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      Prologue


      The wind gliding over the duke’s horns was warm. It seemed that the spring breeze from the mountains had finally reached this remote village, far removed from the royal capital.


      “Well, would you look at that? The sun is already up. I could’ve sworn it was still rising just a moment ago.” The duke slightly opened his eyes, and sure enough, the sun was high in the blue sky, peeking over the mountains. Since he had woken up early, he’d planned to sit in the rocking chair by the open window and gaze out at the old castle nestled in the mountains, but he must have fallen right back to sleep the moment he sat down.


      The pleasant smell of the neighboring home’s boiling pot drifted in through the open window as the chirping of birds and rustling of leaves in the wind gently roused him from his slumber.


      But he wasn’t done with his nap quite yet. Just as the duke closed his eyes for a third time, he felt cold hands touch his cheeks.


      “Master! Master! Please get up already!” A girl in a maid outfit stood next to him, pinching his cheeks, slapping them, and finally, pulling hard on them. For someone who called him “master,” the way she tried to wake him up was rather harsh.


      The girl had an expressionless face and gloomy eyes, but she was beautiful enough to make anyone do a double take. Her silver hair was silky smooth and had a pink tint, while the maid outfit she wore was an eye-popping red. To top it all off, her long skirt was both practical and traditional.


      The fact that she had come to wake the duke could only mean it was nearly time to open up shop. He tried to stand up and get ready for work, but his drowsiness won out and he slumped back down.


      “Master!”


      “Mmm, I know, I know. But you see, Yoto, the spring breeze is tempting me to sleep. I suspect it’s the mountain god’s sleep magic... Perhaps Deep Sleep was cast on me.”


      “There you go again with your nonsense. Come on, get up. It’s time for work,” Yoto replied.


      “No need to rush. I can’t imagine there’s anything urgent.”


      “Well, it’s urgent to me. We have a request from Lady Meikris to fix her pot. I won’t be able to have my favorite dish tonight if you don’t get to it.”


      “Beef stew from the Chimera Tavern, hmm?” the duke mused. “That’s good stuff. Doesn’t matter if you eat it right away or let it sit, it always tastes great. Though I suppose I should expect as much from a dwarven dish.”


      Yoto grabbed his chair and began to shake it. “If you understand, then get up already! Enough dawdling.”


      “Now, now, you’re going to break the chair. It was a gift from the lord, you know? The craftsmanship is first-rate.”
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      “Then get up. I want beef stew tonight.”


      “All right, all right. Cut me some slack—the day’s barely begun.” With a great big yawn, the duke finally stood up.


      He stretched out his arms, and the room went dark as the wings on his back unfurled all at once, blocking out the light for a brief moment.


      The duke’s wings were massive—they had to be nearly twice his height. The pale blue, almost silver wings glistened in the sunlight. If a stranger were to see him, they would certainly think he was a powerful demon, or perhaps even the Demon Lord. Despite his old age, his body overflowed with magic, and his arms and legs were significantly bulkier than a human’s. He was a full 190 centimeters tall—towering over most humans—with a tail that swayed behind him like a large serpent. His smooth horns were rumored to still contain enough magic to blow away entire mountains.


      The duke was a demon. Not only that, but he was a greater demon—one who sits at the apex of all demons. His ability to master and use over one thousand spells was proof of his natural strength. Yet, far from being afraid of him, the lovely maid at his side appeared quite annoyed. Her beautifully arched eyebrows were furrowed, and she was hitting him as if to say he was being a nuisance.


      “Master, you’re kicking up dust. Please do that outside.”


      “All the kids come running over if I spread my wings outside,” he replied as he finished his stretch. “Anyway, what’s for breakfast, Yoto?”


      “Nothing for lazy bums like you.”


      “Oh, don’t be like that. I’d like some bread.”


      “Yes, yes, of course. I’ll make you some toast.” Yoto tightened up her apron and headed to the kitchen. She was so short she had to stand on a wooden crate, but she made her preparations with practiced efficiency.


      As she was making breakfast, the duke groggily slipped on his shoes and went outside to the well. Listening to the chirps of the birds, he poured some water on the pump to prime it, then skillfully cranked the lever. The hand-pumped well was an innovation that the royal capital had finally gotten around to setting up. The duke was fond of novel technology, so he’d called engineers from the capital all the way to this remote village to install it in his garden.


