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INTRODUCTION



The western sun had sunk below the edge of the horizon, its light even now overrun by the faint purple of early evening.


Out in the prairieland a distance away from what was once a well-kept road, a diminutive shadow moved through the waist-high grass.


“Geez… I’d be there in a snap if I could fly.”


The hazy shape griping to itself within the grass was a woman.


“Fly, and they’d find me. Walk, and they’d find me. Life can be a pain like that sometimes, huh?”


She proceeded warily, feeling out the way ahead while keeping her profile as low as possible.


Soon, she spied a wide wall made of roughly cut wooden planks, extending seemingly forever in either direction.


“My, someone’s been working fast. It’s only been just a little over a year, no?”


The woman arrived at a piece of that wall and spied crosses, made of five distinct parts fitted together, nailed to it haphazardly.


That was the emblem of the Federated Order of the Five Continents, modeled after a bird’s-eye view of the world in which she lived: a large, central continent paired with a set of four satellite islands, each extending in a cardinal direction.


At one point, the Federated Order boasted the combined power of the entire human race, led by the Hero Emilia as she attempted to resist the Devil King and his force of marauding demons.


Now, though, the Order had been reinvented as an organization aiding the Central Continent’s provisionary government, as it struggled to rebuild in the wake of the demon hordes that had laid waste to the land.


The wall that spread before her, festooned with the crosses that served as the Order’s symbol, was built to prevent entry to a certain location.


Even now, as the darkness gathered and descended upon the sky, the arcane presence of that “location” spread its black miasma to every corner of the island, despite remaining out of sight behind the wall.


Devil’s Castle.


It was the domain and primary stronghold of Satan, the Devil King, ruler of the demonic forces that had once stormed across Ente Isla. The stories held that only three people had ever set eyes upon the castle and lived to tell the tale: Emeralda Etuva, Albert Ende, and Olba Meiyer—the three companions the Hero had taken on her quest.


After Emilia and Satan met their apparent demise battling each other, the Federated Order engaged in a large-scale mop-up operation to eradicate the remaining demonic armies from the Central Continent.


With both Satan and his lone surviving general, Alciel, defeated, the forces that once plunged mankind into untold misery were suddenly nothing more than a ragtag, rudderless rabble. It took a little over a year for the Order to eradicate the majority of them.


But there were still enough survivors in the Central Continent that small raids and other incidents were common occurrences.


The Federated Order of the Five Continents had decided that their final mission was the complete dismantling of Devil’s Castle.


The Castle had been constructed on the site of Isla Centurum, once the land’s largest trade hub. It had been a gleaming city that served as the central core of human civilization.


It appeared in a single night atop the shattered, conquered metropolis, and yet it projected a vast, majestic presence, far grander than the holy sanctuary of Sankt Ignoreido on the Western Continent or the ancient castle of Sohtengai that silently watched over the capital of the Eastern Continent.


Its inner construction was as vast as it was convoluted. Tongues wagged continent-wide about what could be found inside—the mountains of bones in the dungeons below, of the poor Centurumni offered as demonic sacrifice; the tainted souls that wandered the grounds nightly; the surviving demons that continued to inhabit its dark corridors…


Having such a frightening, eerie castle remain standing in the middle of the world was both a thought too ominous to consider and a serious blow to morale during the continent’s recovery efforts. A sizable platoon of knights had broken into the castle relatively early on, keen to proceed with the demolition job as soon as possible.


But thanks to the continual rash of bizarre disasters and disfiguring plagues that befell these forces—not to mention the dogged resistance from the besieged demons that remained inside—the project faced interminable delays. The power vacuum that prevailed in the Central Continent post–Devil King also led to debate among Ente Isla’s four islands over who should take the lead in reconstruction. Ultimately, the Order built the aforementioned wall around the castle to prevent entry, stationing knights around the perimeter and delaying demolition indefinitely until a political solution could be reached.


“Guess it’s a blessing in disguise, though. If they just up and tore it down, I would’ve been screwed right about now.”


The woman stood before the wall.


Double-checking to ensure no sentries were nearby, she leaped up. Without a moment’s hesitation, she cleared the three-story wall in a single bound.


Her body glowed faintly as it arced through the air, providing much-needed light to the murky darkness.


Beyond the wall, she was greeted with an unbroken landscape of half-razed grasslands and half-scorched forests, making the hardscrabble path she took this far seem like a dutifully maintained high road. It was a world frozen in death, one without a single nocturnal bird or insect stirring.


She ran as quickly as she could through this surreal landscape, toward the center of the world.


Before long, a large, dark shadow grew visible in the air beyond.


A vast spire towered higher than any other castle in the world, as if daring to reach the heavens themselves, a spear at the forefront of the lair of demonic darkness that overshadowed the night ahead. But the woman seemed almost bored as she looked upward.


“Boy, talk about ‘seen it all before.’ Not a single bit of originality to it.”


