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      § Prologue: The Mother of Spirits


      Two thousand years ago.


      Aharthern, the Great Spirit Forest.


      “Gather around, everyone.”


      Trees rustled at the sound of a girl’s voice. Wondrous tree spirits carried her message throughout the forest.


      The girl in question had six crystalline wings on her back, hair as beautiful as a clear lake, and eyes as bright as amber. Despite her being in the middle of the forest, not a speck of dust or dirt was to be found on her jade-colored dress. She was the Great Spirit Reno, the famed mother of all spirits.


      Spirits were born from rumors and legends. Unlike humans, they did not emerge from the wombs of their mothers, but instead considered her their mother. The Great Spirit Reno herself had arisen from that legend.


      “I’ve decided to go to Delsgade,” she declared. “I don’t know if the Demon King is telling the truth, but I believe it’s worth giving him a chance—especially if it means this war will finally come to an end.”


      The trees swayed restlessly as a light fog drifted between them. From it emerged tiny winged fairies, mischievous spirits called titi, who all started chirping at once.


      “Are you sure?”


      “Are you really going?”


      “Reno’s going?”


      “When will you be back? Will you be back?”


      “Don’t worry,” Reno replied. “I’ll return. The Demon King has had plenty of opportunities to kill me, but he has never taken any of them. He won’t do anything like that.” She moved through the forest, floating a hair’s breadth above the ground. “Don’t play too many pranks on lost travelers while I’m gone.”


      The fairies giggled.


      “Can’t promise that.”


      “What to do...”


      “Pranks? No pranks?”


      “Pranks!”


      Reno shot the innocently smiling fairies an unimpressed glare. “Don’t test me, titi.”


      The tiny fairies straightened their postures and covered their mouths with both hands.


      “It’s a promise, okay?” Reno added, but the titi’s stiffened bodies continued trembling. “Pretending to be scared of me won’t help you.”


      The titi shook their heads.


      “No.”


      “That’s not it, Reno.”


      “Something’s come.”


      “Something’s here.”


      Reno looked at them curiously. “What’s here?”


      The titi darted about frantically, chattering all at once.


      “Scary...”


      “The scary one is here.”


      “A god...”


      “A scary god...”


      “He’s coming!”


      “Here he comes!”


      The titi scattered.


      As the fog lifted, a man emerged from the thicket. He was tall and on the slim side, dressed in loose robes and a loincloth. The man was unarmed, but the sheer power he emanated was clearly out of the ordinary.


      “Why, hello. I came in search of thee, mother of all spirits.”


      Reno stiffened, narrowing her eyes. “Who are you?”


      “I am Nosgalia, the Heavenly Father—the father of all gods, if thou wilt.” Nosgalia paid no heed to Reno’s wary expression. “I’ve come here today to make a proposal. I’m thinking of creating a new Child of God, and thou hast been selected to give birth to the vessel. Congratulations, Reno. A child of thine will make a fine god.”


      “Is that all you have to say after turning up like this?”


      “Oh?” Nosgalia looked quizzically down at Reno. “Is something wrong? Thou shouldst be rejoicing. Thou art to harbor the vessel for a Child of God and give birth to new order in this world.”


      “I’m afraid I’ll have to refuse. I have enough children as is.”


      Nosgalia laughed dryly. “That is not an option. This is a god’s will.”


      He stepped slowly forward, but Reno held up her hand. Magic circles appeared across the forest, all pointed towards Nosgalia.


      “Aharthern is the abode of spirits. Not even a god may do as they please here.”


      “Do not defy me. The word of a god is absolute,” he said, taking another step.


      At that moment, the trees of the forest writhed, extending their branches towards him. The tips of those branches sharpened into spikes that pierced Nosgalia, skewering him from every angle.


      “Off with you, mannerless god, or I’ll feed your magic to the trees.”


      “How wonderful, Reno, that thou possesseth the power to harm a god. As I expected, thou art worthy of being the womb to give birth to the vessel.” Nosgalia snapped his fingers. “Obey order. The word of a god is absolute.”


      At those words, the branches withdrew from his body and attacked their master. Reno, rather than holding off the enemy, found herself restrained.


