
        
            
                
            
        


 
    Chapter 1 - I Have No Mouth 

      

      

    I look in the bathroom mirror and can feel my sanity points dropping. 

    People have called me a tomboy or said that I possess no feminine qualities, but never has anyone told me that I'm ugly. Alright, it may be true that I have short, disheveled hair - or rather bed hair - like a boy's, and my body is more athletic than attractive since I'm the ace of the track and field club. Also, my interests have been aligned with those of boys ever since my grade school days. Furthermore, I'm only reading manga directed at a young male audience, while my female classmates don't even want to peek at them. Then, there is the fact that I get overly excited during hot-blooded special effect shows and events, even though I'm already in my second year of high school... 

    Now that I list everything one after the other, I feel depressed. But I'm not ugly! In fact, several people already confessed to me during middle and high school, even though they were all, without exception, cute female underclassmen. In other words, I'm sure I'd be considered handsome. 

    The fact that I can only use an adjective exclusively utilized to refer to the male half of the population to describe myself with, rather than say the word 'beautiful', somehow hurts more than it should.  

    I sigh, and the gurgling noise that comes out of my throat instead shakes me awake from my self-loathing inner monologue. I look into the mirror again and nearly scream at the thing that returns my gaze. It's something that would be blurred out by mosaic when shown on TV, but even that would be an understatement. 

    Actually, why is this mirror framed in gold? I don't remember my bathroom having something this gaudy. Did my dad bring a souvenir from one of his business trips again? In fact, this doesn't look like my bathroom at all! Everything here appears incredibly expensive all of a sudden. The floor and wall tiles are a beautiful black marble with white veins; I think I've seen something similar on a TV show about a luxury resort. The bathtub changed into a free-standing cast tub made of solid bronze, with fittings of gold. How did this happen overnight? 

    With this, I successfully avert my eyes from the main problem. 

    Now that I think about it, I can't remember last night too well. I came back from an inter-high marathon - of course, I placed first, who do you think I am? - and was utterly exhausted, so I had dinner, took a bath and... hm? 

    I don't remember going to bed, but I did wake up in a bed just now. Well, I guess I was so tired that I wasn't entirely conscious at the time. Maybe I slept longer than a day? But why would my bathroom change in that time? It's not like my parents are affluent enough to do a quick upgrade as a surprise to me. For now, it would be best to find my parents and ask them; I can't make sense of this situation on my own. 

    But when I walk into my bedroom, it has changed, too. I admit, I did sleepwalk out of my bed into the en-suite bathroom and didn't take note of my surroundings at the time since I'm unexpectedly the type to be weak in the mornings. 

    Hey, it's cute, alright? I can't be perfect all around. 

    Really though, why do I have a canopy bed? And why does my entire room look as gaudy as the bathroom? Actually, it would seem that the whole place has expanded to more than five times its previous size, too. The high-quality red carpet dampens the sound of my steps as I walk past a dresser made of mahogany and look up. A golden chandelier hangs from a ceiling twice as tall as I remember. 

    I move around to the side of the giant canopy bed and look down at it. There are signs that someone has slept here, but somehow I can't picture myself in my current form lying tucked in under the sheets. After all, I'm only vaguely humanoid, and as far as my appearance goes, it feels like I should be leaving behind a trail of slime wherever I go... 

    "Chaos-sama, excuse me." A knock and a girl's voice coming from outside derails my train of thoughts. The heavy-looking wooden door opens, and a maid with short ash-gray hair enters without waiting for a response. She sees me and her neutral and professional expression changes to a grimace of horror for a split second before she quickly bows before me to hide it. When she straightens her back and looks up again, her face appears strained, and she's staring at a spot slightly right of where my face is. 

    Haaah... I'm ugly, aren't I? 

    Wait, did she just call me Chaos-sama? I'm not a chuunibyou who would get happy at being called that, you know? At least I'm assuming that Chaos-sama refers to me since nobody else is in the room. 

    "I-I shall be cleaning y-your room. The queen is a-about to have breakfast in the d-dining hall. P-please head there immediately." Stuttering while avoiding eye contact, the maid speaks of the existence of a dining hall. This isn't my home anymore, is it? And what does she mean by 'the queen'? 

    I stand frozen in place as the maid passes me by and I spot something that shouldn't be there, coming out of a triangular hole at the base of her back: A scaly tail. It's curved downwards and presses against her skirt in a posture I would say signals fear - if she was a dog. But that's no dog tail and resembles a lizard's. 

    No, wait a second... this maid has a tail! 

    She must be doing cosplay. Yep, let's leave it at that. 

    I leave my room and exit into a large hallway as gaudily decorated as everything else I've seen so far. At this point, I'm convinced this isn't my house, and that something happened to me tonight. I'm not at an age to drink alcohol though, so that can't be what happened. 

    In either case, I'm supposed to head to the dining hall to meet this 'queen', and since I'm feeling quite hungry, it's killing two birds with one stone. 

    Now, I only need to find this dining hall first. I realize that this must be a giant mansion from how the hallway extends in both directions for a fair bit, but something about the architecture is bothering me: There are windows in the hallway, but there were none in my room. Typically you would construct a building in a way which allows light to fall into the rooms you stay in most of the time so that you don't have to use lamps. 

    When I look out the window, a sight both beautiful and terrifying greets me. This mansion must be located on a hill, because a sprawling city extends below me, just beyond a thick defensive wall, consisting of architecture unlike any I've seen before. It possesses a dark beauty, with sloped roofs and black tiles, dark gray walls and darkened windows. 

    Actually, what's with all these dark colors? I can't imagine that living in this city can be anything but depressing. 

    The sky filled with black clouds seems to be looming right over me, as if ready to unload a lightning storm on my head. Beyond the city's fortified walls is a barren wasteland with black rock formations jutting out of the ground, all seemingly pointing in the same direction. 

    That was the beautiful part. The terrifying part is the fact that none of it looks familiar. This doesn't even look like Japan anymore! 

    Am I in one of those? Did I get transported to a different world in my sleep? But if that were the case, why would my appearance change? 

    Wait, don't tell me I died in my sleep and reincarnated instead? Why would I be fully grown, then? I mean I can walk and all, and I'm taller than that maid with the tail, who looked reasonably adult-like. If I just reincarnated, shouldn't I start out as a baby? 

    I don't have any knowledge or memories about this place at all, but if I'm at the same age as I was in my previous life, I'll be facing a lot of difficulties. 

    At least I don't seem to have a problem with the language. And speaking of which, I didn't pay attention to it earlier because I was too confused, but the maid certainly didn't speak Japanese. Yes, somehow I can understand it as if it's the most natural thing. 

    Let's go and see this queen first. Maybe she can explain this situation. 

    While walking along the hallway deep in thought, I come across a staircase. Should I go up or down here? The maid never told me where the dining room was and I have absolutely no knowledge about this place. I pick downstairs with the reasoning that a dining room is usually on ground level, though I have no idea if this doesn't just lead into the cellar. If it does, I'll be looking pretty dumb. 

    But luckily for me, I come out onto another hallway with lots of doors on one side and large windows on the other. Will it appear odd if I start opening doors at random to find the right room? I'm sure it will... 

    Then again, since it's a dining hall, the door should be appropriately large, right? 

    And as I think that, I come upon a double-winged door that looks like it could lead to where I need to go. I push it open, the hinges creaking under the heavy weight of the wood, and find a large hall with a long mahogany table in the center. Countless chairs with tall backrests stand in perfect order, the whole setup reminiscent of those seen in the meeting rooms of evil organizations in movies. 

    At the very end of the table sits a woman in a sectioned frilly white dress with golden trims, which reveals a massive cleavage. She has bluish-gray skin, long flowing purple hair and a large pair of horns curved upwards coming from her forehead. The white of her eyes is black, while the irises are a bright yellow, giving her a piercing gaze even though the corners of her eyes are sloped downwards. It would give the impression that she's a gentle woman if it wasn't for the fact that she doesn't look human. 

    That's definitely a demon, right? 

    "Good morning, Chaos-chan. It would seem you have gained a consciousness." Her voice possesses an undeniable allure, paired with the dignity of the rich and powerful. "You have come at the right time to partake in breakfast. We have just gained a large stockpile of food yesterday." 

    Yes mama, I'm actually quite hungry. 

    For some reason I know that this is my mother; I can feel it the moment I lay my eyes on her, even though I've never seen her before. 

    But why are our appearances so different? I'm something I don't even want to begin to describe, but she's a real beauty. Do I take after my father or something? That aside, her wording just now was strange and quite interesting. 'Gained a consciousness' suggests that I didn't have one before this morning. So does this mean I was just born? Then I guess I won't have any troubles with lacking knowledge of this world. 

    I'm having difficulties choosing where to sit, but my mother gestures to the seat right next to her, so I make my way there. Just when I sit down, she rings a small bell, and several maids enter from doors hidden in alcoves. They push in carts carrying silver trays with corresponding covers. 

    Every single girl looks inhuman. Some have horns, wings or tails; others are no different from humans except for their skin tones, which include blue, green and gray. 

    A petite and very slender maid with a pair of black bat wings in place of her arms pushes a cart next to me. Her short reddish-brown hair is in a bob, and where a human's ears would peek out from normally, two huge and pointy ears covered in fur cover the sides of her head. Her eyes, including the irises and sclera, are entirely black, she has a small pointed nose and a slightly protruding pucker. She looks like a bat-girl. 

    Another maid, one with long brown hair, large horizontal pupils, and a wide mouth, picks up a big covered tray with webbed hands that feature bulbous fingertips. Her skin has a greenish hue with a wet sheen, and there are black markings on her face and the back of her hands. I'm not entirely sure, but I'd say that this is a frog girl. 

    She places the tray in front of me, and I eagerly await her opening it - then I remember that there's a little problem. 

    I have no mouth, and I must eat. 

    Before I can turn around and ask my mother how I'm supposed to consume any food, the cover is lifted before me. What greets me is a small plume of steam and underneath it the face of a man. The eyes are rolled back in their sockets, and the skin is the pinkish color of steamed but still rare meat. 

    It's a severed head. 

    And as if to add insult to injury, the bat maid lifts the head's skullcap with her single claw, to reveal the brain within, before the frog girl places a large spoon next to me. 

    I have no mouth, and I must scream! 

    After the shock of seeing a human head and its contents being presented to me on a silver platter, all my wonder at seeing the inhuman maids has been blown away. I have to say, all this looks incredibly life-like, almost like they're all real. Wings for arms, webbed hands, and now a severed human head with a steamed brain inside. Not like I know the real thing's appearance. 

    It's one of those, right? A cake shaped like a human head, one of those novelty birthday cakes that you can order online. 

    "Please enjoy your meal, Maou-sama." When she speaks up, I finally notice the presence of the giant maid standing behind my mother. She looks like a normal human compared to all the other people here, so she didn't even enter my vision before. Easily standing at a head taller than me, she towers above everyone else and has the physique of a man rather than a woman, with broad shoulders and thick arms. The only reason I can identify her as female is that her face looks quite ladylike, though a stranger to smiles. 

    Wait, Maou-sama? Leaving aside the fact that it's clearly a Japanese expression, which is being mixed with this completely foreign language that I'm able to understand somehow, this makes it clear that my mother is the demon queen. 

    No no no, there's something wrong with this situation! 

    The pattern for these reincarnation stories is that I'll be reborn as the fated hero or something, and live the life of a protagonist in a harem manga. This is just a crazy dream brought on from a mixture of exhaustion due to the marathon yesterday, and having read too many of those trending reincarnation web novels, isn't it? Time to wake up by pinching myself. 

    If only I had fingers to do so with. 

    I do have an overall humanoid appearance, with all the extremities you would find on a human. But my arms and legs are composed of countless tentacles, ending in tentacle fingers which don't have nails at their ends. Furthermore, the face I've seen in the mirror is one even a mother couldn't love. 

    Unless that mother is the demon queen of course... 

    Rather than ugly, it's just that my face is something I can't even begin to describe. At the very least I can say that it lacks eyes, a nose, and a mouth. I have no idea how I'm even seeing, hearing or smelling anything right now. 

    "Chaos-chan, you must be wondering how you can eat without a mouth, right?" The demon queen asks in an understanding tone. Before her is a plate with the same content, but rather than a man's, it's a woman's head. From my angle, I can only tell that it's still wearing large ornamental ear-rings. 

    Actually, those ears seem kind of long and pointy. Is that an elf? 

    "You could change your appearance, but I will teach you the basics first. Here, mama will show you how you eat as you are now." And without further ado, the demon queen lifts the elf's head and hugs it to her cleavage. In the next moment, the head begins to disappear into her body. 

    What? A magic trick? 

    "Ah, quite delicious." She makes a satisfied expression when the head has wholly submerged into her body. 

    Wait just a second! Please give me a step by step breakdown. Else it'll end like one of those situations where people get some important body part stuck in some awkward place because of unclear instructions.  

    "But I do not like this." From her chest, the bare skull of the elf pops out and falls into her palm, along with the earrings. She places the leftovers on the tray, and a maid immediately collects it, while another one brings the next dish. 

    This one contains a pair of small and delicate hands placed like wings, over which a light brown sauce is spread out. 

    I bring my attention back down to the head in front of me. Maou-sama, if you have me eat heads, at least give me that of a beautiful elf, too. Well, I have to admit that this one would be quite handsome if it weren't for the fact that he looks like he was in terrible agony right up to the moment of his death. 

    Still, no harm in trying out eating a human head, right? After all, this is a dream... right? 

      

    Papa, mama, I'm sorry. Your daughter has become a cannibal. Then again, I'm not a human right now, so that doesn't count as cannibalism, or does it? 

    In either case, it was a sensation unlike any I've felt before. Having a man inside me for the first time was a little scary at the beginning, but it started to feel really good soon after. When I pulled him out after his essence melted into me, it felt really hot inside. 

    "For my cute child, I left only the best parts. That was the head of some foolish human king or prince, who dared to challenge me at the gates of my very home yesterday." When the Maou-sama notices my satisfaction - despite the fact that I have no face, and therefore, no facial expressions - she comments with a smile. 

    Thank you Maou-mama! 

    Pfft- wait, what?! 

    I would do a spit take if only I had a mouth. 

    It would appear that I just ate human royalty. So what was that elf's head? Don't tell me it belonged to the elven queen or something like that? 

    "Although I have to admit, the elven queen was unlike anything I have tasted before. Next time I shall leave some for you." She continues. 

    Argh! Don't answer as if you read my mind! 

    Eating their leaders will only draw the wrath of the humans and elves. Well, considering we're quite obviously the demon folk, they must already see us as their bitter enemies. 

    I have so many questions popping up in my head, but for now, I'll just go with the flow. I mean, this is a dream, and I'll wake up soon, right? 

    Right! I've never had such a lucid dream! Everything feels so real! 

    Yes, I still believe this is all just a dream from which I'll wake up any second now. I'm just an average high school student - one not even especially good at my studies, with my only redeeming feature being that I'm great at running. So if someone were to tell me that this is my new reality, I think I'd break down crying. 

    "Now that you had your first conscious meal, shall I teach you how to take on a form that will cost fewer maids their sanity?" The demon queen suggests when I finish absorbing the stuffed and baked human torso into my body. 

    By taking on another form, I assume our kind can shapeshift. In other words, we must be doppelgangers, or however the fantasy race that can copy other people's looks and abilities are called in works of fiction.  

    "There are two ways for a Crawling Chaos to change forms." She begins to explain. 

    Crawling Chaos? It feels like I've heard something similar before. I think it was the title of a certain crowbar-wielding girl with a very long ahoge. 

    "The first is through consumption. Our food will get dissolved inside us, and the information contained in the flesh will enable us to replicate their original bodies perfectly." And my beautiful mother's shape changes into the equally beautiful elven queen she ate earlier. I look at where her huge cleavage was only moments ago and notice the lack thereof. So elves have such pitiful appearances in this world? Or was this particular individual still just a child? 

    Wait, doesn't this pattern lead to her expecting me to change into the human king next? 

    "Now you try it. Transform into the one you just consumed." 

    I knew it! 

    But I can't betray her expectant expression, especially when she looks like a cute elf. I stand up and focus my mind, go into myself and draw on whatever I can grasp, finally taking hold of a strangely clear image before my eyes. It's that of the male human's body before it was chopped up and made into my meal. And it's naked. 

    Wait a sec- 

    But it's already too late. I return to my exterior senses and look down at my hands. They are human ones. Then I look further down and see a thing dangling between my legs. 

    Oh, my! 

    "Great, you did it." The demon queen is back in her previous appearance. She looks me up and down, her eyes stopping at my groin for a split second longer than anywhere else. "Now, the other  method is a little more difficult and requires some imagination, as not all the information is as readily available as it is with something we consume." 

    With this, her body changes into a copy of mine. In other words, she's now a handsome but muscular man, wearing a revealing dress. Before the image burns itself into my retinas, she quickly morphs back into her previous self. 

    "I do not have any interest in the male form unless it is absolutely necessary." Her expression shows that she didn't like doing that, and I agree doubly in that matter. You shouldn't transform into a man when you're wearing a form-fitting dress like that. "Then, please do it." 

    I guess I'll try and morph into my actual appearance. While I'm obviously familiar with the female body, I can't visualize any other than my own to the degree that I could replicate it from memory. I can't do it with a single look like Maou-mama just did. The image of my own body is quite clear, but I make the same mistake as before. 

    Now I stand in front of a bunch of strangers in my original appearance, wearing nothing but my birthday suit. 

    "That is incredible. I expected you to copy one of the maids or me, but you created an appearance from imagination alone." Looking at me in prideful astonishment, Maou-mama praises me. 

    "Thank you, eheheh..." I answer with a shy smile. 

    Wait, I have a mouth! I can talk! And I just spoke in this language that isn't Japanese, even though I wasn't able to get a basic grasp of English in school. Am I a genius? 

    "Oh my, you already learned how to speak?" Widening her eyes, she looks amazed. 

    Crap. Does this mean I shouldn't be able to speak yet? Am I an idiot? 

    "You are so gifted! Then we shall commence with your training right away." It appears that it didn't cause reason for concern or even suspicion, and I internally breathe a sigh of relief. 

    Training? Will I have to wear a heavy turtle shell on my back and do all kinds of activities with it? Or maybe learn to focus my inner energy to walk up trees and conjure a ball of lightning from my palm? 

    "But first, I shall personally give you a tour of the palace." With a radiant smile, Maou-mama claps her hands together in front of her voluptuous chest. Why does she seem to be looking forward to it so much? 

    Then I notice the giant maid looming over her with an icy glare. That's an expression of disapproval if I've ever seen one. But the target of that glare is wholly unaware of it or is just ignoring it. Don't tell me she's using me as an excuse to skirt her court duties? 

    "Come with me." Gesturing for me to follow her, Maou-mama goes ahead and walks towards the door I entered the hall through. The other maids stay behind and begin to clean up after our breakfast, but the giant one follows us. 

    "Oh, that is Rewera. She is the head maid." Noticing that she is coming along without being invited specifically, the demon queen explains. "She is very dependable." 

    For some reason, I can't help but imagine that the maid in question is thinking something along the lines of 'unlike you' in regards to my mother. Nothing of the sort is showing on her mask-like face, though. 

    I'm reluctant to go on a tour through the entire palace while naked, especially while I'm in my human form. I gathered from the fact that Maou-mama didn't change her outfit while morphing into different appearances that real clothes can't be created from our bodies. But I guess body paint simulating a skintight bodysuit would work. 

    Thus, I visualize my school's sports uniform, which consists of a form-fitting white shirt and blue school bloomers. It should be much better this way, but in reality, I'm still naked. 

    Wait, isn't this actually worse? 

    Am I some kind of pervert? Everyone knows that I'm naked since I did this transformation in plain sight. Well at least I had the presence of mind not to include my name tag, or it would really look like I'm going for the image of someone working at a questionable establishment. 

    Though somehow I can't help but feel strangely excited at the thought that I'm actually naked right now... I'm a pervert, aren't I? 

    "Are those clothes? That is quite curious." Maou-mama looks me up and down with a finger on her chin. She doesn't seem to be bothered by the knowledge that I'm naked, and I feel like an idiot for over-thinking this. 

    Then again, this transformation is a stroke of genius, if I may say so myself. I removed some features of the human anatomy, such as the important bits on my chest and those down below. From my point of view, I can say that it's a great disguise, though I don't know about anyone else looking at it. 

    "The part of the palace we are in right now is the main complex. There is the audience hall, dining hall and living space for the regent's family. In this case, you and me." As we walk down the corridor, we begin our tour. The windows to our left, just like the floor above this one, grant a great view on the dark beauty of the city below and the surrounding wasteland. 

    "The Maid Corps live in the left wing. There are exactly ninety-nine maids with various combat capabilities stationed in the palace. Rewera here is the one hundredth, but she is special." Maou-mama explains, as we walk down a flight of stairs and come upon a large hall from which two corridors branch off to the left and right. 

    Maid Corps? Combat capabilities? In other words, combat maids? And there are a hundred of them! I think I like it here already and can't wait to meet them all. From the ones I saw in the dining hall, they all must be real cuties or beauties, even though - or maybe especially because - they aren't humans. 

    "The right wing houses the court officials. There are not many of them, since the maids take care of most of their jobs, too." Continuing with the tour, Maou-mama leads me down the curved stairs into the large foyer. "That is the gate to the courtyard, but we shall continue inside." 

    Gesturing towards the huge steel gate in a somewhat dismissive manner, she directs me around the stairs and into the corridor that leads back into the depths of the palace. 

    I look around to take in all the foreign sights. Judging by the lengths of the hallways and the tall ceiling, I can tell that this place is enormous. I'm sure I would become lost if I were alone, but that just makes it so much more of a miracle that I found the dining hall where I was supposed to go on my first try. 

    We walk down several flights of stairs, and the windows disappear entirely. This place must be underground, most likely part of the dungeons. Don't tell me training involves me fighting against some captured humans or something like that? But I can't find it in me to ask where exactly I'm being taken. Not like I can just refuse even if it's somewhere I don't want to go. It feels like I can't oppose my mother. 

    "This path leads into the dungeon, but it is no longer in use." Pointing down a dark hallway to our left, Maou-mama explains as we pass it. "And to this side is a large wine cellar. There are vintages from over a century ago stored over there." 

    Over a century? While I don't know much about wine, I'm aware of the fact that it gets more expensive the older it is. Usually, that's when it's decades old. Just how much would a bottle of wine from a hundred years ago be worth? Then again, maybe it's quite normal in this world, especially for demons, which always have the setting that they're really long-lived compared to humans. 

    Finally, we come upon a heavy metal door at the end of a hallway. Pushing it open effortlessly with a single hand, the demon queen leads me into a small antechamber directly connected to a large circular room with exposed stone walls. The circular portion is elevated by two steps, which somehow makes me think that it's missing another door right there. 

    When I walk up these two steps and look around, I find that there are cuts and claw marks all over the walls. Either a fierce battle with steel weapons took place here, or a thrashing beast with sharp claws was confined in this room. Considering this looks like a small underground ring where people are forced to fight to their death against monsters, both explanations seem very likely. 

    "Come up here." Maou-mama's voice sounds gentle as she gestures for me to join her in the center of the room. I somehow can't help but think that I can trust her, even though I have absolutely no basis for that thought. 

     When I walk up the two steps and look down, I realize that there are markings on the ground which remind me of something I've seen hundreds of times in fantasy games: This is a magic circle. So this must be a teleportation circle or something like that. 

    "Concentrate. If you do not, you may get torn to pieces." I hear from next to me when I reach my destination and begin to look around the room. 

    I understand, mama. I just need to concen- what?! 

    In the next moment, before I can turn to Maou-mama and see what kind of expression she has on her face, the magic circle begins to glow with blue light, and I feel an unseen force tugging at every fiber of my being. Then my surroundings disappear and are replaced by a stream of violently flashing lights, inside which my body is thrown around helplessly. So this is how a wet cloth inside a washing machine must feel. 

    It feels like I'm being torn apart! 

    Riiip. 

    That sound just now doesn't bode well. 

    Wait, that came from my body! I just lost my arms! Come back to meee!!! 

    Ah, they disappeared into the light. 

    Waaah, it feels like I'm being pulled apart by my waist! 

    Ah, my lower body is gone, too. 

    Now I'm floating in space, only a limbless torso with a head. And somehow, I don't feel any pain. Did I die? Is this the end of my dream? 

    Yes, I still believe this is only a strange dream, and I'll wake up either when my alarm clock rings, or when I die in here. Like in that movie about a group diving into a person's dreams. Though in that one they didn't wake up when they died, they just went deeper and became trapped somewhere for a long time. 

    Well, that was only a movie, and this here is reali- no wait, it's not. 

    With a splat, I impact a solid surface face-first. My previously pristine seventeen-year-old Japanese high school girl face changes into something that needs to be hidden with mosaic - again. 

    The fact that I'm still alive is a testament to the fact that a Crawling Chaos doesn't have to worry about injuries or even loss of limbs. I just consolidated into a solid form almost immediately after getting splattered. That's mighty convenient, especially when considering that I can't feel any discomfort in this form, which is what makes people wake up from dreams most of the time. 

    I guess I'll be stuck here for a while longer. 

    I try morphing into a humanoid form using the mass I have, but since I lost half my body, only a loli version of myself comes out. And I'm in a white t-shirt and sports bloomers, which are practically nothing more than body paint. If I were a character in a thin book, a van would drive up next and a sweaty, balding ota- 

    I shake my head to banish the thought. 

    Standing up on my two short legs, I look around. I already suspected it, but that magic circle was a teleportation circle. But below my feet, there's only dirt and dead leaves. I'm in a forest, and I'm alone. 

    Um, mama? 





   



 Chapter 2 - I Eat, Therefore I Am 

      

      

    It would seem that my body is amorphous and my real form isn't actually humanoid at all. I could tell when I turned into the human king because it felt like my body practically melted down in the process and changed in its basic structure. Then I became a proper human not just on the outside, but on the inside, too. For the duration of my transformation, I felt my heart beating, my lungs drawing air and my muscles flexing as I shifted my body weight from one leg to the other. 

    In other words, I'm like a mimicking slime that can recreate anything down to the cellular level, using genetic information gained through consumption. This means I should be able to gather the pieces of my body that I lost and add them back to my mass by reabsorbing them. 

    But I have no idea where to find my pieces. It's not like I was on a train and they fell out of the window; I can't just find them by walking back along the tracks. It'd be more akin to traveling at high speeds in a jet plane and dropping them at different points. In other words, it's practically impossible to find them again. 

    Basically, I'm stuck in this loli form for now. 

    Fortunately, this is a forest, so there are no wild beasts around that could be enticed by my appearance and attempt to eat me up. In the sexual sense. Unfortunately, this is a forest, so there are bound to be wild beasts that could be enticed by my appearance and attempt to eat me up. Not in the sexual sense. 

    Of course, all these thoughts are moot, because I'm actually staring into the eyes of one such beast. And not the kind I could scare away by pulling the latch on a crime prevention buzzer. 

    It's a wolf-like creature with a row of sharp and pointy spines running down its back. With shoulders about as tall as I am in my current form, it's easily the size of a tiger. And at my diminished height, it looks more like a giant bear. 

    Why is the first more dangerous monster in these kinds of stories almost always a wolf? I got past the slime level solely based on the fact that I basically am one myself, so it instantly jumped to wolves next? 

    For now, neither of us is moving, but as if realizing that I'm alone and helpless, the beast begins to sneer. At least that's how I perceive its facial expression, as it bares its sharp fangs and takes a step forward. 

    Maou-mama, you didn't teach me how a Crawling Chaos fights. Floating into my mind is the image of her in the elven queen's form, avoiding looking at me, winking and sticking out her tongue. I can picture her say 'tee hee' while knocking herself on the head. 

    I flip a table in my mind. 

    I run away in reality. 

    There's nothing I can do with my small stature and little mass, and against a monster that seems more likely than not to be a member of a pack no less. If I hurt it, it will most likely call for its companions, and I'll have a dozen of them on my tail. At least I'm confident in my ability to run away; after all, I'm a track and field ace. 

    Obviously, I forgot that I'm not really myself right now. 

    As if my short legs could outrun a canine's four legs! In fact, even if I were at full size, a wolf can still run faster than a human! It catches up with me in no time and pushes me down. 

    Ahn, I'm going to get eaten~ 

    Sorry, now is not the time to make such jokes, I'm seriously in a pinch here. 

    With just its front paw on my back I'm completely pinned and unable to move. Its saliva drips on the ground next to me, and the dried leaves begin to sizzle and dissolve from it. Acid saliva on a hunter-predator? Why is that a thing? Only the god of fantasy knows. 

    Then I hear a sniffing sound from very close to my ears, and a shiver runs down my back. That feels like the last stage before a test bite. I'm seriously going to get eaten! The story of Chaos-chan is going to end here, Maou-mama. I'm sorry to disappoint you... 

    With a whimper, the creature takes its paw off of me and runs away with its tail between its legs, as if it just smelled something foul. 

    I cry. 

    Hey, come back! Take responsibility and eat me! 

    I don't stink! 

    So that's how a Crawling Chaos fights in the wild? By being unpalatable? I'm sorry for being born, world. Nobody would want to eat something that would take precedence to a cockroach when getting a mosaic applied to it, right? Even though right now I look like I did when I was ten years old. 

    With that in mind, I feel like crying some more... 

    Since the immediate danger has been averted, I have time for such idle thoughts. Maou-mama said that we would begin with my training right away before I was teleported here. Does that mean I have to survive in the wild on my own for a set length of time and she'll come and get me at the end of it? Or will I have to find back to the palace on my own? 

    In either case, it would appear that at least I'm not a member of the natural food chain around these parts. But there may always be a monster that eats even things that look unappetizing or inedible. 

    Like me. 

    In fact, I'm feeling so hungry that I could eat myself. It should have been less than an hour since I had basically a whole human body as breakfast, but I'm already starving. There's no cute rumbling noise coming from my stomach, as would usually be the case in these situations. Instead, it feels like I'm actually eating myself from the inside out, dissolving my body to create energy to keep me going. 

    And it's a really uncomfortable feeling. 

    There the wolf is again, or maybe it's another one of its species, I can't tell animals apart too well. It's eating a small furry animal it just hunted, and I can feel my insides churn at the sight of blood and guts. But for some reason, it's not nausea as one would expect, but rather pure and unadulterated hunger. My mind seems to go blank at the sensation, and my conscious thoughts feel jumbled. 

    I want to... no, I need to eat! 

    Noticing my approach, the wolf moves around to keep me within its line of sight. I won't fight you over that small thing since it won't satisfy me in my current state. 

    I'll have you instead! 

    Dissolving my appearance, I transform into the shape I had earlier this morning.  My arms and legs are made of tentacles, so if I spread them out, they should become longer. It's really strange, I somehow know what I'm capable of, how to move all these individual appendages and use them to their full potential. These must be inborn instincts. 

    The wolf yelps at my sight, and I can see that it's terrified by my appearance. But that only seems to fuel my hunger further. 

    Unraveling my leg tentacles at blinding speed, they expand like a spring, and I lunge forward like a horizontal Jack in the Box. Taken by surprise, the wolf flinches and is unable to respond in time. I latch onto it with my whole body, like a squid grabbing onto a whale, making sure to seal its mouth so that it can't call out for its pack if it has one. 

    It thrashes around and slams me into the ground, but I don't even feel the impact because of my elastic body. As I cover its entire head, I begin to strangle it with my unexpectedly powerful tentacles. All the while, my mind is filled with delight at the thought that I'm taking a life to feed myself. 

    But for some reason, it doesn't feel wrong. 

    Finally, the beast stops moving and only twitches a few times, before it slackens completely. Just to be sure, I stay attached for a little longer, until I'm sure that it's dead. Then I let go and peer down on the lifeless body on the ground before me, a single thought overwhelming my mind. 

    Eat. 

      

    It's already been around two hours since I've come to this world, so if this is a dream, it's quite the long one. Still, within this time, I had a man inside me, and now I'm taking in a beast. 

    My body seems to be significantly bigger on the inside, so I have no problem taking my prey in, even though it's more than five times my mass. A Crawling Chaos' body seems to defy the laws of physics since, at the end of it all, nothing shows on the outside. 

    Also, it would appear that I'm actually quite strong. If I had been a normal human, this wolf would have mauled me to death, and I wouldn't even have been able to put up a fight. But now, anything that I can take inside me can serve as food. 

    Now that the immediate danger of starving to death has been averted, it slowly dawns on me what just happened. I just killed a living creature in a very gruesome way, and I did it ruthlessly without questioning my actions at all. Even the excuse of starvation doesn't explain how I could do what I just did. Is that my true nature? Am I a natural-born killer? 

    But this is a dream, so I shouldn't think about it too much. 

    Let's gather some information about this place and myself. Even if I could wake up at any moment, I should try to enjoy the ride for as long as it goes on. This is an adventure after all. 

    First things first, I need to find out where I've been transported to. It's not like I know any landmarks other than what I saw from inside the palace, but I guess you could say that the barren landscape with the jutting jagged rock formations would indicate proximity to the castle. In other words, I need to get my bearings first and see how extensive this forest is. 

    Therefore, I climb the tallest tree I can find. Halfway up I realize that using my tentacles would be faster than doing it in my human form. But it's strange how quickly it naturally comes to me that I can utilize a method I wouldn't even have dreamt of using before. 

    Well, I guess now I am dreaming of it. 

    Same for eating by directly taking things into my body rather than through my mouth. Now that I've experienced it, I can't help but think that it's much more efficient. If only I could do this in reality. 

    When I reach the top of the tree, all I can see is a sea of dark green leaves, surrounded by mountains on all sides. This place is most likely a valley inside a mountain range. Maou-mama, why did you send me somewhere this far away without even a return transportation circle for when you come to pick me up? Don't tell me she just abandoned me here? Did I do something to anger her? 

    I snap my head around and stare into the distance, where a huge cumulonimbus cloud moves into view between two mountains. It catches my eyes because it's faster than feels natural for a giant cloud like that. 

    Then it stops. 

    Now it begins moving back to where it came from, against the direction of the wind, as if it has a mind of its own. That's no cloud... 

    And if those mountains are as tall as I think they are, that thing must be as tall as Mount Fuji. So that's a living being? That's scary! Now I know which direction I will not be going in. 

    Or actually, this is a dream, so why don't I go and check it out? I'm sure that's the most fun way to spend an adventurous dream. Yep, I'll laugh danger in the face and rush headlong towards it. 

    When I descend the tree, I find myself surrounded by a whole pack of the wolf-like creature I ate earlier. There are at least a dozen of them, staring at me with their piercing yellow eyes. A low rumbling growl comes at me from all sides, and they begin to tighten the circle slowly. 

    I'm sorry for laughing you in the face, danger! 

    Forgive me for killing and eating your friend in such a gruesome way, too! But he attacked me, so I had no choice! 

    The one closest to me lunges forward, and I use a tentacle to pull myself back up the tree. The wolf-like beast isn't so stupid as to hit the trunk, and stops just short of it, bearing its teeth at me from below. 

    I think for now I'm safe since I'm sure that wolves can't climb on trees with their claws. But normal wolves also don't have spines growing out of their backs or possess acid saliva.  

    Now is the time to explore how my body works. My teeth are as hard as the real deal, even though my actual form is so soft and malleable. In other words, I should be able to create claws or even blades out of teeth or bones. Kind of like a certain alien race that takes over a human body through their heads and can grow all kinds of appendages with blades and spikes. 

    When I try to visualize changing my hand into a curved blade, I feel my actual hand dissolving and morphing into a new shape. It comes out pretty well, and it took only a few seconds. While it doesn't look too sharp, I should be able to refine it more through training my visualization skills. 

    Now I understand my mother's plan in throwing me out into the wilderness. It's for me to learn through experiencing dangerous situations that force me to think of ways to utilize this body's abilities. Then again, would somebody without the knowledge of all kinds of games and movies have been able to do the same as I just did? 

    I refine the blade as best as I can by visualizing an actual knife, before testing it by slashing a nearby branch. My blade hand makes a clean cut, and the branch drops down to the wolf-beasts below, which hop back in surprise, before growling up to me again. With this, I can fight them. 

    Still, I don't want to jump down and face these numbers straight on, since my body isn't back to its full size, even after having eaten an entire wolf earlier. It seems that a Crawling Chaos has a pretty dense body, which requires more mass than one would think when looking at it from the outside. 

    I can extend my arm like a whip, by turning it into one long tentacle. This way, it's both flexible and prehensile, and I can exert much better control over my swing. And my attacks should be pretty powerful since I noticed that my tentacles do seem to have quite the strength in them despite not looking like it. 

    All I have to make sure of now is that I don't fall off my branch like a moron. That wouldn't even be funny as a gag if I were to swing and miss, and then also fall. Turning my lower body into a mass of tentacles like I did when I attacked the first wolf-like beast, I grab onto the trunk of the tree and anchor myself in place. With this precaution out of the way, I finally turn my attention to the enemies below, which have started to circle the tree. 

    I snap my whip arm down towards one of them. It tries to dodge, but isn't able to avoid it completely and receives a deep gash in its flank. Whining from the pain, it jumps back and tries to lick its wound. The others from its pack witnessed it and immediately take some distance, before looking up at me with their teeth bared in impotent anger. 

    A brave one runs forward, jumps up and tries to increase its reach by bouncing off the tree. I'm too high up, so it drops back down without having even come close. Swinging my arm just before it lands, I make sure it can't dodge at all. The bone blade cut off one of its front legs, causing it to howl in pain and scramble to get away from me. 

    This is going really well! 

    Without any warning, all the wolves seem to enter a frenzy, as they leap forward and bite at the tree trunk. 

    Have they gone crazy at their impotence? 

    No wait, they have acid saliva! 

    Large sizzling holes open up in the tree where they bite into the bark, and the support is beginning to shrink. With the weight above the trunk, it'll break and topple soon. 

    I'm sorry I got ahead of myself again! 

    Now that it's come to this, I can only try and quickly finish them off before the tree falls over. Swinging my arm all over the place, I cut deep wounds into several of the wolves' bodies. Those that are hit especially hard quickly take their distance, but the others endure it to finish their work. 

    Snapping sounds emerge from the trunk, and the world tilts before my eyes as the tree slowly bends and falls. Before I get entangled in the branches, I jump off. I land right on the back of the wolf-beast whose leg I cut off. It yelps in surprise and fear, but can't shake me off. 

    Wrapping my tentacle legs around it, I begin to pull it inside my body. With this, I gain some extra mass for the battle. 

    At the same time as the tree hits the ground, the unfortunate creature is completely absorbed. Several of the remaining ones are wounded, but it doesn't change the fact that I'm outnumbered. And without hesitation, they all lunge at me with their fangs bared, ready to bite down on me and dissolve me with their acid saliva. 

    They run into a wall of spikes. 

    I changed the surface of my skin into sharp spikes made of bone and extended them outwards at an explosive rate. All the beasts impale themselves on me due to their speed. Let alone affecting me with their acid saliva, their mouths can't even reach my main body as they twitch in their death throes. 

    When I retract the spikes and change back into my human appearance, a circle of carcasses has formed around me. I've seen something similar with a slime-like creature in a game I played a while ago, although it only used that to attack the player during its turn rather than as a defensive tool. 

    I'm sure this is where I would have leveled up if this was a game-based setting. But in reality, resourcefulness beats raw parameters. Or I guess in a realistic-feeling dream in this case. As seen with these beasts, I could defeat them with very simple yet effective methods. If the attacks with my transformed blade had been based on stats, surely I wouldn't even have penetrated their skin. And the spikes would most likely have broken from the impact of their bodies, rather than impale them. 

    In either case, I don't want to be known as someone who wastes lives and food, even in my dreams. So I'll eat them all if I can. 

      

    I said bigger on the inside before, but now I know that my body is like a bottomless pit. No matter how many of the wolf-beasts I consume, it doesn't show on the outside at all. Is it possible that I have a black hole for a stomach? Are glutton characters still considered cute these days? I think my species might actually need to eat a considerable amount all the time, so I can't help it. 