Soon, she was at the eastern gate of Devil’s Castle, facing an entryway large enough for a frost giant to step through without hitting his head. She glanced at the enormous gate’s carvings, depicting large, eaglelike birds in a frozen state of blind rage, before briskly striding into the castle.


From the vast, abandoned corridor, pathways branched out like an ant’s nest, linking to every nook and cranny of the castle. Without a moment’s hesitation, she chose a single path and plunged forward.


The purple stone embedded into the ring on her left hand shone.


Once, the Hero Emilia and her companions followed the guidance of her holy sword to reach their ultimate destination, the topmost floor where their nemesis dwelled: the Devil King’s throne room.


She wound through a long succession of corridors and terraces, so twisted that a typical explorer would lose all sense of up and down, left and right, along the way.


Soon, a full moon hung high in the air, illuminating Devil’s Castle and the woman running through it.


There was no telling how much time had passed by the time she reached the masterless throne room.


It was decorated surprisingly sparsely, the scars from the Hero’s battle still fresh against the walls and floor. She headed straight for the throne that used to strike fear into the hearts of thousands.


Behind it, a curtain hung silently.


“Ah…”


Behind that was a room.


It was just what she expected.


There was an enormous chest, likely meant for wardrobe purposes, its grotesque carvings worthy for the eye of the Devil King of another era. A tall bookshelf, one far too high for a person of normal height to fully access, stood against a wall. A single quill from some great, overgrown bird stuck out above a towering partner’s desk that stood higher than the woman herself.


“There’s nothing…here…”


There was not a single volume on the shelves. The chest, its lid wide open, eagerly collected dust, and no ink was available for the Devil King’s favored quill pen.


But this was not the work of raiders or souvenir seekers. There was never anything here in the first place.


“…I wonder where you went wrong.”


She whispered it somberly to herself, then walked across the empty room, opening a large courtyard window to let the moonlight inside.


A terrace lay beyond the paneless window frame, facing southward.


“Found you!”


The terrace housed something resembling a home garden, albeit much larger. Several potted trees were lined in careful rows, dignified in the moonlight.


Branches from two of them had grown entangled over time, creating a single, odd-looking growth.


“Wish they could’ve been a little more careful, though. This stands out far too much.”


The woman smiled wistfully and brought her left hand up, facing the strange, tangled tree.


The purple gem on her ring glowed as it absorbed the moonlight. Then, the tree began emitting a dim light.


Soon, a glowing ball emerged between her hand and the tree. The ring’s light fizzled, and the tree, so vividly alive and basked in light a moment ago, crumbled apart like a pile of ash.


“You raised her well. Very good.”


She smiled at the floating ball of light, paying the ruined tree no further mind. Suddenly, her sharp gaze turned toward the eastern sky.


“!!”


In the moonlit air, five twinkling points of light floated above, arranged in a neat row.


“Noticed already, huh? That was fast. You must be getting desperate. I should’ve guessed.”


Embracing the ball of light, she quickly returned to the room.


“Oh, well. If worse comes to worst, I’ve got a general idea of where he is. It’s his job to raise it. It’s time he kept his side of the bargain.”


The ball pulsated warmly, as if responding to her words.


“So the chase begins anew, does it? Hopefully you’ve been polishing your skills a little over the past few centuries, Gabriel.”


There was a twinge of excitement in her voice as she disappeared into the Devil’s Castle darkness.


The second moon that governed the skies of Ente Isla had only just appeared in the eastern sky, behind the five twinkles looming over the terrace.


By the time the five meteors reached the castle, the moons—one blue, one red—were lined up together.


And by then, the faint light that enveloped the woman as she crept through the castle was a distant memory.
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THE DEVIL AND THE HERO UNEXPECTEDLY BECOME PARENTS


Well-polished gears groaned to life in a room that smelled of machine oil and metal.


The power was enough to spring the connected drive-train system to full initial power, its state-of-the-art gear control allowing for flexible drive operation.


Its performance was aided by the buffed, sparkling framework that formed the body. It was lightweight, but remarkably sturdy.


It was also outfitted with a full line of safety features. The front safety flashers were automatically activated by optical sensors, and an audio warning device allowed the operator to immediately inform others of the vehicle’s position. The reflector plates facing all sides were also standard equipment, providing vital support for unexpected enemy ambushes.


Yet despite all of this hands-on functionality, the vehicle lost nothing in terms of transport capacity and driver comfort.


The seat was upholstered in leather. In addition to the large-capacity container on the front, several optional freight-storage units were bolted on to the sides, ready for use.


“Whaddaya think? That’s everything on your list, right there.”


A man in a greasy workman’s jumpsuit pointed at the vehicle, his voice full of confidence.


“…Lemme try it out before I say anything.”


Another man, younger, shook his head, his face stern. The machine oil mechanic fired back.


