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THE DEVIL PLEDGES TO STAY LEGITIMATE



Perhaps it could be called the ultimate move of self-sacrifice, the equivalent of cutting his own throat in order to save the team. He was defeated in battle, unable to turn the tides of war; he was surrounded, with only a meager crew of fellow warriors. His master’s life was gradually being chipped away, too, under the unwitting spell of one of his own corrupted generals.


He knew the time had come to make a decision. To turn the tables on this desperate scene, he knew he had to take action on his own. He bowed his head to his master as the man dined even now on the tainted food the enemy had provided.


“…My liege.”


“Mm? What, Ashiya?”


Sadao Maou turned to him, his eyes clouded and bleary. His master had been tortured by his foes, beaten down until he was at the bottommost dregs of his energy and motivation. He was being fed far, far more than his stomach ever had a chance of storing. The pall of death was coming into focus on his face even now.


“I would most humbly ask you for some time off.”


“…Huh?”


“Wha?”


“What?!”


“Uhh…”


“Yawwn…”


For the group piled into the narrow confines of Devil’s Castle, aka Room 201 of the sixty-year-old Villa Rosa Sasazuka apartment building, each had their own reaction as they stared agape at the kneeling demon named Shirou Ashiya.
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“Wow,” Emi Yusa—better known as the Hero Emilia and the Devil King’s One True Enemy—said with a blank stare at Ashiya. “Can I take this as a sign that the Devil King’s Army is collapsing?”


She had been in the process of taking up the collar of one Hanzou Urushihara—formerly known as the fallen angel Lucifer, and now more properly known as an unemployed freeloader—in order to toss him out the window. Her attention, diverted by Ashiya’s sudden bombshell, made her grip loosen to the point that Urushihara fell limply to the tatami-mat floor instead.


“Yowch…,” he murmured as he passed out, a hairbreadth away from asphyxiation.


By mere seconds he had avoided his final punishment: His mortal enemy had discovered the tracking device he had snuck into her bag. In many ways, he should’ve been glad to survive with his life.


But it was Ashiya’s master, Sadao Maou himself, who was the most thrown by his faithful assistant’s request for leave.


“Time off? What do you mean…?”


Compared to the glory days, when he had led the combined forces of the demon realms to a breathtaking conquest of every inhabited corner of Ente Isla, even Maou had to admit that he hadn’t done much devilish in nature lately. But was that really enough to make Shirou Ashiya, his Great Demon General Alciel and most trusted of confidants through decades of political intrigue and bloody battles, wish to part ways with him?


Maybe this was about him using all the demonic power he’d gained in the battle against Sariel to repair the collateral damage done to Tokyo’s infrastructure. But he thought that was water under the bridge by now; he’d spent a good hour pleading his case to Ashiya, convincing him that it was the best thing he could have done under the circumstances.


But it was Chiho Sasaki, the only normal human being currently in Devil’s Castle, who spoke up nervously in response.


“Um… This isn’t because I overstepped my boundaries or anything, is it?”


She was part of the crew at the MgRonald fast-food joint in front of Hatagaya rail station. She was also the only person in the world who knew the truth behind the Devil’s Castle denizens and the world of Ente Isla itself—and despite that, she still took a liking to Maou, Devil King or not. She was here to provide him with a home-cooked meal, in fact—something she now did on regular occasions.


“I…I mean, if me and Suzuno cooking for you guys is taking work away from you, Ashiya, I could totally…”


“Er, no,” Ashiya hurriedly replied. “It’s nothing like that, Ms. Sasaki. In fact, getting to share in your kindness has been tremendously…helpful to me.”


Ashiya’s responsibilities in Devil’s Castle mainly revolved around housework—cooking, laundry, cleaning, and balancing the checkbook. And, inevitably, when a househusband stays on the job for long enough, he can’t help but grow bored of his own cooking. Along those lines, Chiho’s cuisine was one of the few things spicing up his life at the moment.


“Then what kind of nonsense is this?” asked a dubious Suzuno Kamazuki—aka Crestia Bell, cleric of the Church that dominated politics in Ente Isla’s Western Island, and now living in Room 202 down the hall—as she stacked up the empty plastic containers she had brought her food over in. “Both myself and Emilia would welcome the idea of the Devil King’s Army falling apart and being scattered to the four winds, but doing so without any reason strikes me as…unusual.”