      “What is this?”


      “All magic in this world is my ally. Now rejoice, Reno.” Nosgalia fixed his gaze on her. “I shall now bestow upon thee a Child of God.”


      Just then, a jet-black sun of Jio Graze came hurtling down from the sky, striking the Heavenly Father. The god stared coldly at the black flames licking his body.


      “Cease your burning, dreadful flames,” Nosgalia commanded, but the scorching fire did not cease. “Wait, how...?”


      “Hmm. Unfortunately, my magic doesn’t like to follow orders.”


      Descending from the skies above was the Demon King of Tyranny, Anos Voldigoad, who landed on the ground before them.


      “The word of a god is absolute. Cease your burning, dreadful flames,” Nosgalia repeated, channeling more magic into his words. Jio Graze vanished in submission.


      Taking advantage of his opponent’s distraction, Demon King Anos plunged his black-stained fingers into the heart of the god. “There’s no need to get so worked up. Is extinguishing a few flames that big of a deal?”


      The god’s blood dripped from Anos’s hand, but the Heavenly Father spoke without a care. “Try as thou might, a god cannot die. This is the order of the world.”


      “I know you gods value order above all else, but that is what blinds you from reality.” The Demon King drew a magic circle inside Nosgalia’s body. It was for Degzegd, a curse that drove the subject’s magic out of control. “Perish at the hands of your own power.”


      Dark snakelike marks broke out across Nosgalia’s body. Those marks bared their fangs and snapped them shut. The god’s vast power was attempting to destroy the god himself. Nosgalia’s right arm fell from his body, the wound gradually decaying as the curse ate away at him.


      “Huh.” He retreated. Only the magic circle for Degzegd remained before Anos. “I see now. Thou must be the Demon King of Tyranny. Perfect timing.”


      “Oh? What’s so perfect about it?”


      The god smirked. “The gods have ordained the extermination of the Demon King. The Child of God shall soon be born to seal thy demise. There shall be no escaping this order.”


      “Right. But before that happens, Nosgalia—you shall die.”


      Nosgalia sneered at Anos’s words. “Cease your burning, dreadful flames. The word of a god is—”


      A light flashed before the god, and his throat was slit. Nosgalia opened and closed his mouth, but he was unable to speak.


      A metallic clink carried through the air as a demon sword returned to its sheath. The one who’d cleaved the god’s throat was a man with white hair and cold eyes—the strongest swordsman of demonkind and the Demon King’s right-hand man, Shin Reglia.


      “The words of a god are useless when they cannot be uttered,” he said.


      Nosgalia gaped.


      The sword in Shin’s hand, Gilionojes, the Pillage Blade, came from his collection of one thousand demon swords. It was a cursed blade that stole the function of whatever it slashed—life from a slashed heart, vision from slashed eyes, or the voice from a slashed throat. Even once the wound healed, that which had been stolen would not be returned.


      “You gods have a bad habit of declaring yourselves the reason of the world,” Anos said. “Perhaps it’s about time you added this to your so-called order: even the reason of the gods shall perish before me.”


      Anos grabbed the magic circle, crushing it with his bare hands. The silenced Nosgalia crumbled to dust and disappeared with the wind.


      Reno watched in a daze. A god had been overpowered before her very eyes.


      “Now then, mother of all spirits, I have come to hear your answer. Have you made up your mind?” Anos asked.


      Reno took a deep breath to calm her mind, then answered, “I’ve decided to give you a chance.”


      “That’s good to hear.”


      “I’m ready to go at any moment.”


      “I’m afraid I’m still waiting on one last answer. You can wait here until then.”


      “I see.”


      “I’ll leave a guard with you. The road to Delsgade can be dangerous, and an anti-magic barrier prevents the use of Gatom.” Anos turned to address the kneeling Shin. “As discussed, you shall be entrusted with escorting Reno until she returns to Aharthern. She is my guest, so comply with her requests to the best of your ability.”


      “Understood.”


      “Huh? Wait, I don’t need anything like that!” Reno said hurriedly, waving her hands.


      “The gods are after you. Another may arrive soon, or the one just now might resurrect. They are not easily defeated.”