“Yeah, I thought you’d say that. It’s fully machined and ready to go—I did all the fine-tuning myself. It’ll put up with whatever you put it through for at least the next hundred years, yeah?”


He crossed his arms, as if challenging his partner to defy him.


“I’ll be holding you to that.” The young man grinned as he climbed onto the pilot’s seat. “Whoa… Dang.”


The workman flashed a grin of his own as the young man voiced his approval.


Toward the side, someone muttered to herself sullenly:


“…How longer must we perpetuate this charade?”


The young man paid the commentary no mind as he brought both hands to the steering wheel and stomped down on one of the two pedals.


As he did, he let out a whoop of pleasure.


“Whooaaahh! Wow! It’s so light! I can’t believe how light it is with this gearshift!”


The young man, pumping the gearshift to and fro as he navigated out of the maintenance garage, gleefully shouted to no one in particular.


“This is awesome!”


“Thank ya much, Maou! And I’ll cut you a deal, too. How does 29,800 yen sound?”


“Sweet, Mr. Hirose! She’s got the money for you. You got it ready, Suzuno?”


The young man called Maou tilted his head toward the woman sitting on a folding chair near the wall of the garage, her puffed-cheek insolence ill-befitting her traditional Japanese kimono.


The oil-stained man raised his eyebrows as he turned toward her.


The girl Maou called Suzuno took a crepe-fabric purse out from the goldfish print tote bag in her hand, a look of utter chagrin on her face.


“Mr. Shopkeeper, was there any manner of meaning behind your conversation just now?”


Hirose, owner of the Hirose Cycle Shop in a shopping arcade on Bosatsu Street—just five minutes’ walk from the Keio Sasazuka station in Tokyo’s Shibuya ward—removed the towel wrapped around his head and laughed heartily as he wiped the sweat off his brow.


“Hey, it’s just part of the package, ya know? Part of the package. You really gonna pay the tab this time, though? Ya seeing Maou right now or something?”


The girl’s facial muscles visibly tensed at the question.


“I would like you to refrain from such jests. Circumstances beyond my control are forcing me to pay this bill. Sadao, would you stop cavorting like a child? Return here at once so we can complete whatever antitheft paperwork we need.”


“All right, all right.”


Sadao Maou returned to the garage, grinning from ear to ear, riding his mint-condition, gleaming, high-end urban bicycle.


It was a Stonebridge citybike with six gears, perfectly attuned to Maou’s needs. Reflector panels had been installed in all directions over its aluminum frame, and the front light was programmed to flash automatically in the dark.


“Twenty-nine thousand, eight hundred yen for the bicycle, three hundred yen for the antitheft registration… Ah, you don’t have to worry about the last hundred. Thirty thousand works for me.”


“I appreciate the gesture.”


Suzuno unfurled three neatly folded ten-thousand-yen bills and presented them to Hirose.


“Thank you much! Say, while you’re here, are you in the market for a bike at all, ma’am?”


Suzuno shook her head at the suggestion.


“I will pass for now, thank you. I have yet to undergo the relevant drilling.”


“The rele-what?”


She continued in a wholly deadpan manner to the confused Hirose.


“I understand that although no licensing procedure is required, one must undergo a process of education that involves the use of a support device known as ‘training wheels.’”


Maou pictured the compact, kimono-wearing Suzuno pumping away at a child-sized bike with training wheels attached. Perhaps some pony decals and handlebar streamers would be involved. He had to resist busting out in laughter. “That could be pretty cute, actually, huh?”


Suzuno glared a bit at Maou. “Honestly… Mr. Shopkeeper, I would have the receipt, please.”


“Oh? Uh, sure. I’m gonna have to handwrite one, if that works for ya. Hang on while I find my receipt pad.”


“If you could make it out to ‘Sankt Ignoreido Co., Ltd.,’ I would appreciate it.”


Maou was the only one of them who expressed clear surprise.


“Whoa, is that…?”


But Hirose paid it no special mind as he filled out the receipt and ripped it off of the pad.


“And there you go. Thanks again! Take good care of that thing for me, Maou. It’s a gift, I guess, yeah?”


“Um, yeah…”


Waving at Hirose as they put the bicycle shop behind them, Maou and Suzuno walked side by side as they headed toward the apartment building they each called home.


Maou almost skipped as he giddily walked along, shiny new ride in hand. In Suzuno’s was a summer parasol, protecting her face against the pounding summer heat.


“Hey, like, what’re you even gonna do with that receipt, anyway?”


“If I retain a full account of my monetary resources here, I may be able to receive the equivalent amount back in the future, once I am finished with slaying you.”


“Oh, you’re gonna report to the Church that the Devil King you were sent to kill bummed a bike off you instead?”


Suzuno glared from underneath her parasol.


“I would be happy to spread the word far and wide across the Church that the Devil King is a vile, conniving demon, one not even beneath begging a Church official for a bicycle.”


