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    Chapter 1

    The Small-Fry Bat Meets a Feast

    On a moonlit night, bathed in the light of a moon so large it seemed to fill the sky, a high-pitched *kii kii* echoed through the air. That’s right—it was my cry.

I’m just a humble Vampire Bat. And while I may be a monster, my rank is, by my own and everyone else’s admission, the absolute lowest of the low. A small-fry. I’m so weak that even a large, non-monster carnivore could probably make a meal of me.

My job is to repel any humans who enter the forest and report back if I find any strong ones. Those are the orders I was given by my Master. And speaking of my Master, you can probably guess from the fact that he commands a Vampire Bat like me—yep, he’s a Vampire. Vampires and bats, right? It’s a classic pairing. The kind of vampire who dons a black tailcoat and cape to sip the blood of beautiful maidens. I know there are all sorts of vampires these days with different attributes and variations, but my Master is a pretty standard one. Still, according to the Senior Bats, he’s an incredibly powerful vampire. What’s that? You’re wondering why a simple vampire bat is so knowledgeable about vampire tropes?

That’s because I used to be a human living on Earth. Yes, I died and was reincarnated as a monster in another world.

◆

My life in my previous world was miserable. I was betrayed by so many people, and even when I was caught up in circumstances beyond my control, like the death of my family, no one around me offered a helping hand. You could just say I had bad luck, but the people I met were truly that awful. The people who caused my misery, the people who trampled on me when I fell on hard times as if it were a godsend, the people who snatched away the support I should have received. After being shown the absolute worst of human malice, I died. I don’t even remember how.

And as a result, I was reincarnated as a weak monster in another world. But honestly, I feel much more at ease over here. Monsters don’t scheme against and crush their own kind like humans do. Sure, there’s a pecking order based on survival of the fittest and squabbles over food, but there isn't any of that clinging, insidious malice of the human world. They don’t spread ill will just to satisfy their own spite. This is truly the world of beasts. As long as I do my job, my Master is fair, and I can eat by preying on weak animals or injured humans. My heart is truly lighter than when I was human.

"Hm? What’s this scent?"

I noticed the smell of blood. A bat’s body may have poor eyesight, but its sense of smell is keen. More than anything, the scent of blood wafting toward me was unbelievably delicious. There was no way I could miss it.

"The scent of a feast! I have to go now!"

With a smell this good, the other senior bats are sure to pick it up soon!

I hurriedly descended toward the source of the scent. There, I found a single human.

"Ugh, uuh…"

He was covered in wounds, bleeding from all over his body. Despite being in the forest at night—a forest that was practically a vampire’s private domain—he wasn't wearing any armor. Instead, he was clutching a single, faintly glowing blue sword as if it were his lifeline.

His breathing was shallow, and I could tell he was so weak that he would die if left alone. Yes, this is my chance! I could never win against an armed human, but a dying one is unlikely to fight back! And someone this big is a feast that my tiny body could never finish, even with all the blood he’s lost! If the senior bats get here, they’ll definitely steal it. I have to drink as much as I can right now!

"Well then, time to dig in!"

I sank my fangs into the man’s neck with gusto.

"Guh!? Wha—a Vampire… Bat…?!"

The man was surprised and tried to pull me off. But strangely, his arm fell back to the ground before it could reach me. Huh? Did he die already?

"Hah, whatever. Do as you please."

It seems he just gave up.

"It’s far better to be eaten by you than to be killed by them. You can have all my blood."

Hm, sounds like there’s some complicated backstory here. But that has nothing to do with me! I’m just a Vampire Bat, after all! I began to *chuu chuu* drink the man's blood. It was more delicious than anything I’d ever tasted, and I lost myself in sucking it down.

"Delicious! So delicious! I’ve never had blood this good before!"

The satisfaction was overwhelming, like eating a massive steak! I could feel the nutrients spreading through my entire body. I think I can even taste something other than blood, but hey, I’ll just think of it as seasoning.

"Delicious, delicious!"

I continued to drink, completely absorbed.

"Ah, I’m losing all feeling. So this is… how I die…"

The man was muttering something, but sorry, I’m a little busy drinking blood right now!

"I’m disappearing, fading away. Ah, fine. I’ll give it all to you. Everything. All of me, everything I have, I’ll give it to you… So in return. You will… them…"

"*Puhaa!*"

Lost in my feeding frenzy, my fangs finally detached from the man’s neck once my stomach was full.

"That was delicious! Thanks for the meal!"

I offered my thanks to the man, only to see the shriveled, dried-up husk of a human before me.

"Whoa, he’s turned into a Mummy?!"

Huh? No way, did I drink that much blood?! No, no, no, that can’t be right. My body is too small to drink that much! I thought maybe the other senior bats had come and joined in, but there wasn't another Vampire Bat in sight.

"Did I really drink it all by myself?"

As I stood there, shocked by my own unexpected gluttony, I suddenly felt my body grow hot.

"Wh-what is this?!"

I felt something rampaging inside me.

"Huh? Huh? Huh?"

It continued to rage within my body, trying to burst out.

"N-no way, did some kind of freaky creature parasitize me, like in that movie?!"

This is bad, bad, bad! I just had a delicious, full meal, and now I’m going to die?! Something thrashed even more violently inside me, and I couldn't even stand.

"N-no. No. Noooooo!"

And then something burst out from within me.

Ah, I died again. But this time it was after a huge feast, so maybe it’s a little better than my last life?

"…"

And so, my second life came to an end.

"*Hohhoo*."

"*Jijijijijiji*."

*Gasa gasa…*
*Saa…*

I could hear an owl hooting and insects chirping. The rustle of grass as some beast moved, the sound of wind passing through the trees. Most of all, the hardness of the ground.

"Wait, I’m not dead yet?!"

Wondering when I would finally die, I shot up with a start. As I did, something white cascaded over my hand with a *zaa* sound.

"What’s this… Thread? No. Hair?"

It was incredibly long hair. But that’s strange. The hair of the man I drank from was bright red. And it was short. It definitely wasn't white hair long enough to touch the ground. Could it be another person who was chasing him?! I hurriedly looked up, but all I could see was the large moon and the stars glittering around it.

"Huh? No one’s here."

I looked around, but there were no other humans. Nothing else, either.

"That’s weird."

As I tilted my head, I felt a silky sensation brush against my body.

"Huh?"

I looked down and saw it was that same white hair. I followed the strands to find their source. My hand, tracing the hair, touched my own body.

"Oh, huh?"

Why is it attached to me? I was confused. I was just a Vampire Bat, right? I didn’t have long, white hair like this. In fact, if I had hair this long, I wouldn’t be a Vampire Bat anymore, I’d be some other creature entirely! I patted my body all over, trying to figure out what had happened to me.

A face, a normal face! A nose, a mouth, ears… that are a little pointy!

"My body is… my chest is smaller than my previous life, no, more modest. My arms are really pale? My legs—whoa, my thighs are so slender! And! My waist! My waist is so thin! So incredibly thin!"

My waist had become exceptionally narrow. About the same as my previ—ahem, my previous self! My legs are slender, too. My whole body was slim, and my skin was incredibly white. My hair was long, fluffy, and white. Does this mean my face has become super cute, too? I really hope so.

"Wait, huh? I was a Vampire Bat, wasn't I? Why do I have a human body?!"

It was only then that I realized I had returned to a human form.

"What is happening to me?!"



    Chapter 2

    The Mummy Is Moving for Some Reason

    I was just your average reincarnated Vampire Bat, and when I came to, I had a human body.

"What is happening to me?!"

Seriously, what’s going on?! Somebody, tell me! In times like these, in times like these, I need someone knowledgeable… a Senior Vampire Bat! No… that won’t work. The senior bats are knowledgeable as Vampire Bats, but they don’t have any specialized knowledge. I remember times when they’d get some important info but fail to realize its significance and forget to report it. My Master would put a hand to his brow and sigh, "I suppose it’s true. You lot don’t possess the intelligence to understand such things."

Incidentally, since I had memories of being human in my past life, I made sure to report any information that seemed important. Because of that, my Master would praise me, saying, "You may be small, but you are quite perceptive," and would even give me fruit sometimes.

"Ah, that’s it! My Master! If I ask my Master!"

My Master might be able to understand this situation—no, he definitely will! So, I decided to hurry back to the castle where he resides… but.

*Pyon pyon!*

"Huh? I can’t fly?!"

I tried to fly home, but for some reason, I couldn’t!

"Oh, right. Because I have a human body now!"

What have I done?! I can’t fly back like this!

I guess I have no choice but to walk. Fortunately, I know which direction the castle is in. Just as I resigned myself to walking back, I heard a *kachan* sound from behind me.

"Hm?"

When I turned around, a Mummy was standing there.

"Eh?"

Huh? The Mummy is standing. Um, dead bodies don’t stand, right? Oh, wait, this is another world, so maybe it became an undead and started moving.

"But undead are…"

My Master once said that undead come into being because they have lingering regrets in this world. And unless they are controlled by special powers or magic, they act on instinct according to those regrets, which usually means they attack any living thing nearby. They might mistake someone for the source of their regret and attack, or they might envy the living and try to use that life to resurrect themselves.

And right now, I have a human body, not a monster’s. And I can’t fly.

With a *zuzah*, the Mummy staggered toward me, clutching its sword.

"D-don’t tell me I’m its target?!"

This is bad! It’s going to attack me! I panicked and started to run away. But my legs got tangled, and I couldn't run properly. You can’t blame me; it’s been so long since I had a human body!

As I ran, the Mummy chased after me.

"Gah! It’s chasing me!"

Luckily, the Mummy’s gait was also wobbly, so it couldn't catch up to me. Me, fleeing with clumsy steps, and the Mummy, chasing with staggering steps. From an outsider’s perspective, it must have been a ridiculous sight, but I was desperate!

"S-someone… help…"

Just then, someone emerged from the rustling bushes.

"Ah?!"

But it wasn't the convenient helping hand I’d hoped for. It was something far more terrifying.

"*Grorororoh*."

"A Mad Tiger?!"

The Mad Tiger, the killer of the forest. It boasts a body four times the size of an Earth tiger, and its abilities are, by my estimation, more than ten times greater. What’s more, thanks to its otherworldy nature, its fur has dozens of times the defensive power of an Earth tiger's, its claws are many times sharper than a katana, and they pack more of a punch than a Western sword (again, by my estimation).

When I used to scout from the sky, I saw many human warriors fall prey to its deadly fangs. And now, that Mad Tiger was looking at me, lowering its body. I’ve been completely locked on to!

"*Grooooh!*"

And then it leaped.

"H-h-help me!"

A cry for help that barely formed into words. But there was no one to answer it, and this time, I was surely going to di—

*Zashuh!*

"…!"

*Dozaaaa!*

Something incredibly heavy slammed into the ground, and the surroundings shook. But I didn't feel any pain. Was it because I died instantly?

A powerful scent of blood wafted toward me.

"…Eh?"

Lured by the smell, I opened my eyes to find that my body was completely unharmed. Instead, the Mummy stood before me, holding its pale blue, glowing sword at the ready.

"Huh? When did you…?"

I turned to the source of the scent behind me, and there lay the massive body of the Mad Tiger, split clean in two.

"Did… did you defeat it?"

When I asked, the Mummy nodded.

"Um, you… saved me."

I asked again, and the Mummy nodded once more.

"…Why?"



    Chapter 3

    When in Doubt, Go Back and Ask the Master

    "…"

I walked through the forest. The *gasa gasa* of the grass underfoot echoed around me.

"…"

Through the night forest, I walked, and beside me, the Mummy clutching its sword.

"…"

Seriously, what is up with this Mummy?! And why do I have a human body all of a sudden?! I don’t get any of this! I want to hurry back to Master and have him explain everything!

But a journey that was a single flight as a bat took a long time on foot as a human. And the forest was a treasure trove of dangerous monsters. To be honest, for a small-fry monster like me, the ground was a den of predators.

""""*Grrrrrrr*""""

"!!"

*Shakin shakin shakin!!*

But for some reason, the Mummy was protecting me from all those ferocious beasts. I really don’t get it.

After walking for a while, just as dawn was breaking, I finally made it back to my Master’s castle.

"Finally, I’m here!"

But just as I was about to enter, my body was pulled backward.

"Wha—?!"

It was the Mummy that pulled me. Was it my enemy after all?!

But then, a whoosh of wind blew past my cheek.

"Eh?"

I turned to look, and two spears had been thrust out from the left and right, right where I had been standing. W-wait a minute? If the Mummy hadn’t pulled me just now, would I have died? And now that I noticed, there were two knights clad head-to-toe in armor standing on either side of the castle gate. They must be the gatekeepers. I never noticed them because I always flew in and out.

"This is the castle of the Vampire Duke, Voylard Chromshell-sama. State your business, intruder."

"Eh?"

What are you talking about? I’m a bat who works in this castle! Oh, right! I’m in human form now, so they don’t recognize me!

"I-I’m a Vampire Bat who works here! But when I drank this human’s blood, I suddenly turned into a human, and I didn’t know what to do, so I came back thinking my Master might know something!"

"What?"

After I explained the situation, the gatekeepers glanced back and forth at me while muttering something to each other. When they finished talking, one of them approached me.

"The master has granted you permission to enter. You may pass."

The gate opened with a *gigigi*, and the guards returned to their posts. I cautiously passed between the two of them and entered the castle. Just beyond the gate, I saw a maid. I think these people are vampires, just like my Master.

"I will guide you to the master."

I know where my Master’s room is, I thought, but then I realized I’d always entered through the window. If I just wandered around inside the mansion, I’d probably get lost. So I obediently followed the maid.

"…"

And the Mummy followed along as if it were the most natural thing in the world. I mean, it’s one thing for me to go in, but is it okay for this Mummy, too? Well, it did save me multiple times, so it probably isn't a bad mummy.

"Master, I have brought our guest."

After walking down a corridor decorated like a Western castle, we arrived in a large hall. At the far end was a small flight of stairs, and atop it sat a large chair. It was probably a throne. And on that throne was a familiar figure.

"Welcome, young lady. I welcome your visit."

"Master!"

Seeing a familiar face at last, I let out a sigh of relief.

"Hmm? The guards told me you claimed to be one of my bats, but I do not recognize you."

"B-but I really am a Vampire Bat! I turned into this after drinking that human’s blood!"

I explained to my Master what had happened to me. He then rose from his throne, slowly descended the stairs, and came to stand before me. He then looked me over carefully from above.

"Hmm, I can certainly feel the magical energy of one of my familiars. And that corpse…"

My Master’s eyes gleamed as they fixed on the Mummy standing stock-still behind me. His gaze was filled with an animosity leagues beyond the one he had directed at me; it was so intense I could almost feel the pressure.

"I see. So you drank this man’s blood. That explains it. But to think he would be taken down by a bat."

My Master seemed to have figured something out, nodding over and over again in understanding. Then, he turned back to me with a smile.

"Well done! You did well to dispose of this man!"

"Y-yes, sir?!"

"Your transformation is likely because you drank this man’s blood and killed him."

"I-is that so?!"

So this man was the reason I turned into a human?!

"Congratulations, my little bat. You have devoured the life of a powerful being and evolved into a Vampire!"

With those words, my Master joyfully scooped me into his arms and lifted me high into the air.

"*Hyawah!?* M-me, a Vampire…?!"

W-what does that even mean?!



    Chapter 4

    I Evolved into a Vampire Princess!?

    "Congratulations, you have evolved into a Vampire!"

My eyes went wide at my Master’s unexpected words.

"Wh-what does that m-mean?!"

My Master gently set me down, then returned to his throne, still holding me. For some reason, he sat me on his lap.

"That corpse you drained and killed was a human hero, a being I have fought to the death with many times."

"A hero…"

That blood-soaked man?

"I don’t know how you did it, but you successfully took that man’s life and drained his blood. By doing so, you absorbed his immense power and evolved into a Vampire."

It seems that by defeating a strong opponent and drinking their blood, we Vampire Bats can evolve into Vampires. Wow, I never knew that. The Senior Bats never told me, but I wonder if they didn't know either?

"Still, even if you did devour that man, I find it hard to believe a mere Vampire Bat could evolve into a Vampire. But since you did, you must have had some kind of predisposition for it," my Master mused to himself.

"Well, no matter. In any case, you have done well. With that man no longer on the human side, the expansion of my domain is assured. You must be rewarded."

"A reward?! Is it fruit?!"

Yay! The fruit my Master gives is so delicious!

"Fruit? Hahaha, I see, that’s right. You were originally a Vampire Bat, after all. We can have that later. The reward I have for you is something different. And one more thing."

My Master’s gaze shifted to the Mummy standing blankly in the throne room.

"Offer me that corpse’s sword. Do so, and I shall give you another reward."

He must mean the pale blue, glowing sword the Mummy is clutching to its chest.

"Huh? But that belongs to the Mummy, doesn’t it? And what is that Mummy anyway? Why did it protect me?"

When I asked, my Master looked at me as if to say, *what is this girl talking about?*, before letting out a small "ah."

"I see, you have only just evolved, so it is natural you do not know. We vampires can command those we kill by drinking their blood as our undead familiars."

Oh, of course! That’s a classic trope in vampire movies! I get it now, that Mummy became my familiar!

"Now then, I want the sword your familiar possesses. Will you give it to me?"

"Yes! Please give that sword to my Master."

At my command, the Mummy began to move… but.

"Huh? Why?"

For some reason, the Mummy offered the sword to me, not my Master. Um, maybe it didn't understand my command?

"Haha, even in death, its body remembers that I was its nemesis. It wishes to offer the sword to you, its master, as a final act of defiance. You should accept it."

"I-I understand. Um, thank you."

Just then, as I took the sword from the Mummy, its glow changed from blue to pink.

"Eh? Why?"

"That is proof that the sword’s ownership has been transferred. You are now its master."

I-I see. So when the Mummy had it, it was blue, and now that it’s mine, it’s glowing pink. Why did the color change? Anyway, I have to give the sword to my Master.

"M-Master, here you go."

"Mm."

As my Master took the sword with a pleased look, its color changed from pink to purple.

"Oh! At last, this sword is mine! You have done well, my bat!"

My Master gazed at the sword with immense joy, praising me and ruffling my hair. Wow, this feels like being a kid again.

"Yes, yes. Now, for your reward. A very special reward."

So saying, my Master pulled me closer, and I felt a small pain and a surge of heat in my neck.

"Eh?"

Did I just get… bitten? Why? I was being bitten by my Master. But why? To drink my blood? Weren’t I supposed to get a reward?!

I froze in surprise, but I immediately felt something was wrong.

*Dokun!* My body jolted.

"Ah?!"

Something, something hot was entering my body. I know this! It’s the same feeling I had before I turned human! The thing that entered my body began to rampage within me.

"Aaaaaahhh!!"

And then it burst.

"I have given you my blood. From this day forward, you are my daughter."

I could hear my Master’s voice. But right now, I was so overwhelmed by the feeling of my whole body exploding that I couldn't answer properly.

"And as another reward, I shall give you a name. Merlille. That is your name."

"Me-rlille…"

"From this day forth, you shall be known as Merlille Chromshell! My pure white daughter, the new Vampire Princess!"

And so, I was given my Master’s blood and was reborn, transformed from a mere servant into his daughter.



    Chapter 5

    Goodbye, Fleeting Princess Life (Blink and You'll Miss It)

    "*Poeh…*"

"It suits you very well."

I was wearing a dress. After receiving my Master’s blood and evolving even further into a high-ranking vampire, he had declared, "Mm, next are clothes. Now that you are my daughter, you must dress in a manner befitting your station!" The next thing I knew, I was whisked away by the maids and turned into a dress-up do—er, a dress-up vampire.

"My lady, it suits you very well," a maid said, repeating herself.

"Therefore, you must no longer walk around outside naked."

…Yes, that’s right. Until now, I had been stark naked. But you can’t blame me! I was a bat until just recently. After living for so long where being naked was basically my uniform, it’s only natural that I’d forgotten the concept of clothes!

Thinking back, I feel like those gatekeepers were averting their eyes the whole time they were talking to me. Yeah, that makes sense. If a naked girl suddenly came running out of the forest at night, any gatekeeper would be like, *what is that?* Sorry for getting unreasonably angry, gatekeepers.

But my days as a nudist are over! From today, I am reborn as a civilized, clothed person!

"Ehehe, cute."

Mm, my reflection in the mirror is very cute. In my past life, if I had worn such a frilly dress, people would have definitely called me a weirdo behind my back. But now I’m different! I have been reborn as a Vampire! My appearance is nothing short of otherworldly beauty! So pretty! So cute! I’m so glad I evolved! Thank you, Mummy! Thanks to you, I’ve become cute!

Also, maybe because of the evolution, my hair is super long. It was so shaggy, like I hadn't cut it in years. It was so messy that a maid had to trim it with scissors. Well, thanks to that, the gatekeepers probably couldn’t see my… sensitive parts. Probably. Please let that be the case.

"By the way, I’m a vampire now, right? So why am I showing up in the mirror?"

Vampires not being reflected in mirrors is a classic trope. Or maybe vampires in this world do show up in mirrors?

"That is because this is a Magic Mirror, my lady."

"A Magic Mirror?"

"Yes, it is a mirror with special powers. Most of them are evil items that curse whoever is reflected in them, but…"

"Wha—?! A curse?!"

"They have no effect on us vampires, so they are quite harmless and convenient."

Oh, that scared me. I thought for sure I was going to be cursed. I guess since vampires are evil beings, they have a resistance to evil powers.

◆

"Good morning, my lady."

Night fell—the morning for a vampire—and a maid came to my room.

"Good morning."

After our greeting, the maid stared at me intently. She approached me and, with a swift motion, lifted my skirt.

"…You are wearing your underwear. Very good."

"Yes, I’ve gotten quite used to it now."

That’s right, ever since I became a vampire, I had to undergo a daily clothing check by the maids. It was part of my Master’s—I mean, my father’s—educational policy that I should be able to do the bare minimum for myself, which included getting dressed on my own. Not that dressing myself was any trouble for me, having been human in my past life. I learned how to put on the dresses of this world in no time.

However, due to my old Vampire Bat habits, I would occasionally forget to put on clothes, and the maids would scold me each time.

"This makes it one full week without forgetting your clothes. Congratulations."

"Thank you very much!"

What is this conversation? This is a string of phrases I probably never would have used in my entire past life.

"*Kuu~*"

Just as we finished, my stomach growled. Vampires get hungry, too.

"Then it is time for your meal. Come."

The maid called out of the room, and a beautiful woman entered. Why would a person come in when she said it was time to eat? The answer is simple: this woman is my meal.

Of course, I don’t munch on her head. I’m a Vampire. That means my food is blood. You might ask if I, who was human in my past life, have any resistance to drinking human blood. I would answer with a resounding no, without hesitation. After all, I was reincarnated as a Vampire Bat. At that point, I was already attacking beasts, monsters, and any humans who trespassed in the forest, so there’s no reason for me to feel any aversion now.

Well, I was surprised when I first learned my food was blood back when I was a bat, but at the time, the shock of no longer even having a human form was so great that I was more like, "W-well, if I’ve been reborn, I guess I have to get used to it! I need to adapt to this life!!" I was so focused on adapting that it was almost a way of escaping reality.

As I reminisced, the woman happily bared her neck.

"Please, drink your fill."

Whether she’s being controlled or has been educated this way, she doesn’t seem to dislike having her blood drunk. I don’t know what kind of arrangement leads to a life of having your blood sucked by a vampire, but asking seems scary, so I’ll just quietly tuck that question away in my heart.

"Thank you for the meal."

I bit into her neck with a *kapu*, and an indescribably sweet taste filled my mouth. Mmm! Delicious! When I drank the Mummy’s blood, it was like eating a hearty meat dish, but this woman’s blood is a dessert! It has the elegance of a masterpiece created by a high-class pastry chef.

Seriously, human blood is delicious! It’s a world apart from the blood of the monsters and beasts I’d been drinking until now! Oh, but the blood of the humans who trespassed in the forest tasted bad. I wonder why? Maybe they were raised differently?

After enjoying my vampire meal, it was time for my studies. The studies included some ordinary subjects like arithmetic and history, but the main focus was on how to use my vampire powers.

Even though I had become a Vampire, I had evolved from a bat, so I didn’t really understand what I was capable of. Apparently, those who are born as vampires understand these things unconsciously.

"Vampires possess many abilities. This is because vampires are beings closer to spirits than humans; that is to say, much of their bodily composition depends on magical energy."

Thanks to my knowledge from my past life, I have some understanding of fantasy concepts, but I don't really get the complicated theories. What I did understand is that vampires are something like half-ghosts. It’s like, X% physical body and Y% magical body, and the higher the percentage of physical body, the lower the rank of vampire, while a higher percentage of magical body means a higher-ranking vampire.

And as a bonus, high-ranking vampires can’t be harmed by ordinary weapons.

"Magical energy is a formless existence. Just as you cannot cut the air by swinging an iron sword through it."

In other words, we high-ranking vampires are like magic itself. But we still have some physical body, so we can touch others.

"Vampires, whose bodies are composed of magical energy itself, do not need to process magical energy into spells like humans do. Just as you would move your arms and legs, magic activates on its own simply by wishing for it to happen."

So apparently, we use magic unconsciously. Things like turning into mist or commanding familiars. If you think you can do it, you can. That’s what my tutor told me about vampire magic.

On the day I first evolved into a vampire, I tried to fly home but couldn't. I asked my teacher why I couldn't fly if I could do it just by wanting to, and she replied:

"It was likely because your form had changed so drastically into that of a human. You had always flown with wings, but now you had none. The unconscious recognition that humans cannot fly, and above all, the mental shock of no longer being yourself, was likely the reason you could not use your power."

I see. I was certainly in shock at the time.

"Therefore, let us start by learning to fly. In your former life, flying was second nature to you. If you can learn to do this with your vampire powers, your understanding of your own abilities will become clearer."

So, I started with flying practice. I couldn't just float in the air, so on my teacher's advice, I started by trying to grow bat wings.

"Vampires can transform at will. Picture your former wings while shaping the magical energy within your body into the form of wings."

"Y-yes."

I focused on the image of my wings from my bat days and manipulated the magical energy inside me. And then, wings sprouted. From my arms.

"Excellent. To be able to transform on your first try is quite impressive. However, turning your arms into wings is rather unsightly for a vampire, so let’s try to grow them on your back."

"Y-yes!"

So, I tried again. This time, wings appeared on my back, slightly above my waist.

"I did it!"

"Yes, that position is perfectly acceptable."

However, the completed wings were pure white. My hair is also pure white, so it seems my wings turned out the same way.

Next was flying practice, but that was easy. It was probably because I had spent so long flying as a bat.

And so, having understood how to use my powers, I learned many vampire abilities. I didn't just learn about my powers; I was also taught about vampire common sense, manners, my father, and this world—many things I never knew as a Vampire Bat.

What surprised me most was learning about my Master.

"Your master is one of only seven special vampires in this world, known as the ‘Seven Heavenly Progenitors.’"

"Progenitor?"

I tilted my head at the word, which sounded vaguely familiar.

"The Progenitors are those who stand at the pinnacle of all vampires."

Wow, so my father is an amazing vampire.

"And you, my lady, having received his blood, are ranked second from the top within his bloodline, at the Second Rank."

"Is the Second Rank amazing?"

"…Yes, very. You hold enough authority that all vampires, except for those of the same rank as your master, would bow before you."

"Whaaaat?!"

What’s that?! Does that mean I have the power of a vice president or something?!

"My lady, you must not use such language."

"Ah, yes. I’m sorry."

Yes, my teacher is quite strict about my speech. But you can’t blame me. I went from being less than a temp employee to vice president in one fell swoop! Of course I’d think that getting this kind of treatment just for giving away the Mummy’s sword is too good to be true!

Apparently, the Mummy’s sword was something incredible, and my Master is in a better mood than he’s been in years, so much so that everyone in the castle is surprised by how cheerful he is. Seriously? So, my being made his daughter is a fitting reward. I guess it’s like obtaining a legendary holy sword or something.

"Oh, Merlille!"

"Ah, Mas—Father."

After finishing my lesson, I ran into my father in the hallway on my way back to my room.

"I was just on my way to see you."

So saying, my father picked me up with a smile.

"To see me? If you had called, I would have come to you."

"Hahaha, I wanted to see my cute daughter."

Ever since he got the Mummy’s sword, my Master—no, my father—has been in a really good mood. He picked me up and carried me to my room.

"Now, the reason I came to see you is this. The head maid has informed me that your education is, for the most part, complete."

"Is that so?"

"Indeed. You are now a full-fledged vampire. As such, you must acquire your own domain."

"My own domain…?"

I think my tutor maid mentioned that vampires have their own territories, or domains. And that trespassing on one is equivalent to a declaration of war.

"Therefore, as your father, I command you. Merlille, leave this castle and claim your own domain! From this day forward, you shall leave my protection and live proudly as an independent vampire!"

"…"

Um, does that mean I have to leave this place? All by myself? Into a dangerous world teeming with monsters?

"Whaaaaaaaaaaaat?!"

Are you telling me to go die?! And so, I, who had become a princess, was banished in just one month… Oh, the misery. I guess there’s no such thing as a free lunch in this world.



    Chapter 6

    I Was Attacked Right Away!

    "Ugh, I’ve been kicked out."

After that, I was given a few bare necessities and thrown out of the castle.

"This breaks my heart, but it is the way of the vampires! Live strong, my beloved daughter! And when you have acquired a domain, you must return to report to me! Until then, you are forbidden from setting foot in my lands!"

That was the gist of it.

"*Sigh*. All I have left is a parting gift of a Portable Coffin, a glass bottle with a few days’ worth of blood, and…"

"…"

I looked at the Mummy standing silently beside me.

"Only you, my familiar."

How cruel the world is. Just a few minutes ago, I was being treated like a princess, fussed over by the maids.

"Take care, princess."

"We wish you the best of luck."

The gatekeepers I had spoken with earlier offered me words of encouragement. That’s right, there’s no point in moping around here. I need to get out there and find my own domain!

"Yes! Thank you for everything until today! You all take care as well!"

I shouted to the gatekeepers, and to everyone else working in the castle, though they probably couldn’t hear me.

"I’m off, Father!"

Alright! Let the second chapter of my reincarnated life begin!

◆

"Still, we’re not getting anywhere just by walking, are we?"

Yes, as part of my vampire training, I was taught how to grow wings and fly, but this Mummy here… well, it can’t fly. If I left it behind, I’d have no guard, so in the end, we had to leave the forest on foot.

"But hey, if worst comes to worst, I have your sword, so we should be fine!"

After all, this Mummy, though it usually just sways and wobbles, displays incredible swordsmanship when a fight breaks out. I can see why my father called it his nemesis.

"Oh, right. It won’t do to just keep calling you ‘Mummy’ or ‘you.’"

I should give it a good name.

"It would have been great if I knew your name from when you were alive, but you seemed to have a lot going on back then, so a new name is probably for the best, right?"

Its former name would probably just bring back bitter memories of being betrayed by humans. Not that I know if mummies even have memories. I think I was told that lower-ranking undead like skeletons and mummies don’t have such complex emotions. So giving it a name is more like naming a favorite object.

"Still, a fresh start is in order! Therefore, your name is…!"

I loudly proclaimed the name I had decided on in my heart.

"Mummy No. 1! You’re Ichigo-kun!"

*Gataaan!!*

The Mummy completely face-planted. What’s with that reaction? Weren’t you supposed to not have a sense of self?!

"Ahem, let’s try that again… Ahem! You are my very first familiar! That means you’re Familiar No. 1! So, Ichigo-kun! It’s a perfect name, don’t you think?!"

Hmph, a nice name that suits the body, if I do say so myself. Even famous heroes, the first one is always Number One. It’s the simplicity that makes the number one shine.

"...*suh*"

Didn't you just look away with a really dissatisfied expression? Hey, it’s hard to tell since you’re a mummy, but you look unhappy, don’t you?

"Do you have some complaint?!"

"...*Sui*."

The Mummy just shrugged and gave a reaction that screamed, *nope, nothing at all*.

"You totally look unhappy! And you’re so assertive for someone who’s supposed to have no ego!"

*Yura yura*.

"Stop swaying like you don’t have a care in the world!"

This guy totally has a sense of self!

"An-y-way! You’re Ichigo-kun! Ichigo-kun, you got it?!"

I’ve already decided, so I’m not taking any complaints! And so, we resumed our journey. Marching on toward the edge of the forest. It was night, but to me, a vampire, it was as clear as day.

"Walking like this, you really realize how big this forest is."

My father’s domain is a large forest called the Great Cursed Sea. But even though it’s called a forest, it’s the size of a nation and borders several countries. The castle is located almost in the center of the forest. Trying to get out on foot from there would take quite a few days.

What’s more, my father’s evil magical energy apparently attracts monsters, so the closer you are to the center of the forest, the stronger and more dangerous the monsters are.

"Back when I was a bat, as long as I was flying, I wouldn’t get attacked, but now if I get attacked, it’ll be dangerous."

"*Grrrrrr*."

As if drawn by my words, a heavy, bestial growl echoed through the forest. What appeared was a giant bear covered in minerals, a Deadly Bear. As its appearance suggests, its defense is high, but it’s surprisingly fast. Furthermore, by channeling magical energy through its claws and fangs, it can unleash what can only be called magical claws of incredible destructive power. Yep, sounds super dangerous.

"B-but I’m not scared."

Like I said before, I have a reliable guard with me now. That’s right, Mummy Ichigo-kun.

"Ichigo-kun, I’m counting on you!"

Mummy Ichigo-kun stepped forward. He then looked at me and took a stance as if holding a sword, but with empty hands. …A stance?

"Wait, wait, why don’t you have your sword?!"

Are you trying to say you don’t need a sword for an enemy like this?! That’s amazing in its own right, but are you sure?!

Then, Mummy Ichigo-kun made a gesture of swinging a sword, then spread his hands wide, traced the space where the sword should be with his finger, and pointed behind him.

"?"

What’s behind me? I turned around, but there was only the dense forest. Beyond that, just my father’s castle, which was no longer visible…

"Hmm, the castle?"

Castle, Father, sword…

"Ah, ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!!"

And then I remembered. Mummy Ichigo-kun’s sword…

"I gave it to Father!"

What have I done? I gave away Mummy Ichigo-kun’s only weapon to my father.

"*Goaaaaaaah!*"

At this worst possible timing, the Deadly Bear charged. As if to say, *are you done with your comedy routine?* I’m not doing this for fun!

We scrambled to evade the Deadly Bear’s attack. The trees that took the brunt of its charge snapped like thin branches with a cracking sound.

"H-heeeeh."

Th-this is bad. If that hits me, I’m dead!

"Didn’t you get a new sword or anything?!"

But Mummy Ichigo-kun just shook his head, gesturing that he hadn’t.

"Then can you do something with your bare hands…?"

But Mummy Ichigo-kun just shrugged as if to say, *no way*.

"Seriously?!"

Wh-wh-what should I do?! My supposedly reliable guard has suddenly become useless!

"Anyway, let’s run…"

I immediately tried to flee, but the Deadly Bear circled around to block my path. Oh… so you have no intention of letting me go.

"Isn’t there anything we can do?!"

I asked Mummy Ichigo-kun if he had any bright ideas. Even if he’s lost his combat ability, he was still called my father’s nemesis. Maybe he knows a clever way to handle this…

"*Shuh shuh shuh!*"

But what the mummy in front of me did was throw a few jabs. Is he telling me to punch it?!

"That’s crazy!"

If I punch it with my slender arms, my slender arms will be the only thing that breaks! I desperately dodged the still-attacking Deadly Bear.

Ugh, this thing is toying with me! It’s attacking just slow enough for me to dodge, trying to build up my fear. What a nasty personality!

"But if the enemy is underestimating me, there should be a chance!"

I desperately dodged the Deadly Bear’s attacks while looking for an opportunity to counterattack. That’s right, I can use magic. By evolving into a vampire, my magical power increased, and I can now use various spells. Studying magic was pretty tough, but… no, I don’t have time to reminisce now. In fact, I don’t want to remember those days.

"A-alright! Here I go! Fire…"

"*Bun bun bun!*"

But just as I was about to cast my spell, Mummy Ichigo-kun suddenly waved his hands frantically, signaling me to stop.

"Huh?!"

Confused by his mysterious action, the magic I was concentrating on dissipated.

"Why did you inter—kyaa?!"

"*Goaaaa!*"

Oh no! I was so focused on the magic that I let the Deadly Bear get close…!

The Deadly Bear pounced on me.

"Eek?!"

With me pinned down, the Deadly Bear raised its right arm high. Is it going to kill me while I’m immobilized?!

"H-help…"

Clinging to a sliver of hope, I called out to Mummy Ichigo-kun for help…

"*Shuh shuh!*"

What I saw was the same sight as before: the mummy shadowboxing, punching at the empty air.

"...*Guh!*"

And then, with a determined-looking pose, the mummy gave me a thumbs-up. He’s completely useless!

"Idiot!!"

That’s not going to work! But the Deadly Bear wasn't going to wait. Its claws slowly descended. They say that when you’re about to die, things seem to move in slow motion. Is this what that is? Oh, wait, I'm a vampire, so I'm already dead, right? Even when I was a Vampire Bat, I was a familiar born from my Master's magical energy... this is no time to be thinking about that!

In a fit of desperation, I thrust my fist out. It was a reflexive act of self-defense, a futile resistance born from the desire to at least land one blow, even if I knew it wouldn't work. Even knowing that in the next moment, my arm and body would be torn apart, that I would be eaten alive, I couldn't stop myself, clinging to life.

I couldn't help but squeeze my eyes shut. A moment later, I felt my fist make contact with the Deadly Bear’s claw.

*Paan!*

But the impact with the Deadly Bear was surprisingly light, more like a kitten bumping into me. Instead, my outstretched hand felt a strange sensation.

"Huh?"

*Dogoon!!* A few moments later, a tremendous roar echoed through the air. Wondering what had happened, I opened my eyes. In front of me, the Deadly Bear was slammed into a large tree, half-buried, spitting blood from its mouth.

"Eh?"

What is this? What just happened?

"Um, did you do that?"

The only one I could think of was Mummy Ichigo-kun, who was making punching gestures nearby. But he shook his head and pointed at me.

"…Eh? Me?"

I asked in disbelief, and he slowly nodded his head.



    Chapter 7

    A Vampire's True Power and a Great Disaster

    "W-wow… incredible."

The bodies of countless wolves lay before me. A Thousand Wolf pack, an extremely dangerous type of monster that surrounds its prey in a massive group and attacks relentlessly until the target collapses from exhaustion. Each one is strong on its own, and their sheer numbers make them a simple yet formidable foe. They’re also fairly intelligent, so even if one gets injured, another will immediately take its place, meaning you’re always facing a fresh opponent. It’s a nightmare for anyone they target. Even skilled human warriors are often overwhelmed by their numbers. And I had just defeated all of them with my bare fists.

"I really am strong."

About an hour ago, I had apparently defeated the Deadly Bear on my own. But since my eyes were closed, I wasn’t really sure if I had actually done it. That’s when the pack of Thousand Wolves attacked. They must have seen the Deadly Bear I supposedly defeated and come to finish off a weakened (or so they thought) me.

Overwhelmed by their numbers, I panicked and tried to run, but they surrounded me in an instant.

"Kyaaaaah!"

As they leaped at me from all directions, I reflexively threw out my hands to protect myself. Normally, that would be a meaningless gesture. But it turned out to be incredibly meaningful. The Thousand Wolf that attacked from the front was easily pushed back by my hand and, like the Deadly Bear, was sent flying into a wall… except it didn’t just get embedded. It turned into a splatter of red ketchup.

"Huh?!"

I froze at the sight, but the enemy’s attack wasn’t over. Countless wolves sank their teeth into my body.

"O-owww… it doesn’t hurt?"

Despite being bitten by wolves, I felt no pain at all. At most, it felt like they were just playfully nibbling on me.

*‘High-ranking vampires have bodies composed mostly of magical energy, so normal attacks won’t work on them.’*

The words of my teacher back at the castle suddenly came to mind.

"So it was true that attacks don’t work."

Realizing I couldn’t be damaged, I, being the pragmatic person I am, calmed down surprisingly quickly. And then I recalled more of my teacher’s words.

*‘Vampires are high-ranking monsters. Furthermore, you, my lady, are the daughter of a Progenitor, a Master, ranking second among vampires. You possess the power to fight even a dragon.’*

"Fight even a dragon…"

I thought it was just lip service for the daughter of her master, but maybe it was true…

"In that case…"

I calmly grabbed a Thousand Wolf that was biting me and easily pulled it off my body.

"Whoa!"

The Thousand Wolf thrashed about, trying to get free, but my body didn’t budge.

"Heeave-ho!"

This time, with full intent, I hurled the Thousand Wolf.

*Bachan!*

The wolf’s body slammed into another wolf, and both of them were turned into mincemeat.

"Oh, oooh."

Seeing this, I had no choice but to accept it. I had become seriously strong.

"Alright, in that case!"

Understanding that attacks didn't work and that there was an overwhelming power difference, I decided to fight the Thousand Wolves for real.

"First, a test of my magic in actual combat! Fire—!"

"*Gah!*"

Just as I was about to cast my spell, Mummy Ichigo-kun interfered again.

"Hey! Why do you keep stopping me when I try to use magic?!"

Is there some reason you don’t want me to use magic?

"But if I don’t use it in a real fight, I’ll never learn how to use it properly."

Up until now, I’d only been practicing on stationary targets, but living enemies move and dodge. I think it’s important to get some real combat experience here.

"So, Fireball!"

Pretending to argue with the mummy, I raised my hand behind me and unleashed the spell.

"?!"

Heh, I don’t even need to look at the enemy. In this situation, I can hit something no matter where I aim. If I can take out two or three of them like this, maybe Mummy Ichigo-kun will understand that I can fight effectively with mag—

*Dogoooooooon!!* A tremendous impact and blast wave hit me.

"Eh?"

When I turned around, there was a small crater.

"Oh, ooh…?"

Huh? It didn't do that during training…
*Goooo, pachi pachi…*
And the forest was on fire.

"It’s on fireeee!"

Whoa, a mountain fire, no, a forest fire!

"F-fire extinguisher, fire extinguisher! Ah, but there are no fire extinguishers anywhere! Call 911! Wait, there are no phones either!"

"*Bashi bashi!*"

Mummy Ichigo-kun started slapping my shoulder as I panicked.

"What?!"

"*Guh, paah-bah!*"

Then, Mummy Ichigo-kun put his hands together at his waist, thrust them forward, and opened them with a flourish. Hmmm? What kind of gesture is that? Is it that "waaave!" thing from that famous battle manga?

"…Ah, maybe it’s magic?!"

"*Koku koku*."

Mummy Ichigo-kun nodded his head vigorously, as if to say *exactly*.

"A-alright! To extinguish a fire, I need water or ice, right? To cool a wide area… Blizzard!"

The entire area was covered in snow.

"I overdid it!"

"*Ban ban!*"

Mummy Ichigo-kun started slapping me as if to say, *you idiot, stop!*.

"U-um, um, to warm it up, I need fi—*mph!*"

Just as I was about to use a fire spell to warm things up, Mummy Ichigo-kun covered my mouth. Yes, this looks exactly like a kidnapping scene.

"*Moga moga…*"

I panicked as my spell was interrupted, but after a moment, the blizzard began to subside. Oh, right. I just needed to stop the magic. Once the blizzard completely stopped, Mummy Ichigo-kun let go of me.

"Phew, that was a surprise."

"*Pan pan!*"

As I sighed, Mummy Ichigo-kun gave a reaction that screamed, *I’m the one who was surprised!* Ah, yes. I’m sorry.

"*Guoooooooon!!*"

Just as I felt relieved that the magic had subsided, the howl of a wolf suddenly echoed through the trees. Oh, right. I forgot about the Thousand Wolves. I turned around to see the Thousand Wolves glaring at me with bloodshot eyes.

"*Gyuun…*"

"*Kyuruu*."

Hm? For some reason, they look… scared?

"*Guou!*"

But when what seemed to be the leader howled, the Thousand Wolves all charged at me at once. Their charge was so desperate, it felt like they were being chased by something.

"If you still want to fight!"

I was about to raise my hand to cast another spell, but Mummy-kun pulled my hand down and shook his head as if to say *don't use magic*.

"But if I don’t…"

"*Guh.*"

Instead, Mummy Ichigo-kun clenched his fist in front of his chest. You want me to fight with my bare hands?!

""""*Guoooooon!!*""""

"Oh, fine, I get it!!"

And so, I faced the countless wolves with my bare hands, which brings us back to the beginning.

"I guess I can do it if I try."

All of the Thousand Wolves that were there are now dead. But despite facing so many of them, I wasn't even out of breath.

"High-ranking vampires are amazing."

I was now truly realizing the extent of my power.

"No wonder my magic is so powerful… wait, ah!"

A jolt of electricity ran through my brain.

"That’s right! If I had used a non-fire element, I wouldn’t have started a fire!"

What was I thinking? I was so fixated on the idea that magic meant shooting something, and that the most powerful attack was a fireball, that I completely overlooked my other options.

"*Pon.*"

Mummy Ichigo-kun tapped me on the shoulder. When I turned around, he had his arms crossed, and despite his expressionless face, he seemed to be saying, *you’re just figuring that out now?*

"Were you trying to stop me earlier because you wanted me to use a different element?"

Mummy Ichigo-kun nodded. Then he pointed at the ground. Yep, I don’t need words to understand.

He’s telling me, *Sit down right there.*

"…"

I quietly knelt on the ground, and Mummy Ichigo-kun began his silent, gestured lecture… Oh, the misery.



    Chapter 8

    A New Familiar, A First Encounter

    "Alright, let’s get back on the road."

After finishing our battle with the Thousand Wolves, I was about to start moving again when Mummy Ichigo-kun tapped me on the shoulder.

"Hm? What is it?"

Mummy Ichigo-kun then brought both hands to his mouth and made a biting gesture.

"Um, are you hungry?"

But Mummy Ichigo-kun shook his head as if to say, *no, that’s not it*. He then pointed to the Thousand Wolves scattered throughout the forest and made the biting gesture again. Eat the Thousand Wolves? But Mummy Ichigo-kun doesn't seem to eat, and I’m a vampire, so meat is… oh.

"Are you telling me to drink the blood of these Thousand Wolves and make them my familiars?"

"*Koku koku.*"

Mummy Ichigo-kun nodded his head in agreement. I see. It’s true, for a vampire, having wolf familiars is as classic a trope as having bats.

"Alright, then let’s make a lot of familiars!"

◆

"*Uppu*, I’m so full…"

My stomach felt like it was about to burst. Yeah, that makes sense. They’re called a Thousand Wolf pack for a reason. Even if it was only the survivors, there were still a lot of them.

The way to make a vampire familiar is to drink their blood, so after drinking the blood of hundreds of them, it’s no wonder I feel like I’m going to pop.

"But strangely, it feels like I could still fit more."

The contradiction of being full yet still having room for more. I think it’s a vampire trait… or maybe it’s more like I’m just tired of eating the same thing over and over? Maybe I still have room for dessert?

"But it was worth it, I think."

I gazed at the countless wolves lined up before me. They were standing in perfect formation, like an army, awaiting my command.

"From today, you are all my familiars. It’s a pleasure to have you."

""""*Gau!!*""""

The undead Thousand Wolves howled in unison. Wow, that’s impressive. If they were my enemies, I definitely would have wet myself.

"Now then, I need to give you a name. ‘Thousand Wolf’ is a bit of a mouthful."

"?!"

As I pondered what to name the Thousand Wolves, Mummy Ichigo-kun suddenly tensed up as if on high alert.

"Eh? What? What’s wrong?"

Is it a new enemy? But Mummy Ichigo-kun waved his hands dismissively, gesturing that it wasn't that. If it’s not an enemy, then it’s fine, but…

"Alright, I’ve decided!"

Having gathered my thoughts, I decided on a name for the Thousand Wolves.

"Thousand Wolves, your name is…"

""""*Gau… gulp.*""""

"Your name is the ‘Wolf-chan’s’!"

With a *bishiri*, I pointed at the Thousand Wolves and declared their new name.

""""………*Gau?*""""

The Thousand Wolves—I mean, the "Wolf-chan"s—all tilted their heads in unison. They then looked at each other before turning their gazes back to me.

""""*Gau?*""""

The "Wolf-chan"s skillfully pointed to themselves with their front paws as if to ask, *us?*

"Yes, you are the ‘Wolf-chan’s’!"

"*Gau gau.*"

Then, one of the "Wolf-chan"s waved its front paw and pointed to itself. After a pause, it pointed to its companions one by one.

"Yes, all of you together are the ‘Wolf-chan’s’. There are too many of you to think of individual names, so I’m just lumping you all together as the ‘Wolf-chan’s’."

""""*Gyauuuun?!*""""

I mean, if it were one or two, I’d think of individual names, but with this many, you know.

"*Gyau gyau!*"

The "Wolf-chan"s started to appeal to Mummy Ichigo-kun about something.

"...*pih*."

Then, Mummy Ichigo-kun held up a single finger and conveyed something to the "Wolf-chan"s, and they all slumped their shoulders and hung their heads.

""""…*Gauuuu*.""""

I feel like I just overheard a very rude conversation.

◆

"*Gau gau!*"

After the naming ceremony, we finally resumed our journey. One of the "Wolf-chan"s that had been scouting ahead returned and started gesturing at me. I wonder if something happened? Then, Mummy Ichigo-kun, who was beside me, pointed ahead and made a gesture with his index and middle fingers, swinging them back and forth as if they were walking towards us.

"Is someone coming this way?"

"*Gau!*"

The Wolf-chan nodded its head in confirmation. Hmm, if the "Wolf-chan"s are warning me, it must be someone I should be wary of.

"Alright, let’s see what’s going on. Everyone, hide for now."

""""*Gau!*""""

I had everyone hide in the shadows and hid myself as well. After waiting for a while, I heard the *gacha gacha* of metal scraping and the sound of branches snapping underfoot.

"Is that… a human?"

Indeed, what appeared was a group of humans clad in armor and robes—so-called adventurers. They were looking around nervously as they advanced through the night forest.

"That’s unusual, humans traveling through the forest at night."

Normally, humans don’t move around in the forest at night. They set up camp and prepare for ambushes while waiting for dawn. Did something happen that forced them to keep moving?

"We should be near the place where that pillar of fire shot up."

A pillar of fire? What’s that? I don’t know of any place around here where such a strange phenomenon occurs…

"And the localized blizzard, too."

"…"

A giant pillar of fire, a localized blizzard…

"*Jiii…*"

Mummy Ichigo-kun stared at me silently. Oh, fine! It was me! I’m the culprit! It seems these adventurers came to investigate the aftermath of my battle with the Thousand Wolves.

"It was definitely magic, but the question is who cast such a large-scale spell in succession."

"I doubt a single person could do that. It’s more plausible to assume it was cast by multiple magicians."

"Even so, why would such a large force be this deep in the forest? And we need to find out what kind of enemy required the use of such powerful magic in quick succession."

"*Jiii…*"

Hey, you can’t blame me! I didn’t think my full power would cause such a disaster! Well, it wasn't my full power. But I was in the middle of a fight, so maybe I wasn’t holding back enough.

"But this is a chance, isn’t it?"

It's a chance to make contact with living humans. Since I was reincarnated in this world, I know nothing about the human side of things. What I learned from my teacher at the castle was only information about human society from a vampire’s perspective. If I can get information from them, it might be useful later when I’m trying to get my own domain.

"Fortunately, it seems they came to investigate the magic from before."

I’ll use that to my advantage.

"You there."

""""?!""""

I deliberately revealed myself to the adventurers.

"W-who are you?!"

The adventurers immediately took up a battle stance at my sudden appearance.

"What’s this?! A pure white woman?!"

"Be careful! She’s no ordinary person!"

"There is no need to worry. I am the one you have been searching for."

I spoke in as polite a tone as possible to ease their wariness.

"You say you are the one we were searching for?"

The one who seemed to be the leader, though still cautious, took the bait, likely wanting information.