    Even with all of them inside me, I don't feel them weighing me down. I must have eaten about a ton of those wolf creatures just now, but there's no weight gain either. I'm still as light as I was before, which kind of defies all laws of physics. 

    Then again, this is a dream, so those laws have no meaning here. It's another indicator that this is just a dream. Just a dream! 

    That aside, these animals are pretty bland in their taste. Well, I say taste, but I'm not really using any taste buds. The sensation they give me while dissolving inside my body is nowhere as good as the ones I got from the various dishes made from the human king. 

    I can feel that I have more mass to work with now. After losing the lower half of my body and my arms during the teleportation, my matter had been severely limited. But now that I consumed so much and dissolved a lot of matter into my body, I can grow it all back.  

    No matter how I think about it, I'm really just like a slime. But I'm nowhere as weak as one; I mean, if I were a slime, the story would have ended with me getting hit once by a human I just caused a mild inconvenience to somewhere on a field, who will later grow into the fated hero who defeats the demon lord. Instead, I easily killed a bunch of monsters that seem more like midgame content. Alright, enough of these gaming analogies. 

    Now, let's aim for that huge cloud-like mountain-sized monster over there. Come what will, I'm invincible as long as I can change my body into the shape of a giant hedgehog with hard spikes. 

    Sea urchin? I have no idea what you mean; it's a cute hedgehog! 

    Hearing the rumbling of heavy footsteps, I hide in a brush and wait. While I doubt it's something I couldn't defeat, it's better to be wary in any case; I don't actually feel like waking up just yet. 

    What approaches is a giant Tyrannosaurus-like robot that could flatten me with a single step of its massive feet. 

    Most of its body is plated with gray steel panels, and the spaces between them show that cables are running through it, which are all covered in metal. In other words, everything about it is tougher than what I can produce; Hedgehog Mode will be useless against it. 

    I got carried away again, I'm sorry! 

    As if to mock my hubris from earlier, the robot dinosaur bites into the trunk of a tree, and the sound of a machine buzzing emerges from inside its metallic jaws. Splinters of wood fly everywhere and the tree is sawed down. 

    That's one of those tree-felling machines I saw on TV once! 

    But it seems to be more than just a machine, and it's walking on two feet. Well, it looks like a herbivore, so it shouldn't pose a threat to me. With it being so loud, there's no way to be surprised by it, so it can't be a hunter-predator. 

    A metal foot slams down right next to my hiding place, and my body jumps into the air a few inches. Turning my head, I look into the maw of another such cyber-dino. 

    Those are quite the impressive teeth, but are you brushing properly? You got some meat and fur stuck in there, you know? 

    Rolling on the floor in an unsightly fashion, I dodge the jaws of death. The brush I just occupied is crunched and disappears into the robot's mechanical stomach effortlessly. 

    That was too close for comfort! 

    Then I see its eye from up close. It's more like a camera lens, with what seems to be a floodlight lamp right next to it. The head somewhat resembles a box-like car - if a car could split at the grill and instead of an engine, it had a collection of saws and blades in there. 

    Wait, why are you looking at me like that? I'm inedible, so don't even think about it! 

    The other one also notices me and begins to approach. I can't fight these; they're practically living construction equipment! 

    I'm on the run once again, chased by these two huge cyber-dinos. Saying it like that sounds like a gag in a trashy movie, but when their jaws are humming with buzz saws, and their metal soles create small earthquakes with every step, I can't laugh about it at all. 

    What's with the sharp increase in the level of this area? The wolves are in a completely different league from these! 

    Speaking of wolves, why am I running in my human form? It's far less efficient when compared to that of a quadruped, especially in a forest. 

    With this though, I reach into my mind for the information I acquired through their genetic material and morph into one of those beasts still dissolving inside me. When I feel my new body, elation fills my mind at the thought that I can be anything I want and I forget the looming danger for a second. 

    The sound of saws buzzing behind me pulls me back into reality, and I take off running as fast as I can. With four legs made for sprinting, a whole new sensation washes over me. The wind in the fur feels really nice, as I speed through the forest effortlessly, and much faster than I have ever traveled in human form before. 

    The cyber-dinos soon give up when they realize that they can't catch up to me at all. While I have a feeling that they'll never tire, since they're literally machines, they must have some reason for not continuing the chase. In either case, as long as I remain in this form, I'll be able to outrun them easily. 

    Still, how am I supposed to fight them? I don't think bone or teeth are enough to even scratch them, and while they look slow, getting stepped on by them, or ending up between their jaws spells certain doom. In other words, I'd better steer clear of them until I know more about how they work, such as weak spots in the form of exterior gas tanks or something silly like that. 

    I've certainly learned a lesson from my encounter with the cyber-dinos; there's always a bigger fish. 

      

    And here I am, making my way towards the cloud-mountain thing again, which is most likely the biggest fish in this world. I'm sure there won't be any dangerous monsters around it, and since I'm so tiny, it won't notice me. 

    But if I could eat it, what would happen to me? My interior seems to be limitless, so if I can only create an opening big enough to pull that being inside, I'd be able to swallow it whole. I'm sure I'd have to really stretch myself open to take that giant thing inside me, though. 

    Somehow this has become a journey of eating various kinds of monsters. But I'm not a master combat cook who travels the world to gather rare ingredients for the ultimate meal. I just swallow things whole with no room for enjoyment of taste. 

    That doesn't make for a great adventure, though. 

    I spot a lone wolf-beast again. Without hesitation, I lunge at it and wrap my body around its mouth, before taking it into my depths. This is getting easier, and my reluctance has completely disappeared. In only a few hours, I've become a participant in the struggle for survival in this untamed wilderness. There's no room for thinking about the sanctity of life if nobody else around you does it. 

    For example, over there a gorilla-like creature with an incredibly muscular frame and orange stripes on its fierce face is leaning over the carcass of a wolf-beast and ripping flesh from it with its bare hands. So, these wolves are only small fry in this place then? To think it felt like such an achievement to defeat one at the very beginning. 

    Ah, it saw me. 

    Well, it doesn't look like this ape has metal skin, and it's only barely larger than the wolf-beasts, so my offensive and defensive abilities should be enough to handle it. 

    It stands up and looks at me curiously. I'm back in my sports uniform-slash-body paint, so it should be something it has never seen before. It sniffs the air and grimaces, then pumps out its chest and beats it a few times, just like a gorilla. 

    Then, without warning, it sprints towards me on all fours and throws up both arms to let them crash down on me. Ending it with the hedgehog move would be the fastest, but it's boring, isn't it? Instead, I extend my right hand into a blade once again, dodge underneath the muscular arms and stab at the ape's exposed abdomen. Feeling it connect, I step sideways and cut open the beast's belly, from which a bunch of organs falls out. 

    While grabbing at the intestines to push them back into the gaping wound, the gorilla's eyes roll up in their sockets, and it collapses forward. Well, that was really easy; I half-expected the pattern where it calls out its friends and a whole army of its kind will arrive to take revenge. This one was most likely quite a bit stronger than the wolves, but I'm on a whole different level compared to these. And now that I'm getting a better grasp of my capabilities, I'm going to leave them in the dirt. 

    There has to be a monster between these and the cyber-dinos that I could get a little more thrill out of without having too much of a level difference. 

    Actually, I'm interested in seeing how I would fare against a human warrior now. But from on top of the tree, I didn't see anything resembling manmade structures, so I guess that's something for the future. I mean, the demon queen did say that the humans and elves attacked her gates yesterday. So if I don't wake up anytime soon, I will get to experience a war between a human-elves coalition and the demons eventually. 

    Well, I won't take this half-eaten carcass of a wolf, but the ape goes inside my pocket dimension of a stomach, where it quickly begins to dissolve. I'm getting faster at digesting stuff, so I wonder if I can also slow the speed and keep something alive inside me? I'll experiment a little next time I come across something living. 

    Which just happens to be another wolf-beast. 

    This is getting repetitive... 

    I quickly ensnare and absorb it, while willing myself not to outright digest it within seconds. I can feel its heart beating in the depths of my body, but I'm sure its breath will run out sooner or later. I haven't been inside myself, so I can't tell whether there is even any space in which something can remain without getting crushed by my matter. Regardless, this is an experiment I can conduct while on the move. 

      

    How many hours have I been here now? I think at least half a day of walking and eating has passed, but I don't feel tired at all. Must be part of my constitution. 

    But mentally, I start to feel exhaustion creeping up. I've been on my toes since coming here, and I've done things I would have been either grossed out by or never even considered doing before. Just earlier, disemboweling the ape came naturally to me and I didn't bat an eye at it, but when I think about it from the point of view of a simple high school girl from peaceful Japan, I suppress a shudder. 

    Really, what's wrong with my subconscious? Is this dream trying to process some repressed urges I never knew I had? Do I have the hidden desire to kill all kinds of living beings and eat them? Am I a closet murderer and cannibal? 

    Ugh, when I think about it so much, I'm beginning to feel sick. What would happen if I threw up now? Of course, a sparkling, rainbow-colored fountain of half-digested animal parts would come flying out. 

    I stop for a moment and heave a sigh. I never knew being surrounded by nature could be so nerve-wracking. I enjoyed running in the fields and on the forest paths when visiting my grandparents' home near Aomori, but real nature is completely different. Here, I don't have a way to retreat to humanity when I feel overwhelmed by all the greenery; aside from being in the depths of an untouched forest, I'm also a monster. 

    Suddenly, I feel like waking up from this long dream... I can give myself a little pain and do just that, right? 

    I pinch my cheek since I'm in a human body and have fingernails. But instead of pain, I only feel my skin extending more than it should. At the same time, it's clear that I do have sensations in my body. Otherwise, I wouldn't have been able to feel the stuff I swallowed, or my skin extending just now. 

    Don't tell me this isn't a dream? I really died and reincarnated as the daughter of the demon queen, ate a human's steamed head by inserting it into my chest, and just absorbed more than a ton of wild animal carcasses that I killed, using my monstrous body? 

    Then the heartbeat of the wolf-beast I tried to keep alive inside me stops. 

    Urp... 

    A sparkling, rainbow-colored fountain of half-digested animal parts shoots up into the sky. 

    





   



 Chapter 3 - Facing Reality 

      

      

    All around me are the bits and pieces of meat my body didn't digest yet, and its sight is enough to make me want to throw up again. The shock of learning that this is reality was just too big. I don't want to believe it, but my instincts tell me that everything that happened so far has been real. I really ate a human and killed dozens of animals... 

    I died somewhere between the bath and going to sleep. Don't tell me it was actually in the tub? Did I fall asleep and drowned? Or slipped and hit my head? Either death would be more than lame and not even funny as a joke. 

    At least I certainly can't laugh about it. 

    So this means I can't go back? I'll never meet my parents again? Unlike those protagonists who cross over to other worlds, who are all useless human beings who seem to have no parents and no social life, I had a proper place in the world. I was the sporty type, had friends at school and loving parents at home. If I had continued with my track and field activities, I'm sure I could have entered the Olympic Games eventually. 

    Granted, I've never been in a relationship and never even kissed, so I wasn't a complete norm- 

    I died a virgin! 

    It's been less than half a day, and my somewhat happy dream adventure has turned into a nightmare. Only that this isn't even a dream, it's reality! 

    At least I wasn't dumb enough to try out dying in this world, to see if it wakes me up. I don't know whether dying here will allow me to reincarnate somewhere else or just ends my existence altogether. In the first place, am I even still myself, considering it's an entirely different body and a different world? 

    Argh, this isn't something a high school girl should be thinking about! 

    Well, I guess I'm not a high school girl - or a girl at all - anymore. I'm something like an evolved slime with a body that defies the laws of physics. 

    I hold my head, feeling like it should start aching at any moment. This is too much for me to handle. What should I do now? 

    My body is shaking. I did so many dangerous and horrible things, thinking that it's just a strange dream. Even though they weren't humans, I took more than a dozen lives without batting an eye. 

    But it was for survival, so I should be forgiven, right? Except for that lasts one, which was just an experiment. 

    Ugh, I'm a horrible human being. 

    Except, I'm not human! I want to cry! 

    That wolf beast is still inside me, in a different part of my insides that I didn't vomit out. It's dead. I have a dead animal still inside me, beginning to rot. 

    The noise of a nearby buzz saw derails my train of thoughts. It's one of those cyber-dinos! It must have been attracted by the smell of my discharge. Cutting a path through the forest with its massive jaw, it approaches my location. 

    I have to run; I can't fight that. Now that I know this is reality, I'm seriously scared of dying. I don't want to die again without having done anything with my life! 

    The tree line breaks apart to reveal the beast, its massive head turning slightly sideways to see me with one of its lens eyes. It's completely lifeless and not a hint of malice can be sensed from it. It's merely a machine that kills without emotions. 

    Much like how I must have appeared to the last few animals I killed. 

    It seems to have decided that it wants to eat me, as it begins to charge forward with its jaws wide open. The machinery in its mouth, serving the sole purpose of cutting and rending victims into small pieces, approaches me with a dreadful finality. 

    I know I can outrun it, but now that I'm aware of my situation, and the fact that I can die, my legs won't move. I'm afraid of messing up my escape and dying anyway. What if I stumble? What if I get caught by surprise by some other monster while running away in this unfamiliar land? There are so many ways my life can end. 

    Something I can only describe as a black rift in space slashes through the air and goes through the neck of the cyber-dino. It walks a few more steps before the head comes off cleanly, revealing the inner mechanisms of its body such as severed tubes and cables. Then it falls forward and slides across the ground before coming to a stop right in front of me. The buzz saws in its mouth slowly spin out, but there's no fire or an explosion. Just a machine ceasing to function. 

    "Ah, there you are, Chaos-chan!" A familiar voice remarks and I look in the direction it came from. The demon queen is standing a short distance away and waving at me. She's being accompanied by a figure wrapped in heavy dark blue robes with a bandaged head, who's holding a gnarled wooden staff. Maou-mama walks towards me, an apologetic look on her face. "Are you unhurt?" 

    I look at her blankly. Why is she here? Did she come to get me? So was this actually just training and it's over for today? Or was this all just a test? Regardless, Maou-mama is like a radiant angel coming to save me from this cruel world. 

    Ah, crap, I think I'm tearing up. 

    "Mama!" I finally call out, before jumping up and running into her open arms.  

    "M-ma-?! Ahhh, what a great child!" Surprised at first, she expresses her delight at being called mama. She embraces me softly and strokes my hair with tender love. I'm seriously crying into her voluptuous chest now, though from relief rather than from fear. 

    "It must have been scary, right? I did not intend to put you through this..." She actually sounds sorry. Hm? Something feels wrong here.  

    "Wasn't this training?" I separate from her and look her up and down. She seems a little fidgety and her eyes are swimming around. What's going on? 

    "Well, yes and no... I mean... Mama made a little mistake, you see... We were meant to go to another place together, but I have bad control over transportation magic, so we were separated." She looks away with a sheepish smile, trying to avoid eye contact. 

    Look at me, oi. 

    "Oho, I see... a mistake, huh?" I cross my arms and look down at my mother with a deadly glare. Now I'm seriously pissed. 

    "Teehee~" She sticks out her tongue and winks in a cutesy manner that makes her look like a child. It unexpectedly suits her otherwise mature appearance. But for the current me, that's the last straw. 

    Something audibly snaps in my head. 

      

    Since a certain demon queen has terrible control over magic and accidentally threw a level one character into a level eighty area, even though she only wanted to teleport somewhere together, I'm now all the way back in the throne room of the palace again. At least she was able to find me just in time, or I would have come after death to haunt her. 

    By the way, the person in the dark blue robes who came with her was introduced to me as the court magician named Mithra. He has the unique ability to teleport people without using a magic circle, and when he does it, it's also much more stable than Maou-mama's. Instead of the flashing lights and violent pulling forces, there was only a gentle stream of colors and a light breeze. 

    Using Mithra's abilities, Maou-mama was able to find me, even though a teleportation accident like mine apparently always results in the person ending up somewhere completely random. The place I just got rescued from is called Yagrath, also known as the Dark Continent. And there are no transportation circles on that entire continent, so even if I had known teleportation magic, I wouldn't have been able to return from there by myself. 

    If Mithra didn't exist, I would have been stranded there forever. 

    "You did well in surviving for so long. Many expeditions have ended in the jaws of the vularen packs that roam Yagrath, and even powerful lords were ground into mincemeat by quakemaws." Maou-mama comments as we walk through the palace. I assume vularen are the wolf-beasts, and judging by the description and their names, quakemaws must be the cyber-dinos. 

    I killed a whole pack of those vularen single-handedly, but normally they would be considered pretty dangerous? Aren't I pretty amazing then? 

    I'll keep that to myself for now. 

    "Now, Mithra will send us to the right place, so that we can begin your training." With these words, Maou-mama motions to signal the court mage, but I interrupt her. 

    "I just came back, mama. I'd like to rest a bit first." Even though I'm in perfect shape physically, I'm mentally exhausted. I'd love to take a long bath and lie in bed until I get over the fact that I died and reincarnated in the body of a monster. 

    "I understand that you had a tiring experience, but it is best we start early before too many false preconceptions about yourself become ingrained into you." Stroking my cheek softly, the demon queen explains why we have to do it now. 

    But I have no idea what she means by false preconceptions about myself. Something like how my body works or my position in the food chain of this world? 

    "Mithra, bring us to the Blood Pits of Rodens." Gesturing at the cloaked mage, my mother orders him to use his magic. 

    Blood Pits. That sounds exactly like the place I want to go right now... not! 

    Once again, I'm enveloped by a stream of soft lights. Maou-mama and Mithra seem to be standing on an invisible floor next to me, as we don't actually move physically. 

    Within seconds, we arrive at our destination, and the stream of light fades, revealing a muddy trench. The ground is plastered with wooden panels, and the walls have been dug out from the dirt ground. There is an overwhelming stench of blood and decay from all around us. 

    "... what are we doing here, mama?" I turn to her and see an excited expression on her face, as her eyes are fixed on something behind me.  

    Turning around and looking up, I find a giant man three times my width and two heads taller hunched over and towering over me. His skin is light bronze and covered in scales, with shoulders directly connected to his head and lacking a neck. And he has the face of a crocodile's. 

    It's literally a humanoid crocodile! 

    I very nearly turn into Hedgehog Mode to instantly kill him before I get attacked, but I don't feel any hostility from him as he turns his head to look at me with a yellow-green eye featuring a vertically slit pupil. There is curiosity and wonder in his expression, though since he's still basically a crocodile, I can't be too sure about that. 

    "Nilotec, how is your father?" The demon queen greets him in a somewhat casual manner. She knows this bipedal crocodile. 

    "As always, he's grumpy and complains about the foot he lost in Your Majesty's last campaign. But the old snapper's actually happy he was taken along instead of being kept in his fortress." Speaking in a low growling voice that seems to suggest anger, his words hold a completely different meaning; he seems to be a pretty friendly fellow. Then he turns to me. "This your new child?" 

    "Indeed. She is a really good girl." The demon queen practically raises her nose in pride, a big smile on her face. 

    New child? Does it mean she's producing children all the time? 

    "So, the usual?" Nilotec bares his sharp teeth, and his lack of expressions only makes me think that he's trying to intimidate me. That must be his version of a grin. 

    "No, she survived on Yagrath for almost half a day." At these words, the croc's eyes widen as he turns his head again to look at me more closely. I guess having the eyes on the sides of your head makes it hard to use both to look at the same person when they're very close. 

    "Then we'll skip forward to the test." Now I can tell that he's joyful, most likely looking forward to conducting this test. 

    I have a bad feeling about this. 

      

    Apparently 'the test' consists of dressing me in slave clothes and throwing me into a small arena with about thirty captive humans. It's to test my combat capabilities against intelligent and organized enemies, huh? They are all wielding weapons while I haven't been given one myself, although that isn't much of a problem for me. 

    The problem is the fact that my opponents are humans. 

    I'm standing amidst the prisoners looking just like one of them, so they aren't aware that I'm their enemy. A middle-aged man wielding a wooden club and wearing torn rags comes up to me with a haunted expression. He's nervously peeking up at the demon queen's spectator's box, from where she's watching with Nilotec standing by her side. 

    "Ya alright?" The man has a pockmarked face and bad breath, and I can barely hold myself back from shirking away. He reminds me of the creepy homeless man whom I once encountered on my way back home after going out with some friends in the evening. I couldn't understand his boondocks accent as tried to talk to me, while he followed me in the dark for a whole block. 

    "What did they do to you, my lady?" A younger man dressed in ripped but much more sophisticated clothes, wielding a sword and featuring much better hygiene, approaches me from the other side. He seems to think that I was tortured to the point where I lost my voice or something since I didn't answer the first man. 

    Looking between the two, I assume that the former is a peasant and the latter is a nobleman. And both think I'm a prisoner just like they are. But their attitudes would most definitely change if they knew I was actually the daughter of the demon queen. 

    "Alright." The crocodile calls out to me from the stands. Since his eyes aren't the same as a human's, nobody can tell whom exactly he's referring to. "Let's see how you'll deal with this bunch of humans." 

    Huh, what's with that phrasing? What exactly am I supposed to do here? Fight them to the death? 

    "Is there a demon among us?" The young nobleman mutters while looking around cautiously. It's clear he doesn't want to create a panic with that suggestion, but the middle-aged man on my other side overheard it. 

    "What, one of us is a demon?" He shouts out in surprise. 

    Instantly, the humans all step away from each other and raise their weapons in something that could only be described as a medieval standoff. Humans are very quick to doubt each other, it seems. 

    "You! I haven't seen you around. Which squad are you from?" The peasant turns to me while holding his club ready like a baseball bat, to whack me with it if I make any wrong move. 

    "You lowlife, how dare you threaten a young lady." Stepping in front of me and pointing his sword at the middle-aged man, the nobleman covers for me. I really appreciate it, but would you do that if you knew I was actually the demon among you? "Tell us your name and where you came from, my lady." 

    I wonder where he's coming up with the idea that I'm a noble lady. Maybe it's because of my fair and spotless face. The other women in the arena look much rougher, and all of them have tanned skin and straw-like hair - the result of being out in the sun all day long and working the fields, I assume. 

    They should be suspecting me since I look completely different from them; my facial structure and hair color is the way I looked before my death, but all of these people look like westerners. How anyone here could mistake me for one of them is beyond me. 

    "Hey, your hair is black." A woman remarks with a suspicious glare and points her spear at me from a distance. I can hear others beginning their very own inquisitions elsewhere, and voices grow louder everywhere in the arena. "You're not from the empire, are you?" 

    Humans are just like that, aren't they? I've seen this happen before. When people want to find faults with others, they will look for every little detail to incriminate them with. While they aren't wrong this time, what if I was a normal human who just happened to be different from the others? 

    The nail that sticks out gets hammered down. 

    In a world where mob justice still exists, that's not entirely true. Because here, saying 'a nail that sticks out gets pulled out and disposed of' would be much more appropriate. After all, if it gets revealed that I'm a demon, they'll lynch me. 

    "She's not saying anything. I must be right!" The pockmarked peasant inches closer, ready to swing his club at my face. 

    "Cease this folly. Can you not see that the demons want to make us doubt each other?" The young nobleman is trying to defend me, but more and more people seem to have caught onto the situation and are turning my way. 

    Then I suddenly feel something piercing into my side. When I look down, I see that the spear, wielded by the woman who first raised suspicions because of my black hair, has been plunged into my exposed waist, all the way down to the shaft. 

    But it doesn't hurt. 

    "Wha-?! How dare you!" Rounding me and swinging his sword at the woman, the nobleman tries to scare her away. She lets go of the spear in shock as if realizing what she just did. The young man turns to me with a concerned expression. "Are you alri... ght?" 

    I pull the spear out with one hand and look down at my side, where the hole closes up on its own immediately. There is no blood, and just like poking a thick liquid, it returns to a smooth state on its own. 

    "Y-you... you are a demon!" Making a full U-turn in his attitude towards me, the nobleman draws back with an expression of fear and hatred. In the same move, he slashes at me and the sword cuts into my shoulder and goes all the way down to my chest in what would be a grievous wound for a human. My already ragged shirt falls off my chest and reveals the cut, which is closing itself visibly. 

    What are these feelings I have right now? 

    My heart, which I shouldn't even have since I'm actually just an amorphous being, is aching. The young nobleman stood up for me, but the moment the truth was revealed, he didn't hesitate for a second to betray me. No questions asked, no chance to explain myself. 

    The humans surround me completely, their weapons pointing in my direction, and a mass of fear and hatred wash over me. It causes me to shiver, and elation fills my mind; it seems that a Crawling Chaos basks in those negative emotions as if it was nourishing sunlight. 

    And that's when I realize what the sensation just now was: Disgust and disappointment. I find myself thinking that humans are only like this after all. 

    The encirclement, emboldened by their large numbers and the weapons they wield, tighten the ring. Not a single one of them shows any apprehension to participate in my lynching, as their faces betray their bloodlust and malice. 

    I feel my mind dull from the dark sensations that creep up within me, and my heart grows cold and distant. My vision blurs, and the humans before me turn into distorted figures only emanating a disgusting aura. Their negative emotions flow into me like sweet molasses. 

    Simply irredeemable. 

      

    When I come back to my senses, I'm the only one left standing in the arena. Several spears and swords are buried in my body, but I don't feel them at all. At one point, without me even noticing, my forearms turned into large bone blades - the one I used when I disemboweled the gorilla-like monster on the Dark Continent. From their tips, red blood trickles down and seeps into the dirt ground. 

    The dismembered and mangled corpses of the humans lie scattered everywhere. And even though they are in such a state, there is no disturbance in my mind. A part of me coldly analyzes the way in which I just killed thirty humans, both men, and women. The rest of me doesn't even care. 

    They attacked me first, after all. 

    "That was incredible!" The demon queen applauds me from the spectator's box with a radiant smile. 

    "I gotta say, she has great potential, Your Majesty." Nilotec has his arms crossed and looks at the carnage I caused with what I assume to be a satisfied expression. 

    Said majesty suddenly jumps down from the stands and walks towards me with a spring in her steps. I remove the weapons stuck inside me by pushing them out of my body, and by the time I'm finished, she's already right in front of me. 

    "You did really well. None of your siblings passed this test as quickly as you did." Maou-mama praises me and pets my head, even though she's smaller than me. 

    I think I now understand what this whole thing was about. Its purpose was to determine whether I would be able to kill humans or not. More specifically, how far I would let it come before I fought back and started killing them. Maybe this test was conceived after some of her children refused to kill despite their lives being threatened. 

    "What was this test for?" Looking around me once again, I take in the sight of the massacre I committed. I'm asking just to make sure. 

    "That is no longer important." Placing a hand on my cheek, Maou-mama gives me a beautiful smile. "You have shown that you are not bound by anything." 

    I guess it's just as I thought and this was to test my resolve when faced with humans. And after what I did here, I don't think I'll ever hesitate to kill anyone again. That is, as long as there's no other choice. 

    When I think about it, under the same circumstances in my previous life, I would most definitely not have been able to do anything. Being born in Japan, I've always been far from war and death. Let alone kill them all, I wouldn't even have fought back and most likely just been lynched. And the same would have happened here if I hadn't been accidentally sent to Yagrath and had to fight and kill for my survival there. 

    I think my inhibitions have completely disappeared with this. I've made my peace with the fact that I've died and been reborn as a demon in a world where it's all about killing or being killed. 

    "What's next?" I ask in a cold tone that surprises me. This shouldn't be a reason for me to lose my emotions! 

    "We shall have dinner." Looking around us, Maou-mama states with a happy expression. It's evident what will be on the menu judging by her gaze, but I don't feel disgusted by the prospect. When I think about it, humans and animals aren't that different - both are perfectly fine meat. It would be a waste not to make use of all these bodies. 

    And I, for my part, am not a human anymore, so I shouldn't be bothered by eating them anyway.





   



 Chapter 4 - Carry On Wayward Child 

      

      

    Three weeks passed in the blink of an eye. Maou-mama taught me many things about the Dominion, the nation of demonkind that spans the entire continent of Ceogath, which the humans simply refer to as the Demon Continent. The most important thing she hammered into my mind is the fact that to be a good ruler one needs a heart that can hold love for more souls than one can count. She cherishes every single one of her citizens, and she tried to teach me to do the same. 

    I didn't really understand what she meant until she took me on a walk through the streets of Arkaim, the capital of the Dominion, while in disguise. The bustling life of the city, despite the dark architecture and tinted windows, showed me that there were many different kinds of demons. Some possess an otherworldly beauty and grace, while others appear malformed and hideous. And I could see that Maou-mama didn't discriminate when speaking to any of them. 

    Maybe I won't be able to gain the same kind of open-heartedness so quickly, but seeing her overflowing kindness as she watched her citizens, I felt inspired to at least try to do so. I must have been seeing the signs of a good ruler in her at the time. 

    It's clear that she intends for me to become her successor, as all rulers do for their children. Leaving aside the matter of older siblings, who don't seem to be living in the castle, I feel like our kind is exceptionally long-lived or even outright immortal. I have no metabolism, after all. 

    I don't tire, sweat, or produce any waste even when I eat a lot. When I morph into any of the templates from humans and animals consumed, I can allow myself to copy their body plan to perfection. At the same time, I can also make partial transformations on the inside, which enables me to change only my outward appearance while keeping my interior that of a Crawling Chaos. 

    Therefore, I believe that we should be virtually immortal, as long as we have access to food. According to Maou-mama, that also appears to be our kind's only weakness, since overwhelming hunger can come to control our actions. It depends on the mass we have in us, with less causing a more intense craving when hungry, but with more requiring much more to sustain the mass. 

    Sometimes I wonder how much mass Maou-mama has since she seems to eat about the same amount as I do. 

    There is another thing I learned about myself, not in the physiological but psychological sense. Even though I had already started to become aware of it in my previous life, it took my death and this new beginning to realize one fact about my psyche. And it took this new body and the altered perspective on life that comes with it to completely embrace it. 

    I'm not interested in the other sex. And I have never been. 

    The Maid Corps in the castle are all incredible beauties - or cuties - without exception. Maou-mama told me they were chosen for various qualities, but the one all of them had to have in common was having uniquely good looks. 

    I think she saw through my preferences and is hinting at the fact that as her successor, I will be able to create my very own Maid Corps just like that. It makes sense that a person in the position of the demon queen should be able to choose the most beautiful subjects in the nation for herself. 

    Though I have to wonder, does that mean Maou-mama also swings that way? 

      

    "Good morning, Chaos-chan." When I enter the dining hall in the morning, Maou-mama sits at the end of the table and greets me with a smile unlike any I've seen before. 

    For some reason, I have a bad feeling about this. 

    Well, that 'some reason' also derives from the fact that Mithra is standing next to the demon queen in his usual mummy-like appearance. He has been the one to transport us from place to place so that a repetition of my trip to Yagrath wouldn't happen again. So whenever I see him, I have to look forward to going somewhere. 

    But the atmosphere in the hall seems different from usual. Many members of the Maid Corps are gathered, and Rewera appears to be carrying something in her hands. It looks like a crude leather backpack. 

    "Today is the day for you to go on your journey." Maou-mama speaks in a happy voice as she stands up from her chair. 

    My journey? It sounds like I'll be alone on this one, and it makes it seem like something more long-term than everything we've done so far. I haven't even had breakfast, and you're telling me to leave? 

    "It is a pilgrimage to prove your worth." Her gentle gaze seems to suggest that she expects me to pass with flying colors, just like I have in almost every test I've been subjected to so far. 

    "Where will I be going to?" That wording makes me think of a journey with religious undertones, and my destination will be a temple or ancestral catacombs, where I have to overcome some kind of trial that will feel like a dream sequence. 

    "Not to, but from." She corrects me. When she sees my confusion, she stands up from her chair and walks over to me, while gesturing for Rewera and Mithra to come forward. "You will be sent to a location chosen at random, and your goal is to return to this palace within three years." 

    "... three years?" I ask cautiously. Is she expecting me to travel across the world and perform some specific feat during that time? I mean, I don't know how big this planet is, but I've heard of a story in which people traveled around the world in eighty days. Then again, apparently they used trains and cars. Those most definitely don't exist in this world. "Do I have to?" 

    "Yes, you do. All who aspire to sit on the Dominion's throne are required to undergo this final test." Maou-mama puts her arms on my shoulders and looks me deep in the eyes, the piercing yellow irises on her black sclera fixed onto me in a warm expression. 

    It would require for the current demon queen to abdicate from old age or die, before I could ascend to the throne, though. The former feels highly unlikely if my theory about our kind's potentially infinite lifespan is right; the latter is something I don't ever want to happen. While being able to create my own harem is tempting, I don't want that in exchange for my new mother's death.  

    "I don't want-" Before I can finish, Maou-mama puts her index finger to my lips and shakes her head with her eyes closed. It seems she knows what I'm thinking. 

    "Do not worry. You should be able to return much faster than that, but this gives you time to see more of the world." Chuckling to herself, Maou-mama separates from me and speaks with a hint of mischief. I understand what she wants me to do with all that time I've been given. It's what she has been teaching me for the past three weeks. "I am sure nothing will be able to bring you down along the way. After all, you are my child." 

    Her confidence in me is astonishing, but at the same time, I can feel pride well up inside me. It makes me want to affirm her trust in my abilities. 

    Rewera hands me the backpack and lists the things contained in it. My breakfast has been packed, as well as some dried meat for along the way. There are some basic tools and a magic map which automatically shows the position I'm in. That last one should come in really handy. 

    Alright, I guess I'm ready to depart... not really, but there are no two ways around this. As long as I get sent to a place that isn't as dangerous as Yagrath, and have a map to orientate myself with, I should be fine getting back here. I'll just treat this as an adventure trip. 

    "See you soon, Chaos-chan." Waving to me just as Mithra steps forward and tips his gnarled staff in my direction, Maou-mama gives me a reassuring smile. 

    "See you, mama..." I'm not entirely confident in myself, but I'll just have to grit my teeth and get this over with. 

    Oh wait, in all this time it came so naturally to me that I completely forgot. The use of Japanese honorifics despite the fact that the language we speak isn't actually Japanese. What's up with that? Does this mean Maou-mama was reincarnated into that body, too? 

    Before I can ask her about it, the familiar stream of light envelops me and cuts off my vision of her. 

      

    When my surroundings return to those of the normal world, the first thing I notice is that the temperature dropped by quite a bit. Looking around, I find greenery all around me. Lush grassy plains with rolling hills extend into the distance before me, just past some mossy trees at the edge of a forest. 

    Well, my question in regards to whether Maou-mama is a reincarnated person just like me, or picked up Japanese from someone else in this world, will have to wait until I get back to her side then. 

    In either case, a choice is presented to me right away: Forest or plains? 

    I've been in a forest before, so no thank you. It's easy to get lost, and the atmosphere can become quite oppressive when you know that behind each tree could be monster that might attack you on sight. I have a better view of my surroundings on the plains and will be able to see if something dangerous approaches. Also, I will be able to spot settlements from afar. 

    Ah, now that I see the towering clouds in the distance, I remember something else I seem to have banished from my thoughts for a long time. I forgot to ask Maou-mama about the giant cloud monster in Yagrath. 

    There are several things I wanted to talk to her about that slipped my mind so inconveniently, it seems... 

    Well, it's not like it'll affect me for the time being, since I'm surely not in Yagrath again this time. Considering this is my world now, I'll eventually learn a lot of its mysteries sooner or later anyway. And I intend to live for a long time, so either is fine for me. 

    For now, let's start with getting my bearings by looking at the map. I could just walk in the rough direction of Arkaim, which is undoubtedly marked as my destination on the map if I really only wanted to get back right away. But as Maou-mama said, I should take this opportunity to see more of this world. 

    I look through my backpack and check the items Rewera listed one by one. When I think about it, a lot of these are things you would find in a disaster survival kit in Japan. Obviously, the pieces of technology they don't have here aren't included, such as a flashlight. 

    When I take note of the inventory, I find that there are things I don't really need. For example, there's a knife and a small saw, which I can recreate using my body; I already managed to create sharp blades out of bone on my very first day of being in this new body.  

    Bandages are also pointless since this body can fill out any wounds with matter from the inside. In other words, as long as I don't get scattered into many tiny pieces or ground to dust completely, I can regenerate fully. 

    There's also a rope, which I should be able to create from my matter as well. Though I don't know whether my body or this material here is stronger or this material here is. I'll still go with what I'm more familiar with, which is my body at this point. 

    There is one sizeable sheet of white cloth, most likely for making a tent from, and a piece of tanned leather about the size of a small poster. 

    But there's no map. 

    I go through everything again, then empty the contents of the bag on the ground and search the insides for hidden compartments, before putting things back inside one by one to make sure I didn't miss anything. 

    But there's still no map. 

    Maou-mama? 

      

    No map means that I have no idea where I am. While I've been to various places in the Dominion with Maou-mama, when she showed me the kingdom I might someday rule, no place looked like the scenery before me. In other words, I don't think this is even the Dominion anymore... 

    While Maou-mama didn't specify where I'd start my journey from, I expected it to be somewhere on the Ceogath continent. Considering Mithra was the one to teleport me, I couldn't have taken a wrong turn somewhere. So this is really my intended start line, then? 

    If this isn't the Demon Continent, then the only possible explanation is that this is the human continent - if there even is something like that. It would put me smack in the middle of enemy territory. 

    Appearance-wise, I should be able to pass as a normal human being, as long as I don't absorb things through my skin for all to see. I can eat normally, but after using the very convenient Crawling Chaos way for the past weeks, I don't feel like chewing and swallowing anymore. I'll only do it if I really have to. 

    I don't have any clothes on me right now since Maou-mama has embraced my body paint-like solution and even started trying it out for herself. When it comes to it, and I have to enter a human town, I can wrap myself in the tent sheet as a stopgap solution. I'll have to come up with a reason for that, or people will think I'm a pervert. 

    But I have to say, starting out in such an idyllic looking place is more like it for the beginning of an adventure. This looks like a starting area in a fantasy role-playing game now. Then again, I think I'm strong enough to challenge harder content, although I'd rather not do something like Yagrath again for the time being.  

    I guess this is a good way for a ruler to test their children to see whether they are worthy to be a ruler or not. Being thrown into an unknown place and having to find their way back while overcoming all kinds of trials will strengthen a person's character. After all, power breeds complacency, and a king who doesn't know the hardships of life will drive his kingdom into ruin. 

    For the first time since returning from the Dark Continent, I'm completely alone again. There are no maids a call away, or Maou-mama whom I could talk to here. While I walk across the plains, I have plenty of time to think about all the things I've experienced so far. 

    The sun is slowly approaching the horizon, and I'll have to find a place to sleep soon. Even if my body never tires, my mind is still that of a human's - which means that I need sleep to process all the experiences I make throughout a day. 

    Wait, the sun is going down already? It was morning in the demon palace, and within a short teleportation journey, it's become late afternoon already? I didn't arrive here so long ago, it's maybe only been an hour or two, so I haven't been absentmindedly walking for a whole day either. 

    In other words, this place is in a different time zone from Arkaim, and most likely ahead by half a day. Does that mean I'm on the other side of the planet right now? I guess my idea of a world trip is actually becoming a reality. 

    So on top of being all alone in a foreign place, I'll have to deal with jetlag, too? 

    And it is now I realize my tactical blunder. These plains have no trees, and it's quite windy. In other words, where do I pitch my tent and seek shelter from the elements when I go to sleep? While it doesn't look like it'll rain, I feel like I'll catch a cold if I sleep out in the open - even though my constitution doesn't really allow me to get sick, I think. In either case, I'll have to find a solution to this problem sometime soon. 

    Ah, I know what to do. 

    I transform into a vularen. The fur covering my body retains body heat well, and I can feel myself warming up already. I didn't pay attention to it before when I took this shape to run from the quakemaws, but these wolf-like monsters have pretty soft fur. This is quite comfortable, and I should be able to get through the night without a problem. And if I'm to believe Maou-mama's words in regards to vularen being considerably dangerous beasts, then other wild animals should keep away from me. 

    With this issue out of the way, I continue on my trek across the plains until it becomes too dark to proceed. I have a highly efficient version of night vision, but it feels quite alien to me. It's somewhat stressful when I'm in almost complete darkness but can still see as if it was a very cloudy day, so I prefer not to use it. Must be human nature to dislike the dark, or maybe it's just me. 