Suzuno might have been providing food to her neighbors, but she was every bit the demons’ enemy as Emi was. Thus, she fed them dishes made with Church-sanctified ingredients, just as harmful to them—perhaps even more so—as processed sugars and trans fats. It did wonders to keep the Devil’s Castle budget in the black, but Ashiya always greeted the act with a resigned sneer.


Amid the silence, the Great Demon General took a quick look at Chiho, then Emi, before sadly shaking his head.


“…I apologize, my liege…”


“Whoa, are you serious…?”


Maou, slowly realizing that Ashiya was being deadly serious with him, rose to his feet. His stomach, distended by Suzuno and Chiho’s dual-pronged gastronomical attack, grumbled at him for it as he walked up to the kneeling Ashiya and grabbed him by the shoulders.


“Wh-what aren’t you happy about?! Is this about the hot dog I bought from the convenience store on the way home from work the other day?! Or the store receipt you asked me to hang on to that I lost? Oh, man, I told you I bought that two-ply toilet paper by accident!”


Emi, watching behind Maou, gave him a forlorn look. That was all the frantic Devil King could think of? “If that’s enough to make your Great Demon General want to leave,” she remarked, “you should’ve demoted him long ago.”


“No, Your Demonic Highness. I have no complaint with you, nor my work environment.”


“You don’t?”


To Emi, the fact that his master was in a panic about a hot dog—and the fact that he was making his top general toil as a househusband for the foreseeable future—seemed like ample cause for complaint.


“It is just that…I fear our demonic forces will face ruin before long if this continues. My retiring from the front lines may allow us the chance to avoid this…”


“What are you talking about?!” Maou’s gaze drilled into Ashiya’s head. “I don’t get it, man!” The two of them, master and servant, gave each other deeply troubled looks before Ashiya bowed his head in defeat.


“…Allow me to explain outside, my liege.”


As the two of them left, the remainder of the group—save the unconscious Urushihara—looked at one another, puzzled.


When they returned through the door a few moments later, however, Maou was suddenly far more composed.


“Yo, Emi. Chi, too.”


“…What?”


“Y-yes?”


“Sorry, but do you guys mind heading home? I’ll explain later, but…for now, we need to be alone.”


There was no longer any of the carefree breeziness that generally defined Maou’s expression. In fact, there seemed to be a twinge of sadness to it.


“Sure, sure, whatever,” Emi snorted. “Let’s go, Chiho.”


“B-but, Yusa…”


“Chi,” Maou offered to his confused comrade. The single syllable conveyed that there was nothing to worry about.


“A-all right, but…” Chiho couldn’t resist asking the question anyway. “Ashiya…you won’t leave for good, will you?”


“…Don’t worry,” Maou replied, Ashiya himself apparently not in the mood for speech.


“Are you sure?” Emi interrupted. “Because if you’re forming a guerrilla commando unit or something, I’m gonna kill you.”


“Will you just go already?!” Maou said as he pushed his nemesis along, though he gave a quick, reassuring nod to Chiho along the way.


Ashiya was waiting by the front door, still silent. He received a small bow from Chiho and no acknowledgement whatsoever from Emi as they walked by. He sighed deeply as he watched them go.


“…Well. Quite a strange turn of events, this,” Suzuno commented. As a Villa Rosa Sasazuka resident, she was the only visitor left in the room, although recent developments made her presence seem supremely awkward. “Right, then,” she added as she began to stand up—only to be stopped by Ashiya stepping back inside.


“Wait, Crestia Bell. You are to stay.”


“…What?”


Turning back, she found Ashiya giving her a glare as hard as his words, and Maou matching it.


Suddenly, she found herself in a far less secure position than before. Instinctively, she readied her body and removed the hairpin from her head. There was a flash of light, and then the hairpin was a massive hammer, one that seemed impossible for the slight woman to wield.


The cross-shaped hairpin was the agent she used to summon her Light of Iron magic, and the resulting warhammer was powerful enough to smash the giant electrical transformers that powered Shinjuku station. It could have flattened three destitute, powerless ex-demons like gnats, but being surrounded like this still made her nervous.


“Enough of this act,” she said, attempting to keep them from making the first move. “Even alone, I could easily destroy you all.”


“Silence, Bell,” Ashiya continued. “We are seeking your assistance. You have no right to refuse.”


“Such nonsense! I have no right, you say? With your puny powers, how could you ever support such a demand?”