"Yes. You came to find out who cast the spells from earlier, did you not?"

"…Are you saying that was you?"

"Yes."

Good, good, this is going well. Now I can befriend them and get them to tell me about the human side of things.

"Then tell me, what were you fighting?"

"Since we are in a place like this, it must have been a monster, don’t you think?"

I wasn't lying. It was the truth, after all.

"I see. If that is true…"

The adventurer leader shifted his gaze from me to my side.

"Then why isn’t that Ghoul behind you attacking you?!"

"Eh?"

Wondering what he meant, I turned around, and there, for some reason, was Mummy Ichigo-kun.

"Why are you here?!"

Th-this is bad, bad, bad! My whole plan is ruined! I have to cover this up somehow!

"G-guuuuuuu."

But then, I noticed that something was off about Mummy Ichigo-kun. He wasn't swaying as usual; his body was trembling as if he were holding something back.

"Eh? What? What’s wrong…?"

"*Guoaaaaaaah!!*"

Mummy Ichigo-kun let out a bestial roar and charged. At me.

"Wait, why?!"

Wh-wh-what is happening?!



    Chapter 9

    Mummy Ichigo-kun's Rampage and the Battle with Humans

    "*Guooooooh!*"

I was trying to negotiate with the humans when Mummy Ichigo-kun, who had suddenly appeared, charged at me.

"Kyaa?!"

Wait, why?! I’m your master!

I hastily dodged, and Mummy Ichigo-kun ran right past me toward the humans.

"Eh? Oh."

So I wasn’t his target?

"*Guooooooh!*"

Mummy Ichigo-kun lunged at the humans, but they easily dodged his attack. Yeah, that makes sense. He’s usually just a wobbly mummy. His movements seem a bit more defined now, but his base stats must be low, because they were evading him with ease.

"What’s with this guy? He’s not that tough."

What’s more, Mummy-kun was unarmed. He wouldn’t stand a chance against a group of armed adventurers.

"‘Wolf-chan’s’!"

""""*Woooooooon!!*""""

At my call, the hidden ‘Wolf-chan’s’ revealed themselves with a howl.

"What?! A pack of Thousand Wolves?!"

"Take them down, but don’t kill them!"

""""*Gaooooooon!!*""""

At my command, the ‘Wolf-chan’s’ lunged at the humans.

"Impossible! She’s controlling a Thousand Wolf pack?!"

"So she wasn’t human after all!"

Huh? They suspected me? That’s odd. I look completely human, so I thought I could pass as a magician without getting caught. How did they know?

In any case, the battle had begun, whether I wanted it to or not. Mummy Ichigo-kun was still attacking the humans, but his attacks were being dodged every time. However, the humans were too busy evading the all-out assault from the ‘Wolf-chan’s’ to counterattack him.

"What are these things?! They don’t even flinch when we hit them!"

"And how are they not dying even after taking fatal blows?!"

Well, they’re undead. They’re already dead, so fatal wounds don’t mean anything. Still, these adventurers are pretty good. Despite their complaints, they were skillfully dodging the ‘Wolf-chan’s’ attacks or blocking them with their weapons and shields.

"We’ll burn them all! We’ll escape in the chaos of the fire!" one of the humans with a staff shouted to his comrades.

"I see, that’s one way to escape."

They figured that if they started a fire, the ‘Wolf-chan’s’, being living creatures, would flee. But unfortunately for them, they had forgotten that I, who could understand human language, was on the side of the ‘Wolf-chan’s’.

"Now that you’ve given me the answer, I might as well make use of it."

I gathered my magical energy and imagined the phenomenon I wanted to create.

"Flame Bur—"

"Mini Blizzard."

I cast a smaller-scale blizzard over the magician’s spell. The next moment, with a *juh* sound, his spell was extinguished. More accurately, it was doused.

"What?! My magic?! Guah!"

As the human reeled in shock, a Wolf-chan bit into his neck, followed by others biting his arms, legs, and torso.

"Robert!"

The leader rushed to help his fallen comrade, but he was blocked by the ‘Wolf-chan’s’ and couldn't get close.

"Oh, that’s right. ‘Wolf-chan’s’, bring that magician to me."

"*Gau!*"

At my command, the ‘Wolf-chan’s’ dragged the bitten human over to me.

"What are you planning to do?!"

"What am I planning? This."

I sank my fangs into the neck of the barely breathing human and began to drink his blood. Oh, this one is surprisingly tasty! The flavor is about on par with a family restaurant hamburger. Hmm, compared to this guy, the humans I’ve drunk from so far were like convenience store onigiri on the verge of expiring (one of those weird new flavors). It seems that, like the woman’s blood back at the castle, humans have different flavors depending on the individual.

"This is going to make my vampire life a lot more enjoyable."

Hehehe, I thought my diet would be boring since blood is all I can eat, but it looks like I can have some fun with it after all.

"Ah, ah, ah."

The human moaned as I drank his blood.

"Drinking blood! A vampire!"

Only now did the humans realize my true identity, their gazes fixed on me. But is it really okay for them to be paying so much attention to me?

"*Guoooo!*"

"Guah!"

At last, Mummy Ichigo-kun’s attack hit one of the humans, and the sword in his hand fell to the ground.

"*Guooooo*."

Mummy Ichigo-kun picked up the fallen sword and took a stance. In that instant, his presence changed. It was as if holding the sword had turned him into a different creature.

"Give me back my sword!"

"Stop! Don’t get any closer!"

The human whose sword was taken drew a spare weapon and charged at Mummy Ichigo-kun, but the leader frantically tried to stop him. However, he was too heated to listen.

"*Guooo!*"

After two whooshing sounds, the attacking human was sliced vertically and horizontally, turning into four chunks of meat.

"Impossible! That technique is!"

The leader was shocked by Mummy Ichigo-kun’s swordsmanship. Hmm, does he know something about Mummy Ichigo-kun? He seemed to have noticed the change in him the moment he picked up the sword, and given that he was still fending off the Thousand Wolves while watching the exchange, he must be a cut above the rest in terms of skill.

"Tch! We’re retreating!"

Realizing they were at a complete disadvantage, the leader ordered the last survivor to retreat.

"But Robert!"

"It’s no use! He had his blood drunk by a vampire!"

That’s right. This human is no longer human, having had his blood drunk by me. He has become my familiar.

"You, fight your old comrades for my sake."

"Uaaaah…"

The magician, who was once human, shakily got to his feet. Blood streaming from the bite marks all over his body, he pointed his staff at his former comrades.

"…Earth Needle."

"Dodge!"

As the magician cast his spell, the humans leaped out of the way. The next moment, countless stone spikes erupted from where they had been standing.

"Huh, so they can still use magic even as undead."

That’s convenient. If I make a lot of magicians my familiars, I can create a magic squad.

"*Gwah!*"

One of the humans was bitten by a Wolf-chan and slammed to the ground. Now, the only one left with any fighting strength is the leader.

"What will you do? Still want to fight? Or will you give up and surrender?"

Now that I had the overwhelming advantage, I offered the leader terms of surrender.

"Will you spare my life if I surrender?"

"If you give me information, I’ll let you live. Needless killing isn’t my hobby."

Useful killing, on the other hand, I’ll do.

"I under—"

"*Guooo!*"

But just as the battle seemed to be concluding, Mummy Ichigo-kun raised his sword and charged at the leader.

"Mummy Ichigo-kun, stay!"

When I gave a firm command, Mummy Ichigo-kun’s movements stopped dead.

"*Guuuuu*."

I could feel a faint sense of dissatisfaction, as if he were asking why I stopped him.

"I have questions for these humans, so you can’t kill them now. If you really want to fight him… um, I’ll give you a chance for a duel later."

"…*Suh.*"

My spur-of-the-moment idea of a duel seemed to satisfy him, as Mummy Ichigo-kun sheathed his sword. Phew, that worked.

"Now then, I have a few things I’d like to ask you. First…"

Alright, it’s time for a fun interrogation!



    Chapter 10

    Well, No Wonder He's Furious

    Now that the humans were completely neutralized, it was time for a little interrogation.

"Alright, let's talk. What brought you all here?"

"We were investigating the pillar of fire and the blizzard from before..."

"That was after you entered the forest, wasn't it?"

He was still trying to bluff his way out of this, so I cut him off.

"Maybe you'd feel a little more urgency if I cut off a limb or two? I've got another one of your friends, you know. I can afford to lose one."

Not that I wanted to kill him. The leader was likely the one with the most information.

"...W-We were pursuing a traitor."

"A traitor?"

Well, things just got interesting.

"The fact is, a swordsman of rare talent in our kingdom betrayed the king, stole a treasured sword, and fled."

At the mention of a treasured sword, my gaze flickered to Ichigo-kun. The sword he carried was clearly no ordinary blade, and more importantly, he had been on the verge of death when I found him. Could it be these were the men who had been chasing him?

"Why did this swordsman betray the king?"

"He was blinded by the power of the treasured sword loaned to him by the crown. He plotted to make the sword his own by killing the king, but when he failed, he became a hunted man."

A hunted man, he says... I glanced at Ichigo-kun again. His body was trembling, and a low growl rumbled from deep within his gut. Yup, he was definitely agitated. At the same time, the leader's eyes kept darting toward Ichigo-kun as well. He was clearly aware of him.

"We had the traitor cornered, but he managed to escape into this forest. I swear to you, our only purpose is to dispose of the traitor and retrieve the sword. We have no intention of causing trouble in this forest."

Yeah, right. The teachers at the castle told me that humans have invaded countless times, seeking to plunder the forest's resources and expand their territory. Even if their purpose was different this time, they would surely make another attempt in the future.

I continued to question the leader, all the while watching Ichigo-kun's reactions.

"...and that is the situation," the man concluded.

Ichigo-kun's responses to the man's answers were inconsistent; sometimes he would growl, other times he'd fall silent. This had to be it... I decided to ask the man a question he would almost certainly have to lie about.

"If this traitor offered to return the treasured sword and atone for his crimes, would you forgive him?"

"That... of course. If the traitor were to repent his sins and return the stolen sword, we would petition the crown for the utmost leniency on his behalf."

"*Guuuuuh!*"

That settles it. Ichigo-kun reacts whenever this man tells a lie. It also seemed the leader had realized that Ichigo-kun was the traitor they were hunting. I suppose even as a Mummy, his clothes and hairstyle were still the same.

Besides, I highly doubt they'd forgive a traitor they'd beaten to a pulp just for returning a sword. And it's not like his pursuers would have the authority to make that call anyway. It might be a different story if this leader were a noble, but he didn't look the part.

"Speaking of which, if you're pursuers sent by the crown, does that mean you're nobles?"

"No, we belong to a knightly order, but we are not of noble birth. A noble would never be sent on a dirty mission like hunting down a traitor."

And there's the confirmation. If these men weren't nobles, then any talk of petitioning for a reduced sentence was meaningless. Very well then, time to use Ichigo-kun as my official lie detector.

"Alright, next question..."

I proceeded to grill the leader on all sorts of topics—information about his kingdom, its military might, its national power. Occasionally, I'd throw in questions about popular goods or tasty food to lower his guard. He lied about anything that seemed obviously compromising, but he answered truthfully about things like delicious food.

"Our country has a lot of dishes made with potatoes. Not many people eat bread, so we use filling potatoes instead and season them in all sorts of ways."

So, a nation with little bread probably means they don't produce much wheat. But the variety of seasonings suggests they have a lot of spices or trade with many other countries.

"If the food is so good, it must be a peaceful country with little conflict."

"I wouldn't say that. The surrounding nations, especially Garouza, are constantly causing trouble for us. Skirmishes along the border are endless. There are even rumors they're trying to rally our neighbors to launch a full-scale invasion."

Hmm, so their political situation is far from stable. And it seems the entire populace dislikes this Garouza place. That last bit was military-related, but he probably figured it was common knowledge that even I would know. In other words, he thought it was a trick question and read too far into it. Of course, I genuinely had no idea.

After running through every other question I could think of, I finally ran out of things to ask.

"Hmm, I think that's about everything I wanted to know."

"S-So, you'll let us go!?"

"*I* will. But he doesn't seem to feel the same way."

I nodded toward Ichigo-kun.

"What! You tricked me!?"

"I'll let *you* go. But I promised *him* a one-on-one duel. So, if you fight him and win, I'll let you go free."

"...!"

A spark of hope ignited in the leader's eyes at the mention of a duel.

"Just me? Or can my comrade fight alongside me?"

The leader glanced at his subordinate, still held captive by my "Wolf-chan"s.

"Sure. You can even treat your wounds before you fight."

"My thanks."

I ordered the "Wolf-chan"s to release the man. The two of them moved a short distance away, treating their injuries and pulling out items as they whispered and planned their strategy.

"...I'll take care of him. You run at the first chance you get. If that Vampire's word is true, she won't pursue you. Your duty is to report this new threat—the white Vampire—to the kingdom."

"B-But Captain..."

"That's an order. A prideful Vampire like her wouldn't go back on her word to lowly grunts like us."

"...Sir!"

Sorry to interrupt your touching moment, but I can hear every word. Turns out my hearing is way better than a human's.

"We are ready. We can fight at any time."

The leader stepped forward while his subordinate took a position behind him, readying a throwing knife.

"Then... begin!"

The moment I gave the signal, the subordinate bolted. The leader lunged at Ichigo-kun to prevent him from giving chase.

"You said you'd let us go, didn't you? Then successfully escaping this Ghoul's pursuit should also count as a victory!"

He didn't forget to throw in a little taunt to provoke my pride.

"Sure, that works. If he manages to escape, I'll let him go."

The distance between the two fighters closed until they were almost within sword's reach.

"Take this!"

Just before they clashed, the leader let go of his sword with one hand and threw something at Ichigo-kun. The next instant, a brilliant flash of light bleached the darkness of the night.

"Whoa, bright!"

What was that? It's so bright!

"It's a talisman of light we brought to ward off Vampires! A creature of undeath like you will be blinded!"

It seemed he'd used some kind of undead-specific flashbang. Unfortunately, I got caught in it too, and my vision was completely whited out. It was probably also meant to cover his subordinate's escape, but damn, it was bright.

"Die, Caron! Once I kill you, the title of Sword Saint will be mine!"

The leader's voice alone echoed through the white world.

*Zash!* 

"Gah!"

Next came the sound of flesh being sliced, followed by a groan. As my vision finally returned, I opened my eyes to see the leader positioned directly behind Ichigo-kun. But he was frozen, his sword raised high, and a single, straight red line ran across his torso.

"H-How...? You shouldn't have been able to see..."

The leader collapsed in two pieces, never understanding how his position had been revealed.

"...Grrr."

Having dispatched his pursuer, Ichigo-kun's growling subsided. He then turned as if to chase the subordinate who had fled into the forest's darkness.

"Let him go."

Besides, there was no way he'd catch up now.

"And if I'm going to be claiming my own territory, we'll probably have another chance to fight him anyway."

Once I left this forest and started seeking territory, I would inevitably clash with humans. When that happened, I was bound to run into him again, working for his kingdom's knightly order.

To be honest, though, I doubted he could make it out of this forest alone. This was the deep woods, and it was teeming with dangerous monsters.

"..."

Ichigo-kun quietly lowered his sword. I guess he was satisfied, having been able to cut down his pursuer with his own hands.

"By the way, he called you Caron. Is that your real name? Should I start calling you that?"

When I asked, Ichigo-kun shook his head, refusing. It seemed he wanted to cast aside his past self.

"I see. Well then, it's a pleasure to be working with you, Ichigo-kun."

"...! ...*Haaaah*."

Hey, why did you just shrug your shoulders in resignation?!

"...*Kahyu*."

Just then, a strange sound came from my feet.

"Oh, this guy's still alive."

To my surprise, the leader, despite being sliced in half, was still breathing.

"Wow, are people in this world just ridiculously tough?"

Being alive after being cut in two... he's like a planarian worm.

"Hm?"

Then I noticed a small vial clutched in his hand. A liquid, presumably from that vial, was spilled near his wound.

"I see. So this is a potion."

Amazing. No wonder they can restore you from 1 HP in games. Still, at this rate, he'd bleed out and die for sure.

"Maybe I'll try a little something. *Chomp*."

I bit into the leader's neck and started sucking his blood. Mmm, this guy's blood is delicious too. Tastes like a slightly expensive hamburger. Makes me want a side of fries and a Coke.

"*Guuuuhh*."

After drinking for a bit, the leader started to groan.

"Ooh, success."

The leader had successfully turned into an undead. Now, as for his severed lower body... I tried tying it in place with some cloth.

"*Guuuuuh*."

"Whoa, it moved!"

After I reattached his completely severed body, he actually stood up and moved!

"How is he moving? His nerves should be completely severed."

Well, it's a fantasy world, so I guess that's just how it is. This means that even if an arm gets blown off, I can just sew it back on and reuse them as undead! Awesome!

"*Gao!*"

As I was feeling pleased with my successful experiment, the "Wolf-chan"s trotted over, carrying something in their mouths.

"What did you bring me?"

"Ugh... uuhh..."

It was none other than the subordinate who was supposed to have escaped during the duel.

"Wait, you brought him back?"

Ah, I never told the "Wolf-chan"s to ignore him, so they must have gone and rounded him up.

"Y-You liar..."

He must have been carried back rather roughly, because the tattered subordinate was glaring at me with tears in his eyes.

"Ah, sorry about that."

I felt a little bad for him, so I made him one of my companions, too. I mean, *I* let him go, but he got caught afterward, so I'm calling it a wash.



    Chapter 11

    Let's Attack the Town

    "Whoa! The outside!"



Finally emerging from the forest, my eyes were met with a vast, open plain.



"First, I should get a lay of the land."



I sprouted wings from my back and soared high into the sky.



"Let's see... Ah, there's a road. Which means if I follow it... there's the town."



Following the main road, I soon spotted a town enclosed by square walls.



"So that's the closest town outside of Father's territory."



My father's domain was the Great Cursed Sea itself, a vast forest on the scale of a nation. As such, the edge of the forest effectively served as the border.



"That makes it the perfect place for my first base."



I decided to attack that town as the first step in acquiring my own territory.



"To do that, I'll need more minions. I have plenty of 'Wolf-chan's, but to attack a town, I'll need greater numbers."



I considered heading back into the forest to turn more monsters into my thralls, but then my eyes caught a small, flickering light along the road.



"Is that... a person? What are they doing out there?"



As I flew closer, I saw that they were camping for the night. Looking along the road, I could see other scattered lights as well.



"Some are small, but there are some larger groups, too. Ah, I see. They're gathering together to protect themselves from monsters."



They must be travelers who couldn't reach the town before sunset, huddled together and waiting for dawn.



"Yes, I can use this."



A grin spread across my face as I made my way toward the smallest of the lights.



◆ The Town Guard of Fenesia ◆



"*Fwaaah*."



A yawn escaped my lips, born from boredom and drowsiness. That was close. If the sergeant had seen that, I'd have gotten an earful and a smack on the head. Still, the night watch was a pain. The guy next to me was stifling a yawn of his own.



The late shift, where we had to stand guard until dawn, was the absolute worst. You get woken up in the middle of the night and have to stay awake until morning.



"It's not like any monsters or bandits can get over the wall anyway."



"The captain will hear you if you're not careful."



"I know, I know."



I'd heard stories about monsters from the Great Cursed Sea spilling out during mating season, but that only happens once every few decades. And even if they did come, there's no way they could get over the wall. In other words, nothing ever happens.



"*Fwaah*, wish it were morning already."



"Tell me about it."



It was then that I heard a sudden *thud* right beside us.



"What was that? Someone trip?"



Even with the lamps lit, it's still dim underfoot at night. Every now and then, some clumsy oaf misses a step coming up the stairs to the top of the wall.



"Hey, you alright?"



"..."



I heard footsteps, so he must be fine. He probably kept quiet because he was embarrassed about making such a loud noise and getting teased. Well, it's a rite of passage for the new guys. I'll pretend I didn't hear anything.



"*Guhk*!?"



Suddenly, my partner next to me made a strange noise.



"Hey, what's wrong? You trip too? Or did you doze off and hit your head on something?"



What a klutz, I thought as I turned around. There, I saw my partner's form, entangled by something.



"...Huh?"



I couldn't believe my eyes.



"*Guuuuh*."



It was a person. A person covered in blood was biting into my partner's neck.



"Wh-What the hell are you?!"



In a panic, I kicked the man off my partner. To my surprise, he went flying easily and fell away.



"Hey, are you okay!?"



"Y-Yeah. Thanks."



"What is this guy!?"



I stared at the blood-soaked man who had attacked my partner. Lit by the lamplight, I could see that not only was he covered in blood, but his arms and legs were bent at unnatural angles.



"H-Hey, are you alright?"



His condition was so gruesome that I couldn't help but ask. Had he been seriously injured and come seeking help?



"*Guuuuh*..."



But the man didn't reply. All that came out was a sound that was somewhere between a moan and a growl. He started crawling toward us along the ground.



"H-Hey! Stay back!"



My partner shoved the man back with the butt of his spear.



"*Gah!*"



He recoiled but immediately started crawling toward us again.



"H-Hey, cut it out!"



This was clearly not normal. An ordinary injured person would just ask for help. This guy was something else!



But by the time I realized that, it was too late.



*Thud! Thud!* 



More heavy sounds echoed around us.



"...!"



Dreading the worst, I looked around. All over the ground lay more blood-soaked people. One by one, they shakily rose to their feet and began to slowly shuffle toward us.



"A-Are these things undead!?"



My partner's words jolted me. Undead. Living corpses. But why were there undead in the middle of a town like this? They were supposed to be in graveyards or deep in the forest, right? I'd never heard of them showing up in a town!



*Thud! Thud! Thud!* 



A series of dull thuds rang out in succession.



"Don't tell me, more..."



My terrible premonition came true. Before I knew it, we were surrounded by bodies covered in blood.



"Eek!"



"What the hell is going on... What's happening!?"



As if my scream were a signal, the corpses lunged at us.



"U-Uwaaaaaaaaah!"



Overwhelmed by the countless bodies, we were pinned down, bitten all over, completely helpless. The only thing we could do was listen to the sound of the emergency whistle echoing in the distance.



◆



"Yes, this is going nicely."



From high above, I looked down upon the town, now filled with screams.



"Operation Undead Drop is a resounding success!"



The moment I saw this town, I had a thought. *Ah, an attack from the sky would end this in an instant.* After all, walls can stop an enemy approaching on the ground, but they're defenseless against an enemy flying from above.



They might fight back with arrows or magic, but they can't shoot down everything. Furthermore...



"Undead don't die no matter how high they fall from, and they won't be immediately incapacitated by arrows or magic. So, what happens when I drop them from the sky one after another?"



The answer was this terrible scene unfolding below. I had sucked the blood of the travelers camping along the road, turning them into my thralls, and then dropped them into the dimly lit areas of the town.



Once on the ground, the undead attacked lone, drunk wanderers and people walking near dark alleys, increasing their numbers. Once their ranks swelled, they forced their way into homes to create even more of their kind.



"Start with the civilians. Once you have the numbers, overwhelm the guards all at once."



The town guards, equipped with weapons and armor, wouldn't go down easily. But against overwhelming numbers, they stood no chance. With ten undead swarming a single guard, he was powerless, soon becoming another new victim.



Even as the undead population grew inside the town, I continued to drop in reinforcements. By now, the townsfolk had noticed something was wrong, and the guards began to sound whistles and ring bells to signal the emergency.



"It's undead!"



"Why are there so many!?"



"Is that Tom!? Tom's an undead!?"



"Natasha! Why is Natasha...!?"



Screams and shouts erupted from all corners.



"Rescue the citizens! The undead mastermind must have snuck in somewhere, find them!"



Among the guards, one man was moving with particular skill. Based on what he was saying, he was likely the unit's captain.



"Alright then, let's target that one. Off you go!"



I dropped an undead directly on top of the captain.



*Squish!* 



"*Hee-Heeein!*"



"Uwaaaah!?"



Unfortunately, the undead missed the captain, but it landed squarely on his horse's rump. The startled horse reared up, throwing the captain to the ground.



The undead immediately swarmed him.



"C-Captain!? Protect the captain!"



The surrounding guards formed a circle around their fallen leader, forcing a potion down his throat.



"S-Sorry. You saved me."



But before they could regroup, the undead encirclement grew even thicker. And then, a new development occurred.



With a loud *creeeak*, the gate separating the town from the outside world swung open.



"Run! The town is a nest of undead! Get out of the town!"



It seemed that panicked citizens had opened the gate, trying to flee outside.



"Hehehe, just as planned. 'Wolf-chan's, lure them out and then get 'em!"



"Wait! It's dangerous outside! There's no way it's safe out there in this situation...!"



Ooh, that captain is pretty smart. And he was right. Disaster struck.



""""*GROOOOOWL!*""""



Once the fleeing citizens were a certain distance from the town, my "Wolf-chan"s, who had been hiding in the shadows, pounced.



"Gyaaaaaah!"



"Hieeeeeee!"



Fresh screams filled the air.



"Alright, second wave, go!"



At my command, the undead who had been waiting on the ground charged toward the town. To the humans, whose eyes weren't accustomed to the dark, they looked like citizens who had been frightened by the monsters and were running back.



"Wait!? These aren't... they're unde—Gaaaaaaah!"



The guards only realized they weren't citizens when they were close enough to be illuminated by the torchlight. But it was too late. The horde of undead flooded into the town.



Attacked from within and without, with the fleeing citizens now joining the ranks of the undead, and with the "Wolf-chan"s joining the fray, the town guards had no chance of victory.



"Seriously, why don't people in this world guard against aerial attacks more? If you attack from the sky at night, it's an instant win."



Just then, a massive burst of fire and a blinding light erupted within the town.



"Whoa!? What was that!?"



"Do not falter! Burn every last one of the undead!"



A troop of knights clad in full metal armor and a group of suspicious-looking people in robes had appeared. It seemed they were the ones who had unleashed the flames, turning the undead to cinders.



And the other light... I'd just seen something similar a moment ago.



"Have no fear! The grace of the gods will protect you!"



From another direction came a group dressed in white robes, looking every bit the part of priests. Ooh? Looks like some tough guys have shown up.



    Chapter 12

    The Siege of the City

    "Do not falter! Burn every last one of the undead!"

"Have no fear! The grace of the gods will protect you!"

The knights and priests engulfed the undead in fire and light. Those caught in the flames were burned to the bone, while those bathed in the light collapsed to the ground, never to move again.

"Whoa, so that's Holy Magic, huh?"

It's just like in the games—super effective against the undead.

"Which means it's probably super effective against me, too."

Hmm, I'd rather not get close to that.

"But at this rate, sending in the undead is useless. Even if I drop them from the sky, they'll just get exorcised instantly if I miss... Ah, I've got it."

An idea struck me. I ordered my undead to avoid the two groups and immediately headed outside the town.

◆

By the time I returned, the situation had worsened considerably. Although I'd ordered my forces not to engage the knights and priests, my enemies had the home-field advantage. They'd used it to corner my undead, and their numbers had been significantly reduced.

"But they should be making more undead, so their numbers shouldn't be dropping that much..."

"Everyone, flee to the Church! The Church has divine protection! The undead cannot enter!"

I see. If the humans hole up in a place the undead can't get into, then there's no way to increase our numbers.

But if that's the case, I have other methods. I sent new orders to my undead and decided to deal with the priests first.

"Here we go!"

From high above, I dropped something right on top of the priests.

*Whoooosh.*

"Hm? What's that sound... *Gubbah*!?"

"Your Holiness!?"

"Wh-Why is there a giant tree here!?"

That's right. What I dropped was a massive tree I'd ripped out of the nearby forest. A tree dozens of meters tall has a much bigger hitbox than a human-sized undead.

"Aaalley-oop!"

I tugged on the rope in my hands, and the tree that had just crushed a priest was hoisted back into the air.

"The tree is floating!?"

When I'd attacked the travelers on the road, I'd helped myself to the rope from their wagons and tied it around the tree. Now I can reuse it as many times as I want!

"Here we go again!"

And so, I repeatedly hurled the giant tree at the priests.

"Gwaaaaaah!"

"Hieeee!"

"G-God! Grant us the sun's radiance to repel this evil! Holy Light! I-It's not working!?"

"""Gyaaaaaaaaaah!!""""

And just like that, the troublesome priests were annihilated by my giant tree attack.

"Alright, next up are the knights... I wonder if Ichigo-kun is okay."

I had left the knights to Ichigo-kun. Actually, he had gestured that he wanted me to leave them to him. He was probably eager to defeat the knights of the country that had betrayed him with his own hands.

"But their magic was pretty powerful, and Ichigo-kun only has a sword, so it might be tough..."

As I thought this, I looked over to where the knights had been. The red glow of their fire magic, which had been erupting moments ago, was completely gone. In its place stood Ichigo-kun, unfazed, in the middle of a sea of blood. Floating at his feet like leaves on water were pieces of silver armor and black robes.

"Wait, he took them all down by himself!?"

No, no, no, isn't he a little too strong, Ichigo-kun!? Thanks to his incredible performance, I didn't even have to fight the knights.

"Wow, Ichigo-kun is way more capable than I thought. Well, that just leaves the humans barricaded in the Church and that big mansion over there."

My eyes fell upon the Church where the humans were seeking refuge, and the grand mansion standing proudly in the best part of town. I didn't want to get attacked from behind, so I figured I'd start with the Church.

◆

After confirming Ichigo-kun's victory, I grabbed one of the smaller "Wolf-chan"s and flew up to get a bird's-eye view of the battle. From there, I could see the town's residents running toward the Church.

"'Wolf-chan's! Block that passage!"

"*Awooooooo!*"

At my command, the wolf let out a howl. In response, the "Wolf-chan"s on the ground sprang into action, getting ahead of the humans and blocking their path.

"Ugh! More of them! Why do they keep showing up wherever we go!?"

"It's like they're trying to keep us from reaching the Church!"

It's not *like* that; that's exactly what I'm doing. From my vantage point in the sky, I was tracking the humans' positions and deploying my "Wolf-chan"s to prevent them from reaching the Church. The howls of the wolf in my arms were my way of relaying orders.

For those who get it, the situation was basically like a top-down video game screen. The town was even rectangular, like a TV screen. It was a game from the enemy's perspective, where I had to stop the targets—the humans—from reaching the goal.

"Block that route! Over there, leave a deliberate opening in the encirclement to lure them in! Perfect, a clean sweep!"

Then, I'd drive the humans into areas where my Ghouls were waiting and increase our numbers.

"Excellent, troop reinforcement! Hehehe, having a destination like the Church has actually made hunting easier."

Alright, most of the humans heading for the Church have been dealt with. It's about time I attacked the Church itself. I sent orders to a few undead and had them advance.

"Now, what's going to happen?" There were no guards at the Church gate. There was a wall, but it was neither high nor thick enough to stop a horde of undead.

"But I'm getting a bad feeling about this."

A shiver ran down my spine. Was it because I'm an evil undead creature?

"Hmm, the entrance looks sealed, so climb the wall and get inside!"

I ordered them to enter as a test. The moment the undead touched the wall...

*Bzzzzzzzt!* With a sizzling sound, the undead recoiled and stumbled back.

"What was that!?"

Looking closer, I could see that the undead's bodies were scorched.

"Is that the Church's protection? A barrier with an anti-undead effect?"

It looked like a direct assault would be difficult. It wasn't a physical wall, so it seemed possible to force our way in, but I had a feeling that once inside, we'd take continuous holy damage, like poison damage over time.

"This is a pain."

So, a direct assault is a bad idea. In that case, I guess it's time for...

"This, I suppose."

I looked down at the giant tree lying abandoned on the street.

◆

*CRASH!! CRASH!!*

The Church was under an unprecedented assault. To be specific, a physical assault by a giant tree tied to a rope. Yup, if you can't get inside, attacking from the outside with a projectile is the best option. I swung the tree around and around, building up momentum, then slammed it into the Church with all my might. The stone building was sturdy and didn't break immediately, but the sound of the simple mass-acceleration attack taking its toll echoed through the air.

"One more time!"

After several more impacts, the sound of the building creaking echoed throughout the town. And then, the moment finally came.

*CRRAAASH! RUMBLE RUMBLE RUMBLE!* A corner of the Church collapsed. From there, it was a rapid decline. With one section broken, that spot became the new target, and the Church's destruction progressed quickly. Humans began to pour out from inside.

"Run! We're going to be crushed!"

"Help! God, help us!"

Not wanting to be crushed by the falling debris, the humans fled the Church. They would have been fine if they'd stayed within the grounds, but in their panic, they ran outside seeking safer ground—unaware that they were running straight into the heart of hell.

""""*Guuuuuuuh!!*""""

"Gyaaaaaaaaaah!"

"Hieeeee!"

Attacked by the Ghouls, the number of victims grew.

"G-Get back! It's the undead!!"

They scrambled back into the Church grounds, but here, the stone rubble from the Church I was destroying rained down, crushing them.

"No! Not this way, agh-byaaaah!!"

Outside was no good, and inside was no good. Trapped between a rock and a hard place, they could only stand frozen in the area between the building and the entrance.

After a while, the unpleasant feeling I'd been getting from the Church suddenly vanished.

"Huh? The barrier's gone?"

Maybe since I destroyed the Church, the device generating the barrier broke too?

"This is perfect! Everyone, charge!"

At my command, the undead stormed the Church grounds.

"H-How did they get inside the Church!?"

"Wasn't this place supposed to be safe!?"

"V-Vile dead! Bow before the might of God! H-Holy Ligh—ugyaah!"

There seemed to be a few surviving priests, but they were too shocked by the Church's destruction to put up much of a fight and were quickly neutralized. And so, the place where the Church once stood became a complete pile of rubble, devoid of any sign of life.

"Alright, that takes care of most of the enemies. Now, let's go seize the throne of this town's ruler!"

Leaving the Church behind, I led my undead army toward the lord's mansion, where an unbelievable sight awaited me.

"Huh? The lord's not here?"

To my astonishment, while the mansion was full of servants and officials, the master of the house—the lord and his entire family—were nowhere to be found.



    Chapter 13

    The Sealed Tower and the Imprisoned Lady

    "Nope, still not here."

I'd searched every corner of the lord's mansion and turned every living human into an undead, but there was still no sign of anyone who looked like the lord or his family.

"They're not in the town, either. Where could they have run off to?"

I thought they might have fled to the Church first, but apparently, the only bodies found in the ruins were those of priests and ordinary citizens.

"*Uuuuh*."

Just then, Ichigo-kun gestured to me that he had found something.

"Oh, did you find the lord's family?"

But Ichigo-kun shook his head, indicating that wasn't it. Confused, I followed him to a tower located at the far edge of the lord's estate.

"I didn't even know there was a tower here."

But there was something strange about it. It was tall, but not tall enough. It was shorter than the lord's mansion, so it didn't seem to be a watchtower, and it was too far from the main house to be a warehouse. In fact, a line of tall trees had been planted between the mansion and the tower, making it seem almost completely isolated.

"Could the lord's family be hiding in here?"

If so, they would surely have elite guards stationed. To be safe, I sent in some undead to scout ahead. However, as the undead approached the tower, they stopped just short, seemingly confused.

"What's wrong?"

They wouldn't move any closer, as if they didn't want to enter the tower.

"Hmm, do you feel some kind of magic? It doesn't feel like an attack spell, though."

Looking closely, I could sense a hazy magical energy enveloping the tower. It was just a faint mist, really. Maybe the undead were averse to it? I couldn't feel anything myself, though.

Well, no choice. I'll have to go in. Leaving the lord's family on the loose could be trouble, especially if they managed to call for help.

I tried the tower door, but it met with a solid *thunk* and wouldn't open.

"Huh? Is it locked? Well, whatever."

With a sharp *crack*, I ripped the door, frame and all, right out of the wall. Such a flimsy lock is useless against a Vampire.

And so, I stepped inside the tower. The interior was even more filled with the hazy mist, making it incredibly difficult to see.

"Ugh, this is annoying."

I focused my magic, imagining myself blowing the mist away, like blowing steam off a hot drink. With a soft *whoosh*, the haze dissipated.

"There, that's better."

Now that it was clear, the undead seemed to be fine and followed me into the tower.

"Alright, time to explore the tower!"

Or so I thought, but the inside was just a single staircase, and I reached the room at the very top in no time. There were no guards on the stairs or in front of the door. Were they waiting for me on the other side? The door was locked again, so I broke it down with force. Ichigo-kun gestured that he would go first and stepped inside. When he wasn't immediately attacked, the other undead guards followed, and I entered last.

To my surprise, the room was mostly empty. Well, there was a bed, a table, and a single chair, so it was a room, albeit a very sparse one. And...

"My, what brings you here so late at night? It's a bit early for breakfast, isn't it? Or have you finally decided to kill me?"

There, sitting on the bed, was a young girl. She turned toward us but didn't look at my face as she spoke. Huh, she's not surprised to see undead. This girl's got guts. Wait a minute... her bangs are incredibly long. So long they completely cover her eyes. A real-life *mekakure-kko*? Can she even see through that? Isn't that bad for her eyes?

Still, this girl was far too calm. Was she unaware of the disaster that had befallen the town? This place was isolated from the rest of the grounds, and the trees surrounding the tower might have muffled the sound.

"I'm looking for the lord's family. Have you seen them?"

My question seemed to surprise the girl.

"A girl? You're not here to kill me?"

She keeps talking about being killed. What a grim girl.

"I only just learned of your existence upon entering this room. The ones I'm looking for are the lord's family."

The girl looked at me suspiciously, yet she kept her face carefully averted, as if she didn't want me to see it. Could she have been hidden here by the lord's family for some reason? Was she mistaking us for pursuers?

"What do you want with them?"

I needed information, so her suspicion was a problem, but it didn't seem like she knew where they were anyway, so I figured it didn't matter.

"I've come to dispose of the lord's family. I'm taking control of this town."

"What? Dispose? Control? What are you talking about?"

The girl's head moved as her gaze darted around, as if searching for us. Hmm, what's with her behavior? It's almost like she can't see us...

"Ah, of course."

I quickly used my magic to create a small ball of light. The room was bathed in a soft glow.

"Ah...! W-White... so beautiful... Kyaaaaaaaaah!?"

Startled by the sudden light, the girl looked up at me for a moment before letting out another scream.

"C-Corpses! U-Undead!?"

Yes, that's right.

"Yes, we're the ones who destroyed this town. All that's left is the lord's family. If you tell me where they are, I might just let you live."

I'm not lying this time. She's all alone, and someone might be after her, so life would be on hard mode, but I think giving her a chance in exchange for information is fair.

"This town... you did this...? What about the knights? The Church?"

"Wiped them out. The entire town is under our control. All that's left is the lord and his family. Do you know where they are?"

"Really...?"

The girl's breathing grew shallow, and her body began to tremble. Sorry, kid, but I'm a monster now. I live by a monster's code of ethics. Besides, I don't have any fond memories of humans.

I offered her a silent smile, and her body went rigid as she accepted that this was reality.

"Ah, so I was... abandoned... So, this town is really..."

"Completely destroyed. It will never go back to the way it was."

"Even if the lord returns...?"

"He'll only find a town of rubble and corpses. Even if he could somehow deal with us, with no people to rule, the kingdom would probably punish him, and he'd lose his title."

I don't know much about the nobility in this world, but it stands to reason that a lord who abandoned his people to save his own skin would face a grim fate. Stories might have happy endings where a surviving descendant reclaims their homeland from an evil empire, but in reality, rebuilding a domain with zero population would be incredibly difficult.

"I see... So it is. Then that man will be ruined..."

The girl trembled. Wait, did she just say something odd?

"Ahahahahahahahahaha! He's going to be ruined! Ahahaha, ahahahahaha!!"

"Whoa!?"

I was startled as the girl suddenly burst into crazed laughter. Wait, wasn't she being sheltered by the lord's family? Or was I wrong?

"The man who locked me up in this place, who pretended I didn't exist, is going to be ruined! Ahahahahahaha!!"

The girl continued to laugh, cackling and roaring as if releasing every emotion she'd ever suppressed. Finally, out of breath and heaving, she calmed down.

"Um, what's your relationship with the lord?"

I was a little scared to ask, but even more curious.

"I am... Adolnel. Adolnel Fenesia. I am the daughter of the lord of this domain, Fenesia."

As it turned out, this girl was the lord's daughter. Adolnel then explained why she had been locked away in this place.

"I was born to be the heir of the Fenesia family. But I was a daughter born with a cursed mark."

"A cursed mark?"

Adolnel looked like a cute girl with long, black hair. Her skin was pale, but that was likely from being confined in this tower. The windows were small and set high up, so it didn't look like much light got in. Just as she said, it was probably to prevent her from escaping. At any rate, I couldn't see any cursed mark. Maybe she had a birthmark somewhere hidden?

"The Cursed Violet Eyes. These purple eyes are said to be a sign of cursed power, an ill omen."

Adolnel brushed her long bangs aside, revealing her eyes. Illuminated by the light, her irises sparkled like amethysts.

"They're beautiful..."

The words escaped my lips before I could stop them. They truly were beautiful eyes.

"Hehe, thank you, even if it's just flattery."

It wasn't flattery, though.

"But that man didn't think so. He despised me, calling me the owner of filthy eyes. I was his only heir, so I was raised as a noble, but he never once looked at me or even spoke to me. It was the same with my mother. The only people who spoke to me were my tutors and the maids when they had business with me. Everyone averted their eyes from me and would only say what was absolutely necessary."

Wow, that's horrible.

"Then, on the day my brother was born, I was locked away in this tower. That was the first time I ever heard that man's voice. 'Now that an heir has been born, you are no longer of any use. Stay here until you die. Be grateful we're not killing you,' he said."

I was speechless. Even monsters have more compassion than that.

"They even went so far as to put an escape-prevention curse on the tower. It seems they also set up a barrier to keep anyone who might try to use me from getting in. Only the maid who brought my meals could enter, using a special magic item. They were nothing if not thorough. They were probably keeping me as a spare in case something happened to my brother. Or maybe they just kept me alive to bear children for them."

Adolnel recounted this horrific story in a flat, detached tone. Her eyes reflected nothing but despair for the world.

"You want to know where that man fled, don't you?"

"Huh? Oh, yes."

"I once heard from a tutor that the lord's mansion has a secret passage for emergencies. Because of my situation, I was never told where it is, but it should be somewhere in the mansion."

I see, a hidden passage. A classic, to be sure.

"Thank you for telling me. Everyone, search the mansion grounds and find the hidden passage!"

At my command, the undead moved out. Now, that just left the matter of what to do with Adolnel.

"Alright, you're free to go."

She gave me important information. I'd even order my undead not to attack her. I could even have the "Wolf-chan"s secretly escort her to the next town. I won't make the same pitiful mistake I made with those adventurers.

"Go on, please."

I stepped aside to clear the path to the door. Adolnel got off the bed and started walking, but she stopped right in front of me.

"What's wrong? You're free to go. My target is the lord's family."

"Even though I have the lord's blood?"

"But they're not your family, are they?"

"...! ...No!"

In this world, there are people who, despite sharing blood, cannot be called family—or rather, should not be. For her, the lord was exactly that.

"I have a request. Him... that man... no, all of them—kill them! Make them suffer as I have suffered, those people who threw me away to live their happy lives!"

"Alright."

If it will bring you peace. I understood how she felt all too well. In my previous life, I too was subjected to the malice of my own family, though in a different way.

"And one more thing..."

Adolnel leaned against me. From between the strands of her hair, her violet eyes, seen up close, shimmered and trembled in the dim light. With that fantastical color in her eyes, she said:

"Kill me."



    Chapter 14

    The Suicidal Lady and the Finest Meal

    "Kill me."

Instead of fleeing the tower, Adolnel had, for some reason, asked for death.

"Why? You're free to go. You don't consider the lord family, do you?"

In fact, she hated them. That meant she would never become my enemy, so there was no problem in letting her live.

"Because of this."

Adolnel brushed her hair aside, revealing her violet, glowing eyes.

"My Cursed Violet Eyes are reviled as a symbol of misfortune. Even when I hid them with my hair, the servants wouldn't look at me and hated even touching me. If someone like me were to go outside, if anyone saw the loathsome color of my eyes, I would be rejected without question."

Ah, right. There was that problem. Humans are an intolerant species. If they find even a single element about someone they find unpleasant, they will reject them with all their might.

"I'm sure it won't stop at just rejection. Besides, I've been locked up here my whole life. I don't know the first thing about how to survive in the outside world. So, even if I were free, I'd die soon anyway."

Adolnel wore a weak smile as she spoke such sad words.

"So please, kill me. Kill me and make me your undead servant. I will offer my everything to you, my benefactor, the one who gave me the only truly wonderful moment in my entire life."

With that, Adolnel stepped back from me and stood perfectly still, ready to be killed by me. I see. For this girl, even freedom offered no hope.

In my past life, my death led to my reincarnation and gave me the wings of a Vampire Bat. This girl, too, must be hoping to cast everything aside and be reborn anew.

"Alright, I understand. Then I will take your everything."

"Yes."

I approached Adolnel and gently placed my hands on her shoulders.

"...!"

Her body flinched for a moment, but she steadied her breathing and stopped trembling. Her body was so small and thin, yet she was trying so hard to hold back her shivers. It was almost endearing.

"It's okay. It won't hurt. You will become my meal and fulfill your life's purpose. You will become a part of my body, and your blood will live on with me."

"Your sustenance..."

I gently bit into Adolnel's neck.

"Ngh..."

I drank her blood slowly, trying to make it as painless and comfortable for her as possible. I drank her blood. I drank her blood. I drank her bl—

"!?"

I recoiled from Adolnel's neck in shock.

"Wh-!? Wha-wha-what!?"

"Huh!? W-What is it!?"

Adolnel cried out in surprise, but I was in no state to respond.

"W-W-W-W-Wha—"

"W-What's wrong? Did... did I not taste good?"

"N-No, that's not..."

Not good? That was the furthest thing from the truth. This... this flavor was...

"Too delicious!!"

"...Huh?"

What is this, what is this, what is this!? I've never tasted blood this good before! Does blood this delicious even exist!? The incredible taste sent a shiver through my entire body that I couldn't stop.

I wanted to drink Adolnel's blood again. I moved closer to her neck, drawn to drink her blood.

"*Haaah... haaah...*"

Deep breaths, deep breaths. Okay, I can do this. *Chomp*.

"Ngh..."

Once again, I lost myself in Adolnel's blood. Ah, how delicious. Amazing. I'd never eaten anything this good, not even in my past life. It was a flavor more alluring than the satisfaction of meat, the melting sweetness of dessert, or the intoxicating bliss of alcohol.

*—a person like you—*

As I drowned in that sea of blood, an unfamiliar scene flashed through my mind. What was that?

*My lady, as the heir to the Fenesia family, you must study.*

This time, an unfamiliar woman was speaking to me.

"Huh? Fenesia... that's Adolnel's..."

But the woman didn't answer my question. She just began to lecture me on the knowledge necessary for an heir, without looking me in the eye, wearing a look of disgust as if she were looking at something filthy.

*I have brought your meal.*

A maid brought in food.

*Hey, why won't Father come to see me?*

*...*

The maid ignored the little girl's voice that escaped my lips, finished arranging the food on the table, and left as if fleeing.

"Ah, I see. These are Adolnel's memories."

Perhaps because I was drinking her blood, I was seeing glimpses of her life. The scenes were just as she had described. The only ones who spoke to her were the servants, and their words were kept to the bare minimum. They wouldn't even answer her questions.

*Why can you not understand something this simple? At this rate, you will never become a worthy heir.*

The tutor shot Adolnel a contemptuous look when she couldn't answer a question. This was absurd. And this tutor's teaching methods were terrible. He just droned on, reading from a book, without ever trying to help Adolnel with the problems she was struggling with. The teacher who taught me history at the castle was a far better instructor. He would patiently repeat things until I understood.

*Hahaha.*

*Hehehe.*

A man and a woman walked down the mansion hallway, laughing happily. They must be Adolnel's parents.

*F-Father... Mother...*

When Adolnel spoke to them, their faces twisted into expressions of clear disgust.

*Hey! Is anyone there! Take her back!*

Without even looking at Adolnel, her parents called for someone to drag her back to her room.

*You were told not to leave your room, were you not?*

An elderly maid scolded Adolnel in a cold, oppressive tone.

*I-I just... Father looked like he was in a good mood, so I thought maybe he would talk to me...*

*Do not leave your room again. We will be posting a guard at the entrance.*

After a series of such memories, she finally left the mansion for the first time in her life. But it was not to freedom, but to an even greater solitude.

*Finally, a true heir has been born. You are no longer of any use. However, it would be bad for our reputation to kill one who carries the family blood. Therefore, you will live out the rest of your days in that tower. Be grateful we are not disposing of you.*

Those were the first and last words Adolnel ever heard from her father.

*Fatherrrrr!!*

From then on, Adolnel was confined to the dim tower. She was even deprived of her lessons with the tutor. The only stimulation she received from the outside world was the one-sided, non-conversational announcements of meals and daily chores.

*I'm looking for the lord's family. Have you seen them?*

Until the moment she met me.

"!?"

Adolnel's memories cut off, and my consciousness resurfaced. Ah, I see. This was the life this child had lived.

"How..."

How horrible. Is this how you treat a child who has just been born? I said that monsters had more compassion, but I was wrong. Monsters who love their children are far, far more compassionate!

"Haaaah..."

This child had lived such a life. No wonder she wanted to die. Even if she were freed from the mansion, when she remembered the way the servants treated her, when she remembered those glares, there was absolutely no decent future waiting for her. In fact, for this child, death could even be called a salvation.

So, what should I do with her? As a monster, as a creature that is not human, how should I respond?

I listened to my inner voice.

*'I want to drink more of this blood. I want to drink it all. Drink it dry. She wants to die anyway, so it's perfect. I'll suck every last drop of blood and kill her. She'll be happy!'*

But the reason within me screamed back.

*'To drink this all dry would be a travesty. If I drink all of this exquisitely delicious blood, I will never be able to enjoy this taste again. This flavor must be preserved, no, it must be cultivated!'*

"Wait, huh?"

I thought a more human opinion might surface, like 'I should save her because I feel sorry for her' or 'I should take her in and give her a happy life,' but nope, nothing. Am I really that inhuman? Well, I'm not human, but still.

Ugh, now that I think about it calmly, I'm actually shocked by my own cruelty. Well, I can't help it. Her blood is just too delicious.

And I'm not human anymore. I'm a monster that devours humans. Yes, that's my excuse.

And so, I writhed, desperately trying to suppress the intense conflict between the violent urge to drink her blood and the equally violent emotion to savor it.

"H-Hey, are you okay?"

"I-I'm fine, I'm fine, just... stay back a bit..."

Adolnel approached me with concern. But right now, from the bite mark on her neck, a scent that couldn't be described with a word like 'fragrant' was wafting toward me, a scent that assaulted my appetite. If I smelled that up close, the reason that was barely holding on would shatter in an instant!

I smashed a hole in the tower wall to ventilate the room with fresh air.

"Kyaa!?"

"Phew, I'm calm now."

Taking a deep breath to regain my composure, I resumed my train of thought. For some reason, Adolnel's blood is incredibly delicious. Shockingly so. Is it because we're compatible? Or is there something in her blood that Vampires prefer?

"No, that's not the important part right now."

What matters is what to do with this blood. The answer is obvious. It would be a waste to drink it all now. This blood should be sipped, little by little. To lose this blood would be a loss to the world. Just as you wouldn't slaughter a prize milk cow for its meat, but instead raise it to get milk every day, I should keep this child alive to obtain her blood on a regular basis.

Besides, she's so thin. Given her circumstances, she was probably only given the bare minimum of food. So what would happen if I gave her moderate exercise, a comfortable living environment, and delicious, nutritious food? Her blood would surely become even more delicious. More delicious! The moment I imagined it, I had to fight back the urge to bite her right then and there.

I can't eat her all at once. I have to keep her by my side and protect her!

No good. No matter how seriously I try to think about this, my thoughts are all about my appetite. I'm so sorry. I really have stopped being human. I realize that now. This is just too inhuman. I mean, in my past life, I was betrayed and oppressed by the people around me, and my relationship with my family was the absolute worst. So I do feel sorry for Adolnel. I really do, but... Her blood is just too delicious!! Yes, I said it again.