    In either case, I should be able to sleep rather well and safely while in this form. 

      

    I wake up to the sound of thunder. 

    Why am I not surprised? Of course, when I sleep out in the open, there will be a lightning storm. 

    Ah, I just felt a drop. 

    It's starting to rain. 

    And within seconds, it intensifies into a full-blown downpour. 

    Luckily, I stored the backpack inside my body. I tested the theory during my training with Maou-mama and found that I can consciously will a part inside me to not dissolve its contents. Doesn't mean it will keep things alive, though. 

    Thinking back to the vularen that I experimented on by testing how long it could stay alive inside me, I feel like apologizing. 

    While thinking such idle thoughts, I'm becoming more and more soaked. I'm feeling heavier by the second because my fur isn't the water-repellant type and is soaking in the rain. 

    When I look around, I don't see anything I could use as shelter. I'm thoroughly awake now, so I might as well start moving again. Having no clock is quite inconvenient since I can't tell how long I've slept, or how long it'll be until sunrise. The clouds and rain make it impossible to tell whether a moon is out or not, too. 

    Then again, I don't really need to know, I guess. I have nothing planned for the next day, after all. No school, no club activities...  

    Damn, I'm starting to think about my previous life again. It's still hard to come to terms with the fact that my life as a high school student, and the track and field ace, is over. And without being able to recall how it happened, too. I didn't even have a chance to say goodbye to all the people I cared about. 

    The rain is only weighing me down with such depressing thoughts, so I shake my head to get rid of them. In the same move, I also shake my body of the water clinging to my fur. 

    I transform back into my human form and remain naked without bringing out the sheets to cover myself with. They would become thoroughly soaked anyway since I'm already wet. Furthermore, there's no point in practicing modesty out here in the wilderness where nobody can see me. 

    Turning my hair into something like a single skin flap in the form of a makeshift hood, I let it hang over my shoulders and cover them from the rain. This is something else I learned from that certain alien parasite that takes over a human's head. This way I don't have to deal with wet hair falling over my eyes. 

    I see a gigantic lone tree on a hill, reminiscent of some famous oil painting. I'm sure I can find shelter from the rain there, so I quicken my pace and run towards it. I guess it's a lucky break. 

    When I arrive, I find that someone is already here. Not just someone, but a lot of living beings surround the trunk of the tree, huddled together against the winds. They look and sound like sheep, but one detail sets them apart from those I know from my previous life. Their fur grows in various colors, including rather unnatural ones, such as pink and dark blue. There is even a rainbow-colored one among them. 

    In the center of them is a boy, sitting with his back against the tree and looking asleep. He's wearing a wide-brimmed leather hat and a cloak most likely made from sheep wool. Unlike me, he's well-dressed for the cold weather. 

    Some of the sheep-like creatures bleat at me when I approach, and it wakes up the boy who is most likely their shepherd. He looks around cautiously, before spotting me in all of my barely covered and wet glory. I've already gotten used to being seen naked in the demon castle, and if I can get some shelter here, I don't care if he sees me like this. 

    The boy looks at me with round eyes, as if he saw a ghost. Never seen a naked girl before, huh? I'm mostly in my appearance from before my death, be it due to nostalgia or a lingering regret, but the important bits have been erased since they only get in the way. And I have a flesh-colored sheet covering my shoulders, in place of hair. 

    I walk towards him, and he tries to back away fearfully, but since he's already leaning against the tree, he can't get any distance. I go straight past him and sit down on the other side of the tree. 

    Just when I prepare to change into a vularen again to regain some body heat, I stop to reconsider my position; I'm surrounded by these sheep and their shepherd, so if I turn into something that very clearly looks like their predator, it will cause them to panic. At least I assume that there's such a relation between wolves and sheep in this world. Guess I'll have to wrap myself in a blanket and spend the night like this. It's not like I feel especially cold or something, but it's for my peace of mind.  

    I just hope the boy will leave me alone... but obviously, he doesn't leave me alone as I hoped he would. 

    "Are you... a fairy?" He asks me in a shaking voice. I can understand his language, but he has a distinct accent. Some words and intonations are different from the language I've been speaking in the Dominion so far. While this world does seem to have something like a universal language, it's not to the degree where completely different cultures speak the same dialect. I assume it's a dialect.  

    What part of me looks like a fairy? I'm naked and hugging my knees, wet from head to toe. My hair could be seen as wings, so maybe that's what he's referring to? Do fairies have head-wings in this world? 

    "You must be cold. Here, take this." I look up to see that the boy is holding out his coat towards me. Oh, what a nice kid. 

    I'm not really cold though, so I shake my head. 

    "But you're... n-naked." Now he's bothering me. I just want to sleep. 

    I look at him in silence. He's blond and has blue eyes. Everything about him seems human, even though I can't tell with absolute certainty due to his thick clothes. Still, a demon wouldn't ask what I am, since there are all kinds of appearances. It practically confirms my suspicion that this isn't the Dominion anymore.  

    He seems entranced by my appearance, and I hear him swallow as his eyes swim all across my body, not knowing where to look. If only you knew my real appearance, you'd run away screaming, kiddo. 

    Putting my head on my knees, I ignore him. I'm too tired to start a conversation now. He continues to stand around, unsure of what to do, but soon I hear his footsteps as he rounds the tree and sits down on the other side again. Good, I'll have my peace now. 

      

    I wake up to the sound of birds. The first thing I notice is that a small coat is covering my shoulders. Somehow, I didn't notice that the boy apparently gathered his courage again sometime later and snuck over to place it on me while I was asleep. 

    When I look around, the sheep are still there. It seems I didn't sleep for very long, as the sun still hasn't risen over the horizon, yet. I get up and walk around the tree, to find that the shepherd boy is asleep in the spot I first encountered him in, his hat pulled deeply into his face. His undercoat is most likely too thin for this weather, but he still chose to be a gentleman. 

    That's quite commendable. 

    I cover him with his coat and quickly take my leave, hoping that I didn't wake him up. Hopefully, it'll somehow make him think I was literally just a wet dream. 

    Choosing to walk in the direction of the sun, where its first rays are peeking over the horizon, I pass over the ridge of a hill and change my shape into that of a vularen. 

    I would only learn much later that the shepherd boy must have been awake and seen my transformation, as a legend formed around this encounter. A beautiful naked woman visits a lonely shepherd and spends the night with him, then runs away just before dawn and transforms into a wolf in the sunlight. 

    Nothing of the sort of 'spending a night together' - in the sexual meaning it's most likely intended to sound like - happened, though! 

      

    I messed up! 

    I should have asked the shepherd boy for directions to the nearest town or something. He couldn't have been that far away from a human habitat in the first place, even if it's only a farm. But I already walked quite a bit and was swept away by a river for a pretty long distance. I'm not a bad swimmer, but I underestimated how strong the current was. 

    Thus, I don't even know the way back to that tree under which I met him. Also, he most likely already left, now that the sun is on the rise.  

    Well, I'll just enjoy the adventure into the unknown then. It's not like this could turn out badly or anything, right? 

    No, wait! I take it back! Everything can turn worse, and when you're too optimistic, that's when fate strikes you even harder. I can only hope that I'm not going deeper into untouched nature and the wilderness where I'll get lost for the next decade. 

    And it seems that I'm getting a lucky break. When I get to the top of a hill, I spot a village in the distance. No walls, only one street, a collection of a few houses. People are working in the golden wheat fields, harvesting the bountiful crops. They look like regular humans, all with hair in shades of blond and light brown. 

    I color my hair blond and grow it out to around shoulder-length. Then I turn my irises blue - or at least I will them to become blue, even though I'm not sure whether it actually happens or not, since I have no mirror. This way I should look more like a human from this country. 

    As for clothing, I can only wrap myself into the tent sheets from inside my backpack. There's a sewing kit in the backpack, but I can't sew at all, so it's not really useful. 

    I think about it for a moment, before deciding to give it a try. It should be better than going in basically naked. 

      

    "Look at that girl; she's in rags." 

    "Did something happen to her? Those clothes look like she was attacked..." 

    I can hear you, you know. Your pitiful gazes and words of suspicion hurt my heart. Even though it looks like this, I tried my best! 

    "Hey, are you alright?" A handsome young man with light brown hair and blue eyes approaches me with a concerned expression. I almost do a double-take when I find that he looks just like the stereotypical protagonist of a fantasy anime. 

    "I'm... fine..." I can't even bring myself to talk straight since I have to suppress the urge to laugh about his appearance. 

    Wait, this is my chance to get information about this place. In fact, if I play on my vulnerability and female charm, I should be able to get men to do all kinds of things for me. 

    Ah, this thought wouldn't even have crossed my mind before, but it came to me so naturally just now. Is this the effect of this body on my mind? It certainly wasn't Maou-mama's training, that's for sure. 

    "You don't look fine to me. Your clothes are completely ragged, and you're barefoot. Were you robbed?" He looks me up and down. 

    Leave me alone about my outfit already! And I've been barefoot for a pretty long time now. There's nothing wrong with that. 

    But he just gave me a story that I can run with. Alright, I'll play the damsel in distress and act like I've been robbed of everything, including the clothes on my body. 

    "I... was attacked by bandits... I managed to escape my captors... during the night." I try to put some despair in my voice, though I don't think I'm a good actress. 

    "I see, you poor thing... My name is Rolan Helt. Come with me. I'll give you a warm meal and some clothes at least." Showing a thoughtful expression, he extends his hand towards me and smiles in a naturally charming and reassuring manner.  

    Success! 

    





   



 Chapter 5 - Normies Should Just Explode 

      

      

    They are totally staring at me. 

    So what if this is the third loaf of bread and the fifth bowl of soup? My body needs nutrition. I'm a growing girl, although I don't know what otherworldly dimension my body is growing into since it seems to gain more mass on the inside, without showing anything on the outside. 

    Incidentally, the people who are staring at me are a group gathered around Rolan. He's a self-taught swordsman who is in a guild with the express purpose to provide all kinds of services to the common people, such as guarding merchants or eliminating dangerous beasts that attack human settlements. 

    That's basically an adventurer from a role-playing game setting, and this is an adventurer party. If I had been reincarnated in the typical setting, I would have been in Rolan's position. Then again, I would have still been a baby, as only a few weeks have passed since I've been born into this world. 

    A Crawling Chaos grows up fast, huh? 

    We're in the only tavern in this tiny village, with the interior only being the size of a living room. The village brewer repurposed his house and added a second floor to it, turning it into an inn for the rare traveler who passes through here. 

    That brewer-slash-innkeeper is also eyeing me with a blank look of astonishment. Must be because I'm eating away a lot of his stored food. He then shrugs, most likely thinking that as long as he gets paid, it doesn't really matter.  

    "You must have been really starving, missy." The giant guy with a needlessly booming voice comments with a laugh. He's one of Rolan's companions, a towering bald man with a magnificent mustache, and an equally towering shield strapped to his back. His body is built like a brick house, and I wouldn't be surprised if he could lift me with one hand. 

    I guess this is the tank of the group. 

    "Leave her be, Gram. The young lady must have lived through a terrible experience." The guy with the needlessly flowery language stops the giant man from patting me on my back. 

    What's up with the name Gram? He looks more like he weighs a ton! 

    This other guy is carrying a lute, wears light brown robes and a wide-brimmed hat adorned with long feathers. He's giving off the stereotypical vibes of a bard. The only thing missing for him would be to speak in sing-song. 

    Still, a bard in this day and age? Well, this is technically a fantasy world, so I'm sure his existence has a justification here. 

    "Hm, are you perchance falling for my charms, fair lady?" He gives me a smile that would surely melt any other girl's heart. Too bad for him that I don't swing that way. I would consider him good-looking, with a body one size smaller and slimmer than Rolan's, but his behavior is plain annoying to me. Maybe it works for people in this world, though. 

    I ignore him and turn my gaze to the fourth member of their party. 

    "What, do I have something on my face?" She practically spits this into my face coldly. 

    How unfriendly! 

    It's a beautiful girl with long, light blond hair and sapphire blue eyes. She wears a cloak and carries a staff with crystals inlaid into their tip. I assume she's a mage. By the usual pattern, she's also in love with Rolan, who's oblivious to her feelings. I glance at the man in question and then back to her. She stares at me in bewilderment, and I smirk in realization.  

    "If you have something to say, just out with it!" She clenches her staff, shaken by the fact that I figured it out so quickly. 

    In either case, we have the whole clichéd adventurer party together. They have a swordsman as the leader, a tank, a mage and a bard for support. Actually, I don't think a bard is really necessary, and he should be replaced with a ranger, but I'm sure his existence has a justification here. 

    Hm, I think I just repeated myself there. 

    "What a hot gaze, you must be really interested in my humble self." I think I'm about to throw up. A pitiful and doubtful gaze appears to be filled with affection in his eyes, huh? This guy must be the densest of them all. 

    "Now that you had your fill, I'll introduce everyone." What do you mean, had my fill? I could eat ten times this amount. But Rolan is quite forceful in his statement, as he places the money down on the table to pay before I can ask for more. I must be hurting his wallet with my seemingly endless hunger. The leader then begins. "The big man is Gram Vestegard, he drinks a lot, but can be quite reliable when the situation calls for it." 

    The big man in question lifts his jug of what I think is beer, smiling at me. 

    "The flirty guy is Sigurd Nurmi. Don't pay it any mind. He does that with all girls." 

    "Hey, that is not true. I only flirt with the most beautiful ones." Tossing a charming wink towards me, the bard gives me a smile meant to melt my heart. It only serves to make me lose my appetite. Good thing I already stopped eating. 

    "... the one with the attitude is Runa Sigint, she's the only one who knows magic in our group." He ignores the bard's interjection and continues. This tells me volumes about their group dynamics in regards to the latter's behavior. 

    "What do you mean, attitude?" She glares at Rolan's introduction of her, proving him right. But Luna? That's such a common fantasy name, especially for a mage. 

    Ah, she turned her attention to me. Did my thoughts show on my face? 

    "Last but not least, and once more, I'm Rolan Helt. I'm the one holding this ragtag bunch together." Rolan finishes up the round of introductions. "So, what's your name?" 

    "Ku-..." I was about to say my real name out of habit. In this world I'm Chaos. "Ch-" 

    Wait, these are very clearly humans, and I feel like Chaos is a demon name. Even I, with my bad English grades, know the meaning of the word 'chaos'. 

    "Kuroe Makoto." No harm in giving my real Japanese name from my previous life anyway. I can't come up with a random fantasy-sounding name on the spot, I'm sorry. 

    "Chloe Marcott?" Gram asks with a raised eyebrow, scratching his bare chin questioningly. 

    Ah, of course, they pronounce it wrong. But I'm not going to correct them since that sounds like a name that could fit into this world. 

    "That is a strange name." Luna snorts disparagingly. 

    Leave my name alone, oi! You're really rude, you know? 

    "Maybe it's from the Mineva Republic?" The bard begins to speculate in regards to where that name may come from. He mentions a place called the Mineva Republic, and it gives me a glimpse into humanity of this world. 

    It makes sense that they would have various countries with distinct cultures, where people's names are different. Many fantasy settings just have humans as a monolithic entity fighting against the evil demons - who are also monolithic and follow the demon lord without question. Even when faced with a common enemy that could cause their annihilation, I don't think that humanity uniting unconditionally is very likely. 

    "Were you traveling alone?" Rolan asks me. I was, but I can't really say that, or else they'll think I'm either actually really strong or plain stupid. 

    "I was with my parents, but they..." Are still alive and well in the world I came from, or so I hope. But to me, who is now bound to this world here, they may as well be dead. It's quite depressing to think about the fact that I'll most likely never meet them again, but at least it'll bring out the proper emotions in me for this act. 

    "I see... I'm sorry." The leader looks empathetic. "What were you doing in these parts? If you're from the Mineva Republic, you're really far from home." I never said I was from this place called the Mineva Republic, but at least now I know that it's far away. 

    Actually, I'd like to see a map of the world before I start making any claims about where I'm from. But I can't just go and ask them to show me a map right here. 

    Hm, maybe I can act like an aristocrat's sheltered daughter who doesn't know about the world. But for that my table manners weren't good enough, I think. 

    Don't sweat the small stuff. The setting is that I almost starved to death and I can always explain my lack of manners by saying that I was always a rebellious and tomboyish child - just the way I really am. 

    And I was actually quite hungry. 

    "We were on a journey. My parents wanted to show me the world, but then..." I leave the rest to their imagination once again. That's always more effective than explicitly stating the facts. A construct of lies works best when a large part of it is provided by the person you want to lie to. 

    I didn't say that I was from the Mineva Republic, but I also didn't deny it. They will now think I'm from wherever that is, but I can always change that part of my background story later. That will depend on where the republic is in relation to the Dominion so that I could maybe get directions there. 

    "You poor girl..." Gram says with a compassionate sigh. He's been the friendliest one among these guys and seems to be a gentle giant, despite his powerful appearance. I would have avoided him if I saw him on the streets in my world. But here, he seems like someone you can depend on. "What shall we do with her? We can't just leave her be." 

    "Why don't we bring her along to Hovsgaerden? The guild might be able to help her." The bard interjects with this suggestion. I assume that 'the guild' refers to the adventurer guild they're signed up with. 

    "I object." Of course, Luna doesn't want me to come along. She fears for her monopoly on Rolan as the only female in the party. Now, let's hear her reasoning. "She will only drag us down when a battle breaks out." 

    Well, if I could show my full power, you all would most likely be dragging me down. But I can't very well do that when I'm acting like a weak aristocratic daughter who barely escaped from a bandit attack in which her parents were killed. I need to keep up appearances, as long as I don't know how strong human can be. 

    While I did make short work of malnourished peasant soldiers and ill-equipped nobles in the Blood Pits of Rodens, I have no experience in fighting well-fed adventurers who are used to deal with monsters, after all. 

    "And she possesses no money. If she always eats so much, we will run out of funds really quickly." She continues and points at the remains of my meal. Alright, that's a point I can't deny, I do eat a lot of food. And I have nothing of any value on me, including the things inside my body. 

    "Umm, if you could point me in the direction of Hovsgaerden, I can go there myself." I'm not sure I got the name right, but I can chalk it up to being unfamiliar with the local language. After all, to them, I must have a noticeable accent, just as they do for me. 

    Really though, being surrounded by people I can't show my true self to will be quite tiring in the long run. 

    "No, we cannot let a defenseless lady fend for herself in the harsh wilderness. She was lucky to have escaped the grasp of bandits. Now you want to send her out there on her own again?" The bard shoots down my suggestion and turns to argue against Luna's sentiment. Oh well, then I'll just keep quiet and watch this unfold. 

    "So are you telling us we should babysit her?" The blonde mage gestures at me, not caring about appearances. She really doesn't like me, does she? 

    "You're too harsh, Runa." That Rolan finally speaks up, and it earns him a glare. Yep, he's the dense type. "We found her, so we will have to see things through to the end." 

    That's a very commendable attitude, but it feels like you'll be wasting a lot of your time in life if you do this every time you find a damsel in distress. Although the way he refers to me makes it sound like he's talking about a pet. 

    "You found her. I did not want anything to do with it. In the first place, you always..." Luna raises her voice in anger. 

    I stop listening. This is a lover's quarrel if I've ever seen one. Both Gram and the bard are staying out of it and look at me with apologetic expressions. I don't really mind; I just would have liked not to be the spark that ignited this argument, without actually doing anything in the first place. I'm sure it was a long time coming, too. 

    "Just do as you like!" Luna stands up abruptly and slams her hands on the table, before storming off. The stack of wooden soup bowls in front of me topples over, but Gram, the bard and I barely catch the ones that roll off the table. 

    "What's with her?" Rolan turns to us and frowns. He actually has the audacity to ask that! 

    Ugh, I can't watch this. 

    "You don't understand a woman's heart at all, Sir Rolan! Follow her! " I know I'm meddling, but I'm a girl, too. I can understand her frustration to a degree. Confused, the leader is taken aback by my outspokenness. He's still not moving, though. 

    "What-" 

    "GO!" I stand up and shout. He finally reacts by jumping up from his seat, before running out of the tavern, to go after Luna. 

    I sigh and sit back down. 

    "There they go again... let's do some drinking down here tonight." The bard suggests to Gram. It seems there is something they know about that I don't. 

    What? 

    "Yeah, I don't want to be anywhere near their room tonight." Gram responds with a knowing nod. 

    What, what? 

    Don't tell me these two are already an item and I was just pointlessly meddling? Even I'm not dense enough to misunderstand what these two mean by that short exchange. Rolan and Luna are going to have make-up sex tonight, and it's going to be loud. 

    And I really didn't need to imagine it... 

    How much of this was an act on his part to make her jealous? How much was it an act on her part of being jealous for no good reason? 

    Ahhh, normies should just explode... 

    I'm not that socially inept, and I've received my fair share of confessions - from girls, that is - so I shouldn't be one to use the term 'normie'. But those who get all lovey-dovey in a way that bothers people are so annoying. I would never make it a public thing. 

    Well, I've never been in a relationship, so I can't make a definite statement about that. Now that I've become a monster, I don't think my chances have improved in that regard. 

    In either case, I don't want to be anywhere near them tonight. Maybe I should have a drink with these two. I never had alcohol before, since it's limited to those of twenty years and up in Japan. But this isn't Japan, and I'm not a human being, so those rules don't apply to me. 

    Alright, it's decided then. I'll just drown my sorrows of being single in alcohol tonight. 

    "Let me join you..." I turn to the big man and the bard, feeling tired. Huh, why do they look so surprised? Ah, I guess the image of me being an aristocrat's daughter is crumbling away. How do I save this? Nothing good comes to mind. 

    Then, understanding creeps onto the bard's face. What? What did he understand? 

    "Alright. But before then, there is a task we have to complete." He stands up with a nonchalant shrug. 

    "Miss Marcott, please remain in this village until we return. You'll be safe here." Gram is trying to reassure me, but I feel like I'll be missing out on something if I don't go along with them now. 

    "Where are you going?" I try asking, not actually expecting an answer. For all I know, they could be going on some secret quest given by the adventurer guild, which outsiders shouldn't know about. 

    "We're going to fulfill the request we came here for. Recently a rogue wulfar has been attacking livestock in this area, and the people fear that it may turn to humans eventually. Our job's to find and kill it." The big man explains, meaning that it's not a secret. 

    That name though, it sounds like a wolf. Can't be the local name for the vularen now, can it? Well, this 'request' does seem like a fairly low-level one. It can't be more than a two-star quest to slay or catch a boss-phenotype of some mob monster. 

    "I want to come along and see how you do it." I know that I may sound like a selfish child, but I'm really curious. If it's a vularen, it can be used to assess the capabilities of this party of adventurers. 

    Through this, I may be able to gauge the strength of humans in their natural habitat. Especially Luna's powers as a mage is a big mystery to me. I've only seen Maou-mama and Mithra cast magic so far, but they must be on an exceptionally high level. 

    "Now look here... this is a dangerous beast that requires all four of us to fight. We won't be able to protect you, Miss Marcott." Scratching his head, Gram seems to be at a loss. He doesn't want to deny me outright, but he also can't just agree. 

    I don't need protection! 

    But I also can't let him know that! 

    Uguu... 

    "I won't get in your way, I promise!" I look at the bard with upturned eyes. I can tell that he's the type to fall for such things. 

    "It should be alright if she stays near me. Your protection is flawless either way, big man."And sure enough, he replies as I expect he would and turns to Gram. I can see the latter's resistance fading at the flattery. 

    So, he's weak to flattery, huh? This serves as a useful reference for the future. 

    Ah damn, I'm doing it again. Why am I so calculating? It really must be this body affecting my mental state. I wasn't such a cold-hearted person in my previous life. Well, I don't even have a real heart at all with this body. 

    Well, I know that this is in part the result of Maou-mama's training, which contained more situations similar to the test I took on my first day in this world. While I haven't become a monster that attacks humans on sight, I also value their lives about as much as animals. And all animals are my food when the situation calls for it. 

    "Let's go find the two lovebirds..." Gram sighs. It's clear that he looks forward to it as little as I do, but since Rolan is the leader, he can't just leave on the quest without him. 

      

    Since this is only a collection of a few houses, it should be quite easy to find someone here. Especially people who stand out as much as a quarreling couple. Or so it should have been. Instead, we find them embracing each other and kissing behind a barn. 

    Ugh, just explode already... 

    When they notice us, they quickly separate and act as if nothing happened. Either they're consciously putting up an act, or really think they're getting away with keeping their relationship a secret. Whichever it is, both are equally annoying to me. 

    "Wh-what is it?" Luna asks with a flushed face. She tries - and fails - to secretly wipe her lips on the tip of her cloak while putting up a strong front. 

    But we already saw it, dammit! 

    "We should get moving." Gram says while acting as if he didn't see. So he's the one who's been enabling them! 

    "Yes, we should." Rolan, more composed than his sweetheart, quickly takes the opportunity to divert attention from Luna. 

    I'm standing next to the bard, just behind Gram, so that I'm out of sight. They will be the ones to tell their leader about me wanting to come along, so I better not initiate the issue with my obvious presence. 

    "Miss Marcott wishes to join us on this request. She is too scared to remain alone in the village. After all, she only knows us, here." I didn't expect the big man to be able to make such an excellent argument. Usually, you'd think the tanks are those with muscle for brains. But reality doesn't have min-maxing stats, so it makes sense that he isn't just pure strength with only starting intelligence. 

    "We should be fine. As dangerous as a wulfar may be, if it is us four, it will not even have the freedom to consider attacking the lady." Flowery language as usual, but at least he's contributing. 

    Really though, these guys should be more concerned about protecting themselves. If it comes down to it and I have to show my full power, they won't be getting away alive. I don't want any witnesses to my real identity in the human territory just yet. It'll only make my journey unnecessarily difficult. 

      

    - Chaos has joined the party -





   



 Chapter 6 - Powerlevels 

      

      

    We leave the village called Birkas and walk for around half an hour before we enter a forest. While the place where I first got sent to was just a vast plain, the landscape became more and more dominated by trees after I left the shelter of that enormous tree under which I met the young shepherd. Around these parts, it's already looking like Northern Europe's deep forests. 

    Of course, I never went there in my previous life, but I've seen photos of it before. I've always wanted to go there on vacation someday, and maybe eventually an opportunity would have arisen if I hadn't died.  

    So when I think about it, this is a second chance at seeing the world. Albeit a world filled with fantasy and no smartphones to take photos with. But maybe it's better this way; I can take pictures with my mind and commit everything to memory, rather than let things get filtered through automatic beautification software. 

    "Gram, prepare the bait. We'll be setting up camp here." Rolan announces as we find a clearing a few hours into the forest. There's a tiny creek flowing through it, and it seems to be the perfect place to stay for a while. It's really idyllic. 

    I noticed that Rolan sounds like a proper leader when he gives out orders. Well, he actually is the leader, and I'm sure there is a reason he could gather these people around him, other than just because of his good looks. 

    Aside from Luna that is. I'm sure she's mostly here because of his good looks. 

    "Sigurd, try out your suggestion. You never know, it might work." He turns to the bard; apparently, he's trusting the latter to do something. Let's see how that pans out. 

    Gram places his massive shield on the ground, then takes out something wrapped in a sheet. It's the severed leg of a lamb, still bloody and fresh. Classic bait material. 

    I approach the shield and only now do I realize how big it is. Gram is already more than a head taller than I am, so in relation to him, it wasn't that obvious. I could stand behind this thing, and nothing would be poking out on either side. This thing must be extremely heavy and surely requires two hands to carry. 

    So, the tank is really just a shield bearer? 

    "What is your weapon, Mister Gram?" I'm curious how he fights while carrying such a massive thing. 

    "My shield is my sword, Miss Marcott." He sounds proud. I should have expected this response. "It's enchanted to repel physical and magical attacks, and it's thick enough to deflect even a ballista shot. I leave attacking to those I protect with it." 

    Just like a tank in multiplayer games, his role is to block the damage directed at the squishy damage dealers such as Rolan and Luna, huh? 

    "And just in case, he can bash someone over the head with it." The leader adds while setting up the camp with Luna. That girl's glaring at me for some reason. Maybe you shouldn't be too friendly with another woman in the presence of your sweetheart. 

    At least I'm not wearing my makeshift clothes cut from the tent sheet anymore. It was sure to stir any man's libido because it resembled a naked shirt look. The bard was kind enough to buy me a set of clothes from the village's tailor. The material is rough, and it itches, but I can't complain about his goodwill. 

    The outfit itself consists of a woolen long-sleeved shirt and overalls one can immediately associate with what a farmer normally wears. Considering this is a farming village, it's to be expected that they wouldn't have the latest fashion trends available for a city girl like me. 

    My underwear is something I can only describe as granny bloomers. Completely unsexy, but at least it covers me up. Then again, I wouldn't mind going fully naked. It's this medieval society that minds. 

    The howling of a wolf interrupts my thoughts. So my suspicion that the name wulfar refers to a wolf-like beast turned out to be true, huh? 

    But really, it's already here? That was unexpectedly quick. Did it react to the smell of people or the bait so soon? But it sounds really close. I look around and find the bard cupping his mouth and howling again. He notices my gaze, smiles, and winks at me. 

    Ugh, so annoying. 

    I don't know whether it's an accurate call or not, but he can imitate a wulfar with his voice, it seems. I hope that was a mating call and the beast will come running to mount him. Though I do have to admit that he seems to be quite talented with his voice at least. 

    If it was just me alone, I'm sure it would have already found me. And knowing my luck, it would have been in a pack, too. I already had such an experience before, so I know how to deal with a group attacking at the same time. Hedgehog Mode is waiting to be unleashed again someday! 

    But for now, I'll have to play the helpless girl who can only watch as the humans go about their business. I use this time to practice manipulating the shape of my body, as Maou-mama told me to do whenever I can. Not only should I exercise changing my outward appearance, but also learn to control my insides in subtle ways. 

    Aside from designating one space for storage and others for varying degrees of dissolving speeds, I'm currently learning to perform precise motions, such as taking out objects from the backpack inside my body and then putting them back in, without actually looking.  

    About half an hour passes during which I seemingly sit still and in complete silence, while the adventurer party sets up everything. I've been successful in shifting things in and out of the backpack inside me. It's becoming progressively easier to learn new moves, as I get more and more used to this body. 

    Gram has set up the meat in something like a bear trap, while the bard has tried various interpretations of the howl. None have gotten an answer, but maybe the wulfar is really far away and can't hear it. 

    I seriously doubt that a predator is going to fall for a trap involving a piece of dead meat, and I'm fairly certain a wild animal should be able to distinguish the sounds the bard is making from those of its kind, so the party will have to begin actively searching for it eventually. 

    "How did you get to know the others?" I ask Rolan when he sits down at the camp. Since we'll be traveling together for a while, I'd feel awkward not to hold any conversations. I'll just kill some time by learning more about his relationship with the other three here. It should come across as small talk, but the only thing I'm interested in is why the bard is in this group. 

    "Well, Runa and I are from the same village. We were neighbors before we decided to take on this profession." So that's how long they go back together. No wonder, it's the childhood friend route that came to a good conclusion. 

    My male childhood friend thought I was a boy until the end of middle school, then he moved away with his family, and we lost contact with each other. He did say he was going to come back for university, but now I'll never know. Not like I would have started anything with him anyway since I prefer girls.  

    I think maybe the shock of him suddenly moving away caused me to go down this alternate route... 

    "We met Gram and Sigurd during our travels. They accepted the same request from a village as we did due to the guild's mistake, so instead of falling into a rivalry, we decided to group up. We've been a team since then." So the bard was traveling with Gram before meeting Rolan. Don't tell me the bard is actually a damage dealer then? After all, the big man is a tank.  

    I just can't imagine how they were able to fulfill any quests before meeting Rolan and Luna. 

    "It's been three years now, huh? Time sure flies..." Gram states with a distant look. He sounds like an old man, reminiscing about the past when he was still a youngster. Well, he does look like an old man. 

    "We're only getting started. We aim to take down the demon queen one day so that her corruption of this world ceases and we'll have peace from monsters." Rolan drops this incredible bombshell with a half-joking but unexpectedly determined expression. Careful what you say, you have that demon queen's daughter in your presence. 

    So he wants to be a hero? The hero? Should I kill him and his party right here right now? 

    "I do not think we will get the chance. The alliance army led by Third Prince Ulterius and Elven Queen Lillian should have reached the demons' capital a few days ago, and I am sure it has fallen by now." Makes sense that information doesn't travel that fast in a world without Twitter. The bard just named two people who I know for a fact are dead already. 

    At least I assume that this Third Prince Ulterius was the 'human king' Maou-mama gave me to eat for breakfast the morning I first woke up in this world, and Elven Queen Lillian was the 'elven queen' my mother ate. Of course, I don't say that out loud. 

    But it's quite pitiful. These people believe that whatever army they sent was able to finish the job. From Maou-mama's behavior, it felt like she only saw it as a minor inconvenience. It either indicates that she's incredibly powerful, or that humans are incredibly weak. 

    The reason I'm coming along with these four is to find out which of the above two is the case. 

    "Yeah, you're right. Well, I can't complain if that's true. Even if we're out of our job then, it's better than having to live with this constant danger." Rolan seems quite easygoing about giving up his adventurer lifestyle. Must be because he can always choose to settle down with Luna and become a hunter, or something like that. 

    From this conversation, I can gather that the humans and demons are irreconcilable in their existences. As long as demons exist, humans will face dangers in their lives. Not that it wouldn't be the case without demons since they would just start tearing each other apart instead. 

    During my previous life, I would try to ignore such news when they appeared on TV, but I was well aware that the rest of the world was far from peaceful. People suffered in wars for resources and outdated ideologies, while the so-called developed countries lived in affluence. I was one of those people living in such a developed country, in peaceful Japan, knowingly closing my eyes and ears to those matters because they were uncomfortable. 

    Shaking my head of these thoughts, I return my attention to the conversation at hand. 

    "Can you tell me more about the corruption spread by the demon queen? I was never taught about it." I keep up the appearance of a sheltered noble girl who never learned about the world. 

    Maou-mama didn't tell me anything about any corruption, so maybe it's just human propaganda. It would be a very effective method to make it seem like her existence can't be allowed. And if that's expanded to say that all demons spread corruption, then the entire race becomes something humanity could never coexist with. 

    "Every demon has an aura of corruption that surrounds them. This has been known for centuries." The bard is the one who replies. He seems to be quite knowledgeable if nothing else. "But the far more powerful corruption spread by the absolute leader of the demons was only discovered during the reign of the previous demon king. And the current demon queen is on a completely different level even compared to him. According to people who have been to cities near the sea facing the Demon Continent, her aura sometimes turns into a tangible miasma that is deadly to humans." 

    "Wild animals that are affected by it become more aggressive and sometimes turn into powerful monsters." Gram scratches along the line of his mustache and explains. The others go quiet, and silence spreads like a blanket over us. It's safe to assume that they know something about the big man's statement that I don't. 

    "With the demon queen's corruption come curses that no magic can revert." A grim expression on his face, Rolan finally speaks up and continues the conversation. "There have been more and more cases of children being born deformed by those curses." 

    It sounds like radiation. That's the one thing burned into my memory from our school trip to Hiroshima, where we visited the Peace Memorial Museum. Inside, I saw the effects of the radiation on the people who survived the atomic bomb in graphic details. I can understand why humans seek to kill the demon queen if by just being alive her existence causes the same kind of effect on people all over the world. 

    But she is my mother, and I'm just like her. While I wouldn't consciously wish mutations and slow painful deaths on even my worst enemies, I'm not a charitable person either. If I have to choose between my own life and that of people I don't know, I would never hesitate to choose myself first. 

    It seems the others are taking my silence as an indication that this topic is too depressing, so they stop talking about it. The mood hangs heavily over the camp as everyone remains quiet, acting like they are busy with something. 

    I fall deep into thought, mulling over everything I just learned. 

      

    The wulfar didn't show up at all, and for the past several hours the party has been in a slump. The sun is going to be setting soon, and we're preparing to spend the night here. My first full day on this human continent is about to pass, and while I did meet new people - temporary travel companions - not much else happened. 

    Gram and Rolan are about to go off to gather firewood when the bard stops them in their tracks. 

    "Shhh, something is coming." He must have really good ears since he seems to be the only one who noticed; I didn't hear anything at all, and neither did the others, it seems. The party is instantly on full alert, and I find myself in awe at their discipline. 

    I can only act nervous and look around with a hint of anxiety since that's all I'm good for right now. In reality, I'm quite curious about what's going to happen. 

    We're hiding behind a fake brush, set up to camouflage the camp, which is overlooking the clearing with the trap in the middle. The bard silently points towards the trees on the other side of the trap, and everyone's eyes turn toward it. The undergrowth is shaking and then parts, to reveal a wolf-like animal with fierce eyes. 

    That looks like a vularen, but when I use the severed lamb leg as an indicator for size, I'd say it's smaller than the ones on the Dark Continent. The spines on its back are also much shorter, and the color of its fur is different. While the vularen were dark brown with silver backs, this one has a dark green coat. 

    The jungle of Yagrath consists of bigger and older trees than the ones here, which grow to have a much denser canopy and cause the interior to be quite dark. There is also less green undergrowth to blend in with over there, so I guess this one is better adapted to living in this younger forest with plenty of brushes to hide in. In other words, it must be a subspecies - just like in a certain monster-hunting game. 

    In either case, this means that humans are quite weak. They consider one of these dangerous even when they are in a party of four, so they wouldn't stand a chance against a pack of vularen. Then again, Maou-mama did say that they are dangerous to even well-trained soldiers among the demons. I guess that means my kind is just incredibly strong. 

    Well, I already knew that from Maou-mama's teachings. 

    "It's corrupted..." The bard whispers, barely audible to not give away our location, and Gram's expression grows grim. Rolan and Luna hold their breaths as they watch the wulfar. 

    It's almost in range to step into the trap, but hesitates and sniffs the meat. Then it seems to smell something in the air and turns its head towards our hiding spot. Its red glowing eyes meet with mine behind the brush. 

    Ah, I'm sorry, it was me. It seems I have a very special smell which animals hate. 

    "We've been spotted. Change of plans." Rolan stands up and draws his sword. Gram and Luna spring into action as well, the former bringing forward his shield while the latter raises her staff. 

    I turn around to see what the bard is doing and find that he's not readying his lute. Instead, he takes something out from under his cloak. 

    Wait, is that a crossbow? Don't tell me he's actually a ranger. I'm not sorry for doubting you since you acted like a bard all along! With the crossbow hidden but the lute carried like his primary weapon, he was really misleading. In either case, I won't stop calling him bard. 

    "Be careful not to let it bite you. It may carry a powerful curse!" He warns the others and fires at the wulfar with his crossbow. It hits the creature square in the shoulder, causing it to yelp from the pain and jump back in shock. 

    That looked easier than I thought it would. How can this beast be considered dangerous even for a party of four, if a crossbow bolt alone can deal so much damage to it? Then again, I don't know in what way corruption or curses play into this difficulty ranking. 

    To be fair, compared to the wolves from my previous world, this one would be considered impossibly huge. This particular one's about as big as a lion. And in that same vein, the vularen of the Dark Continent are almost as big as brown bears. If the theory that this one is a subspecies holds true, getting bitten anywhere should be quite dangerous since it would have acid saliva that can dissolve wood very quickly. 

    Not including the curse, whatever that may be. 

    I see something like dark smoke rise from the wound caused by the crossbow bolt. Maybe that's how the corruption expresses itself, by spreading a toxic miasma around it? 

    Gram takes the point and charges straight for the wolf with his shield. Rolan follows behind him and brandishes his sword with both hands. The bard readies another bolt while the two melee guys engage in close combat. It's a testament to their courage that they're able to stand their ground even with the danger of incurring some kind of curse from the corrupted beast. 

    Luna has begun to chant words in a language I don't understand quietly. Maou-mama never taught me any magic, most likely wishing for me to learn it myself, so this is the first time I get to see it from up close. And it appears that magic requires an incantation in an arcane language in this world's setting. 