“It’s nothing like that,” Maou said, crossing his arms as he shot a glance at the still-unresponsive Urushihara. “You simply have no choice, is all. The forty thousand yen Urushihara sucked out of our bank account for the tracking device… You’re kind of at fault for that, too.”


A garbage collection truck passed by the apartment building, offering garbled advertising guidance through a tinny speaker on its side.


“…Forty thousand?” Suzuno said, body still steeled for battle.


“Yeah. That’s how much he spent on that gadget we used to find Chi and Emi after you and Sariel kidnapped them.”


“That…gadget?”


Suzuno shot a surprised look at Urushihara. She had been wondering about that. How did Maou find her, doing Sariel’s bidding on the tippy-top of the towering Tokyo Metropolitan Government Building?


“Is…is that even possible?”


“At any rate, you understand now, do you not?” Ashiya interjected. “Why you cannot turn down our behest, Bell?”


“Starting tomorrow, Ashiya’s gonna go out and earn some money, so we can make up the forty thousand yen we spent on that thing for Chi’s sake. That’s why he asked me for a break. Even if I took on extra shifts at work, forty thousand’s just an astronomical number. I could never make that up by myself.”


“…Ugh.”


Suzuno winced.


“I won’t ask for half, but you’re, like, at least a third responsible for this, right? Especially given how you’re the one who kidnapped Chi.”


“That…I…”


Suzuno attempted to counter, but found her spirit flagging. Her hammer fell helplessly to the tatami mats.


Several days before, Sariel descended from Ente Isla’s version of heaven in search of the Better Half, the holy sword Emi housed within her body. The ensuing conflict almost resulted in a one-way ticket to another planet for Chiho. And Suzuno, in no position to defy the orders of an archangel, was the one who had lured Chiho to him.


In the end, the day had been saved by Maou’s storming up the skyscraper and rescuing the trapped Emi and Chiho, neatly relieving Suzuno of her Ente Islan obligations along the way. The only reason he knew where to find them was because he followed the tracking device Urushihara had hidden inside Emi’s bag.


“I can’t really fault Urushihara for wasting our money this time, either. I mean, really, if it wasn’t for that transmitter thingy, we’d have no idea what to do, and Chi and Emi would’ve been taken away from Earth long ago.”


“Very much so, my liege…although I still question the need to spend forty thousand all at once.”


“Well, hindsight is twenty-twenty and all that, isn’t it, Ashiya? I know we need to teach Urushihara a lesson about his spending habits, but for this time, at least…”


Maou’s eyes were on a now thoroughly despondent Suzuno.


“And that is why you sent Emilia and Chiho away, then?”


“Indeed,” Ashiya nodded. “If we told Ms. Sasaki about this, you know how she would react. She would blame herself and offer to pay the entire sum. And we could not possibly accept any aid from Emilia. We used that device to rescue Ms. Sasaki, after all, not the likes of her. But there will be no palming responsibility for this off on Ms. Sasaki. We are the ones who got her involved with events on Ente Isla, after all.”


A few moments ago, when Chiho spotted “Card payment: 40,000 yen; User: Dumbassyhara” in the Devil’s Castle financial notebook, Ashiya made sure the subject remained firmly focused on Urushihara’s extravagant shopping sprees mainly so Chiho wouldn’t pick up on the truth and feel all guilty about it. It made things smoother all around if she and Emi just assumed Urushihara blew the money on the tracking device for no particular reason—none beyond the voyeuristic opportunities it allowed him. As a result, all Chiho was aware of was Urushihara’s blatant invasion of Emi’s privacy—something Emi subsequently half-murdered him for.


“…You are being remarkably thoughtful for a pack of horrid demons,” Suzuno bitterly whispered. “So, what of it? What do you want from me? You wish me to repay some percentage of the cost?”


It seemed like a reasonable offer. Maou and Ashiya greeted it with abject scorn.


“Hah. You belittle us. We are the proud Devil King’s Army! We would never accept the filthy lucre of the church we are destined to destroy!”


“Ashiya, you’re talking crazy again.”


“I am more than capable of making up for Urushihara’s foolishness! But to achieve that, I will have to leave Devil’s Castle for a few days. Crestia Bell! While I am gone, you will cover the entire food bill of this domain!”


“Huh? Why?!”


It was not Suzuno, but Maou, whose voice rose up in protest.