      The unsuspecting engineers were shocked when the man they assumed to be a wealthy retiree turned out to be a greater demon. So shocked, in fact, that they had collapsed in fear at the sight of the duke—some frothing at the mouth, some clutching their prayer necklaces, and others falling to the ground and trembling as they chanted the name of the creator god.


      The well water was cold and refreshing. The duke filled the palms of his large hands and splashed it on his face, instantly clearing away the drowsiness that had been stubbornly refusing to leave him. “Ahh, that’s nice.”


      “Oh, good morning, Duke.” An early-rising villager waved to him as he wiped his face with a towel.


      “Mmm, morning.” The duke smiled and waved back when he heard Yoto shouting at him from behind.


      “Master, what do you think you’re doing going outside in your underwear? Are you trying to embarrass yourself in front of the neighbors?”


      “Come now, don’t just call them neighbors. We know everyone in the village.”


      “That’s not the point. I don’t care if you’re the Sacred Black Sword of Salvation, you know better than to go out dressed like that.”


      “That was a thousand years ago... Besides, there’s no need to be so uptight. It’s just an old man in his underwear.”


      “Ugh!” Yoto huffed. “Why must you fight me on everything? Forget it, just hurry up and brush your teeth. Breakfast is almost ready.”


      “Sure, sure.”


      Still in his underwear, the duke did as he was told and brushed his teeth with the well water. After rinsing out his mouth and confirming that he indeed still had teeth, he plodded his way over to the garden table and sat down.


      Straining his ears, he could hear the sizzling of oil. Yoto must have been frying up some eggs. Judging from the savory smell wafting through the air, she had added bacon too. For health reasons the duke had mostly been eating vegetables lately, so he was wagging his tail like a puppy, happy to finally get some meat.


      Before long, Yoto sat across from him at the table. Steam from her homemade bacon, eggs, and toast rose up from the plate she handed him, and the duke couldn’t help but lick his lips. There were three strips of bacon today, which he could only assume was intended to pep him up before work. “Good, good. Let us begin.”


      “No, Master. You have to put your hands together and say thank you for the food.”


      “Thank you for the food.”


      After their friendly morning ritual, the duke reached for the toast, only to immediately cry out in pain. “Tasty... Ouch! Hot!” He somehow managed to hold on to the toast, blowing on it to cool it down as he acted like his mouth was on fire. He was more sensitive to hot food than one would expect, given his appearance.


      Yoto ate in silence as the duke struggled with the heat. Still, it tasted wonderful, and he broke into a smile after each bite.


      “Master, mind your manners.”


      The way the duke ate was certainly anything but refined. By the time he had finished, his lips were sticky with ketchup, making him appear even more frightening than he already was. An outsider would have immediately assumed he had just consumed fresh meat.


      “What are you, a child?” Yoto wiped off the duke’s mouth as he sat there obediently, seemingly content with the state of affairs.


      “I’m stuffed. Your cooking is always excellent, Yoto.”


      “It wasn’t anything amazing. Here’s your water,” she replied, handing him a glass. “Once you’re finished, it’s time to get to work.”


      “I told you, there’s no need to rush.”


      Yoto gave him a stern look. “I want to eat Lady Meikris’s beef stew, Master.”


      “I know, I know. It certainly is good. Good enough that I really ought to get fired up.”


      Once Yoto cleaned up the plates, the duke stretched his back and headed to his workshop. He might not have looked the part, but he was a blacksmith.


      The stone workshop attached to the house was an impressive structure, with a tall, black chimney extending far above it. The duke opened the furnace and snapped his fingers, using magic to light a fire without chanting so much as a single word. At first he had stubbornly insisted on lighting the fire himself, but eventually he couldn’t be bothered and had started using magic instead. Before long, smoke was rising up through the chimney. For the rest of the village, this was the signal that the smithy was open for business.


      “Guess it’s time to get started.”