      “That may be true, but that demon looks scary, doesn’t he? I’m not good with overly strict people.”


      Anos looked at Shin. His steely expression displayed no hint of warmth. “You heard her. Smile, Shin.”


      “Understood.” Shin attempted a smile, but his expression barely changed.


      “Hmm. Not bad. What do you think, Reno?”


      “What do I think? It doesn’t look like he’s smiling at all.”


      Anos let out a hearty laugh. “You’re a Great Spirit; use your Eyes. The corners of his mouth rose by 0.05 millimeters.”


      Reno’s objection was written on her face, but she didn’t say anything.


      “Do you understand now? Good. Get along, you two.”


      “Wait, hold on—” Reno started to say, but the Demon King had already vanished.


      With that, an awkward silence fell over Aharthern. The mischievous titi peeked out from behind the trees. Reno looked at Shin.


      “Um...”


      “Yes?”


      “What do I do now?”


      “Whatever you wish. I have been tasked with obeying you.”


      A troubled look crossed Reno’s face. “If that’s the case, I really don’t need a guard, so can you go back and tell the Demon King that?”


      “Very well.” Shin held his sheathed sword out to Reno.


      “Uh... What?”


      “If you consider my presence unnecessary, then I shall forfeit my life here. I cannot live with the shame of failing to fulfill my liege’s command.”


      Exasperated, Reno placed a hand against her forehead. “Don’t be ridiculous. I can’t kill you.”


      “Very well.” Shin drew the sword, holding the blade against his own throat.


      “Hey, what are you doing?!”


      “You wish for me to eliminate myself with my own hands.”


      “What? What are you saying? I won’t fall for this.” Reno examined him warily, but there was no hint of hesitation in Shin’s eyes. He seemed truly prepared to end his own life. “Okay, okay! I get it!”


      “By which you mean...?”


      “I won’t tell you to go back anymore, so put the sword away!”


      “Thank you for your consideration.”


      Reno still looked troubled. She had probably come to the realization that her guard was quite the handful. “Okay, but you have to behave yourself. You can use this forest however you please.”


      “Understood.”


      “For now, I’ll give you a quick tour. Follow me.”


      The watchful titi scattered to allow the two to pass. With a severe expression, Shin strode behind Reno as she led him through the forest.








      § 1. A Peaceful Fight


      The blacksmith and appraisal shop, Wind of the Sun.


      After ending the war between Dilhade and Azesion, I returned home for mom’s homemade dinner. I was accompanied by all the usual suspects, with the added bonus of Eleonore.


      “Oh, thank goodness,” mom said between sniffs. Her teary eyes were red from crying. “They said Azesion and Dilhade were going to war, yet you and your friends were all in Gairadite for your exchange. There was no word from the Demon King Academy, so I was beside myself. What if you were all caught in the war? I was so, so worried.”


      “I told you it’d be all right, didn’t I?” said dad. “Anos wouldn’t do anything to worry us.”


      “Yup, that’s right. I believed the whole time that our Anos would come home safe.” Mom sniffed again, barely managing to hold back her tears.


      Dad chuckled at her reaction. “Speaking of which, Anos, where did you guys go after the war broke out? You wouldn’t have been able to stay at the Hero Academy, so were you hiding somewhere? Or maybe you used that power of yours to make it back yourself.”


      Hmm. I should have expected nothing less from dad.


      “We were in the Tola Forest.”


      “Oh, I see. The Tola Fore— Hold on a second.” With a confused look on his face, dad tilted his head. “I thought the Tola Forest was on the border between Azesion and Dilhade.”


      “Th-They said on the magicast that it was the front line of the battle,” mom added nervously, looking at me.


      “Mom, dad, I want you to calm yourselves and listen.”


      Now was the right time to tell them.


      “C-Calm?! I’m always calm!” mom exclaimed with enthusiastic nods. She didn’t appear very calm at all.


      “R-Right! I’m always cool and collected!” Dad was trembling from head to toe. It was hard to say why he was so shaken.


      “Hmm. Let’s wait until you’re both a little calmer. In this state, you won’t be able to accept reality.”


      “No, no. It’s okay, Anos. I think I know what you’re going to say.” Mom gave me a determined look. “Your mom already knows.”


