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      Prologue


      A young male demon gleefully hummed a tune as he conducted one last check on the trap he was going to spring on his unsuspecting prey who had checked into an inn in the Human Kingdom’s royal capital. The demon was tall—his height was well north of 190 centimeters—but the most noticeable thing about him was that he was dressed in a clown suit, complete with a red ball for a nose and hair that was dyed seven different colors. He was also wearing garish makeup, with a star-shaped patch covering his left eye, and a half-moon over his right. Yet despite his gaudy, outlandish appearance, it was obvious he was quite handsome, with chiseled features and a set of lean yet rock-hard muscles lurking underneath the fabric of his costume. His colorful locks that he prized most of all were well coiffed and hung down past his shoulders.


      This demon clown went by the name of Mad Pierrot, and he was a member of the Bourreaux, the world’s deadliest society of assassins. And if that weren’t enough, Mad Pierrot counted himself among the Morte Spada, a designation given to the five top assassins within the cabal. The weirdly costumed assassin snickered and made his lengthy strands of hair sway to one side with purposely flamboyant flair.


      “Once I make the hostage magically appear on this empty couch, my targets will be so preoccupied with the shocking reveal, they won’t notice the invisible noose slowly tightening around their necks,” Mad Pierrot mumbled to himself. “Dark and his merry companions won’t know what hit them, for they will be no match for the great Mad Pierrot, the most beautiful assassin of the Morte Spada!”


      As implied by his short speech, Mad Pierrot had been tasked with killing Dark, the leader of a party of A-rank human adventurers known as the Black Fools. The other two members of the party, Nemumu and Gold, hadn’t been named as part of the hit job, but Mad Pierrot planned to take them out all the same. At present, the Black Fools were attending to business at the Human Kingdom palace, and in their absence, Mad Pierrot had infiltrated the upmarket inn they were staying at and promptly rendered all the staff unconscious, as well as all the other guests. He had refrained from killing them because he needed them alive to use as hostages if events took a turn.


      “I hear the Black Fools are the fastest party in history to reach A-rank, even though they’re a bunch of humans,” Mad Pierrot muttered to himself. “How unfortunate they must be to have invited the ire of one of our nobles, for now they will meet their ends so soon after making a name for themselves. Although it is what they deserve for being attention-seeking inferiors. If only that vermin race would just remember its place and stay well out of sight, we wouldn’t have to slaughter so many of their kind.”


      Mad Pierrot shrugged mirthfully at the sheer ignorance the hopelessly primitive human race persisted in displaying. He already knew the Black Fools would be incredibly easy to take out. For one thing, Dark and his party had yet to notice the arrival of one of the world’s top assassins to the Human Kingdom capital, which meant the demon was free to set up his trap in the inn while they were out.


      Furthermore, Mad Pierrot had a sizable stock of hostages that could be used to force Dark to surrender. After all, Dark’s party worked closely with the Wicked Witch of the Tower, who had proclaimed absolute autonomy for all humans, and someone who outwardly sympathized with that credo wouldn’t let fellow humans die on their watch. Plus, as another trump card to tie Dark’s hands, Mad Pierrot had placed a number of magic items around the capital that were set to emit a poisonous gas if activated. There was no way Dark would escape his doom.


      This assignment was particularly mouthwatering for Mad Pierrot, because if he pulled it off, it would be his achievement alone. All five Morte Spada had been assigned to do away with Dark, but all five were completely bigoted toward humans, so none had even considered the possibility of cooperating with each other to wipe out a group of third-rate targets. All of the Morte Spada were obsessively ambitious, so the idea of killing Dark and his party solo and using that as leverage for attaining a higher position within the Bourreaux was an appealing one. In truth, the Morte Spada saw one another as their real foes, not the Black Fools.


      Mad Pierrot noticed movement outside the window, prompting him to blow a contemptuous puff of air out of his nostrils. “So they’re finally on their way back. And they still have no clue I’m here. A-rank adventurers or not, inferiors will never stop being pitiful inferiors.” The clown thought for a second, then changed his mind. “No, it is because I, Mad Pierrot, am utterly indomitable, thoroughly prepared, and last but not least, exceedingly beautiful.”


      From Mad Pierrot’s perspective, the Black Fools didn’t display even a hint of caution as they moseyed up to the inn without a care, opened the door, and waltzed into the first-floor lounge. It was there that the party finally came face-to-face with the clown, who treated them to a glare of pure disdain.


      “I see you’ve finally decided to come back, Black Fools,” he sneered at them.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Locating the Brother


      Diablo, a former member of the Concord of the Tribes, had been a part of the Demonkin Nation’s elite delegation to the emergency summit at the Principality of the Nine, but prior to its commencement, he ran into a human boy named Dark who wore a mask and was serving as a bodyguard for Princess Lilith of the Human Kingdom. Due to Dark’s close resemblance to Light, Diablo ordered the boy to remove his mask, but the boy’s face was so disfigured by burn scars, he was unable to positively identify him either way. Yet he believed in his heart of hearts that Dark was really Light in disguise, later learning that Dark’s party had worked closely with the Wicked Witch during her war with the beastfolk, and had apparently won favor with her for their efforts.