      The duke tightened up the waistband of his dragonhide work apron. He wore salamander gloves and had his trusty orichalconea hammer in his hand. Among all the mundane farm tools he had lined up to repair, there was one very obviously legendary weapon, but he chose an item on a whim, found the spot that needed to be fixed, and began the process of repeatedly putting it in the furnace and pounding it with his hammer.


      Loud clangs rang out from the anvil in a steady rhythm. Had a skilled blacksmith been around to hear it, he might well have found it unbearable. The duke had never actually done an apprenticeship with a blacksmith. His workshop might have been a sight to behold, but blacksmithing was really just a hobby to him. Nonetheless, the duke was serious about his hobbies and meticulous in his work. This meant that the end result was often better than that of an unskilled blacksmith. But since it was just a hobby to him, he only charged for the materials he used and didn’t accept additional payment, making him a great boon to the village.


      He was satisfied with that life. The sound of his hammer pounding against steel filled him with the joy of hard labor—something he had never known back in the Demon Lord’s army.


      Eventually, villagers began stopping by. Not one of them feared the duke for being a demon. On the contrary, they brought him refreshments and made small talk.


      The loud clangs continued their steady rhythm. The greater demon who could rival even evil gods was hard at work fixing up a pot for the tavern. By the time the sun reached its peak, the sound of his hammer had been joined by the joyful voices of children.


      In the northwest of the continent known as Malbenita, on the very outskirts of the Kingdom of Bilegga, there was a remote village by the name of Montt nestled in the mountains by the border. It sat in the foothills of the sacred mountain Sanctra Montt, and although it was quite beautiful, there was nothing particularly noteworthy about it.


      Because the road led to a dead end, the village was generally only visited by merchants, hikers, and worshippers of the sacred mountain. The sole landmark of note in the area was the large castle in the forest.


      It was a village nobody would go out of their way to visit, yet oddly enough people from all walks of life seemed to be drawn to it. When the occasional lost traveler would arrive, they would be shocked by the sight of the duke—and of the village itself. However, after experiencing it for themselves, they all had similar things to say:


      “The Song of Bilegga was true! I saw the legend with my own eyes!”


      “I can’t believe the legendary father of the country is still alive! Didn’t he disappear alongside the Demonic Sword?”


      “The bandits who were unlucky enough to attack the village were driven back in the blink of an eye. I’m still not sure it wasn’t a dream.”


      “The duke was both strong and kind. He truly is a hero. The Sacred Black Sword of Salvation himself.”


      All who visited that dead-end village would have their fates changed by their encounter with the duke and the other villagers.


      A bard who claimed to be a friend of the duke described the remote village in one of his epics:


      “Montt Village is the final paradise of those who have reached their peak. If you are troubled and lost, and you see a remarkably tall chimney out in the distance, go to it. The Sacred Black Sword is certain to receive you with a warm welcome one thousand years in the making, clumsily pounding his hammer all the while,” his story went.


      “If I were to offer one piece of advice, it would be to never use any sort of divination magic on the inhabitants of Montt Village. Especially not spells such as Library, which allow you to see their level and status. I’m quite certain they view those maxed-out values as a curse.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1


      The duke was satisfied. The world was at peace.


      “Good, good. That ought to do it.”


      The noon sun shone just overhead, lolling ever so slightly to the west.


      The duke held a large stockpot up to the window and looked at it in satisfaction. There had been a rather large hole in it, but now not a single ray of sunlight leaked through. It was as good as new. “Deep pots are always difficult. Dwarven wares are quality stuff, and the ores they use are quite rare. Getting my hands on them wasn’t easy.”


      Nodding in approval of his work, the duke set his hammer down. He had been hunched over for quite some time, so he took the opportunity to stretch and crack his back. He hadn’t thrown his back out in a long time, but one could never be too cautious. He pounded his lower back with his fists as if to massage it, then slowly—and very carefully—stood up and grabbed the pot.


      The duke’s workshop was right next to his house and directly connected to his yard. As was to be expected of a structure built by architects from the royal capital, both the interior and exterior were equally impressive.
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      Letting the fulfillment of a job well done get the better of him, the duke stepped out of his workshop, spread his wings, and took a seat in one of his garden’s chairs. Right on cue, the children who had been playing in his yard gathered around him, his elderly neighbors right behind them with snacks.


      “Afternoon, Duke. How about taking a short break for some tea?” one neighbor offered.