      “Knows what?”


      “That you’re not a normal child.”


      Hmm. I supposed a lot had happened in a rather short period of time. Even mom had to have realized something was up.


      “The reason you wanted to come to Dilhade, the reason you asked to attend the Demon King Academy, the reason you were born knowing your own name—none of those were coincidences, were they?” mom asked, readying herself. “That’s why it’s okay. You can tell me. I’m already prepared.”


      Mom was strong. She may have seemed clueless, but she actually kept a closer eye on me than anyone else did.


      “I’m going to say it, then.”


      “Okay.”


      “That said, it isn’t that big of a deal. First, I should let you know what I was doing out there.” Mom locked eyes with me. She was ready to accept the truth. “I was stopping the war.”


      Mom fainted.


      Dad caught her before she hit the ground. “Hey, Izabella! Are you all right?”


      “Ah, yeah... Huh? What happened? Anos was about to say something important, and then... I don’t quite remember what happened.”


      It seemed that mom was experiencing a bout of spontaneous amnesia.


      “I think I just had a bad dream,” she said more to herself than anyone. “Anos said he went to war, but that can’t be true. He’s only three months old.”


      She was clearly rejecting reality. Perhaps opening with the war hadn’t been the best approach.


      “Let’s change the topic. Mom, dad, we’ve been living in Dilhade for a while now. You should know more about demons and about the war two thousand years ago. So here’s the thing you should know”—Mom nodded with a serious expression—“I am the reincarnation of the Demon King of Tyranny.”


      Mom fainted again.


      “Oh, not again. Izabella! Are you okay, Izabella?! Get a hold of yourself! It’s only a flesh wound!”


      There is no wound, father.


      “I... I just had another dream,” mom muttered deliriously. “A dream in which Anos became the Demon King of Tyranny, the person who started the war between Dilhade and Azesion. Everyone was trying to sentence Anos as a war criminal.”


      Mom was so shocked, she’d fabricated memories while unconscious.


      “This is all thanks to that fate-severing sword of yours,” Sasha muttered to Lay. “Do something.”


      “There’s nothing I can do about this,” Lay said with a strained smile.


      “But heroes are meant to be all smooth-talking, right? Can’t you do something with your verbal Sword of Three Races?”


      “The Sword of Three Races has no effect against genuinely pure beings. Why don’t you try using your Magic Eyes of Destruction instead?”


      “Sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but I’ve already tried.”


      My followers had already thrown up their white flags of surrender. Their hearts that had held strong amidst the recent battle had instantaneously given up in the face of mom. Never, not even two thousand years ago, had I met a more formidable opponent. Now, what was I to do?


      “I know what you’re trying to say, Anos.”


      What? Mom’s voice had interrupted my thoughts before I could come up with a plan.


      “You’ve got a new girl.” Mom’s gaze settled on Eleonore.


      “Huh?” Eleonore, who had been looking around curiously, noticed my mom staring right at her. “Whoa. Do you mean me?”


      Mom nodded, grinning. This was bad—she’d taken hold of the situation.


      “Mom, I’ve not finished telling—”


      “And what did our Anos say to convince you to come back here, Eleonore?” mom asked with suspicion, glancing at me.


      “He, um, kinda said a lot.”


      “A lot?!”


      At that moment, I could see mom’s delusions flap their wings and take flight into the peaceful sky.


      “Like what? What did he say?!”


      “He said I’m his magic now.”


      “Nooooooooo! Anos’s pickup lines are getting more refined!” mom shrieked.


      Dad slammed his hand against the table, quivering as he turned my way. “You... Y-You... When did you become such a pro?!”


      Mom leaned closer to interrogate Eleonore further. “What else?! What else did he say?!”


      Eleonore looked thoughtfully up at the ceiling, then held up her index finger. “Well, in short, he said he’d make me and those who rely on me happy, and when I knew he was being serious about it, I decided to follow him.”


      Dad’s jaw was practically scraping the floor as he slowly turned to face mom. “Those who rely on her?”


      There was a vacant look in mom’s eyes. “S-Secret love children?!”


      Forget severing our fate; all reason had been abolished.