"I've decided."

I told Adolnel, desperately maintaining my composure.

"I'm not going to kill you."

"What?"

Adolnel's expression filled with despair.

"Does that mean... I'm not even worthy of being killed, of being eaten?"

"No, that's not it. You're incredibly delicious."

"Then why!?"

"Because you're so delicious, I don't want to eat you all at once. I want to keep you for the rest of your life and continue to drink your blood."

"My whole life?"

I looked at her, careful not to get too close, and spoke to the purple glow hidden behind her hair.

"I think you already know, but I'm a Vampire who drinks human blood. And as a Vampire, I can assure you: Adolnel, your blood is unbelievably delicious. That's why I've decided to keep you alive as my personal food supply. Refusal is not an option. You will be my meal for the rest of your life. Not as the lord's daughter, but as my personal meal."

"!!!"

I was saying something truly awful, I knew. I'd said I would kill her parents, said she could go free, and then said I would grant her wish and kill her, only to declare that I would neither let her go nor kill her, but keep her as livestock. Of course Adolnel would be devastated. But I'm a Vampire. I can't just let blood this good go to waste. Um, I'm an enemy of humanity, and I swore when I was reincarnated that I would live as an enemy of humanity. Yeah, I think I resolved to do something like that when I was reborn.

When I was first reincarnated, I hated humans because of my past life. Well, after getting used to the wild, that memory has faded quite a bit. But anyway, that's the deal, so sorry, but for my sake, you'll have to be a sacrifice...

"...I'm happy."

I was about to finish, but... what?

"I can be of use to you."

"Huh? Oh, well, yes."

I mean, I guess she is useful? As food, though.

"Me... the girl they called the cursed daughter, who was reviled, who was told she would never be loved by anyone, who was nothing but a spreader of misfortune... you need me, even if it's as food!"

"Y-Yes."

That's right, but is that really something to be happy about? Or is this just how people in this world are?

"I understand! I'll be your food! For my entire life! I will dedicate this blood to you!"

"Ah, well. I'm glad you agree... I think?"

And so, I obtained my very own personal food supply who willingly offered her blood to me. Um, I was the one who decided this, but was this really okay?

"I wonder if the humans back at Father's place were in a similar situation to her?"

Only now did I begin to wonder why those humans had been at the castle in the first place.



    Chapter 15

    The Anticlimactic Showdown

    "Onee-sama."

Adolnel pressed against me, her voice soft and moist. For some reason, ever since I told her I'd keep her as my food for life, she's gotten really attached to me. Humans are such strange creatures... Just then, my undead returned and began gesturing at me.

*—We have found the hidden passage—* 

I sensed the undead's message.

"Excellent! Lead the way!"

*—As you wish—*

The undead led me to a room with a very expensive-looking desk. There, nestled between two bookshelves, was a stone passage that seemed completely out of place.

"So this is the hidden passage."

*—There was a mechanism to move the bookshelf—*

"You've all done well! Now, let's go after the lord's family!"

Having found the secret passage, I dove inside to pursue the lord and his kin. By the way, something feels off, but I can't quite put my finger on it.

◆

*Shunk!* The undead scout in front was impaled by a spear that shot out from the floor. *Thwip! Thwip!* Arrows fired from holes in the wall pierced another undead's body. *Clang!* More undead fell into a pit trap.

"Well this is easy."

The hidden passage was filled with traps. They were probably meant to slow down pursuers, but they didn't stop us for a moment.

"If we just send the undead ahead, they'll trigger all the traps, making it easy to find a safe path."

"Since they're already dead, it's amazing that they can be used to find traps over and over again," Adolnel said in an admiring tone, her arm linked with mine as she watched the undead advance. I really wanted to leave her behind, but she insisted on coming.

"Please, Onee-sama. Let me see those men die a wretched death! I want to burn the sight of that man's end into my very eyes!"

It was hard to say no to that. And since I wanted to use her as a food source, I needed to raise her in a way that minimized her stress. By the way, is the "Onee-sama" thing permanent?

"Besides, my past self would probably be happy about it, too."

"Did you say something?"

"No, nothing. More importantly, don't let your guard down just because there's light. Humans can't see well in the dark."

"Yes, Onee-sama."

I patted Adolnel's head as she replied in a melting voice, and we continued on. In my past life, my life was ruined by other humans, and I died without ever getting any retribution. So, I think this girl deserves to feel at least a little bit of satisfaction.

It would probably make her blood taste better, too... Stay, my appetite, stay. Right now, I'm talking about closure for my past self. The resentment from my past life still lingers within me. So, I want to see this girl get her revenge as a tribute to my past self. To prove that with the power I have now, I can blow away the kind of injustice I suffered in my past life.

"The exit."

The sight of moonlight ahead brought an end to my thoughts. Now, it's hunting time.

◆

"Found you."

Finding the lord's family was surprisingly easy. That's because they were fleeing on foot.

The secret passage led to the floor of a hunter's cabin in the middle of the forest. Their plan was apparently to escape to a nearby town from there and secure a carriage. I had Adolnel with me, which was a handicap, but since I could just carry her and fly, it didn't matter. More importantly, the lord's family's voices echoing through the night forest was a dead giveaway. Why weren't horses prepared? I'm tired, I want to rest, I want a warm drink, why do we have to suffer like this, it's all because you're incompetent—they were complaining nonstop. I almost felt sorry for their knights.

But thanks to that, all we had to do was follow the sound of their shouting, and we found them in no time.

"Hmm, four knights as guards. And one old steward."

The lord's family consisted of the lord, his wife, and a young boy. Hmm, that must be Adolnel's little brother.

Well, with this level of strength, the fight will be over quickly. They have to protect the lord's family, so they can't fight at full strength, which means even fewer of them can focus on me. Now, what's the best way to do this?

"No, I'll go in loud and proud."

I stopped trying to come up with a strategy and chose to be as conspicuous as possible. After all, my father is one of only six supreme Vampires in the world. As his daughter, I'm waging war against humans to obtain my own domain. If I don't appear before the enemy boss with the dignity of a new ruler, my reputation will be questioned.

Well, that's the official reason. The truth is, a large part of me just wants to test my own strength. I still don't fully trust the power I've obtained. But I've experienced my strength in battles in the forest, and I was able to conquer the town with a well-laid plan without getting a single scratch.

So, in this battle, I wanted to confirm that I could hold my own against a strong opponent by fighting the lord's guards, who were probably their strongest card. And if things went south, I could just have Ichigo-kun help me while I hurled trees at the lord's family from the sky. I'd win one way or another.

So, I left Adolnel with Ichigo-kun and soared into the sky. With the moonlight at my back, I called out dramatically.

"Well, well, where are you all hurrying off to in the dead of night?"

"What!? W-Who's there!?"

Yes, yes, perfect. Just the reaction I was hoping for. The lord and his party looked around frantically, searching for me.

"Where are you looking? I'm up here."

"My lord, above us!"

A knight finally spotted me and shouted.

"A... white... woman?"

The lord and his men stood there, stunned, staring at me.

"A pleasure to meet you, Lord. I am Merlille Chromshell. I have come to take your town."

I gave my wings a dramatic flap, and the lord's party snapped back to reality.

"Y-You've come to take my town!? D-Don't be ridiculous! Who are you!"

Who am I? I just introduced myself.

"Chromshell?... Ah! Don't tell me, the Great Duke of the Cursed Sea!?"

Hm? Great Duke of the Cursed Sea? What's that?

"The Great Duke of the Cursed Sea!? ...Impossible! The Vampire noble of the Great Cursed Sea is a man! That is not him!"

The knight's words startled the lord, but he quickly dismissed them. Let's see, the Great Cursed Sea is the name of the forest I lived in. So, does that mean the Great Duke of the Cursed Sea is my father?

It seems my father has a pretty impressive title. Well, he is one of only six supreme Vampires in the world, so I guess the terrified humans gave him that name out of fear. I'd rather not think he came up with it himself.

"So, you know of my father."

I made a point of hinting that I was related to him.

"Father? Are you saying you're his kin!?"

"Yes, that's right. I've come of age and am here to acquire my own domain. Congratulations, your town will be my very first territory."

I taunted the lord again, telling him I was taking his town.

"D-Don't be ridiculous! I will not hand over my town to a monster!"

"You mustn't, my lord! If she is truly of the Great Duke's bloodline, her power would be of the Second Rank! We are no match for her!"

Hmm, it seems the knights aren't as strong as I thought.

"Fool! There's no way such a powerful being would be here! She is merely a low-ranking Vampire borrowing the authority of her progenitor!"

The knights urged him to flee, but the lord declared that I wasn't my father's daughter, but rather a lesser Vampire descended from him, a fox borrowing the tiger's might.

"Fine, have it your way. I'll just have to teach you a lesson you won't forget."

"That's my line! It's convenient that the ringleader has come to us! I shall slay you and gain the fame of a Vampire slayer!"

The lord said, even as he backed away behind his knights.

"Go, all of you!"

""""...! Sir!""""

Forced by their master's command, the knights reluctantly charged. But since I was flying, they couldn't reach me even if they tried...

"Whoa, whoa!?"

While I was distracted by the knights, the steward standing next to the lord attacked me with magic. The damage wasn't much, though. It just stung a little.

"That surprised me."

"What!? My magic!?"

But for the steward, it must have been his finishing blow, because he looked incredibly shocked.

"So that steward was a Magician."

In that case, I should ignore the knights and target him first... Wait, huh!?

"My lord, we must flee! I will carry the young master!"

The moment he saw his attack had failed, the steward scooped up the little brother and took off running.

"What!? Wait, Sebast! What kind of man flees, leaving his master behind!"

"My lord, my lady, hurry!"

The lord and his wife scrambled to follow.

"You lot, hold that Vampire back, even if it costs you your lives!"

"What!?"

"But, Master Sebast!?"

The knights cried out at their superior's order. Hmm, what a cruel command. I don't know how strong these knights are, but he basically just told them to go and die.

"Damn it! I'll do it!"

A knight swung his sword at me, but being high in the air, he couldn't reach me.

"Coward! Come down here!"

Yeah, right. Like I'm going to give up my overwhelming advantage.

"They're wearing metal armor, so maybe lightning magic will work? Uh, Thunder!"

I imagined a lightning bolt and released my magic. A flash of light shot from my hand, and the knights were struck by lightning.

""""Gah!!""""

And just like that, they collapsed, twitching and convulsing.

"Hmm, they went down easier than I thought."

Well, they won't be moving for a while. Time to go after the lord and his family.

"W-Wait! Sebas...t! *Hah... hah...*!"

"W-Wait!"

I flew after them and saw the lord and his wife, panting heavily as they chased after the steward running ahead. But the steward was steadily pulling away from them. Hmm, is that steward planning on abandoning them? He's carrying the little brother, so maybe he's decided that as long as the boy survives, they can one day reclaim their territory?

"But I'll have to teach him that that's a naive way of thinking."

I picked up speed, overtook the lord and his family, and landed in front of the steward.

"Alright, this is as far as you go."

"!?"

The steward screeched to a halt as I landed in his path.

"*Hah... hah...*"

With the steward stopped, the lord and his family caught up.

"Now then, this time, I'll have the lord's family surrender. Mr. Steward, if you hand over that boy, I might just spare your life."

A lord's steward would probably have all sorts of useful information.

"..."

But the steward twisted his body, shielding the little brother. So he won't obey. To swear loyalty to the lord's family even in this situation... he has some good retainers.

"Well, fine then."

I'll just capture the lord. The steward can't protect the lord while holding the little brother, and if I take the lord hostage, he'll have to comply.

After that, I'll go back to Adolnel. I promised her she would see the lord's end.

"Onee-sama!!"

Just then, Adolnel came running out from the forest.

"Adolnel!?"

What are Ichigo-kun and the others doing!? I put them on guard duty! Looking closely, I could see the undead chasing after Adolnel. Ah, right. I told them to guard her, but I never thought to tell them to keep her there for her own safety.

"Well, they're just Ghouls."

They aren't that high-ranking as undead, so I can't blame them. Anyway, this saves me the trouble of bringing her here.

It was then that it happened.

"...!"

The steward moved. He shoved the little brother he was holding into the arms of the lord's wife and charged straight for Adolnel, a dagger suddenly in his hand.

"Adolnel!"

Did he realize she's an acquaintance of mine and plans to take her hostage!? The steward leaped toward Adolnel. Wait, if he hits her with that much force, she'll get hurt! She's his master's daughter, isn't she!? Does he not realize? Or does he realize and just not care!?

"!?"

Adolnel couldn't react to the steward's movement. His hand reached for her. Or so it seemed.

*Shlick!* 

The steward's arm went flying.

"Gahhh!?"

A silver flash had passed between Adolnel and the steward.

"Ichigo-kun!"

Yes, Ichigo-kun was now standing in front of Adolnel. He had intervened at the last second and sliced off the steward's arm.

"Tch!"

The steward, realizing his attempt to capture Adolnel had failed, tried to leap back.

"Don't let him get away! Do it!"

At my command, Ichigo-kun moved forward. His movements were not the usual shaky shuffle, but a smooth motion, like flowing water. The silver light flashed again, and several red lines appeared on the steward's body.

"Guh, ah, impossible..."

In a single instant, the steward collapsed to the ground. Phew, that was close. I'm sad to lose the information the steward had, but it's nothing compared to Adolnel's blood. Still, he really moves incredibly when he has a sword in his hand.

"Now then, that leaves just the lord's family."



    Chapter 16

    The End of the Lord's Family

    "S-Sebast?!"

The lord’s voice cracked with panic as his trusted steward fell. With that, he was completely defenseless, utterly stripped of any means to protect himself. He carried a sword, of course, but the fact that he hadn't drawn it even now told me he had no real skill in a fight.

"...Father."

It was Adolnel who spoke to the trembling lord.

"...?"

But the lord simply tilted his head, a puzzled look on his face as he stared at the girl who had addressed him.

"...Who are you?"

"Eh?"

"Huh?"

W-wait a minute, what was that?! "Who are you?" Seriously? *Seriously?* She’s your daughter!

You didn’t actually forget her, did you?!

"I-It’s me. It’s Adolnel."

"Adolnel? ...Adolnel?!"

What? Hold on, did he really forget? His own daughter?! Even if he locked her in a tower and hadn't seen her for years, he actually forgot?! This guy is the absolute worst!

"Why are you here?! Why are you outside the tower?!"

"That’s because..."

Adolnel tried to answer, but before she could, a look of sudden realization dawned on the lord’s face.

"Was it you? Did you summon this monster?!"

*Excuse me? What is this man talking about? And isn’t calling this beautiful girl a "monster" a bit rude?*

"Did you call this disaster upon our town with those cursed eyes of yours?!"

"N-No, that’s not—"

"You ungrateful child! Have you forgotten all the kindness I’ve shown you, raising you all this time?!" the lord shrieked hysterically, cutting Adolnel off before she could defend herself.

"Ah, if this was going to happen, I should have just killed you back then instead of showing you mercy!"

*Mercy? Don’t make me laugh. In Adolnel’s memories, you didn’t show a shred of mercy. You were just afraid of sullying your own hands and ruining your reputation by killing her yourself. And besides, is that really the first thing you say to the daughter you haven’t seen in years? After all the abuse you’ve heaped on her, you have the gall to act like you did her a favor.*

"Ugh..."

"You plague..."

*CRACK!* 

Before the lord could finish his sentence, I smashed his arm.

"Guh, gyaaaaaaaaaahhh!"

The lord shrieked and writhed on the ground, overwhelmed by the pain of his broken arm.

"Hmph."

*CRUNCH. SQUELCH. SNAP.* 

I proceeded to stomp on his remaining arm and both legs, crushing them.

"Agyaaaaahhh!!"

The lord foamed at the mouth from the sheer agony.

"Hah! You seem to be under some kind of misunderstanding, but I decided to target this town of my own free will! No one invited me, and no one egged me on."

I spoke loud enough for everyone present to hear.

"Meeting this girl was a complete coincidence. I only found her after I’d already attacked the town, so she has nothing to do with this."

That’s right. Adolnel’s Cursed Violet Eyes had absolutely nothing to do with my attack. I needed to make them understand that loud and clear!

"Well now, dawn is approaching. It’s about time we brought this little battle to a close. Let’s see, how should I dispose of you? Ah, I do recall hearing that the blood of nobles is exceptionally delicious."

I moved closer to the lord, baring my fangs in an effort to terrify him as much as possible.

"Hiee! Wait!"

Oh? Are you begging for your life? Not that I have any intention of sparing you, but I suppose I can hear you out.

"M-My blood is no good! B-But... y-yes, drink her blood instead! That girl has cursed eyes. For a wicked vampire such as yourself, she would surely be a delectable feast!"

To my surprise, the lord suggested I drink Adolnel’s blood instead of his own. *And did he just try to sell me on "cursed blood" and call me a "wicked vampire"? Is he actively trying to pick a fight?*

"F-Father...?!"

After being verbally abused, being offered up as a sacrifice was clearly a profound shock to Adolnel. The fiery vengeance I’d seen in her eyes was gone, replaced by the trembling sorrow of a child abandoned by her parent.

"Adolnel..."

*Ah, so that’s how it is. You certainly held a grudge against the lord, but more than that, you just wanted to see your family again. Deep down, you hoped that maybe, just maybe, you could reconcile with your parents. But that wish was just betrayed in the most horrific way possible.*

"...Ichigo-kun, let me borrow your sword."

"..."

I took the sword from Ichigo-kun and offered it to Adolnel.

"Ah, you know what? I’ve lost my appetite for blood like that. So, Adolnel, you can use this."

"Eh?"

Her mind still reeling from her father’s rejection, I placed the sword’s hilt in Adolnel’s hand.

"You can do whatever you want with that sword. Even use it on the man right in front of you."

"...!"

Adolnel stared down at the sword in her hands, then slowly lifted her gaze to the lord.

"!!"

He must have realized he was about to be killed. A violent tremor ran through his body.

"W-Wait."

The lord’s voice trembled as he spoke to Adolnel.

"N-No! It’s a misunderstanding."

After all the horrible things he’d said, what could possibly be a misunderstanding?

"I don’t hate you! In fact, I love you! I love you! It’s the truth!"

*Huh? What is this man talking about at a time like this? Has he already forgotten what he was saying just a moment ago?* Apparently so, because the lord continued his pathetic, self-serving plea to Adolnel.

"I had no choice! As the lord of this town, as a noble, I had to be ruthless! It was painful for me, too! I never wanted to do those things! I never wanted to say them! I wanted to love you! It’s true!"

This was awful. Just awful. Can a human really become this pathetic just to save their own skin? Just a minute ago, he was telling me to drink her blood instead of his. What nerve.

"Father..."

"Y-Yes?"

"Do you... love me?"

"O-Of course! Of course I love you! We’re father and daughter!"

"Will you hold me in your arms?"

"It would be my pleasure! I’ll hold you as many times as you want!"

"Will you give me a goodnight kiss before I go to sleep?"

"Yes, yes! As many as your heart desires!"

"............"

"Liar."

Tears streamed down her cheeks, but Adolnel’s face twisted into a crumpled smile as she spoke her final farewell. Her slender arm raised the sword high.

"Wait—!!"

"Haaaaah!!"

*SQUELCH!* 

The blade, laden with a maelstrom of emotions, slammed down on the lord.

"Gaaahhh!!"

"Ugh, ahh!"

As the lord screamed, Adolnel struck him again.

"Gyaaaaaahhh!"

"Hh!"

Adolnel’s face contorted with every scream she heard, but still her hands did not stop.

"S-Stop—"

"Ah, ah, aaaaaaaahhhhhh!!"

Again and again, Adolnel brought the sword down. Untrained in swordsmanship, her movements were less like cutting and more like brutally smashing him with a lump of iron.

"Sto... stop i..."

The wild swings tore flesh and broke bones, savaging her father’s body.

"Agh!"

Driven by passion, by hatred, by the agony of wondering why he couldn’t have shown her even a single shred of affection, Adolnel continued to swing.

"Ah, ahh..."

With all four limbs shattered, the lord couldn’t even resist as he endured her assault. Blood flowed, and his body, battered by the iron cudgel, gradually lost its warmth.

"Aaaaaaaaaahhhhhhhhh!!"

Even after the last spark of life had faded, Adolnel, oblivious, continued to bring the blade down.

"Well, that just leaves the mother and the little brother..."

I carefully approached the two, trying not to disturb Adolnel as she continued to hack away at her father.

"Hic!"

*Hmm, what should I do? Should I leave their fate to Adolnel as well? She’s already going through a lot after confronting her father. Forcing her to decide the fate of her mother and young brother might be too much. And even I’m hesitant to make her kill an innocent child.*

"Um, excuse me..."

The mother spoke up. *Alright, I’ll hear her out before I decide. If she says she doesn’t care what happens to her, but begs me to spare her son, I might just intervene on Adolnel’s behalf—if only to lighten the burden on her heart.*

"Please, let us go. You’ve killed him, so you should be satisfied now, shouldn’t you?"

"Eh?"

"He was the one who ordered her to be isolated! I was against it! I told him it was too cruel! But he said it was a disgrace to have a daughter with cursed eyes in the main residence, so he locked her away in that tower! I was against it! I told him again and again that we should be kind to her because she was pitiful! But he refused!"

*Excuse me? What is this woman talking about? In Adolnel’s memories, you were the one ignoring her with a look of utter disgust. Not once did you ever show her a moment of kindness. You never snuck out to see her behind her father’s back, nor did you secretly order the servants to be gentle with her.*

*Where does this human get off saying things like that?*

"I promise! I’ll never let her be sad again! As her mother, I swear I will make her smile!"

I was stunned by her performance, one that would put an award-winning actress to shame. This woman, thinking I hadn't seen Adolnel’s memories, was just saying whatever she pleased. That’s it. Any thought I had of forgiving her has completely vanished. The brother might be one thing, but I will not forgive this mother.

"Hey Mommy, are we done yet?"

Unaware of the situation, the little brother piped up.

"I’m sleepy. I wanna go back to bed."

*Ah, he really is just a normal kid.*

"Th-That’s right, sweetie. We’ll be back in the mansion soon."

The mother soothed her son with a gentle voice, but her face betrayed her true intentions. She was clearly trying to play up the fact that her son was an innocent child who knew nothing, hoping to win my sympathy. Too bad for her—I saw more than enough of people who prey on others’ goodwill in my past life.

"And that failure is annoying. Hurry up and lock her back in the tower and make her shut up."

"...Huh?"

*What did this kid just say?*

"?! G-Geil, what are you saying?!"

"But Adolnel is a failure, isn’t she?"

"!!"

I pushed aside the mother as she scrambled to cover her son’s mouth, then knelt down and asked him with a bright smile.

"Hey there. What do you mean by ‘failure’?"

"Who are you, lady?"

"I’m an acquaintance of your father’s."

*That’s not important. Just answer the question.*

"Umm, the maids were talking about it. They said a failure of the clan named Adolnel was locked up in the tower. They said she’s gross and they wouldn’t want to go near her if it wasn’t their job."

"Oh, is that so? And what do you think of Adolnel?"

"Huh? Nothing. When I’m the head of the house, I’ll just throw the failure out. The maids said they wanted me to."

The human child puffed out his chest, as if he were a benevolent future lord who would grant his servants’ wishes.

"But she’s your family, isn’t she? You’d throw away your own family?"

"? No way. My only family is my father and my mother. That's what they both told me. Besides, a failure can’t be part of my family."

*Ah, this is a lost cause. Even if the morals of this world are different from my old one, this is just... no. At least, not for me.*

"Geil! N-No, you misunderstand! It was the maids! The maids filled his head with strange ideas! This isn’t what he truly thinks! He’s a kind boy!"

I ignored the mother and continued speaking to the child.

"You know, Adolnel was locked in that tower for a very long time. Wouldn’t you hate it if the same thing happened to you? It’s not like she did anything wrong. Don’t you feel sorry for someone who was treated that way just because of how she was born?"

"Not at all. I’m not a failure. It’s her fault for being born a failure, right?"

*CRACK.* 

A soft thud echoed on the ground.

"...G-Gei—!!"

*SQUISH.* 

"..."

I ordered the nearby undead to clean up the trash.

"Hah... good thing she didn’t hear that."

Putting what just happened out of my mind, I turned my attention back to Adolnel, who was still striking the thing that was once her father.

"Hah, ah... ah... ahhh!"

She was already out of breath, her swings becoming unsteady. But even so, she didn’t stop bringing the sword down.

And then, her arms finally gave out. The blade she’d raised slipped from her grasp, and at last, Adolnel’s cries ceased.

"Hah, hah..."

Having swung the heavy piece of iron in a frenzy, she now stood panting, her shoulders heaving with each ragged breath. In the silent forest, only the faint sound of her sobs could be heard.

"Uu, uuu..."

From behind the curtain of hair that hid her eyes, tears dripped to the ground. I walked over to the motionless Adolnel and embraced her, making sure not to look at her face, and gently stroked her back as one would a small child.

"There, there."

"Uu... uuu... waah, waaaaaahhh..."

I didn’t say a word. I just held her and continued to pat her back. I offered no words of comfort. A monster like me has no right to say them. I would just stay here until she cried out all her tears.

"*Hic*, sniff..."

Just as her sobbing began to subside, I noticed the sky was beginning to lighten.

"Look, Adolnel. Look at the sky."

"?"

Sunlight began to filter through the trees.

"It’s the sunrise. A ray of light to bless your new lif—*Sssssizzle!*"

A beam of morning sun broke through the canopy and struck me, and a pain like my skin was literally burning shot through me.

"Agyaaaaaaaaahhhhhh!!"

"M-My lady?!"

Panicking as my body suddenly burst into flames, I scrambled away. My instincts screaming, I sought out darkness, diving into the hunter’s hut and tumbling into the pitch-black secret passage, where I rolled around on the floor to extinguish the fire.

"I thought I was gonna diiiiiieeeeeee!!"

Yeah, of course! I’m a vampire! The morning sun would obviously turn me to ash! This is no time to be talking about beautiful sunrises! I defeated the lord’s family, helped Adolnel get her revenge, and successfully captured a territory. I thought I was heading for a happy ending, and I almost died! A monster like me has no business trying to wrap things up so neatly!



    Chapter 17

    A Birth Cry

    Night fell, which for a vampire, meant morning had come. I awoke.

"Nn, slept well."

I sat up in my coffin to find myself in a stone passageway that smelled of mildew. It was the same secret passage we had used to chase down the lord’s family.

"Alrighty."

I stepped out and closed the lid of the coffin. Instantly, it shrank to the size of my palm. This was the Portable Coffin, an item my father had given me as a parting gift! It’s a must-have magic item for any vampire, allowing you to sleep in a coffin anywhere you go! And despite its portability, the comfort inside is superb—it’s truly a high-class bed you can carry in your pocket!

"Nn... mmm."

A soft sound, completely out of place in the musty cave, drew my attention. A girl in an adorable dress was sitting there, fast asleep and breathing softly. It was Adolnel, the lord’s daughter—now my personal food source. Her eyes were still a little puffy from last night’s events.

"I’ll let her sleep a little longer."

Looking around, I saw Ichigo-kun and the other undead. Further in, there were some new faces: undead knights clad in armor. They were the ones who had been guarding the lord. I’d quickly drained their blood and made them my familiars before I went to sleep.

"Nice to have you all on board, Sir Knights."

The knights offered a somewhat disjointed knightly salute.

*—Yes, our lives are for our master—*

I wonder what it feels like to pledge loyalty to someone you were trying to kill just last night. Have their former personalities died, replaced by new undead ones?

"Wait, huh?"

It was then that I finally noticed something was off.

"Am I... talking with the undead?"

Well, not talking, exactly. It felt more like their intent was being conveyed to me. It wasn't in clear words, but more of a vague sense of what they were trying to say.

"How did I become able to understand them?"

Until now, I hadn’t been able to communicate with my undead familiars. Was it because I was getting more accustomed to my vampire powers? Or maybe I was forming a mental link with my familiars... no, that wouldn’t explain why I can understand the knights.

I turned to Ichigo-kun, who was swaying gently beside me.

"Hey, Ichigo-kun, is there anything you want to tell me?"

"..."

But I couldn’t feel any emotion coming from my oldest familiar. I still had no idea. Maybe something had happened to trigger my ability to sense undead emotions...

"Mmm..."

As I wracked my brain, trying to pinpoint the cause, my gaze fell upon the sleeping Adolnel. More specifically, on the nape of her neck.

"The Cursed Violet Eyes..."

Adolnel possessed a special trait that went by that name, and her blood was more delicious than anything I had ever tasted before. Its rich flavor surpassed even the finest vintages I’d sampled back at my father’s castle. Though, it’s possible he was hiding the really good stuff from me.

"Adolnel’s blood might have something to do with this... perhaps."

Hmm, I should probably look into these Cursed Violet Eyes.

"Yawn... My lady...?"

My muttering must have woken her, as Adolnel opened her eyes.

"Good morning, Adolnel."

"Good morning, my lady."

Still not fully awake, Adolnel stood up with a drowsy look and wrapped her arms around me.

"There, there."

"Ehehe."

Experiencing what was likely the first physical affection of her life, Adolnel smiled blissfully.

"Alright, let’s head back to town."

"...Yes."

The mention of the town made Adolnel’s eyes fly open, and a flash of purple peeked through the gaps in her long hair.

"Are you scared to go back to the place where you were imprisoned?"

"...No. As long as you are with me, my lady, I am not afraid."

Although she had tensed at the thought of returning to a town that held nothing but painful memories, Adolnel hardened her expression, shook her head, and declared she would be fine.

"Alright then! The first thing we’ll do when we get back is smash that tower to pieces!"

"Huh?! We’re going to destroy it?!"

"Yup! We’ll make a big show of destroying everything you hate! Then we’ll take over the lord’s mansion and laugh in his face! I bet it’ll feel amazing!"

"Y-You’re right."

Heheh, looks like that cheered her up a bit.

◆

"Hyaaaah!"

With a running start, I unleashed a vampire-powered kick on the tower. With a thunderous *BOOM*, the tower tilted and then came crashing down.

"Incredible..."

Adolnel stared in stunned silence at the sight of the tower toppling from a single kick. Heheh, I’m a woman who keeps her promises. As soon as we returned to town, I immediately destroyed the tower that had imprisoned Adolnel. Then I tore out the trees that had hidden it and tossed them outside the estate.

"You guys take care of the rubble and the trees I threw. Feel free to use them as building materials."

After giving my orders to the undead, I took Adolnel’s hand and led her into the lord’s mansion.

"..."

I could feel her hand tense as we approached the mansion that held nothing but painful memories for her.

"It’s okay. I’m with you."

"Y-Yes."

Once inside, I started peeking into the rooms one by one—partly to familiarize myself with the layout of my new home, and partly for Adolnel’s sake. After checking all the rooms, I arrived at the lord’s office. The door to the secret passage was still open, and a musty smell wafted out from the depths of the corridor.

I threw open all the windows to air the place out, then pulled Adolnel close and shouted.

"This town is mine! I took it from that worthless lord!"

Feeling much better after that cathartic scream, I turned to Adolnel, who was standing beside me.

"..."

She was staring at me, wide-eyed, completely taken aback by my sudden outburst.

"Alright, now it’s your turn, Adolnel. Go on, shout whatever you’re truly feeling."

"M-My true feelings? But I don’t know what to say..."

"Don’t overthink it. ‘You were a terrible father!’ or ‘I took everything that was yours, so there!’ Anything you want. Just let it all out."

"Shout... anything I want..."

Adolnel mumbled to herself, trying to decide what to say. Then, as if she’d made up her mind, she took a deep breath with a look of fierce determination.

"You were the worst, Father! This is all your fault! Everything you had now belongs to my lady! Um, um... so there! Y-You idiot, you idiot! Go die! Oh, wait, you’re already dead. Um, then go rot in the sinner’s hell!"

Perhaps unused to insults, Adolnel shouted a rather charming string of curses into the night sky. When she had said all she wanted to say, she stood panting, her face looking incredibly bright and clear.

"Feel better?"

"*Pant, pant*... Yes!"

It was the first time I had seen... no, it was surely the first time in her life she had ever smiled like a girl her age.



    Chapter 18

    A Cry for Help (With a Double Meaning)

    ◆ The Adventurer's Guild, Carolmana Branch (Several Days Ago) ◆

*Fiiiiin, fiiiiin.*

The eerie sound suddenly echoed through the pitch-black room.

"Whoa?! W-What’s that?!"

Startled awake by the strange noise, Ien, the branch manager of the Adventurer’s Guild in Carolmana Town, shot up in bed.

"What is that sound?!"

He immediately activated a magical light source and realized the sound was coming from the next room—the guildmaster’s office.

"You’ve got to be kidding me. *This* is what’s making that noise?"

Ien was shocked to see the source of the sound. It was something that shouldn’t have been active—or rather, something he’d hoped would never be active.

"The emergency communication device... Something terrible must have happened."

This magic item was incredibly convenient, capable of long-distance communication, but using it required an enormous amount of stored magical energy. As such, it was forbidden to be used for anything but the direst of emergencies. Using it for a trivial matter would result in severe punishment. Therefore, if it was being used, it meant a guild branch was facing a crisis of catastrophic proportions.

Steeling himself for the worst, Ien operated the device.

*"This is the Fenesia branch! We have an emergency! The town is under attack by undead! We need reinforcements! Please, someone answer! Anyone!"*

"This is the Carolmana branch. What happened? What’s the enemy’s strength? How long can you hold out?"

*"Ien?! I don’t know! Undead just started appearing all over town! They just keep increasing in number, we can’t handle them!"*

"Inside the town?! Did they break through the walls?!"

If the walls were breached, it was the worst-case scenario. It meant the enemy had an attack powerful enough to destroy thick stone walls. And if there was a hole, more enemies would pour through. By the time reinforcements from other towns arrived, it was highly likely Fenesia would already be annihilated.

*"No! The walls haven’t been breached! They just appeared inside the town!"*

"What did you say?!"

*(Appeared without destroying the walls? The sewers? No, Fenesia Town doesn’t have a large-scale sewer system like the royal capital. Then where did they come from?)*

*"Please! Send help immediately!"*

"Got it! We’ll send reinforcements right away! Just hold on and find somewhere to barricade yourself! Survive!"

Snapping back to his senses at the desperate plea, Ien shouted words of encouragement through the device. He didn't know how long they could last, but not sending help was out of the question. That’s what this emergency communicator was for.

*"O-Okay, I’ll try to—uwaaaaaaahhh!!"*

The sounds of something breaking—*CRACK, CRASH*—and the heavy tread of many feet echoed from the device, followed by the abrupt end of the scream.

"Hey! Hey! What happened?!"

He knew what had happened. His colleague had been attacked and killed. He just didn't want to admit it.

"Dammit!"

Biting his lip in frustration, Ien immediately left the room.

"This is an emergency! Gather all available adventurers at once!"

Even in the middle of the night, there were people at the guild. A night shift was always on standby precisely for situations like this, so that people could be gathered quickly.

After giving his subordinate instructions, Ien rushed to the lord’s manor. Given the gravity of the situation, he was obligated to report it to the lord.

*"That lord... He’ll probably delay dispatching the knights to put Fenesia’s lord in his debt. Worst case, he might even try to obstruct our movements."*

In fact, he was certain of it. That’s why, before he left, Ien had instructed his men to immediately send out any adventurers they could contact as an advance party, dispatching them individually.

But even that did little to ease the pit in his stomach. It took at least two days to get from this town to Fenesia, even at top speed. Gathering a sufficient fighting force would take even longer.

"Please, just be safe..."

Ien prayed for the safety of his comrades, trying to shake off the terrible premonition spreading through his chest. But his prayers, cruelly, would not be answered.

◆

Having taken control of the town, I was exploring the lord’s mansion by myself. Adolnel, who usually wanted to be by my side, had tried her best to stay up with me through the night. But her body, accustomed to a regular schedule, had finally given in to sleep.

This was actually quite fun, though. It felt like a treasure hunt—finding hidden shelves with fraudulent ledgers, or a secret basement full of treasures hidden behind suspiciously placed furniture. For some reason, I could just sense where these places were. I’m not sure how to describe it, but I could feel a sort of murky, stagnant something in those spots. I’ve heard that vampires are composed more of magical energy than physical matter, so maybe I was sensing these hidden things with something other than my eyes.

"Ooh, found the library."

This time, I discovered a rather spacious library and immediately started browsing the books.

"Lots of history books. Books on warfare, too... oh, and some about magic and monsters."

The collection was a mix of new and old books, clearly amassed over a long period of time.

"I guess the previous lords collected them?"

The books on war and martial arts were tattered and in poor condition, while those on history and culture were clean but showed signs of having been read many times over. The preferred genres must have varied with each generation of lords.

"But even the tattered books have a sort of warmth to them. Maybe they were their owners’ favorites, too."

Though a book lover would probably find their dilapidated state unforgivable.

"Ah, picture books."

On a lower shelf near the library entrance, I found a collection of what were clearly children’s picture books. As you’d expect from books read by children, they were quite damaged. I could imagine energetic kids waving them around as they begged their parents or maids to read to them.

"But I’m sure Adolnel never had a single one of these books read to her."

In fact, considering her circumstances, she probably didn’t even know these books existed.

"...Let’s look at something else."

I picked up a book about monsters. It was filled with descriptions of monsters I’d never heard of, detailing their habitats, their strength, their weaknesses, and more. Ooh, this is useful. This could come in handy later.

"Ah, a book about Father."

Among the tomes, I found one titled *The Great Vampire Duke of the Cursed Sea*.

"Let’s see, let’s see."

I opened the book and read about the battles humans had fought against my father.

—*One day, a man appeared claiming to have found a castle deep within the forest*—

—*People laughed, dismissing it as a delusion, but after numerous similar sightings, an investigation was launched*—

—*Thus, the castle deep in the forest was discovered, and with it, the existence of the terrifying vampire who resided there became known to the world*—

—*The vampire was one of the six so-called Progenitors, the strongest of their kind. His name was Voylard Chromshell*—

—*The kingdom dispatched a knight order to subjugate the fearsome vampire, but not a single one returned*—

—*Staking its national pride, the kingdom resolved to defeat the vampire, and with the aid of neighboring countries and the Church, it challenged him*—

—*The result was the complete annihilation of the human forces*—

—*That night, the kingdom fell to the vampire’s retribution*—

—*In the years that followed, new nations rose and fell, challenging the vampire for territorial expansion and the forest’s rich resources, but not once could they defeat him, and each met its ruin*—

—*Eventually, the vampire’s forest came to be known as the Great Cursed Sea, and people became so fearful that they dared not even speak his name, referring to him only by his title: the Great Vampire Duke*—

That was more or less the gist of what was written in the book.

"My father is way too strong!"

What is this? If this book is true, Father has destroyed entire nations! Isn’t he too powerful? And it says that multiple countries formed an alliance to attack him at one point. The fact that he repelled them is insane. By a rough estimate, that must have been a battle of hundreds of thousands against a few hundred. That’s overwhelming numerical superiority. It’s hard to imagine winning against that.

"Just how strong are Progenitors?"

I was, for the first time, truly shocked by my own father’s strength.

"And since it’s written in a human book that they lost, it’s not like they would have exaggerated the numbers to make themselves look better. This must have really happened."

Wow, I’ve stumbled upon a rather incredible fact.

"If I train hard enough, I wonder if I can become strong enough to fight a whole country head-on, too. Maybe not on his level, but still."

Hmm, the path of a vampire is a steep one.

"Any other interesting books... huh?"

As I wandered through the library, scanning the titles, I noticed something odd about one of the bookshelves.

"What’s this?"

Behind the rows of books on the shelf, I sensed something hidden, just like I had with the secret compartments.

"Is this... a book? The title is... *Curses and Calamities*?"

Intrigued by the ominously titled book, I opened it.

"Why would this be hidden?"

As the title suggested, the book was about curses and the damage they cause. But when I turned to a certain page, I understood why it had been concealed.

"Cursed Violet Eyes..."

There was a section dedicated to the Cursed Violet Eyes.

"Cursed Violet Eyes are purple pupils that manifest in the accursed. It is said that misfortunes occur around those who possess these eyes, and for this reason, they are shunned. Furthermore, many individuals with Cursed Violet Eyes have been known to commit heinous crimes, which is another reason for their ostracization."

I see. So people hate them because bad things happen around them.

"But heinous crimes? Adolnel doesn’t seem like the type of girl to do something like that."

Besides, if she were really the type to commit heinous crimes, wouldn’t she have killed her abusive father and run away a long time ago?

"And the ‘bad things’ part is pretty vague, too. It doesn’t mention any specific incidents, so it’s questionable whether the Cursed Violet Eyes are really related."

Are the Cursed Violet Eyes really that ominous? I turned the page, continuing to read about them.

"Water shortages, poor harvests, monster outbreaks, storms, heavy snow... These are just natural phenomena. The monster outbreaks were probably just due to food shortages driving them to human settlements... There’s nothing about curses here."

If anything, wouldn’t the lord have read this and dismissed it all as mere superstition?

"I don’t get it. Why was Adolnel treated so badly?"

One possibility was the incredible deliciousness of her blood, but that was only a benefit for vampires. If there was a risk of vampires attacking to get her blood, I could understand the fear, given the town’s location, but there was nothing written about that.

"Hmm, I guess it’s just superstition after all."

Since I couldn’t find any other information, I put the book back where I found it. It would only upset Adolnel if she saw it.

"Alright, I guess I’ll go check on the town. I doubt there are any survivors, but you never know."

I was enjoying a leisurely stroll through the town when I reached the edge and realized I had made a major blunder.

"Ah, I left the town gate wide open."

That’s right. I had left the gates, which were opened when I attacked the town, just as they were.

"Umm... does that mean... someone saw inside the town...?"

Did someone see the deserted, blood-soaked town, devoid of any living humans?

"N-No, no, the undead were probably hiding in dark places during the day, and they would have only seen an empty town, but still... that’s bad!"

Dammit! That night, I was so busy almost burning to death that I completely forgot to close the gates!

"B-But I attacked all the humans along the main road to use as part of my attack force, so probably no one has come to the town yet! I’m sure it’s fine!"

Needless to say, this major oversight would lead to an unexpectedly huge uproar...



    Chapter 19

    The Ghost Town and the Unseen Dead

    "All undead who were seen by humans, raise your hands."

"""*Shwip shwip shwip.*"""

Having completely forgotten I’d left the town gates wide open, I was now polling my undead to see if any of them had been spotted during the day. Several of them raised their hands. They explained that when the sun rose, they had hidden in the dark corners of houses. However, some travelers, finding it strange that there was no one in town, had started looking around and had the misfortune of discovering their hiding spots.

What was worse, the undead had instinctively tried to attack the humans when they got close, but the humans had fled back into the sunlight, and the undead were unable to pursue.

"Oh man, the humans totally know we’re here."

Dammit. If I’d just ordered them to close the gates after taking the town, people might have just found it suspicious that the gates weren’t opening in the morning, which would have been easier to explain away.

"""*Dejected.*"""

A wave of guilt washed over me from the undead. Well, it was unavoidable, so it can’t be helped. To be honest, it was my fault for forgetting to order them to close the gates before I went to sleep.

"But this is bad. The travelers who escaped will definitely report this, and a subjugation force will be sent from another town."

Best case scenario, they’ll send a small reconnaissance team at first to confirm the information. But if we wipe them out, a full-scale subjugation force will be next.

"And they’ll definitely come during the day. If they attack when we can’t fight back, our forces will be decimated! Worse, if they don’t care about collateral damage and just attack the buildings, we’ll have no way to protect ourselves from the sun and we’ll burn to death!"

Ahhhh! At this rate, we’re going to be taken out without a fight, even after we went to all the trouble of conquering this town!

"Ugh, unlike the Great Cursed Sea, there’s no vast, confusing forest here, and no monsters to act as a natural defense. How can humans live in a place with nothing?!"

"Um, my lady, isn’t it precisely because there’s nothing here that we can live in safety?"

Oh, right. That makes sense for humans. My monster sensibilities are already starting to take over.

"Anyway, at this rate, we could be attacked in our sleep!"

Being staked through the heart while I’m snoozing in my coffin would be the most pathetic way to go!

"Hmm, isn’t there a good strategy we can use...?"

If only there was a huge underground facility, like a dungeon. This is a fantasy world, so I hear there are game-like dungeons all over the place. Ah, maybe I should have made a place like that my territory.

"Um, my lady."

Adolnel timidly raised her hand.

"What is it, Adolnel?"

"Well... perhaps we don’t need to be so fixated on the town itself?"

"...Eh?"

What did she mean by that?

◆ The Adventurer Reinforcement Party ◆

"We’re finally here."

We had been forcibly summoned by the Adventurer’s Guild in the middle of the night, and we were stunned by what the guildmaster told us. Fenesia Town had apparently been attacked by a horde of countless undead. We were sent out that very night. Fortunately, other adventurers were dispatched with us, so we didn’t have to worry about attacks from bandits or monsters.

Then, on the afternoon of the second day, we saw a carriage speeding towards us from the direction we were heading.

"Didn’t they say Fenesia Town was attacked by undead?"

We signaled for the carriage to stop to get some information. The merchant driving it suspected we were daytime bandits, but when we explained we were adventurers operating under the guild’s orders, he finally relaxed and agreed to talk. When we asked about Fenesia Town, his answer was shocking.

"That town is bad news! It’s a nest of undead!"

"Is that true?!"

"Yeah. The town entrance was wide open, with no gatekeepers in sight. I thought it was strange, but I went in anyway, and there wasn’t a single soul around. And there were bloodstains everywhere. It was creepy as hell. Whether they were attacked by bandits or monsters, the fact that there were no bodies was unnatural."

He was right. If money-grubbing bandits had attacked the town, it was unlikely they’d go to the trouble of hiding the bodies. And if it were monsters, they would have eaten their prey on the spot.

"It was so creepy I decided not to stay at an inn and just leave town. But then I heard a *thud*. I thought someone might be there, so I went into a nearby house. I figured if someone lived there, I could just apologize. But in the back of the house, in the dark, a blood-soaked family was just standing there, staring blankly. It was so freaky I screamed."

Yeah, I can’t blame him for screaming after seeing something like that.

"Then the whole family turned to look at me at once and started coming towards me, groaning. I knew they weren’t normal, so I bolted. Good thing I did, too. When I ran outside, they stopped in the darkness of the house and didn’t chase me any further. That’s when I realized they were undead. I was scared witless."

"That must have been rough."

Ordinary people rarely encounter undead in their daily lives. Only adventurers like us are used to that sort of thing.

In any case, it was helpful to get some information before we arrived. One of the other parties traveling with our reinforcement unit decided to head back to report that the information about the undead was true, while the rest of us continued on to the town.

◆

"Alright, let’s search for survivors while it’s still daytime."

""""Yeah!!""""

The dangerous undead are inactive during the day. So, after spending the night at a distance from the town, we began our search as soon as the sun rose.

"Hey! Is anyone here?!"

We called out, searching for survivors. Even if undead were lurking, they wouldn’t come out during the day, so it was safe to shout. But no matter how much we yelled and walked through the town, there was no sign of any survivors.

"There really are no bodies. There are signs of a struggle everywhere, so there’s no doubt a battle took place."

The town was in a terrible state, with bloodstains everywhere. Yet, there were no bodies to be found. It was an eerie scene, as if every person in this town had been devoured. After finding nothing, we decided to return to the town entrance to exchange information with the other parties.

"Hey, any luck on your end?"

"Nothing. No one."

"Same here. We went to the lord’s mansion, but there were no guards at the gate. We called out from outside the mansion, but got no reply. We figured it was too dangerous to go inside, so we left it at that."

"Good call. We still don’t know what happened here."

If undead were lurking anywhere, the largest and most fortified building in town—the lord’s mansion—would be the most dangerous place.

"We checked the church, but it was a disaster."

"Was the fighting that intense?"

The church specializes in dealing with undead. The residents might have fled there, with the priests using holy magic to desperately fight them off.

"Intense doesn’t even begin to describe it. It was a complete pile of rubble."

"A pile of rubble?! What do you mean? The town was attacked by undead, right?"

The church was a pile of rubble?! The attackers were undead, right? I could understand if a pack of giant ogres had attacked, but zombies and ghouls shouldn’t have that kind of strength.

"Don’t ask us. We don’t know either. All we know is that the church in this town has been completely demolished. There were no survivors. Though, there might be some survivors buried under the rubble."

"Demolished... what in the world happened in this town?"

This made no sense. Were there other monsters besides undead involved?

"We have a report, too. We surveyed the area around the town and found countless beast tracks. An insane number of them."

The party that had surveyed the town’s surroundings brought back even more confusing information. First, a demolished church, and now countless beast tracks? Why would a town attacked by undead have something like that?!

"The tracks probably belong to a Thousand Wolf. We found them inside the town, too."

"A Thousand Wolf?!"

We were stunned to hear the name of the creature responsible for the tracks. A Thousand Wolf is a dangerous monster that literally forms packs of a thousand. A village attacked by them would be wiped out in a matter of hours. Even adventurers would need to form a large-scale subjugation force with dozens of parties to stand a chance. The only silver lining is that they rarely leave their territory, but they came all the way to a human settlement?!

"Did they attack the town?"

This was getting more and more confusing. What the hell was going on?

"We just don’t have enough information. This afternoon, let’s search the buildings. There’s a high chance that undead are lurking inside. Everyone, be careful."

"Got it."

"We’ll meet back at the gate before sunset. Understood?"

And so, we went back to our investigation, searching for survivors and any useful information we could find.

But the results were disastrous. There was nothing. Not only were there no survivors or useful information, but...

"What the hell? There weren’t any undead anywhere."

That’s right. There was nothing. Not even the undead the merchant had told us about. This town was empty, completely deserted.

"What on earth happened here?"

The more we investigated, the more questions we had. What were we supposed to do? It would have been simpler if a horde of monsters had been waiting for us.

We were at our wit’s end with the lack of information, but we decided it would be dangerous to stay after dark and started to head back to our camp outside the town. That’s when it happened.

"Hey, something’s coming!"

From the direction of Carolmana Town, where we had come from, a large group of riders on horseback was approaching.

"Is that... the lord’s knight order?!"

You’ve got to be kidding me. They’re just showing up now? We were all exasperated by their timing, as if they had waited for our investigation to be over before making their appearance. We were just about to head back to our camp to rest, and now we had to deal with this.

"You commoners over there! We are the Carolmana Knight Order! Who are you?!"

Who are we? They must have been told that the Adventurer’s Guild had sent a relief party.

"We are adventurers sent by the Adventurer’s Guild to rescue the people of Fenesia Town."

"Ah, so you are the adventurers. Good work. Report the situation."

Report the situation? We’re not your subordinates. Still, it wouldn’t be wise to get into a conflict with the knight order. We decided to just report what we knew. It’s not like we had much to report anyway.

"We investigated the town and found no survivors. We also found no sign of the undead that were said to have attacked the town."

"What? No sign of the undead? Are you certain?"

"Yes. Not even a single zombie."

The knight let out a smug chuckle.

"I see! Fearing our arrival, the undead must have fled! Hahahaha!"

As if! Zombies and ghouls aren’t smart enough for that! If they did flee, it means there’s something powerful enough to command them. Something with the power to annihilate a town overnight.

"Well then, if there’s nothing here, we’ll secure the town immediately!"

Huh? What is this guy talking about?!

"It’s dangerous! It will be dark soon. It’s the time when undead become active!"

"What are you talking about? You just said there are no undead here, didn’t you? Then there is nothing to fear!"

But what if there is?! This town was attacked even with its gates closed!

But the knight order ignored our warnings and entered the town. That’s when we heard it. The sound of a horse neighing in the distance. It wasn't one of the knight order’s horses. It was coming from a different direction.

"Is that from the other side of town?"

And then they appeared. A large group of armored riders on horseback.

"Is that another knight order?"

But their armor was different. A different knight order?