“What is it, my liege?” Ashiya replied coolly.


“No, uh… I mean, why make Suzuno cook for us? Couldn’t you just, like, make a few days’ worth and leave us with that?”


“Whatever are you talking about? Ignoring the holy sanctification she places upon it, Suzuno’s cuisine is both nutritious and delicious by homemade standards. It would save us a fortune in food bills.”


“Oh, um…I am hardly that exceptional at it…”


“Don’t compliment her, man! And you—don’t accept the compliment, either! Besides, that makes us sound like a bunch of hoboes. Why can’t we just take her money and—”


“And,” Ashiya continued, “as long as Bell is cooking for you, there is no need for Chiho to suspect anything is amiss when she inevitably comes in to check on you. Two birds with one stone!”


Shrewd, Maou thought. The relationship between Chiho and Suzuno, if not outright hostile, certainly had a competitive aspect to it. Taking advantage of those feelings, while a little too calculating for Maou’s tastes, seemed like a valid approach.


“Huh,” he remarked. “You think?”


“Besides, Your Demonic Highness…without regular meals provided to the both of you, you will inevitably succumb to the temptations of outside junk food and waste even more of our money, will you not?”


“…Um.”


Maou, who had just inadvertently confessed to exactly that, fell silent.


“Urushihara, for his part, would no doubt use my absence to gorge himself on pizza delivery and other trash. Health and nutrition are second-class concerns to him. If I had to pick between frozen franchise food packed with preservatives and MSG or freshly prepared meals with just a tad of sanctification added to it, I think the choice is blindingly obvious!”


“It is summer, though,” Suzuno said, scratching one of her cheeks. “I’m afraid I have few raw ingredients left to work with.”


“Regardless!” Ashiya declared, again ignoring all asides. “I will not be gone for long! For just a few days, as long as Ms. Sasaki and Emilia don’t pick up on anything, you and Urushihara can keep things on the cheap. Soon, our ledger will return to the black and our Devil King’s Army will be rescued from ruin! I tell you, it will work out!”


“Great,” Suzuno and Maou agreed in tandem. Suzuno paused for a moment, nonplussed, then added:


“…All right, all right! You want my aid? You can have it! I felt just as poorly for Chiho as you did!”


“You are sounding awfully haughty, Crestia Bell…”


“…Ugh,” Suzuno said, blushing in the face of the much taller demon. “I will help you. Is that what you want to hear?”


“…You’re so loud, dudes. What’s up?” Urushihara, choosing this exact moment to shift from unconsciousness to mere sleeping, sat up and rubbed his eyes.


“Urushihara, listen,” Maou murmured.


“Huh?”


“Just watch your food, your cash, and your attitude, okay?”


“…Where’d that come from?”


Nobody answered the question.
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The following morning:


“The spices are over there, got it? We don’t have very much rice left, but what we have is stored under the sink, inside that cabinet. Make sure you wash and dry the rice bin before pouring in more rice.”


“…Right.”


“The knives should be sharpened well enough, but the stone’s also under the sink, should you need it. If you use any of our washcloths, wash them and hang them on this mini rack up here to dry.”


“Very well…”


“And I must remind you, always make sure you thoroughly wash the rice cooker after each use. Lid and container, all right? Urushihara always leaves dried rice bits inside whenever he uses it. I’m talking both sides of the lid, too, do you understand?”


“All right! Just leave already!!”


Being lectured on kitchen etiquette was not Suzuno’s idea of an enjoyable start to the day. She was hardly a slob herself, although the idea of Ashiya running such a tight ship in his own domicile unnerved her a little.


Ashiya’s predeparture rundown continued on for several more minutes. At the end, they came to the agreement that Suzuno would provide all nonrice ingredients and cooking duties. It left her with mixed emotions; stuffing the demons full of Church-grade holy food usually filled her with glee—but the idea of them asking for it gave her pause. That, and something about using the Devil’s Castle kitchen eliminated the “I slaved over this back at my place, so you better appreciate it” sense of superiority she relished.


“Oh… Leaving already, Ashiya?”


Suzuno’s shouting was enough to wake up the yawning Maou, still half covered in the single sheet he slept under.


“Sure is cold this morning… Dang, 5:30 AM?! You’re leaving this early?”


“I was asked to arrive at the Barres building on Shinjuku’s west side by half past six. I figured the sooner I left, the better, just in case.”