      “How many children do you have?!” mom asked.


      “What? Oh, you mean Zeshia? Um, around ten thousand, maybe.”


      “TEN THOUSAND?!”


      “WHAT?!”


      Mom and dad’s screams propelled each of them down a very different path.


      “B-But ten thousand can’t be right, can it? Our Anos couldn’t have conceived them all, right?!”


      “R-Right! Ten thousand would mean—assuming a success rate of ten percent—doing it at least one hundred thousand times!” Dad clenched his fists and gritted his teeth. “That kind of experience makes me more than just envious...”


      Hmm. Of course he’d notice it was impossible to conceive ten thousand children the natural way. They were obviously a product of magic.


      “I was going to explain that later, but I have no intention of making excuses. They are all my responsibility. I plan on looking after every last one of them.”


      “Child support?” dad muttered with a grave expression. “You are a man amongst men, Anos.”


      “I shall atone for my mistakes.”


      “Mistakes... Your mistakes...when you’re only three months old...” Mom shook her head, swaying on the spot. “Oh, but what do you want to do, Eleonore? Will you have him take responsibility and marry you?”


      “Huh? Responsibility? Heh, I don’t need anything like that.”


      “You don’t?!”


      Eleonore chuckled at mom’s panic. “I think you two might be misunderstanding something here. We’re not like that—Anos is just being kind to me.”


      “A mistress?!” Mom cried out and fainted for the third time.


      “Whoa, there!” Dad caught her before she slipped out of her chair. “Aw, and we were in the middle of an important discussion too. Well, she has been tense all day from the war and whatnot. Let’s let her sleep it off a little.” Dad took mom in his arms and carried her out of the living room.


      “I’ll help,” I said, starting after him.


      “It’s fine. You’ve had a long day too. Rest up.”


      “All right.”


      Just as I was about to turn around, dad looked at me as though he wanted to say something.


      “What’s wrong, dad?” I asked.


      “Oh, well... Your mother was worked up today by the thought of you being dragged into war. She may have said some strange things, but she’ll be back to her usual self tomorrow.”


      I narrowed my eyes. She’d felt like the usual mom to me. But that also meant—


      “Are you saying you understand me, dad?”


      “About you being the Demon King of Tyranny and stopping the war, you mean?”


      I nodded.


      “Anos,” dad said with an unusually serious expression, “there’s something I’ve been keeping from you.”


      “What is it?”


      Dad grimaced. The look he gave me was like nothing I’d ever seen from him before. “I, too, was a warrior two thousand years ago.”


      What? Dad had reincarnated too? The dad standing in front of me?


      I couldn’t feel any magic from him, even this close up. That could only mean one thing: he was using concealment magic that prevented my Eyes from peering into the abyss. If he were that powerful, then he had to be someone I knew. It was hard to believe, but Lay was Kanon, so anything was possible.


      “What was your name back then?”


      Dad answered with the same serious expression. “Gardelahypt, the King of the Oblivion Sword.”


      I’d never heard of it.


      “Do you know what they call this kind of thing in Azesion?” dad asked smugly. “A youth’s grand delusion.”


      There was no end to the reason being abolished here.








      § 2. A Toast to Victory


      “What are you going to do now?” Sasha asked with a sidelong glance.


      In the end, mom and dad hadn’t listened to the truth. Like dad had said, they’d been too worked up over the war. Given enough time, they should eventually calm down enough to pay attention. As long as mom believed the truth, dad would soon follow. There was nothing more to do but wait it out.


      “For now, I’ll take a plate of that mushroom gratin before it gets cold.”


      “I can’t believe you,” Sasha muttered, appalled.


      Misha spooned some mushroom gratin from the dish and served it to me on a small plate. “Is this enough?” she asked.


      “That’s perfect,” I said, taking the plate from Misha and dumping a large spoonful of gratin in my mouth. “Mm. Nothing hits the spot better after stopping a war.”


      Misha looked down in thought.


      “Please don’t talk about things like this as though they happen every day,” Sasha said with a sigh.


      Misha nodded in agreement.


      “Huh? How come there’s no alcohol?” Eleonore asked, scanning the table. “Aren’t we supposed to toast to victory in times like these?”