"We are the knight order of Lexalun Town! Who are you?! We have come to protect this town in response to a request for aid! Leave at once!"

"Lexalun?!"

What in the world? The knight order that had just appeared was from Lexalun Town, which was on the other side of Fenesia.

"Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me. This is going to be a disaster..."

Because the lord of Lexalun Town was famously at odds with the lord of Carolmana Town, where we were based.



    Chapter 20

    A Clash of Greed

    "We are the knight order of Lexalun Town! We have come in response to a request for aid from Fenesia. You would do well to leave immediately!"

The newly arrived knight order began trying to drive away the adventurers and the first knight order, who had already been investigating.

"Wow, this is getting intense."

We were secretly watching the scene from a gap in the rocks. Yes, not from inside the town, but from outside, watching the adventurers who were watching the town. The reason for this was a single comment from Adolnel.

"If it’s too dangerous because they know you’ve attacked the town, why not use the town as a decoy and attack them from behind?"

It was a revelation. She was suggesting that we abandon the very place we were trying to defend, the prize we had fought to obtain, and use it as bait. It’s the so-called empty fort gambit, right? Or is it?

"You are far stronger than humans, my lady, and while the undead are individually weak, they can crush their enemies with overwhelming numbers. So, rather than revealing your position, I believe it would be more effective to catch them off guard. If you repeat this and increase the number of undead, they won’t be able to make a move against you so easily."

Wow, this girl is amazing. She just proposed a brilliant strategy, like a seasoned military strategist.

"As the next in line to be the lord, I was taught many things. Even if I would never have to command myself, I was told to remember the battles of the past when I was five years old..."

Wait, what? You were learning about past battles at the age of five? Isn’t that incredible? And at the same time, I remembered that other child. Adolnel’s brother was about six, I think, but from the way he spoke, I doubt he was studying anything that difficult. Could it be that they were so overjoyed to finally have an heir with ‘normal-colored eyes’ that they spoiled him rotten? That would explain his selfish and clueless personality.

In any case, following Adolnel’s advice, I decided to evacuate the undead from the town.

"For a hiding place, how about the nearby forest? If it’s dense enough, there should be places to hide from the sunlight."

"Hmm, no, let’s not do that. Our enemies will likely think the same thing."

I decided against hiding the undead in the forest. Instead, I had them dig a large hole in a position where we could observe the town from a distance and hid them there. But it wasn’t just for hiding. It was also for surveillance.

Once the undead were in the hole, I had them break off a large rock from a nearby cliff and place it over the top as a roof to block the sunlight. This way, they could hide from the sun and still watch the town through the gaps. Since the undead are already dead, they don’t have to worry about back pain from poor posture or the discomfort of being unable to move.

"It’s a bit cramped because of that. Are you okay, Adolnel?"

I had made our own hiding spot deeper and wider, but it was still only the size of a studio apartment, so it was definitely tight.

"Yes, in fact, because it’s so narrow, I have a legitimate reason to be close to you, my lady. It’s the best."

Well, as long as you’re not complaining, I guess it’s fine. And so, that’s how we ended up observing the adventurers who had come to the town.

Just as they were about to retreat, discouraged by their lack of progress, the knight order they were affiliated with arrived. But I never expected yet another knight order to show up.

"Where is Lexalun Town?"

"Both are neighboring territories. However, the two lords have a bad relationship, and I’ve heard that our family has always mediated between them in the past."

"So they came to help their mediator?"

But Adolnel shook her head.

"No, both lords were known to be greedy individuals. I suspect they are using the pretense of rescue to find some weakness in my fath—in the lord."

Ah, I see. If they can find a weakness in the mediator, they can gain an overwhelming advantage over their hated rival.

"And if they’re lucky, they’ll use the debt of gratitude as a pretext to chip away at our territory and make it their own."

"What?! They’d do that?! Even to their mediator?!"

Wouldn’t that just ruin their relationship with the mediator? They wouldn’t be able to get them to mediate anymore!

"On the contrary, if our territory were gone, it would be easier for them to wage war on each other."

Ah, so we’re actually in the way of them fighting each other. I see. As we were talking, their conversation continued, with both sides refusing to back down, arguing over who arrived first and who should carry out the rescue.

The atmosphere grew increasingly tense, to the point where it seemed like they might draw their swords and start killing each other at any moment.

"Can we just let them thin each other out?"

"No, I don’t think they’re that shortsighted. At most, they’ll probably just trade insults and interfere with each other’s investigations."

That would still buy us some time.

"Wait. The sun will be setting soon. If there are undead lurking in the town, they could attack at any moment. Let’s retreat to a safe location and resume our investigation in the morning."

An adventurer, who had been watching the argument with an exasperated look, interjected. Even though they had confirmed that there were no undead in the town, he deliberately warned that they might attack in order to de-escalate the situation.

I thought they would get angry at a mere commoner for daring to speak to nobles, but surprisingly, they readily agreed.

"Indeed. There is no greater folly than fighting a horde of undead at night. We shall return to the camp we have prepared and ready ourselves for tomorrow."

"Hmph. It seems that in your domain, commoners have more sense than knights. We shall also return to our base, where we have prepared countermeasures against the undead."

They both departed while trying to one-up each other, boasting about their preparations for camping. Are they incapable of living without conflict? The adventurers sighed as they watched them go. Then, their leader turned to look at the knight order that had departed in the opposite direction and muttered under his breath, in a voice too low for a human to hear.

"Those guys... they saw us investigating and decided to prioritize setting up their camp."

It seemed that the other knight order had left the dangerous investigation to the adventurers while they focused on setting up a safe camp for themselves.

In any case, this meant there were no more eyes on the town for now. But I was sure there were still people watching from a distance. Even if they knew there were no undead, there was no reason not to be cautious.

"Alright, let’s get moving, too."

The arrival of the two knight orders gave me an idea for a new plan.

"I call it: The ‘Enemy of My Enemy is My Friend’ Operation!"



    Chapter 21

    The Assailant in the Darkness

    Night. The sun had set, and the moon and darkness now ruled the world. It was a time when humans feared monsters and criminals, hiding within the safety of their walled buildings. But they were different.

They, the Lexalun Knight Order, were in the middle of a plain, burning a large amount of firewood to illuminate their surroundings as if it were daytime. Furthermore, they had placed bonfires in a circular pattern at regular intervals from the center, a thorough measure to ensure that nothing could approach from the darkness undetected. From above, it must have looked like a series of circles made of torches.

The watch guards stood between the central torch and the second torch from the inside, also in a circle at regular intervals, staring out into the darkness, watching for any enemies that might approach, illuminated by the torchlight. Yes, which meant that no one was watching the sky.

"Pardon me."

I descended from the sky with a single zombie, removed a knight’s helmet from behind, and covered his mouth.

"Mmph?!"

The surprised knight tried to pry my hand away, but he was no match for my vampiric strength. Powerless, he was pushed to the ground and... had his blood drained.

"Guh...?!"

Some might think that a companion suddenly collapsing would be noticed, but that’s why I brought a dummy undead holding a suit of armor. If they looked closely, they might notice that the armor was different, but in the dim light of night, for a short period of time, it should be enough to fool them. No matter how many torches they lit, the darkness of night is not so easily dispelled.

"...*Gasp.*"

And so, the knight’s body went limp. But the next moment, he stood up, swaying unsteadily.

"Alright, one undead ready to go. On to the next one."

I repeated this process, turning several knights into undead.

◆

"The number of knights has decreased?! *Cough! Cough!*"

The next morning, the captain of the Lexalun Knight Order choked on the water he was drinking when he received the startling report during breakfast.

"*Cough*, what do you mean? Weren’t you prepared for a monster attack?! *Cough*."

"W-We were! We had several large bonfires in the main camp, and we had set up circles of bonfires around it at regular intervals, so that anyone would be able to spot a monster approaching from a distance!"

"Then why weren’t they spotted?!"

*Because they came from the sky.*

I was hiding under a nearby rock, listening to their conversation from the darkness. On either side of me were the very knights they were searching for.

"If it wasn’t monsters... then could it be those Carolmana scum?!"

Yes, yes, they took the bait perfectly.

"But I doubt even they could get past our torch formation without being seen. And to abduct knights without being noticed by the others around them would be difficult even for a highly skilled individual."

"But who else could it be? They must have prepared some kind of magic item to seize Fenesia Town. Perhaps their ‘rescue’ was just a pretext, and their real intention was to kill the lord’s family and take over the territory. The treacherous fiends."

*Aren’t you guys the same?* Still, this should make them fight amongst themselves. Even if it doesn’t go that far, they’ll at least slow each other down and delay the investigation.

"Then what should we do? Should we demand that they return our men?"

"Hmph, they’ll just play dumb. If that’s how they want to play, then we’ll respond in kind. For the daytime investigation, just go through the motions. More importantly, tell the men that we move tonight."

"Yes, sir!"

The sound of footsteps faded into the distance. Hmm, the fact that they understood each other from just that conversation means that, just as Adolnel said, they were planning to take the territory if they had the chance from the very beginning. It’s unlikely they’d investigate the town at night while being wary of undead, so they must have come here with another objective in mind.

Humans really are greedy and ugly. I’m glad I was reincarnated as a monster. Hahaha. Maybe it would be better to turn Adolnel from my food source into an undead like me eventually. She seems to be fed up with the ugliness of humans, too. But for now, I want to enjoy her blood a little longer. As a monster, I can’t fight my instinct for food.

And speaking of instincts, I think I’ll give in to my desire for sleep, too. For a vampire, morning is night. I’m getting pretty sleepy. Good night.

◆

And then, night came. I was still a little sleepy, but the noisy sounds from outside jolted me awake. Yes, I’ll make them pay for disturbing my sleep later.

"Captain, we are ready."

"Good. As planned, we will have the Carolmana scum make their exit. By way of an undead attack."

Hmm? Undead? What does he mean? We’re still hiding under this rock. As I wondered, I heard the sound of many people’s footsteps, *thump, thump, thump, thump*, fading into the distance. When the sound was gone, I pushed the rock aside and emerged.

The campsite was already empty, and in the distance, I could see the backs of the Lexalun knights. I ordered the Lexalun knight undead who had been hiding with me to rejoin their ranks, then followed the Lexalun Knight Order from the sky.

From the air, their movements were clear. They were marching in formation, and on their path, near the Carolmana Knight Order’s camp, there were others moving.

*Hmm, are they trying to move without being seen by the Carolmana knights? Could they be the Lexalun knights?*

They were moving under the cover of night, but with my vampire night vision, I could see them perfectly. They ambushed a pair of knights on patrol from the shadows, with several of them ganging up on them. The attackers’ movements were incredibly fluid even in the dark, so they were probably a specialized unit.

"Ah, so that’s what he meant by ‘attacked by undead’."

So the plan was to reduce their numbers with a surprise attack, then overwhelm them. And after wiping them out, they’d just feign ignorance to the lord of Carolmana and say they must have been killed by undead.

"Hmm, as an undead myself, this is slander. Which means I have to make the lie a reality."

I returned to where my forces were gathered, then took the Lexalun knight undead and circled around behind them. The clattering of their armor was drowned out by the noise the Lexalun knights themselves were making.

"Time to eat."

I snuck up behind them and turned the knights into my own, one by one. The undead knights would take their place as I drained their blood, and then the newly turned knights would take the place of the next ones.

Hmm, it’s surprisingly easy to go unnoticed. Well, it can’t be helped. They’re in the middle of an operation, so they’re marching by moonlight alone. Their helmets restrict their peripheral vision, and the sound of their own armor drowns out any small noises. And so, without anyone noticing, the Lexalun Knight Order was transformed into a legion of the dead.

"Urp... but still, drinking this much blood is tough. I could use a change of pace. Maybe some Carolmana knight blood."



    Chapter 22

    A Battlefield Where the Living are Puppeted by the Dead

    "Enemy attack!"

The battle began. The Lexalun Knight Order had launched a surprise attack on the Carolmana Knight Order. Because their patrolmen had been killed by a separate detachment, the Carolmana forces were slow to notice the enemy’s approach, a fatal mistake.

"Those Lexalun bastards, so brazen!"

The Carolmana knights finally managed to mount a counterattack, but their delayed response had put them on the back foot.

"Alright, let’s wait for their numbers to thin out a bit."

I didn’t join the fray immediately, choosing to observe instead. Although they were initially pushed back, the Carolmana side had the adventurers who had been conducting the preliminary investigation of the town, so the numerical disadvantage wasn’t too severe.

Their coordination was poor, but the adventurers, acting as a skirmishing force, had noticed the Lexalun detachment and were dealing with them, preventing any further surprise attacks.

"Those adventurers are doing a good job. But it’s a bit of a waste."

The Lexalun detachment seemed to be specially trained soldiers. I’d love to turn them into undead for my own forces.

"The battle’s getting pretty intense. Maybe it’s time for us to make our move."

I threw a stone I was holding at the rear of the Lexalun Knight Order. In my past life, I had terrible aim, but as a vampire, I had gained the strength and control of a professional pitcher. The stone hit the knight at the very back with a *clink*, and at the signal, they began to move, turning on the knights who were once their comrades.

"Gwah?!"

"What?! An enemy attack?!"

"Impossible! From behind us?! No, there’s no one... hey, what do you think you’re doing?!"

The knights at the rear were stunned by what they thought was a surprise attack, but were confused when they saw no enemy. Then, their own comrades attacked them from the side. Or rather, those who had once been their comrades.

"Uwaaaaaahhh!!"

Though shocked by the sudden attack from their allies, the knights quickly recovered and fought back. However, the knights who were struck simply rose to their feet, unfazed by their injuries, and resumed their attack.

"Gwaaaaaahhh!"

In the midst of the chaos, one of the knights was restrained by several of the attacking knights and had his neck bitten.

"Wha—?! Are these guys... undead?!"

The rear of the formation was in a panic. The knights they had thought were their comrades were actually undead. But the confusion wasn’t limited to the rear.

"Uwaaaah!"

"H-Hey, what are you doing?!"

"Uwaaaahhh! Our comrades have turned into undead?!"

When the battle started, I had mixed a few of the undead who were at the rear into the middle of the formation. They began to attack their former comrades, causing the knights to panic. From their perspective, it looked as if their allies, with whom they had been marching just moments before, had suddenly turned into undead.

Then, another unit moved from behind the Carolmana Knight Order.

"U-Uwaaaah! It’s the undead!"

I deployed the undead army I had been holding in reserve. A wave of unease spread through the Carolmana knights and adventurers, who had been focused on the Lexalun Knight Order.

Good, now the Carolmana side is on edge again. While they were distracted by the undead, I snuck up behind the Lexalun special forces, covered one of their mouths, and flew high into the air.

"Mmph?!"

And in mid-air, I helped myself to his blood.

"Gah!"

Ooh, not bad. Their training must be different from that of a regular knight. Their blood is a nice change of pace. Alright, time to sample the blood of the other special forces members.

"Dammit, of all the times!"

"The timing is too perfect! Hah, could it be that those undead are being controlled by the Lexalun forces?!"

As I mingled with the battlefield, attacking any promising-looking knights, some of the more perceptive ones began to suspect that the appearance of the undead was the work of Lexalun.

"So the reason there were no undead in the town was because they were hiding them as part of their forces!"

"Could be. Which means their interference with our investigation was just an act! Their real goal from the beginning was to attack Fenesia Town!"

Ooh, they’re misunderstanding things in a very convenient way. All I did was make Lexalun think Carolmana had abducted their men to make them attack each other and let their mutual animosity explode... but this works out well for me!

"Dammit, if they’re controlling undead, this is even worse than we thought! We have to escape and report to our lord!"

Ah, crap. The Carolmana knights are trying to escape.

""""Awoooooo!!""""

But at that moment, the howling of beasts echoed across the battlefield. It was the howl of the "Wolf-chan"s. The "Wolf-chan"s appeared on the battlefield, surrounding the two knight orders.

"Is that a Thousand Wolf?!"

"So they really were here!"

"But they’re not attacking. It’s like they’re watching us."

"Could it be that the Thousand Wolf is also being controlled by the Lexalun forces?!"

Suspicion filled the minds of the Carolmana knights, who now began to suspect that the "Wolf-chan"s were also the work of the Lexalun Knight Order.

"What are we going to do? If the Thousand Wolf attacks us, we’re done for!"

Despair spread through the knights as they faced a seemingly hopeless situation.

"Do not falter!"

A loud voice boomed across the battlefield. It seemed to be the captain of the Carolmana knights.

"If this is the work of Lexalun, then they must have a spellcaster or a magic item controlling the undead! If we destroy it, the situation will change! Then they will face the retribution of the very monsters they were using!"

Ooh, that’s a good speech. Though it’s just speculation, giving them a clear objective has helped the panicked knights regain their composure. Of course, I’m the one controlling the undead. And I can feel magical power in his resonant voice. Is he using magic to amplify it? I wonder if I can do that, too. I’ll have to practice in secret later.

"All forces, charge! Your target is the Lexalun commander and his entourage! If we don’t defeat them, we won’t live to see the dawn!"

"""""Oooooooohhh!!"""""

Deciding that they would rather fight than be annihilated, the Carolmana knights charged. The adventurers, who understood the terror of the "Wolf-chan"s all too well, joined the charge. And so, the battlefield descended into even greater chaos.

The Lexalun Knight Order, attacked by their undead comrades; the Carolmana Knight Order, attacked by their rival knight order and the undead; and our undead army, seeking to sow confusion and annihilate both forces—the three armies clashed on the battlefield.

"Alright, time to increase my number of familiars!"

In the hellish battlefield where no one knew who was friend or foe, I alone moved in the shadows, working to increase my number of allies.



    Chapter 23

    Preparation for War, The Survivors Speak

    In the aftermath, both armies, having suffered devastating blows, fled for their lives. No, that’s not quite right. I let them flee.



"Good work, Sister."



We had also withdrawn before sunrise and were now holed up in a hidden passage within the lord’s manor. And wow, with all the Undead packed in here, it’s getting pretty tight.



"I’m back. Adolnel, your command of the Undead was incredible."



That’s right—in this battle, Adolnel had been the one commanding all the Undead except for the knights. A few days ago, when she proposed we withdraw from the town, she also presented a strategy she had devised. Hearing it, I decided to entrust command of the Undead to her.



"The timing of the ‘Wolf-chan’s was a huge help. We almost let them escape before we’d thinned their numbers as planned."



"Not at all. It was all thanks to you, Sister, for letting the Undead knights run wild so effectively."



She says that, but I really think this girl has a talent for commanding others. I mean, sure, she was force-fed knowledge out of necessity, but I doubt many people could actually put it to practical use. Plenty of people get good grades but are useless once they enter the real world—the so-called book-smart idiots.



But this girl has the skill to apply what she’s learned. Yep, she’s the complete opposite of my past self. In my previous life, my luck with people was the absolute worst, but just as bad… well, maybe not *as* bad, but I myself wasn’t exactly a capable person.



No, no, I’ve literally been reborn, so my past life’s stats don’t count. Everyone has their strengths and weaknesses. I’m good at physical activities, and Adolnel is good at intellectual ones. Wait, that’s not what I mean. I’m not saying I’m an idiot… Right, I should stop digging my own grave. Adolnel is an amazing girl! That’s all that matters!



"And that’s why Adolnel is such an amazing girl. Good job."



"What do you mean, ‘that’s why’?! Oh, but please, more head-pats."



"There, there."



"*Hohee…*"



After thoroughly doting on Adolnel, it was time for our strategy session.



"Alright, so what’s the plan from here on out?"



"Yes. It’s now clear to them that this town has been overrun by Undead. Therefore, increasing our forces is the top priority. That’s why we intentionally let the knights escape—to make them experience firsthand how dangerous it would be to attack us without gathering sufficient numbers."



Exactly. A key part of our plan was to deliberately let the knights get away. The goals were to reduce the enemy’s numbers and to make them fully aware of our strength. This would force them to take their time gathering a proper army, buying us time to bolster our own forces and prepare our defenses.



Although, depending on the army they assemble, we might have to do more than just defend. Well, in that case, I can just grab Adolnel and Ichigo-kun and fly away. I can always make more minions later.



"By the way, how are we going to increase our forces? With the town in this state, I doubt any travelers will be coming through, and the lords will probably forbid it anyway."



Even in my past life, countries would issue travel warnings for war-torn areas.



"Precisely. That’s why I’d like you to increase our variety of troop types, Sister."



"Troop types?"



What’s that?



"Infantry aren’t the only ones who fight in a war. There are spearmen, cavalry, magic-users, as well as various other roles like supply units and scouts."



I see, so that’s what she means by troop types.



"Therefore, Sister, I’d like you to…"



"Wait, really?! Are you serious?!"



I couldn’t help but cry out in surprise at Adolnel’s incredible proposal.



"As for myself, I’d like to set traps and modify our base. It would be a great help if you could entrust me with command of the Undead while you raise a new army."



"Yeah, you can count on me for that!"



"Yes!"



And so, we set off to prepare for the next battle.



◆ The Knight of Lexalun ◆



"Give me the report."



Having returned to my territory with only a handful of men, I stood before my lord, who made no effort to hide his displeasure.



"Yes, my lord. We headed to Fenesia Town as requested, but the knights of Carolmana had already arrived."



"Of course they had. There was no way those greedy fools from Carolmana would sit still if we were making a move."



"We proceeded with caution, intending to secure a safe position before commencing rescue operations as planned, but my men were attacked under the cover of darkness. In retaliation, we launched a night raid."



"And you lost? To knights from the same kingdom, no less."



My lord’s eyes filled with irritation. The other vassals watched me, their faces alight with cruel amusement. Damn them! A bunch of incompetents who weren’t even entrusted with the mission! If you were in my shoes, you’d have been routed too—no, you all would have been annihilated!



"Th-They attacked the knights of our order! Retaliation was only natural! More importantly, our attack forced them to reveal their true nature! Our own knights suddenly turned into Undead and attacked us!"



"Into Undead? What do you mean?"



"I don’t know. Knights who were standing right beside us suddenly turned on us. At first, I thought they were enemy spies in disguise, but they were my own men, transformed into Ghouls."



"What are you talking about? Did a swarm of Undead attack Fenesia Town before you even engaged the Carolmana forces?" my lord demanded, his voice laced with impatience, demanding more details about my men turning into Undead.



"No, there wasn’t a single Undead in sight. Furthermore, when my men were taken, we had a perimeter of torches set up. The sentries would have seen anyone who approached. We were forced to fight without knowing how they abducted our men or how they turned them into Undead right under our noses."



It was truly a nightmare. Even I, who was right there, had no idea what happened.



"Furthermore, they summoned countless Undead to assault us. I believe they possess a means to control Undead, and the ones that attacked Fenesia Town were undoubtedly part of their scheme. There is no other explanation for how the Carolmana knights could have arrived before us, despite our swift departure."



After I finished speaking, my lord fell into deep, troubled thought.



"Hmm. If Carolmana was pulling the strings from the start, that would explain why they were so quick to secure the area."



That’s right. The knights of Carolmana weren’t there to investigate; they must have been stationed there ever since they first attacked Fenesia Town.



"Using Undead to attack the territory of other nobles… I cannot let this stand."



◆ The Knight of Carolmana ◆



"So you’re saying Lexalun was controlling the Undead?"



I was reporting the full, gruesome details of the battle to my lord.



"Yes, my lord. As we fought the Lexalun knights, a horde of Undead attacked us from behind, as if to support them. What’s more, a pack of Thousand Wolves appeared, and strangely, they didn’t attack us. They simply surrounded us, as if to ensure no one escaped—a behavior completely uncharacteristic of Thousand Wolves."



Indeed, the Thousand Wolves we knew would never have passed up the opportunity to attack us in that situation. They are cunning creatures. They should have ignored the Undead and attacked only us, the wounded. The fact that they didn’t means…



"Are you saying they were controlling monsters in addition to the Undead?"



"Most likely. It was undoubtedly monsters controlled by Lexalun that attacked Fenesia Town. Had the Undead not become sluggish at dawn, we would not have been able to escape and would have surely been wiped out."



Thinking back, it was a truly terrifying situation. It pains me to say it, but the fact that the Adventurer’s Guild Master sent adventurers on his own authority was a stroke of luck for us. Without their strength, our struggle would have been far greater. I suppose even lowly adventurers have their uses.



"Hmm, this is a most grave situation indeed," my lord muttered, his face troubled.



It wasn’t just because the men of Lexalun were using such vile and abominable things as the power of the Undead. I knew what my lord was thinking: *If they conquer Fenesia Town, my own territory will be next.*



"We have no choice but to fight. Fortunately, the Undead cannot move during the day. We will send envoys to the neighboring lords at once to request their cooperation and assert the justice of our cause. At the same time, dispatch a messenger to the royal capital with a similar declaration. I want to entrust that duty to you, as you experienced the battle firsthand."



"…Yes, my lord. As you command."



And just like that, I lost my chance to redeem my name. Even if we were to win this war, I would forever be known as the general who lost a battle. My future prospects for advancement were gone.



"*Haaa…*"



I sighed at my lost glory. But I would soon learn that fleeing to the capital was the better choice. I had yet to know how fortunate I was to have avoided the gruesome battle that was to come.



    Chapter 24

    Before I Knew It, Things Got Serious

    "Whoa, what is all this…?"

Two months after that battle, we found ourselves surrounded. Or rather, we were caught squarely in the middle of two armies that had split the entire country.

As for how it all happened, it was entirely due to the bad blood between Carolmana and Lexalun. After our machinations drove the two forces to clash, they had apparently decided to gather reinforcements for the next battle. But having suffered massive losses and believing their opponent commanded an army of Undead, both lords concluded that their own forces were insufficient and appealed to neighboring lords for aid.

They passionately argued, "Our opponent is a vile villain who uses wicked Undead to attack their own countrymen! We will be next!"

If it had stopped there, it would have been a minor squabble between regional lords. But their next actions blew the situation up far beyond anyone’s expectations. No matter how much fault the other side had, if lords were to wage a large-scale war, it would be a huge blow to the nation’s authority. Not to mention, it would severely weaken the country’s overall strength.

That meant even the victor could face punishment from the crown. So, both lords sent messengers to the royal capital to declare, "Justice is on our side!"

And then, those messengers arrived at the royal castle on the same day and spouted the exact same story. All hell broke loose. They called each other liars and were on the verge of a full-blown brawl. The court officials present were at a loss, unable to determine who was telling the truth. Still, the fact that an attack by Undead had occurred was undeniable. Furthermore, the Undead had apparently shown clear signs of intelligence, such as selectively targeting their enemies, making it impossible to dismiss the claims as mere fantasy.

To make matters more complicated, an influential noble heard the story and offered his support to the Lexalun side, seeking to claim the rights and profits from the now-unclaimed territory of Fenesia. In response, a rival noble approached Carolmana with an offer of cooperation. Then, the high-ranking nobles of their respective factions jumped in, refusing to let the other side get all the glory. It was like a children’s squabble that had escalated to the point where not just the parents, but the grandfathers got involved. And so, a dispute between two regional lords spiraled into a massive uproar that engulfed the entire nation. Or so I secretly overheard from some well-informed knights who were part of the force besieging Fenesia Town.

"Wow, things have really gotten out of hand."

"So the reason both sides didn’t make a move for two months was because it had become such a huge affair."

Even Adolnel was stunned by this development.

"I never knew human greed ran this deep. There are some things you just can’t learn from books and lessons."

Because of all this, Fenesia Town was now treated as a mere obstacle. The enemy armies were completely locked onto each other, and their sense of urgency about the Undead had vanished into thin air.

"Well, I suppose when the Undead in question are nowhere to be found, humans will inevitably turn on each other."

After surveying the scene, we returned to our newly constructed hideout.

"No one would ever imagine that the Undead who started this whole mess are hiding right underneath the town."

That’s right, we were underground. But this wasn’t the hidden passage leading from the lord’s manor out of town; it was a brand-new daytime shelter for the Undead.

It was Adolnel who had directed the construction of this underground space. She proposed that we create a hiding place beneath the town to keep the Undead from being discovered by humans during the day. Fortunately, Undead never tire, no matter how much they work, so they continued to develop the underground area day and night. And since they’re already dead, even if a tunnel collapsed during construction, we could just dig them out and they’d be fine. The result was a vast subterranean space, a veritable five-story dungeon, right under the town!

I guess that makes me the master of not a castle, but a dungeon!

"I’m surprised by how sturdy it is, though."

After all, neither Adolnel nor I knew the first thing about construction.

"I found some books on architecture in the manor’s library. I used those as a reference."

She "used them as a reference"? Is there anything this girl can’t do? And the lord who abused and confined her was just a massive fool.

"Let’s just let the humans fight amongst themselves for now. We’ll swoop in at night and take what’s most valuable. With numbers like that, we need them to thin each other out first."

"You’re right. Even with our new minions, if we jumped in as a third party against the combined forces of the entire country, we’d be crushed in an instant."

"Technically, it’s not their *entire* strength, since they have to leave a minimum number of troops to defend their own territories and intimidate foreign nations. Still, for an internal conflict, this is a considerable force."

Seriously, I wonder how many tens of thousands of people are gathered here. Could it even be hundreds of thousands?

"When things get this out of hand, the royal family’s prestige is basically nonexistent. His Majesty the King must have quite a headache. Oh, but if the situation has become this uncontrollable, then members of the royal family must be participating as well. That way, they can save face by claiming the royal family was involved, rather than ignored."

Sounds like being royalty is a tough gig.

As we were talking, a deep rumbling, *zuzuzu*, echoed from the ceiling.

"It seems the battle has begun."

Ooh, it’s finally starting.

"If there are any major changes in the battle, we’ll get reports from the Undead stationed at the various peepholes we’ve set up. For now, let’s get some proper rest."

"Good idea."

"Then let’s sleep together again today, Sister."

Adolnel began changing into her nightgown, practically buzzing with excitement.

"I don’t mind, but isn’t it a bit stuffy inside the coffin?"

Since she’s human, I think she’d be better off sleeping in a normal bed.

"Not at all! I sleep much more soundly when I can feel you close to me!"

*Haaah*, if you say so.

"Alright, Ichigo-kun, I’m leaving the rest to you."

"Guh."

When I put Ichigo-kun in charge of guarding us while we slept, he gave a thumbs-up as if to say, "Leave it to me."

"Well then, good night."

"Good night, Sister."

I wonder what the state of the battle will be when night falls.



    Chapter 25

    The Trivial Assassin

    Night fell. The soldiers of both armies withdrew to their respective camps for a brief respite. While some were still active, the majority were holed up in their tents, tending to their wounds and exhaustion.

"Ow!"

Amidst the quiet, a soldier cried out in pain.

"What’s wrong?"

"My hand just started hurting all of a sudden."

"What, were you injured? You should get it looked at by a medic before it affects you in tomorrow’s battle."

"Are you kidding? If I go for a little scratch like this, they’ll just kick me in the ass and send me packing."

"Haha, you’re not wrong!"

But he should have gone to the medics the moment he felt something was wrong.

"Ugh… uuh…"

With a thud, the same soldier collapsed.

"Hey, what’s wrong?!"

He wasn’t the only one. Other soldiers began to sway and fall, one after another.

"Hey! Someone! Someone get a medic!"

A medic arrived, alerted by the sudden emergency.

"What are the symptoms? He just started crying out in pain and collapsed."

"I can’t tell anything from just that. Did he mention any other symptoms?"

"Uh, let’s see… dizziness, chest pains, chills, things like that."

"A disease? But it seems unlikely for so many to fall ill at once. Did he say anything else?" the medic asked. The soldier wracked his brain.

"Right, he said something about injuring his hand."

"His hand?"

The medic sounded skeptical, but with no other useful information, he examined the fallen soldier’s hand.

"This is… a thin, small wound. It’s not a cut or a scrape. This must be a bite mark."

"A bite mark? Don’t tell me it’s a Vampire! This whole mess started with Undead, right?"

"A Vampire’s bite would be larger. This is most likely a snake."

"Then it’s poison!"

"Yes. Let the tainted flow return to purity, Cure Heal!"

As the medic chanted the spell, the suffering soldier’s breathing became calm.

"Good, it’s working! It’s snake venom! Antidote magic is effective! Prepare the antidote potions!"

Once the cause was identified, the medics quickly began treating the fallen soldiers with antidote potions.

"Still, for this many soldiers to be bitten… Are there really that many poisonous snakes around here?"

"I’ve never heard anything like that."

And so, they thought the problem was solved…

"Guh!"

"Gah!"

In the darkness of night, no matter how careful one was, it was impossible to defend against the slithering snakes. Even knights in sturdy metal armor, their sense of touch dulled by the thick plating, failed to notice the snakes crawling up their armor until they felt a sharp pain in their necks.

"I need an antidote!"

"Quickly!"

Soldiers bitten by snakes swarmed the medics. Some had merely been pricked by a sharp rock or a broken branch, but the sheer number of men falling to snake venom had thrown everyone into a panic.

"Any more of this will interfere with tomorrow’s healing! Don’t use antidote magic! Use the potions!"

The result was that the medics needlessly exhausted their mana, and the supply of antidote potions was drastically reduced.

"It’s almost dawn. I’ll call the snakes back."

"Yes, good work."

I sent a signal to the snakes, ordering them to return. Yes, the poisonous snakes that had been attacking the soldiers were my minions.

"I never thought poisonous snakes would be this useful."

"Being small, slender, and able to slip in anywhere makes them perfect nighttime assassins."

When Adolnel asked me to gather non-human soldiers, my top priority became turning snakes into my minions. This was the reason. The plan was to have them attack the humans under the cover of darkness, threatening their lives with poison to waste the medics’ mana and supplies.

"If we keep this up, they’ll run out of antidote potions and have to send soldiers to nearby towns for resupply. I’d like you to attack those supply units, Sister, to ensure the provisions never arrive."

Even if they leave during the day, I can just fly and catch up to them before the next dawn.

"Right. Once the potions are gone, they’ll have to rely on antidote magic, but using too much of that will prevent them from saving mana for healing spells. Eventually, they’ll have no choice but to abandon their allies who are either poisoned or wounded."

Wow, what a vicious plan. But it’s also incredibly effective. Since they look like ordinary snakes, no one suspects that Undead are behind it, which is really convenient.

"But if the Undead don’t appear on the battlefield, won’t that make Lexalun and Carolmana doubt that the other is actually controlling them?"

"If the Undead were to appear and side with one faction, it would prove that the other lord’s claims were correct. Then, all the nobles and soldiers would turn on the noble allied with the Undead. That would interfere with our plan to have them wear each other down and wipe each other out."

Right, we want this war to drag on for as long as possible. To that end, it’s better to let Lexalun and Carolmana think the other is just hiding their true strength.

"For that reason as well, let’s have the snakes work a little harder."

The following night, the encampments of both armies had changed.

"They’ve built a wall."

Both camps were now surrounded by walls made of earth.

"Did they use magic to make them?"

The walls curved outwards at the top, a design that would make anyone trying to climb them lose their grip and fall.

"I see. So that’s how they plan to keep the snakes out."

They came up with that overnight, huh?

"Too bad that won’t stop the snakes coming from underground."

Screams of men bitten by snakes rose from within the walls.

"Impossible! Why isn’t the snake repellent working?!"

Yeah, sorry about that. Adolnel already anticipated that countermeasure. In case the enemy found a way to keep the snakes at bay, she had underground tunnels for the snakes dug in advance, right where she predicted they would set up camp. By the way, the mole Undead did the digging. Moles, you know, have incredibly soft, silky fur, probably to help them move through the dirt. It feels amazing to the touch. I was so moved the first time I ever touched one. And the way they waddle on the surface is just so charmingly cute.

Oops, I got sidetracked. Anyway, the very walls they built to protect themselves had now become a cage, trapping them inside.

◆

"Damn it all, when will those antidote potions arrive?!"

Several days had passed since the poisonous snakes began their rampage. The supply unit should have returned by now, but there was still no sign of them.

"They may have been ambushed by the enemy."

"They knew about the snakes and set a trap?! Then why didn’t the lord of Lexalun warn us that this area was a den of vipers?!"

Well, that’s because we made the whole thing up. The lord of Lexalun was probably hearing about it for the first time, too. The same goes for the Carolmana side; they’re getting torn up by snakes as well.

"We have no choice. Send a highly skilled combat unit to retrieve the supplies."

"That will weaken our main force."

"It’s better than having our healing efforts hampered by poison. Besides, the enemy wouldn’t deploy a highly skilled unit just to ambush a supply convoy. Our top priority is to secure the provisions."

The commander chose the most reliable course of action, but unfortunately, that unit never returned either. The cavalry unit, superior in both combat prowess and speed, was annihilated in an ambush by my "Wolf-chan"s, who were lying in wait.

"Aaaargh! What are these things?! Why are there so many monsters here?!"

"It’s not just monsters, there are beasts too! What kind of pack is this?!"

The "Wolf-chan"s had bolstered their ranks not only with their fellow Thousand Wolves and various other monster Undead, but also with stray dogs, wolves, foxes, tanuki, and even bears that they had turned into Undead.

"War really is all about numbers, isn’t it?"

You might have guessed by now, but it was the "Wolf-chan"s who helped me turn the snakes and moles into Undead. They used their pack strength to corner their prey, and once there was no escape, I would bite them and turn them into Undead. Of course, many animals also became Undead after being attacked by the "Wolf-chan"s themselves, so I wouldn’t be surprised if most of the monsters and animals in this area are now Undead.

Of course, stronger monsters aren’t so easy to turn, so it’s mostly weaker creatures. Still, by overwhelming them with sheer numbers, we took heavy losses but managed to turn some reasonably strong monsters into Undead as well.

"And now I’ll be taking those skilled Undead knights, thank you very much."

Alright, I think it’s about time we moved this battle to the next stage.



    Chapter 26

    Kingdom War-Force Knights

    "The number of knights has been thinned out quite a bit. Shall we proceed as planned and send the Undead to wipe out one of the armies?"

"Yes. Barring any unforeseen circumstances, this should annihilate one side’s forces. The victor will then be targeted by their own allies for being a wicked person who commands Undead. Even if they were to accept the power of the Undead, the person in question has no such power, so with some negotiation, they should become a fine puppet for us."

Adolnel described the impending catastrophe with a beaming smile. She really has no expectations or affection for humans. Not that she has any reason to.

However, at that moment, something happened that was not in our plans. *Doooom, doooom!* The ceiling suddenly began to shake violently.

"Huh? What’s going on?"

"Is this a large-scale magic attack? Did they sense their disadvantage and decide to go for a decisive blow?"

"—!"

Suddenly, Undead messengers burst in from every direction, frantically making gestures. At the same time, the feeling I got from them was one of ‘being attacked.’

"Attacked? Us?"

The Undead, as if remembering, thrust a bundle of papers at us.

"Let’s see… The Animal Undead on the surface have been almost completely wiped out. The hidden locations of our surveillance Undead are under attack… and they’ve found us—?!"

Wh-wh-what’s going on—?!

"How did they find the Undead who were peeking through tiny cracks in the rocks at night?!"

No, this is no time to be thinking about that. The enemy is already inside the dungeon.

"But this place is just a warehouse to hide the Undead from the sun. We haven’t set up any proper traps or anything…"

What do I do? Run? The enemy managed to detect and infiltrate a place that should have been impossible to find. They’re probably not your average opponents. It would be better to flee than to fight them recklessly. Besides, there are still plenty of knights outside. If they all come rushing in, there’s no way we can handle them.

"Alright, we’ll…"

Just as I was about to say, "retreat," a spectacular *DOGAAN* sound echoed through the chamber, and a group of Undead went flying.

"Whaaa?! What was that?!"

From beyond the cloud of dust, I could hear the *clank, clank* of metal.

"There they are. So these are the ones pulling the strings."

Four knights emerged from the dust cloud. However, their armor was different from that of the knights fighting on the surface; it was a design that seemed to prioritize appearance over practicality.

"A girl in all white…? She’s no ordinary human. Who in the world is she?"

They looked at us, their gazes fierce. Wow, they’re really raring to go from the start!

"…Heh, shouldn’t you introduce yourselves before asking a lady for her name?"

I put on my best bravado, trying to buy time while I figured out how to handle this.

"Ah, my apologies. We are the Kingdom War-Force Knights. I am Calmwell, captain of the 5th unit. These are my subordinates, Domrock, Bartran, and Ramsay."

Surprisingly, he played along with my delaying tactic. Wait, what are the War-Force Knights?

"The Kingdom War-Force Knights?!"

But it was Adolnel who cried out in shock upon hearing their name.

"You know them, Adolnel?"

"…It’s no wonder you haven’t heard of them, Sister. They are considered the kingdom’s ultimate trump card. They normally don’t even appear in wars against other nations. The only time they take the stage is when the very survival of the kingdom is at stake. However, their strength is so immense that their deeds are recorded in the kingdom’s history. They are so shrouded in mystery that some nobles even doubt their existence, believing the War-Force Knights to be nothing more than battlefield rumors."

Whoa, so they’re a big deal.

"Hahaha, to be known even by such a young lady is an honor. You are correct. Normally, we would never involve ourselves in a petty squabble between lords."

"So why are you here now?"

"Because this conflict was far too unnatural. A simple territorial dispute between regional lords escalated at an abnormal rate, drawing in nobles from across the country, as if its purpose was to gather them all in this one place. A situation this bizarre does not occur naturally."

Uh, actually, it did. In fact, it seems like your own high-ranking nobles are the reason it happened.

"We searched the battlefield carefully. The lingering blood and Miasma in Fenesia Town made it clear that Undead were hiding somewhere. However, there were no Undead in the surrounding area, and Carolmana Town should not have had any underground facilities large enough to hide them… or so we thought."

The knight named Calmwell paused here and looked around.

"To think you had constructed such a vast underground space. Or perhaps it was the lord of Fenesia who built it."

Well, the daughter of the lord of Fenesia built it, so you’re about half right on both counts.

"But even so, aren’t you a little late to the party? I think there’s been quite a bit of damage already. If you guys are such incredible knights, you could have crushed our operation before any harm was done."

"Oh, to be held in such high regard by a lady, even one who is our enemy, is the highest honor."

Ugh, this guy is so overly dramatic. He’s laying it on way too thick. Maybe because the War-Force Knights are a secret organization, he’s developed a warped need for validation?

"The reason is simple. We did it to save face for those fighting above. Had we forcefully taken command, it would have been easy to find and eliminate the true enemy. But doing so would have invited backlash from the nobles, as it would have been an admission of their incompetence."

Ah, I get it. It’s like when someone from corporate headquarters suddenly shows up and tries to take over a project being led by a branch office. Of course people would push back. So they waited until things went south and the nobles were in no position to object before making their move. That’s pretty ruthless in its own way, especially considering the casualties. Not that I’m one to talk, being the cause of it all.

"Now then, young lady, would you be so kind as to tell us your name?"

Oh, he’s properly asking for my name. This might be my chance. If I drop my father’s name, it might shock them enough to create an opening for us to escape.

I really don’t want to fight these guys without a plan, not when they were able to find this place. Most importantly, Adolnel is here. If she, a mere human, gets caught up in the fighting and gets hurt… I mean, her delicious blood would go to waste.

"Fine, I’ll tell you. My name is Merlille Chromshell."

"…Chromshell?! Are you related to the Great Duke of the Cursed Sea?!"

The knights reacted in a way I’d seen before. Father’s name really carries some serious weight.

This might just work, I thought, but the knights only grew more vigilant, offering no openings. Drat. So close.

"Oh my, so you know of my father."

"To call him ‘father’ means you are at least a third-tier Vampire. I see. That would explain how you could orchestrate an incident large enough to engulf an entire nation."

No, you guys are the ones who dragged your own people into this. I’m innocent on that count. Seriously.

"So? Knowing that, do you still intend to fight me? If you run away now, I might just let you go."

Actually, please run away. I’m the one who wants to run. I mean, they’re the kingdom’s ultimate trump card. They have to be insanely dangerous.

"I’m afraid that’s not possible. Not only have you caused a disaster of this magnitude, but you also incapacitated hundreds of knights in a single night with poison. You are, without a doubt, a threat. Miss Merlille Chromshell—no, given your quiet, snake-like methods, perhaps I should call you the White Serpent Duchess."

Did he just give me a super chuuni nickname? The fact that he came up with it on the spot is pretty impressive. Between that and his overly dramatic reactions, I’m starting to wonder if he’s a real-life chuunibyou… Now he seems dangerous in a whole different way.

"Enough with the chatter, Captain."

Suddenly, an unfamiliar man’s voice came from behind me.

"—?!"

I whirled around to see a new man… standing right behind Adolnel.

"Adolnel?!"

"Sister!"

"Whoa there, don’t move. Unless you want something to happen to this little lady."

The man pressed a sword, glowing with a faint light, against Adolnel’s neck. Damn it, there was another one acting separately from Calmwell’s group! That means Calmwell’s exaggerated reactions were just an act to draw my attention.

"Even a Vampire won’t get away unscathed if her head is cut off with a magic sword."

"Stop! She’s human!"

"What?"

The man’s eyes widened at my words, and he placed his fingers on Adolnel’s neck.

"She’s right. This one’s got a pulse, Captain."

"Hmm. However, she does not cry out to us for help, which suggests she has been enthralled by the Vampire. Yet there are no signs of magical charming. If she follows of her own free will, then she is an enemy of humanity. As a human, she is useless as a hostage."

"So that means I can kill her!"

"What—?!"

The man pulled the sword from Adolnel’s neck and aimed the tip at her heart.

"Traitors die!"

"Stop!"

*Clang!*

Just as I thought the sword would pierce Adolnel’s heart, another blade appeared from the side and deflected the man’s weapon.

"…"

From the shadows, a figure emerged, holding a single sword…

"Ichigo-kun!"

Seriously! Could your entrance be any more dashing!



    Chapter 27

    Magic Sword vs. Sword, Magic vs. Magic

    It was Ichigo-kun who saved Adolnel from mortal danger.

"What’s this Ghoul? Think you’re a real swordsman just ‘cause you’re holding a blade?"

Despite his taunts, the man’s gaze was fixed on Ichigo-kun’s sword. It was obvious he was on high alert.

"But! Don’t you forget I’ve got a hostage!"

The man once again tried to stab Adolnel.

"—!"

But a flash from Ichigo-kun’s sword deflected the man’s blade, sending it off course and away from Adolnel. However, a large chip was taken out of Ichigo-kun’s own sword.

"Tch! You’re annoying! But my sword is a magic sword! A piece of junk like that is no match for it!"

A magic sword! Like the one Ichigo-kun used to have!

"Hah! I’ll cut you both in half!"

The man lunged at Adolnel with tremendous speed, but Ichigo-kun blocked him again. Another piece of the sword chipped away. But the man didn’t stop, relentlessly targeting Adolnel again and again.

"Not bad. But how long can that sword hold out?"

The man obsessively aimed for Adolnel, and Ichigo-kun continued to fend him off.

"Th-This thing?!"

"I-I can’t believe it! He’s parrying Golova’s sword?! And with just a regular sword against a magic sword’s onslaught?!"

"Th-This guy… at this speed, he’s deflecting the trajectory of my blade?! With minimal force?!"

"What in the world is that Ghoul?!"

Calmwell and his men cried out in shock at Ichigo-kun’s swordsmanship. To be honest, I was shocked too. Ichigo-kun was effortlessly handling the attacks of a knight from the kingdom’s secret weapon unit. Seriously, who is this guy? The adventurer I met before mentioned a sword…

*Flick.*

Amidst the battle, I thought I saw Ichigo-kun glance at me.

*Flick, flick.*

Nope, not my imagination.

*Nod, nod.*

He was signaling me. Ah, I get it. This is my chance.

But I couldn’t move just yet. I had to keep Calmwell’s group in check. Still, I had to hurry, or Ichigo-kun’s sword wouldn’t last.

So, I sent a silent command to the other Undead. Ever since I became able to sense their will, I could give them orders without speaking. The Undead received my command and quietly approached the man called Golova from behind.

"Golova, behind you!"

"—!"

Golova immediately cut down the Undead, but in that instant, Ichigo-kun lunged.

"You—!"

Golova managed to block Ichigo-kun’s sword at the last second, but the opening allowed the other Undead to snatch Adolnel back.

"Damn it!"

But the cost was high. In that final exchange, Ichigo-kun’s sword finally shattered with a crack, and his movements slowed visibly.

"Sister!"

"Adolnel!"

I hugged Adolnel as she ran to me, checking to see if she was hurt.

"Thank goodness. You’re not injured. Thank you, Ichigo-kun!"

"Thank you very much."

Ichigo-kun, receiving our thanks, waved his hand as if to say it was nothing, and then turned to face Golova again with his half-broken sword. Sorry, but I’ll have to leave that guy to him. I sent a command for the other Undead to provide support, just in case.

My problem was Calmwell and his men. I had no idea how strong they were. But since they were the kingdom’s secret weapon, they had to be incredibly powerful. Yep, I’d still stick to the plan of escaping at the first opportunity.

I’ll throw the remaining Undead at them and use the opening to run.

"Let’s go, Adolnel!"

"Huh? Ah, yes!"

I sent the Undead swarming towards Calmwell’s group and, at the same time, grabbed Adolnel and headed for one of the many tunnels.

"You won’t escape!"

A voice from behind sent a chill down my spine. I grabbed Adolnel and leaped sideways. An instant later, a wind unlike anything that should exist underground swept past, and the Undead were torn to shreds as they flew past where we had been and slammed into the wall.

"Magic?! And powerful wind magic at that!"

The Undead slammed against the wall looked like they had been put through a meat grinder.

"Continue the attack!"

Spells flew towards us one after another. Whoa whoa whoa, this is bad, bad, bad!

"Kyaaaaa!"

And I have Adolnel with me. I have to protect her!

"—! The girl! That Vampire is protecting the girl! Aim for the girl! Prioritize casting speed over power!"

"What—?!"

Are these guys serious?! Adolnel is just a normal human! I dodged wildly, making sure none of the attacks could hit Adolnel.

*Thump!*

"What—?!"

Suddenly, my legs felt heavy. I looked down to see a black haze clinging to them.

"What is this?!"

"It’s a debuff spell to slow you down, Sister!"

"They have spells like that too?!"

I thought magic was just for attacking and healing. Damn, this is troublesome. I need to dodge with plenty of room to spare to make sure nothing happens to Adolnel. A single hit could be the end for her!

"Ugh!"

I pulled Adolnel into my arms, shielding her with my body.

"Sister, what are you—?!"

"It’s alright. The spells are weak, so it’s nothing serious."

True to their word, the speed-focused attacks didn’t do much damage. It was a gamble, but trusting Calmwell’s words paid off. Thank goodness for a Vampire’s toughness. I’ll use this durability to get us out of here fast.

But it wasn’t that simple. A wave of intense heat washed over me from behind. I turned to see a blazing orange arrow, shining like a miniature sun, materializing in the air.

"What is that?"

I could feel tremendous heat and magic power radiating from it.

"That is an arrow of flame, infused with the maximum amount of magic power and further amplified by a magic staff. If an Undead, weak to the sun, were struck by this, even a Vampire would not escape unscathed!"

Damn it, the weak attacks were a bluff! A camouflage to prepare for this one big shot.

"Melting Arrow!"

The arrow was fired. I held Adolnel and leaped into a corridor with all my might.

"It’s useless! That arrow is a homing spell that will follow you to the ends of the earth! Did you really think we would fire a simple magic arrow?!"

It’s no good. No matter how much I leap around the corridor, it corrects its course and comes right for me, just as the Magician said.

"Then—!"

"Sister?!"

I gently rolled Adolnel to the side of the passage and then leaped to the opposite wall. The flaming arrow changed its trajectory towards me.

"Yes!"

It came after me, just as I thought!

"Then I’ll use magic too!"

I held my hand up before the approaching magic and fired an arrow of ice. A Vampire is living magic; I don’t need chants to cast spells! I just have to will it to happen! So—!

"Ice Arrow, now!"

I created an ice arrow to counter the flame and shot it right at the fiery projectile. I’ll cancel out fire with ice! The trajectory is perfect!

*Swoosh.*

"Huh?"

Incredibly, just before my ice arrow could hit, the flame arrow gracefully dodged it.

"Wait, what—?!"