“…Well, I dunno where you’re going, but good luck.”


“Absolutely.”


Maou had given Ashiya permission to take a few days off from his Devil’s Castle duties, but for some reason Ashiya was reluctant to reveal either his destination or the exact nature of his new work. He’d never quite managed to get it out of him. Ashiya stated that it was nothing illegal or physically dangerous, and that was good enough for Maou—although he couldn’t guess why he had to meet up with someone this early in Shinjuku on a Friday. He pushed his blanket aside, stood up, and shivered a bit in his short-sleeved shirt.


“…I have already made breakfast,” Suzuno flatly stated. “If you are that cold, warm up with some miso soup.”


Looking over toward the kitchen, Maou saw a wooden-handled saucepan resting on one of the gas burners, steam rising out from it in the chilly air. “Whoa, nice,” he said as he hurried up to it. Suzuno winced at the display, as Ashiya nodded approvingly at it.


“I am off, Your Demonic Highness. Please, whatever you do, keep an eye on Lucifer’s behavior.”


“Ahh, he’ll be fine. Emi nearly killed him yesterday. I doubt he’ll waste any more of our money… Not this month, anyway.”


“No. Not this month.”


Urushihara was cocooned in his own blanket like a baby moth, the picture of comfort as he softly snored.


“…Man, it really is cold.”


“Perhaps. Oddly so, for the summer. Maybe it will rain later.”


It had been an hour after they saw Ashiya off. The sun was now fully risen, but the temperature stubbornly refused to budge. Maou and Suzuno wouldn’t have had any way of knowing it—owning neither a TV, nor a radio, nor a cell phone capable of receiving news stories—but a low-pressure front from mainland Asia was pushing away the warmer air from the Pacific, keeping temperatures low across metro Tokyo. The high temperature was eighty-six degrees Fahrenheit yesterday, but forecasters were calling for the mercury to stay in the sixties today. The cold still wasn’t enough to awaken Urushihara, currently rolled up in a ball.


“Maybe I better go with long sleeves today,” Maou murmured as he pulled out the plastic clothing bin that contained the demons’ winter gear. “No need to go crazy with a sweater, but…”


Maou and Ashiya survived their first winter in Japan with layers. Lots and lots of layers. He wistfully recalled how they shopped for the thickest, cheapest gear they could find in order to avoid freezing to death, given that Devil’s Castle lacked a suitable heater or even a futon to sleep on.


“Weird. I could’ve sworn I bought a Warm Tech shirt from UniClo last year.”


He and Ashiya both had a pair from UniClo’s line of heat-trapping undergarments. But, try as he might, he couldn’t find the shirt anywhere in the clothing bin.


“Are you that useless?” Suzuno asked with disapproving eyes. “Do you need Alciel to help you so much as find a single article of clothing?”


Maou averted his eyes.


“You are probably the type of person who forgets where you put your new socks after your old ones grow holes, aren’t you?”


“Don’t be stupid. We don’t have any new socks here in the first place. Ashiya sews up any holes that pop up.”


Urushihara turned over in his sleep behind them.


“…Is that how impoverished you are, Devil King?”


“Y’know,” a testy Maou replied, “as a high-level Church cleric, I figured you people would have a little more compassion for the poor. If you’re trying to save money, you have to get as much out of everything as you can.”


Maou fumbled around another bin in the closet before fishing out a lightbulb encased in a cardboard sleeve labeled “20W.” He took it out and handed it to Suzuno.


“Here, try shaking it.”


“Huh…? It’s broken, is it not? Did you forget to put it in the garbage?”


“Of course not. If you put this inside a sock, that makes it a lot easier to sew up any holes in it. You should try it when you get a chance.”


Urushihara turned over on his side once again.


“I think it probably goes without saying that everything in Ashiya’s sewing kit came from the hundred-yen shop, too…”


“Enough already.” This was starting to sadden Suzuno. “Your shift begins in the afternoon, does it not? Do you require lunch?”


“If you could, thanks,” Maou said as he carefully pushed the bulb back into its sleeve.


“…Very well. I’ve already prepared all the ingredients, so just tell me whenever you feel hungry. And wake up Lucifer already, would you?”


“Yeah, sorry.”


Suzuno, having said everything she needed to, returned to her apartment. The moment the door closed behind her, she turned to the mirror stand facing her. She stared at her reflection, then fell to her knees, despondent.


