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      Prologue


      The Oblivion Wastelands Kaslytilio—the battlefield where the world was faced with an army of demons half a year ago—was now nothing but an empty wilderness lined with grave markers. Any signs of life were long gone, replaced by an endless expanse of rocks and cracked earth. His grave was also among the countless swords pierced into the ground.


      It was marked by a plain wooden cross. The name carved upon it was “Eldest Marchosias,” which was also the name of the young man looking at it now. He was clad in a solemn robe decorated with gold embroidery, his face accented by his round glasses and a cruel smile. Standing with his arms crossed, he emanated a majesty that compelled all—even those who only caught a slight glimpse of his figure—to serve him. With a thousand years of wisdom in his mind and a powerful young body, he stood at the peak of all sorcerers.


      It feels odd looking at my own grave.


      Honestly, he wasn’t deeply moved by the experience. Having sensed his own death was at hand, he’d chosen this spot to die. Had one of the other Archdemons buried him? This was the only grave here that was marked by a cross instead of a sword.


      “Marchosias.”


      Four other sorcerers were with him. The one addressing him was a sorcerer with a cranium that seemed somewhat akin to a dragon’s or goat’s...and it wasn’t a mask or anything either. He had two twisted horns, but one was broken. He possessed no vocal cords, so it was the skull itself that generated his voice. The hand peeking out of his robes and clasping a staff was also nothing more than bones. His large body stood at around two meters tall but contained no muscle or skin. He was a skeletal undead.


      “What is it, Starving Bone Lord Astaroth?” Marchosias asked without turning to look at him.


      All the bones in Astaroth’s body seemed to creak with discontent.


      “We’re still waiting?” he asked. “We’ve been here a week.”


      “Sorry,” Marchosias replied, a bead of sweat dripping down his brow. “I’ll tell them to hurry, so please wait a little longer.”


      “You told them the time and place for the meeting, right?”


      “Well, no... It wasn’t exactly decided at the time...”


      “Why didn’t you summon them after ironing out the details? Aren’t you the Eldest?”


      “I have nothing to say in my defense... Eligor, where are they now? How much longer before they arrive?”


      “They’re still stuck in Opheos,” Eligor answered with an annoyed sigh as she tended to her nails. “If they’re quick about it, they’ll probably secure carriages in the next few days. Either way, it’ll be a while longer.”


      “Is that so? Then I’m leaving,” Astaroth said.


      “Please don’t leave!” Marchosias begged, clinging to the skeleton’s waist without a hint of dignity. “I need everyone here for this!”


      “Like I care.”


      It wasn’t supposed to go this way. Marchosias had called for a meeting of Archdemons, but for some reason, Zagan had gotten married—well, engaged—along the way. The entire continent had been informed of it, so now tourists had swarmed Opheos.


      As a result, all transportation services in the area had been frozen. The carriages and boats were already over capacity, so nobody was left to take a group to a desolate wasteland. It was also too far away to go on foot.


      That was why, despite everyone but Zagan’s group being present—Eligor, Glasya-Labolas, Naberius, and Astaroth—they couldn’t begin.


      “Can’t you just teleport them here, Eligor?” Marchosias asked.


      All of them were capable of teleportation, but setting aside the old Furcas, who’d specialized in it at an entirely different level, Eligor was the best at teleportation among the Archdemons. It would be easy for her to create a path between here and Opheos. And yet, she averted her gaze.


      “No way,” she refused. “Nothing good comes from getting involved with them.”


      “Ugh... What about Asmodeus?” Marchosias persisted. “She has Tartaros, right? She can bring them all here.”


      “I doubt she’ll listen,” Eligor responded. “She went to play with Phenex.”


      “Why?! And why exactly is Phenex with them?!”


      “Who knows? Maybe Zagan won her over?”


      Things were growing pretty dire.


      We were aware of the possibility of Asmodeus and Phenex teaming up, but being with Zagan puts them beyond our control.


      When it came to that man, everything always fell perfectly in place. Sorcerers were creatures who prioritized themselves even when cooperating. True cooperation should have been impossible for them, but Zagan made it possible. That was why Marchosias hated heroes. They made everyone they met their allies.


      Maybe I’m already being drawn in too.


      One glance at Zagan’s face was all it had taken to bring back memories of his time as a nobody in the back alleys.


      No, I threw all that away by choice.