    The wulfar rushes forward to attack Rolan, but Gram bashes its flank with his shield. That was a nice hit, and it causes the wolf-like beast to jump back. It seems to have learned its lesson and begins to circle the two looking for an opening. 

    Another crossbow bolt flies at it, but this time it doesn't manage to hit, whirring past its ear. Still, the wulfar flinches at the sound and using that moment of distraction, Rolan jumps in for a two-handed slash with his sword. 

    It grazes the wolf's side, but the cut is shallow, as it's able to dodge just in time. In response, it lunges at the swordsman but Gram somehow jumps between the two, and his shield turns into an insurmountable wall against which the wulfar crashes. 

    Clearly, the MVP of this battle is the tank! 

    I turn to look at Luna and find that she's still chanting. A magician who takes more than half a minute to invoke a single spell is just useless in actual combat. Even the bard is more useful than her by at least providing a distraction with his crossbow. Even then, he doesn't seem to be a great shot, so he might not really be a trained ranger. 

    When Rolan called this party a ragtag bunch, he wasn't kidding. 

    A loud yelp draws my attention back to the melee battle. I find that the leader has landed a powerful strike on the wulfar's flank. It has started to bleed profusely, and even if left alone, it would only be a matter of time until it dies.  

    Then Luna appears to be finished with her incantation, as orbs of energy manifest in thin air and swirl around her staff. One of the orbs bursts into flames, one generates sparks, one turns into a sharp looking icicle, and one more distorts the air around it. 

    "Elemental Overload!" She's calling her attack! That's so embarrassing! 

    But the power of her magic is real. The four elements fly out in arcs and assault the wulfar one after the other. The sparks hit first, electrocuting the poor creature and rooting it in place with paralysis. It's not enough to kill it, but the effect is enough to prepare the target for the three other elements that follow. 

    The fire sets the beast's fur alight, which is then fanned by the wind, causing its whole body to burst out into flames. As it draws back from the pain and stands up on its hind legs, the icicle pierces its chest cleanly, ending its life in an instant. 

    From its entire charred carcass, a black mist seeps out and dissipates in the breeze, before the mortal remains begin to crumble away. After a while, nothing remains but a dark stain on the grass, leaving behind a patch of cursed ground. 

    Or at least that's what I think it is. 

    This is bad. I'm sure if I got hit by Luna's magic, I wouldn't fare better. If I get hit, that is. After all, it took her quite some time to chant, so I wouldn't give her the time to invoke her magic in the first place. 

    But I have to admit that they have pretty good teamwork. When Luna called out her spell, Rolan and Gram made way and circled the wulfar to force it to remain in the center. That way, it wasn't able to get out of the way of the sparks, which guaranteed that the entire spell hit. 

    Still, this group wouldn't stand a chance against me. I know that I don't have any need to dodge crossbow bolts since I can just take them inside my body. Furthermore, I would eat up the sword along with Rolan, and then Gram and his shield as well. And in regards to Luna, I could use the bladed whip to slash at her and break her concentration - if not outright decapitating her. 

    Stop it! Happy thoughts! I don't need to treat them as enemies just yet. 

    In fact, I've decided: I'll travel with them for a while and see more of what they're capable of. This way, I'll be able to gauge their abilities compared to those of other adventurers. If I only use them as a reference and they're just rookies, I'd be getting a wrong picture of the potential of the more powerful humans after all. 

    Though, if I were to find that they are among the stronger ones, then humanity as a whole would be nothing to fear. I mean, I know for a fact that average humans incapable of magic aren't even worth mentioning. After all, I'm practically impervious to physical attacks. 

    Oh, I just realized something: The bard wasn't of much use. 

      

    It's almost completely dark when we return to the village. Rolan and Luna disappear into their rooms on the upper floor of the tavern the moment we arrive. They both give the very obvious excuse that they are tired after the fight and want to hit the sack early. 

    Oh, I'm sure they'll be hitting the sack. Quite a bit so, too. 

    Gram, the bard and I stay downstairs as agreed on earlier today, to celebrate the completion of the quest with the villagers. It's loud enough in here to drown out whatever sounds may spill from upstairs. Well, the big man's booming laughter is making sure of that in one corner, while the bard's retelling of their exploits against the corrupted creature is distracting from the world in another. 

    I'm in the middle, with a huge jug of ale in front of me. This will be my first time drinking alcohol ever. I'm only seventeen years old, but apparently, no law to prohibit underage drinking exists in this world. I see a few youngsters in their mid-teens lifting normal-sized jugs to the big man's jokes at his table. 

    So, it's alright for me to drink. And even if it isn't, I don't care! 

    I take up the jug with both hands since it doesn't look like a human of my size should be able to lift it with one hand, and begin to chug away. 

    I might have gotten ahead of myself with this amount. If I were a human, this would have been enough to make my belly swell. But as I am now, nothing is visible on the outside. I down the whole jug and suddenly a wave of cheers runs through the tavern. 

    Huh, what is it now? 

    "Wow, the lady is quite the drinker, isn't she?" 

    "That's incredible, young lady!" 

    Ah, everyone was watching me.  

    "You seem to be able to hold your liquor, Miss Marcott." Gram approaches me with a jug of his own. "What say you we have ourselves a little contest?" 

    Hey, are you seriously inviting a girl one third your weight - and potentially half your age - to a drinking contest? If I weren't a Crawling Chaos, my belly would explode after the second Gram-sized jug. Scratch that, those aren't jugs, those are buckets! 

    But the big man makes his look normal-sized. 

    "Alright." I don't know why I accepted, but I did, and it's too late to back out now. Another huge jug is placed in front of us each, and we drink on three, downing it all before putting it down. 

    "Whoo, that hits the spot." Wiping his mustache on his sleeve, Gram slams his empty jug. Are you a middle-aged single salaryman or what's with that cliché line? "You're not half bad, either. Starting to feel the effect already?" 

    "You wish!" I grin and wave over the second round. Now that he pointed it out to me, I realize that I'm not feeling anything, and wonder about the alcohol content in this brew. Am I just drinking the kiddy version? I look to the tavern keeper, but he's filling our jugs from the same barrel. So that's not it. 

    Shrugging, I chalk it up to this convenient body of mine. 

      

    Four jugs later, accompanied by loud cheering, Gram retires. He's holding his belly, and his face is flushed red from the alcohol. I still don't feel anything though? Don't tell me I can't get drunk? 

    "Where is she storing all that ale?" 

    "This lady is a drinking goddess!" 

    Thank you, thank you. 

    "Miss Marcott, are you even human?" Gram asks while burping and I freeze up. He doesn't know, does he? I mean, it does look quite suspicious how I seem to have just downed my body's weight worth in liquids, and my stomach didn't even grow. "That's some drinking you only see in an elf!" 

    He doesn't suspect a thing, so I'm safe. 

    Well, I might be as beautiful as an elf, but my ears aren't pointy. And an elf can defy the laws of physics by storing such a huge amount of alcohol in their bodies without it showing in this world, huh? That's interesting to know. 

    "You jest, Mister Gram. I'm just a normal human girl." Ah, that was such a bold-faced lie, I'm surprised at how I can keep a straight face. The villagers look at me unbelieving, but since there's no other indication for my inhumanity, nobody suspects anything. 

    Note to self: Don't do things humans can't. 

    But I won't give up on eating a lot whenever I can. For tonight, I'll restrain myself and just consider the ale as food. 

    The party slowly trickles out following our contest, but not before everyone had their fair share of alcohol. Gram is lying down on a bench and dozing off, surrounded by empty jugs and plates of snacks. The bard is playing some relaxing tunes on his lute, lulling the people around him to sleep. 

    At this point, everyone is either heading home or falling asleep on the spot. This feels like how a party in a fantasy world should be. I wouldn't know about any in the real world since I never went to one before. 

    My eyelids begin to feel heavy as I watch the people around me, illuminated by the candlelight. The last thought that crosses my mind while I slip into slumber is that it may actually not be that bad here. 

    





   



 Chapter 7 - The Capital Of The Plains 

      

      

    Ugh, it's bad... 

    I regret my decision of accepting the drinking contest. My head hurts, and I feel like hurling. Why is it affecting me now? It didn't make me drunk, but I'm stuck with a hangover? Damn it, where's the detox spell when you need it? 

    Gram doesn't look much better this morning. The bard didn't drink much, so to the hung-over me, he just seems so much more annoying. 

    When the two lovebirds come down from their room in the morning, Rolan looks tired, and Luna appears refreshed. What did those two do, I wonder... not. I don't even want to know how long or how often they did it, I'm just happy we didn't have to hear anything downstairs. 

    Ugh, I'm feeling sick. 

    "We're departing in an hour. Get ready until then." Rolan announces to the party. I hope in one hour I'll be feeling better, then. 

    "Where are we going?" I just shamelessly include myself when I ask this, but it was practically already settled this way yesterday. Something about traveling together until we get to that city, of which the name I already forgot. Taking me to anywhere less backwater would be a step in the right direction anyway. I might be able to find my way from there then. 

    "We're going back to the guild in Hovsgaerden to get our reward for this request." Rolan is the one to answer. Right, that's what that city was called. 

    "Where is Hovsgaerden?" I ask, hinting at the fact that I'd like to know about it in a geographical sense. Maybe you could show it to me on a map, you know? 

    Oh, he's actually taking something out of his bag. It's a piece of leather, similar to the one I found in my backpack. Don't tell me he's going to draw it onto that for me... 

    "Kortid!" He chants and lines appear on the leather, which quickly join together to form a map. 

    Wait, don't tell me... 

    I want to repeatedly hit my mother over the head with a paper fan. She didn't teach me this incantation, and she didn't even tell me that the piece of leather in my backpack was a map in the first place! 

    "This is where we are." He points at a small red spot in the center of the map. "And this is Hovsgaerden." 

    Drawing his finger about halfway across the map in a line, he stops next to a black spot to the south-west, not too far from it. There are letters on the map, but I can't read them at all. My perfect knowledge of the spoken language right upon reincarnation isn't convenient enough to extend to reading it, huh? Maou-mama never made me read any texts, so I never noticed. 

    "How far is it?" I can get an idea about the distances with this. 

    "About four days away." Gram joins in on our conversation. He has finished packing his belongings and is drinking a large jug of water to combat his hangover. 

    "So we're going to walk?" I'm not too keen on walking long distances on my human feet, now that I know the luxury of moving in the form of a vularen, but I feel that traveling with them is the better option, since I can learn a lot of things from them. 

    Or at least just how to operate maps myself. I'll have Rolan teach me along the way, and in the process give Luna more reason to be jealous. She's too fun to play with; I just can't leave that alone. 

    "Horses are scarce in these parts, so they're very expensive." Rolan states with a shrug. In other words, this party is poor. "Even this request won't get us enough money to buy a single horse." And apparently, the adventurer job doesn't pay much. 

    "We are a long distance from the Demon Continent, so the effect of the demon queen's corruption is not that overbearing. We do not see many incidents here, so the requests are fairly limited." The bard continues to explain when Rolan checks the straps on his backpack. 

    "We plan to move to the empire eventually so that we can join the next campaign against the demon queen." The leader finishes his checkup and turns to speak to me with a grin. 

    Well, before you do that, I'll kill you though... 

    "That's only if the alliance army doesn't succeed." Gram slings his shield onto his back, over his backpack, and rejoins the conversation. "Obviously, we don't hope for that, do we?" 

    His voice doesn't hold a sarcastic undertone, so it's safe to say that he actually hopes that they succeed. After all, it would be better to be out of a job than having wished for the death of who knows how many people. And I know that a lot of them must have died, since two monarchs, which should typically be at the very back of the army, had been served up as breakfast afterward. 

    "When do you plan to do that?" From their response, I can gauge the confidence they have in their abilities. If it's soon, it means they consider themselves strong. Well, they aren't really when compared to Maou-mama or even myself, but it would mean that they think they are compared to their human peers. 

    "At the latest by the time the next expedition comes around if there's one in the first place. The journey alone will take a while, but we need to gather funds first." Rolan replies with a shrug, before looking around at the party members. "Alright, let's go. We'll be camping out for two nights during our journey, so I hope you don't mind, Miss Marcott." 

    "You can call me Chloe, Sir Rolan." From the corners of my eyes, I see Luna's head spinning around to stare at me with a dumbfounded expression. 

    Hohoho, she's so easy to read. 

    "A-ah, yeah. Miss Chloe." He takes me up on that offer, but he doesn't drop the honorific.  

    Oh wow, that's a murderous gaze if I've ever seen one. Luna is glaring at Rolan for actually calling me by my first name. Will they start arguing here again? This journey is going to be entertaining. 

      

    We depart the village of Birkas soon after. Rolan, as the party leader, sets the pace but pays attention to whether I can keep up or not. He doesn't know that I don't have a stamina bar that could be depleted and that I don't ever tire. 

    I think this will be the longest distance I've ever walked in my life, just to get to another place. Gram explained to me that it's about sixty kilometers. At least that's my estimate, converted from the numbers he gave me. He had to explain the relation between a league and a pace, and it earned me strange looks for not even knowing that. 

    I was able to play it off with the fact that I was a sheltered noble daughter who only ever traveled by carriage and didn't ever have to think about distances. It's the truth, since I only ever walked to and from school, but went everywhere else by train. 

    The bard already told me that this would be a pretty uneventful journey since the roads are well maintained, and there are usually no monsters around these parts. There aren't many bandits in the kingdom since they don't have much of a reason to exist. So, this is basically a boring, backwater country far from strife, which doesn't know many hardships. 

    My little story about being attacked by bandits seems a little unbelievable when I hear that there have been very few incidents in recent years. For me to be attacked near such a small village seems even more unlikely. 

    Luckily, nobody is thinking that... I hope. 

    Making merry conversation and good progress on the road, the first day comes to an end without anything out of the ordinary happening. We spend that night in a small village no bigger than Birkas. The inn is even smaller, and there's only a single large communal room where men and women sleep together in bunk beds. 

    In my previous life, I would have been too shy to do something like that, but with my new outlook on life, I don't sweat the small stuff anymore. And it seems quite the normal thing to do here, since the party, as well as the other guests, go to sleep soon after nightfall. Their rhythmic breathing tells me that they have fallen asleep just minutes after the lights were put out. 

    I had expected Gram to be someone who snores, but he's unexpectedly really quiet. So are the others, which leads me to assume that it's because the air here is incredibly clean and people don't develop breathing problems that way. I find my mind being drawn towards slumber in the silence of the night, and soon slip away as well. 

      

    A new day, the same procedure as the previous. 

    As expected, I learn more about the people I'm traveling with. Rolan wanted to be a baker before, but seeing the suffering brought about by the corruption of the demon queen, he decided to change his dreams. It's quite the commendable attitude and reminds me of heroes in fiction; they are always born from the common people who witness injustice and stand up against it. 

    Gram grew up as the son of a lumberjack, so it explains his big body. He was meant to take over the family business, but when his father and the employees were killed by a wild beast affected by corruption, the business was practically destroyed. Therefore, he decided to become someone who could protect those dear to him. 

    The bard is obnoxious, so I haven't paid much attention to him. I can understand why he would constantly flirt with me since Luna is obviously already taken. It must be a rare occurrence for another girl to join the party, if even only temporarily. 

    Speaking of Luna, she doesn't talk to me unless necessary. 

    I feel that it might be a waste of time to remember all their personal stories. When we part eventually, we'll either never see each other again, or meet in battle as enemies. Rather than their dreams and aspirations, I'd like to know their weaknesses. But they're weak, so there's not much more to learn. Except for magic, that is. 

    The journey remains uneventful. We pass through a few small villages along the way, all around the same size as the previous, and buy some supplies for the road. But the little food rations everybody gets is far from enough to fill my insides, which feel like they're going to cave in soon. 

    If I was alone, I could go into the forest and hunt for some wild animals, but I'm traveling with these humans and posing as a weak girl who needs to be protected. They don't ever let me out of their sight, and although I can excuse myself by saying that I want to pick some flowers, it doesn't give me enough time to find something to eat. 

    But finally, on the second night, an opportunity provides itself, as we're camping out. Gram has the first guard shift for the night, but I drank some alcohol with him, and he fell asleep. I guess the area is safe enough for someone to let their guard down like this even while on night watch. 

    We had set up camp at the edge of a forest, beside a pasture used by those multicolored sheep for grazing. I steal away in the dark and quickly transform into a vularen once out of sight. Following the scent of the sheep, I find the farm they belong to and sneak into the barn. There, I'm greeted by terrified bleating. 

    Ahhh, so many little sheep, ready for the slaughter. 

    I'm back before Rolan takes over the second shift. I have about a dozen sheep inside me, slowly dissolving and satisfying my craving for sustenance. With this I should be fine for several days, I think. 

    Sorry, unknown farmer, but I left you with a few. I'm sure you won't go out of business over this, right? Nothing connects to this group of adventurers and me since the footprints I left behind are those of an animal similar to a wulfar's. Nobody would stop to consider the possibility that little old me was the one who transformed into it. 

      

    On the next morning, when we have breakfast, I appear to look weirdly satisfied with only a single piece of bread and some dried ham. I could easily eat more, but I do it to keep up appearances. 

    But Rolan and Gram stare at me in astonishment, before exchanging a glance that suggests wonder. Hey, I'm not a glutton, alright? Stop judging me by your first impression. Luckily, they dismiss my seemingly strange behavior with a shrug; it's easier on their funds after all. 

    The bard shows me our position on the map. He says that we made great progress, against all expectations and might reach Hovsgaerden in the late evening hours of today, rather than around noon tomorrow - as it was projected. 

    That's another point where they are surprised. They had expected me to require breaks all the time, but I easily kept up with them despite the fact that they're walking at a pretty brisk pace. In fact, the bard appears to have less stamina than I do, and the breaks are usually taken for his sake. 

    Unexpectedly, Luna isn't showing any fatigue at all. Might be because of strengthening magic she cast on herself or something like that.  

    In my previous life, I ran Olympic-distance marathons in under two and a half hours - which placed me among the best in Japan at my age. That's more than twice the distance we travel each day. 

    Not like that has anything to do with my currently limitless stamina, as that's because I'm not a human but a Crawling Chaos. 

      

    Thus, we reach Hovsgaerden late in the evening, several hours after the sun has gone down. Luckily there is a full moon, and we could see the road, or else we would have had to camp out another night to complete the journey in the morning.  

    According to the bard, Hovsgaerden is a city of a hundred thousand inhabitants and the third largest city in all of the kingdom. Called 'The Capital of the Plain', it's the largest city on this side of the mountain range that splits the nation in two.  

    It has thick city walls, although they don't look like they're being patrolled. The gate is even open despite this advanced hour. In historical stories, I've always read that they are closed after the sun goes down, but apparently, that isn't the case here. I guess it goes to show that this nation is at peace. There are gate guards though, most likely to keep wild animals out. 

    "Good evening!" Gram calls out to them in a friendly manner when we approach the gates, to draw attention to us so that we don't come across as suspicious. The guards look in our direction and remain silent for a moment before they recognize him. 

    "Welcome back, Gram. Good hunting, I assume." One of them replies in an equally friendly tone. "Got a trophy?" 

    "Unfortunately, the beast was corrupted." Coming to a stop before the guards, the big man shrugs and shakes his head. 

    "That's a shame. Would've made a nice addition to the guild hall." Another guard, looking almost a decade younger than the first, comes up to join the conversation and turns to Rolan. "You going there now?" 

    "Yeah, we'll get it over with tonight and make a fresh start tomorrow." Pumping his fist, the leader states with a grin. 

    "Better luck with your target next time." Making way, the first guard wishes us all the best and motions to let us through. 

    "Wait, who's that?" The younger man spots me and his voice tints with a hint of suspicion. 

    "Oh, we picked her up in Birkas. Her name is Chloe Marcott. She says she was traveling with her parents, but they were ambushed by bandits. She alone was able to escape with her life." Gram explains my story to them. Now that it's being told by someone else, it sounds so implausible that I could laugh out loud at it. 

    "I'm so sorry to hear that, Lady Marcott." Tipping their helmets, the guards express their condolences. 

    Huh, they bought it? 

    Good thing I have my facial expressions under control right now, or else there would have been surprise on my face. I can't believe that this story is holding up across so many people. 

    "We don't want to keep you any longer; you must be tired from your journey." The older guard waves us in and gives me a sympathetic look. 

    "Sorry for doubting you." The younger guard nods to me with an apologetic expression. 

    "Don't worry. You're just doing your job." I look up to him with the warmest smile I can muster. Even in the dim light of the full moon, I can see that he blushes at the sight. Seems like he just felt the proverbial arrow pierce his heart, huh? Sorry, I'm not interested in men, though. 

    With this, we finally enter the city, and I breathe a silent sigh of relief. 

    "Alright, let's go to the guild and get our reward." Rolan, apparently not thinking much of the exchange just now, proceeds to guide us down the main street. 

    "I was wondering, how can you prove that you killed the wulfar without a body?" That thought flashed through my head when I saw it crumble to dust back then, but the villagers believed them even when they came back empty-handed, so I didn't think about it anymore at the time. 

    "If you are speaking of evidence, then they lie in my crossbow bolts." The bard replies in the leader's stead and points at his backpack. "The part that was buried in the beast is now blackened by its curse. This serves as evidence that we fought a corrupted beast." 

    "Same for my sword." Rolan pats the scabbard since he doesn't want to draw his weapon in town to show me what he means. I didn't notice it at the time since it was bloody, but I guess it stayed black after he cleaned the blade. "Anything that comes into contact with a corrupted beast's blood will have to be incinerated by magic or purified at the church."  

    Church. 

    When I hear that word, I have to suppress a grimace from appearing on my face. Everything I've learned about churches in fantasy settings is that they are, without exception, actually evil and bigoted organizations. With humanity's enemy being demons that spread corruption with their very existence, I can only imagine that they're really influential and powerful in this nation. 

    "We'll go there tomorrow. I'm sure we're all tired tonight." The leader says as we walk onto the city square. 

    There's a small fountain in the center, on which a larger-than-life bronze statue of a man wielding a hammer and a flaming sword towers. He's wearing a horned helm and sports a bushy beard that looks like his face is lined with fire. Aside from that last tidbit, he reminds me of a stereotypical depiction of a Viking. 

    "That's Gulbrand, Lord of the Forge." Gram comments when he notices my gaze. We begin to round the fountain to the left, and I get a good look at the statue's face. He's wearing an eye-patch over his right eye. "He was the lord of Hovsgaerden during the Age of Frost." 

    "What was the Age of Frost?" I find myself intrigued and ask without thinking. 

    "That is best told over a warm meal, near a cozy fire." The bard steps in and interrupts the big man before he can respond. Alright, I have to admit that the name sounds like it'll cause me to start feeling cold, even though I shouldn't, with this convenient body. 

    "Indeed, you guys should go ahead while Runa and I go claim the bounty. We'll come after to join you in the Dancing Dragon." Rolan suggests and points across the square to a house with stone foundations and wooden walls. There's a signboard above the door, showing a stylized winged dragon standing upright on its hind legs. 

    "Alright, we'll get you the usual." The big man waves to the two and turns to lean in on me. "As for you, tonight you'll get to taste the best ale in the kingdom." 

    I catch myself looking forward to it. Guess I developed a taste for alcohol despite my first experience with it going the way it did. 

      

    "Over here." Gram, being a head taller than everyone around him even while sitting down, is the first to notice when Rolan and Luna enter the tavern. 

    I had expected that at this advanced hour people would have returned home and gone to sleep already, but this tavern seems to be crowded with both men and women, who are all eating and drinking while making merry. 

    "So, have you started telling the story?" Rolan asks while he and Luna sit down on the bench left to the two of them specifically. 

    "We were waiting for you." The bard replies and shrugs. 

    "Hey, it's not like I don't know the story of Gulbrand or the Age of Frost." Laughing, the leader remarks and takes a big gulp from the jug of ale in front of him. 

    "And for the food." Gram adds as he sees the waitress coming towards us carrying a tray stacked with something that resembles mashed potatoes and a huge pile of roast meat. I can feel my mouth water at its sight, but make sure to hide my interest behind a facade of aloofness. 

    "You have not heard me tell it, now have you?" Winking, the bard sets aside his lute to partake in the meal first. "But that will have to wait for when the bellies are filled, and the alcohol has flowed." 

    Apparently, the meat comes from an animal that visually resembles a wild boar - according to Gram's description - and the mashed potato-like stuff tastes exactly what it looks like. In either case, it's the best meal I've had since coming to this kingdom. While it's much more rustic and less refined than what I ate in the demon palace, it has a certain charm to it that can't be denied. 

    When we finish up, and I empty my jug of ale, the bard strums his lute and sets the mood. The tavern has grown quiet as many have left, and the ones still around become aware that someone is about to tell a story. 

    "One final glow, a generation lost - ten summers of snow, the Age of Frost." His voice is unexpectedly charming as he begins with a rhyme. He proceeds to recount the occurrences of more than a millennium ago when the kingdom had not yet come into existence. 

      

    The story of Gulbrand, Lord of the Forge, took place during a decade of unceasing winter, called the Age of Frost. Apparently, it had been caused by the frost giants that were living in the eternally snow-capped mountains that split the continent. 

    In the third frozen summer, a host of said frost giants found their way down onto the Slaettermark, where several small human nations existed alongside each other in peace. The giants began to raid and destroy all settlements along their path, and few were able to escape their slaughter. 

    The survivors fled to Hovsgaerden, which was fortified and well armed but was suffering from a lack of food as a result of the unceasing winter. Back then, it was the capital of Allvoell, an ancient nation before the Kingdom of Lares was formed. It was governed by Lord Gulbrand. 

    A kind lord who had an exceptional love for blacksmithing, he understood the mortal threat his people were under. Working the bellows unceasingly for day and night, he personally forged enchanted weapons to fight the frost giants with, while he opened his private granaries to feed the citizens. 

    One day, when a blizzard laid its blanket of death over the lands, the frost giants came to raid Hovsgaerden. The city walls hardly posed an obstacle to their advance, as they were tall enough to climb over the battlements. 

    But they had not expected to be met by Lord Gulbrand and the people of the city, each wielding a flaming weapon, who stood in defense of their one and only home. It was a valiant fight, and soon, the giants were beaten back and scattered into the white darkness.  

    Yet, they did not give up. Every fortnight, they would return and try again. And every time, Lord Gulbrand stood at the very front of the defenders, to beat them back into the wilderness. 

    Even when his citizens had grown weary, their swords had dulled, and the walls had started to crumble, their lord would not rest. After every attack, he returned to his workshop, and reforged broken spears and chipped swords, not emerging until there was enough to equip every able person in town once more. 

    Finally, on their thirteenth attack, the frost giants broke down the gates and invaded the city. Their breaths of winter shattered man, woman, and child alike, as they rampaged through houses and streets. All hope seemed lost as the defenders fell one after another, and hearths flickered out in formerly warm homes. 

    That was when Lord Gulbrand, who had retreated to the keep with the survivors, ran into his workshop. Many despaired, thinking that he was trying to save his own life by locking himself in the last warm place in the city. It seemed as if the situation caused them to forget everything he had done for them in the past. 

    But he came out moments later, wearing a breastplate glowing red hot from the forge's heat. Wielding his enchanted blacksmith hammer and a new burning sword, he gave a fearsome battle roar, and jumped down from the castle gate, into the onslaught of frost giants. 

    Every swing of his sword set ice on fire, every strike of his hammer shattered frozen bodies to pieces. He became an incarnation of flames, as his unstoppable rampage cleaved through the ranks of his enemies. 

    His burning eyes brought fear into the cold hearts of the frost giants for the first time, and they ran for their lives. Lord Gulbrand would not let up his chase until every last one of them had left the city. Afterward, he stood on the gatehouse until his armor and sword had long cooled down in the winter storm, watching over the frozen wasteland vigilantly, to make sure the enemy did not return.  

      

    "The frost giants would never dare attack Hovsgaerden again, and avoided Allvoell for the rest of the Age of Frost." Playing a few notes on the lute to signal that story time has come to an end, the bard returns everyone from the magical journey his voice and music took us on. "Some say that because of Gulbrand's affinity with the forge, the glowing hot breastplate did not burn his flesh. That is why he is called the Lord of the Forge. The flaming weapons he forged were scattered across the lands after his death, and are sought after by many. His magical hammer remains missing, and was designated as one of the legendary items of the kingdom." 

    A shiver runs down my spine due to feeling a cold breeze blow past my neck, even though it should be warm in here. That's how compelling the bard's narration was, to be able to convey the freezing temperatures of this decade of ice. 

    Then I find that I've been leaning forward slightly and was hanging onto his every word - as has everyone else who remained in the tavern. It appears that the bard is a proper bard after all, with a magical attraction once he gets serious. His demeanor was that of a professional, and I can't help but feel impressed. 

    Everyone begins to applause quietly, as if trying not to disperse the lingering atmosphere of myth and legend he conjured with his skills. A rotund man with orange hair and a big braided beard of the same color waves over the waitress who has been listening from the sidelines, and orders a round of drinks for our group, on him. 

    "Thank you, good sir." Expressing his gratitude, the bard tips his feathered hat with a surprisingly dignified nod and smiles. I think I'll have to reevaluate my opinion of him after this. "Hmmm, it appears that you have finally fallen for my charm, Miss Marcott?" 

    I take it back. He's still the obnoxious person he was all throughout our journey. 

    "Hahaha, that expression says it all." Gram laughs and pats the bard's shoulder. I wonder what kind of expression I'm making, but it should be anything but a cheerful one. 

      

    Everybody soon leaves the tavern or goes upstairs to retire for the night. We finish the jugs of ale we so graciously received as payment for the bard's talents, and go to do the same. Apparently, I have a room to myself, since Rolan and Luna will share one, while Gram and the bard take another. 

    This will give me some alone time to think about everything that has happened so far, as well as do some practice with my body again. 

    There won't be a recap episode, though. 

    





   



 Chapter 8 - Breaking Minds... 

      

      

    A new day, a new adventure. 

    Or so I'd like to say, but everyone headed out to do some errands, so I chose to go with the person least likely to annoy me. Actually, to put it more nicely, the person I'd enjoy most to be alone with for half a day. 

    That would obviously be Gram. When I think about it, he's the most interesting person of their little adventurer party. Rolan seems just like the average Gary Stu protagonist of a fantasy story. Luna is the typical mage in love with the hero. And the bard is... well, himself. 

    Gram kind of does look like the typical tank character, but his personality is quite refreshing. He has an outgoing attitude that makes him endearing even to me, and he has the mentality of a gentlemanly protector. The fact that he wields only a colossal shield, with the express purpose of protecting his friends, serves to strengthen that image. 

    Through small-talk with him, I learn that the party is constantly staying at inns and taverns in this city, and they don't have a permanent home anywhere. They sold most of their possessions to begin the life of adventurers, committing fully to that path in life. 

    I could never do something like that. Well, I was forced into this new life because I unexpectedly and inexplicably died and was reincarnated. Even though I read some blog entries from people doing it, I can't imagine myself in their position. 

    But now I'm in a similar situation. 

    We walk around the marketplace to buy supplies necessary for an adventurer's life. The contents of my conversation with Gram grows increasingly casual, although it's usually just him talking, telling me about the kingdom's history and other knowledge a foreigner might enjoy. 

    My setting is that I can't tell much about where I'm from since I've only seen it from inside my home or through a carriage window when traveling. That's actually quite close to the truth; I didn't get to see much of the country I'm from in this world, except for the city I was born in. 

    Not like I could tell him that it's Arkaim, the capital of the Demon Continent, though. 

    "This concludes our shopping trip. Is there anything you want, Miss Marcott?" Gram turns to ask me after he stashes a loaf of cheese wrapped in linen in his backpack. He's so nice to me; I feel like I could have fallen for him if I swung that way.  

    But this is just like a date right now, isn't it? I'm a high school girl, and I'm on a date with a middle-aged man. Compensated dating? Nothing of that sort is happening! 

    Hm, this might be an opportunity to get a map of this nation, or of the whole world. 

    "I would like to taste the specialty of this town." In the end, my stomach is going to win. I have that leather sheet in my backpack, which should be a map. I learned the incantation from Rolan after all, so I'll be able to take a look when I'm alone sometime. 

    "As you wish." He complies with an exaggerated bow, but I don't mind at all. It feels like we could actually become friends. 

    The specialty of Hovsgaerden is a sweet pastry called Rjoma. It's filled with a red jam, but it doesn't taste like anything I've ever eaten before. This is the first time I'm eating something sweet since coming to this world, since Maou-mama practically only eats meat, be it from humans or some mysterious creatures. 

    It's pretty good, and I want more. But I can't just play on his goodwill and make him buy me several more servings. I should have gone with the bard; I wouldn't have had any reservations to ask him. I can picture him buying me a lot of them in exchange for looking at him with upturned eyes. 

    Well, if I ever make money in this city, I'll come and buy some on my own. 

    I make sure to enjoy the Rjoma slowly rather than wolf it down like I usually would, while we make our way back to the Dancing Dragon where everyone will meet for lunch. Rolan and Luna went to the church to purify his sword and the crossbow bolt the bard hit the corrupted wulfar with, and the bard went to have said crossbow undergo some maintenance at the bowyer. Basically, everyone else had less work to do than Gram, whose backpack is filled with all the goods we went to buy.  

    "Hey, there they are." It's Rolan who notices us first and waves us over. The bard is already there, too. There are plenty of seats, but I sit down right next to the leader, just to mess with Luna. Ah, she's so cute when she looks frustrated. 

    Food is soon served, and the party begins to discuss things while eating. Apparently, Rolan and Luna had the time to take a look at the request board in the guild hall and found something urgent with high pay. 

    "It's an escort request, to accompany a merchant to Lejren." The leader puts down a piece of paper with notes, but as expected, I can't read a word of it. "It seems the merchant fears that he'll be attacked along the way. He must be carrying some really... 'special' goods." 

    "Do you know what kind of goods these are? I do not want to become involved in something that may result in a clash with the law." The bard brings his hand to his smooth chin and comments with a thoughtful expression. I didn't expect that he would be the voice of reason, but I should start looking over his flirty attitude and see his competence; to survive in this line of work, you can't be useless. 

    "Yeah, the request doesn't tell what exactly he's shipping, so there might be some shady business going on." Rolan is pretty good at being a team leader. While speaking, he looks everyone in the eyes and gestures to reinforce important points. "We still have time to think it over. Departure time is at sunrise in five days, since he still has preparations to run until then." 

    "The merchant wants five groups to guard his caravan, since it will be a total of ten carriages, huh?" Gram reads the notes with his arms crossed. 

    "Yes, it's quite a big group." Rolan explains and points at a certain line. "We'll be getting horses for the duration of the journey so that we can move more quickly."  

    "It feels like he has something to hide, do you not think so, too? Why the hurry?" Tilting his head, the bard remarks with narrowed eyes. 

    "What do you think, big man?" Looking at Gram, the leader asks for his opinion. 

    "I think it'd be best to find out a little about this merchant first." The big man suggests. "It smells fishy." 

    "Alright, then let's scatter and gather information about this guy. His name is Sveinn Itkonen. He's known for dealing in luxury products, rare fruits, and expensive spices." Rolan gulps down the last of his ale before grinning. "So why would he have any need to hide what exactly he's transporting this time? There's definitely something going on with that." 

    "I shall make my rounds among the minstrels." The bard wipes the corners of his mouth with a handkerchief in an overly sophisticated manner and suggests his course of actions. 

    "I'll ask some friends from the city watch." Gram swallows the last bite of his meal and puts down his knife and fork. 

    "Alright, then we'll meet back here before nightfall at the latest." Rolan stands up and sets down a few silver and copper coins on the table. He's about to leave when he remembers that I'm still here. "Oh right, what do you want to do, Miss Chloe? You could stay here or in your room." 

    "What's Miss Luna going to do?" Turning around to the blonde girl, I ask her indirectly. She's been pretty quiet throughout our journey and during dinner last night, so I already understood that she was the silent type - when it's not about Rolan. So when I point the limelight at her like this, she flinches and drops her knife in surprise. 

    "I... I am going to the magic supply store." She forces down the food still in her mouth before responding slightly out of breath. That sounds like a pretty interesting thing to see. 

    "Then I'd like to come with you." She stares at me like I'm an alien. Close your mouth; it's unbecoming of a lady to make such an expression, you know? 

    "You alright with that, Runa?" Her boyfriend actually has the gall to ask her that. Of course, it's not alright with her, but somehow she still nods. 

    Okay, I didn't expect that. Must be because she's still in shock and just answered without thinking. 

    "Then let's go. Remember to meet back here before nightfall." With these words, the leader and the two other men stand up and leave to do their parts. Luna remains seated, seemingly still in shock over me unexpectedly wanting to pair up with her, even though our relationship has been anything but good.  

    I don't actually dislike her; in fact, I enjoy her company, mostly because I enjoy teasing her. Teasing is a sign of affection, after all. 

    Finally, Luna gathers her composure again and quickly gets up to leave the tavern without telling me to come along. I follow her, as she walks at a brisk pace without even looking back to see whether I'm keeping up or not. In fact, it feels like she would prefer that I'm not. 

    She wants to lose me in this crowd, doesn't she? 

    But I've thought of something interesting: Transforming only a part of my body. I change the interior of my nose into the nostrils of a vularen, utilizing my 'bigger on the inside' body to reconstruct it in its entirety. 

    It was a stroke of good fortune that I was accidentally sent to Yagrath that time. I gained a really useful body template in the vularen, which allows me to become a large quadruped with a powerful body and an incredibly good nose. 

    This way I won't lose Luna in the crowd, even when I can't see her, and can follow her smell. It's quite sweet, and I could just eat her up - no, wait, there's something wrong with that... 

    Ah, I also smell a man's scent on her. Somehow I seem to be able to distinguish genders instinctively, even though I've never done this before. It must be part of a vularen's inborn ability. In either case, that must be Rolan's smell. Well, it was kind of obvious that she would have that on her. 

    I keep following her as she weaves her way through the crowded street, losing sight of her several times but always on her trail. You're not going to get away from me! 

    At one point, she practically runs into an alleyway before spinning around to see if she shook me off. Then she almost lets out a scream upon seeing me standing right in front of her. I obviously did that on purpose. 

    "H-how?!" She actually asks, without trying to hide that she wanted to get rid of me. 

    "I just followed your blonde hair." It's not entirely wrong. Her blonde is of a much lighter shade than any others I've seen. It makes me wonder whether she's even a native of this nation or not. 

    "Uhhh..." Leaning against the wall, she closes her eyes to breathe a few times audibly. Then she sighs and looks at me again. 

    I smile at her like nothing out of the ordinary happened. 

    "Oh well..." It sounds like she gave up, as she looks at me with a frown, then walks back out onto the street at a normal pace. 

     We proceed in silence, but I find that she steals glances at me from time to time. Is there something on my face? Don't tell me the vularen nose is showing on the outside? That can't be, I can't be messing up something that important. 

    "Uhm..." She's going to initiate a conversation with me? That's unexpected. "Do you like Sir Rolan?" 

    Woah! Where did that come from? I've only known you all for four days, how could anyone fall in love with someone in such little time? 

    Ah, must be because of my fake advances on him, with the sole purpose of teasing her. So, that's the impression I gave her, huh? If she just told me that they're a done deal, I'd back off like any sensible person. But I know she can't just do that since she's too shy to say it outright. 

    Let's mess with her. 

    "Yes." Ah, that's a nice reaction; she's staring at me with her mouth hanging open again. "He talked to me when I had lost everything in life. He gave me a meal and a warm place when I was starving and alone in the cold. Could any woman not feel that way for her savior?" Alright, I think I just outdid myself there. 

    Oh, there seems to be understanding in her expression. Is that how you react to your rival in love? Not that I really love him or anything. 

    "I... I see. But I won't lose!" She declares with a determined expression. 

    In what? It's not like you haven't rolled in the sack with him already. Why would you feel threatened by a complete stranger who was only expressing her gratitude for being saved by him? Maybe it's the nuance of the word 'like' that she was asking about, which is similar to its Japanese meaning? 

    Well, I did try to make it sound ambiguous on purpose. 