“Hey, you know how politicians and stuff like to pretend they’re all ‘of the people’ and like that, right? I don’t see what’s so wrong about me doing that. Gotta prove that I got my finger on the pulse of the common man, you know? Plus, for me, it’s not even some fake act I’m putting on.”


As the Devil King of the People bragged about his environmentally conscious (if dirt-poor and, indeed, conniving) lifestyle, he turned around to peer into a shop he almost walked right by.


“Hang on, Suzuno. I wanna hit the stationery store.”


Hitching his new bike at the side of the road and locking it up tight, Maou went into the small shop. The retail space was devoted more to cheap candy and kids’ trinkets than pens and paper, but Maou’s purchase was purely stationery, although still enough to make Suzuno tilt her head in confusion.


“What do you need glue for?”


“Hee-hee! How nice of you to ask. Behold!”


With a greasy grin, he fished a small, red plastic plate from his pocket.


“This is a reflector plate from my beloved Dullahan. The one you crushed into a pulp, if you recall. I pried it off after the cops called me over to haul it away. Kind of a memento, you know?”


As he spoke, he used the glue to attach the piece to the shining metal bike basket.


“With this, the soul of Dullahan, the noble steed who gallantly abandoned his life to protect his master, shall survive into the next generation! From this moment forward, you shall be named Dullahan…II!”


“…How exciting.”


Having an affinity for one’s accoutrements was hardly unusual, but a grown man giving a name to his mode of transport—his bicycle, no less—in this day and age was a pitiable occasion for anyone unlucky enough to witness it.


“Are you quite ready then, Devil King? We should go.”


That went double when the man in question was Satan, the Devil King, mortal foe of all mankind.


The girl who went by the name Suzuno Kamazuki in Japan sighed a deep sigh as she proceeded on, not bothering to wait for Maou’s response.


The clean, clear-glass hairpin stabbed into her hair shone a bright white in the afternoon summer sun as she dejectedly walked ahead.
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Satan, the Devil King. That was the name awarded the demon who mounted an attempt to conquer the faraway world of Ente Isla.


Sadao Maou. That was the name of the young man living a shade away from downtown Tokyo, working an hourly fast-food job to keep himself fed.


No one, neither man nor god, could ever have conceived of the bloodthirsty, ambitious Devil King going from world domination to eking out a part-time living in the Sasazuka neighborhood of Shibuya ward, Tokyo.


It had been just over a year since he was defeated by the Hero Emilia Justina, and thrown into the alien world of “Japan.”


He lived in Room 201 of Villa Rosa Sasazuka, a wooden apartment complex built sixty years ago in this neighborhood. The hundred-square-foot, single-room rental served as his temporary Devil’s Castle as Satan attempted to achieve independence through low-wage labor, even though the past few months had proven rather frantic for him.


The first year was a constant battle with poverty and disaster, but he nonetheless devoted himself wholeheartedly to his work on a daily basis.


Then, nine months ago, he found a long-term gig at the MgRonald restaurant situated in front of Hatagaya station, a single stop from Sasazuka. After that—in no small part thanks to being blessed by a talented, fast-track manager—he finally began to find some semblance of stability in his life.


This humdrum routine began to rip at the seams the moment the Hero Emilia, still chasing after the escaped Devil King, appeared before him under the guise of “Emi Yusa.”


Whether Maou’s completely lawful, high-fructose-corn-syrup-heavy lifestyle could really be described as a “humdrum routine” for a bloodthirsty space alien demon was a matter for debate, but that can be discussed later.


Regardless, there was no doubt that “rip at the seams” is an apt way to describe what happened next, what with one of his ex-generals attempting to assassinate him and the Hero herself being double-crossed by the humans allegedly supporting her.


But once it all passed and normalcy returned to his life, it was back to his old Joe Shmoe job, back to three meals a day and a warm floor to sleep on. Maou devoted all the strength he had to keeping this status quo…well, the status quo.


Even when the Hero took the train three stops down in order to gripe at him on his doorstep, even when a chief cleric from the Church on Ente Isla moved in next door in an attempt to poison him with her allegedly demon-poisoning sacrosanct food, the Devil King stuck to his daily routine, doing what he believed necessary to jump-start his goals of world domination.


Living a sound personal life, and faithfully building up his reputation in hopes of climbing the MgRonald corporate ladder, was what Maou believed would propel him once again to the throne of overlord.
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After Suzuno Kamazuki—known on another world as Crestia Bell, chief of the Church’s Reconciliation Panel and a girl currently attempting to poison the Devil King by being his private chef, to little effect—destroyed his bicycle, Maou made her pay restitution for it, exaggerating a great deal of its feature set in the process.


She still looked peeved as they walked along, not entirely convinced Maou was dealing fairly with her.


“…Did that, uh, cost more than you were expecting?”