I forgot, their arrow can move on its own. This is bad, this is really bad! A dodging arrow is cheating.

"In that case!"

This time, I imagined my signature blizzard within the corridor. But the blizzard’s power seemed to diffuse, melting away before it could even get close to the flame arrow.

"More concentrated!"

Leaping backwards, I condensed the blizzard, making it smaller and smaller, focusing it only around the flame arrow. The melted blizzard touched the arrow and instantly evaporated. But I kept creating the miniature blizzard. I maintained the magic power—no, I poured in even more. Soon, the flame arrow couldn’t evaporate the melted water fast enough and became enveloped in hot water. The arrow, continuously bathed in an ultra-focused blizzard, had its temperature forced down by the endless supply of chilled water until it could no longer vaporize it, and finally, it fizzled out.

"*Haaa*, it worked."

That was close. I somehow managed to pull it off.

"Alright, let’s get Adolnel and get out of here."

After using a spell like that, they must be out of mana. Or so I thought, until my gaze fell upon several new orange lights flaring to life.

"Huh?"

My Vampire vision saw the scene clearly. There stood Calmwell and his men, holding staffs that glowed with a pale blue light. Before them hovered not one, but many orange flame arrows. And at their feet lay several small vials.

"Are those… mana recovery potions?!"

The kind you see in games! That’s cheating!

"To withstand that was impressive, I’ll admit. But can you withstand this many?"

And with that, the condensed brilliance of multiple suns was unleashed upon me.



    Chapter 28

    What Burned and Fell in the Flames of War

    Countless arrows of sun-like brilliance struck me. The slender shafts of light found their core in me and merged, transforming into a massive sphere of fire. It burns, it burns, it burns. My entire body was instantly engulfed in scorching heat, and I let out a scream.

"Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaahhh!!"

"Sister—!!"

An unbearable heat assaulted my whole being.

"Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaahhh!!"

"You’ve been struck by a continuous barrage of scorching magic, amplified by our magic staves! Not even a Vampire can withstand that! Bwahahahaha!"

"Sister! Sister—!!"

"Aaaaaaaaaah, it’s soooooo hooooooooot!!"

So, I hurriedly leaped out of the flames.

"Ouch, ouch, ouch!"

I rolled on the ground to extinguish the fire, then immediately enveloped myself in a blizzard. The snow hitting my skin stole the heat from the flames, cooling my entire body.

"Phew, that was close. I almost got burned!"

"Bwahahahahaha… huh?"

Man, I thought I was going to burn to death.

"W-Wait! Wait, what is going on?!"

"What’s wrong with what?"

Calmwell’s voice was ragged with panic.

"That was a rapid-fire volley of our trump card, an anti-Undead flame spell enhanced by magic staves! How are you perfectly fine after taking that?!"

"I’m not perfectly fine at all! It was so hot I thought I was going to burn to death!"

"You’re supposed to burn to death! It’s powerful enough that even a high-ranking Vampire wouldn’t escape unharmed from a direct hit!!"

"Don’t yell at me like that! I didn’t escape unharmed. I seriously thought I was going to get a burn!" It’s not fair for him to act like I’m the weird one here!

"Impossible! Our magic staves, like Golova’s magic sword, are high-rank items we found in the lower levels of a high-difficulty dungeon! No matter how resistant Vampires are to magic, coming out unscathed is impossible!"

"Like I said, it was super hot, so I’m not unscathed."

But seeing how flustered Calmwell is, does that mean that was their full power? Weren’t they supposed to be the kingdom’s strongest force? If this is the result, does that mean they’re… actually not that big of a deal?

"Hmm…"

To see if my theory was correct, I decided to try something. Let’s see, the image for the spell is… right!

"Ice Squall!"

I unleashed my magic, picturing a torrential downpour of ice.

"""Gwaaaaaaaah!!"""

Calmwell and his men, unable to even put up a proper defense, were pierced by the rain of ice and sent flying into the wall.

"Whoops, that was unexpected."

"Sister!"

As I stood there, dumbfounded by the outcome, Adolnel ran up to me. She started patting my body all over, circling me again and again. She’s like an affectionate puppy. It’s kind of cute.

"Thank goodness. You don’t seem to have any injuries."

Ah, she was checking to see if I was hurt. Since I can’t see my own back, that’s actually a big help.

"But if that’s the case, then these guys really aren’t all that tough."

If she can’t see any injuries from the outside, then it must have just been hot without being a very powerful attack.

"N-No, they’re the kingdom’s trump card unit, so they can’t possibly be weak. When you were engulfed in flames just now, I could feel the incredible heat even from a distance. I was truly worried."

"Oh, right. Sorry for making you worry."

I pulled Adolnel into a hug and gently patted her back to reassure her. Still, does this mean the Kingdom War-Force Knights themselves are weak, or am I just that strong?

"What’s certain is that their attacks barely worked on me, while they couldn’t even defend against mine."

Calmwell and his men were groaning, bleeding from all over their bodies, huddled on the ground and unable to even writhe in pain.

"Doesn’t look like they’re trying to lure me into a false sense of security."

I glanced over at Ichigo-kun, and over there…

"Ugh! Why won’t this piece of junk break?!"

Ichigo-kun was parrying Golova’s attacks with his half-broken sword. He would dodge to prevent the blade from taking any more damage, then inflict small cuts in return. It was clear Ichigo-kun was the superior swordsman. But…

"You little—! How dare you!"

Enraged, Golova’s body began to glow with a faint light, and his movements became noticeably sharper.

"Is that magic too?"

"It’s a body enhancement spell. It temporarily boosts physical performance, increasing strength, speed, and reaction time."

His speed increased, Golova assaulted Ichigo-kun. Yet Ichigo-kun continued to parry the attacks with his broken sword, just as before.

"Impossible!"

Golova was stunned that his opponent could fend off his attacks even after he used his trump card. But I could see it. Though Ichigo-kun was parrying Golova’s sword, the blade in his hand was screaming in protest. And finally, the sword reached its limit.

With a sharp *CRACK*, Ichigo-kun’s sword shattered at the hilt. He could no longer parry with it.

"Heh heh heh! That’s right! My sword is a magic sword! A top-tier one I found deep in a labyrinth! It’s on par with, no, better than the Sword Saint’s magic sword!"

Empowered by the enhancement magic, Golova unleashed a final blow at Ichigo-kun with overwhelming speed and power. With his sword completely broken, Ichigo-kun’s movements were sluggish compared to before, and it was clear he couldn’t possibly block the attack.

"Dieeeeeeeeeee!!"

"He’s already dead. Hup!"

So, I kicked him squarely from the side.

"Guboh!"

A clean hit landed on Golova, who had eyes only for Ichigo-kun.

"And for the finish!"

I followed up with a swift axe kick right to the top of his head.

"Goah?!"

The kick connected with a satisfying thud, and Golova crumpled.

"Total victory!"

I threw up a V-sign and immediately moved to claim my victor’s spoils.

"Alright then, time to have a taste of their blood. Their attack really thinned out my Undead, so I could use some new recruits."

These guys should make for some pretty powerful Undead. I have high hopes for them.

"Well then, time to dig in!"

"Gwah!"

As I drank Golova’s blood, the taste of teriyaki chicken spread through my mouth. I see. Based on my experience so far, the blood of warrior-types tastes like meat. The blood I drank at the castle was sweet, so maybe noble ladies’ blood tastes like dessert?

After enjoying Golova’s blood, it was Calmwell and his men’s turn.

"N-No, please stop…"

You guys started this. It’s a little late to be asking me to stop. So, here I go. *Chomp*.

"Ooh, fishy flavor."

Calmwell and his men’s blood tasted like fish. Hmm, maybe even among knights, the taste differs depending on their training? Come to think of it, these three also used magic. Maybe whether you use magic or not changes the taste, even if they’re both "meat."

Looks like I’ll have to try a lot more different kinds of blood.

◆ The Lord of Carolmana ◆

"What in the world happened to the War-Force Knights…?"

On the surface, the knights of both armies had stopped fighting, holding their breath as they stared at the hole leading into the earth.

"They said the mastermind of this conflict was in there and went inside, but…"

Just when it seemed the battle would stagnate due to the increasing damage from the poisonous snakes, they had appeared. They had laid waste to the surrounding area, exposing and incinerating the hiding Undead, and then discovered the hidden dungeon. They had entered it to subjugate the mastermind.

"And now we’re left here, friend and foe alike, ordered to stand by and do nothing but wait for their return."

There was a reason everyone had obediently followed the orders of these suspicious characters who had appeared out of nowhere. Their commander had shown them a letter bearing a direct order from His Majesty the King. We could not defy the King’s command. Besides, their power was on a completely different level.

But what we feared most was what happened when they were annihilating the Undead lurking in the night. The nobles who had complained, fearing their profits would be stolen, were burned to death right along with the Undead.

"To think they would attack their own countrymen without hesitation for the sake of the nation… So that is the legendary Kingdom War-Force Knights. The kingdom’s strongest sword, said to have been founded to counter the Great Duke of the Cursed Sea…"

They were far too ruthless. But we could not defy them. Their orders were tantamount to the King’s. We couldn’t afford to get involved by speaking out of turn.

And so, as everyone waited for the return of the War-Force Knights, it burst through the ground.

"What was that?!"

Something like a white arrow erupted from the earth, blasting the ground away, then burst open in mid-air. No, that wasn’t right. It had spread its wings.

"What is that… a white… person?"

It was a person. A girl of such beauty, she was literally otherworldly. But her appearance was bizarre beyond that. Her entire being was pure white—her clothes, her hair, her skin, and even the wings sprouting from her back, the mark of a being that was not human, were all pure white.

"…"

The white, inhuman girl threw something to the ground. It landed with a thud and rolled—something we all recognized.

"Lord Calmwell?!"

It was the man who had identified himself as the commander of the Kingdom War-Force Knights. A shockwave ran through everyone who saw him. This was the man who had mercilessly and single-handedly slaughtered the nobles who defied him, a man of overwhelming and ruthless power. And now he was a shadow of his former self.

"A pleasure to meet you, everyone."

A beautiful voice that could seize one’s very soul echoed from above. We snapped our heads up. There, smiling down at us, was the same white, inhuman girl.

"My name is Merlille Chromshell. Though it might be easier for you to understand if I say I am the daughter of Voylard Chromshell."

"…Chromshell?! Of the Great Duke of the Cursed Sea?!"

Impossible! The daughter of the Great Duke of the Cursed Sea?! I’ve never heard of such a person!

"I have decided to make this land my territory. If you abandon everything and leave peacefully, I will spare you. But if you choose to fight, I will slaughter you all right now. Choose whichever you like."

Slaughter us all?! Does she understand the difference in our numbers?! Even if we’ve been thinned out, there are still tens of thousands of us! Does she intend to fight all of us alone?! It’s madness!

But despite her arrogant and reckless declaration, a thought crossed my mind. *Maybe she can.* She was claiming to be the daughter of the worst of the Vampire nobles, the Great Duke of the Cursed Sea. If she truly was his daughter, it wouldn’t be entirely outlandish to think she could fight us on equal footing.

"But…"

I couldn’t just say, "Understood, we’ll flee immediately." We were nobles. If word got out that we fled because we didn’t want to be killed by a superior foe, the people’s faith in us would plummet. It could even lead to our own fearful citizens fleeing or rebelling. That’s why, unless someone made the first move, none of us could act rashly.

"Hey, hey, hey, you’re gonna slaughter us? Try it if you can, you little brat! You’re the one who’s going to look like a fool for talking so big!"

And then, a man appeared, spouting unbelievable insults.

"Is that the heir to the Ratte Family?"

He was likely brought along to gain battlefield experience. But he was far too foolish. Does he not realize who he’s talking to? The one who wiped out the War-Force Knights?!

"Go on, go on, do it—Gah!"

In a repeat of the earlier exchange with the War-Force Knights, the heir to the Ratte Family collapsed to the ground with a hole punched through his heart.

"So? What will it be? Still want to fight?"

It’s impossible. Exhausted as we are from the previous battles, we can’t possibly win against the mastermind who has just emerged in perfect condition. More importantly, our trump card, the Kingdom War-Force Knights, has already been defeated.

"C-Carolmana withdraws from this town."

"L-Lexalun as well!"

"O-Our territory too!"

"W-We’re out too!"

One after another, knights and lords admitted defeat and declared their retreat.

And so, thanks to one brave fool, we were all able to declare our surrender without shame. At the same time, a piece of territory was lost from the glorious kingdom, and a new threat was etched into the hearts of the people. The name of Merlille Chromshell, the white Vampire princess, the master of the snakes that had toyed with the battlefield—the White Serpent Duchess—was now known to the world.



    Chapter 29

    Being King is Very Hard

    ◆ The King ◆

"The daughter of the Great Duke of the Cursed Sea?!"

Hearing the full account of the conflict over the Fenesia territory, which had embroiled the entire nation, I nearly fell from my throne. This was the Audience Chamber, the most sacred place in the kingdom. Many noble knights were gathered here now, and only the pride of a king, the need to not show such an unseemly display before them, barely kept me in my seat.

"…Is this true?"

Believing I must have misheard, I sought confirmation from the lords of Carolmana and Lexalun.

This was a secret I could tell no one, but I had been the one pulling the strings behind this war. When I heard that the two houses of Carolmana and Lexalun had begun to fight over the ruined Fenesia territory, I had an idea.

The Fenesia territory, destroyed for reasons unknown, though Undead were involved. The fate of the ruling family was also unclear, but the reports from my spies led me to conclude that they had likely perished along with the town.

That created a problem regarding Fenesia’s future. Normally, it would become a crown land. Increasing the lands under royal control would enhance the authority of the royal family, and I could also grant the territory when a new ducal house was established.

But to do so with the cause of its destruction still unknown could lead to suspicions that the royal family was responsible. Someone would undoubtedly spread such rumors to sow discord within the kingdom.

That was when Carolmana and Lexalun conveniently started fighting over the territory, and I decided to use them. I would entice the ducal houses and high nobles to join the fray, and after the matter was resolved, I would punish the victor for involving the nation in such a turmoil. Then, under the pretext of preventing further conflict over Fenesia, I would make it a crown land.

Of course, the high nobles would understand my true intentions, but they could be placated by granting them interests in the rebuilt Fenesia. Noble society operates on such unspoken negotiations.

But for a Vampire to appear here of all places, and a direct descendant of that Vampire noble, Voylard Chromshell, one of the six progenitors of all Vampires in the world—the Great Duke of the Cursed Sea—was beyond unexpected.

A relative of the great Vampire who had destroyed countless nations. The very thought made me sick to my stomach. I looked at the two lords, hoping against hope that it was a mistake. Please, let it be a mistake.

"It is true, Your Majesty."

"That girl claimed to be the daughter of the accursed Great Duke of the Cursed Sea and displayed the corpse of Lord Calmwell of the Kingdom War-Force Knights before us."

"—! …I see."

I had wished it was a lie. Not just the fact that she was the Great Duke’s daughter, but the fact that Calmwell had been defeated. It meant nothing less than our nation’s greatest military force had been utterly helpless against her.

"Lord Calmwell…"

"To think he was a member of the War-Force Knights…"

A stir of unease spread among the assembled nobles. Damn it. My intention to make an example of the two houses to display the royal family’s authority has backfired. My stomach… my stomach hurts!

"The Great Duke of the Cursed Sea… a fearsome opponent, but our saving grace was that he never left his own territory…"

Exactly. That is why I, and the royal family for generations, have continued to train the War-Force Knights to one day slay the Great Duke. To think they would be so utterly powerless against even his daughter! If the War-Force Knights cannot win, it will affect the morale of the nobles, and more importantly, the authority of the crown. I must do something!

"Ah, if only the revered Sword Saint were here."

"—!"

At the worst possible moment, someone uttered the worst possible words.

"Indeed. The Sword Saint could stand against the Great Duke of the Cursed Sea. Even a newly appeared Vampire would be no match for him."

Caron, the Sword Saint. The name of our kingdom’s strongest knight. Any battle he joined would surely lead the nation to victory; he had even triumphed against fearsome dragons. And he was a master of such skill that he had crossed swords with the terrifying Great Duke of the Cursed Sea numerous times and returned alive.

But he was too strong. His fame, known both at home and abroad, was so great that it sometimes influenced the power struggles among the nobles.

He was especially unstoppable when he wielded his beloved magic sword. He was so formidable that it was believed he could single-handedly take on the entire knight order stationed in the capital. No, he probably could. After all, this was a man who could fight the Great Duke and survive. A monster in human form who could survive against a monster that had destroyed nations.

That was why I could not trust him. He could not be tamed with power or money. Who could trust a monster with no weaknesses?

And so, I deemed him a threat and framed him as a traitor. To think that something like this would happen right after I had ensnared him! Who could have predicted it!

Ugh, I must prevent any further discussion of him.

"Silence!"

It was the Prime Minister who silenced the murmuring Audience Chamber with a single shout.

"To suggest relying on a traitor who drew his sword against the royal family and fled with a treasured sword! What weakness!"

"B-But the Sword Saint is a master who has slain many an Upper Vampire. With that sword, he could surely deal with this new Vampire…"

"Are you suggesting we rely on a criminal?! One whose whereabouts are unknown? Or perhaps you know where the man is hiding?"

"N-No, that’s not what I…"

"I should think not. For if you did, that would make you a rebel, harboring a traitor who has defied the crown."

"H-Haha, you jest."

Oh, well done, Prime Minister. Now no one will dare to bring up that man’s name. I used the momentum to forcefully steer the conversation back on track.

"Report. You who have seen the battlefield with your own eyes, tell us the extent of the power wielded by this kin of the Vampire noble."

At this point, I needed information. I had to know as much as possible about the enemy’s strength. But as the state of the battlefield was described, the faces of the nobles gathered in the Audience Chamber grew pale.

"To be continuously attacked by poisonous snakes under the cover of night? How could one possibly defend against that?!"

What the nobles feared most was the possibility of assassination by poisonous snakes. Indeed, if a snake, hiding in the shadows and slithering close with clear murderous intent, were to become an assassin, it would be terrifying beyond measure. Its small, slender body could hide anywhere, and a single bite could be fatal. There were antidote potions and magic, but from what they heard of the battle, the enemy used countless snakes to overwhelm their healing capabilities.

"It may be just a snake, but…"

It is too dangerous. But to challenge her recklessly would be to repeat the folly of Calmwell and his men.

"…That is all for our report."

As the lords of Carolmana and Lexalun finished, small sighs of relief could be heard here and there, as if the nightmarish report had finally ended.

"Then I shall pass judgment."

Before the nobles could regain their composure, I stood up and declared in a clear voice for all to hear.

"I hereby strip both Carolmana and Lexalun of their titles!"

""What?!""

The chamber erupted in an uproar at the sudden, harsh sentence.

"P-Please wait, Your Majesty!"

"Y-Yes, we were…"

"Silence! If you fools had not been blinded by greed and caused this great turmoil that engulfed the nation, the damage would not have been so severe! If you had simply rescued the survivors and investigated the town, you might have found a clue about the Vampire and been able to challenge her in a fully prepared state. The outcome would have been different then. No matter how powerful a Vampire may be, it would not have been impossible to destroy her with a full-scale attack during the day!"

""—!!""

A daytime surprise attack is common sense that even a commoner’s child knows when fighting Vampires, or any Undead. But because these men started a civil war, they brought about the worst-case scenario of fighting a powerful Vampire at night.

"The matter of the poisonous snakes would not have been so damaging during the day either. All of this is due to your greed! Shame on you!"

"Y-Yes! Shame on you!"

"My nephew died in battle because of you!"

"That’s right! You shameless fools! Do you have any idea how much damage was done?!"

Honestly, who was the shameless one here? The nobles, conveniently forgetting that they had joined the battle out of their own greed, began to blame the two men in order to shift all responsibility onto them. Well, that was more convenient for me as well.

"The towns of Carolmana and Lexalun will be placed under the management of the royal family. They will be converted into fortresses to monitor that Vampire! Consider yourselves lucky you were not executed!"

With that, I passed judgment without allowing for any argument and maintained the authority of the crown by exiling the two men. At the same time, I immediately decided to hold a defense council with the knight order. Simultaneously, I gave a quiet order to the Prime Minister.

"Gather all the members of the War-Force Knights scattered across the lands."

"Do you intend to challenge her? But Calmwell and his men…"

"I am aware. But that was not the full strength of the War-Force Knights."

Calmwell and his men were defeated. But that was just one unit of the Kingdom War-Force Knights. There were still many knights who had been training and accumulating power on various battlefields, in dungeons, and in demonic realms. I would deploy all of them at once.

"Our only chance is now, while the enemy is off her guard."

The more time we waste, the more disadvantaged we become.

"Hurry. The very survival of our nation is at stake!"

In the worst-case scenario, I may have to consider deploying our ultimate trump card. Ah, my stomach hurts…



    Chapter 30

    The Stagnant Town and Urban Development

    *Swish, swish!*

Ichigo-kun was in the courtyard, practicing his swings. In his hands was not the sword that broke in the previous battle, but a fine blade with lavish decorations.

"…Hup!"

I heaved a large garden rock at him.

"—!"

In an instant, the rock I threw was diced into fine cubes. *Clack clack clack, thud thud thud.*

"—!!!"

Ah, right. Cutting it up doesn’t get rid of its kinetic energy. A shower of small stones rained down on Ichigo-kun, and the poor guy was buried under a pile of pebbles.

"Still, that’s some amazing cutting power."

The sword Ichigo-kun was wielding was the magic sword used by Golova of the Kingdom War-Force Knights. After defeating Golova in that battle, I gave it to Ichigo-kun as a spoil of war.

"It’s a reward for protecting Adolnel, after all."

The magic sword’s sharpness was incredible, and it even seemed to enhance Ichigo-kun’s swordsmanship.

"But in terms of performance, the sword he had before seemed better."

Ichigo-kun’s real sword, which was now with my father. Golova had said this sword was its equal or even better, but somehow I couldn’t bring myself to believe that.

"Well, it’s gone now, so it doesn’t matter."

Besides, Ichigo-kun seems pleased with his new sword.

"Anyway, I’m glad my bluff worked out back then."

I recalled what happened after I defeated Calmwell and his men. After taking them down, I considered our next move. Should we flee under the cover of night, or should we continue the fight?

To be honest, our forces were a concern. The Animal Undead and most of the Undead knights and townspeople I had hidden in the dungeon had been incinerated by Calmwell’s group. Fortunately, the Undead I had stationed away from us were safe.

As for escaping, I could probably get away with Adolnel and Ichigo-kun, but I’d have to abandon the other Undead. We couldn’t move stealthily with a large group.

Thinking that would be a waste, I decided to take a gamble. I would deliberately show myself and propose a retreat to the enemy. After all, I had just defeated their strongest force. It could serve as a bargaining chip.

"If that doesn’t work, I’ll just launch an attack from the sky to act as a diversion and let as many Undead escape as I can."

The result was a resounding success. The defeat of their strongest force was an even greater shock than I had anticipated, and the knights fled, scrambling over one another, granting us a splendid victory.

"Their spirits were already worn down by the relentless attacks of the poisonous snakes. Learning that the kingdom’s strongest force had also been defeated must have shattered their morale completely."

That was Adolnel’s analysis after hearing the details later. That was why the knights’ spirits had broken. And so, I had finally succeeded in conquering the town of Fenesia.

◆

"Alright, everyone, get to work!"

Several weeks had passed since then, and I had been busy increasing my Undead forces and developing the territory.

Taking advantage of the Undeads’ ability to work without rest, I had them build multiple layers of earthen walls around the town and, in turn, connect the resulting pits to create moats, constructing a terrain designed to repel an invading army.

"Natural terrain is also an element of base construction, after all."

A major advantage of this terrain construction was that we didn’t need to accept outsiders. In a human town, travelers would come and spend money, bringing in goods. But this was a town of Undead. Apart from Adolnel’s living expenses, we needed nothing.

Furthermore, we created new underground spaces and passages for the Undead to live in during the day, allowing for both sieges and escapes.

"The exits to the underground passages are deliberately buried to prevent intruders. In case of an escape, I will order the Undead in advance to dig with all their might, opening the escape route at just the right moment."

Ah, that makes sense. If the exits were always connected to the outside, it would be a huge problem if we were discovered, as they could just pour in.

And so, the town of Fenesia was being reborn as a massive fortress city.

Now, aside from that, there was one other major change. A strange haze had begun to form in and around Fenesia Town, the territory I had claimed. And the corpses within that haze began to rise, reanimating as Undead without me doing anything at all.

"The corpses turned into Undead even though I didn’t do anything!"

"Sister, that’s something a human who did something would say."

I was genuinely surprised. I had thought the only way to increase my minions was to drink their blood myself, or have them be bitten by a minion whose blood I had drunk.

"This is Miasma."

"Miasma?"

Adolnel explained, a book from the library in hand.

"Yes. It’s an evil air that emanates from lands ruled by profane beings such as high-ranking Undead. It’s said that anyone who dies in a land saturated with this Miasma will rise again as an Undead and attack the living."

In other words, the biggest bottleneck in strengthening my forces—the fact that killing someone meant I couldn’t turn them into an Undead—was now resolved.

"A famous example is the forest of the Great Cursed Sea, the territory of the Great Duke of the Cursed Sea."

Come to think of it, my father’s forest did always have a gloomy atmosphere.

"I see. So this is what it means to acquire a territory."

And so, the problem of strengthening my forces was solved. But a new problem—or rather, a point of caution—arose. The thing is…

"The Undead have different performance levels?"

"Yes. There is a clear difference in performance between the Undead you personally turned into minions and the others. Specifically, their judgment, in addition to their physical abilities, seems to differ."

"Judgment?"

"When given an order, some will follow it blindly and, when an irregularity occurs, they are unable to adapt and continue their meaningless actions. Others, however, will think of a solution on their own and carry out the order to completion."

I see. That’s a definite difference in performance.

"For the sake of convenience, I would like to differentiate them. We will call your direct minions Upper Undead, and the Undead created by being attacked by minions or those that appeared naturally will be called Lower Undead."

Right. It could be a problem in a pinch if we can’t tell them apart.

"I didn’t know there was such a difference in performance, though."

"This is the first I’ve heard of such a distinction as well. It wasn’t written in any of the books."

I wonder if Father knew about this? There are surprisingly many things my master didn’t teach me. Or maybe this is the kind of thing he expects me to learn on my own.

"There’s still a lot I don’t understand about my own powers. I need to learn a lot more."

It seems I have a mountain of things to do.

"*Kyururu…*"

Ugh, with all these uncertainties piling up, my stomach is starting to hurt.



    Chapter 31

    Can Vampires Get Stomachaches?

    *Gurgle...*

"Ugh..."

My stomach let out an ostentatious gurgle as I lay buried in my coffin. The reason being, my stomach had been hurting for a while now.

"Mmmgh..."

It seemed my feeling of having a stomachache wasn't some mental, stress-induced pain, but the real deal. My stomach hurt, yet for some reason, nothing would come out.

"Why am I constipated when all I drink is blood?"

Ugh, I thought becoming a Vampire would free me from such human-like problems...

"Oh, how pitiful you look. If I could take your place, I would gladly do so."

Adolnel comforted me with a pained expression, gently rubbing my stomach. Ugh, just hearing you say that makes me happy.

"Still, I'm surprised to learn that Vampires can get upset stomachs."

She had a point there.

*GURGLEGURGLEGURGLE!*

"Nngh!"

A particularly sharp pain shot through my belly, and I curled into a ball to try and bear it. The pain was becoming unbearable, yet with nowhere to go, it just kept building inside me. Then, just as I thought my stomach was about to burst...

*Plop.*

Something rolled out.

""Huh?""

What rolled onto the floor was...

"An egg?"

Yes, it was an egg. But why? Where did an egg come from?

"This is... Big Sis's egg?!"

"Of course not!"

I'm human—well, a Vampire now. But Vampires don't lay eggs! I was a Vampire Bat before this, but bats don't lay eggs either... right?

"Big Sis."

Adolnel stared at me with a dead-serious expression.

"Whose child is it?!"

"It's nobody's child!"

"Then it's an unfertilized egg?!"

"Why are you so convinced I laid it?!"

"Who else could have laid it! And your stomachache... could it have been, you know... l-labor pains?"

Adolnel suggested something outrageous, her face blushing bright red. Where did you even learn a word like that?! What? The library? Ah, I see. I'd better inspect the books in there later. Seems like there's a lot of material that could be bad for Adolnel's education.

"But in all seriousness, how is your stomach now?"

"Eh? Hmm..."

At her words, I placed a hand on my stomach.

"The pain is gone."

Miraculously, the ache in my stomach had vanished completely.

"See! I knew you laid it!"

"I told you, you're wrong!"

"Confess! Whose child did you have behind my back?!"

It was at that very moment. We heard a sound. *Crack, crack.*

"Huh? What was that?"

I frantically looked around, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. And yet... hearing a *clack, clack* sound, I glanced down to see the egg was shaking!

"What? It's moving?!"

The egg's movements grew more violent, and the cracking sounds were joined by sharper *snap, pop* noises as fissures spread across its surface.

"I-Is it hatching?!"

"No, no, no, that's way too fast! I just laid it!"

"So you admit you laid it!"

"No! That was just a figure of speech!"

As we argued, the cracks in the egg widened rapidly. Finally, with a loud *CRACK*, the egg split open.

"*Kiii!*"

From inside emerged a single, tiny bat.

"A... bat?"

What's going on? Why a bat?

"Um, are Vampires born in bat form when they're young?"

"I-I don't think so..."

I mean, I myself went from a Vampire Bat to a Vampire, but that was because I evolved. Besides, I'm pretty sure Vampires are beings that increase their numbers by drinking blood and turning others. I seem to recall my master telling me as much during my lessons at the castle.

But if that's the case, then who is this little one...?

While we stood there baffled, the bat that came out of the egg shook off the shell still stuck to its head and began looking around curiously. The moment it looked up at me, I felt a wave of joy from it.

"Nithe to meet you, Mathter!"

This was the moment of the third fateful encounter that would shake my life to its core. You know, there are surprisingly a lot of life-shaking moments in my life.



    Chapter 32

    Nice to Meet You, Little Familiar

    "Nithe to meet you, Mathter!"

The bat, born from an egg that had appeared out of nowhere, said that the instant it saw me.

"I'm your Master?"

"Yeth-chu! You're my Mathter-chu!"

Why? Why did a bat suddenly pop out of an egg and start calling me Master? Is this standard for another world?

"Um, if you call Big Sis 'Master,' does that mean you are one of her bat familiars?"

"Who are you-chu?"

The bat turned a wary gaze on Adolnel as she posed the question.

"I am Adolnel Fenesia, and I serve as Big Sis's food supply."

Adolnel curtsied gracefully, holding the hem of her skirt. Wait, is that really an appropriate introduction? She looks weirdly proud of it, too.

"So you're the Mathter's food. Nithe to meet you-chu."

The bat just accepted it.

"I'm the Mathter's familiar, a Vampire Bat-chu."

And just like that, it was confirmed. This little one really was my familiar.

"Um, so does that mean you were born from me? Is that right?"

"That's right-chu! I was born from the Mathter's magic power-chu!"

Hmm? Based on what this Vampire Bat is saying, it seems Vampires can create familiars from their own magic. So was that stomachache a sign of it? Does that mean it really *was* labor pains?! Ah, no, but I hear real labor is much, much more painful. If so, I guess Vampires have it pretty easy?

"Does this mean it's your child, Big Sis?! Just who is the father?!"

"We are done with that conversation!"

If it was born from my magic power, I suspect Adolnel's potent blood was the cause, but saying that out loud feels like it would lead down a weird path, so I'll keep it to myself. Besides, rather than thinking I *gave birth* to it, it makes more sense to think of it as the result of me kneading blood like clay until this Vampire Bat was formed. That feels more right, somehow.

"Ah, thinking about it that way, maybe the reason I felt like I could drink more blood even when I was full was because my magic was being condensed for a familiar like this."

My own body is such a mystery. I recalled the lessons my master gave me back at the castle about the abilities of Vampires.

"It didn't really click back then, but now that I've experienced it myself, I get what he meant."

Well, I don't *completely* get it, but that's probably the difference between a born Vampire and one who evolved from a Vampire Bat.

"Does that mean this little one will evolve too?"

I glanced over at the newborn Vampire Bat, which was staring up at me with its big, sparkling eyes. Hmm, looking at it like this, it's surprisingly... cute? Maybe?

"So then, Big Sis, what is its name?"

"Huh? A name?"

""...?!""

Asked so suddenly about a name, I was at a loss.

"Yes. Since it's your familiar, it would be inconvenient without one, wouldn't it?"

"Hmm, well, I suppose so."

A name, huh. Well, unlike the "Wolf-chan"s, there's only one of it, so I should probably give it a proper name.

"A name! I get a name-chu?!"

Hearing it would get a name, the Vampire Bat flapped its wings excitedly.

"Let's see, a name, a name..."

A good name befitting a Vampire Bat...

""*Fidget, fidget...*""

By the way, why are you two over there, Mummy Ichigo-kun and the "Wolf-chan"s, looking so restless?

"Okay, I've decided!"

I settled on a name for the Vampire Bat.

"Tho exthiting-chu."

Vampire Bat, your name shall be this!

"Your name is... Morilin No. 3!"

Mhm, perfect naming!

""...Huh?""

Oh? Did they not hear me properly?

"Morilin No. 3. It retains its bat-like essence, and as my third close familiar, it gets 'No. 3'!"

""(Facepalm gesture)""

Hmph, I'm quite proud of this one. A true stroke of genius.

"...That's lame-chu."

"Eh?"

Huh? I think I might have misheard something.

"It's lame-chu!!"

"What did you say?!"

Huh? Lame?! You're saying *my* naming is... lame?!

"Super lame-chu! I demand another name-chu!"

Impossible! How could you call my unparalleled naming sense lame?! My naming sense that, in my past life, won a special prize in a mascot naming contest for a town's local specialty, personally praised by the old man mayor himself—you're calling *that* lame?!

"I abtholutely refuthe-chu! I want a different name-chu!"

"Tch, so this is the infamous stubbornness of a child! If you're like this from the start, when you're older you'll dig up some nostalgic game, play it for the first time in ages, and end up writhing on the floor remembering the cringey, edgy name you gave the main character!"

"I have no idea what you're talking about, but that's a very specific example. Personal experience, perhaps?"

...What are you talking about? It's a general observation. Just a general observation.

"Anyway, I want a different name-chuuu!"

Grr, fine, fine.

"But another name, huh. How about Kyuko Type-3?"

"Putting a number in the name is what's weird-chu!"

""(Nod, nod)""

Why are you two nodding so emphatically?

"Then how about Chuumorin!"

"You just changed the direction of the lameness-chu!"

"So harsh!"

Tch, what a little diva! And isn't your vocabulary a bit too rich for a newborn?!

"You say that, but Mummy Ichigo-kun and the "Wolf-chan"s were happy with their names!"

"(Shakes head vigorously, gesturing 'No we weren't')"

"I demand a more ladylike name-chu!"

Grrr, a lady, you say? In that case...

"Um, if I may, how about Solfi?"

""Solfi?""

We both tilted our heads at the name Adolnel timidly suggested.

"It's the name of the heroine from a love story about a maiden who serves the goddess of the night. You, Big Sis, are a Vampire of pure white, with a beauty like the moon. I thought a name to match that would suit your familiar."

"Huh."

So there's a goddess of the night in this world. But I see, taking names from myths and stories is a pretty common thing to do.

"I-I love it-chu! That's a gweat name-chu!"

*Flap!* The Vampire Bat shot into the air, flapping its wings in a frenzy as it shouted.

"My name ith Solfi-chu! It's decided, I'm Solfi-chu!"

And so, with that burst of joy, the Vampire Bat's name was decided as Solfi. Seriously though, isn't she a little *too* happy?

"I still think Morilin No. 3 is a good name..."

""(Flap flap, gesturing 'No it's not')""



    Chapter 33

    Strengthening Our Forces, Testing Our Might

    "Another day, another round of defense fortifications!"

"Yeth-chuuu!"

And so, we were hard at work remodeling the city again today. Solfi, our newest familiar, was full of motivation. Adolnel, by the way, was out directing the urban development, so she wasn't here.

"What are we doing today-chu?"

"Today, we're increasing our number of undead familiars."

"Don't the undead multiply on their own from your miathma-chu?"

Yep, that's right. By taking control of this land, the area around Fenesia Town became shrouded in Miasma, and anyone who died within its range would automatically reanimate as an undead.

"But that means waiting for corpses from old age or accidents. We're going to proactively hunt for prey."

"I thee-chu. So which town are we attacking-chu?"

Whoa there, I just said we're setting up defenses. Why would we attack another town? She's still just a newborn in that respect.

"We're not attacking anyone. Right now, I'm increasing our Animal Undead."

"Animalth-chu? Aren't they weak-chu? Wouldn't it be better to make human tholdierth or montherth into familiarth-chu?"

Well, yeah, if we're talking about pure strength, she's right.

"True. But Poisonous Snake Undead aren't about raw strength; their advantage is a single, venomous strike and their small bodies that can get in anywhere. Same with rats, which can be used for reconnaissance or spreading disease. Dogs and cats have the advantage of being able to conduct surveillance without arousing human suspicion."

Exactly. Even weak forces can become a major asset depending on how you use them. Being small might be a disadvantage in a fight, but it's an advantage for recon. Of course, I'm just parroting what Adolnel told me.

"I thee, but in that cathe, ith there any need for you to perthonally make them your familiarth-chu?"

"Huh?"

"If you're focusing on attackth that don't rely on things like recon or poithon, then weakneth ith fine-chu. Tho, if you have your other familiarth attack animalth at random, you can focuth on creating stwong familiarth-chu."

"...Are you a genius?"

Sh-she's right. Now that she mentions it, it doesn't really matter if the Poisonous Snake Undead are low-quality, familiar-made undead. If I ever need a high-performance one, I can just make it myself at that time. Which means, in our current situation where we just need numbers, doing it Solfi's way is overwhelmingly more efficient!

"Could it be... that my Mathter ith an idiot-chu?"

"Don't call me an idiot! The one who says it is the idiot!"

"Thith Mathter is hopelesth-chu. I'm going to have to keep a clothe eye on her..."

My familiar, who was born just a few days ago, is worried about my mental faculties?!

"From now on, Solfi will be checking all of your plans-chu, Mathter. I'll tell Adolnel, too-chu."

No way, my familiars are too strict!

◆

"Tho, with that out of the way, I'm going to have you learn about your own abilitieth-chu, Mathter."

I feel like I'm suddenly being managed.

"My own abilities?"

"Yeth-chu. You're letting your abilitieth go to wathte-chu, Mathter. Tho, to find out what you can do and how you can apply it, I'm going to have you fully underthtand your power-chu."

Wow, she's so organized. She probably makes life plans.

"First, let'th start with thimple combat ability-chu. I want you to fight variouth montherth one-on-one to thee just how stwong you are-chu, Mathter."

Ah, I was curious about that myself. According to my Master and the others, I'm a pretty strong Vampire, but it doesn't really feel real. I mean, I was able to defeat monsters near the castle and the kingdom's secret weapons, so I think I must be strong. But right now, I don't really know *how* strong I am without actually fighting.

"By fighting different enemieth and learning what rank of monther you can beat, it will be eathier to gauge the diffwence in stwength with future opponentth-chu."

Whoa, she has a proper, well-thought-out reason for this.

"Tho, for thtarterth, I want you to defeat the Blood Fangth that are wampaging around here-chu."

"You're really throwing me in the deep end, huh?"

"Blood Fangth are a C-rank monther that adventurwerth tackle in teamth-chu. They've been attacking our weaker undead, so we can use thith opportunity to meatheure your power-chu."

Ah, if they're attacking our undead, we need to thin them out.

"If you can beat them, it will prove that you can defeat a C-rank monther—and by extension, a C-rank adventurwer party—all by yourthelf-chu, Mathter."

I see. So it's an indirect way to measure my strength against not just monsters, but humans too. Is my familiar secretly a genius?

"By the way, what kind of monster is a Blood Fang?"

"They're wolf montherth-chu. They hunt in packth of about five-chu."

A wolf monster that hunts in a pack of about five?

"And a pack of Thousand Wolves?"

"There'th no compathethon-chu. A thingle Thousand Wolf could easily wipe out a whole pack of Blood Fangth-chu."

I see, a single one could wipe them out, huh.

"Um, I can wipe out an entire pack of Thousand Wolves by myself..."

"You can-chu?"

"I can-chu."

Solfi gave me a 'seriously?' look, so I gave her a 'yes, seriously' reply.

"...Then let'th just handle thith quickly and move on-chu."

And so, it was confirmed that I was equivalent in strength to a C-rank adventurer party.

"Next up ith the B-rank equivalent, the Desthtroy Grizzly-chu. B-rank ith a top-tier adventurwer-chu."

"And how does that compare to a Deadly Bear?"

"...You've beathen one-chu?"

"I have-chu."

I answered her question.

"...Let'th just wrap thith up and move on-chu."

And so, my B-rank equivalent strength was also confirmed. In the end, there were no stronger enemies nearby, so we couldn't confirm A-rank, but considering my battle with the Kingdom War-Force Knights, we decided I was probably around A-rank.

"We got lotth of new familiarth-chu!"

And when I asked our undead familiars to hunt animals for me, a great many new familiars were gathered, making me realize that I really didn't need to be the one drinking their blood after all.



    Chapter 34

    Some Demi-humans Showed Up

    It was noisy from the morning (well, night for me) on. That was because a mysterious group had arrived at the town.

"Are those... Elves?"

Having received the report from our undead, we went to get a look at the approaching group. Every one of them had ears long enough to be recognized even from a distance, giving them the distinct appearance of Elves.

"But this is strange. For a knight order, they're not uniform at all. From what I can see, only a few are wearing armor, and there are clearly children mixed in."

Yeah, my Vampire eyes could see it clearly. They had not just adults, but children and the elderly too. Some women were even carrying infants on their backs, a sight that didn't at all suggest an invading enemy force. More importantly, they were all...

"They're all injured."

Yes, every last one of them was covered in wounds. My Vampire nose could pick up the scent even from here. Still, we didn't know their objective, so I had the undead stand by with weapons at the ready.

"To the ruler of this town! We are not your enemies!"

"Whoa! They're that far away and I can still hear them?!"

The voice was so loud it was as if they were using a megaphone, which took me by surprise.

"They're likely amplifying their voice with magic."

Ah, right. This world has magic. Of course they'd have developed non-combat spells too.

"As you can see, we are a wounded party! We beg for your protection! In return, we Dark Elves will serve as your hands and feet!"

It seemed they were refugees seeking asylum.

"Wait, Dark Elves? Aren't Dark Elves supposed to be... dark?" In games and such, they were usually pitch black, but these people had normal skin tones and just looked like Elves.

"The distinguishing feature of Dark Elves is said to be the blackness of their ears. Elves supposedly take great pride in their ears as a racial trait and look down upon Dark Elves, whose ears alone are black. Furthermore, Dark Elves are ostracized by humans as an evil race. Their day-to-day practices are said to contribute to this ill repute."

Looking closer as she explained, I saw that their ears were indeed black. But from the expressions on their faces, they didn't seem like an evil race at all. They just looked like desperate people who had come seeking salvation. Especially the children.

"So that means they're not spies sent to trick us."

"At the very least, it's certain they aren't allied with humans or Elves."

Hmm, so there was still a risk that the Dark Elf race itself was trying to deceive us, but they definitely weren't on the side of the humans we were currently fighting.

"How strong are Dark Elves?"

"I don't know their specific strength, but I've heard stories that even B-rank adventurers can lose when facing them as enemies."

I see. If they can beat top-tier adventurers, they must be a pretty formidable race.

"Okay, let's invite just their representative over and hear what they have to say."

If it's just one person, they won't try anything funny.

◆

"I thank you for this audience. I am Youga, chief of the Mabu Clan of Dark Elves."

The Dark Elf who introduced himself as Youga looked at me with a flash of surprise, but quickly bowed a full ninety degrees in greeting. He was so young, though. By the standards of my past life, he looked like a young adult just entering the workforce. At first glance, he was a polite young man. But I stared at him intently.

"..."

"...U-um?"

As I remained silent, he shifted uncomfortably, a hint of guilt hiding deep in his eyes.

"The others hiding in the shadows aren't going to introduce themselves? Does that mean you came here planning to ambush us?"

"""?!"""

At my words, a ripple of agitation spread from Youga and others unseen.

"M-My deepest apologies! You two, out now!!"

Youga hurriedly bowed his head as two shadows leaped from his own. The shadows then swelled up, revealing two more Dark Elves.

"Whoa!"

That surprised me. I had sensed something was there, but I didn't think it'd be Dark Elves hiding. Is that some kind of magic? Whoops, must maintain my air of authority.

"I believe I said to come alone."

"N-Not at all! We only came to serve as the chief's guard!"

"Forgive us! We insisted on hiding in our chief's shadow!"

The two Dark Elves who appeared immediately prostrated themselves. So even in another world, the ultimate apology is groveling on the ground.

"Let me repeat myself. I said to come alone. You said you had no hostile intent, didn't you? And yet you had your men hiding in the shadows. Were you actually planning to defeat me and take this town?"

"Never! It is all my failure, my inability to command my men! But these men are necessary to protect our clan! Please, I beg you, take my head and spare them! Show mercy only to the clansmen who followed me here!"

"What are you saying, Chief! If anything happens to you, your bloodline will end! It is we who should offer our heads for disobeying your command!"

""Please, we beg you, take our lives and forgive our chief!""

Somehow this has turned into a situation where they're offering up their lives.

"Yeah, I don't need any of that."

"B-But you are a high-ranking Vampire, are you not? The corpses of us Dark Elves should prove to be a worthy addition to your forces."

Well, yeah, that might be true, but I'm not about to kill people who came asking for protection. Did my attempt to act intimidating backfire? They seem way more scared than I expected.

"Besides, what do you mean, his 'bloodline will end'?"

"Y-Yes, the previous chief died in battle against the humans, and his young son was named his successor!"

I see. So he was a rookie leader. He tried to follow my orders and come alone, but couldn't control his older, worried retainers.

"Big Sis, these are their internal problems. I don't believe we need to concern ourselves with them."

Adolnel whispered some advice to me. She's right. It's their failure for choosing a young leader based on bloodline and for him being unable to control his subordinates.

"Whatever. So, you wanted protection for your clan, right? You said you'd work in exchange, but honestly, with all the undead I have, I'm set for both military and labor forces."

That was a lie. To be honest, the individual fighting strength of my undead is low. And in terms of labor, their inability to think for themselves is a weakness, so I desperately want workers who can think and act on their own. But admitting that would let them know my weakness, so I have to avoid it.

Even my master who taught me so much back at the castle said, 'High-ranking Vampires are beings superior to other races. As such, you are expected to conduct yourself with the dignity of a noble. You must never act subserviently. The honor of all Vampires would be called into question.'

By the way, he didn't mean it in a simple 'we're superior so we're better!' way—though it seems he felt that way a bit—but more practically. The image of Vampires as an impossibly strong and dangerous race acts as a deterrent, so he was warning me not to tarnish that image and cause our entire race to be underestimated.

"We beg you to reconsider! Our people have lived hidden away in remote lands to avoid contact with other races, but the humans' sphere of influence ever expands. Our homes have been discovered time and again, forcing us to relocate each time. Those beings known as adventurers, in particular, relentlessly seek us out no matter how deep into the wilds we hide. We have not known a day of peace."

Ah, I get it. Adventurers go into remote areas to gather rare herbs or find hidden ruins for treasure, so they'd stumble upon Dark Elf settlements by accident, and that information would get back to the kingdom via the Adventurer's Guild. And then the kingdom, figuring it's too dangerous to leave a hostile race's village unchecked, would dispatch knights.

From the Dark Elves' perspective, it would seem like adventurers are hunting them down with a vengeance. And since they are a long-lived race, encounters that feel rare to humans—spanning decades—would feel like they're being found every few years or even months. That would be terrifying.

"But to hide in lands even more remote means encroaching on the territory of monsters more terrifying and vicious than humans. We could neither advance nor retreat. We were trapped."

Ah, right. Even if they moved to a remote area, they'd still have to deal with territorial disputes with other creatures. And this world has monsters. Until now, they'd managed by choosing territory with monsters they could handle, but it's not like there are convenient territories with only weak monsters.

"Then, when our previous chief died in battle against the humans and we thought all was lost, a miracle occurred!"

"A miracle?"

"Yes. The humans pulled back their forces to retake the town that had been conquered by a white Vampire. That white Vampire is none other than you!"

"Pfft!"

Wait, what? So because I caused a ruckus in this town, I indirectly saved the Dark Elves?

"We knew we could not let this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity pass, so we attempted to break through their encirclement. Many were wounded as a result, but we made it to this town with almost no fatalities. O savior of the Dark Elves, please, we beg you to save us!"

""Save us!""

What a butterfly effect. Or maybe, since potential subordinates came to me, it's more like a 'when the wind blows, the coopers prosper' situation?

"I-I see. So that's how we were connected."

"Yes! It is truly a miracle from the gods!"

U-uh, well. Being reincarnated in another world is kind of a miracle from the gods, I guess? Maybe.

"The humans infest every corner of this world. If we are driven from here, only death awaits us! Please, have mercy!"

Their situation was more desperate than I thought, and their earnestness was palpable. But living, non-undead demi-humans... can I trust them as allies? I spent so long living as a bat in this world that I have no idea which races are safe and which aren't.

"Adolnel, what do you think?"

And so I decided to toss the decision to my strategist. Yep, better to leave it to Adolnel, who knows all sorts of things, than to me, who knows nothing. See, proper delegation of tasks. I do the rampaging, Adolnel does the thinking.

"Let's see. I see no issue, as it increases our military strength. They are called an 'evil race,' but that is likely from a human perspective. For you, a Vampire, their reasons may be trivial. In the worst-case scenario, we can simply turn them into undead, so in that sense as well, they are a valuable addition to our forces."

Whoa, hey! Saying you'll just turn them into undead if things go wrong right in front of them is a bit much!

"Hah, if you cannot trust us, you may turn us into your thralls at any time. But please, show mercy to the non-combatants of our clan!"

And this guy is way too prepared for that outcome.

"Then let me ask you this. We are in a state of war with this kingdom. That means you too will be drawn into the conflict."

Right. Even though the humans retreated, they would never give up on this town. After all, their own territory was occupied. If they simply gave up, they'd be seen as weak by their own nobles and by other countries. The royal family absolutely cannot back down.

"We are aware. Left to our own devices, our extinction is certain. We have resolved that if we must fight, we would rather do so under a king who will lead us."

Yeah, but I'm just doing whatever I want because I wanted my own territory. I have no intention of fighting a war for the survival of a race...

"I see, I understand. Big Sis, these people are already backed into a corner. Therefore, fighting under our command offers them a better chance of survival than being destroyed individually. At the same time, we gain a useful fighting force, so the exchange is fair."

In other words, there's no downside to making them our subordinates. In fact, Adolnel seems to think we definitely should.

"Hmm, alright then. I accept you as residents of my town."

"Oh, thank you!"

""Thank you!""

"However, as you've likely seen on your way here, this town is being developed to repel all outside intrusion. If you live here, you'll have to be completely self-sufficient. Be prepared for that."

"Rest assured. Most of us Dark Elves cannot enter the villages of other races anyway."

Right, they were hiding from humans.

"In that case, our savior. There is a ceremony we would ask of you."

"A ceremony?"

Is there something else they want besides protection?

"Yes. I wish to offer my blood to you, as chief, before all my clansmen."

"Wha—"

"WHAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAT?!"

Just as I was about to ask why, my voice was drowned out by Adolnel's shriek.

"Wh-wh-wh-what are you saying?! It is my duty to be Big Sis's meal!"

What are *you* talking about?

"Your anger is justified. But by offering my blood before my people, I can reassure them that we have truly gained our savior's protection."

Hmm, ah, I see. If I accept the payment in front of everyone, they'll feel secure that I'll protect them for the price paid. It's not just a verbal agreement, but a formal transaction with a clear payment.