      “I’d be happy to. I just reached a good stopping point.”


      “Yay, Duke! Let’s play! Take me into the sky again!” a child begged.


      “Sorry, kids, but I got yelled at last time. Yoto said it was dangerous, so no more of that.”


      The sight of a lone greater demon sipping tea and happily chatting with a group of humans and demihumans was peculiar indeed. His wings were filled with magic and capable of kicking up a gust of wind powerful enough to topple trees, yet the children happily climbed on him and clung to him, and despite his long, thick tail being capable of slicing a human in half, a cat-eared little girl chased after it. With only a little bit of magic, his demon eyes could obliterate a person’s spirit, but right now the only thing in those golden orbs was the reflection of the manju his elderly neighbor, Daltorion, had brought him. He was completely enthralled by the sweetness of her gift. “Delicious. I never get tired of the taste of red bean paste.”


      “Glad to hear it. The shop they’re from is supposed to be the best in the royal capital.”


      “Goodness, is that right? Now I feel bad for always taking them from you.”


      “Oh, no, I could never eat them all by myself. Besides, you’re the father of our nation. Everyone in Bilegga is grateful to you, Duke.”


      “I never know how to respond when you guys say that. I simply assisted King Bilegga I in founding the country. I gave up my rank and title long ago.”


      “You’re just being modest.”


      “No, no, you’ve helped the country far more than I ever did, Daltorion. You were the head of the kingdom’s intelligence department, supporting the nation behind the scenes.”


      The seemingly kindly old woman’s wrinkled face broke into a smile. “Ha ha ha, that was a long time ago.”


      As it so happened, there were many people in Montt Village who used to hold high positions. Almost everyone had mastered some skill or invented something of note. The old woman sitting next to the duke was no exception. As the duke had said, she had protected the Kingdom of Bilegga from the shadows by setting up the kingdom’s intelligence department.


      “That reminds me, I happened to overhear something when I went to pick up these manju.” The old woman paused for a moment, then the look in her eyes turned sharp. “The third prince is apparently quite sickly.” This topic was of critical importance to the royal palace. Had any foreign diplomats been around to hear it, they would have been chomping at the bit for more information.


      Daltorion was well versed in the ways of secrecy. The duke knew she wouldn’t be mentioning the prince’s condition unless it was serious. Potentially even life-threatening.


      “My word. The third prince is supposed to be the king’s successor. He’s still so young...”


      “I hear he’s been unwell for a while now. Ah, but that doesn’t mean there’ll be any struggles for power. The king names his own successor these days.”


      Upon hearing that, the duke sighed with relief. He had watched over the Kingdom of Bilegga through good times and bad, and he knew well how brutal conflicts over power could be from his time in the Demon Lord’s army. “Well, if there’s anyone I can take at their word, it’s you. I was worried we’d have to deal with that troublemaking bard again.”


      “You mean Gilmeus? His prank went a little too far last time, but he’s a good kid at heart. Try to treat him well, would you?”


      So she said, but someone who had spent as much time as she had with the darker side of humanity was bound to have skewed standards. The duke couldn’t help but feel that even someone potentially treacherous was liable to be considered a “good kid” as far as she was concerned.


      “Anyway, Duke, you might consider having a suit prepared in your size.”


      “Well, that’s certainly ominous. What for?”


      Daltorion suddenly said something quite insensitive. “On the off chance a national funeral is held, I’m sure you’d be invited. And you know us old folks are prone to forgetting where our nice clothes have gone.”


      The duke was taken aback by the indifference in the old woman’s words, but he understood what she was getting at now. “Ah, that’s what you meant. I thought it might have been something urgent. Come to think of it, where is my suit? I think I last wore it sixty years ago. Hmm...”


      Daltorion smiled. “Ha ha ha, that’s probably a good thing for people like us.”


      That was the end of the serious conversation. They went on to discuss things like the peace talks progressing with the country in the south and the latest fashion in the royal capital. Daltorion’s old lady gossip wasn’t the type to show up in the newspaper, but it was all as current as could be.


      The duke spent the next hour or so enjoying his time with his neighbors, until he heard someone announce their presence behind him with a clank. After hearing the sound a second time, he finally turned around and found himself face-to-face with an exasperated Yoto.