      Marchosias shook his head and pulled himself together as an old gentleman enjoying some tea at a table suddenly raised his voice.


      “Oh yes, Marchosias? It’s a little late to ask, but that grave is yours, is it not?”


      “It is...” Marchosias responded. He had a bad feeling about this. “What about it?”


      “Did you know there’s nothing buried there?” the gentleman asked, driving the Eldest even further into a corner.


      “Huh? What do you mean?” Marchosias replied, blinking in confusion behind his round glasses.


      “The Collector annihilated your body,” Glasya-Labolas elaborated. “I simply placed an appropriate landmark in its stead.”


      “Just so you know, I carved your name on it,” the large muscular man with a feminine voice added. However, Marchosias was already on his knees and no longer listening.


      Why’d she do something so cruel?


      It made perfect sense that seeing his grave didn’t move him in any way at all. His corpse wasn’t even there, after all. He was aware that he deserved as much, but in his mind there were still things that people shouldn’t do. Actually, the more surprising news was that Glasya-Labolas had placed the cross here for him. Marchosias raised his head to show his gratitude, but spotted Astaroth stepping through a hole in space.


      “Don’t go, Astaroth!” Marchosias cried.


      “I’ve waited long enough.”


      Nobody was listening to him.


      Zagan! Please get here quickly!


      Thus, Marchosias could do nothing but pray as if waiting for his hero to arrive.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter I: A Hero Is Meant to Show Up Late, but Tardiness Still Isn’t Commendable


      “The Archdemon Observation Tour...?”


      That was what was written on a piece of paper that was fluttering about in the town of Opheos. Turning to where the paper had tumbled from, Zagan spotted a vulpin girl waving a flag around and addressing a crowd loudly. Today, she was once again wearing a maid outfit. Perhaps it was the uniform for Manuela’s store.


      “Listen up, everyone! Please register for the Archdemon Observation Tour here! Failure to follow procedure will lead to death, so please be careful!”


      There was an orderly line from the harbor. Angelic Knights were serving as security, so it was awfully peaceful.


      “Hm...”


      Out of curiosity, Zagan joined the line. That said, the tourists around him were astir and yielded their place to him immediately, moving him forward at a rapid pace.


      As he proceeded, he read the paper.


      Even if gentle in appearance, he’s still an Archdemon. Incurring his displeasure will get you killed, so do not stimulate him.


      Do not get within ten meters. You’re very likely to get killed.


      Please do not address him directly under any circumstances. It’s highly probable you will get killed.


      Do not raise your voice near him. Annoying him will get you killed.


      Please observe quietly from a distance. You won’t die that way.


      Please sign below to acknowledge the aforementioned rules.


      It seemed the person who’d written this was quite well-informed.


      “Business seems to be booming,” Zagan commented as he got to the front of the line.


      “Of course!” the vulpin replied. “Actually, why does Kuu have to manage the line? The chief should put in some more work.”


      “She really should,” Zagan agreed. “By the way, was this Gremory’s idea?”


      “Yup. The chief and Kuu worked out the details after that. It was a lot of work thinking of ways not to get people killed.”


      “I see. Is that so? Then may I presume you’re one of the culprits?” Zagan asked, smiling gently as he grasped her by the cranium.


      Still maintaining a smile, Kuu turned remarkably pale. He lifted her off the ground, and with her legs dangling in the air, the idiot fox started crying meekly.


      “Umm, you’ve got it all wrong. Kuu said we should stop, but the chief and Miss Gremory said it paired well with Miss Chastille and Mister Barbatos, so...”


      “You should’ve started with that excuse,” Zagan stated coldly. “You’ve already confirmed that you’re in cahoots with them.”
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      Kuu began flailing wildly.


      “Noooooo! Kuu doesn’t wanna die! If you have to kill someone, start with the chief!”


      She began wailing like a wild beast. Not that she thought that Zagan was seriously angry or anything, of course. There was no real tension behind her screams, so after letting out a sigh, Zagan dropped her.


      “Huh? Kuu’s alive?”


      “It’s fine to be enthusiastic about business, but it’s about time to wrap things up, wouldn’t you agree?”


      Having been the subject of so much bullying to date, Archangel Chastille Lillqvist’s rebellion had led to the Archdemon’s proposal being broadcast to the entire continent. Zagan and Nephy had panicked when they’d seen the paper for themselves in the morning, but it hadn’t led to the expected uproar.