    I wonder how old Luna is. She's like an underclasswoman, misunderstanding my relationship with her beloved upperclassman after seeing me talking to him in a friendly manner, only because he's a classmate. 

    "How old are you, Miss Luna?" From her age, I'll be able to deduce how old Rolan is, too. 

    "I have seen sixteen summers." The blonde replies. That's young! She's a year younger than I was before I died - and still is when adding the time I've been alive in this new world. But aside from how she acts around her sweetheart, she has her act together. 

    Now I'm feeling down. She's much more mature than I am, even though I'm older than her. She even has sexual experience, while I haven't even kissed yet! 

    There's something wrong with this world... it's not me; the world is at fault!  

    "And you, Miss Marcott?" She suddenly starts to sound a little more respectful and addresses me appropriately, as if guessing that I'm older than her. 

    Ahhh, don't ask a lady her age! 

    "We are the same age, then." I couldn't live with telling her that I'm older and later let her find out that she's gotten much further in life than I have. 

    Wait a second... 

    While we were talking, we somehow ended up in a shady area. We entered some dark and dirty alleyway where ragged clothes are hung up on lines crossing between houses. There are many boarded up windows behind which I can see people watching us from the darkness. 

    Why did you bring me here, Luna? Do you want to get rid of me after all? Make some thugs kidnap me and turn me into a sex slave, to be sold to some ugly rich bastard who will do unspeakable things to me? 

    My fantasy is running wild. 

    "Here we are." Luna gestures at an inconspicuous door from which the paint has flaked off completely. It looks like any other in this alleyway. There's a wooden board with faded letters hung up above it, but I couldn't read what it says even if I understood this language. Still, I can tell that this must be some kind of store, even if it's not in the greatest of shapes. 

    So, she wasn't trying to do something she would come to regret after all, huh? 

    Without knocking, Luna pushes open the door. Just when I'm about to follow her inside, the smell of mold and decay waft into my face like a physical wave of curses. 

    Emergency shutdown of vularen olfactory systems! 

    I thought I was going to die! I still had the vularen organ inside my human nose, with its enhanced smelling capabilities. Even for a human nose, this is unbearable. Where did you bring me, Luna? Is this the back of an abandoned slaughterhouse, where the refuse hasn't been cleaned up? 

    "Hm, why is it so dark in here. Is Lady Nightwane out?" Muttering to herself, Luna takes out a handkerchief and holds it to her nose, clearly showing that it's not just me who finds this stench unacceptable. 

    This name, Lady Nightwane. I can't help but conjure up the image of an old hag who looks like a clichéd representation of a witch, complete with a huge wart on a hooked nose, greenish skin and missing all teeth but one in the front. 

    My night vision allows me to see in this darkness, so I look around curiously. The place is filled with strange items such as small wooden statuettes, dried pieces of roots and other unidentifiable things. There are jars filled with liquids in various shades, some glowing on their own while others seem to suck away the light surrounding them. 

    Ah, there's the obligatory one filled with eyeballs. Over there is another one with a wrinkly hand. The one on this side has the fetus of some hairy mammal in it. 

    Hm, what's this one? The things look like huge, flesh-colored worms. Somehow I'm reminded of that one time I transformed into the human king... 

    I turn away, banishing the thought from my mind. 

    This place is screaming of the occult. Well, I guess in this world, where magic and monsters are real, it's just considered a store like any other. I have a mage standing right next to me who's able to conjure fire and lightning out of thin air, so I shouldn't be surprised to see all kinds of strange things used for rituals or as catalysts. 

    "It's as creepy as ever in here. Ignis." A reddish crystal on Luna's staff begins to glow before a small flame is ignited from thin air right above it. Shaking her head, she looks around and sighs. "Why do dark elves like these strange things...?"  

    Oi, don't deny my acceptance of this place as normal just like that! I thought these things are what all mages require for their magic studies or something like that. 

    Wait, did she say 'dark elf'? So these exist in this world, too. It would explain why this place is so dark, I guess? I can spot some oil lamps hanging from roof beams, and while they are not lit right now, they don't look dusty or anything. Maybe she's out.  

    Woah! 

    I almost jump back in shock when my eyes meet with those of someone sitting in a large sofa chair. 

    But upon closer inspection, I breathe a sigh of relief. I guess I just found the creepiest item in this place. It's a life-sized doll of a young girl with pale skin and medium-length, black hair in a gradient, which turns into ghostly white towards the tips. 

    Her cheeks look like they were slashed and then stitched together haphazardly, giving her a messy broad smile even as her overall expression remains neutral. The gothic lolita dress and bonnet would typically look cute on a doll of that size; however, in this case, it only serves to increase the creepiness factor. Her exposed forearms are full of stitches as well, and her fingers look like they've been cut in pieces before being sewn back together.  

    Her big blue eyes are staring into space rather than at me, but somehow I can't shake the feeling that there's life in them. 

    Hah! The pattern would be that this doll is Lady Nightwane, who transformed herself when she noticed our approach. She's going to jump up and scare the hell out of us any moment now. 

    "I never liked that thing..." Luna notices that I've been staring at the doll that looks obviously cursed. I don't really mind; it's a design I didn't expect to exist in this world. 

    "Lady Nightwane, are you there?" The blonde calls out to the store owner. 

    "Hm, customers?" A male voice from the back of the store remarks. That voice certainly doesn't belong to Lady Nightwane, that much is for sure. 

    "... huh? What are you doing here?! You were supposed to keep watch outside, you dumbass!" Another male voice, albeit quite the high-pitched one, exclaims, directed at the owner of the previous voice. 

    Alright, that sounds like trouble. 

    "Who is there?" Luna asks in a slightly trembling voice. Even as a powerful mage, being alone without a front line can be quite scary. Nobody is here to keep her safe until she finishes chanting, after all. 

    In response to her reluctant inquiry, two men come through the door that most likely leads into storage rooms. They are carrying oil lamps, which illuminates their rough features and clothes. 

    They have the stereotypical appearances of thugs. 

    No, really! Those are textbook features of thugs of the 'brawns' variant: Bandanna pulled all the way down to the eyebrows, a scar somewhere on the face, evil expressions, and vests that were made by ripping off the sleeves to show off their burly, tattooed arms. One of them even holds a crude wooden club. 

    Yay, we stumbled into a side quest! 

    "Who are you? Where is Lady Nightwane?" Luna sounds a little scared as she brandishes her staff. You already lost, when you didn't start chanting a spell right away. 

    From the back of the store, one more man emerges. He's much smaller and thinner than the previous two thugs but has pale, almost gray skin, and an even more obviously evil face than the others. This one looks like he took all the brain matter of the other two, and traded his muscles in equivalent exchange. His eyes look like those of a dead fish when they stare at Luna and me. 

    If that's not a rape-face, I don't know what is. 

    "Ohhh, that one's a half-elf!" As expected, he's the owner of the high-pitched voice. It's incredibly fitting for such an unbelievably textbook ringleader character. The brainiac-type thug, huh? 

    Wait, half-elf? Luna, you're a half-elf? You never told me! 

    Now that I think about it, I never saw her ears because they're always hidden under her hair. It does explain her much lighter hair color and complexion, as well as her rather petite figure. She's actually quite beautiful, though her breasts are on the small side, which must come from her elven half. 

    How can this guy tell, though? 

    "Grab her, too." You just gave us some valuable information about yourself there, brainiac. These guys came here to take Lady Nightwane, who is a dark elf. And saying that they should grab Luna, who is a half-elf, he basically made it clear that they are after elves. 

    "Stay behind me, Miss Marcott." Luna points her staff at the thugs and places herself between them and me.  

    Oh, how dependable. But she's holding her staff like she wants to use it as a melee weapon. Does she even have any physical strength to fight that way? I feel like mages always maximize their time studying magic and never exercise, so I can't imagine that she'll start swinging the staff like an expert. Also, we're in a cramped space, and she'll just hit a pillar or a wall. 

    One of the muscular thugs, the one with the club, steps forward undeterred. His weapon is much more effective for fighting in this place, and he clearly knows it, as he looks at Luna's staff with a self-assured grin. 

    She performs an overhead swing with her staff, but as expected, it's stopped by a low-hanging roof beam. Upon seeing this, the man quickly bridges the space between him and Luna and draws back his club to bash her face in. 

    "Don't damage the merchandise, you idiot!" The brainiac shouts and stops the brawny thug in his tracks. 

    Yeah, he really is an idiot for aiming at a cute girl's face with a heavy wooden club. It would be a miracle if that didn't leave a scar if it doesn't outright kill her. And it's clear they don't want that to happen. He called Luna merchandise, so they must be kidnappers. 

    But I have to say, the muscle guy's reflexes are good enough to stop mid-swing upon hearing an order. I had expected that he would go all the way and then try to excuse himself afterward. 

    He instead punches Luna in the solar plexus with his free hand, and she folds over. Falling to the ground, she's out cold from just that.  

    Wow, so weak! 

    "And what do we have here? You have such white skin; you must be a noble." Finally, the attention falls on me, and the ringleader looks at me with a calculating gaze.  

    I did brighten up my skin tone to sell the story of being a sheltered noble lady who doesn't know anything about the world better. My actual skin tone should be much darker due to my track and field activities, where I have to be outdoors all the time. Not like that matters in this world, where I started as a faceless tentacle monster. 

    "Even though you don't dress like one... a disguise?" 

    Oi, leave my clothes alone, at least I'm wearing normal ones. 

    "Take her as well. She doesn't look like she wants to fight, so you don't have to knock her out. Just tie her hands and feet. And gag her." With these words, the brainiac turns around to go back inside the storage rooms again. 

    So, time to decide: Do I want to fight here or let them bring me along so I can see what kind of thing they are running? Maybe it'll be more time-efficient if I ask them directly first. 

    "W-where do you want to bring us?" My voice came out just right, innocent, slightly shaking. I'm getting better at this acting thing. "My mother is a very powerful woman! You won't get away with this!" 

    "Hoh, is that so?" Stopping dead in his tracks, he turns around to look at me with renewed interest. "Then we'll deal with you separately and hold you for ransom. Your half-elf companion will end up as some rich noble's toy." 

    Thank you for taking the time to tell me about your evil plan. 

    "But do tell, who's your mother?" His confident smile shows that he doesn't suspect a thing from me.  

    I don't actually know Maou-mama's name, only her title. Well, it'll surely have much more of an impact if I tell him the latter, though. 

    "She's the demon queen." I state with a grin, straightening my back to look down on them with a haughty expression. They stare at me in surprise, and for a moment they're completely stunned by this announcement. 

    Oh, I know what's coming next. 

    "Hahahaha! I see I see; the lady's the daughter of the demon queen!" Joining in on the high-pitched voice of the brainiac are the two much deeper voices of the brawny thugs. They start to laugh without a care in the world. 

    But I join them in their laughter. This goes on for a bit until they finally realize that something is off about me laughing with them. The ringleader is the first to stop, looking at me with his head tilted and a nervous expression on his face. 

    "W-why are you laughing? What's so funny?" He points at me and stutters. 

    "What's funny?" My mouth cracks open into a grin wider than is possible with a human's anatomy. "What is about to happen next." 

    Then I cancel my human transformation and pull the clothes I'm wearing inside my body so that I don't damage them. I reveal my real appearance in its full, otherworldly glory, my presence alone seemingly snuffing out the light from the oil lamps - which they luckily placed on the shelves earlier. Because for a moment, the three look at me with big eyes and mouths ajar, each dropping what they were holding in their hands. 

    Then the first one lets his sanity slip, as he screams from the bottom of his soul. It's the thug that has been staying next to the brainiac so far. A dark stain spreads out on his beige pants from around his crotch, and his face fills with deathly terror, as he takes a step back and presses himself against the doorframe.  

    Then the other two join him in a choir of screams that are no different from how I always imagined the voices of tormented souls would sound. It feels like music to my ears. I can see madness growing in their eyes as they claw at their faces. 

    Why am I reveling in their terror so much? It feels incredible, being feared like that! 

    "Hahahaha!" I practically rip open my face from laughter, since I don't have a mouth in this form. My voice is not something a human being can make, and much less endure. It should give them a sensation akin to getting their ear canals inspected with an electric drill. 

    If I hadn't become familiar with my own body, this unnatural voice would have grated on my spine, too. That's why I know these three are feeling the full effect of my transformation. Maou-mama did say that this appearance drains the sanity of those who see it. 

    I can see it happening now, right before me. 

    The thug that tried to hit Luna in the face earlier rushes at me and tries to do the same to me with his bare fist in an unexpectedly valiant attempt at fighting back. But from his eyes, I can tell that it's driven by self-preservation instinct. 

    The knuckles connect with the side of my head, but I turn my matter into something akin to mud. Without the resistance that would come with hitting a solid target, he stumbles forward. 

    "Come into my embrace!" I split my arms into their individual tentacles and grab the muscle guy. He screams like a gutted pig and struggles with every fiber of his being, as his arms begin to sink into my chest. To me, these motions feel even weaker than the wriggling of a worm. 

    "Hahaha, that's impossible... this is a nightmare. Yes, I'm having a nightmare..." The brainiac tears open the skin of his face with his nails, and laughs madly, trying to escape the reality of this situation by explaining it away into fantasy. 

    I guess the humans don't know anything about the nature of a Crawling Chaos, yet they still dare to challenge my mother.  

    "Yes, this is a nightmare." I speak and fully swallow the thug that attacked me. "One you will never wake up from. Welcome to your new reality." 

    Upon hearing my words, spoken in an otherworldly reverb, he screams. 

    Ahhh, this feels great. 

    The thug who pissed himself earlier has fainted and slumped to the ground with his eyes rolled back in their sockets. Wait, his body is completely still, and it looks like he isn't breathing. 

    Wow, it was this effective? His mind decided to shut the body down instead of suffering insanity - and possibly a fate worse than death. 

    "Now, tell me who you work for, and I'll put an end to your torment." Waves of shivers run through the brainiac's body upon hearing my proposal, and he falls to his knees. His eyes are glued to me, unable to avert his gaze from my otherworldly appearance despite its effect on his mind. 

    "We-were-hired-by-a-merchant-called-Sveinn-Itkonen-he-is-a-slave-smuggler-who-transports-elves-and-other-rare-species-to-be-sold-on-auctions." He rattles down his response without a break or taking a breath. 

    Sveinn Itkonen, huh? How convenient that this leads straight to the guy I heard about just earlier for the first time. 

    "Thank you very much. That's all I needed from you." I slither forward, and he flinches at my unnatural movements. But it's clear that his mind is no longer capable of giving commands to his body, so focused is he on staring at me. 

    I grab him and stuff him inside me unceremoniously. He doesn't even try to fight back and closes his eyes with a strangely peaceful smile as if welcoming my embrace and the certain death it promises. Maybe he prefers to die rather than live with the knowledge of my existence in this reality. 

    Looking at the soiled corpse of the last guy, I feel some reluctance to eat him; yet, I can't leave behind any evidence. It's not like it makes a difference whether his filth is outside or inside his body. It all dissolves inside me anyway, and it's not like I have a human sense of taste. The same happened with the vularen and the sheep I swallowed, so a human isn't any different. 

    With this, all the evidence is gone. 

    "Hey." Suddenly, a female voice calls out to me from behind. 

    AAAAAA-





   



 Chapter 9 - ... And The Fourth Wall 

      

      

    -AAAAAAH!!! 

    Whose voice was that!? I nearly breathed out my soul! 

    I quickly transform back into my human appearance. But I'm naked since I pulled my clothes into my body so that they wouldn't be dirtied or destroyed. If that voice belonged to Luna, there's no way to explain this situation to her.  

    When I turn around, I find that the half-elf is still unconscious on the ground and there's nobody else besides her left in this store. 

    Wait, don't tell me... 

    "Yes, it's me, the creepy doll." The voice remarks and my eyes snap towards the unmoving doll sitting on the sofa chair. So, you're aware of the fact that you're a creepy doll. 

    That's not the point here! Why can you talk? Are you actually a human who just looks like a doll? 

    "Can you give me some blood?" Even though she's not moving, it's obvious that the voice is coming from her direction. 

    Nopenopenopenopenope! 

    That's going to end up in a curse! 

    "But preferably not yours, I don't think I'd like what will happen to me, if I ingested your blood... if you have any in the first place, that is." 

    "Hey, that's rude." But I can understand where she's coming from. Wait, if she's a human, why didn't she go mad at seeing me? Don't tell me she's really a ghost possessing a doll? "... what are you?" 

    "That's rude, too. I'm a proper human, you know? Well, not anymore, but I used to be." The doll responds in an indignant tone. Didn't she basically just admit that she's a ghost? "I'm just... out of juice. Give me some blood from one of those inside you. I need someone who's still alive." 

    "How do you know they're still alive? I ate them, you know?" They both are alive, though. I found that fear and insanity is food for me, so I'll milk them until they die on their own inside me. 

    "Because you're a Crawling Chaos, and your kind finds pleasure in making them suffer for as long as possible." She replies in a matter of fact tone, with no hint of judgment. That's one way to put what I'm doing to them, I guess. 

    So, she knows what I am, and she's not afraid. Who or what exactly is she? 

    "Give me some of their blood, and I'll be able to move again."  

    "And what makes you think I want you to be able to move?" 

    "Because you can just as well call me Exposition Doll, with all the knowledge I can give you. Also, you're not the first of your kind I've met. Though, I guess you are the first one in this world." I could practically see her shrug, even though she didn't move at all. 

    In this world? Don't tell me this doll is also a reincarnated human from another world. Maybe even from my world? 

    "Umm... could we maybe make this less complicated? I mean, let's just skip this whole introduction part and get to info-dumping." Her voice sounds annoyed, like that of an adult getting pestered by a child. 

    "Huh, what do you mean by that?" I know what 'info-dumping' means, but why would she say it like that? 

    "Ahhh, it's so difficult now... it was much easier when I was talking to a third person narrator..." 

    You what? Did she just break the fourth wall? I look around but don't see anything like text bubbles or borders. This isn't a comic featuring a red-hooded mercenary, is it? 

    "Whatever, just give me some blood, and I'll give you some good info in exchange. There's nothing to lose for you." 

    Well, color me interested. She clearly knows something about this world that I don't. And giving her some blood from one of the guys inside me shouldn't cause me any problems. They're doomed to die anyway.  

    Thus, I make the forearm of the thug peek out from my stomach, turn one of my tentacles into a blade and make a cut on his wrist. He struggles, but at this angle, he can't even move anything but his fingers. Letting his blood flow into the cleanest container I can find in this room, I put it to the doll's mouth and let it trickle into her parted lips. 

    For a moment, there's only silence. 

    "Did it work?" I tilt my head to look at the stitched doll's face. Suddenly, I feel the thug inside me cease all his movements, even though he was lively moments ago. His heart has stopped, not from blood loss, being suffocated or from shock. He simply died. 

    "Hey, what did you do?" I'm not really angry, just surprised. There's no other explanation for his sudden death than that she did something because he kept struggling until the very last moment. Also, the brainiac is still alive, and the two of them should have had the same conditions within my body. 

    The horror doll suddenly snaps her head around and stares at me with big blue eyes. 

    "I just took his life force." Explaining in a matter of fact tone and with a wholly unconcerned expression, she looks me in the eyes emotionlessly. At least she's properly using her lips to speak, instead of what she did before. 

    "Stop that!" I flinch and exclaim at her jump scare. 

    "And next time, just a few drops of blood is enough." She slides down from the chair and begins to do some stretching as if she just woke up from a long sleep. I hear creaking in her joints, making it sound like she's made of metal and wood. 

    "So, it's like a voodoo curse?" I inquire about the method by which she killed the man inside me remotely. 

    "I wish... Maybe you'll understand if I tell you that it's a certain curse technique which duplicates your wounds onto someone whom you become connected with by ingesting their blood." Clicking her tongue, the doll girl looks away in annoyance. "Yes, that's how lame my setting is." 

    "I don't really understand what you mean." And what's that about a setting? She's been speaking like someone from my time period for a while now. 

    "It's better that you don't know. It had the most clichéd ending and was just a waste of time. Well, I guess at least it wasn't as bad as that other one, where every other page was just completely black or white." Her words don't make much sense to me. "But in this world, my powers changed a little to be more convenient to the plot." 

    Please don't break my fourth wall any more than that... 

    "My name is Ootsuki Senka. Appearance-wise I'm the cheap knockoff of the Kuchisake-Onna, and ability-wise the even cheaper knockoff of a certain immortal." She finally introduces herself with a bow that's accompanied by the actual sound effect of a bow, because her spine cracks at the perfect moment. That's unexpectedly cute! 

    Wait, that's a Japanese name! And the Kuchisake-Onna is a Japanese urban legend about a vengeful ghost- 

    "Aaah, you're a ghost after all!?" I take a step back, and my eyes are fixated on the little doll before me.  

    "That's what you have a problem with?" Sighing, Senka steps forward with somewhat mechanical movements, as if she's actually just a puppet. "You're a Cosmic Horror, how can you be afraid of ghosts?" 

    "I'm bad with horror stuff..." Anything wrong with that? "And Cosmic Horror? What's that?" 

    "You seem to be quite ignorant of pop culture trends, for having come from Japan of the... present? It's hard to keep track of all these timelines." Shaking her head, the doll girl shrugs. 

    "Wait, how do you know that?" I'm shocked. Don't tell me she knows me from my previous life? 

    "That's what I do. I drink blood, and I know things." A smile plays on her lips and extends to the stitches on her cheeks. It might have been intended as a smirk, but instead, it just looks sinister. 

    "That's not an answer!" I'm beginning to get indignant. 

    "So, what's your name?" She ignores my rebuke and leads the conversation elsewhere. 

    "I'm Kuroe Makoto, though everyone here knows me as Chloe Marcott." There's no point in getting worked up over things here. "My actual demon name is Chaos, though." 

    "Chaos... how original." She snorts while looking at me with pity. 

    Oi, leave my name alone! I'm fully aware that it's an edgy name like no other. 

    "In either case, what will you do about this situation? I'm sure you don't want that girl to know about your identity. I mean, this is the human territory after all." Pointing at the collapsed Luna, Senka makes a fair point. 

    "If I make her disappear, it's going to cause a commotion... any ideas?" Somehow I feel like I can talk to this doll-like girl openly. She's not afraid of my appearance and doesn't care about the fact that I'm a demon that just killed three people. 

    Well, I killed one, she killed one, and one more is still alive inside me. 

    Oh, we're partners in crime, then. 

    "Hmm." She tilts her head and thinks for a moment, before continuing. "Well, for now, put on some clothes. And then..." 

      

    Luna opens her eyes and seems confused for a moment. Then she sits up abruptly and looks around with an anxious expression. I'm kneeling on the ground next to her, fully clothed once more, and acting concerned. 

    "Huh? Where are the three men?" She's panicked, but when she doesn't see them in the store, a wondering look appears on her face. 

    "I don't understand it either, but that doll over there went off and scared them away. They ran out of the store." When I think about it, this explanation may be pushing the limits of believability. I look at the doll in question.  

    "The doll?" Luna stands up and walks towards it. "What do you mean, it 'went off'?" 

    I think this is going to be fun. 

    Senka suddenly snaps her head around with an audible creaking sound. Her eyes are wide open and staring right at Luna when she starts to laugh mechanically. 

    "Kyaaah!!!" Luna lets out a girly scream and hits the doll over the head with her staff, throwing her off the chair. Wow, it seems she's even worse with horror than I am. Stepping back from the fallen Senka, the half-elf stares at her like it's a monster. 

    "Hey, she saved us, you know?" I walk past Luna and pick the doll girl up into my arms. Wow, she's incredibly light, as if her body is hollow. "I want to keep her." 

    I'll bring her along on my journey, as she requested. She'll keep acting like an automaton for the time being, until we're in a place where her appearance, coupled with her talking and moving about naturally, will no longer be considered the work of demons. In other words, anywhere on the continent of Ceogath. 

    She told me that her body requires spiritual energy to function, so she prefers to remain unmoving unless absolutely necessary. Said spiritual energy apparently can only be obtained through eating the souls of living beings. And those living beings should preferably be humans. 

    Apparently, there are no detectable bodily functions in her; breathing and heartbeat are entirely absent, so nobody will be able to tell that she's not a doll but actually alive. Well, I wonder whether she can be considered alive or not either way, but I guess it's like being a zombie. 

    Oh, and she did say she was immortal. 

    I hug her tightly and find that she feels soft and smells pretty nice. In this room of mold and decay, she's somehow the only good-smelling thing. She's beginning to grow on me, and I'm starting to understand the charm of her design; it's the niche appeal called 'creepy-cute'.  

    "Why do you want to keep this disgusting thing?" Luna shows said disgust on her face in a most unladylike expression. That's really rude, you know. 

    "I like the design." I really do, call me crazy however you like.  

    "You must be crazy!" She practically spits this in my face. Ouch, I didn't mean for you to actually do it. Because of this she definitely dislikes me even more now, and she thinks I'm crazy. 

    In either case, I gained some insights into the human world, mostly into its shady side. And I obtained some excellent information for the quest that this party wants to take on. Now, how do I relay what I learned to the others without appearing suspicious for knowing too much?  

    "I think these thugs wanted to kidnap me for what I am." Luna changes the subject and talks about the three guys inside me. That's some nice deduction there. "So, as a dark elf, Lady Nightwane was already their target." And the next step is? "She must still be here since they had not left yet."  

    Ding Dong! You're - most likely - correct. 

    "Maybe she's in the storage room?" I motion to go and take a peek, but Luna grabs my arm and stops me. 

    "Let me go first. There might still be someone else in there." She looks determined, but I can feel her trembling through the hand on my arm. 

    You'll go first, huh? Since it worked so well last time, right? If what happened here earlier didn't cause whoever may have been hiding in the back to come out, it means there isn't anyone else. Or there's a back door, which would be really bad; my identity would be at risk. 

    "I don't want to meet her..." Senka whispers to me when Luna walks ahead and peeks through the half-opened door leading into the back of the store. 

    Someone who isn't afraid of my true appearance doesn't want to meet a person. I have to wonder just how bad this Lady Nightwane must be. 

    "She's... a lonely woman... and there aren't many life-sized dolls available in this world, even if it's only one as small as me." Speak no further, I can somehow picture what you mean, even though I don't want to. 

    "Ah, Lady Nightwane!" Luna seems to have found her. 

    Senka's face twists into a visage of annoyance and disgust. Hmm, that expression looks familiar... I think it was something involving a certain holy sword on a journey to California. 

    "I found her!" Senka's expression returns to a blank one when the half-elf turns around to call out to me. She walks into the back of the store, and I follow her. 

    The storage area is similar to the store, with shelves full of strange and creepy occult things. Only, it's even messier here. The lady in question is lying on the ground, tied up, gagged and unconscious. 

    So, that's a dark elf, huh? She has long pointy ears, just like those I saw on the elf queen's head, which Maou-mama ate, but her skin is of a mauve purple, and her long fluffy hair is the color of the starlit night sky. My first thought is that maybe this is an evolutionary trait to better blend in at night. 

    That appearance can't be described as anything but that of a sultry mature woman's. Unlike the elven queen, whose pitiful appearance I got to see when Maou-mama transformed into her, this one has a very curvaceous body. Breasts almost as big as the demon queen's, a slim waist and an incredibly prolific pelvis. 

    Her dark purple robe, which appears to be made of silk, clings to her body and accentuates her proportions even more. I can't help but feel a little attracted to it. 

    It's my luck that she's unconscious; she didn't hear anything of what happened in the store moments ago, or I would have had to kill her - as well as Luna. If only these two disappeared, I could explain it by saying that I got separated from Luna and became lost, while she and Lady Nightwane were kidnapped from this store. Nobody would suspect that cute little me was the one who killed them and that I'm actually a monster. 

    Or rather a Cosmic Horror, according to Senka. 

    "She is still alive!" What part of kidnapping involves killing the target, Luna-chan? She begins to shake the woman. "Wake up, Lady Nightwane." 

    If she had an injury to the spine, you could have paralyzed her with that. What's with people shaking someone unconscious without bothering to look for external injuries first? Then again, I doubt the concept of first aid exists in this world. 

    "Uuuh..." But the shaking seems to have woken her up, as she stirs and tries to move. "Hmmph?" 

    Her eyes spring wide open and reveal beautiful amethyst irises. She realizes that she's practically in bondage, and begins to struggle. Then she sees Luna and looks up at her with hopeful eyes, who immediately takes off her gag and begins to untie her. 

    "Ah, th-thank you so much, Runa!" Her voice sounds alluring, and her tone is soft, although she does seem to have a nervous stutter. Combining that with the knowledge of what she does to Senka, I can only see her as a sexually frustrated, socially inept loner, who most likely doesn't have any real sexual experience.  

    How pitiful. 

    Also, I can't help but think that she's a masochist and the submissive type. It's just the vibes she seems to give off. 

    "Are you hurt?" Too late to ask that, you already shook her and all. "Did they do something to you?" 

    "N-no, I'm fine." She speaks in a somewhat gloomy tone while sweeping her fluffy hair behind her very long ears with a delicate, gloved hand. It doesn't sound like her attitude is a result of the circumstances, but rather appears to be a personality trait of hers. Massaging her wrists, she stands up on unsteady feet and turns to look at me. "Ah, w-who are you? And wh-what are you doing with my... w-with the cursed doll?" 

    Were you about to slip up and say 'sex toy'? 

    "She saved our lives. I want to buy her." I see astonishment on Lady Nightwane's face. Luna stares at me dumbfounded. 

    "You were serious about wanting to keep it? And it's even cursed!" Luna looks at me with pure disbelief. 

    Have you seen my actual face? That's beyond creepy, and one can practically see the curses in it. 

    Why do I hurt myself so? 

    "How much do you want for it?" Ignoring Luna's complaints, I look into Lady Nightwane's mesmerizing eyes with determination. 

    "You have money?" Surprised, Luna looks at me with a doubtful expression. Would I be asking about the price, if I didn't have anything on me? 

    Well, her doubts are understandable since I was penniless when I met her and didn't earn any money since. But it must be my lucky day because I found a pretty fat wallet in the brainiac's belongings. I searched his stuff earlier, even while he's still alive, to look for things that could be useful to me. I can just say he dropped his wallet when he ran away, just like trainers do in a certain game about catching supernatural wild animals when you defeat them. 

    "S-she's not for-" The dark elf is about to refuse, but I cut her short. 

    "Is this much enough?" I pull out the leather bag full of money. I don't really know how much is in it, but I'll just let the jingle of the coins do the talking. 

    Hey, your eyes are sparkling, Lady Nightwane? 

    She jumps up and snatches the bag away, before going through its contents with an increasingly excited expression. I see, no poker face at all. I guess her business is going badly, but considering the location and smell of this place, I'm not surprised. 

    "W-with this much, I-I could..." She trails off and seemingly begins some mental calculations. Well, I think this isn't just hook, line and sinker anymore. The whole fishing rod went down with it on this one. Now, let me hear your obvious answer. "B-but... it's a cursed doll. I-I can't, in good conscience, s-sell it to you. G-great misfortune will befall any who k-keep it close to them." 

    "She means to say she modified a part of my body and great misfortune will befall her if you find out." Senka whispers without moving her lips, at a level that's apparently only audible to me. 

    I don't want to know which part was modified. Please don't tell me. 

    "I'll add this." Luckily, the thug with the club also had a purse. While not as big or as heavy as the brainiac's, it should add some weight to the scales inside her mind. 

    Luna has been looking at me dubiously, but now she's giving me a gaze filled with bewilderment. You think I'm crazy for wanting to buy this doll already, and now your opinion is being reinforced by how much I'm willing to spend on it, right? 

    "Where did you get all this money from?" She asks me with a hint of suspicious in her voice. I was waiting for this question, but... 

    "I'll tell you later." I don't need to let the dark elf know that her assailants left this money in her shop when they ran away because of Senka - as they did according to my official version of what happened here. She might claim ownership of the money since it would mean I didn't actually contribute to getting it. I can't tell them that it was my achievement, after all. 

    "I..." She's seriously considering it. Now, for the finisher. 

    "Then I shall add a little more, but that's my final offer." I take out one more bag of money and offer it reluctantly. It's the purse of the guy who, upon seeing my real appearance, died almost right away. The amount is about the same as what the other muscle-for-brains had, but at this point, it should tip the scale in favor of selling Senka. 

    Lady Nightwane makes big round eyes at the sight of three bags of money. Going through the contents of the last one, something inside her mind clicks. Her demeanor changes a little, and she's no longer hesitant. 

    "I-I accept the offer. It w-would be rude not to, i-if the customer is so adamant about it." Even though she still sounds hesitant, there's no hint of it in her attitude; she's brimming with joy at having gotten her hands on a lot of money. "B-but I must warn you. It's a c-cursed doll, after all. It has caused the d-deaths of countless previous owners w-who... attempted to t-take off its dress." 

    Ah, that's a pretty good one. You can't say no to the money, but you still don't want me to find out about the modifications you did on her body. Now I'm curious, even though I can imagine it. The jar of 'worms' comes to mind. 

    I shake my head from the image and suppress a shudder. 

      

    - You have obtained Creepy Loli Doll - 

      

    I'm imagining a certain item-obtained tune being played in my head, originating from a game series about a long-eared hero dressed in green, who has to rescue a princess in every single one of his incarnations. 

    "I cannot believe it... Miss Marcott, you have terrible taste." Luna shakes her head in resignation when the transaction goes through. She's being rude again. 

    "To each their own, Miss Luna." Hugging Senka firmly, I pout. 

    "There is no helping it, is there?" Shaking her head, she turns to the dark elf and reverts to her serious adventurer self. "Lady Nightwane, do you know anything about these kidnappers?" 

    "T-they didn't say much when they attacked. T-the small and skinny one told the m-muscular ones not to hurt my face..." Regaining a hint of professionalism, the lady responds while looking up from her newfound fortune. 

    That idiot who knocked Luna unconscious wanted to hit this dark elf's beautiful face, too? He should have died a more horrible death for even thinking about ruining two beauties, but Senka killed him instantly with her voodoo-like magic. Well, he's slowly dissolving inside me now, so at least he's getting desecrated after his death. 

    "B-but I have heard rumors about s-slavers targeting our kind in these parts of the kingdom. A-after the complete ban on demi-human s-slavery, nine summers ago criminal organizations have p-prospered in this business." Lady Nightwane explains in a somber tone but retains her stutter. Unexpectedly, she appears to be quite capable, when serious. But unfortunately, I already know about her incredibly pitiful side, so it'll take her a lot to pull herself back out from these depths.  

    Slavery, huh? While it's a good thing that it was banned, the fact that it only happened nine years ago reminds me of just how medieval this world is. At least the technology level is higher than that, most likely because of magic. 

    "When you were knocked out, the one with the big head did say something about how their client would not buy damaged goods." I need to take this opportunity and make my words seem natural, even though I'm making up things as I go here. "I asked him who his client was, and he actually told me. It's Sveinn Itkonen." 

    "What, really?" But Luna seems to buy it. "We have to let Rolan know." 

    Umm, hello? What about reporting to the authorities? 

    "Shouldn't we call the guards first?" I don't know if the concept of a police force exists in this world, but there are gate guards. So, I can't be wrong in assuming that there's something like an organized institution for keeping peace and order in this city. 

    "Ah, yes. You are right..." Luna mutters as if she only realized that only now. "But we have to let the others know before they run into trouble." 

    "We won't be meeting until nightfall, so we don't know where they are." Strange feeling, to be the voice of reason here. 

    "The town is not that big, and I can imagine where they are right now." The half-elf argues though it doesn't make sense. In fiction, people run around a city in search of someone, and they almost always instantly find them. 

    Something that convenient doesn't happen in reality, so I don't want to waste my time doing it. We're only two people, and considering Luna's unexpectedly protective personality, she'll refuse to split up. That way we can only search one place at a time, which makes it doubly likely that we'll just walk past the other members of the party on parallel streets - for enhanced irony. 

    "What if they aren't there?" Let's see you find an excuse for that. 

    "Then we will continue searching." She replies in a stubborn tone. Not even trying anymore, huh? This isn't going anywhere. 

    "How about we split up? I'll return to the Dancing Dragon and wait for them there. Maybe someone will return earlier, and I can tell them what we found out here." That's definitely a much more sensible proposal than running around without a clue. 

    "No, I cannot leave you alone. I'll come with you." Putting her foot down, Luna declares. "If nobody is waiting at the Dancing Dragon, I will leave a message with the tavern keeper, and we head out to search for them." Alright, at least that's better than nothing. "Leave that doll behind; we need to hurry." 

    "What? No! I'm going to take her with me. She's really light." I embrace Senka firmly and turn away defiantly. 

    "Please don't be a lolicon..." I hear the doll whisper. If you're not careful, I'll become one just for you. 

    "Ugh... fine." Luna finally resigns and sighs. Hah, I knew it! I'm sure she wanted to make me leave the doll in this store and hoped that I would forget about it later. "Alright, let us go." 

    Luna prepares to leave but then seems to remember something. She turns back to Lady Nightwane. 

    "Please be careful and close the shop for the time being. They might return to get you after they figure out that the doll was only an automaton." She warns the dark elf. 

    "A-automaton?" Tilting her head, Lady Nightwane repeats that word as if she heard it for the first time in her life. 

    Oh crap. I thought your alibi was perfect, but you never acted like an automaton in front of your previous owner, Senka? 

    "So it is a cursed doll after all!" Luna turns to look at the doll girl with fear and disgust. Well, she's not going to let this one slide. 

    "I-I told you, didn't I? It's a c-cursed doll that s-sometimes moves on its own." Lady Nightwane explains when she realizes what we're talking about. Nice save, dark elf. 

    No wait, that's not really helping my case! 

    "Leave it behind!" Pointing at Senka, Luna shouts in an almost hysterical tone. 

    "No, never! I already bought her!" And I had to fight for that money, too! 

    "Rolan will hear about this!" 

    Are you a kid?! 

    Oh wait, you actually kind of are. 

    Lady Nightwane looks at us strangely, but I think she's quite happy with the money she got. I don't know how much it was, but maybe I gave away a considerable sum? Not that I have any need for it. 

    Wait, I wanted more of those puff pastries! Well, I guess I got something else that's sweet instead. Cuddling Senka, I show that I won't let go of her. 

    "I have experience with cursed dolls." Kind of. Not really. 

    "That does not make it alright to carry around a cursed doll!" Luna rebuts. 

    This back and forth continues a little more, but eventually, the half-elf reluctantly gives in, seeing how obstinate I remain about this matter. We quickly depart to return to the Dancing Dragon after this, and all along the way, she keeps stealing glances at the doll in my arms. She must be worrying about another jump scare. 

    I feel that with this new companion it's going to be a lot more fun from now on.





   



 Chapter 10 - The Adventurer Guild 

      

      

    When we return to the Dancing Dragon, we find that the bard is already there. He's flirting with a female patron who appears to be quite taken by his manners. Even though I think that his behavior is obnoxious, it actually seems to be able to land him women in this world. 

    Let's mess with him. 

    "You already have me, but you still try to pick up other women?" I approach him with a pout and hug Senka tightly, willing myself to tear up to underpin the feeling of betrayal. It actually works, and I feel my vision blur slightly.  

    "Huh, you already have someone?" The woman looks at me, and then at the doll, I'm carrying, a hint of disgust appearing on her face. The bard is taken aback by my sudden appearance and my words but has enough time to share the woman's sentiment in regards to Senka. 

    Why does everyone dislike that design so much? Can't you see how creepy-cute she is? I guess that concept doesn't exist in this world... 

    "I was not aware of such a relationship between us, Lady Marcott." The bard is actually speaking the truth, but that's only giving me the opportunity to add oil to the fire. 

    "Oh no! So that's how you treat me after all the hot nights we shared!" Watching the bard's confusion and the woman's growing contempt for him is so fun. Time for the finisher. "Now that I'm with child, you want to wash your hands of me?" 

    I see the figurative switch being flipped in her eyes. 

    "You are scum!" Her words are accompanied by a resounding slap to his face. She then picks up her bag and stomps off, leaving behind a completely bewildered bard. 