      “You never miss a chance to slack off, do you, Master? All right, break’s over. I’ll take the pot. It’s time to work the fields.”


      “Hrmm. I wanted to take it easy a little longer.”


      “Absolutely not. Once you stop, you never get started again. Now, here you are.” Yoto held out a large wicker basket. Inside was a sickle and a box containing earplugs with instructions that said “Make sure you put these on!”


      “My, my, what a scary young lady. I think it’s time for me to take my leave.”


      “Let me know if anything else happens, Daltorion.”


      “Certainly. You’ll know before anything even goes up on the notice board. Not that I have anything to share except an old woman’s gossip, of course.”


      Daltorion gave a slight bow and went on her way, and the duke’s other neighbors followed suit and headed home, only for the children who had been playing in the yard to take their place. Apparently they had heard the word “field” and came running over.


      “I thought the children might want to come along, so I prepared several pairs of earplugs,” said Yoto.


      “Thanks, Yoto. Here you go, kids. Help me out and I’ll give you a reward.”


      “Yay!” The children all shouted in excitement.


      ★


      Children in tow, the duke walked down the village road. His basket swung back and forth as he greeted all the villagers. Though the village was filled with humans, demihumans, and of course demons, the duke was the only demon of devil lineage, making him the center of attention whenever he went for a walk.


      They were headed to a field on the outskirts of the village. Located across a bridge and in the woods, it would have been hard to find if he didn’t already know where it was. As for why someone would clear a field in such a place, there was of course a good reason.


      At the entrance to the plot of land, there was a signboard with several wooden name tags dangling from it. After confirming that nobody else was in the field, the duke took the tag with his name on it.


      “Now, everybody line up.”


      The children responded in unison and stood in a line. The duke made sure everyone was accounted for, then took the earplugs out of his basket and handed them out. “Raise your hand once you’ve put them in.”


      A boy with a shaved head shouted, “I’m first!” and raised his hand, followed by all the other children. Once he had checked that all their hands were raised, the duke nodded and stepped out into the field.


      The field was filled with rows of what appeared to be radishes or carrots. The crops were lush and fresh, growing straight up towards the sun like orderly rows of knights standing before the king.


      The duke carefully evaluated them, grabbing hold of one that looked promising. Before long he decided he was confident enough in the bundle of leaves and stems he held and yanked the entire thing out of the ground all at once.


      “Gweeeeeeeeeeeh!” A hair-raising shriek pierced the air.


      Beneath the bunch of leaves the duke held was a writhing and shrieking plant that resembled a carrot in the shape of a person, and its cry sounded like several humans all screaming at once. When combined with the duke’s silhouette, it made for quite the frightening sight.


      Eventually the shrieking died down, and the struggling plant ran out of energy and went limp.


      “The mandrakes certainly are lively this year,” the duke proclaimed. He then turned to the children and nodded with a grin. At that signal, the waiting children sprang out into the field.


      Shrieks rang out all over the place, making the field sound like an active execution ground. However, despite the racket, the children weren’t the least bit afraid and merrily harvested the mandrakes.


      Mandrakes were an important source of income for the remote village of Montt. They were an incredibly valuable ingredient in magic potions and catalysts, but they were exceedingly rare due to how difficult they were to grow.


      The cry of a mandrake modulated a sound wave that attacked the psyche and was powerful enough to make humans fall unconscious on the spot. In addition, if the mana veins where they grew became polluted, they would mutate into monsters known as alraune, making them particularly troublesome.


      While many people dreamed of using the scarcity of mandrakes to get rich quick—only to promptly give up due to the difficulty—Montt Village was able to clear all the hurdles to cultivating them. The trees of the forest scattered any would-be parasites, so there was no impact on the village itself. The village was also home to skilled alchemists and earth mages, greatly increasing the productivity of their harvest.


      “Good, good. They’re all looking healthy.”


      After pulling up two or three mandrakes and putting them in his basket, the duke promptly began slacking off. He sat on a tree stump and snapped his fingers, creating a magic circle from which he pulled a red lacquer pipe. With another quick spell, he lit the pipe and exhaled a puff of smoke.