      No, Manuela and Kuu were likely responsible for that. They were apparently disciplining the rubberneckers so that they absolutely didn’t get in Zagan’s way. Thanks to that, things weren’t all that different from back in Kianoides. Zagan was used to being looked at in this manner. There were, of course, many more people staring now, but Nephy had grown accustomed to it quickly too, so they were able to relax.


      That was why he wasn’t particularly angry. Still, maybe his whole group was relaxing a bit too much.


      It’s about time for Marchosias to start pestering us to hurry...


      A week had already passed since the newspaper about Zagan’s engagement had spread across the continent. The original plan had been to leave that night, but all transportation services had ground to a screeching halt, keeping them stuck in the city instead.


      They could, of course, have secured one or two carriages, but Zagan’s group was rather large. It would be difficult to get enough for everyone to ride in. This was all out of his control, but he couldn’t fault Marchosias for criticizing him for his tardiness. It had been a great excuse to extend their sightseeing trip, but they were reaching the limit. So, owing them in a way, Zagan had come to inform Manuela and Kuu of his departure.


      “Aww, leaving already?” the little vulpin said, her ears drooping as she stroked her fluffy tail despondently. “Kuu was stuck working and didn’t even get to do any sightseeing...”


      “I’ll tell Manuela to give you a break,” Zagan said. “Now, put an end to this farce already.”


      “‘Kaaay.”


      She pattered off, then suddenly came to a stop.


      “But how’re you leaving?” she asked. “All the carriages and boats are full.”


      “Don’t worry about that. I’ve made arrangements.”


      Marchosias had designated the Oblivion Wastelands Kaslytilio as the meeting place. It would take a week by carriage to get there. Using Foll’s wings, it could be done in a day or two. However, the group of thirteen had expanded to sixteen. And including Asmodeus, they numbered seventeen, so they couldn’t all fit on Foll’s back.


      Well, what’s a sorcerer to do without sorcery?


      After nodding along, Kuu ran off again.


      “Everyone! It’s a little abrupt, but today is the last day for the Archdemon Observation Tour! We’re cutting off registration here! Everyone still participating, please be sure to follow the rules! You could die!”


      She was apparently planning to make one last day of profit. Kuu had quite the indomitable spirit—in a bad way. That was a bit of a concern, but it wasn’t something for a sorcerer to worry about. Ignoring it, Zagan spun on his heels and started walking.


      “Now for the idiots who didn’t gather...” he grumbled to himself as he went to collect his subordinates.


      ◇


      “I never thought you’d invite me to have some tea, Phenex. What brought this whim about?”


      On the top floor of a certain high-class inn in Opheos, two girls sat around a small table on the terrace. Incidentally, this wasn’t their room, but Zagan and Nephy’s. Smiling, narrowing her eyes as she tried to search for the true meaning of the situation, was Asmodeus. This girl with violet starry eyes and dazzling silver hair was the last surviving carbuncle.


      Sitting across from her, tipping back a cup of tea, was Phenex. She had golden hair and eyes and wore a crimson dress over her dainty body. This was starkly contrasted by her brass gauntlets and boots. She was the only firebird in the entire world.


      Both looked around fifteen years old, but they were far older and in contention for being the strongest Archdemons.


      “It’s nothing serious,” Phenex said, her lips twisting into a smile. “My beloved king has been rather cold to me, so I wanted someone to talk to.”


      “I suppose he did tie you up and leave you dangling from the terrace.”


      “Don’t you think he’s a bit too merciless? I’m not trying to steal him or anything. I was just staring at them flirting, and this is how he treats me.”


      “I’m pretty sure anyone would get angry over that,” Asmodeus replied with a sigh of exasperation. Not that she really cared, of course.


      Any intruder staring from the window during one’s private time with a lover was bound to get yelled at.


      I’m surprised Zagan managed to tame Phenex.


      Phenex revived immediately if she was killed, so he’d knocked her out without killing her. Asmodeus had just happened to notice her dangling there and had come over to release her. Either way, Asmodeus understood why she acted this way.


      “I’m more surprised you let Zagan go,” Asmodeus said.


      To Phenex, Zagan was the salvation she’d sought for over ten thousand years. If she let him slip through her fingers, she might never find it again. A little stalking was reasonable. It was a wonder that a slight beating was all it had taken for her to let him out of her sight.