      “So if I attempt to attack Light and his Black Fools, the Wicked Witch may end up retaliating,” Diablo had realized at the time. “And this is the same witch who toppled the Elven Queendom and massacred the Beastfolk Federation’s entire army in battle.”


      At the same time, leaving Light to his own devices clearly wasn’t an option. If his nation found out that the human boy he was supposed to have assassinated actually survived, Diablo would be stripped of the peerage he had been given as a reward for carrying out the task. Not only would Diablo find himself once again living life as a commoner, he would likely be at the mercy of his vengeful older brother, who had once been the head of the household and the fiefdom they oversaw before the Demonkin Nation rewarded Diablo by removing his brother and installing him as the new head of the family. His brother was subsequently forced to live with his in-laws, but if Diablo ever fell from grace, the older demon would likely seize back his old position, and order Diablo’s execution so history wouldn’t have an opportunity to repeat itself. In that scenario, Diablo would have absolutely no way of protecting himself, because in his nation, an aristocrat was perfectly free to kill a commoner.


      As a result, Diablo found himself caught between a rock and a hard place. At least, until he remembered that he had one card left to play. Light’s brother, Els, had been among a batch of human slaves sent to his fiefdom a few years prior, but none of the documents Diablo had on hand at the principality mentioned his current whereabouts, meaning Diablo would have to go back to his fiefdom in the Demonkin Nation in order to search for the relevant records. This posed quite a dilemma for him, however, because doing so would entail skipping a key summit that had originally been convoked by his own nation. In fact, Diablo had accompanied Voros, the crown prince of the Demonkin Nation, to the principality as one of the elites with a bright future in leadership ahead of him, and withdrawing from the summit would put that particular career path in serious jeopardy. But after thinking long and hard about it, Diablo concluded the summit was worth sacrificing for the greater good.


      “If I lose my peerage, it will be the death of me,” Diablo reasoned. “I must not let anyone else know about Light. As for the summit, that blot on my record will no doubt have severe repercussions, but I can always rehabilitate myself once I’m rid of Light for good.”


      With his mind made up, Diablo had left for the Demonkin Nation on the morning of the summit. He was determined to locate Els and use him as a bargaining chip in the inevitable showdown of his life against Light.


      ✰✰✰


      The moment Diablo arrived at his fiefdom’s mansion, he made a beeline for his study to search for the documents he was looking for without even bothering to change his clothes after the long journey.


      “He was part of a group of slaves sent to my domain about two or so years ago...” Diablo mumbled to himself. “Which means he should be listed in these papers— Here!”


      Exactly as Diablo had remembered, Els’s name, age, place of origin, and a rough estimate of his height and weight was written down in the copy of a register he’d filed away. As a feudal lord, Diablo needed to keep track of everyone residing in his territory, and that included keeping records of the enslaved, since they supplied the manpower that produced wealth for the fiefdom.


      Now that he had confirmed that Els had indeed entered his territory, Diablo attempted to trace his present whereabouts by looking through more recent records, until he ran into an unexpected dead end.


      “He froze to death?” Diablo said, incredulously reading the notice in his hand aloud. “But not during the winter season?”


      The Demonkin Nation was the northernmost nation on the mainland, and due to its cold climate, the inhabitants hardly grew any wheat there, instead preferring hardier crops like potatoes and such that could withstand the unforgiving conditions. Els had been part of a group of slaves who were primarily brought in to clear areas of land for farming, but he had frozen to death about a year ago. Or at least, that was what the records claimed.


      “Light’s brother and multiple other slaves froze to death, but not during wintertime...” Diablo mused. “On the face of it, that is simply impossible. For one thing, the slaves were all able-bodied males who were best suited to working in the fields and surviving the elements. It beggars belief that they could freeze to death during a warmer season. True, human slaves are fairly cheap, but they still cost money to purchase, and it takes time and resources to train them up to do the work properly. Who would be foolish enough to allow them to just freeze to death in the middle of—”


      Something suddenly floated up from the depths of Diablo’s memory, sending him rifling through some confidential documents until he found the note he was looking for, dated roughly a year ago.


      “These are all the slaves I sent to that mad physician that one time...” Diablo gasped as he scanned the list. “And he was one of them!”


      The “mad physician” Diablo was referring to was a Master who went by the name of Doc and who ran experiments in order to—in his words—“realize a new future for the human race.” However, these experiments involved the excruciatingly painful vivisection of test subjects in order to splice monster cells together with living flesh for the ostensible purpose of artificially creating superhumans. In other words, Doc’s “experiments” more closely resembled grotesque, fetishistic torture sessions than actual good-faith research.