    "Miss Marcott, what..." Luna stares at me strangely, but there's doubt flickering in her eyes when she glances at the bard. Even though they've been traveling for a while now, she has so little faith in him that it's almost pitiful.  

    "I was playing a prank on you." It seems my acting was so on point that they didn't suspect me at all. 

    "Please, Lady Marcott, do not scare me so." Strangely enough, the bard looks relieved. What, did you think something happened between us, and you just were too drunk to remember? In your dreams! "... and what an... interesting doll you have found." 

    "Yes, isn't she just cute?" Rubbing my face against Senka's, I feel her stitches against my cheek. It's a strange sensation, but I don't mind. 

    "Umm... yes indeed, you could say she holds a... unique charm." Obviously, he's trying his hardest not to say anything rude, like Luna did. I can tell that he feels just as much disgust at the somewhat grotesque sight of Senka as the half-elf does, but at least he's diplomatic about it. 

    "Anyway..." Luna sits down while clearing her throat and helps her companion out from having to act like he doesn't actually dislike the doll's design. "Where are Rolan and Gram?" 

    "They are not back yet. I found some interesting information and returned early, in case someone was here already." He looks proud of himself. Let us hear what you found out, and see if it can compare to what I uncovered. "It appears the merchant Sveinn Itkonen always delivers his goods directly into the manors and castles of nobles, and the escorts are always kept outside until the transactions have been finished." 

    That's far from enough to implicate him, but it does look quite suspicious, even without the information I uncovered. And it makes a lot of sense when you know that he's trading in slaves since he obviously can't do it with adventurers around. 

    "It explains how he could hide his illicit dealings for so long. We learned from an encounter with some dangerous thugs that Sveinn is smuggling slaves. They were in the process of taking Lady Nightwane when we surprised them." Luna is leaving out the fact that she was knocked out cold during the most crucial part, and that I got that information from them. But I won't complain; when she's the one saying it, it's more convincing. 

    "Really? That is a troubling discovery. But if that is true, I wonder why he needs to hire so many security guards from the guild. Would it not be better to be using said thugs once he is out of the city?" The bard scratches his chin and considers the new information. 

    "Maybe the guards employed from the guild act as camouflage?" Luna assumes with a thoughtful expression. That's a pretty good point. Considering how Gram was all friendly with the gate guards, it wouldn't be surprising for them to let the caravan through when their buddies are escorting it, without even performing a check of their cargo. 

    "But how does he plan to transport several people and not let the escorts know? It's impossible to keep that many living beings silent for such a long journey." The bard brings up another fair point. 

    Since he has been doing his business for a while now, it's evident that he must have a way. But having ten carriages means he has a large number of slaves hidden away, and it's impossible to keep them all quiet. Aside from them remaining completely still during the journey, locked in secret compartments built into the carriages, and going without water and food, there's just no way that nobody ever noticed them. 

    Additionally, if he orders the kidnapping of people who are established personalities in various places, such as Lady Nightwane in this city - no matter how badly her business is actually going - it will most likely cause suspicions. Maybe he doesn't intend to return here after this job, or there was some plan to make it appear as if she left on her own.  

    "I think it is possible that the slaves are placed inside barrels, and then put under a Stasis spell." Luna rubs her chin and suggests a plausible explanation. What's that spell? It sounds sci-fi. 

    As the two keep coming up with theories around this Sveinn's methods, I just kept listening until their discussion draws to a close. The question in the room now is what they should do about it. If it's an organization, not knowing how far it reaches could be dangerous. After all, adventurers aren't in high esteem and are mostly considered drifters. In many places, they're even frowned upon, just like eternal part-time workers are in Japan. 

    It's slowly becoming dark outside and the time to meet back up here draws near. We'll have to see Rolan's verdict on this matter since he's the leader.  

    "Oh, you're back already." It's Gram's voice. I turn around and find that Rolan is accompanying him. Think of the devil, huh? 

    "Yes, we obtained some really interesting information." The bard slides over on the bench, and Rolan sits down next to him. 

    This time, Gram is banished to the extra chair, which he pulls over from another table. It looks laughably small compared to his massive frame and creaks under his weight. Luckily, he left his shield in the room upstairs, or the chair would have given out under his weight. 

      

    - Adventurers are sharing information - 

      

    "I see... we have to do something about it. To think such problems still exist in our kingdom..." Rolan has a grim expression and frowns at the thought that there're still people who trade in demi-human slaves. I knew he was the righteous type from the very beginning, because he 'saved' me from the streets, and he wants to slay the demon lord to make life better for humans. If I had been reincarnated as a human, I could see myself getting drawn in by his charisma. 

    "I think it'd be best to let the guild know about this. We can search his carriages before departure to see if there really are slaves on board, then report him to the city watch as we pass through the gate checkpoint." Gram's suggestion seems quite solid. I'd vote for that one if I had a say in this matter. I'm not a proper member of the party, so I don't, though. 

    "Yes, we can do that when the time comes, but before then we should try to get evidence. Let's go and find the three that attacked Runa and Miss Marcott. If we capture them, we can get them to confess." Rolan suggests, and I suppress a flinch. 

    Please don't try to search for them, they're all right here inside me, in various states of digestion. But even if they weren't and you found them, what would you do if they belonged to a large group with an extensive underground network that includes skilled assassins and mercenaries? 

    At least that's how these things usually go in fiction. 

    "I don't think we should do that. If they have powerful people backing them, we're at a disadvantage." Yes, listen to Gram, he's got the right concerns. "The buyers are those with large enough estates that these slaves never see the outside again. Those are always nobles, and running afoul of them could be quite dangerous." 

    Is it just me or is this whole thing getting bigger and bigger? They're talking about taking steps to break up an underground slave ring that may be operating on a national scale. 

    You're only four people! That's an impossible endeavor. 

    Oh wait, maybe the adventurer guild also has quite some influence? I mean, adventurers themselves may be frowned upon, but if there's a guild hall in each city, it should be an institution with roots in the government. But if that's the case, how can we be sure that they don't have a finger in the pie as well? 

    "What do you think, Miss Chloe?" Rolan is actually asking for my opinion. And interestingly enough, Luna isn't glaring at him for calling me by my first name. Maybe it's because this situation goes beyond such petty little squabbles. 

    "As a noble, I believe it's my duty to act in the interest of the people." I'm spouting some typical idealistic nonsense I learned from light novels. Either they dismiss my words for unrealistic idealism or are inspired by it. No real loss for me either way. "We can't leave slavery alone. Individual freedom is the most sacred right one has." 

    I do have the opinion that everyone should be free, as long as they don't lose said freedom through foolish actions. Such as attacking someone far more powerful than they are, based on orders from a person whose face they may have never seen. It's what landed a lot of people in those slave pens in Rodens. 

    In either case, I don't mind going to war against these slavers, but I'll abandon ship if it takes too long. I have to be somewhere within three years, and at this point, I don't even know how many days make up a year in this world. I'm marking every passing day on a notebook, though. 

    "Miss Chloe..." Rolan is looking at me in astonishment and a hint of admiration. Oh, did you fall for me? "If only all nobles thought that way, the kingdom would be a much better place." 

     Praise me more! 

    "Yes, I believe it's our duty to stop these criminal machinations. As a matter of fact, they attacked Runa and could have taken her, too." I can smell an ulterior motive called revenge, though. 

    Ah, the topic is going to head in that direction now, isn't it? 

    "But... you say this doll saved you?" He points at Senka with an unmistakably displeased face. So even you dislike this design? Well, it makes sense, her appearance is quite harrowing if you were to think of her as an actual human being.  

    As if in response, Senka's neck makes a creaking noise, and she snaps her head around to face Rolan. Her mouth opens and closes rhythmically while mechanical laughter emerges from her chest area. She even got the perfect angle, the same as the one she used on Luna earlier. This way she looks consistent and the facade of her being an automaton is more believable - even though Lady Nightwane said that she's a cursed doll in front of Luna. 

    "Woah!" Hah, even he's freaked out by her moving like that! "That's... quite the doll. You really want to bring it along?" 

    Yes, anything wrong with that? 

    "Yes, anything wrong with that?" Oops, I said it out loud. And in the same tone as my defiant inner voice, too. 

    "H-huh? Well... no, it's alright." He's surprised by my attitude but doesn't comment on it, and gives in easily. Hah, what a pushover. 

    "Actually, I almost forgot about it... but where did you get the money for the doll from?" Luna finally remembers to ask. I was actually expecting that question much earlier. 

    "The kidnappers dropped their purses and some other items when they ran away." It may be unbelievable, but I have a few other items that could be used as evidence if they need it. "I thought it was only fair to use their money to free our savior from that awful store." 

    There, I said it, the store is awful. Luna has a sympathetic expression on her face. So even she thinks it's awful. Why does she even know such a shady place? Can't she get magic supplies and potions from a more upstanding store? 

    Nobody questions my explanation any further. In fact, Gram gives a hearty laugh when he hears it. Good, Senka was reluctantly accepted by the others, so there's no problem. Luna has also resigned herself to the fact that I'll be carrying the creepy-cute doll with me from now on, and can only shake her head with a sigh. 

    "So, our next move is to contact the guild." Rolan is entering his leader mode and hands out the roles to the party. "Gram, talk to your friends in the city watch. Only those you really trust, we don't know whether they are in on it or not. Sigurd, you go and find out more from your sources. Maybe there are rumors about this." 

    That sounds like the bard has some questionable connections, too. Who else could have information about illegal slavery, other than the dark side of society? Then again, he did mention minstrels, and those are usually good at picking up rumors. 

    "Let's all meet back here at midnight." I have to wonder how anyone can tell time without clocks. Is there something indicating midnight in this city, like a bell? Finally, the leader turns to us."Runa and Miss Chloe come to the guild with me. We'll need you as witnesses." 

      

    With this, the party splits up again. I'm beginning to feel hungry, especially since it smells really nice all around us in the tavern. It's time for dinner, but we don't have the luxury to worry about this right now. 

    Rolan, Luna and I cross the square and head towards the guild hall. I haven't been in there, even though I did pass it by four times today, so I'm interested to see what it looks like inside and what kind of people are frequenting it. 

    "Phew..." Senka breathes a sigh of relief when we leave the tavern and walk across the city square. "I couldn't speak to you with the bard around. I'm sure he has incredibly sharp ears." 

    She's right on the mark; I'm lucky that she's so perceptive. I'm walking a few steps behind the adventurer couple so that we can whisper to each other. 

    "So, you intend to stick with them for the time being?" The doll girl asks me without moving, since we may still be seen by other people. 

    "Yes, they are quite interesting. I have to be back in the demon palace within three years, so I have more than enough time for a small side trip like this." It takes a weight off my shoulders to be able to talk to someone without having to hide everything about myself. For some reason, I fully trust Senka, even though we only met a few hours ago. I'm sure there must be a good reason for it... 

    "I can see that. These two in front of us make the perfect targets for messing around with. The bard, too." I hear her chuckle and have to suppress a smile. I see she's a kindred spirit. 

    "What about Gram?" While she commented on the others, she left out the big man for some reason. 

    "He reminds me of my foster father from a different era. Only that this one has no hair on his head, but a magnificent amount on his face, while my foster father was the other way round. Their height is similar, too." There is a hint of loneliness in her voice even though she doesn't change her tone. "I want to climb on his shoulders..." 

    Please don't do that; I feel like he'll get a heart attack from that. 

    "What do you think about this whole slavery affair?" 

    "Very textbook for such a fantasy setting." 

    "I know right? At least this world isn't as clear-cut good demons and evil humans, as is often the case when one is reincarnated on the demons' side in such stories." Those have been getting really popular lately, after all. 

    "Just don't trip over that trope later on. Don't let your sympathy for the humans cause you to hesitate, when the time comes for you to choose your side." Senka's voice remains neutral, but I can tell that she's warning me somberly. 

    "I won't." This topic should have given me reason to hesitate before, but the time I spent with Maou-mama has taught me valuable things about life and its priorities. "I'm a demon, after all." 

    Ah, the brainiac inside me just died. It seems his heart just gave out from being unable to bear the mental strain of staying inside a Crawling Chaos' body. Really though, he survived for quite a bit longer than my previous experiment. All I did this time was to keep supplying him with oxygen. Next time I'll try providing food, too. 

      

    The interior of the adventurer guild is a large hall, as expected. There's a reception area on the left to the entrance and a supply store to the right. Deeper inside are several long tables, where I can spot people in attire similar to Rolan and his party's. They're standing around chatting, or sitting at the tables and having dinner. 

    This entire place is very cliché. 

    Even the fact that the receptionist is a woman in her mid-twenties is just typical. She's wearing something like a traditional dress and sports a small cap on top of her brown-haired head. It reminds me of the receptionist girls in a game series about hunting dragons with oversized weapons. 

    "I'd like to talk to Ingrid, is she in?" Rolan walks up to her and asks in a casual tone. Unexpectedly, he's pretty good at acting like nothing is out of the ordinary, even though there's something pretty urgent going on. 

    "Yes, she just returned from a meeting with the lord. I shall ascertain her availability." The receptionist responds with a nod and walks out through a door behind her.  

    "Did she say 'the lord'? Rolan, are you sure we can trust this Ingrid person?" I'm just playing devil's advocate since it's a reasonable concern. I doubt a woman is going to engage in business that involves the enslavement of other women, although you can never be too sure. 

    "Yes, she may be the guild master now, but I've known her for a long time before that. She's like an older sister to me." He replies with a warm smile into which I can't help but read a lot of things. 

    Was she his first love or something? 

    But Luna doesn't glare at him in jealousy and instead nods with an understanding expression. I must have been reading too much into it. 

    Still, he's good friends with the guild master, huh? If she can be trusted, then we'd have a pretty powerful ally in her. The guild master should have quite some influence over the adventurers and be able to make them help. 

    "Rolan!" A firm female voice resounds through the guild hall, and all necks snap around to its owner. "You haven't come to see me in a long time, even though you've been going around making a name for yourself!" 

    A woman approaches us with a wide grin. She's about as tall as I am, but her presence is much larger than just her appearance. Wearing a long-sleeved top and a long skirt in earthen colors gives her an unassuming appearance, but I can feel strength underneath it all. 

    It's like a rule for guild masters to be secretly really strong, but I don't doubt that in this particular case. She's also quite beautiful and must be rather young for her position. 

    "Ingrid, there's something we need to talk about." Rolan is very serious, so her relaxed expression immediately vanishes under a firm gaze. For a moment, she stares into his eyes, but then blinks and turns away. 

    "Must be something important. Let's go to my office." She walks away and waves for us to follow her. 

    Said office is on the second floor of the guild building, which is a gallery overlooking the dining and gathering hall below. Opening a plain wooden door without any sign indicating that it belongs to the guild master on it, Ingrid leads us inside. 

    The interior is overflowing with things. The walls are decorated with various personal belongings and trophies; there's an unknown canine-like beast's head, a jaw of something I would identify as having belonged to a shark, as well as ornamental weapons and a large paper placard displaying a dragon's morphology. Every single flat surface in the room is overloaded with piles of files and papers, wooden and stone figures, as well as bones, leather bags, and clothes. 

    In all honesty, it looks quite cozy in here. I like these kinds of rooms; my own was like that, too. My father always brought souvenirs from his overseas business trips, and he actually had pretty good taste in those things. He never bought into tourist traps like an Eiffel Tower keychain or a Statue of Liberty lighter. 

    "Take a seat anywhere. Sorry, but I'm not sorry for the mess." She rounds her desk and sits down on her revolving chair while gesturing into the room. There aren't many places one could sit; I find one spot on the edge of the couch, Luna sits down on a wooden barrel, while Rolan remains standing. "In my line of work tidiness just means you're unsuccessful." 

    That's true for any job that will occupy every waking minute of your life, just like my father's. Whenever he was home, he didn't have much time for anything but having meals and sleep. 

    Why am I thinking back to my parents and my life in the previous world? I will most likely never get back to it, and I don't really want to recall those memories... 

    "So, you're saying that the merchant Sveinn Itkonen is secretly smuggling elven slaves?" Ingrid's voice brings me back to the present. Wow, the conversation seems to have already moved along for quite a bit while I wasn't paying attention. "Where's your evidence?" 

    "We still need to find hard evidence, but there's enough reason to believe that it's true. Runa and Miss Chloe here were attacked by three men who tried to kidnap Lady Nightwane. Miss Chloe heard them mention Sveinn's name." She's staring at me and then at Senka. Nothing is showing on her face, but I can't help but feel that she's looking down on my taste in designs. 

    "Hm... alright, I'll send Vigi to check on the warehouses Sveinn frequently uses, though he won't be back from a request until tomorrow morning." Leaning forward onto the desk and folding her hands in front of her lips, Ingrid concedes. Rolan and Luna look at each other with hopeful gazes upon hearing that response. I'm just relieved that she doesn't make a rude comment about Senka. "And where's Lady Nightwane?" 

    "We told her to close her shop until things are settled." Luna speaks up and replies. When I think about it, that may not have been enough of a precaution. Considering there's most likely an entire organization behind it all, and three of their guys didn't return from the job, they might send people to check on them. And I doubt a locked wooden door will stop them at that time. 

    "If they ran away, it's very likely that they'll return to finish the job. At that time a locked door won't be a problem." Aside from the details, she can't know about, Ingrid and my thoughts are aligned. 

    "Oh no! We should go and bring her here, to put her under the protection of the guild." Luna jumps up at the realization that Lady Nightwane might still be in danger. 

    "I'll come with you." I stand up myself and announce. 

    "Wait... who's this girl again?" The guild master directs the question at Rolan while pointing at me. That's rude; you can just ask me directly!  

    Wait, you only now care to ask? Even though Rolan even mentioned me by name in his explanation just now. 

    "She's Miss Chloe Marcott. We picked her up in Birkas. She was attacked by bandits and ended up in our care." The leader gives a quick explanation, most likely because we're pressed for time. 

    "Any combat experience, Chloe?" Her piercing gaze seems to bore holes into my eyes. No honorifics and straight to the name? Even if it's actually my last name, it feels quite rude to be addressed so casually by someone whom I just met. 

    "None." But I need to keep up the act, so I reply meekly while avoiding her gaze. I only have minimal experience, so it might as well be none, so technically I'm not lying. Not that it changes the fact that I'm most likely the strongest being in this city, solely based on my physical attributes. Since I don't know how powerful magic can be, I won't say that I'm the strongest overall. 

    "And you still wish to go along to Lady Nightwane's store, knowing that it might be a dangerous situation?" I don't like her tone. She's clearly judging me for endangering myself - and those around me - by forcing them to look out for me during battle. 

    "Ahhh, Miss Chloe is like that, you see. She also came along on our extermination request with the wulfar." Rolan's explanation makes me sound like a selfish noble girl. I'm posing as a noble, but I'm not selfish, you know? 

    "Yes, I got to know Lady Nightwane, so I want to make sure that she's alright." And maybe get to know her a little better in the process. 

    "Oh well, she's your problem, Rolan." Standing up from her chair, Ingrid remarks with a frown. This lady is really rude! "In either case, if Vigi finds out that Sveinn is a slave smuggler, we'll be able to capture him. But I doubt the organization behind him will stop. They'll find someone else to do it." 

    So, we would need to get to the core of things and break apart the criminal organization completely, before this can be put to rest. Or at least that's what I get from the way she's saying it. 

    "I understand." Rolan nods with a downcast look. It seems he's fully aware of the fact that such human evil can't be rooted out with some superficial treatment. "But this is a step in the right direction." 

    I wonder what would have happened if I hadn't been around. Lady Nightwane, and maybe Luna as well, would have been kidnapped and turned into slaves, with Rolan and his party none the wiser. It would have been treated as a missing person case, but nobody would have made the connection to the merchant Sveinn and the fact that kidnappings and slave trading are being conducted in this very city. 

    Isn't this helping the humans sort out their domestic problems? If they deal with this and manage to end the black market slave trade, they'll be able to focus on external issues, like the war against the demons. That's not what I want. What would Maou-mama say, if she found out that I was involved in helping to make the humans more united? 

    Well, for now, I'll just think about what I can gain out of this. Some of the slave traders and their thugs could disappear under mysterious circumstances, just like the three in Lady Nightwane's store did, so that I can eat my fill- I mean, gain more templates for different physical appearances. 

    "Thank you, Ingrid." Rolan nods towards the guild master. At his gratitude, she merely waves it off as something natural to do.  

    He turns to Luna and me afterward. "We should hurry." 

    





   



 Chapter 11 - The Lady Of The Night 

      

      

    "Let's hope Lady Nightwane is safe." As we run through the streets, I remark while acting slightly out of breath. I'm at the very back, to make it seem like I'm not used to exercising so much - although I did keep up with the adventurer party's pace pretty well on our way here from Birkas. Luna looks the way I'm acting, since she's had the air knocked out of her earlier today, and it might still affect her a little. 

    "Yes, I'll go ahead. You two can catch up later." Hearing my words, Rolan puts a hand on the hilt of his sword and picks up his pace. As expected of a swordsman in a world set in a medieval-like time period, he has a lot of stamina.  

    Within moments, he has left us in his dust and disappeared around a corner ahead. Luna slows down slightly, breathing heavily from her lack of exercise; she is a mage, after all. I guess she was putting up a front while her sweetheart was around. 

    "I'd rather not meet her again." Senka whispers to me in a sullen tone. Fair enough, if I had been used as a sex toy by somebody, I wouldn't want to meet them again either, if I could help it. Unfortunately for her, she has no say in this matter; I'll be carrying her around everywhere for the time being. 

    We round some corners and find ourselves in the dark alleyway that leads to Lady Nightwane's store. At night, it looks even shadier, but Luna casts the torch spell she used earlier in the day, and a little flame lights our way. It's a wonder that Rolan found his way through here without a problem since it's quite dark.  

    Slowly moving through the alleyway, my eyes glance over every window and door that isn't completely nailed shut. It's not very likely that someone will jump out and attack us, but better safe than sorry. 

    As we approach the store, we find that the door is slightly ajar and I'm on alert right away. Did the leader already enter on his own or was this done by more kidnappers coming around to see what happened to their three men? 

    "Rolan?" Luna calls into the store from the doorway, like an amateur. If there are enemies inside, you just warned them of your presence, even if they didn't see the flame from your staff. 

    "I'm here." Poking out his head from behind a shelf, the leader responds. It seems like there wasn't any need to worry. "This place has gone to the dogs... and what's this smell? How can she live here?" 

    "I know..." Luna has produced her handkerchief and is holding her nose with it again. 

    "It's like something died in a corner and was left there." Rolan's words sound harsh, but it's precisely what I think might be the case, too. Not like having organic stuff preserved in jars that might not be airtight, and over long periods of time, will go well unless the person doing it is paying close attention to doing it right.  

    "Lady Nightwane?" I'm the one who calls into the store this time. There's no response, and I have a bad feeling about this. Don't tell me they came back and got her already? 

    I walk straight towards the door to the storage room and pull it open. The darkness beyond is the same as the one inside the store, but since I see everything at the light levels of a cloudy day, I enter without hesitation. Rolan and Luna haven't caught onto my actions and are still looking through the aisles outside. 

    There's a set of stairs going up, as well as a locked door that most likely leads to the basement. I'll check that one out later if I don't find her upstairs. For now, I'll refrain from calling out to her again and train my hearing to pick up on every sound, from the creaking of the floorboards under my feet to the wind blowing through tiny cracks in the building. 

    A faint and flickering light illuminates the dark hallway ahead of me, originating from a candle in the breeze shining through a slightly ajar door. Sneaking to it as quietly as I can, I peek inside through the crack. 

    In the twilight of the barely illuminated room, I see a naked body lying on dark blue sateen sheets. Mauve purple skin glistening in the candlelight from beads of sweat, two large mounds heaving from accelerated breathing. Their orchid-colored tips are erect from excitement rather than due to the cold air. 

    Waves of pleasure run across Lady Nightwane's body as she moves her hand buried between her legs. She tries to stifle her voice with a finger between her teeth, but it still escapes her lips and floats across the room. 

    Well, I'm aroused from seeing this. 

    "Miss Chloe, where did you go?" Rolan's voice echoes all the way up here from downstairs. Lady Nightwane's long ears twitch, and she instantly stops what she has been doing to look in the direction of the door. Then a shocked expression appears on her face.  

    "H-huh?!" She stares me directly in the eyes. "L-Lady Marcott?! What are y-you doing here?!" 

    Oh damn, she has night vision, too? It's dark out here, so there's no other explanation for her being able to see me. I guess it makes sense for a dark elf to have it, considering they look like they evolved to be able to fade into the background at night. 

    I stand up and enter the room wordlessly, not a hint of remorse in my manners, despite the fact that she caught me peeping on her. Instead of showing indignation, she quickly covers herself with her sheets and looks up at me with anxious, upturned eyes, while retreating slightly. Then she averts her gaze, unable to bear the weight of mine. 

    "We were worried about you." I finally speak, just one step away from Lady Nightwane. It's interesting to see that she can't seem to muster the will to scold me, and doesn't even seem to have noticed that Senka is in my arms. 

    "Miss Chloe, are you-" Rolan peeks into the room, having climbed the stairs unexpectedly quickly and silently. He freezes at the sight of me standing over the undressed owner of the store. 

    "Hm, what is it, Rolan? Did you find either of them?" Luna appears from behind her sweetheart and looks at the situation in the room. It takes a second before her eyes widen at the sight. "W-what are you doing, Miss Marcott?!" 

    "Lady Nightwane was having a nightmare, so I woke her up." Turning to the dark elf, I find that she's looking up at me in surprise. I smile at her, but it doesn't extend to my eyes. "Isn't that right?" 

    She flinches at my expression and begins to tremble, but I can glimpse excitement in her features. I was right on the mark when I thought that she was a masochist. And my attitude is most likely resonating with that part of hers. 

    "Y-yes, Lady Marcott is right. I-I was reliving the incident of today." Looking at Luna, she confirms my explanation with a straight face. Even though her stutter may make her appear to be the innocent type, she doesn't even blink her eyes when she lies.  

    "Is that so?" For some reason, the half-elf doesn't look convinced and shifts her attention to Rolan, to find that he's still staring at Lady Nightwane. "Hey! What are you still doing here?" 

    "H-huh? Ah." Before he can say something, Luna pinches his ear and pulls him out of the room. He disappears around the corner with a pained expression while struggling to maintain his balance. 

    "T-thank you." I hear a faint voice mutter beside me and turn to look at its owner. The dark elf is still unable to return my gaze, but it's clear from her expression that she feels indebted to me for some reason. 

    "What for?" I think I know exactly what for, but I want her to say it. 

    "... f-for not telling them w-what I was doing." Her voice is barely audible, but its tone stirs the bully inside me. 

    "Hmmm, what were you doing?" Whispering to her so the others outside can't hear, I bend down, to find Lady Nightwane's eyes. "I'm just a young lady. I won't know what it was that you were doing if you don't say it."  

    "A-ah..." Turning her head away from me, she tries to hide her body under the sheets. 

    "I'm just kidding. Get dressed. We're going to bring you to the guild for your own safety." Straightening my back, I walk out of the room. 

    "You're a sadist, you know that?" Senka whispers to me on our way out. 

    "Yes, I am." I respond with a grin. 

      

    Our journey back to the guild was completed in awkward silence. Rolan, carrying Lady Nightwane's bundle of belongings, led the way, followed by Luna, who made sure that he wasn't getting too close to the dark elf. I was walking right beside her, striding confidently and without a worry in the world, while she kept stealing glances at me. 

    After talking to Ingrid once more about how to proceed with Lady Nightwane, it was decided that she would stay in the guild's guest room, which is usually only used by other guild masters when they come to visit. Apparently, it's a pretty luxurious place. 

    We're having a meal in the guild hall now, though I'm holding myself back for the sake of Rolan's wallet; after all, I'm still a freeloader who doesn't do work and thus, doesn't earn any money. Luckily I can sometimes get food for myself and stockpile it; the sheep I swallowed along our journey are still not entirely used up, and I gained three more bodies earlier, too. 

    Rolan and Luna are sitting across the table, while Lady Nightwane is on the bench one seat removed from me. She already had dinner, so she's only having a cup of water. Even now, she keeps glancing at me, most likely afraid that I might blurt out what she was doing when I found her. 

    Is masturbation taboo in this nation? I know that there were religions in my previous world which considered it a grave sin. Maybe the same is true for the church here? I'd ask Senka, but now isn't the best of times to be secretly conversing with her. The dark elf could notice something since her senses are focused on me. 

    Maybe I can use this to my advantage and deepen my relationship with her. According to Senka, Lady Nightwane is a lonely woman, so I'm sure I could tip her over the edge and bring her to my side of the river. Leaving her for men would be a huge waste. 

    "Oh, there they are already." Just as our group is about to finish dinner, Gram's loud voice resounds through the guild hall. 

    "Lady Nightwane, I presume?" Unexpectedly, the bard is behaving himself and not trying to flirt with her. Taking off his feathered hat and nodding to her in a greeting, he sits down on my other side. "I see, you are still carrying that doll, Lady Marcott." 

    I almost burst out asking if there's something wrong with that again, but hold myself back from doing so. 

    "How's it looking?" Rolan asks the big man, who plops down at the end of the long table. When a waitress comes over, he only orders a jug of ale; he must have had dinner with his friends in the city guards. 

    "I asked Jannike to let me see the inspection records from all the times when Sveinn was inspected." Scratching his chin, Gram begins to explain his investigation results. "There's nothing out of the ordinary in the records." 

    "No leads there, huh?" The leader sighs and leans back, despite the fact that there's no backrest. He's exercising his abs rather than relaxing as if showing off before the ladies. 

    "Not quite. You see, when I talked to Gunner and asked about that, he told me under his breath that Sveinn was always giving out samples of his regular cargo." The waitress returns with the ordered ale, so the big man goes silent for a moment, to not implicate his friends in what can only be described as accepting bribery. 

    "So he was never actually searched?" Rolan has a serious expression when he presses the matter. 

    "No, he was searched quite often, but only superficially. One barrel on each cart would be opened to see what's inside - and it was always Sveinn himself who did the opening, as he would give the guards some of the expensive fruits or spices he transports." Taking a swig from his jug, Gram wipes the foam from his mustache with his sleeve and burps out alcohol-laden fumes. "Excuse me... err, where was I? Oh, right. It's quite possible that he was transporting slaves in any number of barrels on each of his carts." 

    "Then we can just have the guards do a full search when he leaves the city." Rolan's proposal sounds like the best course of actions, but the big man's frown shows that it's not that simple. 

    "It's not like searching every crate or barrel is part of the regulations since it's peacetime right now. Forcing a full search is something only the guard captain can do, and I don't know him well enough to be able to tell whether he's trustworthy or not." Placing the jug down on the table, Gram crosses his arms with a thoughtful expression. 

    They're thinking this through really carefully. In fiction, such a group of adventurers would have snuck into the place where Sveinn is storing his cargo, and searched for evidence on their own, without consulting law enforcement. And that would always lead to a battle, during which things always turn out perfectly. 

    Reality isn't that simple, though. These people don't have plot armor, and neither do I. While I always think to myself that these humans are weak, their magic certainly isn't. If there are others far more proficient at it than Luna, and they shoot something like her Elemental Overload at me in an instant, I would most likely just die. 

    In a world where such things can happen, being cautious leads to longer and safer lives. I can certainly learn from them in that regard. 

    "Well, Ingrid said she would send Vigi to investigate tomorrow after he returns from his request." Rolan leans back again and ponders. "But if he doesn't find anything, our last chance would be when Sveinn makes his way out of the city, and the cargo will definitely be loaded on his carts."  

    "Then we could stage an accident at the gates and make some barrels fall from the carts." I suggest with my arms crossed and all four adventurers turn to stare at me in surprise. "H-huh? What is it?" 

    "Hahaha, as expected of the missy!" Gram laughs heartily and slaps his thigh. 

    I look around in confusion, as Luna buries her face in her palm, Rolan has an eyebrow raised in silence, and the bard chuckles to himself. Did I say something funny? 

    "You included yourself quite casually there." The leader is the one to point out what everyone is reacting to in their own ways, but his tone makes it sound like he doesn't want me to think of myself as a member of their party. 

    "I see." They don't yet think of me as a comrade, huh? "I apologize, I got ahead of myself." 

    Acting hurt, I stand up and step over the bench to leave. It's not like I really care whether they consider me one of them or not since I'm practically destined to become their enemy eventually. This way, I can gauge their opinions of the current me, though. 

    "Oh no, that's not what I meant!" Rolan jumps up from his seat and calls out to me. I don't turn around immediately but stop in my tracks to listen. It's not like I have anywhere to go since I've been staying at inns with these guys so far - though my room is still paid for until the day after tomorrow.  

    "Then what did you mean?" I look down at Senka and wink at her. The guild hall is practically empty at this time of the night, so nobody sees what I'm doing. She responds by rolling her eyes at the unnecessary drama I'm creating.  

    "I thought you might want to find a way back to your old life, instead of journeying with some adventurers." His response touches a nerve, although he could never imagine in what way. But saying that to someone he should know as having lost their parents is a mistake. 

    "... there is no going back for me, Sir Rolan." I make him aware of how insensitive his words were and walk away, not turning around to look at his reaction. Moving towards the door of the guild hall with Senka in my arms, I can somewhat feel them staring at my back in shocked silence. 

      

    In the end, I returned to the Dancing Dragon and went straight to my room on the second floor. There are a few things I want to discuss with Senka, and whispering at a barely audible level is quite tiring. 

    "Don't you think you brought down the mood a little too much there?" The doll girl remarks, lying sprawled out and unmoving on the bed where I placed her. That appearance makes her look like a talking toy. 

    "It's alright. People of this world are quite simple; they take everything at face value." I lie down next to her and stare up at the wooden ceiling. "I'm more interested in Lady Nightwane..." 

    I hear shifting next to me and the sound of wooden joints creaking, even though Senka doesn't look like she has doll joints. I've heard her neck produce that noise as well, but I doubt she's made of wood underneath that skin of hers. She wouldn't be that squeezable otherwise.  

    "What's so interesting about her?" Her face enters my vision, a deep frown carved into her features. 

    "I know you don't like her, but it doesn't really matter anymore now, does it?" I stroke Senka's cheek and sweep a rogue strand of her gradient hair behind her ear. The stitched scar on her cheek extends all the way to her molars and look even messier up close than it had at first glance. What did she live through to end up looking like this? 

    "Hmph." Brushing me off, the doll girl stands up from the bed and disappears from my field of vision. "You're-" 

    Suddenly, there's a knock on the door. I sit up while Senka lies down immediately, to act like a lifeless doll again. Whoever is outside could have heard us talking, though. 

    "Who is it?" I ask cautiously, but at the same time with enough dignity to make the person beyond the door aware of the fact that they're asking to intrude on my private space at a pretty late time in the night. 

    "I-it's me." The thick wood muffles the voice, but I could never mistake that gloomy tone. It's Lady Nightwane. 

    She's paying me a night visit? 

    "Please no..." I hear Senka whisper next to me with an annoyed expression, but I stand up from the bed and walk over to the door to open it anyway. 

    "What brings you here, Lady Nightwane?" Even though she's almost as tall as I am, it somehow feels like she's looking up at me with upturned eyes from quite a bit lower than that. 

    "Um..." Her amethyst irises are glowing in the dimness of the hallway, an incredibly mesmerizing light I can't help but feel drawn towards. Is it some kind of magic or the dark elves' innate ability? 

    "Oh, where are my manners. Please come in." Making way for my visitor, I step aside and gesture into the room. She looks inside with an anxious expression, before accepting the offer and entering reluctantly. 

    I close the door behind her audibly on purpose, upon which she flinches and spins around. Her eyes show fear and restlessness, but I give a radiant smile and guide her in. 

    All rooms in the tavern have two beds, which are quite a bit cleaner than the ones I've slept on in the small villages so far. There are a table and one chair, but obviously no TV set or an Internet connection. I sit down on the bed next to Senka, and point at the free one across from me, offering it as a seat to Lady Nightwane. 

    "So..." I look into her almost hypnotic eyes, and she averts them to avoid my gaze almost immediately. "... what are you hoping for by coming to my room this late at night?" 

    With a shocked gasp, the dark elf looks at me in surprise but isn't able to keep eye contact for long before she turns away again. Restlessly fiddling with her dress, she fumbles to try and find a response. For some reason, she acts more like a young girl rather than the mature woman her appearance suggests. 

    "I... wanted to speak to you." Finally gathering her courage, she looks directly at me with an unexpectedly focused gaze. Even her stutter seems to have disappeared, so it must be something important. "I'm cursed." 

    "Huh?" That's not what I expected at all. 

    "E-eh? D-did I make some kind of m-mistake?" Losing her confidence and growing flustered, the stutter returns. Her eyes begin to swim around as if searching for a way out of this situation. 

    "No, sorry. Please go on." I shake my head and sigh. Why is she so cute, despite looking more adult-like than I ever will? 

    Even though she does continue, she doesn't immediately regain the confidence she had at the beginning and keeps her stutter. 

    "T-the curse made my body grow into t-this unsightly form." She cups her voluptuous breasts with a downcast look on her face. What do you mean, unsightly form?! That's a body people would kill for! "A-and at the same time, it also made my touch d-deadly to those who aren't also corrupted." 

    "Then how were those men able to capture you?" If she had a deadly touch, she could have just grabbed their exposed arms and killed them. Maybe it's not instantaneous? 

    "I... let myself get captured on purpose." The dark elf lowers her gaze and reveals this with a somber expression. There's a hint of remorse in her gaze, but it's mostly just her usual gloominess. 

    "Why would you do that?" Was she really that lonely? "If they had found out that your touch is dangerous, they wouldn't have had any need for you. You would have been killed." 

    "I... I know, but it was the only way!" She raises her voice for all but a moment before her body begins to shiver. Avoiding eye contact with me again, she seems to be looking for the right words. "I wanted to infiltrate them..." 

    "To do what?" Wait, this will take ages. Why do I have to ask for every little detail myself? "You know what, just tell me your story in one coherent sentence of no more than twenty words!" 

    "H-huh?" Lady Nightwane is at a loss for words from my sudden outburst and the more than unreasonable demand. "Hauu..." 

    Woah, what's that cute noise you just made?! 

    "I-I'll try. Umm..." Nervously playing with her sleeves, she seems to be thinking of a way to convey what she wants to say concisely and directly. 

    Watching her intently seems to put unnecessary pressure on her, so I do it on purpose. Her glowing amethyst eyes are incredible, and I can't even begin to imagine how being on the receiving end of a love-filled gaze from them would feel like. I just want to make her mine right now. 

    But if her touch is deadly to everything that isn't corrupted, that's out, isn't it? On the other hand, didn't the humans say that corruption is spread by demons? Is the origin of spreading corruption also corrupted? 

    "O-okay..." Taking a deep breath, Lady Nightwane signals that she's ready to convey her story in the requested brevity. "Someone very important to me was kidnapped by slave traders long ago, and I found out that they're here in Hovsgaerden." 

    "That was twenty-one words." I don't know how, but I was able to tell the number of words without even trying. 

    "H-huh?" And the dark elf starts to repeat her sentence while counting on her fingers. "Y-you're right!" 

    She looks at me with an expression that mixes shock and dejection into such a perfect amalgamation that I'm impressed. She then lowers her head in helplessness. Is she actually a child in an adult's body? 

    "Alright, I get it. But what does that have to do with visiting me at night?" Tilting my head, I can't make the connection between that and her telling me her life story. 

    "... the fact you didn't react with disgust when I told you that I'm cursed is proof of what I saw in you." Suddenly, she looks into my eyes with conviction. Her stutter is gone again, replaced by a resolved steadiness in her voice. 

    Alarm bells ring in my head. Did she realize that I'm a demon? 

    "You're different from any human I have ever met." She says, a smile playing on her lips for the first time. In other words, she doesn't know what I really am and only saw a trustworthy person in me or something like that. "I want your help." 

    Bowing her head before me, she finally gets to the point of her visit. It's clear that the help she wants is from Rolan and the others, rather than from me. I have no idea why she wouldn't ask Luna then. Maybe because she thinks I'll be able to mediate between her and the party? Didn't she pay attention to what just happened in the guild hall earlier?  