Maou tried to get back on Suzuno’s good side, even though the woman had pulverized his bike and attempted to kill him not long ago. Suzuno opted against returning the gaze, sighing listlessly under the parasol.


“I think I am beginning to understand why Emilia allows you such leeway in this world.”


“Oh?”


“Are you on friendly terms with the owner of that bicycle shop?”


“Yeah. …Well, not really at first. We both met when we kept volunteering for neighborhood cleanup duty. But his wife liked taking their kid over to MgRonald a lot. We’ve kinda come to know each other a lot more since.”


The friendship, as Maou described it, couldn’t have been more run-of-the-mill. Turning a street corner to duck into the shade, Suzuno sighed—partly in relief that she escaped the sun, partly due to a sinking sense of disillusionment.


“I had resigned myself to my fate once you said we were traveling to the bicycle shop today.”


“What d’you mean by that?”


Suzuno removed a thick booklet from her tote bag and handed it to Maou.


“I am referring to the monetary figure that you, the Devil King, would attempt to extort from me. It sent shivers up my spine, to be frank, wondering what exorbitant sum you would ask for. I appreciated, after all, that I did owe you a substantial debt.”


Maou thumbed through the pamphlet with one hand. It was a bicycle catalog.


“‘Mountain bike,’ ‘road’—no, ‘load cycle’? Or even one of those wilderness galloping BM-whatevers! I was perfectly expecting one of those to come my way!”


“…You don’t have to pretend you know anything about bikes, Suzuno.”


“Diligent study is the key to life itself! My point is that, even with the antitheft registration, it was…disarming to be asked for only thirty thousand. I had withdrawn two hundred thousand yen from the bank earlier.”


“Look, did you seriously think someone living in abject poverty like I do would ask for a top-of-the-line bike model? The Dullahan you destroyed goes for 6,980 yen brand-new at the Donkey Hottie Discount Store over in Hounancho.”


Maou tossed the brochure back as he boasted of his cheap spending habits. It only served to make Suzuno further disconsolate.


“The barbarous Devil King is given the chance to make a purchase with a human being’s money. I would have expected anything and everything from you!”


“You could try trusting me a little, man. Or are you just that dead set on the Devil King being a total prick all the time? Besides, no offense to Mr. Hirose or anything, but he doesn’t really deal in, like, Tour de France stuff.”


Maou inserted an indifferent laugh midway. Suzuno looked up, a woeful expression on her face. She quickly turned back down, though, as Maou realized something and dared a look at her.


“But you withdrew two hundred thousand yen? You only just came here, you haven’t worked a single day, and you got that much in your account? ’Cause, like, I’ve been working this hard and I don’t think my balance has ever gotten past two hundred thousand.”


“Well, unlike yourself and Emilia, I had the time to make ample preparations.” Suzuno shrugged. She did not go into further detail.


Not long ago, she had ventured into Shinjuku for the first time with the Hero Emilia, known as Emi Yusa to most here. The precious gems and other relics she brought into Mugi-hyo, a well-known pawn shop in the neighborhood, fetched a price that would have made Maou’s eyeballs pop out of their sockets.


She had zero intention, naturally, of informing the personification of evil living next door of the exact number, but it offered Suzuno enough freedom that she could enjoy several months of modest living going forward without having to find work.


“Huh. Well, neat. Better keep my pinkies up around you, I guess.”


He pouted a bit as he spoke, but Maou’s attention was still more focused on his bike. He rang the bell on it, like a child with a new toy.


“Anyway, though, thanks. I appreciate this.”


“……”


Suzuno looked up at Maou and his unexpected words of gratitude. This time around, their eyes successfully met. She hurriedly used her parasol to shield her face.


The idea of evil incarnate so easily, guilelessly smiling and thanking people was nothing short of outrageous. In fact, when was the last time someone had offered her such meek and unadorned gratitude?


“I-it was restitution. And only that. It is now yours, and you may use it as you wish.”


“Sure thing.”


They walked silently for a few moments.


“D-Devil King?”


“Yeah?”


Suzuno, unable to remain silent for reasons she couldn’t verbalize, stopped and pointed to her side.


“Wh-what is that? It seems that a great number of establishments have suddenly begun dealing in flowers.”


She was pointing at the front door of a flower shop.


Bundles of unadorned white tree branches were lined up in the middle of the shop space by the dozen, pushing away the colorfully blooming flowers to the side.


“Oh, those? Those are ogara sticks.”


“Ah, I see. So is that a dried version of the remnants you’re left with after preparing tofu?”


“…What?”


Maou had difficulty understanding what Suzuno was talking about before realizing that they had just passed by a tofu and natto shop.


“Oh, uh… No, that’s called okara. I’m talking about ogara. O-Ga-Ra. Ogara sticks, all right?”


Suzuno, a veteran officer serving the church’s Department of Diplomatic and Missionary Operations, was pretty well acquainted with Japanese culture and customs for an Ente Islan.