      Since Diablo was a feudal lord, he knew full well what Doc did with his test subjects, but he was nevertheless contractually obligated to send human slaves to the twisted physician at regular intervals, and they had to be “healthy and lively” specimens. Doc had similar contracts with many other demon aristocrats, and in return, the supplier of the slaves was given access to curative magic that could remedy ailments and wounds that were far beyond the help of regular healing potions. This meant that although the human experiments Doc conducted were so ghastly, they made even the demon slave owners wince, the cultured elite still entered into these contracts, knowing that an agreement of that kind served as platinum-grade health insurance.


      When Diablo had handed Els over to Doc, he had listed him as deceased for recordkeeping purposes, with hypothermia chosen at random for the cause of death.


      “So I ordered my subordinates to send me a list of the healthiest, spriest slaves we had in order to send them to Doc,” Diablo recapped, the list shaking in his hands. “And they just happened to add Light’s brother to the list...”


      On receiving the same list a year ago, he had merely scanned the document to make sure that the number of slaves matched what Doc had requested before approving the transfer. He had failed to notice that Els was on that roster until this very moment, when it was decidedly too late.


      “If this happened a year ago, he must be long dead by now...” Diablo whimpered. If Els could have been retrieved alive, he would have served as a useful bargaining chip against Light, but there was basically no chance that Els would have survived a full year in Doc’s laboratory of death. Diablo grabbed his head in dismay, pained by his inadvertent mistake.


      “I suppose I should contact the mad doctor to see if I can at least salvage the body,” Diablo mumbled, rationalizing that even a person’s remains might hold some value and could be used in a negotiation. However, he had already moved on to considering other backup plans.


      “If worse comes to worst, I can put a hit out on Light,” Diablo reasoned. “I will no doubt have to spend a fortune hiring someone from that society to assassinate him, but it will certainly be worth it if it means I maintain my status.”


      Diablo gnashed his back molars in frustration. “Humans are parasitic worms that spend their short, miserable lives crawling around in the dirt. That loathsome race lives like worms and dies like worms. I cannot allow one of those disease-ridden pests to threaten my brilliant future as an elite! I must eliminate that bug, Light, no matter what it takes!”


      The pupils of Diablo’s ink-black eyes shone with a crazed light, and all he wanted now was for Light to become a cadaver like his brother.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Checking Up on Lilith


      “So Diablo’s been busy doing all sorts of stuff, has he?” I said as I skimmed the report Mei had handed to me in my office on the lowest level of the Abyss. It had been a few weeks since we had returned from the fiasco that was the emergency summit in the Duchy, and Mei was providing me with an update on the present situation.


      “Indeed. Both the demonkin merchants as well as our own operatives who infiltrated their nation in advance have confirmed it,” Mei stated, her long ponytail swaying side to side as she spoke. “Our contacts have also reported a surge of activity among the Demonkin Nation’s senior officials.”


      At this moment in time, we were getting intel reports from merchants summoned from my Unlimited Gacha cards who we had stationed in the Demonkin Nation, as well as receiving info from demon merchants who often traveled in and out of their homeland. I had also intended to relocate the Mohawk adventurers to the Demonkin Nation so that they could gather more intel for us there, but they had been barred from entering at the border. During the curtailed summit, Lilith had called for and won a surprise vote to crown herself queen of the Human Kingdom, which had angered Prince Voros of the Demonkin Nation to the point that he had sworn to punish Lilith and her nation on the diplomatic front. As a result, the Demonkin Nation had started to impose tougher entry restrictions on humans, and the Mohawks found themselves unable to get past the stricter border measures.


      The Mohawks were really bummed out after being denied entry to the Demonkin Nation, I recalled. I told them not to worry about it, but I wonder if they really are feeling any better. Just like all of my summons, the Mohawks felt a great deal of responsibility to carry out my orders to the letter, so I could only hope that this setback wasn’t keeping them up at night. But as much as I was worried about them, I did have other matters to attend to, so I refocused my attention on Mei’s verbal report.


      “Not only did the Demonkin Nation lose face at the summit, it is firmly opposed to the Human Kingdom gaining complete independence, so we can assume the demonkin will engage in some variety of strongly vindictive measures to disrupt Queen Lilith’s rule,” Mei continued. “The increased level of activity among the demonkin leadership suggests they are preparing to launch a high-profile retaliatory response against the Human Kingdom, but unfortunately, the intelligence we have is too limited to be able to determine the exact nature of this reprisal.”


      “And Diablo’s supposed to be a viscount, right?” I said. “That could mean he’s positioning himself in such a way that he can prove his loyalty to his nation.” This was only a guess, though, since we didn’t have enough intelligence to come to any firm conclusions either way.