      “Unfortunately, neither of my parents drink, so we don’t keep any alcohol at home.”


      “Wow, so healthy. In that case...” Eleonore drew a magic circle, then stuck her hand into the center of it to pull out three bottles of wine. “Ta-da! Holy dimira wine straight from Gairadite. It tastes as good as it gets!”


      Sasha’s eyes lit up at the sight of the bottles. “Oooh. How thoughtful of you.”


      “I’ll pour extra just for you, Sasha!” Eleonore grabbed Sasha’s cup and filled it to the brim. “Who’s next?” she asked, continuing on to fill cups for everyone else.


      Once everyone had a cup in hand, I asked, “Shall we make a toast, then?”


      “After you,” Misha said.


      Lay smiled at me. “You’re in charge.”


      “Right.” I lifted my cup up to a room of beaming faces. “Thanks to everyone’s efforts, war with Azesion has been safely averted. There are challenges left to face, but let’s forget it all for now and enjoy the wine. To the victory of the Demon King’s army—cheers!”


      “Cheers!”


      In one gulp, I knocked back the wine in my cup. It was quite delicious. There was no better taste after protecting peace.


      “Anos, will you be okay like that?” Eleonore asked. “This wine’s pretty strong, you know?”


      “This much is no different than water.”


      “Wow. Impressive. How about a refill, then?” she asked, waving the bottle.


      “Sure.”


      Holy dimira wine filled my cup.


      “You know, you better not get carried away and end up drunk, Anos,” Sasha said, turning to me with a flushed face. For some reason, she didn’t sound as articulate as usual.


      “You say that, but you’re drunk already.”


      “Unfortunately for you, I’m the Witch of Destruction. I won’t lose to mere alcohol.” She leaned closer to Eleonore. “Say, do you have anything else in there?”


      “I have fruit wine.”


      “Grape?”


      Eleonore drew a magic circle and took out a bottle of grape wine. There was a limit to how much a storage circle could hold, so her carrying so much alcohol was a curious choice.


      “Watch this, Anos! I’ll prove I’m not drunk!”


      Following her loud declaration, Sasha grabbed the grape wine in one hand and the holy dimira wine in the other. She then tilted the bottles, tipping the contents into a single cup.


      “This is another secret art of the Necron family: the fusion spell, Coct Ale!”


      She was completely drunk. No matter how strong holy dimira wine was, could a single cup really have had such an effect?


      The drunkard with no awareness of her own tolerance for alcohol happily brought her cup of “Coct Ale” to her mouth.


      “Don’t drink that.” I swiped Sasha’s cup from her hand.


      “Ah! What are you doing? Are you saying I’m drunk?” Sasha moaned, slurring her words.


      “Positively.”


      “Ugh... I said I’m not drunk, so I’m not drunk! I even showed you my fusion magic, didn’t I?”


      That certainly wasn’t how she normally spoke.


      “I said I’m not!”


      “All right, all right. Anyway, that’s a nice-looking drink you’ve made there. Can I have it?”


      “Huh? Really? Okay, then.”


      Troubled by her antics, I knocked back the Coct Ale—and shuddered. It was bad. I’d never in my existence tasted anything that bad before. It seemed there were just some things that should never be mixed.


      “Time for another taste of the family secret!” Sasha began pouring the two wines into another cup.


      “What are you doing, Sasha?”


      “I’m trying to get you drunk,” Sasha replied, bringing the cup of Coct Ale back to her mouth.


      I took the cup from Sasha. “Your words contradict your actions.”


      “Ugh, Anos won’t let me drink,” Sasha grumbled.


      “Good grief.”


      Just as I said that, a cup of water appeared beneath my nose. Misa signaled with her eyes.


      “Drink this wine instead,” I said, handing the cup to Sasha, who accepted it with both hands and stared closely at the liquid.


      “This wine looks like water.”


      That’s because it was.


      “It’s good wine.”


      “Really?” Sasha gulped down half the cup, then tilted her head. “It tastes like water.”


      “You have to savor the taste. It’s a fine wine. If you can’t tell that much, then you must be drunk.”