"No, no, absolutely not! Big Sis, let's drive these people out immediately!"

"Adolnel, let's calm down."

"In any case, I object! I object completely!"

Ugh, this is a mess.



    Chapter 35

    The Living and the Dead Have Gathered

    *Chomp!*

"Ngh."

At the request of Youga, the Dark Elf chief, I was drinking his blood in front of his clansmen. Yep. This one's coffee-flavored. After meat, fish, and dessert, now we have a beverage. Is a salad next?

"...Hah, look, everyone. We have gained the protection of our savior. We are now saved!"

""""Wooooooooooh!!""""

A cheer erupted from the Dark Elves. Well, if this satisfies them, I don't really mind.

"*Grrr*, that thieving Dark Elf..."

Meanwhile, from behind a corner, Adolnel was reacting like a wife glaring at her husband's mistress... Maybe I should spoil her a bit later.

◆

"What? More new races have arrived?"

"Yes, Goblins and Orcs have come."

Ah, Goblins and Orcs. The classic fantasy game monsters.

"My subordinates made contact with them. Like us, they are seeking protection."

"Protection, huh."

Having the Dark Elves around has made information briefings so much easier. They even handle negotiations on their own initiative.

"Ba-ba."

"Pa-pa-pa."

Hey, you undead over there, you don't need to practice your gestures. I feel like their autonomy is developing in a weird direction. Ghouls are supposed to be the lowest rank of undead without a sense of self, right...?

"In any case, let's go meet them. If they can be a fighting force, I don't mind offering protection."

And so, I headed off to meet the Goblins and Orcs.

◆

"O, Great White King."

"Please, save us."

I looked at the Goblins and Orcs groveling before me, begging for protection. The Goblins looked like the typical game version: green-skinned humanoids about the size of a human child. However, the bodies visible under their loincloths were something else.

They were covered in muscle, with a lean, ripped physique. If a human tried to fight one of these barehanded, they'd be in serious trouble.

The Orc, on the other hand, was huge—about two and a half meters tall and thick all over. He looked like a slender sumo wrestler, and his weapon was basically a metal beam. It was a crude chunk of metal that looked like it would kill in one hit if it connected, regardless of its poor design.

Yeah, this one also looked dangerous to fight head-on. And creatures like this are asking for help? Just how dangerous are the humans in this world?

"Um, so you guys were also attacked by humans and fled here?"

"Yes. They said evil Goblins kidnap humans to increase their numbers, so we must be exterminated."

"It was a similar story for us Orcs."

Ew, they kidnap humans to reproduce? As a former human, that's pretty gross.

"A m-misunderstanding, Great White King!"

"We do not kidnap humans to make them bear our children!"

Seeing my disgusted expression, the Goblins and Orcs frantically tried to explain.

"Of course not! Making a human bear our child would be like a dog trying to make a bird bear its child!"

"It would be impossible, and besides, none of us have such a vile hobby as attacking humans! They're all just skin and bones!"

Ah, right. Maybe with some special fantasy power, completely different species could have children, but normally, different species can't reproduce.

"Right, right, and they don't even have green skin! From our perspective, that's unthinkable!"

They further added that they couldn't possibly do something so disgusting. Which, when you think about it, makes sense. It's not like humans normally do that sort of thing either.

"But if that's the case, where did the story about Goblins and Orcs being able to make other races bear their children come from?"

"Who knows. We have no idea what humans are thinking."

I would learn later that this half-breed issue was apparently caused by troubles between men and women in human society. For example, when a newborn child's eye or hair color somehow didn't match either the husband's or the wife's. Yep, it means it was the child of an affair.

If an ancestor had those traits, they might be able to explain it away, but if they couldn't prove it, that household was in for a rough time.

So, as a desperate measure, the excuse of 'I was attacked by a demi-human and had a child' was born. And apparently, this excuse wasn't just used by women; high-ranking men used it too. If the child was a boy, it could create succession problems later, so it was a convenient way to cover things up.

In other words, the Goblins were taking the fall for human scandals. What a truly sad state of affairs.

"We will follow you. And we offer the bodies of our kin. Please use them as undead."

While I was pondering this, the Goblins surprisingly offered up the corpses of their comrades.

"What?! Are you sure? Those are your comrades' bodies, right?"

"It does not matter. Once dead, they are just corpses. We have mourned them, so there is no issue."

Hmm, it seems that for Goblins, the handling of the corpse itself isn't important. What's important is mourning their comrades' deaths—the funeral, in other words.

"We wish for you to use our comrades' bodies as well. They died a frustrating death, unable to fight properly due to the humans' cowardly tactics."

Wow, different races have different ways of dealing with death. The Orcs' way of thinking is a bit like a samurai's. And their willingness to use their comrades' bodies as a bargaining chip showed just how cornered they were. If they were this resolved, I should give them a place to stay and a chance to fight.

"Alright. I will protect you."

"Oh! Thank you, White King!"

"Our loyalty is yours!"

"One condition, though. I have a human subordinate. Can you promise not to fight with her?"

Right. I understood that Goblins don't needlessly attack humans, but there was still a chance they'd see Adolnel as a hostile species and attack her.

"If she is the White King's subordinate, there is no problem."

"Same for us."

And so, Goblins and Orcs were newly added to my domain.

"By the way, I understand the Goblins and Orcs were a misunderstanding, but why are Dark Elves called an evil race? The only physical difference is their black ears, right?"

I honestly don't think that alone is enough to be called evil.

"The humans detest the customs of us Dark Elves."

"Dark Elf customs?"

What could it be? Do they have some kind of evil cult festival?

"We Dark Elves have a ritual to mark a true warrior."

Huh, they do something like that? Like a coming-of-age ceremony?

"Those undergoing the ritual must leave the settlement with nothing but their bare hands and defeat the first living creature they encounter that is not their kin, bringing it back."

"With nothing? You mean they fight barehanded?!"

Isn't that a bit too harsh?

"No, that's only when leaving the settlement. Once they are out, they can make stone tools by breaking rocks, set traps, or whatever they need. They can even negotiate with other races to obtain weapons. That kind of adaptability is also a form of strength."

I see. So as long as they defeat the first prey they encounter, it's all good.

"...Um, about that 'first creature you encounter' part, does that apply even if the opponent is human?"

Adolnel asked Youga, looking perplexed.

"That is correct. In our current situation, all Dark Elves, as well as our master Merlille-sama and her familiars, would be considered our kin."

Ah, that's good. Then at least our own people won't get caught up in the Dark Elves' coming-of-age rituals in the future.

"But you said it's acceptable to obtain weapons through negotiation, right? Which means the one you're negotiating with could be..."

"Ah, yes, they could indeed be the first one you meet!"

"Huh?"

"Just as I thought..."

Wait, what does that mean? Does it mean they'd kill the person they just got a weapon from through negotiation?

"So if the first person they met after leaving the settlement was a human merchant, they might pretend to buy a weapon, then steal it and kill him."

Yikes! That's straight-up robbery!

"No, that's not it."

But Youga asserted that they would never do such a thing. Right, that would be far too evil.

"We would never break such an agreement."

"O-Oh, is that so? I'm sorry. That was rude of me. But then how would you defeat the..."

"We would pay the proper price and conclude the transaction on good terms, and then, with the weapon we just obtained, we would kill them!"

""...""

That's just as bad in its own way... If someone smiled at you and said, "That was a good deal! Now die!" of course you'd be called an evil race. Intercultural communication is tough.



    Chapter 36

    Let's Measure the Strength of the Races

    "Mathter, the Goblin unit has advanced to the third checkpoint-chu!"

Receiving the report from the Vampire Bat Solfi, I looked down at the town below.

"Wow, that's pretty fast. Actually, that's really fast."

"Yes, I never expected the Goblins to be this capable."

We were observing everyone's performance in the mock battle taking place in the town. This had all started because of something Adolnel said.

"I would like to confirm the abilities of each race."

"Abilities?"

"Yes. Several races have gathered under your banner, drawn to your power. However, we do not know how well they can fight. So, if we are to integrate them into our forces, we need to grasp their actual capabilities."

"I see, that makes sense."

And so, we decided to have the newly joined races conduct a mock urban warfare exercise. Having them fight with real swords would be too dangerous, so we decided to use the equipment we found in the knight order's training grounds. Fortunately, all three races readily agreed, seeing it as a good opportunity to demonstrate their skills.

"A victory here will affect their standing within the organization, after all."

Ugh, what a harsh world.

"The objective is a game of capture the flag within the town. The first team to seize the flag inside the building serving as the 'castle' wins. To assess their aptitudes, we will form three teams for each of four roles—'Close Combat,' 'Ranged Combat,' 'Scout,' and 'Defense'—composed of a single race. Each team will have four members."

So, for the Dark Elves, that would be three teams of four, which is twelve people, for each of the four roles, totaling forty-eight. And with three races, that's 144 people.

"That's quite a lot of people."

"Considering future wars, it's actually not many at all."

As we watched their battle unfold, what surprised me was how well the Goblins moved. They used rubble and wooden crates to acrobatically climb onto rooftops, then zipped through the town with nimble movements, rapidly closing in on the enemy's castle. I see, their small size makes them good at that kind of monkey-like movement.

"The Orcs, on the other hand, are the slowest."

Well, given their bulky appearance, it's hard for them to win a speed contest. The Dark Elves were somewhere in the middle.

"However, in terms of simple running speed, the Dark Elves are faster. The Goblins are making quick progress because they can use their lightness to take routes that other races can't."

But of course, it didn't end with a Goblin victory. Just as they were about to sneak into the castle, they were spotted by a patrolling Dark Elf defense unit. To make matters worse, while the Goblins hesitated, reinforcements were called, and an Orc unit arrived.

"In this situation, the Goblins are at a disadvantage due to their size. With only light weapons, it's difficult for them to defeat the larger Orcs. It would be a different story if they could use poison, though."

Indeed, the Goblins were quickly taken down by the Orc and Dark Elf units.

"As expected, using Goblins as a direct combat force isn't realistic. However, their speed of advance makes them extremely suitable for scouting in areas with many obstacles. Since they are light, it might also be a good idea to train them as cavalry."

"Should we have them ride the 'Wolf-chan's?"

The Thousand Wolf "Wolf-chan"s would be perfect mounts for the small-bodied Goblins.

"Ah, that's an excellent idea. With them, they could likely outrun enemy cavalry even on open plains, and if we equip them with bows, they could be a valuable fighting force."

As we talked, the battle progressed.

"Orcs are really strong in close combat. Their muscle and fat act as natural armor, and most importantly, they have incredible power."

Of the three races, the Orcs were the strongest. Both the Dark Elves and Goblins were avoiding direct confrontation, knowing how dangerous a single hit from them could be.

"It would be best to have them serve as our main force and defense unit, equipped with heavy armor and shields that humans can't wear. The terror of being approached by an unyielding force protected by impregnable armor would be immense."

True, it'd be like a fortress grew legs and started walking towards you.

"But as expected, the Dark Elves are superior in overall ability. Their well-balanced physical stats and their ability to attack at any range with magic are wonderful. Above all, their ability to devise strategies on the battlefield is the best."

Watching from a high vantage point, we could see the movements of each unit. The Orc teams moved in the simplest manner. Every unit was basically 'power and charge.' Naturally, with that mindset, they fell for the other teams' decoy tactics and were easily lured out of position.

"Even so, they can still beat the Goblins easily."

"That's simply because Orcs are stronger than Goblins. It can't be helped. The result might have been different if there were traps or other prior preparations."

Next, the Goblin teams, aware of their own weakness, moved rather timidly, as if constantly testing the waters. This cautiousness worked well for their scout units' rapid advance and their decoy tactics against the Orcs, but their low combat power and inherent timidity held back their other units, preventing them from making a significant impact.

"If they had prepared two units to infiltrate the castle and used one as a decoy, the Goblins would have had a chance to quickly grab the flag."

Amidst all this, only the Dark Elf units flexibly adapted their movements to the situation, regardless of their assigned role.

"As expected of a race that can even defeat B-rank adventurers. In terms of ranking, they are at the top. Except for me, of course."

Why did you include yourself in that? You can't even fight, can you?

In any case, the team that successfully captured the flag was, unsurprisingly, the Dark Elves.

"They may have lost, but on the other side of the field, the Dark Elf unit was also the closest to the flag."

"Yes. We've identified the strengths of each race and the areas that need improvement. I will use this to formally organize our units and begin training."

"Okay, I'm counting on you."

I hope this will make our forces even stronger.

"Mathter! I told everyone the battle ith over-chuuu!"

"Good work. You did great."

"Ehehe, it was a piece of cake-chu."

When Solfi returned from her messenger duties, I gently scratched her forehead with my finger, and she purred with pleasure, her eyes narrowing.

"By the way, Solfi, has your speech gotten more fluent?"

Her lisp was still there, but her intonation seemed clearer.

"It hath-chu! I'm gwowing up by eating lotth of yummy food-chu!"

A Vampire Bat's food would be blood, just like mine. But it's only been a few days since Solfi was born. Can she really grow that quickly?

"Ah, but now that I think about it, for me too, I just suddenly realized that's what I had 'become.'"

I have no memory of the time right after I was reincarnated into my Vampire Bat form. I just suddenly became aware that I had been reincarnated as a bat. It was probably because, as Solfi said, I had eaten a lot of good food and grown. Well, I guess it's pointless to apply the growth speed of animals from my past life to a monster's biology.



    Chapter 37

    I Want a Lot of Eggs

    "The town is looking so much cleaner now."

Under the moonlight, Fenesia Town, once ravaged by battle, had been completely restored. The buildings had been renovated to serve as homes for the new residents who had arrived. The various races had already moved into their refurbished houses and had even started businesses. At first, it was just the Dark Elves, but the Goblins and Orcs, intrigued, also began trading through barter, exchanging goods they each desired.

"It's primitive, but it's interesting to see an economy starting to form."

"Indeed. It was thought that races considered to be on par with monsters couldn't understand economics, but seeing this, it seems they have the intellect to learn, they just never had the chance. More importantly, this deepening interaction fosters understanding between the different races, which is beneficial for the coming battles."

True. If a group of strangers who know nothing about each other are thrown together, they might not be able to trust one another in a crisis, which could lead to their collapse in battle.

"Nngh!"

"Hmph!!"

But as you'd expect with emotional beings, clashes were inevitable. I could see a group of demi-humans whose argument had escalated, filling the air with tension.

"Solfi, tell the nearby guards to intervene."

"Leave it to me-chu!"

Receiving my order, Solfi leaped from my shoulder and flew high above, relaying instructions to the undead guards near the scene. The guards immediately headed for the location.

"Now that we're using them, undead guards are pretty handy, aren't they?"

"They are. I'm surprised at how useful they are, more so than I imagined. I never thought not getting tired could be so convenient."

It was true. The undead don't feel fatigue. More importantly, without souls, they don't suffer from mental exhaustion. That's why they can work all day without their efficiency dropping.

"They can run at full speed without worrying about running out of stamina, so they're not out of breath when they arrive at the scene. And it's great that they don't get injured even if an agitated resident hits them. It's quite difficult to restrain the physical strength of an Orc."

In that respect, since the undead don't feel pain, they can attempt to capture someone without flinching, no matter how many times they're hit. They can let the opponent tire themselves out, and once other undead arrive, they can use their numbers to overpower them.

"I've learned through practical application that even low-class undead have their uses. It seems my knowledge is still mostly from books."

Adolnel spoke of the difficulties of actually managing a town. But you know, Adolnel, for someone your age to be able to manage multiple races living together for the first time with only minor squabbles like this, I think you're amazing.

This girl really has a talent for being a lord.

"Mhm, you're working so hard, Adolnel. You're doing great."

"Eek?! Wh-what is it all of a sudden, Big Sis? Ah, please, don't stop."

Though surprised, Adolnel made sure to ask for the head-patting to continue. She's so shrewd.

"I'm back-chuuu!"

Solfi returned while I was patting Adolnel's head.

"I finished my job perfectly-chu!"

"Good work, Solfi."

I gave the returning Solfi a little scratch on her forehead with my finger, and she instantly melted. Breaking news: bats are liquid.

"Ahhh, that's the spot. A good scratch after a long day's work is the best-chuuu."

Solfi certainly had a lot of work. I could issue commands to the undead myself, but giving mental orders to undead who were far away was a pain. So, having the flying Solfi go to them in person was the most reliable way to deliver commands. But there was only one Solfi. When I needed to give multiple orders, there was an inevitable time loss. Messengers from other races had to run on the ground, after all.

"I wish I had more Vampire Bats for messenger duty."

But the thought of going through that constipation again was awful. Thinking about it, my Master, who commanded so many Vampire Bats, must have been an incredible Vampire. An handsome, older Vampire enduring intense constipation to lay a massive number of eggs... what a mental image.

"No, but maybe there's an easier way to produce them?"

It just didn't seem realistic to go through that agony every time just to produce Vampire Bats that weren't even that strong. It was more likely that there was a method I just didn't know about.

My master told me that we Vampires are beings whose bodies are mostly made of magic. If so, maybe the egg I laid was also something like an egg made of magic.

"Maybe I should give it a try."

I decided to see if I could increase the number of Vampire Bats at will.

"First, I need to stock up on energy by drinking lots of blood."

And for that, human blood is better than animal blood. I soared high into the sky and flew along the highway.

After flying for a while, I saw not a town, but a castle-like building by the road. However, the building had no elegant decorations and was of a stark, functional design.

"Hmm, it's a bit too imposing to be a castle. Is that the fort they reported?"

This must be the building that the reports from my new cavalry—or rather, wolf-ry—of Goblins and "Wolf-chan"s mentioned. Adolnel suspected it was a base built to keep an eye on me.

I flew past the fort and continued on. Soon, a town came into view.

"That must be Carolmana Town."

But this time, I passed Carolmana Town and continued down the highway. Then, I spotted the small light of a bonfire by the road.

"There it is."

I flew to a position directly above the light and descended.

"Man, guard duty at this hour is rough."

"Can't be helped. We lost the bet."

It seemed the two on guard duty had lost some kind of bet and were stuck with the watch.

"Then how about I take over for you two? You can go to sleep."

"Oh, really?"

"Thanks, man... wait, huh?"

The two who turned around at my offer stared wide-eyed at the unfamiliar girl.

"A woman in white...?"

"Silence."

I released my magic power with the image of erasing all sound. And just like that, the world went quiet.

"Yep, it worked. Just like Master taught me, Vampire magic can do anything. It's amazing."

Honestly, it's almost too convenient. No wonder my Master is so feared.

"?!"

"~~~~~?!"

The guards panicked at the sudden loss of sound. In that moment of confusion, I bit into one guard's neck and drank his blood.

*Chomp.*

Hmm, grilled meat flavor. But the blood of the guard I drank before was tastier. This must be due to the quality of the individual's blood.

"Hmph!!"

Seeing his comrade attacked, the remaining guard drew his sword and lunged at me. But an attack slower than the "Wolf-chan"s was easy to dodge. Evading the attack while still drinking, I slammed the attacking guard to the ground and pinned him. Then, after draining the first guard's blood, I bit into the neck of the second.

"Phew, now for the sleeping ones."

And so, I went around drinking the blood of the travelers along the road, filling my belly.

"That should be enough energy for now."

I ordered the travelers, now my familiars, to head towards Fenesia Town while taking a wide detour around Carolmana Town and the fort, then returned to my town ahead of them.

"Alright, let's try this in a safe place."

I sat on the ground, closed my eyes, and created an image in my mind. The image of my Vampire Bat familiars being born. The sight of them breaking out of their eggs, loyal bats born to serve me.

As I did, I felt my belly, swollen with blood, deflate. At the same time, several small eggs rolled out before me with a series of soft thuds.

"It worked?!"

My familiars were born?! As I watched over the eggs, I heard a soft tapping sound. Then the eggs began to wobble, and the sound grew louder. Finally, the eggshells cracked, and from within, the bats emerged.

"Whoa! They're born!"

""""Mathter-chama!""""

They talked! They're real Vampire Bats! And just like that, I had succeeded in creating familiars of my own will. I did it! Now I'll have more messengers! And they can be used for reconnaissance, so Adolnel will be thrilled!

"B-Big Sis has secret children—?!" 

Why does it always come to that?



    Chapter 38

    Operation: Bat Squadron Recon

    """"We're off, Mathter-chama!""""

Countless Vampire Bats took flight into the night sky.

"Be careful!"

These were the Vampire Bat familiars I had created. I was able to produce them fairly easily, so I decided to entrust them with various tasks. I put Solfi in command of them all.

"Leave it to me, Mathter-chama! I'll thupervithe them well-chu!"

The Vampire Bats had two main jobs. The first was to scout the area around Fenesia Town, looking for hostile forces and helping our allies with their hunting.

The second was to spread out across the country and investigate the movements of the nobles. I had them infiltrate various towns and listen in on people's conversations. Unfortunately, the Vampire Bats have very low combat power, so if they were ever discovered, they wouldn't stand a chance in a fight. Their main job was to hide in the shadows and eavesdrop.

"Then we shall be on our way as well."

"Okay, I'm counting on you. If you think it's dangerous, you can come right back."

"Leave it to us!"

Next, the Dark Elves and their undead escorts scattered to various locations.

"The Vampire Bats aren't very smart, so this is going to be a lot of work for everyone else."

Unfortunately, the Vampire Bats lack the ability to filter the information they gather. When I sent them on a test run to a nearby town, they came back with completely useless information for a war, like the recent price of vegetables or a rumor about a local housewife having an affair with a young traveling merchant.

"But it's not entirely meaningless. The price of food can tell us how wealthy a region is. We can use that to incite the commoners' resentment towards the nobles, or target a weakened domain for an attack."

But for Adolnel, even that kind of information had value. So, we set up a system where the information gathered by the Vampire Bats would be relayed to the Dark Elves who had traveled to those locations on the ground. The Dark Elves would then select only the useful information, write it down in a letter, and have a messenger Vampire Bat deliver it back to us.

So, the Vampire Bats were divided into three roles: "Scouting," "Espionage," and "Communication."

They also have another important role now that they've spread out across the country, but we'll get to that later.

"Well, it'll take some time for the information to start coming in. We should do what we can on our end in the meantime."

◆

"Mathter-chama! I've brought a report-chuuu!"

Several weeks had passed since then. Reports from the Vampire Bats sent to various locations had arrived.

"Huh, so the reason they haven't attacked is because they're fighting over who gets to be in charge."

It seemed that after their defeat, the humans were busy regrouping and gathering more forces. However, even in such a crisis, they had started a power struggle, which was preventing them from presenting a united front.

"Ah, and foreign countries are meddling. That's just going to make things more complicated."

Apparently, their request for help from foreign countries, because their own forces weren't enough, was making the situation even worse.

"They're taking advantage of this country's situation because it's not their problem. How foolish. When dealing with a high-ranking Vampire, you must act swiftly, or the damage will only spread. Depending on the location, it could have serious consequences for them as well... Ah, so that's why."

"Hm? What do you mean?"

Adolnel, who had been sneering at the greedy actions of the various nobles, suddenly seemed to understand something.

"Yes, the lack of urgency from the neighboring countries is likely due to this town's location. This town is situated near the center of my country. Therefore, from the perspective of the neighboring countries, there is no immediate danger."

Ah, I see. Since it's far from their own borders, they're confident they can defeat us before the danger reaches them, which is why they're so relaxed.

"Therefore, until the conflict spreads to a distance they consider dangerous to their own countries, they will likely drag out negotiations to secure a more favorable deal. They'll probably start with an exorbitant demand and then gradually lower it."

That means we still have plenty of time.

"In that case, we should increase our forces even more while the neighboring countries aren't paying attention."

"Yes, let's do that."

We shared a wicked grin and decided to put a new plan into action.

◆

"Big Sis, it looks like the allied army is about to make a move."

In the end, the humans didn't move until after the new year, when the spring planting was finished.

"They whined about not being able to move their army in the winter because of the snow, and then in the spring they said they were too busy planting seeds. They really dragged it out, didn't they? Well, thanks to that, we're more than ready."

Alright then, let's begin our war!

"Well, if we lose, we lose. We can just run away then."

After all, as long as we survive, we can rebuild our forces and try again as many times as we want! Ah, when you think about it, Vampires are such a broken existence.



    Chapter 39

    The Largest Allied Army in History and the King's Stomach

    ◆The King◆

"Finally."

As I gazed upon the assembled army, I felt not a sense of profound emotion, but one of exasperation. 'Finally,' was all I could think.

"What was all that talk about a 'race against time'? It feels more like we've given the enemy time."

After the grand defeat of the allied army of kingdom nobles who challenged the Vampire ruling Fenesia Town, I had decided to involve neighboring countries and form a multi-national coalition. All for the sake of subjugating the daughter of that dreadful Great Duke of the Cursed Sea.

The name of the Great Duke of the Cursed Sea is unavoidable when speaking of our kingdom's history. Many nations have risen and fallen on the western part of the continent, which includes our own territory. But far more of them have been destroyed not by invasion or civil war, but by retribution. The cause was always the same: they challenged and were defeated by the vampire noble who ruled the Great Cursed Sea that spreads across the western continent, the Great Duke of the Cursed Sea, Voylard Chromshell. A single Vampire and his subordinates had destroyed countless nations. According to the history books, a country far larger than our own was once annihilated.

"And that is precisely why we have been so careful not to touch the Great Cursed Sea..."

The Great Duke of the Cursed Sea never leaves his domain. That was our only saving grace. To think that he had a daughter...

"Still, we cannot allow the Vampire's tyranny to continue any longer. Even if it means owing favors to other countries, we must do this!"

Fortunately, we had a pact among the nations to cooperate in the event of a disaster caused by the Great Duke. However, the target this time was not the Duke himself, but his daughter, which complicated negotiations. Since it wasn't him, they argued, she must be weaker. And so, the other countries took this as an opportunity to take advantage of our kingdom.

"Ah, just remembering it is infuriating."

And it gave me a terrible stomachache.

They used every trick in the book to delay negotiations and extract concessions from us. All the while, the enemy was steadily building up her forces. Thanks to that, my stomach has been steadily building up more pain.

I understand their reasoning. They're likely thinking that the Duke's daughter might define the extent of her territory. Her father hasn't shown any inclination to expand his domain for hundreds of years. So they're hoping that his daughter won't expand her territory beyond what she has currently conquered. If that happens, only our kingdom loses, while for the other countries, their ally—and nominal rival—is weakened, making us an easier target for them to invade.

"How many times did I have to tell them that this is not an opponent to have such hopes for!"

At my wit's end, I requested the Church's cooperation and mediation as well. The Church does not recognize the existence of the undead, who continue to move even after death. Therefore, when a powerful undead appears, they usually take the lead in subjugating it, but...

"The moment they learned she was related to the Great Duke of the Cursed Sea, they began to balk."

When they first heard the story, they were all fired up, boasting that they would display the glory of God against any undead. But the moment they heard the opponent was the Duke's daughter, they became hesitant.

In the end, by threatening to report their cowardice to the Church's headquarters—a process that would take time and money—the local churches reluctantly agreed to act.

"And yet, the ones participating in the allied army are all young priests and holy knights."

The absence of veteran priests makes it clear they only wish to make a show of cooperation.

"And so, after almost a year, our forces have finally gathered."

Once again, I gazed upon the assembled army. A grand operation involving our three allied nations, the Church's forces, and two more allied nations coming from the opposite side of the country, for a total of five nations plus one faction.

"This is the maximum force we can currently muster. Though it seems only our own army will follow orders properly."

The other nations' armies maintained that they would only obey the orders of their own commanders.

"I can only hope they don't attack our soldiers under the guise of 'stray arrows'...."

Hah, but I suppose it's better than having no one. Everything is for the sake of defeating the daughter of the Great Duke of the Cursed Sea, the White Serpent Duchess!!

"Right, give the order for the entire army to advance!"

"Yes, sire!"

I gave the order to the knight at my side, and the sound of large instruments echoed from the army below.

""""Victory to His Majesty the King!!""""

With the reliable roar of the knights, the army began to move. Along with them, the allied knight orders and the Church's holy knight order also began to advance.

Then, small units of knights broke away from the allied knight orders and began riding their horses in a completely different direction.

"What is that?!"

Why aren't they heading towards Fenesia Town?! At first, I thought it was a scout or a messenger, but there were too many of them, and they were clearly moving away from the main army.

"What is the meaning of this?! I want an explanation!"

Are they betraying us at this crucial moment and planning to invade our country?! I waited for the report, filled with dread. Soon, the knight I had sent as a messenger returned.

"Your Majesty, I have inquired about the reason for the allied forces' departure."

"Yes, and what was it?"

"Sire, it seems the territories of the lords participating in the army are being attacked by a horde of undead, and they have hastily retreated to defend their lands."

"...Pardon?"

The allied nations' territories are under attack?! This was the beginning of the most disastrous incident in the kingdom's history. Ah, my stomach is starting to hurt again...



    Chapter 40

    If You Have Too Many Enemies, Just Make Them Go Home

    ◆ The Lord's Son ◆

"A village was attacked by undead?!"

The report from my vassal was so unbelievable I nearly slid right out of my chair.

"Undead? You mean the ones from the allied army Father left to subjugate?!"

Did they get angry that Father attacked them and decide to come after us?! Does that mean Father lost?!

"No, I highly doubt that."

It was Bastian, the house steward, who refuted my panicked thoughts.

"How can you be so sure?"

"It has not been long since His Lordship departed. At this point, he has likely just crossed the border into the neighboring country, if that. Commencing an attack from there would require meticulous coordination among the participating nations, so I imagine the actual assault is still several days away."

He was right. Even if this legendary Vampire was going to attack, it wouldn't be in retaliation for something that hadn't even happened yet. In that sense, I was relieved we weren't being attacked by a scion of some mythical vampire.

"So this is just a complete coincidence, unrelated to the Vampire in question?"

"Most likely. The only confirmed sightings were of the lowest-class Ghouls. Besides, if they were to attack, they would surely target more valuable land closer to the border."

"Tch, I guess so."

I didn't like hearing it, but he was right. Our territory has no special products to speak of, and it's far from any major trade routes. To be blunt, it's a backwater fiefdom with nothing to offer. There's no point in going out of your way to attack a place like this. Ugh, just saying it myself is depressing.

"If only I could have joined the war. I could've been out there, mowing down undead and proving my worth."

Father said I was still too green, that I had no real combat experience, and refused to let me join the army. Instead, I was stuck with the tedious job of acting lord. It's pathetic that the heir to the lordship is fighting not monsters, but a mountain of boring paperwork.

"It cannot be helped, Young Master. You are the next lord. His Lordship surely felt it was too much to ask you to face a foe as dangerous as a Vampire. Furthermore, proving yourself a capable acting lord now is far more beneficial for your future. Now then, how shall we deal with these undead?"

In the end, he managed to talk his way around the issue. But fine. A perfect outlet for my stress just fell into my lap.

"We will annihilate them, of course. It may be a small village, but it is still my precious territory. Form a company to exterminate these undead."

"As you wish. Then I shall appoint Tashiba as commander…"

"No. I will lead."

"...Pardon?"

For once, Bastian's eyes went wide as he asked me to repeat myself.

"I said, I will go as the commander."

"W-wait, Young Master. You have your duties as acting lord—"

"Exactly. And as acting lord, I must exterminate the insolent corpses that dare to attack my domain. We move out at once! The standard tactic for undead subjugation is a swift annihilation during the day, is it not? Otherwise, the number of victims will just keep growing until they're impossible to handle."

Without waiting for an argument, I left the office and called out to the few professional soldiers in my domain.

"Men, we're hunting undead! We'll settle this in one fell swoop during the day!"

"Undead? You mean the ones His Lordship went to fight?"

"No, this is a separate matter. But they're undead all the same. We'll crush them in a flash and show Father and his men they made a mistake leaving us behind!"

""""Yeah!""""

Most of the soldiers here were the ones who hadn't been chosen for Father's undead subjugation force. The reason was the same as mine: we were deemed too inexperienced.

"Heh, I'm itching for a fight!"

"Yeah, undead are nothing but sitting ducks if you attack 'em during the day!"

The men's morale was high. Of course it was; they'd all been left behind and were simmering with frustration. Besides, these guys were my childhood friends. If I let them make a name for themselves here and get their fathers to recognize them as true soldiers, it would smooth the way for them to take over as my senior officers when I inherit the domain.

"Hah, very well. But you must listen carefully to Tashiba and the others' instructions as you fight."

Giving up on changing my mind, Bastian instead told me to obey the veteran soldiers who remained in the territory.

Heh, I can just ignore those old geezers and the whiners left behind due to injuries. My leadership will inspire the men to crush the undead more efficiently than they ever could!

◆

"H-Hieee!"

It was supposed to be a piece of cake.

"Gyaaaah!"

It was supposed to be a simple hunt for small-fry undead.

"I-It hurts! It hurts so much!"

So why…

"Why are there other monsters besides the undead?!"

We'd made minimal preparations and headed for the village to hunt the undead. We had to attack before nightfall. The thorough preparations could be left to the old-timer veterans coming later on foot.

"All right, the undead hunt begins! Don't let any of them jump out and get you!"

"Hahaha, none of us are that clumsy, Young Master."

"""Hahahaha!""""

Their manner of speaking to their lord left something to be desired, but they were country soldiers, so it couldn't be helped. If anything, it was reassuring.

Working in pairs, my men began searching for undead hiding in the darkness of the houses. The only places they could hide were indoors or in the shadows of the forest. That meant the sunlit areas were safe from attack. It was supposed to be that easy.

Or so I thought.

"Gyaah!"

A scream echoed through the deserted, silent village.

"What was that?!"

I turned toward the voice and saw one of my men with an arrow sticking out of his body.

"An arrow? Bandits?!"

No, it could also be an armed undead soldier.

"Be on your guard! They might be armed!"

I urged my men to be cautious and we resumed the search, completely oblivious to the fatal mistake of not checking which direction the arrow had come from.

"Gyaah!"

"Agh!"

Without a moment's delay, more of my men were struck by arrows.

"You idiots! I told you to be careful!"

"N-no, it's not—it's different!"

"The… the arrow came from the side…"

"The side?"

But to their side was nothing but forest and fields. Which means…

"There are undead hiding in the forest! Rip the doors off the houses and use them as shields! Make them waste all their arrows!"

With the intelligence of a Ghoul, they would instinctively keep shooting even if their target was hiding behind a shield, making it easy to block. Once they ran out of arrows, we could wipe them out. They wouldn't have the sense to resupply their equipment.

"The rest of you, continue searching indoors!"

"Sir!"

And so we continued our search for the undead, but…

"Nothing, sir. The houses are empty."

"So they must be in the forest."

"The men who went into the forest haven't returned."

Now that he mentioned it, they hadn't. Were they chasing after fleeing undead? I couldn't imagine they'd lost.

"Very well. If they're not in the village, we search the forest. Be careful!"

""""Sir!""""

The men headed into the forest to search. But that's when another problem arose.

""""*Hee-heeeen!*""""

Suddenly, we heard the whinnying of the horses we'd left waiting outside the village. A bad feeling washed over me, and we rushed to the horses, only to find the mangled corpses of the stable hands.

"What?! But the undead can't come out here!"

Could it be other monsters?!

"If so, we've been far too careless!"

Worse, in the chaos, not a single horse remained.

"Young Master, at this rate, we won't be able to escape when night falls. We should retreat and rendezvous with old man Tashiba's unit!"

"Don't be a fool! If we do that, they'll just laugh at us and say we're as inexperienced as they thought! Besides, we still have soldiers searching the forest! Once they return, it won't matter how many undead there are! From what we heard, there aren't that many to begin with. Considering it's daytime, they might have already wiped them all out!"

"Y-you're right."

But I hadn't noticed. The bodies of the attacked villagers were nowhere to be found.

◆

"Are they still not back?!"

The men who went to search the forest never returned. The sun was already beginning to set; if we stayed any longer, it would be night.

"Young Master, we really should retreat."

"…Fine."

With my men still not back at this hour, the remaining soldiers were getting anxious. It's not that *I* was getting anxious, of course!

"All right, we're pulling back for now!"

Without waiting for the others, we left the village and tried to meet up with Tashiba's unit, which should have been on its way. We tried.

"Gyaah!"

A sharp pain shot through my leg.

"Wh-what is this?!"

The source of the pain was an arrow. An arrow was sticking out of my leg. Had an undead been lying in wait?!

I scanned my surroundings. Where was it?! The nearby bushes rustled, and something emerged.

"…A Goblin?"

It was just a Goblin. Damn thing, startling me like that. So that means this Gobli—

*Thwip! Fwip!*

"Gyaah!"

"Guah!"

My men screamed. They'd been shot with arrows, just like me. So it wasn't this Goblin?!

More rustling, and from another bush, several more figures appeared.

"An Orc? And an Elf?"

An Orc emerged, and for some reason, an Elf.

"Why is an Elf here?"

"Hmph. Do not lump us in with those weaklings."

For some reason, the Elf seemed offended by my words. What was going on? Why were a Goblin, an Orc, and an Elf together? And why weren't they undead?!

"Wasn't it undead that attacked this village?"

"It was undead. But they weren't the *only* ones who attacked."

"Eh?"

What did this Elf just say?

"The pleasantries are over. We'll make you one of your men's little friends."

With that, the Orc lifted me up and tossed me into the bushes.

"Guh!"

Where I landed, I saw them. My men—the ones who had gone to search the forest.

"Y-you guys… you're okay…"

But not a single one of them answered. Instead, they turned to me with vacant stares, their eyes disturbingly unfocused.

Amidst them, a stranger approached me. A human, with a blood-soaked mouth…

"H-hey, don't tell me… Stop, get away!"

I struggled desperately, trying to crawl out of the bushes. But my men piled on top of me, pinning me down.

"Get off! Get off of me! Get off, get ooooff!"

◆

"Oh, look at them scurry home."

The nobles from the nations that had joined my subjugation force were now frantically abandoning the front lines.

This was all thanks to our preparatory work. Once my Vampire Bats made reconnaissance possible, we learned that this country was seeking cooperation from its neighbors, so we decided to launch a sabotage campaign.

Specifically, we sent undead to attack the surrounding countries. A straightforward assault would just get them easily defeated, so we had the Dark Elves, Orcs, and Goblins join the operation.

Basically, we did the same thing we did in this country: we attacked humans camping along the roads with undead to bolster our forces. Then, we had them attack villages in the weakest, most remote territories. Of course, we let a few people escape to spread the word.

As expected, the lords' sons left in charge and the soldiers left behind for their incompetence panicked and rushed to retake the villages, completely unaware that it would be their first and final battle.

And so, the subjugation failed. Their forces were decimated, making any further attempts impossible.

"The remaining humans would then rush to seek aid from powerful neighboring nobles. However, by that time, other minor nobles would also be flooding them with requests for help, and the capacity of the nobles being asked for aid would quickly be overwhelmed," Adolnel explained.

"When that happens, the nobles who were asked for help will turn to others in their own faction, but those nobles will be in the same situation. They'll end up asking the high-ranking noble who leads their faction for aid, but the forces that can be dispatched per territory will be drastically reduced. After all, with such a crisis unfolding all around, they'll need to keep troops to defend their own lands."

The result was that only small-scale forces could be sent as reinforcements to each territory. Those reinforcements were then toyed with and swiftly annihilated by our growing undead army—which had swallowed the villages and the minor lords' soldiers whole—and the Dark Elves who commanded them with guerrilla tactics.

"And because the attackers are unaware of our daytime forces, like the Dark Elves, they are at an even greater disadvantage."

"Indeed."

At that point, those left in charge of the territories had no choice but to recall their main forces from the front. The lords, learning of the dire situation back home, rushed back to protect their lands.

"Desertion in the face of the enemy is a grave crime, but for nobles, protecting their own territory is the highest priority. Moreover, when even reinforcements were requested and defeated, they can hardly order their vassals to abandon their lands to continue the fight. Doing so would cause them to lose all respect, and the chain of command would collapse."

"And they probably figure it's fine to lose the forces of a few minor lords with insignificant armies?"

"Yes. But as the numbers grow, it becomes a figure they can no longer ignore. Furthermore, once our forces on the ground regroup, they'll be able to attack towns, which will soon force the mid-tier nobles to retreat as well."

Once that happened, the allied nations participating in the joint army would have no future but to withdraw.

"However, I've ordered our units in their lands to retreat at an opportune moment. So when the allied soldiers return, they'll find no enemy to fight and their trip will have been for naught. But fearing another attack while they're away, they'll hesitate to rejoin the war. They won't want to risk it happening again."

"And then, we'll merge with our newly expanded forces and have an all-out battle with what's left of this country's army, is that it?"

Wow, what a vicious strategy. Undead that can turn their victims into more soldiers are truly unfair, aren't they? Well, not that I won't make the most of it.

And so, with most of the nuisances out of the way, we prepared to face our primary enemy in a final, decisive battle.



    Chapter 41

    The Daytime Defensive Line

    With the enemy's numbers reduced, we began our full-scale assault.

"Although, at first, it's really just about buying time."

After all, the undead, myself included, can't operate during the day. So until nightfall, we had no choice but to rely on the Dark Elves, who could.

"But we're overwhelmingly outnumbered."

"Yes, which is why our daytime strategy will focus on impeding their advance with barriers and traps."

If this were the Great Cursed Sea, the tall, dense trees would offer enough shade for the undead to move about a little, but alas, the location was not ideal. And our enemy, wanting to defeat us while the sun was up, would be coming at us with everything they had.

To halt their advance, we threw everything we had into a series of defenses: towering earthen walls raised with the Orcs' stamina and my magic, and rock walls—or rather, small mountains made of piled-up boulders—to greet the enemy.

They immediately tried to scale them and drop ropes from the top, but infantrymen were impaled by spears that shot up from the ground, becoming the first casualties.

"Gyaaaah!"

"U-Undead! There are undead buried in the ground!"

"I—" Yes, by burying the undead, who have no need to breathe, we had created a man-powered—or rather, dead-man-powered—mechanical trap.

Furthermore, undead were hidden inside the piles of rock, firing arrows through gaps between the boulders at the top. This was an application of our previous daylight surveillance tactics.

"Hehe, those aren't just piles of rocks. They're effectively fortresses. Boulders too heavy for humans to lift have been stacked, and from the gaps, undead fire arrows from a high vantage point. Their aim is a bit poor since they're half-buried, but with this many of them, precise aiming isn't necessary."

Adolnel praised the rock piles with a beaming smile.

"Constructing proper fortifications takes skill, time, and money. But for buying time, this is more than sufficient. Besides, these rock piles are more than just obstacles."

As if on cue, Orcs appeared at the summit of the rock piles.

"Orcs! It wasn't just undead?"

"So they've subjugated the local monsters!"

The knights, who had assumed an easy victory during the day against only undead, grew cautious.

"Stay calm! Orcs are not skilled with magic or bows. Until they get close, their attacks—uwaah?!"

The knight who had been calmly assessing the Orcs' strength was stunned by the massive boulders that suddenly came raining down. The Orcs were throwing and rolling rocks from the top of the piles.

Soldiers trying to climb the rock walls and knights at the base were unable to dodge in time and were crushed.

"Damn it, fall back!"

The knights immediately retreated from the rock piles to protect themselves from the falling stones. It seemed like a good way to buy time, but the enemy quickly brought their magicians and archers to the very edge of their range.

"Orc archers, step forward."

At Adolnel's command, Orcs armed with bows now appeared.

"What? Orc archers? Never seen that before. And what are those ridiculously huge bows?!"

It was no wonder the knights were shocked. The Orcs had produced massive bows nearly as tall as they were.

These were Orc bows, made by forcibly bending huge, thick logs. Being so large, they naturally boasted incredible power. I mean, they could pierce a tree from a hundred meters away.

"Stay calm! There aren't many enemy archers! If we're careful, we won't get hit that easily!"

Yes, the enemy's assessment wasn't wrong. But if that was the case, we just had to do what we could.

The Orcs nocked their arrows, drew their bows with all their might, and fired in unison.

"What?! Everyone, evade—!"

It was no surprise the knights frantically ordered a retreat. The arrows the Orcs had fired split apart in mid-air. A single arrow instantly became ten, and with dozens of Orcs firing, the volley swelled to hundreds. Unable to dodge the massive rain of arrows from the sky, the soldiers met a gruesome end.

So, what was that strange attack? The answer is simple. If you have few soldiers, just have them fire a massive number of arrows at once.

With a normal bow, trying to fire multiple arrows at once would send them flying in every direction, or they might not even fly properly and just fall to the ground.

"But with the power of an Orc bow, you can launch dozens of arrows as long as you don't worry about aiming."

Turns out, Orcs are actually terrible archers. This was something Adolnel discovered when she had them practice. Apparently, Orcs as a species have poor eyesight; a simple vision test revealed their sight was much worse than that of the Dark Elves or Goblins. In exchange, they supposedly have a keen sense of smell.

For that reason, archery never became popular among Orcs. They figured it was faster to just get close and smash things, so they came to prefer close-quarters combat. That's the real reason you don't see Orc archers.

"However, we have solved that problem."

Adolnel's solution was an accessory that allowed them to fire a large number of arrows. It was a round, carved wooden plate with shallow holes drilled halfway through, into which the nocks of the arrows could be inserted. Imagine a speedloader used to quickly reload a revolver in an action movie. By drilling a hole through that and threading the bowstring through it, they could easily fire a large volley of arrows. She called it the Revolver Bow. Or maybe, since it fires all at once, a Shotgun Bow?

By the way, the arrows were slightly different from normal ones. To fit into the loader, a small rod extended from behind the fletching.

"This is the Orc bow tactic! If the Orcs' archery skills are poor, then we simply modify their equipment to fire many arrows at once, thereby increasing their combat potential!"

The Orcs nocked new arrows and fired. Once again, hundreds of arrows soared into the sky, piercing the enemy on the ground.

And so, the battlefield fell into a stalemate. If they got close, they'd be crushed by falling rocks. If they engaged in a shootout, an overwhelming number of arrows would fly their way.

"Still, it's just a drop in the bucket."

The strategy was working, but we had a limited supply of arrows. We had all the Goblins making them, but they were, after all, consumables. We'd have to have the undead retrieve them tonight.

As for the rockfall, if we threw too many, the defensive wall itself would get lower, so we couldn't overuse that either.

As a result, our attacks gradually dwindled. Furthermore, a portion of the rock wall collapsed under the assault of the allied army's battering ram. Although a few knights were caught in the collapse, it created a breach for the enemy. Once that happened, similar breaches opened up in other places, and I, judging that we could no longer maintain the front line, ordered the Orcs to retreat.

"We were not of much use. My apologies."

"No, no, you fought exceptionally well. Great job. Get some rest for now."

Next to greet the allied army was a staple of castle defense: a moat.

"Hmph, a moat this time."

We had connected the pits dug when creating the earthen walls and rock piles, then filled them with water to create a moat. It was quite deep and rather wide, so crossing it in metal armor would be tough.

"Magic unit! Fill in the moat!"

"O-oh?!"

But the magicians piled earth into a section of the moat, and in an instant, a path was formed.

"Hey, that's not good!"

Ugh, we went to all the trouble of making it!

"No, it's alright. Dark Elf unit, if you please."

At Adolnel's command, the Dark Elves began to move.

"O spirits of the earth, release your joined hands, and be free."

The Dark Elves, hidden in trenches, placed their hands on the ground and poured their magic into it. Ahead of them, the earthen bridge began to crumble.

"Uwaaah!"

Knights and nobles caught in the collapse fell into the moat.

"*Glub*, h-help me…"

"Damn it, they have magicians on their side too?! Fill it in with more! Cut down trees and throw in logs! Toss in boulders!"

To counter the Dark Elves' magic, more magicians were mobilized to increase the speed of the landfill. But it seemed the Dark Elves' magic was stronger, as the earthen bridge continued to crumble.

"Dark Elves, like other Elves, are users of Spirit Magic. They can hold their own against B-rank adventurers, so ordinary magicians won't be able to handle them without superior numbers. And even if they can, we can expect to drain their magic reserves."

Thanks to the Dark Elves, we bought more time, but it was still a long way until nightfall. In the end, the moat was also overcome by sheer numbers.

"M-my apologies."

"It's fine. You bought us plenty of time. And our casualties were light."

In any case, this was all part of Adolnel's plan.

"Next is the plain where we've laid traps. This will simply slow them down."

True, once they know there are traps, they'll be more cautious and their speed will decrease. As planned, the frontline infantry began to fall into the traps.

"There are traps! Magic unit, destroy them!"

"Huh?"

Then, the allied army commanded their magicians to attack the ground with magic. The area-of-effect spells they cast were low in power, but the shockwaves triggered and neutralized the traps.

"What?! Is that even a valid use of magic?!"

This is bad. At this rate, they'll break through the trap zone faster than planned!

"I never thought they'd counter it like this. It seems you can't learn everything from books; you'll always slip up in areas like this without real combat experience."

Adolnel grimaced with a hint of frustration.

"But we're not going to let them pass so easily!"

Our response was simple. From beyond the trap zone, Orcs and Goblins appeared and fired a volley of arrows. Meanwhile, Dark Elves cast spells from cover, targeting the enemy magicians.

"The magicians are being targeted! Shield bearers, protect them!"

Knights with large shields immediately moved to the front to protect the magicians from the arrows. However, being targeted themselves made it difficult for the magicians to aim, and the pace of their attack slowed. The knights wanted to charge and open a path, but the traps meant they'd have to disarm them first or suffer needless casualties, so they remained stationary.

And so, though faster than planned, our time-buying efforts in the trap zone came to an end. But seriously, overwhelming numbers are a pain. In the end, we were pushed back by the sheer size of their army. Ironic, since that's usually our tactic.

"The enemy army is getting quite close."

"Yes, but they're out of time."

The sun was already an orange orb, about to touch the horizon.

"This is where the real battle begins."

It was time for the undead, hidden in the darkness, to move as one.



    Chapter 42

    The Ever-Shifting Tides of Battle

    As the sun set, our turn finally arrived. The undead who had been hiding underground dug their way out and emerged onto the surface. Those who had been buried behind the allied army also appeared, trapping them in a pincer formation.

"Hehehe, let's see how long they can fight against a horde of the dead who know neither fear nor pain… Wait, we're getting crushed."

Yep, the undead army was being pushed back hard. The knights were cutting them down one after another.

"The terror of the undead lies in their lack of fear and their toughness, which allows them to overwhelm enemies with numbers. But this time, our opponents have the superior numbers. Moreover, low-tier undead are slow, making them perfect targets for large formations of archers and magicians."

So it's a terrible matchup. A cavalry unit with long lances charged in, and our undead were sent flying like bowling pins.

"That's a charging tactic using body-enhancement magic on both horse and rider. Without heavy shield bearers using defensive magic, it's difficult to withstand that."

Whoa, people in this world can fight like they're in a battle manga?! All I'd seen humans do so far was shoot magic like *pew pew*, so seeing them charge while cloaked in magic is a first. That's straight out of a comic book.

Grr, I thought having my full army available would make things easier, but it seems it's not that simple. What's more, the troops we sent to flank them were essentially ignored, with only a minimal force left to intercept them as the enemy pushed forward to decide the battle quickly.

"And the remaining soldiers are the highly trained professionals of the great nobles. In terms of quality, they have the upper hand as well."

This is bad. We're losing in both quality and quantity.

"What about making the remaining allied armies retreat?"

"The great nobles have large territories, so the soldiers left to guard them are likely strong as well. Expecting them to withdraw is probably unrealistic. It would require a long-term war of attrition to even have a chance."

So forcing the great nobles to voluntarily retreat is out of the question, huh.

"So was targeting the minor nobles pointless?"

"No, reducing their numbers is still a fact, and as the threat of undead within their borders grows, the mid-tier nobles will have to seriously consider retreating. If we can successfully increase the number of casualties, even the high-ranking nobles won't be able to ignore it. Though, that's probably being too optimistic."

The enemy will fight back, so things won't go that smoothly.

"Which means our current battle situation is the real problem, huh."

The allied army's coordination between nations was nonexistent, but they were still organized at a national level, so for us, it was a negligible difference.