    Well, this is an opportunity to get closer to her. 

    "What do I get out of this?" You better not tell me that having sold me Senka was already a big favor or something like that. Though I doubt she would do that, she's too timid to make such a demand. 

    "I-I can pay you." Apparently, she didn't expect that I wouldn't act from the goodwill of my heart. She clearly didn't prepare any bargaining chips other than the money she got from me for Senka. 

    "It will cost you a lot." I stand up and look down on the dark elf with a sinister grin. She begins to quiver and shrink before my gaze, but wills herself to respond. 

    "H-how much?" But then she suddenly shakes her head and gathers her resolve once more. "No, it doesn't matter. I will give you anything you want." 

    "Hoh? Anything, you say?" Oh, she just flinched at my words and her determination wavers. No taking back now~ 

    I grab Lady Nightwane's face with both my hands and make her look up to me. There's a prickling sensation in my skin where I touch her, but it neither hurts me nor do I feel any discomfort. Maybe her 'deadliness' is a slow-acting poison, but I doubt it's more powerful than a Crawling Chaos' power of corruption.  

    In fact, this tingling is becoming quite enjoyable. 

    "W-what are you doing! You'll-" She tries to struggle, but I don't let go of her. 

    "I heard you're a lonely woman. And earlier I saw that you truly are." From up close, I stare into her eyes with mine. She blushes when she realizes what I'm referring to and tries to avert her eyes, but I shake her to force her gaze back. 

    "Ahhh..." She trembles with embarrassment. 

    "Then give me your everything. Become mine, and I'll help you with whatever you need." After all, you're making a contract with a demon, even if you don't know it. Of course, I don't say that out loud. 

    "My... everything?" Her questioning frown makes it clear that she doesn't understand what I mean, so I spell it out for her. 

    "Your body and soul. Your life and love. Everything." I push her down onto the bed and move my face so close to hers that I can feel her breath tickling my nose. "And we'll start with your body." 

    Fear fills Lady Nightwane's expression, but I glimpse something else underneath it, too. There's a mix of anxious anticipation and excited expectation, waiting and hoping to see what I'm about to do with her.  

    "Could you not?" Senka's voice echoes through the room. Oops, I completely forgot about her. Turning my head, I see that she's sitting up on the bed and looking at me with an annoyed expression. 

    "H-huh?" The dark elf underneath me sees her, too. "Wh-what?" 

    "Shocking, right? As you said, I'm a cursed doll. And I bring death to those who mess with my body." Standing up with a creaking sound in her joints, the doll girl tilts her head and cracks her neck. 

    Lady Nightwane's goes pale at Senka's menacing undertone. Then her entire face flushes reddish-purple when she remembers all the things she did with - and to - this girl, whom she had thought of as a lifeless doll all along. 

    "... I was just getting to the good part." I stand up, loom over the doll girl and bring a fist down on her head. "Why did you stop me, Senka?" 

    "Because I don't want to watch you two going at it." Holding the top of her head with both hands in what I can only describe as a cute gesture, to show that my hit stings, she responds with a pout. Picking up Senka, I hug her to my chest. "Argh, stop it! I don't need a reminder that I'll be flat forever!" 

    "Y-you were a-alive all this time?" Lady Nightwane is close to tears, as she tries to make sense of this situation. 

    "I wouldn't call it alive, but yes." Senka stares at her in irritation. "All this time, everything you did to me... I was aware of it all." 

    "Ahhh..." And upon hearing these words, the dark elf faints. 

    "Way to clam jam me..." I grab the doll girl's shoulders and push her down on the bed, before leaning over her with an irked grin. "I don't feel like doing it with a passed out person. That's basically like doing it with a sex doll." 

    I pause for a moment and look at Senka in silence. 

    "... will you take her place, then?" I ask, half-serious. 

    "I refuse." She instantly replies with a straight face, as if she had expected that question. Then she somehow slips out of my grasp and disappears from underneath me. I look around the room but find that she's gone. Does she have an ability to go invisible or something? 

    I plop down on my bed and look over to the unconscious Lady Nightwane. It seems she slipped into slumber at one point, and her chest is heaving rhythmically now. 

    "Some other time then, I guess." Shrugging, I sigh and stand up, to cover her with a blanket. 

      

      

    





   



 Chapter 12 - What I Can Do 

      

      

    In the end, I was in the same room as Lady Nightwane for the whole night, but nothing happened, even though I wanted a certain something to happen. 

    Senka was back in the morning like it was the most natural thing in the world, sitting on the chair the same way she did in the dark elf's store when I saw her for the first time. I had actually feared that she ran away for good, but it seems she's somewhat attached to me because we can talk so freely. Of course, she would never admit it, if I asked her since she's very clearly a tsundere. 

    "Mhhh..." The dark elf, her mauve skin basked in the sunlight coming through the window, stirs in her sleep. We're in separate beds, but when I look over, it somewhat feels like the legendary 'the morning after' scene. I hope I'll be getting the real one soon enough. 

    So, what do I do about Rolan and the others? They didn't come after me last night when we separated on such a sour note. I don't want to be the one to start a conversation, so I'll just hope that they're in the guildhall right now and I can walk in pretending to have my own business there.  

    Really though, they let Lady Nightwane walk out on them, too. Didn't they take her to the guild for her protection? I guess she told them that she would come to me and stay the night in this room, instead of staying in the guest room of the guild hall. 

    "A lot of inconsistencies, aren't there?" Senka suddenly remarks, as if she read my mind. 

    "What do you mean?" I turn to look at her, and she shows me what I can only define as a smug expression, with one eyebrow and one corner of her mouth raised. Her scars still make her look like she's smiling all over, though. 

    "For one, how quickly she got swept up in your pace and ended up selling me to you." Looking at the sleeping Lady Nightwane, her expression grows serious again. 

    "Isn't it because her business was going badly?" I propose a potential explanation. 

    "No, the store wasn't that important to her. Especially since she heard them say that it would be burned down to cover her disappearance. If you hadn't shown up when you did, that place would have been gone." Senka's habit of talking without moving anything but her mouth is quite unsettling sometimes. At least it's better than her not even moving her lips like she did when she first called out to me. "She had every intention of abandoning her store to infiltrate the underground slavers."  

    "Well, but that went up in smoke, since we saved her, so she settled on getting a small fortune?" 

    "I think she wanted to use the money to investigate the slavers. Maybe she would have posted an official request to the guild." 

    "But we went to her place again, and brought her to the guild ourselves." 

    "That happened much later. She could have followed you on your way back and immediately made the request. Instead, you found her at home, enjoying herself." 

    "Hm... actually, I wanted to ask about that. Is it part of her curse? She can't touch anyone, but she has to relieve her stress periodically?" Judging by what Senka told me before, it sounds like she does it quite often. 

    "Nah, that's just her being constantly horny." Shrugging with a creaking wooden sound, she denies that theory. 

    "U-umm..." The person in question seems to have woken up and heard what we were talking about. Her face and the tips of her ears are reddened again, as she tries to find the right words, glancing at Senka and me. 

    "So, what do you have to say about this?" I turn to ask her naturally. 

    "H-huh? I-I'm not constantly horny!" She raises her voice in defense of her good image, even though she never really had a good one, to begin with. 

    "That's not what I was asking about." Sighing, I stand up from my bed and look down at her with a judgmental gaze. "Why didn't you tell us about your plan when we freed you? You even let yourself get talked into selling Senka to me." 

    "... b-because I felt that the chance had p-passed and I had to wait for them to c-come again." With downcast eyes, Lady Nightwane responds in her usual forlorn tone. 

    "Oh." I turn to Senka, and it seems we both came to the same realization. Of course, she wouldn't leave the store to go to the guild, if she thought that they might come back to get her. After all, she was thinking that they had only been scared off, instead of having died. "Though that still doesn't explain why you would go through the trouble of making money if you were hoping for their return." 

    "... I-I hid the money so that after e-everything, I could return and r-rebuild my store." So, she was being unexpectedly optimistic about things and did care about her store to a certain degree. "B-but they never came." 

    "Well..." I don't know whether I should tell her or not, but if I'm making her mine, I might as well. "... remember last night?" 

    For some reason, Lady Nightwane becomes flustered and blushes. Guess she's remembering something other than what I'm referring to. 

    "I promised to be yours in exchange for your help." But she looks me in the eyes and speaks without her usual stutter. I suppress the urge to lick my lips at the implications of her words. She's determined to see this through. Well, she did say that the person who got kidnapped a long time ago is someone very important to her. 

    "Don't go back on those words, or I'll eat you." For a moment, the dark elf looks at me with an awkward smile, as if she took what I said as a joke, but when she sees my seriousness, her expression freezes over. "Those kidnappers who came to your house - I killed them all." 

    Her eyes go wide at this sudden revelation, but she remains silent. I lean in on her, and my lips crack into a grin at the fear that's emanating from her and pouring into me like the warmth of a hot spring. 

    "Now that you know, there's no going back." I whisper into her long ear. "Don't tell anyone, especially Rolan and his group. If you do, I'll have to kill them, since I don't want people to know just yet. Understood?" 

    I draw back and look at her coldly. She's trembling all over, and tears have formed in the corners of her eyes. But she nods with an audible swallowing sound, and I feel relief. If she had been defiant here, I would have been in a bind: I don't want to kill her, but it would be easier than to kill everyone she speaks to; the problem with doing so is that people know she's with me, so they'll be suspecting me if she disappeared. In either case, it would have been troublesome. 

    "Good. After all, Rolan and the others want to catch these kidnappers and slave traders. In other words, they'll be helping you, too." Stroking her cheek softly and speaking in a warm voice, I smile at her. My sudden change of attitude takes her by surprise, but I can see that a part of her revels in the sensation of being touched by someone directly. "Let's go have breakfast." 

    Yeah, her curse doesn't do anything to me, other than a slight tingling sensation in my skin. It even feels weaker than last night's, too. My theory that demons - and especially a Crawling Chaos like me - are immune to her curse is most likely correct. So, I'll do a little more with her tonight, then. 

      

    It seems that in the mornings there aren't many people in the tavern. I guess it's because it doesn't offer breakfast to it patrons. Rolan and his party are gathered at a table and most likely waiting for me when I come down the stairs with Senka in my arm and Lady Nightwane in my wake. 

    What should I do now? After the awkward situation yesterday, I can't just go and join them as if nothing happened. While I did purposefully overreact, it was Rolan's fault for making it sound like he didn't want me around. I'll leave it to him to try and make amends. 

    Thus, I ignore his presence and walk towards the exit. 

    "Miss Chloe!" Rolan has noticed me and quickly comes over to stop me from leaving. Gotcha! "I'm sorry for the way I spoke to you last night." 

    "... it's alright. I overreacted." I'll take a step back here and make myself appear like a magnanimous person. Somehow, I still can't believe that I've become so manipulative in such a natural way. But after learning how humans in this world really tick, I can't ever consider them equals anymore. "If you don't mind, I would still be delighted to join you." 

    "Hmmm..." The leader makes a difficult face and scratches his chin. "Let's go to the guild and discuss this after breakfast." 

      

    "So, about me joining you." Laying down the cutlery after finishing my normal-sized meal of scrambled eggs and ham, I touch upon the topic Rolan postponed earlier. I purposefully held myself back so that I wouldn't appear like a glutton again. 

    We're sitting at a long table in the guildhall, which is somewhat bustling with activity at this time of the day. Many other adventurers are having breakfasts, and an overall murmur plays in the background like ambient music. 

    "Are you certain you want to do this?" He asks me with a serious expression. The others are looking at me intently as if to gauge my determination. 

    "Yes, I am. I don't want to be protected forever, and I want to earn money for myself." Considering my setting is that of a noble's sheltered daughter, that decision should appear like one that I've come to after long deliberation; in their eyes, I must have led a life without hardships before. 

    "Don't you want to return to your home?" It's kind of the same question as the one he asked me last night. I do want to return, but I have quite some time before the deadline. But they don't need to know that, and about the fact that this home is the demon castle. 

    "There is no home for me to return to. It disappeared with my parents..." I avert my gaze to make it seem like this is a sensitive topic. While it would make sense to return and claim the fortune my parents left me - if the story about me being a noble were true - I can say that I have no attachments to my past life now that they're gone. 

    "I'm sorry..." Lowering his head in apology, Rolan shows full understanding of what I mean. Following this exchange, awkward silence lays itself over our group like a blanket. Everyone shares glances between each other, but nobody seems to want to speak up. 

    Finally, Lady Nightwane breathes in and opens her mouth like she wants to say something, 

    "In either case, I'll join you, so teach me how to fight." I preempt her on purpose and look at Rolan from across the table with determined eyes. The dark elf closes her mouth without making a sound but appears flustered. How cute~  

    "... have you ever wielded a weapon in your life?" Rolan takes a moment as if he had to think about how to broach the subject, before responding with a question.  

    Well, my body is a weapon, but I can't say that. I have some degree of combat experience, fighting beasts you would consider very dangerous, as well as slaughtering human prisoners. Still, my physiology made everything possible, so I wouldn't say I'm actually a capable fighter in my own right. 

    I shake my head in response because that's what he expects me to respond with anyway. 

    "Have you ever killed someone?" He inquires further. If I haven't wielded a weapon, how would I go about killing anyone? I should hesitate a little here and act as if the thought is foreign to me. 

    I shake my head again. From the corner of my eyes, I see Lady Nightwane staring at me silently, but not showing any reaction to my words. Good girl.  

    "Do you think you could kill a person?" Hat-trick. I have to be the frail girl in front of Rolan but also show determination. I shake my head for the third time. 

    "I don't want to take lives, but I still want to help you. You saved me when I had lost everything. I want to repay that debt." Speaking with an anxious expression, I act desperate. I'm getting better at this so quickly that it's scaring myself. 

    Before my reincarnation, I used to be the type who couldn't lie to save my life; everyone would instantly see through me based on my facial expressions. My newfound duplicity must be the result of this body's influence on my psyche, and Maou-mama's training before she sent me off. 

    Yet, I'm strangely okay with this change. As long as it serves me, everything is permitted. 

    The dark elf looks away, trying not to appear suspicious. She knows that this is all an act, but the fact that I haven't been exposed yet means that she either fears that I'll kill everyone here or she doesn't want to lose me - possibly the only person in this nation who can touch her without activating her curse. 

    "Hmmm..." Rolan crosses his arms and tilts his head with a frown, as he considers my words. 

    I don't know why he's hesitating when such a beautiful girl like me is asking to join his party. And it's not like he wasn't in my position at one point in his life; everyone starts from nowhere and learns how to fight - and to kill - when the circumstances call for it. 

    "I am sorry, but I overheard your conversation." A clear and almost ethereal-sounding female voice interrupts our discussion, and all our heads turn to its owner. Approaching us with a majestic gait is a woman with very long blond hair, dressed in a flowing white robe embroidered with golden threads. Her eyes are closed, suggesting that she's blind, but she isn't holding a walking stick. "My name is Arcelia Crux; I am a priestess of Belys." 

    Now, if that isn't a character, I don't know what is. Her job also sounds like the archenemy of demons, too. 

    "Huh?! You are Lady Crux, the Saint of Luminosity?" Luna is the first to respond, as she holds her left hand to her chest and performs a bow. Must be a religious gesture. "It is such an honor to make your acquaintance! My name is Runa Sigint." 

    Rolan follows her example, and so does everyone else around me. That includes even Lady Nightwane, who seemed more like the type to worship some unholy deity. But as I had expected when I heard that there's a church in this city, this nation, and its people adhere to some kind of religion. 

    And within this religion, this woman is considered a saint? Well, she does have a saintly aura, and her closed eyes must hold some meaning. 

    "Young lady, you appear to have a selfless wish to help your friends. I can feel the compassion in your words." She's facing me, but with her eyes closed, I can't tell if she can actually see me.  

    Even if she couldn't, there are others around, so I have to hold back my laughter with everything I have. She completely fell for my acting! Selfless wish to help my friends? Compassion in my words? There's not a shred of it in my heart, though. 

    "With such a pure heart, you may even have a talent for the magic of light." 

    I can't hold in my laughter anymore and mask it with a cough. It would be the height of irony, if I could perform light magic, considering my true form is more like something from the darkest reaches of hell. 

    "Really? That would be incredible." Rolan seems to be amazed. Well, I can understand why he would be excited since Luna is already a black mage who can control the elements for offensive magic. Having a healer in the party would be really useful. 

    But me being a white mage? Nah, not gonna happen. 

    "I can ascertain it by holding your hand, young lady. If I may?" She stretches out her hand in an inviting gesture. I'd rather not since I feel like she might see through my transformation when she touches me. But refusing now would seem suspicious. What should I do? 

    I look down at Senka, not knowing what I'm actually hoping for; the bard is around, so she can't even whisper to me. And as expected, she doesn't move in the slightest. I have to decide for myself here. 

    "Please do." I'm quite nervous, but hold out my slightly shaking hand. I'm going with the risky move because it also holds more rewards. If I can find out what magic I can use, I can focus my learning. But if she finds out that I'm a demon and reveals it, all hell will break loose.  

    Arcelia takes hold of my hand with both of hers, and a warm light surrounds them. Is this healing magic? This feels pretty nice, even though I would have expected that light magic hurts demons, and especially my kind. 

    "U-unbelievable." She mutters in shock before letting go, and I prepare for the worst. If she announces that I'm a demon here, I'll have to immediately go into Hedgehog Mode and kill everyone around me instantly. "You have an affinity for all magic. How can this be?" 

    Huh? That sounds like something incredible, doesn't it? I turn around and look at the others, who are rendered utterly speechless by this announcement. But what does it even mean? 

    "I... I command only fire, water, and wind." Luna explains with a stunned look on her face when she sees that I don't understand. 

    "What other elements are there?" I'm genuinely interested in learning more about magic. But I can kind of imagine that there must be at least earth to complete the typical fantasy elemental magic types that Luna listed just now. I assume lightning and ice are based on wind and water respectively because she didn't mention those in the elements she can use.  

    "The nature elements are fire, water, wind, and earth. The spiritual elements are light and dark." Arcelia responds in Luna's stead, her voice once again filled with patience and warmth, despite her earlier agitation. I feel like I could be lulled into sleep by it. "Most people have an affinity for one element, not many have two, but wielding three is already remarkably rare. There are very few individuals with four or more." 

    So, this means I'm really amazing, huh? 

     "Among all elements, light is the rarest. There are only twelve people in Lares who command the magic of light, including myself." The saint continues her explanation. Wow, that makes her quite amazing, too. "But the rarest of all magic affinities is space. There is only one human in this world who wields it." 

    Wait, did she say space? Like teleportation? Oh, I guess the transportation circles are a form of space magic then. Mithra and Maou-mama are incredible then? And only one person having it means that he or she must be treated as a treasure of humanity. 

    "And what about dark magic?" Since she mentioned it earlier without including it among the rare elements, I assume it's not that rare for people to have it? 

    "Only demons and the cursed possess the dark element." She states with her head tilted slightly and a hand on her cheek as if she's troubled. 

    Uh-oh. Is this the moment of truth? Will it be revealed that I'm a demon? 

    "Humans who have been corrupted have all their previous elements stripped away and receive the curse of darkness, which allows them to wield dark magic instead." Even though her eyes are closed, I can't help but feel that she glanced at Lady Nightwane just now. The latter is looking away as if to avoid eye contact, most likely out of pure instinct. "But being able to wield all elements, including both light and dark, is unheard of." 

    There's a hint of concern in her voice when she says this. 

    "Does this mean I can be of help to you, Rolan?" I quickly change the topic by turning to the adventurer party and showing off my pure-heartedness, so that this saint doesn't suspect me. "I can learn magic!" 

    "Indeed, you are capable of learning light magic that can heal the wounds of those you care for." Arcelia responds in the leader's stead. "What is your name, young lady?" 

    "I'm Chloe Marcott." I introduce myself with a slight bow. I don't know what it is, but bowing seems to be ingrained into my very soul - it shouldn't be in my muscle memory since I was reborn in a new body. 

    "I can recommend you to the Royal Academy in Kongenssoevn. You will receive the highest quality education in the arcane arts. Of course, you will be exempt from paying the tuition fees." She's basically trying to sell me a university placement. Is that what a saint would normally do? Well, she did say I wouldn't have to pay anything. 

    I'd be tempted if I didn't have a deadline to fulfill. Who knows how many years I'd have to spend there. More importantly, I'd most likely be under surveillance because of how rare my existence is. Then again, I'll be able to learn magic! 

    "That's incredible, Miss Chloe!" Rolan is strangely excited. "The Royal Academy is the most prestigious magic school in the world." 

    "So you really don't want me to join you, Sir Rolan?" I look at him with upturned eyes and a sad expression. He's baffled by my response and shrinks under my gaze. You're too weak to women, dear leader. 

    "I... I think it's a once in a lifetime opportunity. With us, your potential could never be realized." Damn, he's actually considering what's good for me. I don't want to leave this party just yet, though. I won't let myself get swept away by more side quests. 

    Ah, but going to the academy could be the main quest. 

    "Can we not stay together? Could you not attend the academy, too?" I turn to Luna for help. Arcelia did mention that the half-elf's three affinities are considered rare, too. Essentially, I'm acting like a middle school kid who doesn't want to go to a high school where she doesn't know anyone from her old class. 

    "Miss Sigint, was it? If it is true that you command fire, wind, and water, then you are eligible for a scholarship at the academy, too." The saint's attention is on Luna now. Hah, pulled you in with me! Let's see how you choose and how Rolan reacts to this. 

    "I..." She turns to her sweetheart for help, but he's making a difficult face. Shocked, her words become stuck in her throat. 

    Is he actually considering letting her go? This really shouldn't be that hard of a decision; if you don't want her to go, just say so. When you just think about it a little, you're an adventurer without any roots, so you could move to that city called Kongenssoevn with her. It's not like the academy doesn't allow you to lead a normal life beside it, or does it? 

    "I think you should go, Runa." He answers, and I'm surprised. Didn't think he would decide this way. 

    "What about you... what about us?" Luna looks at Rolan with the same kind of upturned eyes as I did, though I doubt she's doing it with the same kind of purposeful intent. 

    In either case, I don't want to hear any of their couple-talk, so I mute them in my mind until this is over and they have something useful to say again. 

    "Can we... think about the decision?" Finally, Luna turns to Arcelia and asks for more time. 

    "It is not a pressing matter. Your affinities will not disappear with age, so you can come after you have completed your immediate plans for the future." With a graceful nod, the saint agrees to it. "However, learning capabilities do decline, so please do not take too much time." 

    She's saying that when you're older, you won't be able to make as much progress anymore, even if you have the talent. That's a pretty obvious concept where I'm from, to the point where children aged in the single digits are made to attend cram school to get a head start in life. 

    "I understand. Thank you so much for your guidance, Lady Crux." Luna is relieved that she doesn't have to make a decision right now. I'm riding on her wave in this one and will do the same as she does. 

    "But you can start with this, Miss Marcott." Arcelia reaches into her pure white cloth satchel, which I didn't even notice she had until now, and takes out a small book before handing it to me. Don't tell me these are your holy scriptures or something. "This is the scripture of Belys. Through learning from it, you can nurture the mindset required for light magic." 

    So, I was right. I really don't feel like reading this world's equivalent of the Bible... 

    "I can teach you a useful incantation right away, so that you may be of immediate help to your friends." She holds out a hand to my forehead and chants the word 'Sano'. Her hand begins to glow, and I feel slightly refreshed. "This is a basic healing spell that can alleviate pain and close smaller wounds. Please practice it whenever you can, to train your focus and control over magic." 

    "I'm indebted to you, Lady Crux." I state with a grateful nod and hold the small book to my chest, signaling that I'll be cherishing it. I don't want to read stories of saints defeating demons and helping the poor, but the spell she just taught me should be quite useful. 

    I know that everyone can use some sort of magic, which is the incantation to activate maps - even though that feels more like a voice command to unlock a phone. That means I should be able to learn it, too. Otherwise, my affinities would be completely wasted, and that shouldn't happen in such a setting. 

    "Sano." I hold my hand out to Rolan and put my mind into it. I don't know what to expect, but I imagine that it will have the effect Arcelia told me it does. Suddenly, a faint light comes from my hand, and I feel warmth surround it. 

    I did it! My first spell in this fantasy world! 

    "I can feel it! You're really casting light magic, Miss Chloe!" The target of the spell is overjoyed at seeing me succeeding right away. Does this mean I'm actually talented? 

    "Well done, Miss Marcott." Arcelia shows me a radiant smile that accentuates her saintly aura. "Then I shall excuse myself. If you have any more questions, you can find me at the church today and tomorrow. I will return to the capital in the morning two days from now. There, you can find me in the Cathedral of Light." 

    She places her left hand on the center of her chest and brings the fingertips of her right to her forehead, before gesturing at us with it. Her movements have one extra step compared to what Luna and the others did earlier, so I assume it's an action reserved to a priestess of this religion. 

    "Under the guiding light of Belys, we shall meet again." With this blessing, Arcelia takes her leave. We all bow to her in gratitude and watch as she walks towards the exit. 

    Hey, I'm actually grateful! She even taught me magic! And I learned something even more useful than that from her: Even a saint, that appears as pure as a human being can get, can't see through my acting and transformation. 

    "Alright, then I'll register at the guild." Turning around to Rolan and striking while the iron is hot, I immediately bring up this topic again. 

    "... there's just no arguing against you, huh?" Finally, he shrugs with a resigned smile. He makes it sound like he couldn't just refuse; not like he's the leader or something. Although, maybe he's actually happy that the prodigious I will join his party. 

    "L-let me join you, too." Suddenly, Lady Nightwane raises her voice and stutters her wish to become a member of Rolan's party as well. It seems nobody expected that since they all turn to her and stare in surprise as if doubting what they just heard.  

    Well, I told her about the fact that these guys want to take care of this underground slave-trading network, and now I'm joining them in that endeavor. It's only natural that she would want to come along, then. Especially since she did kind of make a spoken contract with me, wherein she becomes mine in exchange for my help. 

    Wait, what exactly did she think when I said she would be mine? That she's my slave now or something like that? I'll have to ask her about it later; after all, I'm not in the habit of keeping slaves. 

    "What happened between you two last night?" Luna finally asks the question I had hoped would not come up. 

    "Nothing, she just came to my room to talk about the doll a little." I smile at Lady Nightwane, but make sure not to extend it to my eyes, signaling to her that she knows the consequences of revealing what we talked about. She gets my message and nods in agreement to my story hastily. "Since the rooms in the inn all have two beds, I let her stay over." 

    "So, about Lady Nightwane joining..." Rolan scratches the back of his head and seems to scrutinize her appearance. "Can you fight?" 

    And the same exchange as I experienced before happens between these two. When the dark elf replies that she doesn't know if she could kill someone, I really believe it; she's too timid to do something like that. But at the same time, she knows that her touch is deadly, which means that to find out about it, she already involuntarily killed somebody. 

    "I-I'm proficient in alchemy. Y-you can leave making healing salves a-and remedies to me." She tries to make her case but doesn't sound very convinced of her own abilities. 

    "What about magic?" I ask her, but her expression of shock takes me by surprise. 

    "Uuuh..." There's a reproachful look in her eyes as she looks at me and makes this sound. Huh, should I not have asked this question? 

    "Oh." I remember what Arcelia just told me about elements a moment ago. Corrupted humans - and most likely demi-humans, too - have their elements stripped away and are limited to using dark magic. And she doesn't want to reveal that she's cursed to everyone just yet. 

    Oops. 

    "I-I haven't learned any magic." In the end, Lady Nightwane opts to say that she doesn't know any magic, instead of revealing herself to the others. Luckily, nobody pursues the matter and asks her about her elemental affinities, so she gets away with remaining vague.  

    It's a wonder Luna doesn't seem to consider the fact that apparently she's been buying magic supplies from someone who doesn't actually know how to cast magic. 

    "Well, we could take her in on a probation period, and see what she brings to the team." I speak like my position in the party is already set in stone. 

    "Hahaha! The missy doesn't waste any time, does she?" Gram laughs heartily and slaps Rolan's back, who shakes his head in disbelief. 

    "More flowers to adorn our saga with are always welcome." With a grand gesture, the bard tips his feathered hat and speaks in his usual fancy language. For once, I'm glad he's running his mouth like this since it favors our chances of getting into the party. 

    "I... don't care." Luna looks away and mutters in an obviously faked disinterested tone. She seems to have resigned herself to the fact that I'm going to join, and the fact that Lady Nightwane is coming along now is most likely being blamed on me, too. 

    "... let's get you registered, for now, Miss Chloe." Sighing, the leader finally gives up and simply goes along with it. "And I guess Lady Nightwane, too."





   



 Chapter 13 - The Best-Laid Plans 

      

      

    Registering with the adventurer guild seems to be quite simple and doesn't involve any typical fantasy stuff, such as getting a magical card created from thin air, where all my information is visible. It was to be expected, since this world doesn't deal with stats and skill points, and magic isn't the solution to everything. 

    Here, I only had to sign my name on a form after reviewing its contents. However, it was in no way simple, since I can't read the language of this world. I was fortunate that the bard and Gram left to gather more information about the upcoming quest issue, and only Lady Nightwane stayed with me in the room where the formalities were being sorted. 

    Thus, when the guild worker left for a moment, Senka could translate for me quickly, and I could fill in the form. The dark elf is still shaking in her boots whenever the doll girl speaks, but I know she'll never reveal it to the others. After all, there's a secret between them that she doesn't want to get out further than it already has. 

    I'll have to ask Senka to teach me this language properly over time since I won't be able to hide my identity for long if I can't understand the human writing system. If I were a peasant, it might be reasonable for me to be illiterate, but my setting is that I'm a noble. 

    And if I don't learn how to read, I won't be able to study the magic book Arcelia gave me. 

    "Thank you for waiting." The guild worker who took our forms away for the final procedures comes back into the room. "Here is your guild emblem. Please show it whenever you are acting on behalf of the guild during requests." 

    She hands Lady Nightwane and me each a metal badge with the guild's symbol on the front and our names carved onto the back. 

    I've become an adventurer! 

    With our newly gained proof of membership, we return to the main hall to show it to Rolan and Luna. Holding it up high for them to see, I grin from ear to ear. There's no turning back now; I'll be coming with them, whether they like it or not. 

    "You can't get rid of me anymore." I grin at the leader and wink at Luna. The latter looks at me with a bewildered expression. 

    "Hah, the joke's on you. I'll work you hard from now on." Rolan accepts it with humor and returns my grin with one of his own. "No getting away from me now!" 

    I find myself laughing with him, and realize that despite our inherent differences, we could become friends. If only he didn't want to kill my mother...  

    "Rolan, come here!" Ingrid's voice resounds through the hall, and we all look up to the second floor. The guild master is standing on the gallery in front of her office and waving at the leader. 

    It seems she has news for us. 

      

    We're back in Ingrid's cozy office. From her expression, I can judge that things didn't go as smoothly as they could have. I think it's obvious that the merchant isn't going to have the slaves packed up and loaded on his carriages already when he's only heading out in a few more days. 

    "Vigi inspected Sveinn's carriages as well as the warehouse where he stores his goods but found nothing out of the ordinary." Crossing her arms while sitting in her boss chair, the guild master shares the piece of information she gained. I already expected that it wouldn't be so easy to find proof. "But there's something else. I had a guy go and check on Lady Nightwane's store, and someone broke down the front door. It seems those kidnappers returned, and when they didn't find her, they trashed the place completely." 

    "So they came back..." Luna frowns and gives Lady Nightwane a sympathetic glance. The dark elf seems quite shaken by the news. 

    "But they left clear footprints, so they don't know that we're investigating them. I have my best trackers on their trail." Ingrid's face is unexpectedly filled with aggressive determination. For some reason, she sounds very reassuring right now. "If we can find their base, we might be able to obtain evidence that links them to the slave trade and Sveinn." 

    "The big man told me that the city watch has some illicit dealings with Sveinn and most likely other smugglers that may be carrying slaves." Rolan brings up this concern and looks to Ingrid with a thoughtful expression. 

    "This issue might be out of our league, is that what you're saying?" Her eyes pierce into his, as she inquires with a dangerous undertone. Why does it feel like she's judging him? 

    "Not like that's going to stop us, right?" Grinning, the leader pumps his fist and responds naturally. That's so cliché! He's like the typical shounen anime hero who doesn't put any thoughts into potential consequences and merely follows his convictions! 

    "Thought so." Ingrid smiles. It seems she already knew he would answer like this. 

    "But Gram and Sigurd aren't around right now." Rolan brings up the fact that two of this party members might not be back on time for when the trackers return with information on their hideout, and wouldn't be able to join the raid if we were to go right then. 

    "That's alright. I told my trackers to keep watch over their hideout when they find it, and send someone back to inform me of its whereabouts." Standing up from her chair, Ingrid walks over to her window. "I'm sure we have plenty of time before then, so we'll gather everyone first." 

    What follows is a round of strategizing during which I don't have much to add. I can't really come up with battle plans or strategies since all I was ever good at was one on one fighting games. 

    In the end, they decide that the best course of actions is to wait it out until the slavers make a move. Ingrid says that she will make the person called Vigi keep on shadowing Sveinn's every move, to find out where he's keeping the slaves - if he is transporting any.  

    It's a pretty good strategy. If by chance he finds out that it's in a place different from where the second group that visited Lady Nightwane's store is going to, we may be able to find more than one of their bases. 

    But this means that we might have a few more days before the beginning of the operations. In other words, I can learn some more magic in that time. 

      

    Gram and the bard return to the guild shortly after we leave Ingrid's office and sit down in the hall downstairs. The big man brings some news from the city watch. The few among them he has been friends with for a long time and whom he trusts are willing to lead a full search on Sveinn's carriages when he passes through the gates.  

    I didn't consider it before, but what we're doing is vigilantism. Without a warrant, you can't search a house or cargo, or arrest a person whom you aren't catching in the process of committing a crime. At least that's how it was in modern day Japan, but I don't know how the legal system works here. 

    According to the bard, he found out that there were rumors about illegal constructions going on in the slums at night a few years ago. It was investigated back then, but nobody found signs of anything having been changed, so it wasn't further pursued. The likelihood that the slave traders settled there and built a base is pretty high, then. 

    It's possible we're dealing with a hidden fortress where a lot of people could be gathered, which has been in operation for years without being detected. Either they must have gotten sloppy for us to catch them, or they were able to deal with such situations before easily. 

    We'll see then, but for now, we don't have anything to do and are basically on standby for the next few days, until Ingrid gives the command to move out. We all have lunch together, and then the party separates again to gather more information. 

    However, since Lady Nightwane is still under the threat of being kidnapped, we're told to stay either at the guild or the Dancing Dragon. The same goes for Luna, who's going to stay with Rolan for the time being. 

    In other words, I have some free time with the dark elf and Senka. 

    "Let's go back to the inn." As the others move to leave the guild hall, I take Lady Nightwane's hand and pull her up. 

    "Yes..." She blushes at the physical contact, but a bashful smile graces her lips. Apparently, she just can't get enough of someone touching her so casually, even if it's only through her gloves. 

    I hear Senka clicking her tongue but ignore it. 

    "Someone, help!" Suddenly, a loud voice cries out from the entrance of the guild. All eyes are on the two men who just came in; they're both wounded, although one is in much better shape than the other. He's propping up his delirious companion who looks close to death. 

    "What happened?" Rolan is among the first to react and runs over to support them. Luna immediately follows him and begins to administer first aid. I guess I'll go along and heal them using my new light magic spell. 

    "Master Norling... had us track the footprints... leading away from Lady Nightwane's store..." Breathing heavily and holding his bleeding shoulder, the less injured of the two begins to explain the circumstances leading to their current states. 

    Apparently, they found the kidnappers' hideout in the slums, but were spotted and ambushed while deciding who would go and bring the news. They were three, but one stayed behind to let these two escape and return to the guild. They barely made it to the main street, after which the attackers had to give up their pursuit. 

    That means the slavers know we're coming. 

    "Everyone, get ready. We need to move right now!" Rolan announces into the guild hall, before jumping up to his feet and running upstairs to inform Ingrid about the change in the situation. We have to go there as quickly as possible, or the slave traders will make themselves disappear. 

    I cast a healing spell on the more heavily wounded man, whose half-conscious state stabilizes when he feels the comfortable light seeping into him before he slips into slumber. The cuts slowly but visibly close up under my magic, and all the gathered adventurers watch in awe. Then I move on to the one who explained the situation to us. He'll have to lead the way so that we can find their hideout. 

    "Laila!" From the back of the guild hall, Ingrid calls out a name, as she walks towards us. A young woman with red hair in a big braid and sharp green eyes leaves the circle of onlookers to respond to the call. "Tell Inga to find Vigi and bring him the news. He should continue his surveillance on Sveinn, and apprehend him if he shows signs of trying to escape." 

    "Understood." With a nod, the woman known as Laila moves to fulfill her task without any questions asked and leaves the guild in a quick sprint. 

    "Hear me, Halfdan!" Another person is summoned. This time, a rugged man with a brown, lion-like mane of a hairdo and a thick beard, who was watching the situation from his nearby seat, stands up to heed the call. "Gather your group now and get ready for battle." 

    "Right on." With a deep and rumbling voice like rolling boulders, the man named Halfdan turns to the others in the guild. "Get everyone back here and tell them to gear up." 

    He seems like the kind of person who's all about muscles, and I assume the same is true for the members of his party. But when it comes down to a raid on a potentially fortified position, those kinds of people are usually the best. 

    "Arni, gather your men. We need you on perimeter." The man Ingrid addresses is the typical image of a ranger, with dark brown hair, sporting a two-day-old beard, and covered in a green cloak. Completing it is the bow and quiver on his back. I assume by 'on perimeter', she means to keep watch over the surroundings of the slavers' base, which is the perfect job for someone like him. 

    Ingrid calls upon several more people, but I get busy listening to the last-minute strategizing Rolan and his party does on the side. After all, I'm one of his members now. They're thinking of ways to minimize the chance for the slavers to escape into the slums, which are practically impossible to search with the numbers we have here. 

    I feel like they might have already run away and emptied the building complex we're supposed to be raiding. At least if I were their leader, I would have ordered everyone to run for it and scatter into the winds. Of course, if they think they can stand fast against the assault from the entire adventurer guild, they might not move at all. 

    For now, I have nothing to add to the strategy meeting, so I start thinking about my role in what's about to go down. If I assume that the other adventurer parties are all around the level of Rolan's, I feel that this should be easy. The thugs only looked physically strong, but I'm sure they don't have the amount of teamwork these guys have. 

    And if push comes to shove, I can always just get out of there on my own. Ah, of course, I'd be taking Senka and Lady Nightwane with me. 

    "Hear me." Ingrid gathers everyone around her for a briefing on the inter-party strategy. The other groups cease their talks and turn to listen to her. "Halfdan and his group should be able to find and deal with any underground passageways using their earth magic. But we might be too few to surround the place completely as well as to raid it." 

    Although there are around thirty people here, it's entirely possible that the slavers have many more. If they were to focus solely on escaping, there's no way that Arni's party of six could hold fast against an onslaught of twenty on their own. After all, their job is supposed to be picking up individuals who try to escape alone. 

    "Umm..." I make, and everyone instantly turns around to me. My words get stuck in my throat, and I have to swallow physically to get talking again; being the center of attention is still a little daunting. "Miss Luna can cast ice magic, right?" 

    "Yes, but what of it?" She lifts an eyebrow and asks in an almost snapping tone. Well, Luna-chan, if you would let me finish, I would tell you. This was a rhetorical question because I know you can. 

    "Could you use it to create a layer of ice around the building?" Judging by everyone's stares, I just dumbfounded them with this suggestion. What, is this idea so out there? "This way you could seal all the exits. Then we could use an underground passage to get in." 

    This might be easier said than done, since I don't know the laws behind the magic in this world, and where it comes from. If it requires something like mana, then I'm sure she'll run out of it before she could encase an entire building. At least that's what I know from game logic, so I might be wrong. 

    So far, I didn't feel anything like that though, when I used the healing spell. And if there's no mana, then there are no limitations to magic than the caster's imagination. That would make for a very broken system. 