      Sasha obediently took slow sips of the water, attempting to distinguish its flavor. Then she nodded as though she understood. “Huh. It really does taste good. What’s the name of this wine?”


      Water.


      “Demon King wine. It’s exceedingly rare to come by.”


      “I like it.” Sasha began sipping her water with the elegance of appreciating a fine wine.


      “Sasha’s a silly drunk,” Misha whispered.


      “I can see that.”


      Misha was holding her own cup that she was drinking steadily from.


      “Can you hold your alcohol, Misha?”


      “I’m using Eyss.”


      Alcohol was the same as poison; either could be removed if one tried.


      “Hey now, you shouldn’t do that, Misha,” Eleonore said, pointing a finger in rebuke. “Using detoxification magic at a drinking party ruins all the fun!”


      Misha blinked in confusion. “Alcohol makes me feel fuzzy.”


      “That’s good. The fuzziness makes you cuter.”


      Misha looked at me. “Really?”


      “It’s my first time hearing of it,” I said.


      “Hey, you’re meant to say yes there!”


      Apparently, Misha wasn’t the only one being chided.


      “Alcohol dulls the senses,” I responded. “The weak have no reason to be drinking themselves silly. I don’t know what you, Eleonore, mean about appearing cuter, but that’s not something you need to rely on alcohol for.”


      “Wow, you’re so boring. No one was asking for the whole ‘Demon King’s speech,’ you know?” Eleonore snickered, waggling her finger. On the surface, she seemed to be her usual self, but was she in fact drunk as well?


      “Go on, Misha,” she said. “The world’s at peace now, so you can get as drunk as you want. Anos isn’t used to peace, so we have to be the ones to teach him.”


      Misha glanced at me and then looked back at Eleonore. “I guess I’ll try it,” she mumbled, bringing the holy dimira wine to her lips. Without any detoxification magic, her face grew gradually more flushed. “Anos...”


      “You okay?”


      Misha nodded. “Peaceful?”


      “What is?”


      She pointed at herself. “Me.”


      Alas, she was drunk.


      “My head’s fuzzy.”


      “Don’t drink too much.”


      “Yeah...” Misha sipped at her drink sparingly, heeding my words.


      “What are you drinking, Misha? Is it good?” Sasha asked, staggering up to her sister.


      “It’s good.”


      “Is there any left for me?”


      Misha looked at me questioningly. She seemed to be asking for approval.
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      “Let Sasha drink the Demon King wine.”


      “Okay.” Misha poured more water for Sasha. “Here, Sasha.”


      “Oh, there’s still some Demon King wine left? Thank you.” Sasha drank the water happily. Across from her, Lay poured the rest of the holy dimira wine into his cup.


      “You haven’t been drinking,” he said, seeing Misa’s full cup. “Can’t drink alcohol?”


      “Aha, I’m not really sure. I drank it by accident this one time when I was a kid, and it made me feel really sick. I haven’t touched the stuff since.”


      “Then you shouldn’t force yourself,” Lay said, draining his cup.


      “Oh, shall I pour you more?” Misa reached for another bottle of holy dimira wine and refilled Lay’s cup. “Do you like drinking?” she asked.


      “Not really. It mostly just brings back memories. I used to drink like this on nights when I couldn’t fall asleep.”


      Misa’s expression darkened. Lowering her head, she bit down on her lip, as though she were holding back words. Lay seemed to realize what she was thinking, as he fell silent as well.


      After several seconds passed in silence, he resolutely opened his mouth. “Misa—”


      But at that moment, Misa downed the entire cup of wine. Lay looked on in shock.


      “Will you, uh, be okay drinking all of that in one go?” he asked worriedly.


      Misa shot to her feet. “Sorry, I don’t...I don’t think I’m cut out for this after all...” she mumbled, her face pale. Then, unable to hold the alcohol down much longer, she rushed from the house, her hands clamped over her mouth.








      § 3. Moonlight Blessing


      “I’ll go check on her,” Lay said, following Misa out of the house.


      “Will she be okay?” Eleonore murmured.


      “The alcohol didn’t agree with her. It shouldn’t be a problem,” I said.


      “Huh? What happened to Misa?” Sasha asked, the cup of Demon King wine in her hand.