      While gazing out at the children, the duke slowly turned his head towards the sky. It was a sight he wouldn’t have even been able to fathom in the past. “How lovely. The blessings of the earth. The blessings of magic. The village is as happy as can be.”


      A thousand years ago, the country had been embroiled in the flames of war. It was a hell filled with the sound of roars and screams. People were killed solely for the fact that they were born human or demon.


      This land was rife with mana veins. As a result, demons—who obtained nourishment from that overflowing magic—gathered here, forming groups, villages, and even countries. Eventually, the Demon Lord, the one who brought them all together, was born.


      Though they were called demons, they were by no means evil. The Demon Lord, too, was but a representative of the demons, no different from a human or demihuman on the inside. However, those like the duke looked sinister enough that their appearance alone was enough for other races to deem them enemies. They were even called devils who opposed the gods, and gradually became the targets of discrimination.


      In order to avoid any unnecessary quarrels, demons and the other races mutually agreed to avoid contact with one another—but that all changed when someone discovered the value of the demons’ land. An alliance formed around some particularly avaricious humans, and those leaders declared the demons to be evil, using that as justification to invade the demons’ land.


      The conflict that inevitably broke out was so one-sided at first that it could hardly be called a war. Demons weren’t even taken as slaves—they were killed and cut into pieces like common monsters to be sold as ingredients for magic potions and the like.


      The Demon Lord was unable to stomach that disgrace. In order to repel the greed that lay at the root of mankind, the demons rose up, formed an army, and fought to reclaim their lost peace—or at least, that was how it was supposed to go.


      It was a holy war. Justice was on their side. The humans had started the conflict. Trample them. Slaughter them. Inflict any humiliation imaginable to regain their lost dignity. By the end of all the hatred and fighting, the Demon Lord had truly become a devil in every sense of the word.


      “Ha ha. I’m sure my lord would be shocked by the state of the world now. But that’s all in the past. Nothing is immune to being washed away by the flow of time. Now there are no demons, humans, or demihumans. We’re all just people. People living happily as equals,” the duke muttered to himself as the warm breeze tempted him to sleep.


      Left behind by the Demon Lord, he watched over the world and his beloved people in peaceful idleness. His maid would probably kick his rear for being lazy, but he figured he had shed enough blood, sweat, and tears back then that it was all right for him to be swept away by the gentle flow of time.


      He drowsily rowed along as he was carried down the river of slumber. The muscles in the duke’s face relaxed, his field of view growing narrow. Finally, as his vision went dark, he felt a small hand touch his wing.


      “—!”


      He turned around to find a panicked cat-eared girl shouting soundlessly at him. She was gesturing and pulling on his wing as though calling out to him.


      “Hm? What’s wrong, Mill? Did something happen?”


      “—! —?!”


      “Oh, my apologies.” The duke snapped his fingers. The next instant, small magic circles appeared by his ears. The characters inside the circles fell apart, then the circles began to glow and lost their shape. It was the same sound insulating spell—Silence—that had been cast on the children’s earplugs.


      Immediately upon regaining his hearing, a piercing voice struck the duke’s ears. “Meow! Duke! It’s an emergency!” Mill was known to overreact, but when things went awry, she was always the first to come running to him. Something was wrong.


      “What’s the matter? Did somebody drop their earplugs again? Hmm, I should have some smelling salts I got from Porion...”


      “No, it’s an emergency! Just come quick!” The catfolk girl ran on all fours like an animal. Her dress fluttered as she ran and showed her bloomers, but she paid it no mind and shot off like an arrow.


      “Oh dear. Being too lively may be a problem in itself.” Pulling himself off the stump, the duke stood up, careful to mind his back. Hurried along by Mill, he plodded off in the direction she guided him.


      ★


      Mill was hopping around a second mandrake field that had been dug farther in the back. And she wasn’t alone—the other children had all gathered around and were staring at something with looks of concern on their faces.


      “All right, what happened here?”


      The children spread out, revealing a facedown woman in the center of the crowd. The duke flipped her over and his eyes went wide. He had never seen her around the village.


      “Who is she? A princess from somewhere? Maybe a knight?” asked one child.


      “Meow... She looks kinda bratty for a princess.”
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