“A Great Demon General, using a burned-out lightbulb to mend his socks…”


With Suzuno having mangled his bicycle a few days before, Maou was proceeding with his commute on foot for the time being. This meant he was starting to sweat a bit, even in the unseasonably cool weather, by the time he arrived at MgRonald. He guessed he’d be freezing again by the time night fell.


As evening approached, Chiho arrived for her own after-school shift, looking a little worried. “So,” she asked, “did Ashiya leave already, or…?”


“Um? Yeah.”


Maou had yet to explain to the girls what had gone on yesterday. But, mainly in order to keep Chiho from feeling guilty, the demons and Suzuno had a story concocted and ready for her.


“I wouldn’t worry about him, though. He found himself a nice-paying temp gig, is all.”


“A temp gig…?”


“Yeah. It’s just, you know, after all that stuff with Sariel and Suzuno, he was kind of worried about leaving the two of us to ourselves, is all.”


There was nothing false about that statement. He just omitted the fact that he was off to get Devil’s Castle out of the red, not further into the black.


“Oh… I get it. So he’ll be back in the evenings?”


“Uh, not quite. He’s staying over for a few days…I guess?”


“Oh? What kind of work would need that from him?”


“Good question…”


Maou’s vague response was not because he was hiding something. He honestly had no idea where Ashiya went. He knew that Ashiya worked short-term gigs like this now and then even after he’d gone full-time at MgRonald, but he didn’t have a grasp of every place he went.


“All he said was, it’s a job he never thought he’d take on as a Demon General.”


That was a quote from their conversation in the hallway.


“Wow, what would that be? Something dangerous?”


“Nothing too dangerous, I don’t think. Or illegal. Ashiya wouldn’t do something that’d get us in trouble, anyway.”


“True, yeah,” Chiho said, her expression a little clouded at Maou’s ambiguous answer. Maou decided to swiftly change the subject before she picked up on any other signals.


“Thing is, though, Urushihara is by himself in Devil’s Castle right now. I’m a lot more worried about that! Like, what if he wastes more of our money, or leaves the gas on all day…?”


“Yeah…”


His cheerfulness did little to change Chiho’s demeanor.


“But y’know,” Maou began, trying a sterner approach as he patted Chiho on her shoulder, “I really don’t think you need to worry much about us. If you’re that concerned about Ashiya, feed him some home-cooked food when he’s back, okay? He’ll probably tell you all about it then.”


“…Okay! I’ll try to make something good for him.”


The smile finally returned a little to Chiho’s face. A subsequent mini rush of evening customers brought them both back to the hustle and bustle of work. It kept going steadily until nine PM, the end of Chiho’s shift.


Maou wasn’t entirely sure he cleared Chiho’s mind of all doubt, but this would have to work for now. Even if she found out later, as long as Ashiya came back with forty thousand yen in hand, at least she wouldn’t feel obliged to contribute any more to them. Foisting the responsibility for this on the shoulders of a high-school student would be a stain on his good name as Devil King.


Right now, all he had to do was hold down the fort with Urushihara.


“…And that’s what I’m the most worried about,” he muttered to himself as he walked the dark path back home, another Friday night shift in the books. As he expected, the night was brisk, an autumnal chill against his skin. Suzuno mentioned there’d be udon noodles waiting for him for dinner; it wasn’t exactly a summer dish, but on a night like this, it’d actually kind of work. Maou found himself looking forward to it.


But what awaited him at home was the shock of his life.


“Um…what the hell is all this?”


The moment he stepped through the front door of his castle, his vision turned white. Greeting him was Suzuno, seated with a pained expression on her face, and Urushihara, racked with desperation. That, and—neatly arranged in front of them—an array of merchandise Maou had never seen before in his life: fresh fruit, what must have been several dozen bottles of kitchen cleaner, a newspaper dated today, and…


“…A brand-new fire extinguisher, five feather-bed futons, and a water filter in the sink.”


“Wha… Wha… Wha…?”


“All told, about forty-five thousand yen, it seems.”


Suzuno’s voice sounded like the tolling of Death itself from beyond the grave.
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Chiho was seated on her bed, clutching a heart-shaped cushion as she made a call.


“…Oh, hey, this is Chiho. Sorry I’m calling you so late. Anyway, yeah, it sounds like he’s gone out on a temp job of some kind… Right. He said he was staying on-site for it or whatever, so he’s not gonna be back all that soon… Yeah, I know, right?”