      “She couldn’t hold her liquor. Lay went after her, so she’ll be fine.”


      Sasha took a gulp of her wine. “But I’m worried. Can I go check on her, please? Pretty please!”


      She was drunk.


      “Lay’s gone already, so it’s fine,” I said.


      Sasha clung tightly to Misha. “Say, Misha, aren’t you worried too?”


      “I’m more worried about you, Sasha.” Misha, too, was drunk, but not as drunk as her sister.


      “I’m just so worried. I think I’ll go check on them.” Sasha, showing no inclination of listening to others, peeled herself away from Misha and stumbled towards the door.


      “Wait,” I said, halting Sasha in her tracks. “Where are you going, stumbling about like that?”


      “It’s okay! I’m not that drunk,” said Sasha, who proceeded to walk head first into the door. “Ouch! That hurts.” She crouched down, clutching her head.


      When the pain eventually subsided, she shot back to her feet. “Let’s try that again.” Sasha fumbled noisily with the door. She seemed to be having difficulty opening it. “Huh? It’s stuck.”


      “You have to turn the knob to open the door,” I said.


      “Ah.” Her flushed face turned even redder in humiliation. “Y-You’re not accusing me of being drunk, are you?”


      “If you’re not drunk, then the world must be drunk.”


      “Prove it.”


      “Try walking in a straight line.”


      “Fine. That’s easy. Just watch!”


      Sasha’s tottering steps from before were nowhere to be seen as she walked steadily forward—straight into the door. There was a loud thunk as her head made contact, and she withdrew into a ball.


      I figured that should be enough to convince her, but she suddenly stood up as though nothing had happened and flashed me an elegant smile. “See?”


      “You’re completely plastered, Sasha,” Eleonore said, laughing. Misha nodded in agreement.


      “Ugh. You’re all so mean, treating me like a drunkard. Enough of this! I’m worried about Misa, so I’m gonna check on her.” Sasha turned to the door. “Move it. Are you trying to get in my way? Don’t you care about Misa?” She glared sternly at the door. “And you call yourself a door.”


      It was indeed a door.


      “Say something!”


      Doors couldn’t speak.


      “Shall I sober her up?” Misha asked. She was offering to cast detoxification magic.


      “There’s no need for that; tonight is an informal celebration. It would be a shame to put a damper on things. I’m sure she’ll feel a little better after some fresh air.” I stood up and walked over to Sasha, calling her name.


      She turned her teary eyes to me. “Anos, this door’s so stubborn. I’m worried about Misa, but it won’t let me through.”


      “Don’t worry. I’ll talk things out with it,” I said, proceeding to open the door.


      “It’s open!” Sasha cheered happily, escaping the house.


      “There’s no need to rush. You’ll fall.”


      “I’m not a child, you know? I won’t fall that easily.”


      The ever-determined Sasha took another step, tripped, and hit the ground. She immediately looked up at me, glaring through tear-filled eyes. “Anos, the floor’s bullying me. It jumped me from out of nowhere.”


      “The outdoors is fraught with enemies. Take my hand.”


      “Okay.” With a giggle, Sasha accepted my offered hand and stood up. She then clung to my arm. “Where’s Misa?”


      “Over there.”


      Following Misa’s magic, we made our way to the shop’s garden, where we found her seated on the root of a tree. Lay was standing beside her—just like that one time in the past.


      “Are you feeling better now?” Lay asked.


      “Yeah. Sorry for making a scene. I don’t think alcohol likes me so much after all.” Misa laughed weakly. “I just felt like giving it a try.” She hugged her knees to her chest, her eyes fixed on the ground. “Everything about your past life, for the last two thousand years...” she mumbled, burying her face into her knees. “You remembered all of it.”


      Lay was silent for a moment. “I’m sorry I lied to you,” he then said.


      “I was so happy when you took half of the one-shell necklace.” Misa cradled the shell necklace she was wearing. “Will you tell me the truth?”


      “About two thousand years ago?”


      Misa shook her head. “About you. I think I have a general idea of everything, but I want to hear it all from you.” She stared at the necklace. “I just... I can’t believe you were trying to die.”
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