Even worse were the Holy Knights from the Church.

"O light! Grant salvation to these cursed dead!"

Countless blindingly bright lights filled the night, and the undead lost their strength, collapsing to the ground, motionless.

"Holy Magic is such a pain. And it's so bright."

The fact that Holy Magic is super effective against us undead is a real problem. Thanks to it, our forces were being taken down helplessly.

"Our poisonous snake tactics and underground attacks were figured out in the last battle, so their effectiveness is limited. They work somewhat on the regular soldiers at the edges of the battlefield, but the main camp is protected by a barrier of Holy Magic cast by the priests, preventing any undead from getting close."

Sure enough, I could see a faint, shimmering, semi-transparent dome in the rear. That must be the barrier.

"Hey, is that thing moving?"

Yeah, it felt like it was getting closer.

"Maintaining the spell is taxing, so their movement is slow, but they are likely taking turns casting the barrier to advance."

Ah, I see. Half of them cast the barrier, then the other half moves to the edge of it and recasts it there. That allows them to effectively move the barrier forward by half its radius.

"They can't move while maintaining the barrier, but by doing that, they can simulate movement."

"And there are more of those barriers popping up in other places."

Just as she said, several barriers had appeared, seemingly encircling the town and closing in on us.

"They probably intend to capture this town by surrounding it with the barrier, shrinking the perimeter as they advance. You can escape by flying, Sister, but in that case, the undead will have no choice but to flee underground. Then, they can simply purify the trapped undead with Holy Magic, and the recapture of this town will be complete."

Grrr, is there no choice but to abandon this town we worked so hard to take? And the encirclement wasn't the only problem. The small groups of Holy Knights were also a nuisance. They sought out the stronger undead among our forces, riding them down on horseback and purifying them. Our undead who had flanked the enemy couldn't even get close, blocked by the barriers.

"And I went to all the trouble of making them my kin!"

"Yes, which is why we will proceed to the next phase. Deploying the flying undead unit."

At Adolnel's command, a new unit of undead took to the skies.

"""Let's go-chu!"""

It was my kin, the Vampire Bats, and the Bird Undead we had created by having them attack and convert local avians.

"From the sky, we will first annihilate the priests maintaining the barriers. Commence rubble bombardment."

At her command, thin objects rained down from the sky in unison. The humans, focused on the enemies before them, didn't notice the projectiles falling under the cover of the night sky. And then, they pierced the priests' bodies, starting from their heads.

"Guh?!"

Without even time to process what had happened, the priests collapsed, blood streaming from their heads.

"The barrier?! What in the—huh?!"

The knights, startled by the disappearing barrier, turned to see the priests submerged in a sea of blood.

"Wh-what happened…?!"

"Second wave, deploy. First wave, hurry and replenish your munitions."

As a successive wave of Bird Undead flew out, the first wave returned. They swooped down to a nearby pile of rubble, grabbed sharp pieces of stone and wood, and returned to the sky. Yes, that rubble was the weapon that had struck down the priests. During the town's reconstruction, Adolnel had seen the small, unusable pieces of debris and thought of a way to reuse them.

"Even the weaker Bird Undead can carry small fragments. Dropped from high enough, they will be a one-hit kill for anyone not wearing a metal helmet."

And so, the attack was a great success. Furthermore, soldiers without metal armor and special forces units moving silently also suffered heavy damage from the rubble, which gained speed as it fell from high altitudes.

"The anti-undead barrier created by Holy Magic is also meaningless against rubble."

"Master-chama, it seems the rear units are in big trouble too-chu."

"The rear units?"

Solfi, who had been scouting, reported that not just the clergy, but the rear echelon units had suffered immense damage.

"Ah, I see. The non-combat logistics personnel. They are responsible for transporting, managing, and distributing food and supplies. If they are incapacitated, it will affect distribution and could, in the worst-case scenario, lead to infighting among allies over resources."

Seriously? It can get that bad?

"This was more effective than I anticipated. Now, let's seize this opportunity. Next, we will drop Poisonous Snake Undead directly on top of the main camp and the knights on the battlefield. We must incapacitate them with poison before the barriers can be recast!"

Poisonous Snake Undead rained down, and screams erupted from all over.

"But can't they just cure the poison?"

"Even if they anticipated it as a tactic, their supply of antidotes and magic is finite. By depleting their stock of medicine early, they will grow wary, fearing it might happen again."

Wow, that's ruthless.

"Well, at this pace, it seems neither side will be able to claim victory by dawn."

"Hold on! Hold on until dawn!"

Now it was their turn to go on the defensive, trying to hold out until morning. So we intensified our attacks, but we couldn't quite push through.

"Almost there!"

And then, the sky began to brighten, and the sun's light finally appeared.

""""Ooooh!""""

The humans cheered, believing they had endured.

"Yes, just as planned."

But Adolnel uttered a cruel phrase with a gentle smile.

"Commence collapse."

In that instant, the ground beneath them gave way. The footing of every soldier who had pressed forward, racing against time, was swallowed by darkness.

"They were too eager to settle the fight during the day and pushed too far forward."

The rear units tried to flee in a panic, but the undead who had been held back by the barriers now blocked their path, forcing them to a halt. As a result, along with the very undead who stood in their way, they too plunged into the newly formed chasm.



    Chapter 43

    Who's Digging Their Own Grave Now…

    It happened in an instant. The soldiers of the allied army were swallowed by the suddenly collapsing ground. Knights, priests, even the undead themselves tumbled into the chasm. The sight of the vast landscape caving in was, in a way, spectacular.

"A simultaneous collapse of the makeshift dungeon… how terrifying."

Yes, this collapse was caused by the simple dungeon we had created for our daytime evacuation.

"Our makeshift dungeon was discovered in the last battle. Since it was already exposed, it was more efficient to reuse it."

Reusing it sounds more like re-destroying it.

"We dug it out wide and deep, like an anthill, making the ground extremely unstable. We then shored it up just enough with lumber and magic. And when the enemy army reached the center, we destroyed all the supports at once."

"Then the already weakened ground could no longer bear the weight of the allied army. Add to that the vibrations from their simultaneous movement and magic casting. There was no way it wouldn't collapse."

I was supposed to use my magic to deliver the final blow to the ground if needed, but it wasn't necessary. And so, the allied army was brilliantly caught in the collapse. Some died buried in the landslide, others from the impact of the fall, and still others were crushed by falling debris. A variety of fates.

"U-ugh… Gwah?!"

There were survivors, but they were finished off by the undead who had fallen with them. The undead feel no pain, which allows them to continue culling the survivors in such a dangerous collapse zone.

"But there are still a few soldiers alive in the rear."

"We'll have our daytime team and the Animal Undead take care of them."

Soon, the only things moving on the battlefield were corpses. The few remaining survivors were being hunted down, and the battle was about to end in our complete victory… or so I thought.

*BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!*

Something burst from the ground, sending earth flying.

"What now?!"

"So there were survivors after all!"

Knights burst forth. Knights from the allied army, Holy Knights, and even a few priests.

"How are they still alive after that?!"

"They must have pushed their defensive magic to the limit and endured. Highly skilled soldiers are truly dangerous."

Are you serious? The knights in this world are insane! To survive a massive collapse like that, they're like something out of a manga.

"What do we do about them?"

"We have no choice but to fight them normally. Ghouls and Animal Undead are no match for that level of opponent. The Dark Elves could handle them if they fought in teams, but the ground is too unstable to deploy them."

"Which means…"

"Yes, it is your turn, Sister!"

Of course it is! Because in this group, I'm the strongest (even though it doesn't quite feel real). 

"Sigh, fine. I'm heading out."

"Yes, take care, Sister! I await your report of victory!"

Shouldn't that be 'I pray for your success'? And stop looking at me with those sparkling eyes full of expectation. No matter how strong I've become, I'm still just a regular person on the inside. I have no idea how well I'll fare against crazy-strong knights from another world.

"*Kwi kwi*."

Then, Mummy Ichigo-kun came up beside me and slapped the pommel of the magic sword at his hip.

"You're saying you'll fight with me, so I shouldn't worry?"

"*Nod*."

Mummy Ichigo-kun nodded in affirmation. Aww, he's such a good guy! As expected of my very first kin! So reliable!

"All right, let's go then!"

"*Nod*."

We flew into the air and landed at the town's entrance, a safe distance away so as not to endanger Adolnel, and waited for the knights to approach. I didn't go to them directly because I remembered a lesson from my Master back at the castle.

"A noble race such as ours need not go to the challengers. Make them come to you."

Apparently, it was a performance to enhance the brand of my Vampire lineage. And so, the surviving knights gathered and approached me.

"Welcome to my domain. I bid you welcome."

"…You are the White Serpent Duchess!"

…Yeah, it's a really weird feeling to be called by a title like that. It's like being called 'Iron Pipe Whatever' of 'So-and-so Middle School' in real life. Whoops, getting sidetracked. I need to respond properly. A noble vampire's first impression is everything. Master said so.

"I am not familiar with the name White Serpent Duchess, but I am Merlille Chromshell, daughter of the Great Duke of the Cursed Sea, Voylard Chromshell."

""""!""""

The surviving knights tensed at the mention of my father's name.

"Courageous challengers, in respect for having made it this far, we shall grant you the honor of facing us directly."

As I put on the vampiric airs my Master had taught me, Mummy Ichigo-kun smoothly drew his magic sword and stood beside me.

"What can you do with a single Ghoul at your side!"

A Holy Knight among the survivors shot forward with the speed of a bullet. Whoa, he's so fast even in that heavy-looking armor!

"Perish before this holy sword, blessed by the gods!"

The Holy Knight swung his sword, which glowed with the brilliance of the sun, and charged at Mummy Ichigo-kun. Was it out of anger that the enemy greeting them was a mere Ghoul? But that was precisely why he should have been more careful.

"Wait! Something's not right about a lone Ghoul!"

But he ignored his comrade's warning and brought his sword down on Mummy Ichigo-kun. In that instant, Mummy Ichigo-kun twisted his body just slightly, and the sword missed, shattering the ground.

"Wha—?! H-huh?!"

The first 'wha' was shock at his sword being dodged. The second 'huh' was shock at his vision tilting sideways.

*Thud*.

And so, the first Holy Knight to charge in was, at some point, sliced diagonally by Mummy Ichigo-kun's sword and died, cut in two in a matter of seconds. Wait, my kin is way too strong! This mummy's a completely different character when he's holding a sword!



    Chapter 44

    You Have Been A Bit of a Background Character Lately… No, It's Nothing

    Ichigo-kun is… something else.

*Shing, shwing, slish, thwip.*

With a series of crisp sounds, Mummy Ichigo-kun walked toward the enemy, cleaving the knights and Holy Knights in two as they came at him. They were attacking with manga-like speed thanks to their body enhancements, but Ichigo-kun dodged them with the speed of a normal person, slicing them apart as he slipped past.

"What is that?"

I could see his movements, but I couldn't comprehend them. Well, if I watched closely, I could understand *how* he was moving, but his evasions were so minimal and so close to the blade that if you weren't paying attention, it looked like the attacks were passing right through him without him moving at all.

He wasn't just barely dodging. His movements were unnaturally fluid. It was like he was taking the most efficient route for every motion, like a race car driver taking the perfect line through a corner. That's the best way I can describe his compact movements.

I'm pretty sure I can only perceive this because of my vampiric eyesight. A normal human probably wouldn't be able to comprehend it…

"Then try this!"

The knights took some distance and unleashed a simultaneous magic attack. At the same time, with a slight delay, another group of knights charged with swords drawn. A synchronized magic volley followed by a delayed physical attack to strike right after he dodged!

"Not good, dodge it!"

The moment I said it, I knew it was impossible. Dammit, I was so mesmerized by Ichigo-kun's fighting that I was just spectating, but he's still just a Ghoul. He can't move incredibly fast or take a lot of damage! If he gets hit by a simultaneous attack like that…

"*Click*."

Ichigo-kun held his sword at a diagonal angle. Was he preparing to take the hit, only blocking the most dangerous attacks? Even so, he wouldn't be able to withstand the knights' charge that followed.

"*Swh*."

*CRACK!*

With a sound like something bursting, the magic that hit Ichigo-kun was deflected away.

""""Huh?""""

The sound escaped my lips. And the knights', too.

Furthermore, Ichigo-kun spun, his sword vibrating gently, and somehow, all the spells were deflected, bursting with a series of sharp *cracks*.

"Huh? Huh? Huh?"

What was that?! Not just me, but the knights were also completely bewildered. And that was their undoing. Their confusion threw off the timing of their coordinated attack.

*Swish, shing, slash, thud, squelch!*

He dealt with each of the now-staggered attacks one by one, cutting down the knights. A knight who was cut and thrown off balance collided with another knight approaching from the opposite direction, nullifying their attack. Some were even manipulated by his slashes into striking each other down with their own swords.

"…Whoa."

Their bodies and attacks getting in each other's way, the knights' formation was half-destroyed. As they scrambled to regroup, Ichigo-kun calmly walked among them, finishing them off.

Watching him move, I replayed the sequence of events in my mind, trying to figure out what had just happened.

"That first magic volley… they didn't all disappear at once. The sounds were sequential. Does that mean… they weren't actually simultaneous, but slightly off?"

Probably, the knights' magic attacks were out of sync. Depending on the type of magic each used, the activation time, the projectile speed, and so on. Between fire, wind, and ice magic, wind would probably arrive first. So he must have dealt with them in order of speed.

"But how did he make the magic disappear? He can't use magic… Ah, the magic sword!"

Of course, he used the magic sword to somehow dispel the magic. That sword is amazing. It's not out of the question for a mysterious magic sword to be able to nullify magic… right?

"But wait, the knights were surprised too. Maybe this isn't a normal technique?"

If that's the case, does that mean Ichigo-kun's skill is just that insane? I mean, it is, but still.

"Hold on, these guys are monsters who survived being buried alive in that collapse. And he's overwhelming them with just sword skills? Just how good is he?!"

Come to think of it, I remember one of those knights calling Ichigo-kun a 'Sword Saint'. Was he really a swordsman of that caliber?

"The mystery just deepens."

The more I learn of his strength, the more I wonder why his companions betrayed him. In his current state as a Ghoul, he must be significantly weaker. If he's this strong even now, wouldn't it have been wiser to win him over rather than antagonize him?

In the end, nearly all the surviving knights and Holy Knights were defeated by Ichigo-kun alone.

"Hey, I didn't even get a turn!"

I mean, it's nice to take it easy and not get hurt, but still! It feels a little anticlimactic!



    Chapter 45

    It's Really Hot, Super Hot, No, It's Way Too Hot

    Thanks to Mummy Ichigo-kun's incredible, game-like performance, most of the surviving knights had been cut down. Seriously, he's amazing. I never imagined he possessed such power.

"W-what is this Ghoul?! Why is a mere Ghoul this strong?!"

The remaining survivors on their side were terrified.

"…But it's over for you now. For all of you!"

"Huh?"

Despite being at a clear disadvantage, a Holy Knight suddenly declared victory.

"Did you really think we charged in without a plan?!"

Yes, I did.

"Receive divine judgment! You wicked dead!"

"Divine judgment? …Oh."

It was only then that I finally noticed. The priests who had been standing motionlessly behind them were now gathering their magical energy.

""""O God! Dispel the darkness of night with the radiant light of the sun! Holy Breath!""""

In that instant, a dazzling light, like the sun itself, tore through the darkness of the night.

"Crap!"

I frantically unleashed my magic, causing the ground to erupt upwards, forming a wall to block the light.

"Yiiigh!"

But I couldn't block it completely, and some of the light washed over me. Even that small amount was hot, incredibly hot! Unbearably hot! A heat even more intense than when I fought Calmwell and his men seared my body.

"Agh! Hah, uwaaah!"

I felt like my entire body was covered in blisters, and I nearly writhed on the ground in agony.

"Tch, she blocked it! But she can't create a wall that massive over and over! Destroy it!"

The knights shouted and began to attack the earthen wall I had created. Oh no, if they break that, I'll be hit by that light again! But the pain was so intense I couldn't think straight.

"Ichigo-kun…"

Right, Ichigo-kun can take care of them…

"*Ting*."

"He's on the verge of death?!"

Ichigo-kun, who had also been hit by the Holy Magic's light, was twitching on the ground like a dying insect. Oh, right! No matter how strong he is, Ichigo-kun is still a Ghoul, so he's extremely weak to Holy Magic! He's like a character with super high attack but ridiculously low HP and defense.

"Damn, I have to do something myself!"

While I was panicking, the knights continued to destroy the wall.

"This is bad, this is bad, this is bad!"

If they break it, that light will hit me again! I hurriedly tried to attack the knights—no, I tried to make the wall thicker by raising more earth.

"Stop the Vampire's spellcasting!"

The knights split into two groups, one of which charged at me to interfere.

"Then—"

I tried to fly up and escape, but…

*Sizzle.*

"Hot hot hot hot hot!"

When I flew into the air, I was hit by the light leaking over the wall and almost got burned again.

"No good, up is not an option!"

With nothing to block it, the sky meant taking a direct hit of Holy Magic.

"Wind Blade!"

"Flame Slash!"

As I was trying to figure out what to do, slashing attacks imbued with the knights' magic came flying at me from the ground.

"Oh, you're all so annoying! Blizzard!"

I unleashed magic at the knights. A blizzard spell should freeze their metal armor and stop them in their tracks!

""""Heat Body!""""

But the knights countered the blizzard by erupting in flames from their entire bodies.

"What?! A spell like that exists?!"

"Fool! Do not underestimate us, who have fought in frozen lands!"

This is bad. Firing normal magic is useless since they can dodge it in the open, and my area-of-effect blizzard doesn't work either. I need to do something about these knights zipping around at that speed… As I was thinking, light started to leak through the wall.

"Crap! Something, something that can hit those fast-moving knights, something faster than them is…"

The leaking light grew brighter.

"A-ah, the light, the light… light?"

And then, I had an idea.

"That's it! Lightning! Thunder!"

I focused my magic, imagining a bolt of lightning! With a loud *CRACK*, lightning struck the body of a knight.

"Yes, it hits!"

"What?! Lightning?!"

Lightning moves at the speed of light! And it's drawn to metal! With this, I can definitely hit the knights!

"All right! Thunder, thunder, thunder!"

"Impossible! That's—guaaaah!"

I rained down lightning, striking the knights one after another.

"Hahahaha! They're all hitting!"

No matter how fast they are, as humans, they can't dodge lightning.

"And for the finale!"

"Guwaaaaaah!"

Finally, I finished off the knights who were destroying the wall, and in an instant, they were all wiped out.

"Phew, just in time. Now I just need to reinforce the wall…"

*Crumble crumble crumble.*

"Huh?"

Just as I thought I was safe, the wall began to crumble.

"Whyyyy?!"

Well, it's obvious, isn't it?! If you defeat enemies in front of a weakened wall, of course the wall is going to break with them! It's going to get caught in the crossfire!

"Dammiiiiit!"

An accidental self-destruct! Crap, that light is—!!

"……Huh?"

But despite bracing for it, the light never came. I cautiously opened my eyes to see not the light of Holy Magic, but the priests, staring at me with dumbfounded expressions. Hmm, what's wrong with these people?



    Chapter 46

    Incarnation of God? No, I'm a Vampire

    """"…""""

The priests who emerged from behind the wall just stood there, staring at me dumbfoundedly instead of attacking.

"Uhm, why aren't you moving?"

""""!""""

The scene was so bizarre that I couldn't help but speak up, which seemed to snap them out of it.

"H-how?!"

"'How' what?"

"How are you still alive?!"

"…Huh?"

Wait, what? We were just having a massive battle, so there's no way they, on the other side of the wall, could have known who won. So why were they so certain that it was strange for me to be alive? It was as if they were completely convinced I had been defeated.

"What do you mean, 'how'? It's because we won, obviously."

"Impossible! No one can survive God's judgment!"

"God's judgment? What's that?"

"The lightning! The lightning that descends from the heavens is proof of God's judgment! It is the power of God that strikes down evil!"

Ah, I see, I see. So people in this world think lightning is God's judgment. And since lightning was striking all over the place just now, they must have misunderstood, thinking that on the other side of the wall, God was punishing the evil Vampire with lightning.

Come to think of it, people in ancient times used to think natural disasters were signs of God's anger and would offer rain dances or sacrifices.

"Answer me! How did you escape God's judgment?!"

"How? Like this, I guess. Thunder!"

With an exaggerated gesture, I made lightning strike at the feet of the priest in the front. This should make them realize I was the one who cast it, and they'll probably be really shaken up. After all, they think it's the power of God.

"O God, why have you struck us?!"

Or not. He thought it was God who cast it, not me.

"That was my magic just now. I used lightning magic to defeat the knights."

"Don't be absurd! As if a mere Vampire—no, as if any being in this world could do such a thing!"

Wow, he's really denying it.

"Lightning is a divine authority! No one but God can control lightning!"

Can't control lightning? Even with magic? But I was able to replicate it just fine.

"Hmm, maybe it's because humans and us use magic differently?"

Humans cast magic by chanting spells, but we Vampires are magical beings ourselves, our very existence close to magic. That's why a Vampire's magic manifests just by infusing an image into our magical power. So, just as I can create fire or ice, I can also wield lightning. That might be the difference between us and humans. Though I can't say for sure since I don't know much about how human magic works.

Ah, maybe it's also because of my past life's knowledge. I have a rough scientific understanding of the mechanics of lightning.

"But well, the fact is, I can do it. Thunder!"

I made lightning strike all around the priests with loud booms. And I did it in a way that was clearly artificial, not random, by making the lightning strike in a circle.

"See? A coincidence wouldn't make lightning fall like that, right?"

"…Impossible. Are you really the one doing this?"

The priests looked up at me with expressions of utter disbelief. Don't doubt me. In response, I made lightning strike right in front of the priest who had asked.

"This is my answer."

"…I-impossible. A Vampire using a divine authority! Are you truly a Vampire?!"

Well, if you're asking if I'm a Vampire or not, I am.

"I am a Vampire. But, well, maybe I'm not an ordinary one."

It's a fact that I have memories of a past life. In that sense, I suppose you could say I'm not a normal Vampire.

"So, what will you do?"

"Wh-what do you mean?"

"Will you continue to fight me, who wields a divine authority? Or will you flee? If you run, I might just let you go."

I magnanimously offered them a chance to retreat.

"I-impossible. Impossible!"

Even as they said that, they were backing away. And once they had put a certain distance between us, they turned and fled for their lives.

I watched them until they were out of sight, and then…

"*Haaaaah*, they actually fell for it."

I let out a sigh and gently landed on the ground.

"That was close. If they had hit me with Holy Magic in that situation, I would've been done for."

I never want to feel that kind of heat again. I'm so glad they fell for my act.

"But lightning as the power of God, huh. Hmm, if I play my cards right, they might hesitate to attack me so easily from now on."

Having repelled all my enemies and won the battle, I pondered the future. As if to praise me, the light of dawn warmly enveloped me.

*Sizzzzzzzzle.*

"Gah, it burns, it burns, it burns!"

I'm burning! I'm seriously burning!!

"Uwoooaaaaah!"

Assaulted by the sunlight, I frantically dove into the ground to escape.

"Am I a mole?!"

Damn it, can't I ever get a cool ending? Another sun-related punchline!



    Chapter 47

    Those Who Move in the Shadows

    ◆ The Pope of the Holy Church ◆

We had received a startling report from the returned Vampire subjugation force. The annihilation of the allied army and the subjugation team, a Ghoul of abnormal strength. But what was most shocking of all was…

"The Vampire controlled lightning?!"

The grand cathedral erupted in an uproar at the impossible report.

"How blasphemous! As if a Vampire could wield the power of God! You insolent fool!"

Naturally, the priests were enraged by his statement. But the report had only just begun. It would be pointless to have summoned everyone here only to let the matter drop. Even if it was a false report, we had to determine how this imitation lightning was created.

"Silence!"

At my words, the priests reluctantly closed their mouths.

"Let me confirm. Did this Vampire truly control lightning?"

"! Y-yes. Dozens of lightning bolts fell from the sky, clearly following an intelligent will. And they struck not the Vampire, but us."

"Could it not have been magic made to look like lightning?"

In the past, many magicians had researched ways to replicate lightning. But while they could reproduce other natural phenomena, lightning alone remained beyond their grasp. Thus, what passed for lightning magic was but a pale imitation of the real thing.

"N-no, that was undoubtedly lightning. The tremendous light and sound, and above all, the speed that was impossible to follow with the eye. It could have been nothing else. Indeed, the Holy Knights were turned to charcoal in the brief moments they were out of our sight."

"Could they not have simply been burned by fire magic?"

"Even so, the power we felt from that lightning was real. The ground where the lightning struck was blown away. If she can continuously cast magic powerful enough to incinerate a Holy Knight with fire while simultaneously blowing away the ground, that in itself is an abnormal feat."

True enough. Regardless of the truth, the power of the Vampire in question was undeniable.

After hearing reports from the other survivors, it was clear that they all asserted it had been real lightning.

"…Regarding the Vampire in question, we shall not get involved until the truth of her lightning manipulation is discovered."

"What are you saying! If we back down now, it will be as if we are admitting that the Vampire can control lightning!"

"That, that is precisely the problem."

The priest who had agreed with me now looked at me with a confused expression, as if to ask why.

"Even if we send a new subjugation force, we will surely suffer considerable casualties if we fight that Vampire."

"But those who participated in this subjugation were all hot-blooded youths. Our veteran priests specializing in anti-undead combat were not present."

"That is true. They are indeed skilled users of Holy Magic. But do not forget the fact that the allied army was annihilated. Even if we were to dispatch a subjugation force, we would be at an overwhelming numerical disadvantage."

"! But with Holy Magic, we can purify them all at once!"

The priest persisted, but he still didn't understand.

"The enemy has non-undead forces, such as Dark Elves. Furthermore, that lightning magic of hers… if she were to unleash it from a distance, there is a risk that we would be annihilated before our Holy Magic could even reach her."

"Do you truly believe a Vampire can control lightning, Your Holiness?!"

"Do not misunderstand. The power is real. If we are outnumbered and outmatched in power, the danger of our defeat is great. If that happens, the survivors will think thusly: that the Vampire can indeed freely control lightning. We would, inadvertently, guarantee the truth of the rumor. At the very least, those who learn of our defeat will think so."

"That is…"

It was true. The rumor that the Vampire could control lightning was already spreading. The few soldiers who had survived on the battlefield and the survivors of the subjugation force who had fled in a state of delirium had publicly declared that the Vampire had controlled lightning.

Because of this, the Vampire had come to be known by the moniker 'White Thunder Duchess'. If we were to try to silence the rumors now, it would only lend them more credibility.

"Even if we are to send a subjugation force, we must first uncover the truth behind the Vampire's magic. Do not act rashly."

"…Yes, sir."

Ah, they have no patience. Good grief, they claim to serve God, yet why are there so many who seek power?

"For such a major incident to occur during my tenure, is this too a trial from God…"

Oh, why must God's trials be so troublesome and tedious? I feel like complaining, but my position forbids it.

"I wish I could quickly hand over my duties to a competent successor."

But the trials imposed upon me were not yet over.

"Your Holiness, an urgent report!"

A young priest burst into the grand cathedral during the meeting.

"Insolence! This is a meeting!"

"It is fine. Give your report."

It was undoubtedly more trouble, but I wanted a change from the current gloomy atmosphere. I prompted the young priest to speak.

"Y-yes! There has been movement in the territory of the Vampire Progenitor residing in the east, the Disaster Empress Camillael Vold!"

"…Wh-what did you say?!"

O God, please have a little mercy.

◆ Voylard Chromshell ◆

"Hmph…"

Lately, if I do say so myself, I have been in a good mood. This is because a Vampire in my service, by chance though it may be, defeated my sworn enemy and presented me with that magic sword. For such a great achievement, it was only natural that I reward her by allowing her to evolve into my child. Furthermore, Merlille, now my child, has achieved a swift victory against an allied army of humans, the Church included, and has secured her own territory.

"It is still a small territory, but it will soon grow."

As expected of my daughter, I wish to praise her.

"She was clever, unlike the other bats."

It is regrettable that with her gone, the accuracy of the bats' information has decreased, but if I think of it as merely returning to how things were before, it is not a great loss. Indeed, she has brought me something of far greater value.

"My, my, you're in a good mood."

However, this pleasant time was ruined by a single intruder.

"What do you want, Camillael?"

Before me stood what appeared to be a lovely young girl. However, her true identity was the same as mine, one of the kings of Vampires, one of the Seven Heavenly Progenitors, Camillael Vold. She was by no means the adorable being she appeared to be. Her behavior was so wicked that she was feared by humans and called the Disaster Empress.

"Hahaha, you could at least give me a little welcome, Vol. And you can call me Cammy, you know."

"I have no reason to call you by a pet name. State your business."

"Ooh, scary."

Camillael feigned fright. Her behavior grated on my nerves.

"Alright, alright. Don't send so much killing intent my way. Your subordinates are frightened, you know."

And whose fault do you think that is?

"Oh, I just came to confirm something."

"Confirm?"

"Yes. I hear you've acquired an interesting new toy recently."

"…"

A toy. Was she referring to the magic sword I had acquired, or…

"And you see, I've acquired a toy myself, and I'd love for them to play together."

So her target is Merlille.

"…Do as you please."

"You will?!"

Camillael's face lit up like a child's. How transparent. She would have acted on her own even if I had refused permission. She had come here to ask for confirmation knowing full well that Merlille was my daughter.

"We Progenitors have a pact of non-interference. Therefore, I have no intention of meddling in your games."

"Well, yes. But that toy is yours, isn't it? So I thought I'd get your permission first, so you won't get mad if I accidentally break it."

For a moment, Camillael flashed me a sadistic glint in her eyes, one she clearly intended for me to see.

"Hah, do not underestimate her. She is my daughter. It is your toy that will break."

"?! Haha! I like that! For you to say something like that! Good, this is getting interesting! This next game is going to be quite stimulating, don't you think?!"

Camillael let out a grating laugh.

"Phew, well then, I'll be going. My toy is getting antsy to go play. See you later!"

"Do not come back."

Finally, the noisy one left, and silence returned to the room. At the same time, I heard a frantic knock on the door.

"Master, are you alright?!"

"There is no problem. Return to your duties."

Hmph, my subordinates lack training. It seems no one can reach our level. However, that girl might…

"Ah, thinking of it that way, this may be a good opportunity. It will be good training for her."

I composed myself. If things go well, not only will it promote her growth, but it may also allow me to wipe the smirk off that one's face.

"Do your best, my daughter. You seem to have caught the eye of a troublesome one, but by my blood, you will surely prevail."



    Chapter 48

    Peaceful Days of Ruin

    "*Chuuu~*"

"Hwah…"

My meal is delicious again today. I thought becoming a Vampire meant my diet would be limited to just blood, but to my surprise, I learned that blood has all sorts of different flavors. Adolnel's blood is especially the best. Now that I know this taste, I don't think I can drink any other blood… just kidding. I'll drink other blood too. A good cut of meat is wonderful, but I want to eat fish and vegetables too.

"Thank you for the meal."

"Y-you're welcome…"

Did I drink a little too much? Adolnel is looking a bit woozy.

"Are you okay?"

"Y-yes. I was just so happy to become a part of you, Sister, that I got a little carried away."

That's a pretty advanced way of enjoying it. Well, to each their own, I guess.

"The reconstruction after the last battle has really come along, hasn't it?"

I sat on the roof of the mansion and looked down at the town below.

"Yes, we also implemented a large-scale urban development plan along with the reconstruction, so it's even more prosperous than before. The population has also grown quite a bit, with many non-humans."

That's right. After that battle, many different races came to gather under my banner. Many of them were races hostile to humans, or those who, while not hostile, lived with the potential danger of being attacked on a whim by humans. They came seeking help.

Fortunately, we were in need of living residents, so we welcomed their arrival. As usual, I had them meet with Adolnel. Some showed a strong aversion to her being human, but when she lifted her bangs and showed them her eyes, they all accepted her surprisingly easily. It seems the Cursed Violet Eyes that caused her to be ostracized are well-known as a reason for persecution among humans.

And so, while the development of our territory expanded, the situation with the humans also changed.

"Rebellion against the royal family has begun-chu!"

Solfi reported that the nobles had finally begun their rebellion against the royal family—a shifting of blame, really.

"The nobles are blaming the royal family for their defeat in the battle against you, Master-chama, and have nominated a noble with royal blood who had renounced their status as the next king-chu!"

"There are several candidates for the new king from the relatives of a few great noble families. It seems each candidate is receiving aid from other countries behind the scenes."

"So they want to turn the new king into a puppet and make this country a vassal state?"

"It probably won't be that blatant. But if the country manages to unite, they will likely seek to strengthen relations by marrying off a daughter of one of their own nobles to the new king."

Everyone's so calculating.

"Therefore, let's take this opportunity to conquer the territories of the nobles who are preoccupied with their civil war."

Oh, look, there's a calculating one right here.

"We need to inflict devastating damage in a short amount of time so they can't call for help through messengers or magical communication. Bird Undead and Poisonous Snake Undead will be useful, and for large cities, Rat Undead can be sent through the sewers."

Wow, a major city being destroyed by virus-infected small animals sounds like something straight out of a disaster movie.

To put it simply, it was a disaster. The citizens of a major city were attacked by Animal Undead, and the resulting victim-undead overwhelmed the city guard and the remaining knightly order with sheer numbers. Furthermore, Animal Undead that snuck into the castle attacked the people inside, and the knights who desperately fled back to make a last stand were greeted by their former colleagues, resulting in an absolutely brutal combo that wiped them out.

I thought conquering the Church would take time with the Dark Elves and Orcs because of its Holy Magic barrier, but they just chained together the siege rams from the knights' barracks and charged from outside the barrier. They destroyed most of the Church, and the priests who fled in a panic were met by a waiting force, ending the battle in an instant.

"We've acquired the territory of the nearest great noble. Your domain has grown even larger, Sister."

By repeating this process, we eventually succeeded in taking over the entire country.

"Ufufu, congratulations, Sister! You are now the queen of this country in both name and reality!"

""""Congratulations, our savior!""""

W-wow… I somehow ended up conquering a country.

"Uhm, thank you. By the way, what happened to the king?"

"He was killed by the rebelling nobles. And those nobles were, in turn, killed by an Orc warrior. Please give him your praise and a reward."

"A reward? What should I give him?"

"The inventory of the knightly order's armory listed a large battle axe. How about giving him that?"

"Oh, something like that is fine?"

Not territory or money, huh.

"Giving an Orc territory or money would be more than they could handle, so a simple weapon would be better. When we asked what they wanted, they said weapons and food."

Ah, so you've already done the research.

"Yes, I understand. Then please pick out a good weapon for him. And please arrange rewards for anyone else who distinguished themselves."

"Leave it to me. I will have them ready for the Founding Ceremony."

"Okay… wait, what?"

I feel like she just said something strange…

"Founding… Ceremony?"



    Chapter 49

    Let's Found a Nation, Let's Bury the Past

    "For our new queen, we toil and sing—"

"""Heave-ho, heave-ho!"""

Singing a cheerful song, the Goblins, the Orcs, and the Dark Elves were hard at work. And not just them. The other races who had immigrated here after the last battle were also working with joyful expressions.

"No more worrying about human eyes—"

"We can walk outside with pride—"

Considering their past circumstances, the lyrics are rather poignant.

"But things are different from now on—!"

"We're building our very own country—!"

"""Our savior's country is being born—!"""

Yes, the reason they're all so ecstatic is that the Founding Ceremony for my country is happening soon. Why a founding ceremony? Because everyone wanted one.

According to Adolnel:

"As it stands, we are merely invaders who have stolen a human nation. Once their wounds from the war have healed, they will undoubtedly send another army to subjugate us. Therefore, by formally establishing a nation, we assert our legitimacy."

"Yeah, but don't invaders not get to claim legitimacy?"

"If you're going to say that, humans invade each other, steal land, and claim it as their own all the time. Is this really any different?"

Well… yes, she has a point.

"But even if we found a nation, I doubt the humans we defeated will accept it."

"You are correct. Even if we found a nation, if the surrounding countries do not recognize us as such, we will continue to be targeted as barbarians who have seized land. Therefore, we will use our power to threaten them into recognizing us. Now, while everyone is exhausted, is the perfect time to do so."

That's a surprisingly direct method. Still, I feel like they'll just attack us again once time has passed.

"Once we are established as a nation, the next step is foreign relations. In other words, trade, Sister."

"Trade?"

"Yes. By establishing relations with us, they will be able to obtain precious goods that cannot be found in other countries. Once they understand this, the surrounding nations will realize that it is more advantageous to build a friendly relationship with us than to fight us."

"But do we have anything that could be a centerpiece for trade?"

"We do. Goods produced by monsters."

By monsters? But the ones here are mostly Orcs and Goblins, races that have little to do with industry. The Dark Elves might have a chance, though.

"Our country is home to many races that are hostile to or have poor relations with humans. Among these races are some who possess skills to create goods superior to those made by humans, or who can domesticate specific rare monsters that are used as valuable materials, a feat humans cannot manage."

Oh, so there were races like that.

"We are considering using these goods, which are difficult to supply regularly in human society, as trade goods."

Ah, I see. If you want to get your hands on rare goods produced by a hostile race, your only option is to attack their settlement and steal them. A regular supply would be impossible, and if human technology can't replicate it, then yeah, it would definitely sell.

"You've really thought this through."

"Ehehe, please praise me more."

"There, there."

I gently patted Adolnel's head.

"Hehe. So, for that reason, I believe negotiations are entirely possible. I have already sent invitations to the Founding Ceremony to various countries."

"Since when?!"

"Around the time the preparations for the ceremony got on track."

So you sent them out pretty early on?!

"Also, the Dark Elves and Goblins requested permission to invite other races they have relations with to the ceremony, so I approved it."

You even did that?!

"Many races have trouble dealing with the sheer number of humans. So when they hear that you, Sister, who achieved a great victory against a human allied army, are founding a country, they will surely want to get on the winning side. If our country is formally recognized, it will become the central power for non-human races, a nation led by races hostile to humans. They will absolutely participate to secure connections for future negotiations."

Huh, she's really thought about all this. I hadn't considered any of it. I just figured I could take over a town by swarming it with undead. To think that a casual idea would lead to me getting such a talented subordinate… You never know what good fortune life will bring.

"Well, if it means we don't have to deal with human retaliation, that's for the best."

"Yes. The ultimate goal of this founding is to entangle the humans in a web of their own desires and constraints, making it impossible for them to act against us."

So says Adolnel, emphasizing the avarice of humans.

"Fufufu, I'm so looking forward to it. A Vampire, an enemy of humanity, establishing a nation right in the heart of a human country."

Yeah, but you guys are the ones who wanted this. Well, it's fine by me, since it will restrain the humans' movements and increase the number of my subordinates.

"Oh, and we're making an amazing dress for you for the ceremony, Sister! Please look forward to it!"

"Ah, okay."

Honestly, that's something I'm not really looking forward to. I overheard the races making the costume chatting, and it sounded like they were making something you'd see at a New Year's Eve singing contest…

"Please, let it be a normal dress…"

I had a feeling, just a feeling, that my wish would not come true.



    Chapter 50

    Moving House Before the Founding

    "Whoa, it's absolutely massive."

I murmured to myself as I gazed down at the sprawling castle town and the fortress that towered at its center. We had left Fenesia Town and made our way to the royal capital. The purpose of our trip: moving house.

"The reconstruction has come along quite nicely. It should be safe to move in now," Adolnel remarked.

That's right, we were moving to the royal capital. For the Founding Ceremony, we needed a castle and a venue, but building them from scratch in Fenesia Town would be a tall order, even with the incredible work speed of the undead. More to the point, we didn't have any architects capable of constructing large-scale buildings.

*Yeah, stuff like that is still firmly in the humans' domain, where they have larger forces.*

"It would have been a different story if we at least had some Dwarves."

Unfortunately, the Dwarf Race, much like the Elves, is a pro-human species. They weren't exactly eager to come work for the undead.

And so, the decision was made to move and repurpose facilities that already existed. That said, the royal capital had been left in tatters by the humans' civil war and was in desperate need of repair. The royal castle also let in far too much sunlight, so for an undead like me to live there comfortably, it had to be renovated with light-blocking measures in mind.

Building from the ground up would have been a massive undertaking, but apparently, additions and remodeling were no problem for the Dark Elves and the other races who had sought asylum with us.

"It seems they plan to cover any unsightly areas with high-quality tapestries woven by the Arachne."

Just as Adolnel said, among the residents working in the castle town, I could spot figures that, even from a distance, were clearly not human. There were the Arachne, a race with the lower bodies of spiders, and I could also see the Lamia, whose lower halves were that of a snake.

"With so many different races living here, we'll need to make sure the roads are properly paved."

"Indeed. Races whose feet are structured differently from humans are especially affected by the state of the roads."

The royal capital, now home to a coexistence of various species, was developing a fascinating structure due to all the remodeling. The Arachne, for example, being a spider-like race, were building their homes in shapes that made it convenient to spin webs.

The entrances to their houses were large enough to accommodate their massive bodies, and the interiors weren't divided into rooms, but rather supported by pillars. Instead, they used the walls and pillars to spin webs that served as partitions, creating rooms all over the place.

The Lamia are a semi-aquatic race, so their residential area was situated near the canals. Their homes were an intricate mix of flooring and waterways, all connected to the canals outside. I wonder if describing them as being like boat docks would get the point across?

As for the Goblins and Orcs, they live in large, extended families, so many of them share a single, large house. Their homes also lacked internal partitions, giving them a communal living feel unique to their kind. It almost makes you think that humans are the special ones for placing so much importance on personal space. Well, Orcs are huge, so maybe small rooms are just inconvenient for them.

In any case, the Goblins were overjoyed at the prospect of owning their own well-built homes and were diligently following the instructions of the other races to remodel their dwellings.

"Looking at it like this, you realize that the other races, who were once called monsters simply because they lacked education, are quite intelligent beings, aren't they?" Adolnel murmured, her voice filled with emotion as she watched the diverse residents working happily below.

"Well, it's not like humans are the only intelligent race out there. I think it's just a matter of whether your civilization develops quickly or slowly."

After all, even in my past life, while we were riding trains and living comfortably in homes with electricity, there were still tribes living in a manner not unlike primitive man.

"Although, I heard that's mostly staged for show. Apparently, they're just acting like natives, kind of like staff at a tourist attraction."

I remember watching a TV show about the *real life* of one of those tribes. When quitting time came, one of the 'natives' changed into a T-shirt and jeans, pulled out a smartphone, and walked back to his actual house. I remember thinking, *Oh. Well, yeah, that makes sense.*

At any rate, the royal capital, once a city of humans, was transforming into a town for many different demi-human races. And at its center, the royal castle was being remodeled for me to live in. Every last window was being sealed, and for some reason, the outer walls were being painted pure white.

"I thought a vampire's castle would be black or red. Why white?"

If anything, I'd think white was the color of holy beings.

"Since you are a pure white vampire, my lady, I had them paint it white. It also serves as a form of harassment against the humans."

"I see."

Come to think of it, I *am* pure white. It's easy to forget, since I don't get many chances to see my own reflection. A vampire's image only appears in a Magic Mirror, after all.

◆

"Still, the royal castle is wonderful. The library's collection is on a completely different scale from the one at the mansion."

Looking up at the royal library, Adolnel gazed at the countless books with an enchanted expression. The library truly did house a volume of books comparable to a prefectural library from my past life.

"I'm so glad this library wasn't burned down during the civil war."

It seemed that because Adolnel had been so neglected by her family, her only source of external stimulation had been books, which had become her hobby. That being said, the types of books she was allowed to read were apparently quite limited. Perhaps because of that, now that she was free to read any genre she pleased, Adolnel had blossomed into a proper bookworm. Whenever she wasn't managing the capital, she always had a book with her, never letting it go even when we were together. I told her she didn't have to stay by my side if she enjoyed reading so much, but she refused, saying she didn't want that.

"Reading books is my hobby, but serving by your side is my reason for living."

*What do you mean, 'reason for living'?* Well, if she's happy with it, I guess it's fine.

In any case, our new life began to flow by without any major incidents. Then, one day...

"Merchants?"

A report came in that a group of merchants had arrived from outside the country.

"Yes. They say they heard about our nation's Founding Ceremony and wish to have an audience with their savior."

"Merchants, huh..."

Coming to a country of races hostile to humans... there's no way they're just ordinary people.

"What do you think?"

I couldn't be bothered to think about it, so I tossed the problem to Adolnel.

"Let's see. Given that they've made contact under these circumstances, they are undoubtedly agents of some nation or members of some sort of shady organization."

"Ah, like people from the underworld?"

"That is highly probable."

Yeah, when you talk about consorting with monsters and evil races, it's usually villains who come to mind.

"What should we do?"

"Why not meet with them? I doubt there are many who could defeat you, my lady, and even if that were their intention, I cannot imagine they would be foolish enough to challenge a vampire at night head-on."

True, no one would willingly risk their life on Very Hard mode.

"Okay, then. Let's meet with these merchants."

Little did I know at the time that this encounter would drag me into a whole new mess... actually, that's a lie. I had a feeling something was about to happen.



    Chapter 51

    A Business Negotiation of Schemes

    "It is an honor to meet you for the first time, Your Great Majesty, the Queen."

The merchants who arrived looked like perfectly upstanding individuals. Which, of course, made them all the more suspicious.

"Welcome. We are pleased to receive you as our first visitors."

Adolnel and the chief of the Dark Elves responded on my behalf. Apparently, when there's a large gap in status, the important person doesn't speak directly but has their retainers act as intermediaries. The etiquette of human society is so tedious.

"We thank you kindly for your warm welcome."

*We're not welcoming you at all.* Look, the Dark Elf chief might have a composed expression, but he's not even trying to hide his displeasure. It's impressive, really, how these merchants can remain so composed. If they really are just merchants, that is.

*Just as Adolnel said, are they really part of some organization?*

"First, please accept this. It is a tribute from us, carefully selected for Her Majesty the Queen."

They opened their luggage and spread out a number of treasures.

"This is...!?"

"Incredible!"

Adolnel and the others gasped in surprise at the sight of the treasures. Apparently, they were quite amazing. The merchants looked smugly at the astonished group, as if to say, *Yeah, we're awesome.* Then they turned their gaze to me, their eyes asking, *How about it? Impressive, right?*

"Hmm."

But it just didn't register with me. *Well, they look valuable, but honestly, I have no idea what they're worth.* I'd lived as a monster for a long time, and I came from a different world to begin with, so I had no frame of reference for the value of amazing treasures from another world.

Also, I was quite poor in my past life, so I couldn't tell a good pot or painting from a bad one. The only thing I could recognize as valuable were jewels, but... jewels were a sore spot. Back then, all the luxury items I ever saw were fakes. The paintings my father bought, claiming he'd sell them for a high price, the vases, the gems—they were all, shockingly, fakes. I can't even begin to describe how much I struggled to pay back the loans he took out to buy them.

But that's beside the point. Remembering my hand-to-mouth existence in my past life just makes me sad. In any case, because I was poor back then, the words 'art' and 'treasure' meant nothing to me. So honestly, instead of being impressed, my first thought was, *Is that thing even real?* Once bitten, twice shy, and all that.

"...Th-They are... wonderful treasures, are they... not?"

Perhaps my sad experience worked to my advantage, because the merchants were perplexed by my lukewarm reaction.

"Y-Yes, that's right, our tribute isn't just treasure! You lot, bring them in!"

At the merchant's call, some particularly burly employees brought in a group of people bound in chains.

"These slaves are a tribute for Her Majesty the Queen, as she is a vampire. Please feel free to drink their blood, toy with them, or use them as you please."

*Oh, wow, they went there.* I get that I'm a vampire, so offering humans as food isn't entirely out of left field, but still, they're fellow humans, aren't they?! I'm sure for villains, other people, especially slaves, are completely disposable, but as a former human, seeing it in person is a real turn-off. See? Even Adolnel is radiating an aura of utter contempt.

"We have a fine selection, from young children to beautiful women."

It's not about having a varied menu. I'm just straight-up repulsed. *Sigh,* these merchants are completely missing the mark. Or maybe a typical evil ruler or vampire would be pleased with this? But my sensibilities are completely different. What should I do about this?

"...We are grateful for your valuable tribute. Now then, what is your request?"

As I was wondering what to do, Adolnel responded with a mechanical tone.

"We request permission to begin conducting business in this country."

Their request was surprisingly modest.

"This nation is predominantly comprised of races hostile to humans—no, races that *hate* humans. Are you aware of this when you make such a statement?"

"That is precisely why there is a business opportunity. No other merchant would dare attempt such a thing. If we have Her Majesty's permission, we would like to open a shop immediately."

Ah, I see. They think that if I grant them permission, it will act as a deterrent to some extent. The undead won't attack unless I order them to, and if I say I've given my permission, the other monsters won't dare attack them rashly, as it would tarnish my name. So they brought a mountain of tribute for their own safety. I get it.

"In that case..."

"That would be..."

Adolnel and the merchants began to hash out the details of their mutual circumstances and demands. From what I could hear, it didn't seem like they were trying to deceive us. It seemed they simply wanted to get a head start by opening a shop as quickly as possible.

"But they're being way too composed."

That was it. Even if they had guards, their opponent was a monster that had destroyed a nation. A few guards wouldn't make a difference. Even if they judged that they could negotiate with an intelligent opponent, we were the ones who had turned the former residents into undead. You'd think they would be wary of suffering the same fate.

And yet, these merchants showed none of the fear that a normal human would feel. Even when Adolnel pressed them on their demands, they'd put on a show of being cornered, saying things like, "W-Well, that is..." or "You drive a hard bargain," as if they were trying to gain a favorable negotiation by exploiting a weakness and failing. But something was off. How should I put it? I sensed an air of confidence about them. They didn't have the desperate air of merchants who had come into the heart of a territory ruled by a vampire and human-hating races, risking their lives to make a business succeed.

"...They're looking down on me."

I'm pretty sure their real goal isn't to do business within the country. I just have a feeling.

"Your Majesty, what is your decision?"

"Hmm?"

After they finished their discussion, Adolnel turned to me for the final decision. I was a bit surprised to be called 'Your Majesty' for a moment, but of course. She couldn't very well call me 'my lady' in front of humans from outside.

"Hmm, I guess it's fine?"

"Oh! Thank you very much!"

The merchants rejoiced at my noncommittal reply. But in the next moment, they froze.

"If I don't like it, I can just crush you. Your shop and everything in it, just... *pop*."

"Eh?"

They looked at me as if asking whether I meant I would demolish the shop and prohibit their business, so I corrected their misunderstanding.

"I mean I'll smash everything into a pulp and flatten the land. It's a pain to investigate every time something seems suspicious, right? If I just make it so it was never there to begin with, I can save myself the trouble. Don't you think so?"

"...Ha, haha. Yes, of course."

My words finally made the merchants realize they were in a vampire's den, and the atmosphere changed. Though their faces still held pleasant smiles, I could feel fear creeping into their aura. Of course they'd be afraid. They probably thought they could just hide their shady dealings well enough, but then I tell them the moment I suspect anything, I'll kill them without question, evidence be damned. It's only natural they'd be shocked. But that's what it means to deal with an evil vampire, I think.

Yep, the professor at the castle was right. A vampire can't afford to be looked down on. You have to intimidate them with overwhelming bloodlust.

"I hope your business goes well."

I offered the merchants a bright smile and a word of encouragement.

"W-We will do our utmost..."

And so, my first interaction with outside visitors came to a safe conclusion.



    Chapter 52

    Behind the Scenes and a Secret Order

    "Master-waster, I'm back with the investigation report!"

Solfi brought me the report from the familiars who had been sent out to investigate.

"Good work."

"Hee hee~"

As a reward, I gently scratched her forehead, and Solfi narrowed her eyes in pleasure.

"...It seems these merchants were, as expected, from the underworld," Adolnel said as she took the report and read through the background check on the merchants who had visited. Since that first group, several more sets of merchants had come, all claiming they wanted to do business in our country.