      “If we want to absolutely crush Diablo’s reputation and spirit, we need to know an awful lot more about what’s going on there,” I concluded. “Mei, I want you to tell all of our intelligence ops to gather more info on what Diablo is up to, as well as the rest of the demonkin higher-ups.”


      “Certainly, Master Light,” Mei replied before bending into a textbook-perfect bow, her ponytail once again swaying to and fro. The waving of her hair made me recall something that had slipped my mind.


      “Oh yeah. Speaking of the demonkin, did we get any new info from the Human Kingdom? Specifically from Lilith?” I asked.


      Lilith had crowned herself queen with the backing of the Beastfolk Federation, the Elven Queendom, the Dwarf Kingdom, the Dark Elf Islands, and the Onifolk Archipelago. The Dragonute Empire had abstained, which meant the only races that had fully opposed Lilith’s ascension to the throne were the centaurs and the demonkin, and out of these two detractors, it was the Demonkin Nation that had proven to be the most hardline in their opposition to the change of leader. The demons were a prideful race that looked down on humans as “inferiors,” so I felt it was a good bet they weren’t just going to sit on the sidelines, twiddling their thumbs. I naturally assumed the Human Kingdom must have gathered some kind of intel on the Demonkin Nation in order to protect themselves from their potential nefarious machinations, but after thinking about it for a few seconds, Mei shook her head.


      “I am afraid no intelligence has been received from the Human Kingdom on the subject. Aoyuki’s covert agents can confirm this,” she said. “Queen Lilith is currently busy formulating a response to the words of former Prince Clowe, who has outwardly expressed opposition to his sister’s reign. The queen is also preoccupied with taking care of her father, the former king, as well as with other matters that concern the consolidation of her power base. I genuinely believe it would be physically impossible for her to spare even part of her limited resources to engage with the Demonkin Nation.”


      “Yeah...” I said resignedly. “You may be right.”


      Lilith had banished all of the spies working for the Dragonute Empire and the Demonkin Nation from her realm, along with their immediate families and even their distant relatives. The purge included a lot of senior and lower-level civil and military officials, who we ended up having to replace with Normal humans summoned using my Unlimited Gacha cards. But even with this great replacement, Lilith was still short on manpower, so we could safely assume that she didn’t have the time to be thinking about gathering intelligence from other nations.


      “We should touch base with the Human Kingdom,” I eventually said. “I’d like to pay Lilith a visit to see how she’s holding up.” Since she and I were far from being strangers, I was naturally worried about how she was handling the huge workload of running the kingdom. But instead of contacting Lilith directly, I used one of my SR Telepathy cards to contact Yume’s clone, who served as Lilith’s personal maid.


      ✰✰✰


      “Welcome to my palace, Lord Dark,” Lilith said anemically. “Please forgive me for not preparing a more lavish reception for you.”


      “Oh, right. Don’t worry about it,” I said.


      I had contacted the fake Yume to schedule a visit with Lilith for when she was least busy, and had arrived in the Human Kingdom capital some days later disguised as the adventurer known as Dark, with Nemumu and Gold in tow. On reaching the royal palace—which was more the size of a slightly oversized mansion than a building that could be described as “palatial”—Yume led me to Lilith’s executive office. The new queen looked a wreck, with big black bags under her bloodshot eyes, and a noticeable if slight slurring of her words. She didn’t even seem to have the energy to get up from behind her desk, which was stacked high with piles and piles of paperwork that I assumed she had to get through that day.


      “You know, Queen Lilith...” I started in a tender voice. “Forgive me if this might sound rude, but you aren’t looking too well. Are you sure you’re getting enough rest?”


      “Rest? The rest of what?” Lilith said sleepily. “Oh, you mean am I getting enough sleep? I think I stopped counting how much sleep I was getting after my third day of staying up all night. But I’m fine, thank you. Any sleepiness goes away once you’ve been awake for a certain length of time, and I can even do paperwork without needing any sleep, so long as I keep drinking high-grade potion.”


      Lilith flashed me a smile that was so weak, she looked as though she would topple over dead if I so much as tapped her on the shoulder. Sure, I got that she had a lot of work to do to consolidate her power after deposing her father; detaining her brother, the former heir apparent; and banishing droves of spies from her kingdom, but she was literally killing herself to get everything done, and under my SSR Fool’s Mask, I was freaking out.


      I reached into my cloak pocket and fished out a gacha card. In any case, I’ll need to give her this if I want to have any kind of real conversation with her, I thought. I released the card, and a bottle of pills appeared in my hand. Since it was just me, my party, the fake Yume, and Lilith in her office, I was free to activate a gacha card if I pleased.


      “Lord Dark, what are those?” Lilith asked, staring at the pill bottle.


      “Antisleeping pills,” I said. “Take one of these and you won’t need to sleep for the whole day. They’re also completely harmless, so you should have no worries taking them.”