In some ways, however, it often backfired. She had a habit of patching up holes in her knowledge with things she already knew about, which occasionally led to stumbles like her obsession over training wheels a few moments ago.


“Ah, right! Perhaps we could have some okara croquettes for dinner tonight.”


“Jeez, Suzuno, what are you, some kind of housewife?”


“I have to hand it to the chefs and cooking experts of Japan. Croquettes are a wonderful cuisine indeed, but using the okara usually disposed of during the tofu-making process to create a lovely low-cost, low-calorie foodstuff was a stroke of genius!”


As Suzuno reflected on the origins of her upcoming dinner menu, a housewife stopped by the flower shop to pick up a bundle of ogara sticks.


“Look, the Obon holiday is coming up, yeah? Those ogara are used to light the mukaebi and okuribi, the fires that’re meant to welcome in and see off the spirits of the dead that visit during the holiday.”


Maou pointed at another bundle as he spoke.


“Obon… Ah, yes, the festival when families offer their respects to their ancestors, yes? But that begins in the month of August, does it not?”


When it came to religious customs, at least, Suzuno had done her homework.


“Yep. It used to be celebrated in the seventh month of the old Japanese calendar, which is August nowadays. But in the Tokyo area, people light those mukaebi fires to bring in the spirits in July. That’s what those sticks are for.”


“Hohh! I had thought this nation was rather secular by nature. Perhaps these traditions are more a part of the culture’s fabric than I anticipated.”


“But, why does the Tokyo holiday come sooner, then?”


“Well, there’s a few different theories, but back when Japan switched to the Western calendar and the shogunate moved their ceremonies to the same dates in the new calendar, it was really just the Tokyo area that followed suit. The rest of the country didn’t so much. Kinda weird to do things the same time for hundreds of years and then get told you have to start doing it some other time from now on, after all.”


“I see. Interesting.”


“Wowww…”


“Most people in Japan get time off of work around the middle of August for Obon, you know? But the government at the time had the strongest grip on power in Tokyo and part of the Kanagawa area, so only those parts switched over to the seventh month of the new calendar. Everyone else celebrated Obon the same time as before—the seventh month of the old calendar, or August.”


“…You’ve done your research, I see.”


“You sure know a lot for being Devil King and all, Maou!”


“Yeah, I kinda read up on that stuff last year. Not that it’s much more than trivia these days, but…um?”


“Hmm?”


“Yes?”


Suzuno and Maou slowly turned around, both realizing their conversation had gained a stowaway passenger at some point.


“Aghh!! J-jeez, Chi, when did you show up?!”


“Chiho! Since when were you there?!”


Chiho Sasaki, Maou’s coworker and the only Japanese person to know the truth about Maou, Suzuno, and the world of Ente Isla, was there in her prim school uniform. There was no way of telling how long she had been standing there.


She was carrying a silver-colored portable cooler instead of her school-issue bookbag.


“Did I surprise you?”


She smiled in triumph.


“I got you back for what you did to me before, Suzuno! …Of course, all I got to hear was about how you were going to make okara croquettes for dinner, but…”


“Ohhh… Ha-ha! Neat. But you’re out of school already? That’s kind of early.”


Chiho answered cheerfully: “It’s all half-days ’til summer break. All our final exams are over, so…”


Come to think of it, it wasn’t that long ago when Chiho was going on about this or that examination, although she never whined about her test scores or took special time off her scheduled shifts. The fact that her involvement in the vast conspiracy that seemed to be unfolding between Ente Isla and Earth didn’t seem to affect her test performance at all made Maou wonder if she had nerves of galvanized steel.


As Maou pondered over this, Chiho’s eyes turned downward.


“Ooh, new bike?”


“Yep. Suzuno kind of trash-compacted my old one.”


He lovingly patted Dullahan II’s saddle.


“The Devil King said he had found a worthy bicycle. I have merely paid for it.” Suzuno spat out each word, trying to cover up her surprise at Chiho’s sudden appearance. “But enough of me. What brings you here, Miss Sasaki?”


“Oh, I was about to buy just what you were talking about.”


Chiho pointed between the two, toward the same flower shop as before.


“Ogara?”


“Yep! My mom asked me to. And I was planning to visit your apartment after that, so…”


She raised a shoulder upward to point out the portable cooler hanging from it.


“One of my dad’s relatives gave us some ice cream, but neither of my parents have much of a sweet tooth. But we have a ton of it, so I thought maybe I’d give some of it to you guys.”


“Ice cream?! Seriously?! Are you sure?!”


Maou’s eyes gleamed. Something cold and sweet, tumbling down like manna from heaven!


“Man, that’s awesome! We’ll take it, we’ll take it! Thank you so much!”


Chiho smiled, watching Maou all but leap into the air in joy.


“Oh, good! So give me just one second, all right? I need to buy that ogara.”