Her expression was far from bright and cheerful as she spoke.


“Anyway, tomorrow’s Saturday, so I’ll make something up for them. It’s the least I can do and all, so… All right. Talk to you later.”


She ended the call, flung the phone down on the bed, then lay down and sighed.


“Maybe I was being mean to Urushihara after all.”








[image: ]











“Did… Did you buy all of that, Urushihara…?”


The fallen angel’s shopping habits up to this point mostly revolved around computer accessories, snacks, and anything with sugar in it. Maou feared that the obsession was now spiraling into a mania of purchasing random objects for giggles.


“Dude, no!” Urushihara countered in an uncharacteristic panic. “You think I’d actually buy all this useful household crap?!”


“Okay, so what’s going on, huh?! ’Cause none of this was here when I left this afternoon!”


“Calm down, Devil King.”


Suzuno rose from her seat on the floor and thrust something that looked like a receipt in front of Maou’s face.


“What’s that? …Wait, a purchase order? One external hard drive…two thousand yen?”


“…Look, I know why Ashiya had to go out and work, okay?” Urushihara muttered, head tilted downward. “I know I can’t pay it all back myself…but I figured I could pitch in a little, at least.”


“It would appear,” Suzuno interjected, “that Lucifer was a victim of acquisition fraud.”


“Acquisition…fraud?” Maou’s eyebrows arched at the unfamiliar term.


“Yes. When someone visits you, promising to purchase your precious items, then forces you to sell them at fraudulently low prices.”


“…Oh, yeah, I heard about that.”


Maou had heard stories along those lines from the retirees he worked with during neighborhood volunteer cleanup duty. Mr. Watanabe, one of the regulars at his day job, mentioned some rumors about shady individuals going door-to-door with that scheme, mostly targeting older people and stay-at-home moms. The local neighborhood association had put a notice about it in their most recent newsletter.


“So you sold some kinda computer part to help pay back the forty thousand yen?”


“Yeah…but…”


“It would appear,” said Suzuno, eyes uncommonly sympathetic for Urushihara’s plight, “he came across a particularly cruel fraudster. It was a hard sell disguised as a purchasing service. By the time I realized something was amiss, it was already as you see here.”


“Yeah, but…a newspaper subscription? The fruit, even?! What kind of rip-off artist sells everything from fruit to fire extinguishers?”


“I’m sorry. The fruit and newspaper were from other guys. I couldn’t say no to ’em.”


“Oh, come on.” Maou fell to his knees. “What are you, stupid?! Just say you don’t need that crap!”


“But, dude, they said they wouldn’t leave unless I bought their stuff! Like, they said it was some kind of trial offer or something! They kept on jiggling the doorknob and stuff, and I didn’t want them to break it or else we’d owe even more money!”


“That’s exactly what they wanted you to think, man! They musta thought you were the most gullible person in the world!”


“Dude, I know, but they kept talking around me, no matter what I said. I couldn’t get them to leave! They were really, like, convincing and stuff…”


Maou had to wonder what kind of talent it took to so thoroughly fleece a fallen angel and an alleged demon. Having never encountered a pitch like this, it was tough for him to picture.


“Devil King,” Suzuno said, “there is no point berating Lucifer right now. No, not this supposed Great Demon General willing to fall for a newspaper-subscription pitch.”


“Bell,” Urushihara protested, “you’re just rubbing salt in my wounds, okay?”


“The newspaper and fruit are fine. We can always have the subscription canceled, and the fruit was not that terribly expensive anyway. I would have said no,” Suzuno said as she held a pear in the palm of one hand, “even if I saw this for half the price at the grocery store, but regardless…”


“I said quit it, Bell…”


“The problem is the other three items. Lucifer?”


“Oh. Uh…check this out, Maou,” Urushihara said as he pointed at his computer screen.


“This website? ‘Deluxe Life International Holdings’? What’s with that convoluted name? It’s a bunch of random English words strung together.”


“That’s the website of that sales outfit,” Urushihara explained. “I tried calling the number they listed on there via SkyPhone.”


“And?”


“Nobody picked up. I looked it up, and their HQ address is at a mixed-use office building in Tokyo. So I looked up their IP address, but the site’s hosted on a rental server. I don’t think their office PCs are connected to the Net.”


“…So?”