      “My king is the only one who can kill me,” Phenex said, shrugging as she put down her cup. “That remains the same, but he’s a far better person than I imagined. He gave me a reward and ordered me to behave.”


      “What do you mean?” Asmodeus asked, cocking her head.


      Phenex held up a finger, creating a small black flame.


      “Huh? Isn’t that...?” Asmodeus muttered, her eyes wide in shock.


      “Heaven’s Phosphor. I’m bound by contract not to use it for anything but suicide, but with this, I can die. Even if my king perishes, I can still be saved.”


      Zagan had already yielded the only means of keeping Phenex in check. This was bad news for Asmodeus.


      I wanted her to be my lifeline...


      That was why Asmodeus had gone out of her way to make contact, but it had all become moot. Still, much like the retrieval of all core jewels was Asmodeus’s greatest desire, finding death was Phenex’s. Not even Asmodeus could deny her that.


      “So, do you intend on leaving us soon?” Asmodeus asked despondently.


      “That was the plan, but...”


      Asmodeus raised a brow.


      “Now that I can die whenever I want, I feel the urge to take a good look at my surroundings first. Before dying, it doesn’t sound like a bad idea to walk around the world and take in all the sights it has to offer.” She paused there, taking another sip of her tea before continuing. “So, I’m thinking of accepting your deal.”


      “Um...Phenex?”


      Asmodeus was extremely grateful, but saying it aloud could lead to Eligor finding out.


      “I bet Eligor is the one watching you, right?” Phenex said with a smile. “If she is, there’s no point being sneaky about it. She’s not using sorcery to watch or listen.”


      Asmodeus gulped. Lies would never work on Eligor. She knew this but had never figured out how or why.


      “She traces cause and effect based on the future,” Phenex explained. “No matter how skillfully you hide it, if there’s a future where I help you, the fact that we had these clandestine talks will be exposed.”


      In short, Eligor derived the details after seeing the final answer. There was no point in hiding anything in that case. The reason her “fortune telling” was sometimes vague was because she misread how cause and effect led to the outcome.


      “What the heck?! That’s cheating!” Asmodeus complained. “I’m a total clown for trying so hard to hide this!”


      “Isn’t being a clown your greatest skill?” Phenex commented with a laugh.


      “Acting the fool and being the butt of a joke are totally different.”


      Clowns chose to be laughed at. Being laughed at against her will was unbearable...setting aside the fact that Asmodeus did it to others all the time.


      Well, that makes it worth doing in its own way.


      If Eligor was looking at the future, Asmodeus just had to make sure there was nothing to see. If anything, she didn’t have to be so careful about countermeasures now, which made it easier to move around.
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Barbatos

-

*-
Zagan’s undesirable friend. A skilled sorcerer who is
one of the leading Archdemon candidates. Is con-
stantly troubled by Chastille’s crybaby side, but still

can’t leave her alone.

Dexia and Aristella

Twins who previously served as Shere Khan’s
subordinates. They now serve Foll. The one with her
hair tied to the right is Dexia, while the one with her

hair tied to the left is Aristella.

+
The Archdemon known as the Collector.
Possesses immense power even the other Archdemons
have to acknowledge as beyond them. She lives for the
sake of gathering Spirit Blood.

The princess of the succubi. She is currently being
courted by both Furcas and Selphy and is quite per-
plexed. She is actually one of Zagan’s distant relatives.

+- * |
An Archdemon who specializes in spatial manipulation sorcery|
who was given the second name Valley Cat. After leaping over
a certain barrier, he lost his memories and his personality re-
gressed. He has fallen in love with Lilith, and in order to
protect her, he’s training while under Zagan’s protection.

-

Once the Archdemon known as the Eldest.
He’s been revived as a Nephilim, and is plotting behind the
scenes while gathering many Archdemons to his cause.
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The protagonist of this
series. He was abducted
by a sorcerer at a young
age, but managed to
slaughter said sorcerer
and stole all his assets and
knowledge. After falling
in love with Nephy at first
sight and purchasing her,
he worries over how to
properly convey his feel-
ings to the first person
he's ever truly cared for.

An elf girl with
snow-white hair. Even
among the elves, who
possessed a high level
of mana, hers was ex-
traordinarily high, so

she was treated as a
cursed child. Little by
little, she grows to love
Zagan, who told her “he
needed her.”