      More specifically, I was offering her some SSSR Sleep-B-Gone Tablets. The card stated that one pill could keep you awake and alert for an entire twenty-four-hour period and there were no harmful side effects from taking it. I figured Lilith needed this drug more than anything at present.


      “You should go ahead and try one,” I said, shaking one pill out of the bottle. “Yume, here.”


      “Allow me,” the fake Yume said, taking the pill from me and handing it to Lilith.


      “You don’t need to fuss over me, Lord Dark...” Lilith insisted. “People don’t need to sleep in order to do paperwork, and I’m proving that right now. Yes, on occasion, I might see a pink goblin dancing with a mulberry-colored orc out of the corner of my eye, but I also feel a bit lighter on my feet than how I usually feel... Kind of like I’m about to take flight and soar up to meet the Goddess at any time...”


      “That’s all well and good, but how about we take this medicine that Lord Dark has kindly given us?” Yume urged, dutifully ignoring Lilith’s borderline gibberish.


      I should’ve checked in on Lilith sooner, I thought to myself. If I had, the new queen likely wouldn’t have gotten to the stage where she was grinding away sleeplessly to the point of hallucinating about monsters dancing with each other. And why would a pink goblin be dancing with a mulberry-colored orc, anyway? I wondered, utterly perplexed.


      ✰✰✰


      “I’m so sorry, Lord Dark,” Lilith said, with much more clarity this time. “I shouldn’t have let you see me like that.” She was sitting on a sofa with her head bowed, having completely perked up after taking my antisleeping pill. Prior to this, she had been at her desk, totally exhausted after not getting a wink of sleep for three straight days—at the very least—and I was in no doubt that she would have collapsed if she had tried to get up to greet me. It seemed the medicine had worked like a charm, since she clearly remembered what had just transpired between us.


      I was sitting on the sofa opposite, a coffee table separating us. “You’re fine. Don’t worry about it,” I said, waving my hand to emphasize that it was no big deal. “I know how stupidly busy you are, and I only wish I could have given you that medicine sooner, so you didn’t have to go through all of that needless stress.”


      “Oh, no, I don’t think the trouble I’m going through is needless at all!” Lilith said quickly in a panicky voice. “I’m grateful for all that you’ve done for me, and I must apologize again for giving you that impression!”


      The fake Yume placed cups of tea in front of me and Lilith, and I used the momentary distraction to broach the subject of the real purpose of my visit.


      “So I was wondering if you’d heard about anything that’s been going on in the Demonkin Nation,” I asked. “My team has picked up some chatter about a lot of activity taking place among their leadership, but we have next to no clue about the next steps they’re likely to take.”


      “I’m afraid we can’t help you there,” Lilith said apologetically. “I haven’t heard anything of note from the Demonkin Nation, likely because I’ve been so busy establishing my own authority after deposing my father and brother...”


      Lilith started complaining about the issues she had been forced to deal with due to the two men in her family. Clowe was presently under house arrest at the royal family’s secondary residence because he had staunchly refused to fade quietly into the background.


      “I will take back the throne, just you watch!” he would scream repeatedly. What made things more complicated was that a faction loyal to Clowe wasn’t entirely extinguished, and they seemed dead set on rescuing Clowe and restoring him to power as the “rightful ruler.”

    

  

  
    [image: insert1]
  

  
    
      Despite the fact that Lilith had followed all of the proper procedures at the summit to gain her present position, Clowe’s loyalists could still stoke a potential rebellion against his sister.


      As for the former king, he had chosen not to stay in the royal capital, opting instead to live out the rest of his days in another city in the Human Kingdom. He had decided to do this in order to physically remove himself from the country’s center of power, and to fully demonstrate that he would never be involved in state affairs again. After witnessing this voluntary relocation, most loyalists of the former king decided to give up on any ideas of restoring him to the throne, instead deciding whether they should back Lilith or Clowe. But unfortunately, this didn’t mean everything was tied up in a neat little bow.


      “I’m very thankful that my father has decided to retire to a life of privacy far away from me, but...” Lilith said hesitantly, her expression gloomy. “Now that he’s been freed from all of the responsibilities of being king, he’s squandering a ridiculous amount of money on food, drink, and all sorts of decadent pleasures.”


      When the crown was still atop his head, the former king barely ate, and was often left so beleaguered by his job as monarch, he didn’t have time to indulge in stuff like alcohol or entertainment. But as soon as Lilith replaced him, the former king found himself with all the time in the world to eat, drink, and be merry, and had transformed from a gaunt skeleton into a slightly chubby social butterfly. However, that wasn’t the only way in which he had changed.