"However, this particular group appears to have ties to a nation's clandestine operations."

"Clandestine ops, huh? So that stuff really exists."

But our country hasn't even had its Founding Ceremony yet, so it's not even technically a country. The fact that they're coming now, saying they want to do business... well, that tells you everything.

"Those connected to a nation, disguised government spies, those cleverly guided here by a nation... the vast majority have some government involvement. The rest are purely affiliated with underworld organizations. There are a few who obtained information through their own channels and came to get a jump on their business rivals, independent of any nation, but they're also deeply entangled with the underworld, so it's more or less the same thing."

So, we had our Vampire Bat familiars investigate the merchants who came. They followed them quietly, infiltrated the towns they returned to, and listened in on their conversations, waiting for the merchants to let something slip.

"Any deeper investigation would have risked the bats being discovered, so this was as far as we could go. But simply confirming their affiliations is a significant gain."

"You're right."

Vampire Bats are the lowest rank of monster. Their combat ability is low, and if a human with a keen sense for presence spots them, it's game over. *Hmm, looking back, I'm surprised I managed to survive as such a weak little creature.*

"What shall you do? Crush them? Or shall we make an example of a few as a warning?"

"Why is your first thought always something out of a gangster movie? They haven't done anything yet, so we'll do nothing. Besides, they're giving us tribute, so we can just leave them be for now."

"That is true. And establishing trade with other nations was the original purpose of our founding, after all."

"But be careful about the goods they handle. I want you to make absolutely sure they don't sell anything dangerous to our citizens."

"Understood."

Yeah, I'm fine with them using this place as a trading post for their shady dealings, but I absolutely want to avoid having dangerous goods spread among my people. I'll have to remind everyone to tell me immediately if they're given anything strange.

"Also, about the slaves they brought..."

Adolnel changed the subject.

"Ah, those humans. How are they doing?"

"They are still frightened of us, but they have calmed down considerably compared to when they first arrived."

Right, it turns out that the merchants who come here have a pretty high chance of bringing slaves as tribute. As my food. But you know, the slaves they bring, while cleaned up on the outside, don't really whet my appetite. I get this feeling that they're like animals raised in poor conditions that are only cleaned up right before being shipped out. It's probably some kind of sixth sense unique to vampires.

Still, it felt like a waste to just throw away something I was given, so I decided to use them as a labor force that possessed human sensibilities.

"Being given adequate food and their own rooms and beds seems to have put them greatly at ease. It appears they were kept in far worse conditions before."

"Well, they're slaves, after all."

"However, they *are* slaves. As long as they are bound by a magical contract, we do not know what kind of compulsory orders might be embedded within it."

Adolnel voiced her wariness of the slaves.

"What was it again? An order that forces them to obey once a certain condition is met?"

"Yes. Slaves are bound to absolute obedience to their master's commands by a magical contract. Normally, they are bound to the owner of the slave contract, but simplified contracts using forged documents also exist."

A forged contract works like this: first, a slave trader makes a contract with a captured slave, making himself the master. Then, he prepares a fake slave contract and transfers the slave to another person, while retaining his own command authority by having pre-emptively ordered the slave to obey the new 'master.'

Why would they do such a thing? To make them betray their new owner, of course. For assassination, stealing secrets, or theft... it's not a method used for anything decent.

"The forged documents themselves are magically crafted to avoid suspicion, so without an expert, it is impossible to verify their authenticity. That is the problem."

So that's why Adolnel suspected that the slaves might not have been truly transferred to us.

"Hmm, but in that case, couldn't we just break the slave contract? That way, we could force them to abandon any hidden orders, and even if they were set free, they wouldn't be able to escape with just the clothes on their backs."

After all, my "Wolf-chans" patrol this country like guards, so it would be impossible for a human to escape by running or hiding.

"However, breaking the contract also requires an expert. It is a different system of magic from that of the Dark Elves, and I have heard that a clumsy attempt at dispelling it can trigger anti-escape measures that do terrible things to the body."

Ah, I see. If there's a magic like that, of course they'd have measures to prevent it from being broken.

"But well, I think I can probably handle it. I'm a high-ranking vampire, after all."

"Eh? You can do that!?"

As it turned out, I could. I summoned one of the slaves for a test and examined her body. I found a stagnant mass of magic swirling inside her, so I just poured my own magic into her and *bam*, smashed it to pieces. She seemed to be in a bit of pain, but with that, the magic was completely gone.

"Alright, just to confirm, were you under any compulsory orders from your original master? If so, tell me."

To see if I'd really broken the magic contract, I asked her if she had been given any secret orders...

"I... I was ordered to act docile to make you let your guard down, and once I had gained your trust, to spread poison throughout this country to eliminate everyone but the undead in the event of a war... Huh? Wait..."

The command that came out was far more dangerous than I'd expected.

"What? I was able to say the order? Why?"

The slave was shocked that she had been able to speak of the secret command.

"Yep, I can definitely break magic contracts."

At this rate, I could break the contracts of the other slaves and eliminate any potential threats.

"Normally, that's not something one can simply do... My lady, I had always thought your power was more of the physical sort."

Are you trying to say I'm just a meathead who can only solve problems with brute force, Adolnel?



    Chapter 53

    So, What Do We Do with These Kids?

    In the end, only a small fraction of the slaves had been under a forged contract.

"They likely used the rest, who were under legitimate servitude contracts, to hide their true objective."

I see. It's like hiding a single grain of poisoned rice in a delicious meal.

"I've compiled a list of the slaves' masters. Most of them only planted one or two key agents, but there were some malicious merchants whose entire retinue consisted of forged slaves."

*Talk about being fully committed to betrayal.* Not that the ones with smaller numbers weren't just as committed, though.

"For now, let's make an example of the most malicious ones and crush them. We can deliberately overlook the smaller-scale offenders to make them think we haven't noticed."

"Won't they suspect that we've already found them out?"

"That in itself will prevent them from making any rash moves. Besides, they are unaware that you can destroy magical contracts. As long as the slaves with embedded orders are alive, they will believe they still have a chance. To them, slaves are, quite literally, disposable pawns."

I get it. So the merchants who came here were also disposable subordinates.

"Alright, let's make an example of them."

"Yes. First, let's investigate thoroughly to see if they have any branch offices or hideouts."

And just like that, we decided to make an example of the malicious merchant... but.

"That aside, what should we do with those slaves?"

"Can we not just keep them as a labor force? Though providing you with meals is my duty, my lady."

"No, if I drink only your blood, Adolnel, you'll become anemic."

"I do not mind. I would not object to facing a life-threatening crisis at your hands."

*This is bad, this is bad.* This girl's sense of ethics and danger is completely broken.

"Getting back on topic, the residents of this country are all races that are either hostile to or have been hunted by humans, right? While you might be fine, Adolnel, I'm worried that if we keep ordinary humans around, they might get attacked."

"Ah, that is a plausible concern. In that case, why not simply drink their blood and make them your familiars?"

"Oh, right."

Of course. I'm a vampire. Humans were just food and a source of new undead labor. Adolnel is special. Her blood is just ridiculously delicious.

"I completely forgot about that because of the whole forged contract mess."

And so, to savor the slaves' blood and turn them into my familiars, I had them all gathered together.

""""...""""

The slaves looked on anxiously, wondering what was about to happen. Even though their slave contracts had been broken, this was still a den of undead and monsters. It wouldn't be surprising if they were killed at any moment.

"U-Um, what is it that you require of us...?"

The oldest of the slaves (though she was still young) mustered the courage to ask.

"Right. I'm going to need you all to become my meal."

""""!""""

Being told they were to be a vampire's meal—in other words, have their blood drunk—sent a wave of terror through them.

"We're going to die..."

A small slave child began to tremble, tears streaming down her face.

"That's right. I will drink your blood until you are dead. And then you will become my familiars."

"...Familiars?"

Despite being told they would be killed, the mention of becoming familiars made the slaves tilt their heads in confusion.

"Oh, I heard that vampires increase their numbers by drinking blood..."

Ah, it seems the fear that had gripped their minds was finally giving way to curiosity, allowing them to think again.

"Correct. Starting today, you will be reborn as undead. Naturally, you have no right to refuse. You will die here and become my loyal servants!"

I deliberately hammed it up like a villain. They were about to be killed and forced to serve me for eternity. The least I could do was listen to their grievances.

"...We understand."

But surprisingly, the slaves calmly accepted their deaths. *Huh, that's unexpected.* I thought they would scream things like, "No, I don't want to die! I don't want to become a vampire's thrall!" and try to run away or fight back.

"We were sent here as disposable pawns from the beginning. Even if we had continued to live, we would have eventually been forced to obey the order to betray our master, and we would have been killed as traitors."

That's true. If they had carried out the betrayal, even if I had forgiven them, the other residents would not have. Their deaths were a certainty. Even the slaves who weren't given the order to betray would have been suspected and likely killed anyway.

"So, if we are to die anyway, we would rather become undead and take revenge on those who entrapped us and made us slaves."

At her words, the other slaves began to agree. "Yeah, if we're going to die..." "Uh-huh, I want to take them with us." Their eyes were filled with a dark joy and anticipation. Hmm, so it's a 'if I'm going down, I'm taking you with me' kind of spirit. Not bad, I suppose.

"Alright. If you have that resolve, then when the time comes to dispose of the people who put you in this position, I'll let you do the honors."

""""Thank you very much!""""

Well then, time to eat!

*Chomp.*

"!"

The slaves' blood tasted like bittersweet coffee. A bitterness like cappuccino. It was as if their suffering had seeped into their very blood. But within it, I could taste a faint sweetness, like a small glimmer of hope in the midst of despair.

"*Phew*."

And with that, the slave whose blood I had drunk collapsed. Now, all that was left was to wait for her to rise as a Ghoul.

"...Ngh."

Slowly, the slave, now a moving corpse, got up and raised her head. Her eyes were filled with joy...

"Ah, so this is what it means to become undead."

...and she spoke with perfect fluency.



    Chapter 54

    Vampires and Pecking Order

    "Are we undead now?"

The slaves whose blood I had drained were, for some reason, speaking fluently instead of turning into Ghouls.

"Huh?"

*What's going on? Did the undeath process fail? No, if that were the case, they would just be dead.*

"You all seem to have your consciousness perfectly intact. What's the deal?"

"Um, I wouldn't know if you ask me..."

I took a closer look at the slaves... and yes, they had become my familiars. I felt the same kind of connection to them as I did with the Ghouls and Mummy Ichigo-kun. So there was no doubt they were undead and bound to me as my kin.

"U-Um, it's embarrassing when you stare at me so intently."

"Oh, sorry."

Perhaps embarrassed by my staring, the slave girl blushed and fidgeted.

"My lady! If you're going to stare at someone, please stare at me!"

Adolnel, you can be quiet for a bit.

"Still, why can they talk?"

Until now, everyone whose blood I had drunk and turned into a familiar had lost their sense of self and become a silent Ghoul. The only exceptions were Solfi and the other Vampire Bats, but they were familiars I had birthed directly, so I don't think they count.

"My lady, could it be that they have become vampires?"

"Vampires?"

Her words made me start, and I quickly examined the slaves' mouths.

"Their canines have grown into fangs, their skin is paler than Adolnel's, and their eyes have turned red."

Now that she mentioned it, I finally noticed. They've turned into vampires!

"But why did they become vampires? They've always turned into Ghouls before."

"Could it be because you have grown as a vampire, my lady?"

"Grown... have I really grown?"

Honestly, I hadn't felt like I'd leveled up through fighting or anything. But then again, after occupying a territory for a long time, the land started emitting Miasma. Maybe there are some conditions I'm not aware of.

"Well, what's done is done! Besides, vampires are stronger than Ghouls, so this is great!"

No point in dwelling on what I don't understand. I'll just accept what happened!

"We've become vampires?"

The slaves looked confused upon being told they had become vampires.

"Hmm, seems like it. Well, they're stronger than Ghouls, so you lucked out, right?"

"Ah, um... I see."

Well, I guess that's a hard thing to react to. But the fact that they've been reborn as vampires, who are stronger than Ghouls, means I might be able to expect them to act as commanders for the Ghoul forces. The birth of undead who are strong and can act on their own volition is a welcome development for me, so I hope they do their best.

"But don't you forget! The senior familiar to Master-waster is me, Solfi!"

Solfi interjected herself into the conversation.

"Y-Yes, we understand, Senior Solfi."

Overwhelmed by Solfi's energy, the slaves meekly lowered their heads.

"Senior... ah, what a beautiful sound..."

Solfi savored the word 'senior' with an ecstatic voice. However, a shadow tapped her on the shoulder—or rather, her wing.

"..."

It was Mummy Ichigo-kun.

"..."

He pointed a thumb at himself as if to say *he* was the senior.

"Hmph! Solfi was born directly from Master-waster! A 100% Master-made familiar! In terms of familiar ranking, that makes me the top!"

*100% Master-made? Do familiars have a country of origin now?*

"Oh my, is that a declaration of war against me, who is not even your lady's familiar?"

"Bgyuh!"

Adolnel joined the fray. She grabbed Solfi and began to shake her up and down.

"Dee-jooooooooooooo!!"

"Ho ho ho ho ho."

Perhaps the fact that she was the only one who wasn't my familiar was a sore spot for her, because Adolnel continued to shake Solfi mercilessly.

"...*Jerk, jerk*."

"Ah, yes. It's a pleasure to meet you, Senior Ichigo."

"*Nod*."

In stark contrast to the hellscape unfolding beside them, a peaceful exchange was taking place between Mummy Ichigo-kun and the slaves. Well, after seeing *that*, I guess they realized it was pointless to get hung up on hierarchies.

In any case, the slaves became a new force as vampires.

◆

"Hyaah!"

The slaves were fighting monsters. The reason being, I wasn't sure how strong my new familiars actually were. Were they as strong as me? Or were they incredibly weak? Adolnel had told me that I couldn't assign them roles without knowing their combat strength, so we decided to measure their power.

With a *BOOM* and a *CRASH*, the ground split and rocks shattered.

"They've got power, alright."

"Indeed. If only their attacks would land, they would be perfect."

The slaves' strength was immense. They were fast, too. Their physical abilities were, without a doubt, battle-ready. However...

"They're completely timid."

Yep, that was the problem. They were incredibly hesitant against the monsters, and their attacks were easily dodged, hitting nothing but air.

"Well, from what I've heard of their backgrounds, it seems they've never received any combat training."

Adolnel had looked into their pasts, and for the most part, they were ordinary people. The reasons they became slaves varied—some were taken to pay off their parents' debts, others were kidnapped—but as they had been chosen as my meal, they were mostly young girls. So, it was understandable that they had no combat training.

But now that they were vampires, their physical abilities had definitely improved, and with training, they could undoubtedly become a valuable asset. In fact, the monsters were wary of their power and were hesitant to attack recklessly.

"Hmm, maybe I should ask the Dark Elves to train them? But I've already given them a lot of work to do."

The Dark Elves were skilled enough to take on high-ranking adventurers, and they were also smart, so they were busy acting as on-site supervisors. I felt bad giving them, mortals that they were, even more work.

"*Pat, pat*."

Just then, Mummy Ichigo-kun tapped me on the shoulder.

"What is it?"

"*Shing*."

He drew his sword, gave it a few practice swings, and then pointed at the slaves.

"Um, you'll train them?"

"*Nod, nod*."

Mummy Ichigo-kun as a teacher... Can he really do it without being able to speak?

"Hmm, well, I guess it's worth a shot."

Mummy Ichigo-kun's swordsmanship was incredible. If they could learn from him, they would surely level up significantly.

"Okay. I'm counting on you, then."

"*Nod, nod*!"

He nodded enthusiastically, ran over to the slaves, and in a flash, annihilated the monsters they had been struggling with.

"...*Shing*!"

"W-We understand! We look forward to learning from you, instructor!"

Somehow, his intention got across, and the slaves bowed deeply to Mummy Ichigo-kun, showing their eagerness to be taught. Yep, they didn't look down on him just because he was a low-class undead without a will of his own. They were good, honest kids.

"...Wait a minute. Does this mean the pecking order has been established?"

"*Smirk*."

I'm starting to think that mummy has a will of his own after all.



    Chapter 55

    A Secret Meeting

    The time for the Founding Ceremony was finally upon us. Well, there was still a week to go, but for us, the ceremony had already begun.

"My lady, the envoy from the Centaur Race has arrived."

"Then show them to their quarters as planned."

"As you wish."

Although there were still a few days until the ceremony, the envoys participating would arrive at the location well in advance. This other world, sadly, wasn't like my past life, where you could show up on the day of thanks to airplanes and bullet trains. Carriages are slow, and they can be attacked by bandits or monsters. Not to mention, there's no such thing as GPS, so there's always the risk of getting lost in unfamiliar territory.

"Though we've worked hard on establishing highways, so you wouldn't get lost unless you were coming from some really remote village."

And so, we waited for the envoys from the various nations and races that had announced their attendance at the Founding Ceremony to gather. But we weren't just waiting.

"We are truly grateful for your granting us an audience before the ceremony, Your Majesty."

"Hahaha, this is an unofficial meeting, so please, make yourselves comfortable."

I urged the Centaur envoys to relax.

"No, as a representative of my chief, I cannot act in a discourteous manner."

*So formal.* Still, considering their situation, they couldn't afford to make a single mistake, so it couldn't be helped.

"Then let's get the difficult conversation out of the way. Your request is to avoid being dragged into the war between the Carmanta Nation and the Tarcorya Nation, correct?"

"How did you know!?"

The Centaurs were flustered that I had gotten to the heart of the matter before they could even bring it up. I had been holding unofficial meetings with the envoys who had come to attend the ceremony. However, I was only meeting with those from the nations and races that had arrived early.

In other words, it was a service for those who were quick to make a decision, and for those who placed importance on our existence. The plan was to instill a sense of hierarchy and urgency among the envoys.

"Hehe, we have a surprising number of allies, you know."

In reality, it was information gathered by my Vampire Bats. But we decided to take the opportunity to make them think we had many allies working behind the scenes. After all, a nation of races hostile to humans was bound to be viewed with caution, and openly fostering relations with a country that could be attacked by humans at any moment was risky. So, we were putting on an act to show that we had many allies who were secretly cooperating with us.

"You are correct. Our Centaur settlement is located along the border of the two nations. Because of this, we have been continuously threatened to cooperate in the humans' conflict."

"If I recall correctly, your territory is technically within the borders of the Carmanta Nation, isn't it?"

"Yes. Originally, it was land where we Centaurs lived, but before we knew it, the humans were telling us that it was their territory, and if we didn't become citizens, we had to leave."

"And when you refused, they made a show of force, putting you in a position where you had to obey, right?"

"Indeed. In terms of individual combat strength, we have the advantage, but if they were to set traps and attack us with an army, even we would be at a disadvantage..."

The Centaur Race has the lower body of a horse and the upper body of a human. Being part horse, they are incredibly fast. And they literally have horsepower, so their physical strength is not to be underestimated. With such a body, they are far more stable when shooting a bow from horseback than a human. Naturally, there isn't a country that wouldn't want such a born-and-bred cavalry race on their side. They're useful not only as a fighting force but also as messengers.

So, the two nations bordering their village had been putting pressure on the Centaurs to pledge allegiance to them. But if they sided with one, they would earn the hatred of the other. It would have been better if they lived deep within one of the territories, far from the other.

"The land we live on is a grassland rich in food, so it would be difficult for us to live away from it. Moreover, the grassland also extends into the territory of the Tarcorya Nation..."

Originally, they lived a nomadic lifestyle, migrating across the grasslands. When food became scarce in one area, they would move to another, and when that ran out, they would return to the first place.

"How have you managed to placate both nations until now?"

"Following a plan from a past chief, we split our village into two, pretending to be two separate tribes, and served both nations."

Heh, that's pretty clever.

"By doing so, we were able to go easy on each other when we had to fight, reducing casualties... but because we kept up the deception for so long, the fighting between us became half-hearted, and the humans started to get suspicious."

"Ah."

So they got too used to fighting their own kind and let their guard down.

"So they told us that in the next battle, we have to kill our opponents to prove that we are fighting seriously."

I see.

"But even though we have split the village, we do not wish to kill our own kind for the sake of another race's power struggle. That is why we have come to seek your wisdom, Your Majesty..."

That's a tall order. However, a race like this, which isn't hostile to humans but whose position could crumble at any moment, is one I'd definitely like to have on my side. They could blend into human society and provide us with various conveniences, and if something decisive were to happen to their standing, we could incorporate them into our forces. In fact, this is exactly that 'just in case' moment. So, I'll offer them a solution befitting an undead.

"In that case... how about you have the undead fight each other?"

"The undead...?"

That's right. Dig up the corpses of the recently deceased, expose them to the Miasma of my country to turn them into undead centaurs, and then have your people 'defeat' them on the battlefield. I think that would be enough to deceive the humans.

"Oh! Such a method exists!"

The Centaurs cheered, thinking it was a revolutionary way to deceive the humans.

"But digging up corpses and defiling them... is that not a desecration of our ancestors?"

However, among the Centaurs, some frowned, wondering if using corpses in war was not against the path of decency.

"That may be so, but this is a problem for the entire tribe. If we are found out, we could be wiped out by the humans or captured and enslaved."

"I understand, but still..."

Well, I can understand not wanting to see the corpses of your kin treated poorly, but I'd rather they didn't dither about it.

"Everyone, if this discussion is going to take a long time, please continue it back at your lodgings."

Adolnel's sharp voice cut through the Centaurs' argument.

"There are others who wish for an audience."

She was implicitly telling them they weren't the only ones who wanted a relationship with me, and if they were going to dither, they should just leave. Adolnel was being harsh.

"!? M-My apologies, that was rude of us..."

A perceptive envoy realized this, apologized hastily, and made his still-oblivious companions bow their heads as well. After that exchange, the Centaurs decided to take my proposal back to their homeland to discuss it and decide whether to go through with the undead plan.

"I hope you can make a decision before the war begins."

"We will send a messenger at once, so we should have an answer by the time the ceremony ends!"

Having been told by Adolnel that they would be abandoned if they dawdled, the Centaurs hastily departed, saying they would send a messenger immediately.

"It's a demerit that they didn't send someone with the authority to make decisions. Well, I suppose that's why they ended up in this mess in the first place."

Adolnel is so strict.

"Next up is the Dwarf Race. They are a species friendly to humans, but due to their incredible dexterity and their lack of physical strength because of their size, they are often exploited by other races and nations. Therefore, the purpose of their visit could be anything from seeking protection, to pledging fealty, to requesting the rescue of their kin. It's difficult to narrow it down."

In other words, they're a race that's involved in so many incidents that their purpose could be any of those things. What a pain. But being incredibly dexterous is a useful trait. If they want to move here, I'll gladly offer them protection.

"Alright, call them in."

And so, we continued to lay the groundwork even before the ceremony began.



    Chapter 56

    Descent of Moonlight

    ◆ Dark Elf Chief ◆

The sun set, and as the world was enveloped in darkness, the Founding Ceremony finally began. Envoys from every nation arrived at the venue.

"Wh-What is this!?"

Upon their arrival, the envoys were first stunned by the sight of the hall.

"A completely white venue!?"

The hall was painted entirely in white, with no other color in sight. Furthermore, the use of light magic to eliminate as many shadows as possible was, even though we had done it ourselves, an undeniably elaborate touch.

It wasn't that everything was the exact same color; subtly different shades of white had been used. This was the fruit of the cooperative efforts of many races, and upon its completion, even we were moved by the fact that we could create such a magnificent structure.

Moreover, we attendants were also clad in white robes from head to toe, with only our eyes visible. This was to avoid disrupting the color harmony of the venue.

"Is this truly the abode of a vampire...?"

Perhaps because the image of a vampire is associated with the red of blood or the black of the night, they could not hide their surprise at the pure white hall, which was like a sacred place. Rather, against this flawless white world, they seemed to feel a sense of confusion, as if they, in their colorful attire, were the stain that sullied the world.

*Hehe, they are overwhelmed.* When Lady Adolnel told us that the ceremony would be conducted with everything dyed white, I was perplexed as to why we would do such a strange thing, but seeing the envoys' bewilderment, I understood. This would indeed unsettle the opposing envoys and draw them into our pace. Overwhelmed, the envoys obediently followed our instructions and were led to their designated seats. Once they had regained their composure, they noticed the strangeness of their seating arrangement.

"Wait, what is this seating order?"

It was no wonder they were confused. At a ceremony, the most influential guests are seated at the front. However, some of the representatives from major powers had been guided to seats that were clearly meant for lower-ranking nations.

"What is the meaning of this? And why are the Centaurs and the Dwarf Race seated ahead of us!?"

Moreover, the envoys were more confused than displeased that nations and races that should have been of lower rank were seated in front of them. It was understandable. If it were nations of similar power, it might still be comprehensible, but to have a mere tribe of a single race, not even a nation, seated before them was baffling. But no one answered their questions, and we had no intention of doing so.

"Silence. Our master arrives."

With Lady Adolnel's voice, all the lights in the ceremony hall went out, and the pure white world was plunged into漆黒.

""""!?""""

Leaving the disoriented envoys behind, a light was born in the night sky.

"What is that!?"

The light slowly descended towards the ground.

*Ah, what a divine light.* I could not bring myself to believe in the teachings of the god worshipped by humans. To us, that light was the savior sent by the true god, the true representative of divinity.

When the light had descended close enough for the human eye to see, the envoys finally realized that it was a person with wings.

The savior of us Dark Elves—no, of all of us races hunted by humans.

"My name is Merlille Chromshell. I am the Queen of the Byakuya Kingdom."

""""...!!""""

The envoys were overwhelmed by our master's pure white form and immense pressure. Normally, these envoys would maintain their composure even before the king of a great nation, but in the strange atmosphere of the hall and before the mysterious figure of our master, who seemed to be the very antithesis of a vampire, they could not remain calm.

We shed the white robes we wore and knelt in unison.

""""!?""""

At this sight, the envoys who had finally come to their senses hastily assumed the posture of a vassal and knelt.

""""!?""""

And then they became agitated, realizing that they had, for some reason, adopted the posture of a vassal. As if nothing had happened, our master ignored the scene and sat on the throne set up in the hall with a leisurely motion.

"Now, let the ceremony begin."

It was a light-hearted remark, hardly fitting for the start of a national ceremony. But when spoken by my master, it sounded as if she were saying that such an event was nothing more than a way to pass the time.

""""...""""

At the sound of our master's voice announcing the beginning, the envoys' expressions changed. The atmosphere was as if a war was about to begin. Indeed, for them, who had come bearing the prestige of their nations, this ceremony was their battlefield. But having been thrown off balance by our master's descent, there was no way they could negotiate for the benefit of their own countries.



    Chapter 57

    The Empress is Born

    Honestly, I'm super nervous. Being exposed to the gazes of so many people while participating in a long ceremony is mentally draining. How do principals manage to give those long, sleep-inducing speeches in front of the entire student body? Maybe that's a special talent in itself. Ugh, I should have tried being a principal at least once!

Fortunately, Adolnel told me that I just had to sit on the throne, grin like an idiot, and wait until the final declaration of the nation's founding. So, I'm doing as I was told and plastering a smile on my face. *I am smiling properly, right?*

"And now, Her Majesty the Queen will make the declaration of the nation's founding."

"Huh?"

Oh, crap. Is it my turn already? Or maybe I should say *finally*. I stood up from the throne, received a document that looked like an oath from Adolnel, and began to read out the complicated text written on it. Once I read the final sentence, the ceremony would be as good as over.

"Herein, I declare the founding of the Byakuya Kingdom!!"

""""Wooooooooooah!""""

Applause and cheers erupted from the ceremony hall. The citizens of my nation let out roars, flapped their wings, and stamped their hooves on the ground, creating a cacophony of sounds. The envoys who attended the ceremony and the Ghouls who could not speak added a rhythm to the cheers with their applause. And so, the Founding Ceremony concluded without a hitch...

"I object!!"

Just then, a voice loud enough to reverberate throughout the entire hall silenced the cheers.

"What!?"

Startled by the sudden, loud objection, I scanned the venue. I thought it might have been one of the attending envoys, but they all looked wide-eyed with surprise, not like they had just voiced an objection. Then I thought it might be one of my citizens, but there was no reason for them to object. So who was it?

"Hahaha, as expected of one of my kind. You can still move after taking a blast of my voice."

"Above!?"

Realizing the voice was coming from above, I looked up. There, I saw a monstrous figure with wings.

"What... is that?"

It wasn't a bird floating in the sky. Nor was it a bat, of course. What was there was a bizarre figure that looked like a lump of several animals fused together.

"What a greeting. And to a fellow vampire, no less!"

"A vampire!? You!?"

No way. Aren't vampires supposed to be handsome men or beautiful women with pale skin, crimson eyes, sharp fangs, and a slender build!?

"That's right! I'm the strongest Vampire Chimera! My name is Kongoul!!"

"The strongest chimera...?"

Wait, what's a chimera again? I feel like I've heard that word before...

"A chi...mera? That thing? And a vampire one at that?"

Adolnel, who seemed to have regained her composure, voiced her confusion.

"Adolnel, you know what that is?"

"Y-Yes. It was mentioned in a book about extremely bizarre and powerful magical beasts and monsters that possess body parts from multiple animals."

"Oh, that's it. A chimera!"

Right, I remember now. In my past life, during recess at school, the boys in my class were talking about an enemy boss that was too strong to beat. Later, I had a chance to see a picture of it from the game, and if I remember correctly, it was like a kid's drawing of the ultimate monster: a lion's head and body, a goat's head, huge bat wings, and a snake's head and body attached to its rear as a tail.

"But I've never heard of a vampire chimera..."

"But there's one right here."

Come to think of it, I've been mass-producing animal vampires myself, so I guess it's not that strange for a vampire chimera to exist.

"Hahaha, that's right! The fact that I exist is undeniable! No matter what you say, it won't change the fact that you're all going to die!"

"!"

I reflexively created a wall with magic.

"Too slow!"

But my opponent was faster, and my wall was destroyed before it could fully form.

"Kuh!"

I barely managed to avoid a direct hit by shielding Adolnel and leaping to the side.

"Hah, you dodged it. Well, it would be a letdown if you died from a greeting."

Kongoul, the self-proclaimed Vampire Chimera, spouted his selfish nonsense as he soared into the sky.

"And you, Ghoul over there. Not bad yourself."

Following his gaze, I saw Mummy Ichigo-kun with his sword drawn. His formal attire for the ceremony, however, was in tatters.

"To parry my charge, you're pretty damn good."

It seemed that when Kongoul attacked, Mummy Ichigo-kun had intervened, reducing the damage. *Good job, Mummy Ichigo-kun! As always, you're surprisingly competent in a fight.*

"Alright, alright! This is getting fun! This is what a fight should be! Beating up small fry is fun, but a thrilling battle against a strong opponent is even better!"

"Yeah, well, can't you do that with people who actually want to fight? I'm good, thanks."

"Don't be so cold! My master finally gave me permission to fight an equal! Entertain me!"

*Who is this inconsiderate owner of yours?*

"Hahahahaha! Alright, I'm getting serious now!"

And just like that, a battle against the suddenly appeared Vampire Chimera began, whether I wanted it to or not.



    Chapter 58

    Vampire vs. Vampire

    "Hahahahaha! Alright, I'm getting serious now!"

A battle against the suddenly appeared vampire, Kongoul, had begun.

"Take this!"

Kongoul moved his massive body, a fusion of several animals, at an incredible speed, charging towards me.

"Kuh! Everyone, evacuate!"

I hastily dodged while ordering everyone to take shelter. His target was me, but there was a high risk that everyone would get caught in the collateral damage of his attacks.

"Worried about others? You've got guts!"

Having had his attack dodged, Kongoul immediately turned and fired a spell at me.

"Wall!"

With no time to think of a proper spell name, I created a wall. But Kongoul's magic was powerful, and my wall was shattered in just a few hits.

"No way!?"

"Haha! How fragile!"

In that opening, Kongoul closed the distance, and his many heads opened their mouths wide, preparing to tear me to shreds.

"!?"

""""My lady!!""""

At the sound of their voices, Kongoul's body swayed to the side, allowing me to barely evade the attack.

"We will fight with you!"

"Everyone!?"

It was the slaves, my new vampire familiars, who had appeared.

"Small fry, stay out of this!"

""""Kyaaaaaa!!""""

"And they got sent flying immediately!"

I thought I had reliable allies, but—! Well, they did block that attack, so they were useful. For newly turned vampires, they did their best!

"Everyone, help with the evacuation!"

""""Y-Yes, ma'am...""""

I can't go all out here with everyone around. I need to change location. I soared into the sky and flew away from the capital with all my might.

"Follow me!"

"A chase? I'm in!"

Kongoul flapped his wings and pursued me.

"This should be far enough."

Arriving at a plain far from the capital, I turned around to face Kongoul.

"Shall we continue?"

"So you can go all out here, huh?"

It seems he had seen right through me.

"Hehe, I'm looking forward to seeing the power of a high-ranking vampire like myself!"

"Eh? I'm your eq—"

"Gaaaaaaaaah!!"

With a concussive *boom*, an aura erupted from Kongoul's entire body.

"Whaaaaaaaaaat!?"

*What is this, some kind of battle manga!?*

"Heeeeere I coooooome!"

The moment a bursting sound echoed, Kongoul's body vanished.

"Eh!? Gaaaaah!?"

An instant later, a tremendous impact struck my stomach. A violent shock, as if my internal organs were about to be blown away. Immediately after, another violent impact and pain shot through my back and the back of my head.

"!!"

It hurt too much to even scream. *What just happened!?*

"Hey, hey, what are you doing taking a direct hit like that? You should have dodged that."

*D-Don't be ridiculous! It hurts like hell!*

"Stop playing around and heal up already."

"I can't... without blood..."

This is bad. I don't have any food nearby to heal my wounds. And I highly doubt he'll give me the time to look for any.

"...Huh? What are you talking about? Just use your magic and it'll be over in an instant."

"Eh?"

*Magic? What does that mean?*

"Hey, hey, you really don't know? Like this."

"Wha!?"

As he said that, Kongoul bit off his own foreleg, and then with a squelching sound, the wound swelled up and a new foreleg grew back.

"That's disgusting!"

"How rude!"

"Whoa, what was that? How do you do it?"

"Are you serious? Focus your magic on the wound and create a lid, like you're sealing it. If it's torn off, create a new one with magic."

"Um, like... this?"

Following his instructions, I covered the painful parts of my body with magic and focused it on the large gashes with the image of filling them in. And just like that, the pain vanished.

"It's healed!"

The wounds were completely gone, and the pain had disappeared.

"You're hopeless. How can you not know the basic abilities of a vampire?"

"Hmm, I feel like I might have learned it a long time ago, but I'm not sure."

I wasn't born a vampire; I became one through a sudden evolution. I was taught my abilities through lessons and training later on, so it hasn't really sunk in.

"Hey, hey, I came here to fight an equal, you know. This is a real letdown."

The only silver lining was that this atmosphere had dampened Kongoul's will to fight. This might be my chance!

"Hey, hey, Kongoul, can you do other stuff too? If you can, teach me."

"Huh? Why should I do something so troublesome!?"

"Because you came to fight me, right? But I barely know how to fight like a vampire. So if you, who knows how, teach me, I'll be able to fight."

"Well... I guess so?"

Alright, things are moving in a good direction!

"Come on, teach me how to use my vampire powers, Professor Kongoul!"

"Professor!?"

Being called 'Professor' made Kongoul's many eyes go wide. But soon, a grin spread across his face.

"F-Fine. Just for a little bit."

Yes! Diversion successful!

"Alright, I'll teach you a little bit about how to fight, so listen up."

"Yes, Professor!"

And so, what had been a battle against a mysterious vampire who appeared out of nowhere turned into a study session on vampirism.



    Chapter 59

    Learning How to Fight from the Enemy

    "Listen up. We high-ranking vampires are made mostly of magic. In other words, we ourselves are like magic."

Kongoul, the mysterious vampire who had suddenly attacked during my founding ceremony, was now, through a strange turn of events, teaching me how to fight like a vampire. Seriously, what a bizarre development.

"Uh-huh."

"Not 'uh-huh,' it's 'yes.'"

"Yes."

Kongoul seems to be surprisingly strict about manners.

"What that means is, we can use magic without rituals or incantations like humans do."

Right, I learned that from the vampire teacher at the castle.

"Our way of fighting is far more free than humans can imagine. We can magically replicate anything we can think of. We're omnipotent. We can even do things like grow back an arm, like I just did. In other words, a vampire's battle is a battle of imagination—who can out-imagine the other."

"Out-imagine the other..."

"That's right. In human terms, it's something like this."

He then created the magic arrows that the humans I fought before had used, but without an incantation.

"And when a human tries to create a powerful spell..."

With a *pop*, magic arrows of different sizes and in great quantities were created.

"This is the limit for a typical human. It's because of their limited magic and lack of control. But we don't need to control magic, and our magic power easily surpasses that of several thousand ordinary humans. The higher a vampire's rank, the higher their magic limit becomes, and if they store a large amount of high-quality blood, they become even stronger."

"Whoa, we have that much magic power?"

"You should at least know that much."

"I thought I had a good grasp of my own strength from fighting monsters and humans."

"Measuring yourself against small fry will only narrow your own potential. If you want to know your limits, fight someone stronger than you."

"But if I die doing that, it's all over."

"You idiot, we're vampires. As long as we're not turned to ash by sunlight, we can recover from being torn to pieces. If you're facing an opponent you can't possibly beat, you can play dead and put yourself back together later, or use teleportation magic to escape. There are plenty of ways."

"Teleportation magic!? That exists!?"

Seriously!? I can use stuff like teleportation or an anywhere door!?

"Ah, don't use spatial teleportation carelessly. You could end up in a weird place and never be able to come back. If you're going to practice, do it within a short distance, within your line of sight. And in your case, you need to be able to properly use your power before you even think about it."

"Okaaaay."

"It's 'yes.' Don't drag it out."

"Yes."

This guy is really strict about manners. He looks like a monster, but he's surprisingly caring, or rather, has a strong senior mentality.

"That's about it. After this, just keep fighting and experimenting, and train yourself to instantly create an image that surpasses your opponent's. Remember, in a battle between us vampires, the one with the stronger image wins. Shape an image that surpasses your opponent's!!"

"Understood, Professor!"

"Hmph."

I see. It seems our vampire abilities are far more versatile than I thought. But come to think of it, the very image of a vampire—turning into mist, turning into a bat, flying, having incredible power—is already pretty over-the-top and lawless.

"Alright, let's fight."

"Eh?"

"Eh?"

Wait, wait, why are you suggesting we fight in this atmosphere?

"Isn't this the part where you say, 'Well, I'm not in the mood to fight anymore today, so I'm heading home'?"

"Why would I say that? I taught you how to use your power so we could fight."

What a disaster. I can't believe there was such a huge misunderstanding between us!

"Shouldn't a master dote on their student!?"

"A student should challenge their master to surpass them, shouldn't they!?"

How violent!

"I just want to live a lazy, peaceful life holed up in my territory."

"No, you can't say that after making such a flashy scene fighting humans. You're getting a lot of attention, you know."

"...Seriously?"

"Seriously."

Well, yeah. I kind of thought so myself. I intended to just invade a remote town, but before I knew it, it had become a nationwide incident, and now it's escalated into a major conflict involving several countries.

"No, that was the fault of the humans who were driven by greed! Lust for power is not good!"

"It's because you stimulated that greed in those humans. If you want to live quietly, you should have taken over a remote village or something and slowly built up your power over time. Suddenly conquering a town just makes it look like you're itching for a war."

"R-Really...?"

"You're a real disappointment, you know that?"

Stop it! Don't look at me with those pitiful eyes, like you're looking at some pathetic creature!

"Well, that's how it is. You made such a flashy debut as a vampire. If you want to survive from now on, you'll have to be able to at least take me down!"

Stop it! Stop talking about me like I'm some cringe kid who failed their middle school debut!

"Kuh! I'll do it! I'll do it! I'll shut that mouth of yours with force!"

"Hah-hah! That's what I'm talking about! Now this is getting fun!"

Before he can completely destroy my mental state, I'm going to shut him up with force! He himself said that a student can beat their master with force, so I won't let him complain!

"Here I come!"

"Bring it on!"

And so, the curtain rose on the great battle between vampires, which would later be known as the Calamity of the Continent-Splitting Thunder and Fire.



    Chapter 60

    A Serious Fight

    "Here I go!"

"L-Let's do this!"

The battle began anew. The instant Kongoul vanished again, I frantically imagined my body hardening, wrapping myself in that image.

*THWACK!*

"Alright, alright, you blocked it that time."

"Thanks to you..."

That hurt so much! It felt like I'd just taken a sledgehammer to the gut! But I somehow managed to withstand it! The image held!

"Alright, here comes the next one!"

"Wha—?!"

My body was launched into the air.

"Now, try this on for size!!"

A massive beam shot out from Kongoul.

"Whoaaaaa!"

I scrambled to create a wall to block his attack, but it shattered instantly.

"Aaaah, it's hot!"

Owowowowowow! It burned so much!

"Why are you just taking it head-on?! Remember what I taught you!"

What he taught me? Uh, let's see...

"An attack that surpasses your opponent's imagination!!"

In that case, I'll summon a massive tornado to blow this beam away!

With a deep *BOOM*, a giant tornado materialized, twisting the beam of light aside.

"Oh, so you *can* do it when you try!"

Kongoul's cheerful laughter just pissed me off.

"Now it's my turn!"

I created a volley of fiery spears and unleashed them all at once on Kongoul.

"Too soft!!"

But Kongoul didn't even bother to dodge, taking every single hit.

"No way!?"

"You think you can beat me with some bog-standard magic that any human would use? We're high-tier vampires! Hit me with something stronger! Something your opponent would never see coming!"

"A stronger attack..."

Easy for him to say. I'm just a former Vampire Bat; I don't have any attacks like that... or wait. A certain scene from my past life suddenly flashed through my mind.

"Alright then, how about this!"

I pictured a metal tube, imagining a projectile firing from its tip at incredible speed, and launched the image at Kongoul.

"Huh? That's not any diff—GWAH!?"

The moment the projectile hit Kongoul, it exploded with a loud *bang*.

"Wh-what was that just now!?"

When the smoke cleared, Kongoul was standing there, bleeding.

"Yes! It worked!"

Success! A magical Rocket Launcher! I remember the guys in my old life getting all fired up during games, saying rocket launchers were the ultimate weapon, and they were right! Okay, if I use my knowledge of Earth's weaponry as a base for my images, I should be able to create attacks that can even hurt Kongoul. Luckily, I've seen plenty of weapons in all those action movies they show on the weekends!

"Alright, eat this!"

"Hah, now things are getting interesting!"

I imagined a whole barrage of rocket launchers and let 'em rip at Kongoul.

"Like the same attack would work twice!"

Kongoul dodged the rockets at blinding speed, charging straight for me.

"Then how about this!"

If he's going to dodge, then I just need an attack that follows him! I pictured a Missile and fired it at Kongoul.

"Oho?! Don't think so!"

Kongoul flipped his body in midair, catching the missile with his four feet. But this was a missile. Of course it would explode on impact.

*KABOOOOOOOM!!* The missile detonated in a tremendous fiery blast.

"GUOOOOOOOOOH!!"

"Ah, whoops."

*Oh crap, did I overdo it?!* I know he attacked me out of the blue, but it would be more than just awkward if I killed the guy who was teaching me how to fight!

"Hya-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!!"

But from within that inferno, Kongoul leaped out.

"You're kidding me!?"

"You're seriously something else! I'd never guess you were the same girl who barely knew how to use her own power just a minute ago!"

Kongoul let out a laugh of pure, unadulterated joy.

"Guess this means I'll have to get serious, too!"

"You really don't have to!"

"Don't be so cold! I wanna have some fun, too! OOOOOOOOOOOH!!"

Magical energy surged through Kongoul's entire body, causing it to swell in size.

"Eeeh?! He got bigger!?"

No, that wasn't it. The magical energy surrounding Kongoul had expanded, taking on his shape but on a much larger scale.

"This is my Grand Armor Magic! Now, the real fight begins!"

When Kongoul raised his arm, the giant body made of magical energy mimicked the movement. And when he swung it down, the magical arm descended at a ferocious speed with a deafening *WHOOSH*.

"Eeeeeeeeeek!"

I dodged just in time, but the shockwave still sent me flying. Then, with an explosive *BOOM*, the ground was blown away, leaving a massive crater.

"Heeeh..."

What incredible power! So that magical body is like a powered suit that increases Kongoul's attack power and range?!

"Alright, try not to get smashed to bits!!"

"Don't say such terrifying things!"

The battle that followed was nothing short of ferocious. I drew on every bit of knowledge from the various movies and anime I'd seen on Earth to unleash my magic, while Kongoul attacked by swinging his giant magical body around at the same speed as his real one. His claws, fangs, and tail extended, and his wings shot out what looked like feathers of light that tore through the landscape like blades, carving out new valleys. My magic would blast a huge hole through a mountain, revealing the scenery behind it, and in turn Kongoul would slam me into the ground, creating a deep, wide crater.

"Hah... hah..."

"Hoo... hoo..."

We glared at each other, breathing heavily.

"Heheh, this is fun."

"It's not fun at all!"

"Don't be like that. Let's enjoy this a bit more. The only other person I can really go all-out against is the Master, you know."

All this is for me is pain, not fun!

"That said... looks like it's about time."

Just like that, Kongoul dispelled his magical body, returning to his original size. He glanced toward the horizon, where the sky was beginning to lighten.

"Still feelin' a little unsatisfied, but that was pretty damn fun. Let's do it again sometime."

"I just said I don't want to!"

"Hahaha, see ya!"

And with that, having said all he wanted to say, Kongoul shot off into the sky and disappeared.

"He just... fought me for fun and bolted?!?!"

Wh-what is with that guy! He just did whatever he wanted and then took off!

"Aaargh, I'm exhausted. I'm going home to sleep!"

Letting out a deep sigh, I decided to just go back and crash. Honestly, of all the crazy people to pick a fight with me!

And so, I turned around—and was met with an unbelievable sight.

"...Whoa, what is this?"

As far as the eye could see, the land was a pockmarked, cratered mess. Mountains were gouged out, the ground was blasted away, rivers were cut in two, and valleys and massive holes were everywhere. It looked like the aftermath of a child going wild and making a chaotic mess in a sandbox.

"...Everyone managed to evacuate safely, right?"

Feeling a little worried for everyone I'd left behind, I was nonetheless truly and sincerely relieved that we had moved the ceremony to a different location.



    Chapter 61

    The Vampire Is Still Busy Expanding Her Domain

    In the end, my battle with Kongoul threw the Founding Ceremony into complete disarray. The envoys from the various nations, not wanting to get caught in the crossfire, had all fled, and the event was anything but ceremonial.

"Ufufufu."

Amidst the chaos, however, Adolnel alone was beaming.

"But of course! We were able to demonstrate your power so magnificently before the envoys of every nation. I do wish you could have seen the looks on their faces, Lady Merlille."

Yeah, I'm not sure I really want to see that.

"Every last one of them wore a mask of terror and despair, the hostility they'd been hiding in their hearts utterly shattered. Meanwhile, the smaller countries and minority races who had sought an alliance with us were profoundly relieved that they had chosen to pursue friendly relations from the very beginning."

Well, I guess seeing that devastation from the outside would have that effect. Even I was shocked when I saw how trashed the landscape was.

"Furthermore, a new mineral vein was discovered in one of the mountains destroyed during your battle!"

"Eh? Seriously?!"

A mineral vein? Like, for iron and gold and all that?

"It's a major discovery! A mineral vein found in a mountain previously thought to be worthless. What's more, it's a rare ore that was believed to be nonexistent in our country, so the surrounding nations must be seething with jealousy! Of course, for the time being, its use will be limited to domestic purposes while we conduct trial excavations."

Adolnel looked overjoyed as she read out the report on the newly mined ore.

"They expect a considerable deposit, so this will become a new industry for our nation. Also, the Dwarves who remained neutral this time will surely be spurred to action if it means getting their hands on this ore. If we can negotiate skillfully, this is our chance to foster a friendly relationship between the Dwarves and a race that is hostile to humans. They have always been neutral but leaning towards humanity; however, it was an open secret that they were negotiating behind the scenes with human-hostile races in search of rare minerals."

I see. So their self-serving actions, which were once a secret, will now be conducted out in the open. If that happens, the human-leaning Dwarves might not become our allies, but they would become completely neutral, making things more difficult for the human nations.

"And the valley created by your battle can be used as a defensive fortification. If we simply build a bridge for passage but leave the valley as is, we can reduce the cost of patrols in that area."

"Using even the valley... You really don't miss a trick, do you, Adolnel?"

It seemed, however, that even she couldn't find a use for the countless craters.

"The craters will be developed and used as reservoirs. Since several rivers were severed, we can redirect them into the craters as we repair them, creating small lakes."

Oh, uh... right. Her determination to use every single thing that was created... It makes her feel less like a noble lady and more like a resourceful housewife. In any case, it seemed the fight with Kongoul had brought us more benefits than I'd expected.

"When you put it that way, maybe I should be a little grateful to Kongoul."

"Hey, don't say 'a little'! You should be damn grateful!"

"Haha, you wish... wait, huh?"

That familiar voice made me turn around, and there I saw the familiar beast, a chimera of various animals...

"Kongoul?! What are you doing here?!"

Gah! Don't tell me he's here for a rematch?!

"Yo, I came to hang out today!"

"'Hang out'...?"

He says that, but knowing him, there's a high probability that 'hanging out' means 'fighting'.

"Here, brought ya a souvenir."

Kongoul pulled a pouch from within his fur and offered it to me.

"It's an assortment of rare potions. We don't need 'em, but they'll probably come in handy for that human girl and the others, right?"

"Um, thank you."

I was a little surprised by the unexpectedly normal gift. Still, since he gave it to me, I might as well make good use of it.

"L-Lady Merlille, this is an Elder Potion!!"

Suddenly, Adolnel let out a shriek.

"Elder Potion? What's that?"

"It is an extremely valuable item made by aging a high-grade potion in a strictly controlled environment! It's not just a high-grade potion; it's an incredibly rare one that can only be made by letting it mature over time, much like a vintage wine!"

Whoa, so even potions have aged vintages like alcohol.

"Are you sure about this?"

I couldn't help but ask if it was really okay for me to accept a souvenir so valuable that it made even Adolnel this flustered.

"It's fine. I'm gonna be crashing here from now on, after all."

"Huh?" Wait a minute, since when did he decide to move in?

"After all, this place is about to be crawling with powerful enemies. You'll need at least this much to help that little lady and the others survive."

"Don't just decide you're going to live here—wait, what did you just say?"

"I said this land is about to be attacked by countless enemies."

"Attacked? Why?"

Didn't our fight scare the neighboring countries so much that they lost all will to oppose us?

"Yup. The powerhouses of the world, drawn by the scent of our battle, have started to make their moves."

"The powerhouses of the world!?"

What is this!!

"Heheh, sounds exciting, doesn't it? If I stay here, they'll come to me. Makes my fists itch for a fight!"

"Well, tell your fists to stop itching!"

How-how-how did it come to this?!

"Your Majesty, this is urgent! A report from the Vampire Bats! The great nation to the west has declared war on our kingdom and is mobilizing its army!"

"What?!"

A Dark Elf burst in with such force he nearly kicked the door off its hinges, and his report nearly stopped my heart.

"My Liege! A report that the dragons of the east are heading toward our kingdom in a great swarm!"

"Wha—?!"

Next, an Orc came crashing in with enough force to shatter the wall.

"Queen! The Demon King has come to challenge you to a battle to prove who is the strongest!"

"He's already here?!"

Then a panicked Goblin appeared to report the hostile arrival.

"Gahaha! They're all quick on the uptake, aren't they! Guess I was right to hurry on over!"

""""Master, we have a problem!!""""

"Oh, give me a break!"

I clutched my head as report after report of new enemies came flooding in.

"When will I ever get to relax in my quiet little paradise?!"

It seemed the expansion of my kingdom's territory was far from over. *Sigh*...