From the side, Suzuno watched the Devil King see the high schooler off.


“…Should I just leave him as he is? Would that hurt anyone?”


The doubts she had begun to feel recently slipped from her lips.


Shouts of glee soon echoed across the steaming Devil’s Castle, a groaning fan stirring the acrid, spirit-draining midsummer air inside.


“Ice cream?”


“Ice cream?!”


Alciel and Lucifer, fellow Devil’s Castle denizens and two of the Devil King Satan’s former Great Demon Generals, gasped in excited surprise as Maou stepped in with Chiho.


“And…and, and it’s a premium gift pack from Haggen-Boss?! Are—are you truly sure about this?!”


Chiho removed her shoulder-bag cooler and pointed it in Ashiya’s direction. “Don’t worry about it, Ashiya. We still have more than enough back at home.”


Alciel, the resident accountant and housekeeper at Devil’s Castle and a man who went by Shirou Ashiya more often than not these days, fell to his knees, the sight of the cooler seemingly framed by rays of brilliant sunshine.


“I…I could hardly begin to thank you and your parents enough, Ms. Sasaki…”


Ashiya bowed his head deeply, his tall frame almost kowtowing before Chiho. The sight was enough to fluster her.


“Ooh, wow, look at all the flavors in there! C’mon, Ashiya, let’s do this! Get the spoons out!”


“Urushihara… You know there’s something you need to say to Chi first.”
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To the scandalous youth whose eyes were already filled with nothing but the sight of frozen treats, Maou spoke with scorn.


Hanzou Urushihara was the name adopted by Lucifer, the former general who now lived a leechlike lifestyle in Devil’s Castle. As such, he paid his former master no mind.


“Oh, it’s fine, Maou. I know how Urushihara acts by now.”


Chiho’s unhesitant castigation was delivered with a smile.


Thanks to her awareness of the truth behind Maou and his cohorts, she had few good words for Urushihara, who had still been Maou’s enemy when she first met him.


Even now, with him more or less back in Maou’s demonic army, he rarely moved an inch from his computer, day after day, not even bothering to help with housework. The classic unemployed freeloader lifestyle, in other words, and Chiho was less than warm to it.


Maou smiled bitterly to himself and gave Chiho a light pat on the shoulder, diverting her attention.


“Yeah… Well, anyway, thanks. Really.”


“…! Um…uh, yeah. Yeah. You’re welcome.”


The redness to Chiho’s cheeks at that moment had nothing to do with the heat.


She had already publicly acknowledged her feelings for Maou. But since she didn’t frame them in a way that demanded a response, the true nature of their relationship remained unclear, dangling in the air like flypaper.


This was something Chiho had made peace with. She understood, after all, that Maou wasn’t the sort of man to give a response without applying serious thought to it first.


Little moves like these on Maou’s part, however, were still enough to throw her off guard, sending her pulse skyrocketing at unpredictable times.


“Um… Oh! Oh! Suzuno, we should let Suzuno have some… Huh?”


Chiho attempted to call the presumably present Suzuno in order to cover up her blushing. But, even after sticking her head out the door and scoping out the hallway, she was nowhere to be found.


“You looking for her? She went right back out once we got here.”


“Oh… Really?”


“Wow, strawberry, green tea, mint… Daaaaang, dude, is this pumpkin? Whoa!”


“Whoa whoa whoa! Save some for Suzuno, Urushihara!”


Chiho had to hurriedly rush back inside to keep Urushihara from claiming the goods for himself.


“Aww! Who cares about Bell, dude? Finders keepers, losers weepers!”


Urushihara was clearly peeved. Chiho puffed up her cheeks in anger as she plucked one of the several half-pint tubs of ice cream nestled in his arms.


“Either she gets some, or you don’t get any! How many of these were you planning to eat, anyway? You’re gonna get brain freeze!”


“Dude, I’m not a child, okay?! I’m, like, several million years older than you!”


“Years don’t matter with you, Urushihara! You’re still a child! Even a grade-schooler would be a lot nicer than you!”


“Guys, can you keep it down? It’s too hot to be yapping at each other.” Maou gently stepped in, picking up the cooler and handing it to Ashiya. “Let’s just take one each and leave the rest for later, okay? Nobody’s gonna mind if we give the vanilla to Suzuno, right?”


“Absolutely, Your Demonic Highness.” Ashiya deferentially accepted the cooler, giving Chiho another respectful bow as he methodically stacked the cups in the freezer compartment.


“Oh, come onnnn. Just one?”


Urushihara pitifully mewled in protest, strawberry half pint still in hand.


“Why do we hafta leave any for Suzuno? She’s our mortal enemy and stuff.”


“U. Ru. Shi. Haaaa. Ra?!”


“Wh-what, Chiho Sasaki?! She’s kinda your rival, too, dude! In a lot of different ways!”