      “Nowadays, my father is a frequent client of a certain high-class courtesan,” Lilith admitted. “Not only does he spend a pretty penny for her services, he also purchases extravagant gifts for her, and he’s even attempting to get her out of the profession so she can become his new wife. He’s been making me approve all of these expenses to satisfy his more, um, prurient appetites, even when I was close to collapsing from a lack of sleep. That is not the type of work a father should be making his teenage daughter perform for any reason. I don’t care how much of an effort he went to in order to restrain himself previously. This is simply going too far.”


      I could sense a darker aura emanating from Lilith. “I’ll admit that it’s better than having my father in open rebellion against me like my brother is, and I’m extremely happy that my father is living his life for himself for a change. But who in his right mind makes his own flesh-and-blood daughter cover the costs of not only remodeling his estate, but also buying jewelry and having clothing tailored for a courtesan he wants to have all to himself?” Toward the end of her little rant, it almost sounded like Lilith was mumbling a curse. The issue with her dad was obviously way out of my area of expertise and I couldn’t give her any advice on the matter, so I quickly changed the subject.


      “S-So your brother’s still openly rebelling against you and he has a faction supporting him?” I queried. “If you want, I could get my people to nip that in the bud.”


      Lilith raised her head and looked me straight in the eye, regarding me now more as a queen than a teenage girl complaining about her dad’s midlife crisis. “I appreciate the thought, Lord Dark, but I must ask you not to interfere on that front. It is an internal matter to be resolved within the Human Kingdom itself, and I cannot accept your assistance concerning it.”


      Lilith clenched her fists that were already resting on her lap. “You’ve already done so much in granting asylum to Nono and the other spies, and I really don’t think it’s right to keep depending on your help to sort out what are internal matters...”


      Lilith was right that I had arranged for the spies she had banished from her kingdom to be relocated to the Great Tower city, and I had also pulled a few strings to open up paths for former spies to seek asylum in the Beastfolk Federation, the Elven Queendom, the Dwarf Kingdom, the Onifolk Archipelago, and the Dark Elf Islands. However, more than a few spies had taken their own lives after being sentenced to exile, and their deaths weighed heavily on Lilith. From the way she was looking at me, it seemed the new queen was trying to convey that she would rather carry out the reforms in her kingdom independently because she didn’t want any of those suicides to be in vain, so I took the hint and didn’t suggest anything more.


      At that moment, we heard a knock at the office door, and Yume answered. If you were wondering why I had come to the palace dressed as Dark and why Lilith had been calling me “Lord Dark” all this time, it was precisely for this eventuality. The person at the door turned out to be a civil official, and Yume led him over to the sofas. The official bent down and started whispering something into Lilith’s ear before she stopped him.


      “You’re free to state your business openly,” Lilith said. “My guests also have a right to know.” This must have been her way of showing that she had nothing to hide from me and my allies, and I appreciated the gesture of good faith. The official cast furtive glances at me and my party, but he couldn’t ignore a direct order from his queen, so he delivered his report out loud.


      The first reforms that Lilith had put in place were to raise a number of tariffs, ban the sale of human slaves to other nations, outlaw all forms of human slavery, and prohibit racial discrimination against humans. These measures were modeled after the Wicked Witch’s “absolute autonomy for humans” decree, and every nation had received official notices outlining these reforms. The five nations who had backed Lilith’s succession were naturally already receptive to these changes, and the dragonutes and the centaurs were yet to respond. But according to the official, a formal reply had just been received from the Demonkin Nation.


      “‘We shall not honor the notice from the Human Kingdom for any reason, and we will never recognize Lilith as the kingdom’s legitimate ruler,’” the official said, reciting the demonkin’s message in brief. “‘Consequently, we will be imposing the following economic sanctions on the Human Kingdom: embargos on all exports of salt, magic gems, dungeon items, monster-harvested materials, and similar goods. These sanctions will remain in effect indefinitely.’”


      The Demonkin Nation had the third most dungeons in the world, behind only the Dwarf Kingdom and the Dark Elf Islands. Magic items and gems were some of the most prized exports to come out of the Demonkin Nation, as were the monster materials retrieved from their dungeons. Another factor in these sanctions was that the Demonkin Nation depended on the wheat they imported from the Human Kingdom. Since the Demonkin Nation was the nation that was farthest north on the continent, it was unable to grow much of its own wheat.


      “‘The repeal of these sanctions is conditional on the resumption of uninterrupted shipments of wheat, slaves, and other goods to our satisfaction,’” the official continued aloud. “‘And if you refuse, we will be compelled to resort to more forceful measures.’”


      It appeared the Demonkin Nation preferred to be vague with their wording, but anyone with half a brain could see that “more forceful measures” meant demons would maraud into Human Kingdom territory and pillage villages for wheat and slaves before burning them to the ground. It could even turn into wholesale slaughter, just to teach Lilith a lesson.


      The official nervously handed the new queen the message so that she could read it herself. He had obviously summarized the lengthy letter, so it would have been understandable if Lilith had thought he was exaggerating, but as she scanned the message line by line, the dubious look on her face transformed into wide-eyed fury.