“So, I mean, the extinguisher, the futons, the filter… I dunno if we can make ’em take those back. It’s totally a bad company.”


“Uh… Whoa. Wait a second. You said it was forty-five thousand yen total, right?”


Urushihara and Suzuno turned their faces away in tandem. The fallen angel didn’t even have so much as a piggy bank to his name—any cash that wasn’t in their shared bank account would have been in either Ashiya’s or Maou’s possession. In other words, whether he purchased this junk via credit or debit, that bank account would have already been charged.


“Ashiya’s out working right now to make up for the last forty thousand,” Maou grimly intoned. “And now look…”


Both he and Urushihara felt a cold shiver run down their spines. They were now another forty-five thousand yen in the hole—and it was flushed down the proverbial toilet.


“We gotta do something before he gets back.”


“Yeah…or else he’ll go on a demonic rampage!”


“He is a demon, yes,” Suzuno added.


“Ashiya said he’d be back on Sunday night,” said Maou.


“We gotta figure something out,” Urushihara added, “or we may never see Monday morning.”


“We? I didn’t do anything wrong!” Maou exclaimed.


“I doubt Alciel would lend an ear to that excuse,” Suzuno sadly retorted. “Truly, Devil’s Castle has become a rudderless boat in his absence.”


“Ugh! I knew it!!”


Maou’s scream was enough to make the apartment walls shake.
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“This is it, huh…?”


Maou scoped out the tenant list on the front of the building. By sheer coincidence, the office building that housed Deluxe Life was within walking distance of Devil’s Castle. He was expecting it somewhere downtown or in one of Tokyo’s entertainment districts, but it was actually a dusty old building, nestled in anonymously among one of the thoroughfares that crossed the Koshu-Kaido road near Villa Rosa.


“Huh,” he said to himself. “At least they aren’t yakuza or anything.”


Urushihara calling them a “bad company” kindled that possibility in his mind, but when he summoned his nerve and climbed up the stairs, he found a seemingly typical business space, with a metallic sign and reinforced glass doors forming an entryway. He could see a woman there, too. For Maou, who was here to demand the company issue a refund for the items they pushed on Urushihara, it was something of a relief.


He pulled the door open, which was enough to alert the receptionist of his presence.


“Good morning, sir. What can I help you with today?”


“Um,” Maou began, “a salesman from your company visited us yesterday.” He went on to explain the whole story to the front-desk lady—how they were approached by the salesman, how he wasn’t personally at home at the time, how none of the merchandise had been used, and how badly he needed to return it.


“All right. This was over in Sasazuka then, sir? Give me just one moment while I find an agent for you, please.”


The woman rose to her feet, took a thick manila folder out from a cabinet visible from Maou’s seat, flipped through the pages for a little bit, then dialed an internal number on her phone.


“Hello, I have a return request at the front desk… All right. Certainly.”


Putting the receiver down, she pointed out a pair of small couches on one side of the reception area. “One of our agents will be here shortly,” she said. “Please, have a seat over there.”


“Thanks.”


This was going better than he thought. Maybe they didn’t pick up Urushihara’s phone call simply because they were a small company and ran out of free lines or something.


As Maou sat and waited, a man in a suit appeared from behind the reception desk. After exchanging a few words with the previous woman, he approached the other sofa. He was thin, bespectacled, and about the same size as Maou.


“Thanks for waiting! My name is Kuryu, and I’m the returns specialist for our retail division. You were Mister…Maou, correct?”


“Yes, sir…”


“And you’d like to return a…let’s see here… Ah, a fire extinguisher, futon set, and water filter?”


“Right, yeah. That stuff.”







OEBPS/images/insert3.jpg
The devil any the Herp

Go Futon Shopping

-





OEBPS/images/insert2.jpg





OEBPS/images/insert4.jpg
BEVIL PLEEES
TOYoT AVANE GITIMATE

THE BEVIL PSS
IAYCAT{OERATHEISTREEIT]

THE BEVIL AN THE [ERO
(GOJEUTONISHORPING

IA\EEWIDAYS]EEEORE:
TTHE TEENACER 1S A RAEARIEY






OEBPS/images/insert1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780316472623.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
§/
SATOSHI {}/
WAGAHARA \
ILLUSTRATED BY I 029 -
(ONIKU) IS
2]
LY S
éa/ivu«n\-ﬁf

NEW YORK