The mostly dissipated warmth resurrected itself within Chiho’s cheeks.


“Well…yes! She, she is! She’s my rival, and my friend!”


She put as much firmness as she could into it.


“Huhh? What’s that s’posed to mean?”


“I mean the rival thing’s one thing, but the ice cream’s another! That’s why you’re a child, Urushihara! You don’t even understand that!”


“Oh, yeah, yeah, I’m the child and that’s why it’s all my fault, huh? No way I’d ever understand some crazy girl acting all jealous of—oww!”


Urushihara groaned at the sudden impact thudding upon his temple as he attempted to give Chiho his most finely honed, well-polished sass.


“That’s enough, Urushihara! If you dare to pelt our kind and generous guest with any more verbal abuse, I’m confiscating that strawberry cup and canceling our Internet!”


Urushihara, teary-eyed, looked up at the goblin face of Ashiya from below.


“A demon like you, eating all our food, wasting all our money, not lifting a finger to help out around the Castle…I would put Crestia and the Church-anointed food she’s poisoning us with over you any day of the week! And now you berate Ms. Sasaki, a walking saint who’s provided nothing but support to His Demonic Highness and sincerely cares about the state of our Castle! The gods above may forgive you, but never shall I!”


The chief househusband of Devil’s Castle kept Chiho behind her as he rained lightning downward.


Ashiya had been less than welcoming of Chiho’s advances toward his demonic superior at first, but his suspicions had been thoroughly quelled by the cooking Chiho and her mother provided. Now he saw the Sasaki family as nothing less than the savior of their monthly budget.


Urushihara’s face twitched beneath Ashiya’s withering rage. He took a step backward.


“A-all right, all right… Man, that teenage girl’s got you whipped. Maou, too.”


One hand was to his head, the other still gently cradling the strawberry ice cream cup as he retreated back to his default position in front of the computer.


“Now then, Ms. Sasaki… Please, come over here. There’s a bit more of a breeze closer in. I have some barley tea to drink.”


Sitting Chiho down on the low table at the center of the room, Ashiya presented a Haggen-Boss cup and a glass of tea, adjusting the fan behind him to provide more relief.


The Villa Rosa Sasazuka apartments the Devil’s Castle was currently situated within did not offer air-conditioning as a standard option.


It was possible for tenants to obtain permission from Miki Shiba, the building’s landlord, to install a unit. Theoretically possible, at least. But Shiba was still out in the tropics somewhere, declining to offer any kind of return date.


Maou was motivated enough to investigate, given how (unlike last summer) he had a regular income to fund some AC with. He contacted the property management firm Shiba had left contact information for, but apparently she had never contracted this outfit for matters related to individual building maintenance.


In other words, the so-called property management guys could change the fluorescent lights that lined the hallway, but anything involving private tenant spaces had to go through the landlord first.


She had done so in the past. Take two months ago, when Shiba herself stopped by to discuss the earthquake-proofing work she had scheduled.


However, installing AC in Devil’s Castle involved cutting a hole in the wall to connect the outdoor condenser with the indoor fan. That counted as making “major adjustments” to the building, apparently.


It was especially galling because, while Shiba was overseas somewhere, she was hardly in hiding. On regular occasions, she sent Maou letters describing where she was and what she was up to.


Said letters, though, were usually dated several weeks prior to when they finally reached Maou’s mailbox. By the time a dispatch from one tropical paradise or the other arrived, she would already have moved on to her next idyllic retreat. Making contact was all but impossible.


And more to the point, neither Maou, nor Ashiya, nor Urushihara were willing to open her mail in the first place. They gathered dust deep inside the Devil’s Castle’s prefab shelving. The scars from the “landlord cheesecake pin-up massacre” that befell the trio not long after Urushihara arrived still remained embedded in their hearts.


Thus, the ex-demons had diligently ignored every piece of mail from Shiba until Suzuno moved in next door. Their new neighbor had given them a mouthful about this habit, bringing up the specter of Shiba sending them some sort of important notice and them remaining blissfully unaware. So, not too long ago, the gang decided to open up the most recent letter.


It was the same envelope as always, the gold-lined border giving it the air of contrived luxury. The address was written in an elegant hand using some sort of fountain or quill pen—a sight they were used to by now.


This time around, Maou’s landlord was over in Indonesia. The cheesecake pin-up massacre had taken place in Hawaii, but she wasn’t soaking up the rays on Bali or anything—instead, for motives and purposes that only Shiba could ever truly understand, she had traveled to the island of Borneo to join some spiritual ceremony held by the local indigenous people.


Swallowing nervously, Maou dared a peek at the photograph included. There was his landlord, wearing a highly conspicuous gold-and-silver-spangled dress and a broad-rimmed hat with several dozen colorful feathers jabbed into it like a mutant peacock’s rear end. The inch-thick makeup, meanwhile, was a much more familiar sight.
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