      “What the hell is this?!” Lilith screeched, springing up from the sofa. “How can the Demonkin Nation treat us with this much contempt?! Do they think we’re a vassal state? We are neither their slaves nor their cattle!”


      “Your Majesty, not in front of our guests,” the fake Yume pleaded. She had officially been made head maid, answering only to Lilith, so unlike the official, who clammed up in fright at the outburst, Yume could get away with chastising the queen. At the mention of “guests,” Lilith quickly remembered that my party and I were still in the room, and in her embarrassment, she sank back down to her sofa.


      “P-Please forgive me,” she said. “I shouldn’t have acted so inappropriately.”


      “No need to apologize,” I reassured her. “I know exactly how you feel, believe me.”


      And I wasn’t saying it to be polite, because in truth, I was just as ready to blow my lid as Lilith at the contents of that note. I didn’t really care if the Demonkin Nation recognized Lilith as the Human Kingdom’s ruler or not, and if economic sanctions were imposed, we could easily live with them. In both cases, the demonkin were—just about—within their rights to do these things as a sovereign state, and denying them would amount to meddling in a nation’s internal affairs. Plus, that was largely immaterial anyway, because these kinds of spats often didn’t matter in the long run—either politically or economically—if the other nations did recognize the disputed head of state. It would also just lead to more problems if Lilith intervened in matters where she had no right to do so.


      No, all of that was part and parcel of the delicate balancing act known as cross-border diplomacy. The bit that riled me was the Demonkin Nation all but announcing that they were prepared to go far beyond the limits of acceptability. They had made a thinly veiled threat that they would invade the Human Kingdom to pillage the crops and round up people to force into slavery, then burn down villages and carry out wholesale slaughter. They wouldn’t even extend the Human Kingdom the courtesy of formally declaring war. They would simply unilaterally violate the Human Kingdom’s sovereignty out of sheer contempt for its inhabitants. Of course, none of this was actually spelled out in the letter, but it was easy to read between the lines.


      Would any nation-state really stoop so low? The demonkin were acting more like a predatory mafia than a proud nation. Did they really think it was right to commit the kinds of atrocities that were being suggested against another nation just because they viewed it as less powerful than itself? Even the suggestion of it shouldn’t have been allowed!


      Lilith dismissed the official, leaving just the five of us in her office again. Her brow furrowed as if she had a sudden headache. “On the bright side, the economic sanctions won’t present too much of a problem,” Lilith said, sounding resigned. “They will undoubtedly be painful, but we already factored them in when we drew up my list of reforms.”


      The Human Kingdom was the only nation in the world that was completely landlocked, and since it was filled with plains and located in the central breadbasket region, the kingdom produced plenty of wheat. But because there were no coastlines where sea salt could be made, nor any salt mines, the nation was entirely dependent on importing salt, an essential part of the human diet. If Lilith were to launch her reforms without the backing of any of the other nations, the Human Kingdom would inevitably be cut off from all salt supplies, and a devastating salt famine would cause great suffering to her people.


      Luckily for the new queen, she already had five nations on her side, ready to supply her with salt, versus one Demonkin Nation that was threatening to cut her off. And if worse comes to worst, I could always send my N Salt cards her way, I thought. I had an army of Double Shadow clones of myself in the Abyss pulling Unlimited Gacha cards around the clock, meaning we already had a surplus of salt cards we could give to the Human Kingdom if the need ever arose. However, that wasn’t the biggest issue facing Lilith.


      “We can easily import salt from five of the nations, so even if the demonkin, the dragonutes, and the centaurs stop supplying us, it won’t be the end of the world. The same goes for resources from dungeons,” Lilith noted. “So thanks to the connections we’ve made with our allies, any sanctions by the demonkins will not leave us wasting away. But if I outright reject the Demonkin Nation’s demands, they could very well engage in vicious brigandage that is quite unbecoming of a respectable nation.”


      At present, Lilith was still busy dealing with the fallout from her seizing the throne, and she hadn’t completely consolidated her grip on power yet, which basically meant she had no spare resources with which to protect the border regions from demonkin attacks. Plus, if she were to send human soldiers out to confront these marauders, they surely wouldn’t last long. Not against demonkin. The Human Kingdom’s army would practically be embarking on a suicide mission if they tried to repel any assaults ordered by the Demonkin Nation. So the only question that remained was whether Lilith would sit idly by and leave her subjects in these border villages at the mercy of the demons?


      There was an extremely serious glint in Lilith’s eyes as they locked with mine, but at the same time, her gaze trembled slightly, fearing she might not get the answer she wanted. She gulped feebly before speaking her mind.


