressed by how well the Demon Lord pulled the strings from behind the curtains.


      Putting the Holy Maiden in the spotlight and making sure the moneybags shake hands with the military. I couldn’t pull off something like that if I tried.


      Just your imagination... I haven’t done anything, he responded with a twinge of nervousness. He truly hadn’t done anything. Regardless of Harts’ or the Madam’s thoughts, their peacemaking happened while he was away. He was as confused as he could be. He had been lapped so many times that it now seemed like he was ahead of the race.


      Hah ha ha! True, as far as the rest of the world is concerned, you haven’t done a thing. But it makes things easier for me if you stick to pulling strings from the shadows.


      (You’re the one pulling strings!) The Demon Lord nearly shouted, but kept it to himself by dunking his head in the water. No matter what happened, he seemed to be credited for it.


      Anyway, he Communicated, I have news for you... The Demon Lord told Tahara what had happened in Hellion territory in a vague way to avoid any questions.


      Hellion territory, huh... Knowing you, you’re moving steps and steps ahead of us. You even called Akane in. Meanwhile, I’ve got my hands full with the tasks in front of me.


      The Demon Lord sighed in relief at Tahara’s reaction, seeing that he wouldn’t be asked too many questions on the matter. Of course, Tahara had purposefully decided to keep his distance, certain of one thing. Whenever Akane was involved, some important figure would turn up dead ‘by accident,’ according to her backstory.


      Well, Tahara went on, I’ll leave anything with Akane involved to you. But I’ve got an ongoing issue over here...


      Issue?


      Might have mentioned it before, but we’re shorthanded, Tahara bitterly said.


      He had called for workers from various guilds through Luna, but the village had been suffering from a continuous shortage of them. Luna was infamous for her temper, and not many workers were eager to go work in a village of demi-humans. Of course, rumors of ‘the Demon Lord’ contributed to deterring them.


      (Shorthanded...) This was an issue the Demon Lord was quite familiar with. Many nations on Earth were experiencing a decline in birth rates, causing existing social programs to crumble. The issue reached farther than a shortage of workers, also affecting programs like social security, causing a rise in medical costs, etc. Even in 2016, Japan had not found a clue as to how to solve the issue. The Japanese government at the time, as if to slap a bandage on the wound, had passed a motion to increase immigration and bring in workers from overseas. (Before I knew it, I was expecting every retail and restaurant worker to be a foreigner...) While bringing in laborers from other nations might have stopped the bleeding, it didn’t solve the underlying issue. After all, the only way to encourage confidence in people to procreate was to enrich the nation from the ground up.
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