      “Lord Dark, I know there isn’t much we can offer that will match what you deserve,” Lilith began. “But I cannot allow the innocent lives of my people to be sacrificed in the name of change! So I must ask you here and now: will you lend me your strength to fight back against the senseless violence the demonkin undoubtedly plan to unleash on us? I of course intend to repay you however I can, and for however long it takes.” She was bowing so low, her head was nearly touching the floor. “I beg you, Lord Dark.”


      In truth, she didn’t even need to ask. “Of course I’ll help you out,” I replied. “In fact, I insist on helping you.”


      Lilith breathed a huge sigh of relief, not caring one bit how it would look. I could sense Nemumu starting to get angry at Lilith from her position stationed behind my sofa, but I wasn’t about to embarrass both of us by turning around and telling her to cool it. Instead, I flashed Lilith the biggest, most reassuring smile I could from under my mask.


      “I don’t like what the demonkin are suggesting either,” I said. “No nation has the right to needlessly harm or take the lives of humans, so I will do everything in my power to support you.”


      “Thank you so much, Lord Dark!” Lilith said, bowing her head over and over again. “Thank you so very, very much!” She was speaking as her nation’s head of state as well as from her heart as a private individual. After mumbling a “You’re welcome,” and waiting a few moments for Lilith to stop bowing, I asked her for permission for my people to roam freely around the Human Kingdom, as well as asking her to take care of the paperwork that would need to be filled out to mount our response. She already had piles of paperwork on her plate, but she gladly accepted the extra workload for the sake of securing the safety of her people.


      Once all bases had been covered, my party and I said our goodbyes and exited the palace office. Instead of teleporting straight from the office, the fake Yume escorted us out to the front gate, since a bunch of people had seen us while we were in the palace, such as guards, maids, and the official who had come in with the note. Once we were outside the gate and in the clear, we would find a random alleyway to walk down or a wall that would shield us from prying eyes in order to teleport back to the Abyss without raising suspicion. It was while we were searching for a suitable place to teleport from that Nemumu decided to pipe up and air her grievances.


      “Lord Dark, are you really fine with what happened back there?” Nemumu asked. “That girl refused your help when it came to getting rid of her brother, yet as soon as it’s a problem she can’t handle, she runs to you begging and pleading!”


      I could almost see her lips purse under her muffler as her brow furrowed. “I realize her soldiers aren’t strong enough to take on demonkin, meaning she has no choice but to come to us,” Nemumu continued. “But as your servant, I cannot abide her flippant attitude. Just give the word, and I’ll turn around and issue her with a stern warning.”


      “You know bally well that her attitude was anything but flippant, m’girl,” Gold interjected. “I sympathize with you in some respects, but milord and milady Lilith have made their decision, and it’s our sworn duty to abide by it.”


      “It’s also our duty as Lord Dark’s servants to call out a situation for what it is,” Nemumu shot back. “Or are you perfectly fine with someone just walking all over him?”


      “As I say, Nemumu, I’m perfectly sympathetic about your underlying concerns,” Gold reiterated. “But in this instance, I daresay you’re being rather hyperbolic—”


      “Okay, that’s enough, you two,” I said, instantly ending the argument while it was still in its infancy. I turned to face my teammates in an attempt to keep things upbeat. “I really appreciate you keeping me in check, Nemumu. I still have a lot to learn, so if you ever see me slipping up on something, feel free to tell me.”


      “Thank you, Lord Dark,” Nemumu said with a respectful bow.


      With that taken care of, we resumed our hunt for a suitable spot to teleport from. As we ambled along, I took the opportunity to add my two cents. “But you know, there’s always the possibility Lilith was putting on an elaborate show for us to make the pill easier for me to swallow, so to speak.”


      “Huh? You think she might have been putting on an act?” Nemumu said, genuinely surprised that such a ploy could have slipped her notice.


      I nodded and explained my thinking. “It’s possible, though I can’t say for sure. But if we were to assume that it was an act, that would mean the Demonkin Nation sent Lilith that notice a while ago, and she’s been wondering what to do with it ever since. On the one hand, Lilith and her forces are too weak to take on the demonkin alone, so it would be in her best interests to have me handle the job, especially knowing that I want revenge on Diablo anyway.”


      I took a breath. “On the other hand, if she’d approach me with that request straightaway, without even trying to sugarcoat it, you and everyone else would have thought she was acting insanely entitled.”


      “So milady Lilith has been waiting for you to visit this whole time, milord, then got one of her own to playact the delivery of the notice so her request would appear to be of the utmost urgency, and as such, seem more palatable to us, eh?” Gold mused, stroking the part of his helmet covering his chin. I quickly reminded him that it was all supposition, nothing more.


      “If the demonkin intend to attack border villages and do all sorts of things that will interfere with Lilith’s nation-building efforts, that gives us an opening for making Diablo’s life more miserable,” I added. “It would save Lilith the need to deploy troops, and besides, I still owe her for helping me to unmask Miki as a spy in Tower City. Driving back the demons would make us even, and we would both get something out of it.”
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