    "I can do it, but if they have someone proficient in fire magic, they could just melt it away." Luna replies with a thoughtful expression. The typical rock paper scissors of elemental attacks, huh? But I feel like you forgot the fact that the building here are mostly made of wood, as far as I can tell. If you use fire magic from inside a building to melt ice encasing the exterior, it's the easiest way to burn the entire house down first. 

    "Yes, but then Arni and his group could pick those off that emerge from the breach. It would create a bottleneck, which is far better than them running away in every direction." Ingrid picks up my suggestion and carries it further. It seems I'm not needed here anymore, so I disappear into the background again. 

      

    In the end, it's decided that the group will split up into two teams, with the parties under Rolan and three others performing the raid, while Halfdan and Arni's parties would make sure nobody could escape, and provide medical aid in case it's needed. 

    Incidentally, Luna, Lady Nightwane and I were meant to be put under Halfdan's command, but the former refused very adamantly. I joined in on it because I didn't want to miss out on the fun of raiding a criminal bastion, as well as potentially nabbing a few bodies along the way. 

    "Alright alright, but can you guarantee that your ice magic will hold out for that long?" Rolan obviously wants Luna to stay out of danger's way. In a sense, he's making a legitimate point with that concern. But questioning your girlfriend's capabilities like that is not a smart thing to do. 

    "I will just make it a glacial prison if you think an ice prison is not enough." Are those actual spell names or are you just making comparisons? I can't tell. But it seems to convince Rolan, so it must hold some meaning. 

    "I-I'll stay here, s-since I can't fight..." Lady Nightwane mutters sheepishly, but nobody pays attention to her, so only I hear what she says. I'm a little surprised since I expected that she would want to be with us so that she can maybe find whomever she has been looking for all this time just a little bit earlier. 

    In either case, I finally have an official reason to join the adventurers on a potentially very dangerous mission, since I can use healing magic like a white mage. Even though I'm carrying Senka like a certain black mage in a fantasy game, who channels magic through dolls. 

    I move to the back of the group and make sure the bard is surrounded by people talking before I lift Senka up close to my face. 

    "I forgot to ask... but can you fight?" I whisper to her. I know she can use something like a life-draining curse when she ingests someone's blood, but that's a very conditional ability with a steep prerequisite. Her body looks quite frail, and the stitches don't help in the least to change that impression, so I'm not sure she could draw someone's blood by herself. It feels like she could be broken into pieces by just a strong impact. 

    "Well, for starters, I have a fear factor going for me. Similar to your real appearance, when people see me move, they get scared." She replies without moving her mouth. 

    Well, that's a psychological effect, but that alone doesn't kill people. Oh wait, it does. Someone actually died upon seeing my true appearance. Still, that can't be completely reliable in a battle. 

    "Also, I can attack people's souls directly. Any damage done to the soul is reflected onto the body it occupies." That sounds really scary, oi! It's like a certain demon that can wound people in their dreams and cause real damage to their bodies. "But do you want me to join in the fighting?"  

    "No, I don't. We shouldn't reveal ourselves to anyone whom we can't just dispose of without causing trouble." 

    "Thought so." 

    "It's just for future reference." 

    Finally, Ingrid concludes the briefing and tells us to get ready to move right away. Apparently, we'll start as one group, but split up shortly before reaching our destination, to cover as many escape routes as possible, as well as mask our final approach. 

    I'm getting fired up.





   



 Chapter 14 - The Raid And Redemption 

      

      

    The tracker who returned with his wounded companion earlier has been mostly healed up, but there are still a few wounds that Sano was ineffective on. Still, he's a real man to be running at the front of this raiding party and leading the way to make it easier for everyone to find where we have to go. 

    Our surroundings soon change from the properly built and maintained houses to increasingly shabby dwellings, and I can see that this must be the slums. Incidentally, it seems that Lady Nightwane's store is on the other side from here, at the edge of the slums; it does look quite similar here. 

    As we make our final approach, the group splits up to cover the various streets around the building complex, where the slavers' base is located, according to the tracker's description. He's not coming along all the way since he's still unable to fight. 

    "Once any underground passages are located Runa can seal the exterior of the building, then we will seal all but one tunnel and use that as our entry point." Ingrid is at the front of the raiding group, which also includes Rolan's party. Coming to a stop in the shadow of a building across the street from the complex, we wait and observe, to see if there are any movements around it. 

    "We found four underground passageways that run in the direction of the complex." Halfdan soon joins us and points at the ground. "We'll seal all except for the one that's right underneath us. I'll make an opening now so that you can move into position." 

    Luna hears this and begins chanting immediately. It's like gibberish to me, but I'm sure I'll learn the words she's using in due time. Once again, it takes a pretty long time, during which two more parties join up with us and make their final preparations before the raid commences.  

    "There's movement!" Ingrid hisses and points at the windows on the first floor. Several men with bows or crossbows appear, but before they can take aim, they are struck down by arrows coming from the rooftops around us. Arni and his snipers are doing their job masterfully. 

    "Glacial Prison!" Luna finishes her incantation and announces the spell name. So, it was really called that? She points her staff at the building, and the air around us begins to grow colder, as a white mist swirls around the complex. Its front door is opened, but before the first person can come out, a thick wall of ice shoots up from the ground and quickly grows skyward. Within moments, the entire house is surrounded by ice, and some pillars even pierce into its walls as if to anchor itself into place. 

    When Halfdan sees this, he gives the signal to his party members on the other ends of the complex. Then he begins to chant and places his hands on the ground before him. I can hear a rumbling underground, suggesting that the passageway below us is being sealed. A hole opens up before us, and a crude set of stairs leading into the darkness appears to grow out of the earth. 

    "Move out!" Ingrid raises her voice and bellows her order so that everyone can hear her, including Arni's party on the rooftops. The four parties consisting of twenty-one people climb down into the opening created by Halfdan's earth magic one after the other. 

    Luna and I are among the last to enter. She creates a flame above her staff and leads the way for me, as we descend into the tunnels below. The other adventurers are also carrying torches, so our way is lit. 

    The walls around us are bare dirt, so I assume this isn't an old sewage tunnel. Still, it's unexpectedly wide, and two people can stand next to each other without a problem. The ceiling is high enough for even Gram to remain upright in. 

    The other parties already ahead of us begin to move in the direction of the complex. Apparently, there aren't any slavers trying to take this escape route, as we don't encounter any obstacles. Our progress is quick, as we run through the passageway. 

    Not far in, we come upon a closed wooden door built into a brick wall, which is most definitely leading into the cellar of the building complex. It's locked, but one adventurer at the front uses a heavy hammer to break it down with a loud crash. 

    They know we're coming from down here now. 

    We find ourselves in a dark cellar, with a set of stairs leading up to the first floor, and a door to the right. The raiding party decides to split up, with Rolan opting to remain on this floor to search the basement, while the other three parties go upstairs. 

    Shortly after we open the door to the right and the other adventurers climb the stairs, the sounds of a battle breaks out above us already. According to Gram's reassurance, they are adventurers, that can handle themselves, so we don't turn around to aid them. 

    When I think about it, I didn't hear anyone shout something like 'Police! Freeze!', so if it turns out these are just civilians defending their homes from intruders, it will make everyone involved a huge laughing stock.  

    That's just some idle musing, though. The trackers found this location by following the trail left behind by those who destroyed Lady Nightwane's store, and snipers were trying to shoot at us from the second floor of the building, so there's no doubt as to the nature of those who live in here. 

    Luna and I are all the way in the back since we don't have any fighting capabilities to speak of. In her case, because she takes too long to chant during battle, and our enemies are humans that will understand that she's using magic, so they can avoid it better than wild beasts. In my case, because I'm officially still only a healer. I guess that still makes me someone who has to be protected by everyone, no matter how powerful my magic becomes. 

    Gram and the bard split up from us, while I move with Luna and Rolan, to cover more ground. At this point, it's quite unlikely that there are any enemies down here since we would have already come across them when we broke down the door. 

    "I found someone!" Gram shouts down the hallway, and Rolan rushes towards the location immediately. We quickly follow, so that we're not left behind alone. 

    The room Gram called out to us from is filled with more than a dozen bunk beds crammed into a small area. There's a group of beautiful young women wearing simple and dirty shirts huddled up in one corner and shaking in fear. Every single one of them has long pointy ears. There are thirteen in total, though none of them are dark elves. I guess those are extra rare. 

    In another corner, six dwarves are doing the same. I don't know about dwarf physiology, but I'd say they're all males. Wearing only a loincloth and bodies covered in curled red or brown hair, they don't give the impression of being female to me. Their magnificent beards are well-maintained despite the circumstances, so it's safe to assume that they're merchandise as well. 

    "Do you know where the others are being held?" Luna walks up to the elves and lifts the hair over her ears. They're long and pointy, but only half as long as those of the gathered elves. I guess a half-elf is really only half as elf as a full-blooded one. 

    Seeing this, the slaves begin to sigh in relief and let their emotions flow freely, with some breaking out in tears. One is able to gather her composure faster than the others and begins to talk to Luna. I'll administer some healing magic on those that have been mistreated. Even though I don't really care about people I don't personally get to know, I do feel angry at seeing beautiful girls getting hurt. 

    I don't care about the dwarves that much, though. 

    Under my palm, small cuts caused by whips close up quickly and leave no marks behind, while the discoloration from bruises disappears completely. Without my healing, wouldn't those wounds result in scars? How can you do that to a girl's skin - especially one you want to sell? I don't understand the way those people conduct their business. 

    "How many of you are being held here?" I ask the one I just finished healing. 

    "Twenty-eight..." She whispers, barely audible to me. It's obvious she's scared, even though we're here to save them. 

    No wait, she's looking at Senka. Damn, can nobody here understand the charms of her design? 

    I relay the information to Rolan, and we begin to move upstairs in our party. Just in case, we tell the slaves to remain here and wait for our return. It might seem a little cruel to do this, but it's better than taking them along into a battle. And we can't spare anybody to watch over them or lead them outside right now, so it's the best course of actions for the time being. 

    When we come up to the first floor, I see several thugs bound by ropes or lying unconscious. The adventurers that come to me for healing only have small cuts or bruises, and mostly want to be mothered by a cute girl like myself. It's quite clear from their expressions when they dramatize their wounds. 

    Judging by how easygoing they are, the raid must be going smoothly. I guess the slavers didn't have anyone well-trained or strong enough to stand up against adventurers in here? They've been on the back foot since the moment they clashed in the hallways, and several isolated members have surrendered already. 

    A few of them were killed because they resisted until the very end, but most have opted to stay alive rather than try and fight their ways out of this. Live to fight another day, they say. 

    At this rate, we'll be done quickly. But I just can't shake the feeling that it's going too smoothly... 

    Suddenly, the sound of an explosion rocks the very foundations of the complex. Everyone stops in their tracks and cover their heads from the dust raining onto them, fearing that the entire upper floor could come down. 

    There it is, the obvious unforeseen circumstance of somebody strong who can fight back showing up! 

    It's obviously always the best course of action to run towards the sound of an explosion inside a cramped building like this one. If someone's magic caused it, doing so is the best way to get taken out in a large group. I hope you can do the same when you choose to attack the demon castle one day. 

    Thinking this while I follow after Rolan and his party, as well as several other adventurers who temporarily split from their team, we come upon a hallway into which a big hole was opened on either side. It seems something exploded inside the room on the right side, and broke through two walls, into the room on the left.  

    When I peek into the right one, I see scorched furniture, with three burned bodies lying on the ground. They are pretty much unidentifiable, but I can see one of them has somewhat long and pointy ears. That must have been an elven slave. The others wear charred armor or are clutching weapons, so I guess they were adventurers. 

    Then I look inside the room on the left side and find that there's a huge hole leading to the street outside. The lookouts on the rooftops point towards us, signaling that whoever blew this hole into the side of the building hasn't come out this way. Why would they do that, when they could just break through the encirclement with this firepower and escape on their own? 

    In other words, there must be something they want to protect. 

    "Spread out and find whoever did this!" Ingrid joins us from the rear, and her voice is filled with anger. She just lost two guild members here. 

    Still, great idea! This mage burned several people with an explosive spell, and you think it's best to send more after him? I'm not sure I could withstand that kind of magic myself, so how could a normal human being? 

    I doubt everyone is like Luna and requires so long to chant a single spell. In fact, this mage must have been able to use an almost instantaneous spell. Otherwise, I can't find an explanation as to how he could overcome several adventurers carrying traditional weapons. 

    The offer for the academy rings even more enticingly in my mind, even if only to find a countermeasure against magic. 

    I follow Rolan and Gram, making sure to stay behind the latter's enchanted shield. Rolan seems fearless despite the danger of this powerful mage, and Luna doesn't appear especially alarmed either. Are you just that confident or is there something I don't know about battles between mages? 

    Another explosion shakes the entire building. A wave of scorching air blows through the corridor but is mostly blocked by Gram and his massive shield, since he's walking at the very front. Good to have you here, big man. 

    The enemy mage must be close. 

    We soon round a corner and find a wide corridor where the slavers have erected a makeshift barricade consisting of crates and overturned tables. Half a dozen thugs wielding axes, hammers, and clubs, are making a stand here. Behind them is a heavy wooden door that must lead somewhere important. 

    Among the enemies is one man who stands out. He's wearing a dark red robe with a red feathered collar and has reddish-brown hair and tan skin. That must be the fire mage. He's even wielding a cane-sized staff with a large ruby let into its tip. 

    What's with this character? It's actually funny that just by seeing his outfit one can tell what his elemental affinity is. But at the same time, he's the first darker-skinned person I've seen in this nation, as all others are quite pale. 

    There's a group of adventurers cowering behind their shield-bearer just like we are. That shield must be an enchanted one, or they would have been blown away. They're trying to keep the enemies in check, but it's clear that they're at a disadvantage both in quantity and quality. 

    "Ignis!" The fire mage chants this single word in a commanding tone. A ball of fire the size of a grown person's head appears above the tip of his cane, which he then grabs with a hand and throws at the adventurers in a single fluid motion. Upon contact with the ground in front of them, it goes up in a fiery explosion. 

    "That spell...?! He must have a double fire affinity!" Luna exclaims in shock. Double? What do you mean by that? 

    Luckily, it seems I was right about the fact that the shield bearer has an enchanted shield similar to Gram's, and is holding it at an angle. The wave of heat forces him back slightly, but nobody is hurt. However, the guy who just peeked out to shoot his bow does it too hastily, and the arrow flies off into nowhere. The melee fighters obviously don't dare to approach the fire mage while only wielding swords. 

    They're in a deadlock. 

    Luna, use water magic! It should be super effective, right? 

    Another fireball is flung at the shield bearer and hits the shield directly. The explosion throws the man behind it backward and into his party members. Seeing that opening, the enemy mage immediately chants another spell to attack the exposed group with it. 

    However, Gram reacts quickly and jumps in front of them with his massive shield. The enchanted steel blocks the fireball and causes the magic to dissipate completely on impact. 

    What level of enchantment is on your shield, oi? Look, the fire mage is also baffled! 

    "Protect me while I prepare my spell." Lifting her staff, Luna begins to chant. 

    Are you sure, Luna? You will become the target for a fireball when you do that right in front of the enemy's eyes. Now that the big man has left to frontline for the other adventurers, we have been exposed. Rolan moves in front of her and brandishes his sword as if signaling that he will shield her with everything he has. 

    Woah, this isn't some final battle where you have to sacrifice your life to get the win! It's just a side quest boss. Didn't you want to defeat the demon queen? 

    No wait, it's better if you die here rather than become more powerful, and one day, challenge Maou-mama! On the other hand, I still want to journey with you guys a while longer, to learn more about humans, and their strengths and weaknesses... 

    "Ignis!" The enemy mage's voice pulls me out of my thoughts. 

    There, I knew it! A fireball flies towards us, but Rolan jumps forward and slashes it with his sword. The fire is cut in half and fizzles out harmlessly. 

    Are you for real? You can do that? I have to reevaluate this party's strength, compared to the other adventurers, who seem to be far weaker. They have neither the teamwork nor the individual abilities that Rolan and the others have. 

    Speaking of individual abilities, where's the bard? I feel like I haven't seen him for a while now. 

    A crossbow bolt hits a thug in the shoulder, as he just peeked out of cover to throw a knife at Luna. The bard was the one who fired it, now hiding behind Gram among the other group of adventurers. Their archer also tries to provide fire support and shoots at the mage. 

    I follow the arrow with my eyes and see it suddenly change its trajectory a distance away from its intended target. There's something like heat haze surrounding the fire mage, so it must have redirected the projectile. I can't help but feel that creating a heat barrier must be some high-level magic.  

    Though, it explains why there's some space between him and the thugs since the heat would hurt them, too. 

    "Tri-Natura!" Luna is finally done. This took about as long as the Elemental Overload spell she used on the wulfar back then. But that last one was four elements, and this one sounds like it only uses three. 

    An unnatural breeze forms and whips the half-elf mage's cloak around. From the tip of her staff water and fire form, and mix into a glowing sphere. A barrier of wind holds it into place until the sphere burns as brightly as the sun. 

    Don't tell me this is fusion? Is that even how fusion works? 

    The fire mage sees the spell and his eyes expand in shock before he quickly jumps behind a large crate - the heaviest cover available to him. This must be quite the powerful magic if he reacts like that. 

    Luna balances the glowing orb on the tip of her staff and points it in the direction of her opponent. From the sphere, a single narrow beam shoots out like a ray of light, right into the crate the mage is hiding behind. 

    That's a freaking laser! 

    A sizzling hole the size of a five-hundred Yen coin is burned into the crate. From behind it, the mage's scream can be heard, before he falls to the floor while clutching his shoulder. The laser went right through his cover, his body, as well as the wall behind him. Luckily, it was at an angle, or it would most likely have pierced through half the city or something. 

    If I were to get hit by that, I wouldn't fare better than that guy did. I don't have a conceptual defensive shield that I can summon to block this positron sniper rifle! And Luna is still keeping the sphere up, meaning she can shoot it more than once. 

    "Surrender, or my next shot will not miss any vitals." She announces and raises her staff dangerously. 

    "Don't shoot! We surrender!" The thugs behind the barricades immediately react by standing up with their hands in the air and dropping their weapons to the ground. After seeing their leader getting sniped through his heavy cover, they lost all the confidence in their own much flimsier ones. 

    "I... surrender..." The fire mage raises his one good arm while still lying on the ground, and presses these words out between his clenched teeth. He's fortunate to be still alive, considering that beam was shot through cover blindly. If it had been off by just a few inches, it could have pierced through his spine or even his head.  

    This battle here seems to have been concluded with an overwhelming victory. 

      

    "But really, why would someone with a double elemental affinity become a criminal?" Luna wonders after the slavers are bound and gathered up to be taken away. "With his talent, he could have applied at a great magic school, maybe even the Royal Academy." 

    Apparently, that guy didn't think so. I'm sure he has a reason for doing this, and talented people resorting to crime exist everywhere. Crime is the easy and fast path in life, high-risk, high-reward. It's like gambling, staking one's future at all times. You either keep winning, or you never get to play again. 

    In either case, I'm interested in learning about that double elemental affinity thing, so I ask Luna directly. Wondering about it by myself won't get me anywhere since all I can think of is that it means to have an affinity for the same element twice. That doesn't really make any sense now, does it? 

    "It means somebody who would normally have an affinity for two elements, but both of them are focused on the same one." The half-elf responds with a sigh as she watches the mage being led away. That explanation isn't very enlightening. "These mages have much more control over that element, and can greatly enhance even the most basic spells. He was using 'Ignis', right? No matter how talented one normally is, the fire created from that spell cannot cause such explosions." 

    "I see..." I think I get it somehow. As expected of fantasy, such things are possible, too. 

    Now that it's been cleared up, I want to see what's so important behind that door the fire mage and the thugs wanted to protect. Why would they make a stand here instead of trying to flee using his destructive magic abilities? 

    Rolan seems to be curious, too. He asks Gram to have his shield ready so that he can block whatever may come out from the other side when he opens the door. Other adventurers gather around, their weapons gripped tightly and pointed forward, as they focus on the entrance before them. 

    The anticipation is rewarded with a boring nothing; rather than an enemy springing forth, there's only a large storage room beyond the door. It's filled with crates, cages covered in sheets and stacked barrels most likely containing all kinds of goods. Maybe this is their vault? 

    Among all that, a man is cowering behind a crate too small for his rotund frame, doing a lousy job at hiding himself. He looks like a typical rich sleazebag who made his fortune in underhanded ways; greasy hair combed over to cover the balding top, beady nervous eyes, a fat nose with a hairy wart sticking out on the side, and thick lips that flap open and closed, desperate to find words under the present circumstances. 

    I guess the thugs outside were trying to hide him, so he must be someone important. Considering there don't seem to be any escape routes from this room, they were making a final stand to try and take all adventurers down. Maybe they would have succeeded, if not for our party's intervention. 

    "If it isn't Lord Mogens." Ingrid walks forward with a furious expression while cracking her knuckles. She lost two adventurers in the raid, and one tracker was killed trying to find this place, so her anger is understandable. 

    Wait, 'Lord' Mogens? 

    "The lord governor's brother?" Rolan mutters in disbelief. If that's his brother, it's possible that the lord governor himself is in on this, too. Did we uncover a big scandal? 

    "T-thank you for saving me!" Lord Mogens' voice is befittingly high-pitched for a human pig, and he's breathing hard despite not having moved much. Honestly, he's just a disgusting creature. "These scoundrels were keeping me imprisoned here!" 

    He's acting the victim, but judging by the fact that he was hiding here, not bound and still in possession of his expensive clothes and accessories, it's clear that he's either a buyer or the mastermind behind it all. 

    "Is that so. I'm glad we could be of assistance. Now, let's go and have a talk with Lord Severin." The guild master waves over two adventurers, who apprehend the fat and sweaty man. His attempts to struggle are so hilariously weak that I have to suppress my laughter. 

    "H-huh? W-what are you doing! No, please!" Even when it should be obvious that they've seen through him, he tries to worm his way out. His pleas fall on deaf ears, as he's taken outside. "Believe me! I have nothing to do with what was going on here! Please, don't bring me to my brother! Unhand me!" 

    Well, I suppose the lord of this city isn't in cahoots with this guy, or he wouldn't be so obviously afraid of being taken to him. I guess I don't have to worry about that end of the matter, then. 

    Now that everyone has time to look around, they begin to take the sheets off the cages. Most of them are empty, but there are three with wild animals in them. And every one of those animals is noticeably corrupted. 

    A medium-sized cage holds a cat-like animal that has a large horn growing from its forehead. Aside from that, it doesn't seem any special. It doesn't seem to exhibit any aggressive behavior normally ascribed to cursed animals and just watches us quietly. 

    Wait, this might actually be a naturally evolved animal in this world, for all I know. In fact, its rich and lustrous fur combined with its regal behavior makes me think this might just be some noble's pet that was kidnapped for ransom. 

    In another cage are two lizards with weak little wings. The only reason I'm fairly certain they aren't dragons is the fact that they look very much like iguanas that sprouted extra limbs. They don't seem like they could fly with those, and I doubt they're able to breathe fire either. These must be cursed then? 

    The third cage is pretty big and holds a wulfar. However, this one's eye sockets are hollow, and instead, its whiskers have grown into eight prehensile feelers. It has six legs, and the spines that should be running along its back have turned into insect-like arms. 

    Alright, this one's definitely corrupted, and it's expressing itself in a very creepy way at that. Not even I could consider that cool or cute. 

    But these are just curiosities and commodities that one should be able to trade openly - unless these were also kidnapped from their rightful owners. Then again, maybe keeping cursed animals is illegal since they're considered to be dangerous. 

    However, my attention is on the biggest cage all the way in the back of the storage room, covered with a sheet of thick cloth. This one's big enough to hold a bear, and might contain something to match its size. The adventurers inspect the animals, but nobody else seems to have noticed this one, yet. 

    I approach the cage and unhesitatingly pull the sheet that covers it, revealing the being inside. It's a young dark elf with dirty dark skin and unkempt hair, sitting in the corner of the cage and staring at me with a feral amethyst-colored glare. 

    She's a corrupted being; her right arm is deformed, and from around the middle of the upper arm downward, it turns into a giant crab pincer. In fact, if she stood up and straightened her arm, its tip could maybe even reach the floor. Unlike her skin color, it's a bright red. 

    A fiddler crab's arm? 

    "A cursed dark elf..." Rolan, who has noticed my movements in this corner of the room, comes up to me and speaks with a look of pity in his eyes. 

    Hey, what's with that face? I would understand it if you directed that expression at the animals, but not at a person! I turn to look at the girl, who tries to hide her arm by turning away. But the crab pincer is almost as wide as her petite body, so she's unable to cover it completely. 

    I actually think it looks pretty cool. 

    "What happens to her?" I have the feeling that she'll be treated as an outcast in the world of humans and elves alike. I'm sure nobody in the Dominion would mind, though. I mean, beings like me exist over there, so this is pretty harmless. 

    Ugh, why do I hurt myself so? 

    "I don't think anyone is going to come and claim her as family... it's even possible that she was sold into slavery by her own parents." The leader replies in a somber tone. 

    That's really cruel. To think human and elven society is that backwards and doesn't have a social care system for people affected by birth defects - which corruption results in - and are unable to live on their own. Well, the same is true for most countries in the world I come from, so...  

    I look at the cursed dark elf, and our eyes meet. Her amethyst irises appear to be glowing faintly in the twilight of this room and are drawing me in. It feels like I could lose myself in them forever, their mysterious patterns seemingly swirling in the colors of the sea of stars in a clear night's sky. They remind me of another certain dark elf. I assume all of their kind have eyes like those.  

    "I want her." I find myself saying without really thinking. 

    "Miss Chloe? But slavery is forbi-" Rolan begins to complain, but I clear up his misunderstanding.  

    "No, not as a slave. I want to free her. I want to give her a place in this world." Looking up at him with a soft smile, I wordlessly imply 'just like you did for me'. He closes his mouth, taken aback by my expression. 

    He didn't really do anything significant since I only faked my helplessness - and still am faking it. But making him think he did allows me to manipulate him better. 

    However, this girl is really in the situation I pretended to be in. When I look into her eyes, I see only despair. While there's a tiny flicker of life in them, it's so faint that it may disappear at any moment. Hers is a gaze on the verge of giving up on life. 

    She's too young for that. 

    In other words, my motherly instincts are getting stirred up, when I look into her eyes - even though I'm only seventeen years old. Well, I can also feel something darker stir inside me, so I can't say my reasons are entirely selfless. 

    Rounding the cage, I find the door. It's obviously locked, but only with a simple mechanism rather than one that requires a key. The only reason the little dark elf couldn't open it herself is that it's too high up for her to reach. It requires one to turn and lift up a heavy metal bar, which would be too much for her to do while balancing on tiptoes.  

    I unlock the mechanism and enter the cage. 

    "Wait, that's dangerous, Miss Chloe!" At the leader's voice, others turn around to us. Gram, Luna and the bard come over with concerned expressions on their faces. 

    I slowly inch towards the cursed girl, avoiding fast movements like I'm dealing with a wild animal. She bares her teeth, her expression filled with fear; she must have had many painful experiences with people coming into her space before. 

    Luckily, I had enough presence of mind to leave Senka outside, since her appearance surely won't do any good in such a situation. 

    "Please come out of there. You don't know how strong the cursed can be!" Rolan isn't shouting, but his voice carries a certain urgency. The big man watches anxiously since he can't follow me into this cramped space with his shield. Luna raises her staff and begins to chant, while the bard readies his crossbow. 

    Stop it, or I'll get mad! I'm ready to take you all out to save this girl if I have to! Yes, to me, she's more like kin than any of you humans are. 

    I move around to block the other party members' views on the dark elf girl. That way, they can't attack her without potentially hurting me in the process. With my arms outstretched, I step forward trying to appear as unthreatening as possible. But she slowly raises her crab arm in response to my approach, all the while shaking all over in fear. 

    I have to admit, from so close up, it looks quite scary. There are sharp spikes on the outer ridge, and the color is like a warning signal, although it makes me think that it's actually drenched in blood. But I'm not someone who gets discouraged by appearances. 

    We're now both in range to touch each other, but I stop and lower myself to her eye-level. I heard that this is the best way to speak to a scared child. 

    "There's nothing to fear." I hope I'm making a relaxing warm voice; I can't really tell. 

    Ah, a little life returned to her eyes, as she looks at me in surprise. I smile at her as best as I can, but somehow she gasps and tries to retreat from me. The cage's bars keep her from doing so, and desperation flashes across her face. 

    Did I do an evil smile just now? I have a human face, so I should be able to tell whether I'm genuinely smiling or not. But maybe it's because she doesn't let herself feel hope, for fear of it being betrayed? Maybe my smile seemed dishonest to her, and she thinks that I will only hurt her in the end, too?  

    No point in thinking, it's do or die! I move forward quickly- 

    - and get slapped across the face by the huge pincer. 

    Ahhh, of course, that's how it goes. I'm crying over here. Big sis is crying because you're rejecting her kindness. 

    "Miss Marcott! Are you alright?" Luna, of all people, is concerned about me. 

    The slap was unexpectedly light, and it was with the side of the claw that's completely smooth. Either way, physical attacks don't really work on me - at least not ones of this level. But now that she swung her arm and it didn't have any effect, I used the opening to close the distance and enter her range! 

    "Everything's alright now..." I hug the little dark elf to my chest and whisper into her long and pointy ear. She's shocked by my unexpected course of actions and begins to struggle, but I won't let go, now that I got her. "I won't let anyone hurt you ever again." 

    Of course, that's a very arbitrary promise, since nobody could ever guarantee something like that in a world where people can fling fireballs and shoot magic lasers. But at least it sounds reassuring. And I do have every intention of following through with it. 

    Ah, she's sinking her teeth into my shoulder. 

    Are you a wild dog? I heard that when a dog bites you because it's afraid of you, and you don't show any anger or hostility, it will lick the wound as if to apologize. Well, I don't expect a demi-human to do that, but I still endure it without making a sound. Not like it hurts at all since I have this convenient body. Also, she doesn't have much strength in her bite and is unable to pierce my skin. 

    I don't let go of her and keep my firm but warm embrace, trying to convey the thought that I want to keep her safe through it. Finally, she stops struggling, and lets go of my shoulder. I separate from her and look into her eyes, noticing that her fear and desperation has faded. 

    She sees my expression and finally realizes that I mean her no harm, so her body relaxes and she begins to tear up. Burying her face into my chest, she lets her emotions run wild. 

    I did it. 

    "You're a real daredevil, Miss Chloe..." Rolan sighs behind me. I turn around and see the tension in the room dissipate. Gram's even making an approving gesture. 

    "What's your name?" I ask in a soft tone after she finally calms down and we separate again. 

    "... Kamii..." She replies in a frail voice. It seems she understands our language. 

    "I'm Kuroe Makoto." Introducing myself with the original pronunciation of my name, I caress her cheek and give her a reassuring smile. She nuzzles into my chest again and squeezes me tightly. 

    Ahhh, what a nice feeling~ 

    "Mahkotoh..." She mutters, and I can feel my heart skip a beat. It's pronounced with a childlike lisp, but it's much closer to my real name than what the others have been calling me so far. I don't even care that she may think it's my family name since it's actually my given name. 

    I steal a glance at Senka leaning against the bars outside the cage, but she obviously doesn't move while there are so many people around. With Kamii, I just got two cute companions in the span of two days. 

    Bad taste? Whoever says that will get swallowed whole, and in my belly, find a new definition of pain and suffering, as they're slowly digested over the course of a thousand years!





   



 Chapter 15 - A Tearful Reunion 

      

      

    Eventually, every corner of the building complex was scoured, and twenty more slavers who were trying to hide got flushed out and captured without causing much trouble. The adventurers also found a few more elves and dwarves, who were secured and taken to the guild hall for shelter. It appears that they weren't all meant to be transported this time, and there were many more operations planned for the future. 

    In typical police tradition, the city watch arrived almost right after everything was done, and then tried to take over control of the situation from the adventurer guild. As expected, Ingrid gave them a stern talking to and didn't let go of the reins. Since those among the guards that were secretly collaborating with the slavers couldn't expose themselves now that it was already over, they could only take the beating. Ultimately, they were made to take away the slavers, to lock them all up for their trials. 

    Well, what exactly happens to them and the overall aftermath of this urgent guild quest doesn't interest me so much. I gained a new companion from this whole ordeal, and she's a cute dark elf. Her curse, manifesting itself as a giant crab pincer instead of her right forearm, only makes it better. 

    The best part is that Kamii seems to like Senka's design. It's possible that dark elves all have those kinds of preferences, since Lady Nightwane really liked her, too. Maybe a little too much in her case, though. 

    I told Rolan that I want her to join the party, making it clear that I won't take no for an answer. He has already resigned himself to gaining more and more members without his consent, but I can sense that he would prefer Kamii to stay with me than walk around town aimlessly. After all, she has no home to return to, just like me. 

    Really though, we make for a very strange appearance, with me carrying around a lifelike creepy doll, and Kamii hanging onto my sleeve like a scared little sister. A little sister with a giant crab arm. 

    Kamii's clinginess is quite welcome, though. It feels like I gained a little sister, and it ignites a protective flame in my heart. Big sis is here for you! I'll protect you from all the evils of this world! But I don't even have money to buy you any new clothes! I'm sorry! 

    She's wearing rags consisting of a thin poncho, which only covers her upper torso and leaves her navel exposed. A frayed loincloth is haphazardly tied around her waist; during a breeze, I saw that she doesn't wear anything underneath. It looks far too cold for the chilly climate of this nation. 

    While I don't really mind this kind of outfit that much since it has a 'less coverage equals more armor points' feel to it - especially coupled with that huge crab claw of hers, which makes her look like a fighter type - it's too dangerous to leave alone. She is a young girl after all, so I can't have her accidentally exposing herself to strangers. And something cute would be more fitting for her loveliness. 

    For now, the bard lent her his cloak in a most gentlemanly gesture. She's wrapped up, and her cursed arm is hidden from view as we walk through the streets. 

    Not like that's enough for her not to draw any attention, though. The spikes on the crab claw cause her outfit to bulge on her right side, which makes it clear that something is up. Also, her unkempt hair is crusted with dirt, and her face doesn't fare much better. 

    "I'll buy her some clothes. She can't keep walking around in those rags." Gram offers, as we get onto the main street and he spots a tailor. This party is full of gentlemen! 

    "We'll go ahead and return to the guild, then. See you there later." Rolan excuses himself and takes Luna along. Ingrid said she wanted to meet with all group leaders and do a debriefing, especially after the deaths of a few adventurers. 

    The bard remains with us because if we're going to buy clothes for Kamii, he can have his cloak back right away. 

    "Welcome. How may I help you?" The interior of the store Gram leads us into is all warm and cozy, and the tailor immediately comes up to us with a businessman-like smile. Kamii instantly hides behind me and stares up at him in fear, and he looks at her in surprise. "Oh, my." 

    "We'll take a look around first." I step forward and say, to get him away from us for the time being. He takes the hint but doesn't lose his smile, as he nods and returns to his counter. 

    "Kamii, you can choose whatever you like." Gram remarks and gestures into the room. She's apparently also afraid of him, mainly because of his size, but she knows that he's trying to be kind to her. 

    I leave Senka on the chair at the front door, as company for the bard who's waiting there discreetly. Then I guide Kamii through the aisles, as she wouldn't leave my side to search for clothes on her own. 

    As we approach the back of the store, she suddenly pulls on my sleeve, and I stop to look at her. She's staring at a simple white sundress that seems entirely out of place for a store in a nation that's known to have had a decade-long winter in the past. Right now, the weather isn't forgiving enough to be wearing this, either. 

    I think Gram wouldn't mind if she picked a more expensive outfit that can actually keep her warm. However, since her giant crab claw wouldn't fit through any sleeves, she can't wear proper coats. In fact, I think she can't even wear this dress without risking to tear it apart due to those pesky spikes on her arm. 

    "Let's look for something else. This one won't fit." I say with an apologetic expression, but I'm met with a dejected look that breaks my heart. Damn, that's dangerous for my heart! 

    She seems to be really fixated on this particular dress, so I'll ask Gram to buy it for her anyway and have the tailor make some modifications to how it's worn. The big man obviously understands my sentiment and agrees with a big smile. 

    Now, it's the moment of truth. I remove Kamii's coat in front of the tailor because he needs to know in what way he has to change the outfit. Obviously, he's shocked by the reveal, but while he does have an expression of apprehension, he's also a professional who's about to make a sale - and the big man's presence is quite intimidating. 

    In the end, he agrees to work on the dress right away, even though he has a few things piled up on his table, which he seems to have been working on up until the moment we entered the store. He's most likely doing this because he wants to get her out of his shop quickly. 

    The design the tailor comes up with allows the dress to be worn by putting it on from below and then pulling a single strap over the left shoulder. This way, it never even comes close to the cursed arm. Also, it's a small modification, so it takes very little time for him to finish it. 

    I go into the changing room with Kamii, since she can't get dressed on her own. With the poncho she's wearing now, she can put it on her head and slip through the hole in it, but the dress is a little more tricky to put on with only one hand. 

    That means I'll get to see the little dark elf in all her naked glory! 

    When I pull the ragged cloth over her head, all my naughty thoughts are blown away. Her slenderness borders on malnutrition, and there are scars all over her shoulders and back. These are the results from being whipped, with rather fresh ones overlaying with year-old traces. 

    I can feel anger and sadness welling up inside me. Hugging her from behind, I try to suppress these emotions. How could humans do such things to a young girl like her? I should just wipe them all out... 

    "... Mahkotoh?" Her quiet voice brings me back. She has brought her left hand up to touch mine, which is trembling from the feelings swirling in my head. 

    "Everything's alright now, Kamii..." I kiss her on her scarred shoulder and begin to channel my emotions into healing magic. As Arcelia said when she gave me her holy scriptures, the proper mindset is required for light magic. And right now, I want to do something for this hurt girl before me. "Sano." 

    Newer cuts begin to close up, but I can also see old scars fading away and disappearing altogether. Luckily, these are all rather small wounds, since this spell apparently doesn't work on big gashes or broken bones. I can feel relief and joy washing over me when I see her mauve purple skin regain its natural smoothness. 

    The spell doesn't do anything for the dirt and dried blood on her body, though. 

    "I will never let that happen to you again." I whisper into Kamii's long ear and squeeze her tight. "Now, let's get you dressed." 

    She turns around and looks at me with upturned eyes, and then gives me a shy smile. It's the first smile she has given since I saw her, and I can feel a shot through my heart, causing me to forget breathing. It's the kind of expression that makes you think you have to protect it with your life. 

    I've decided here and now that I'll be with her forever! 

      

    The dress looks gorgeous on her, even though the dirt on her face and in her hair does diminish the natural beauty that all elves possess. But I'm sure that she's very charming underneath it all. 

    Of course, she can't wear the same thing every day. Well, this is a world with a mostly medieval level of society and technology. So, even I only have one outfit for outdoors and one set of pajamas, which I switch to whenever I get to take a bath and wash my clothes. 

    In the city, that's going to be pretty much every day, but when we were on the road, I didn't get to take a bath in three days. Not that I need it with my body since I can just decide not to sweat. But dust and dirt still gather on the surface, after all. 

    We find underwear for Kamii, which is basically just old lady bloomers, and have the tailor cut down an adult-sized cloak that's long enough to cover her all the way down to her ankles. It's also made of thick and sturdy wool so that it doesn't rip from the spikes of her cursed arm, which she will hide underneath it. Also, we buy her long socks and a pair of leather boots, since she's been barefoot all this time. 

    Yes, she walked through the streets barefoot. The only reason Gram could be persuaded not to carry her in his arms - aside from the fact that she still doesn't trust him - is because Luna explained that elves have an inborn light footprint and their feet are somehow magically protected from getting hurt. They can run through the forest without ever receiving cuts from rocks or broken branches. 

    I still don't want her to walk around barefoot, though. 

    In the end, the bard also shows his generous side and buys her something like a tabard, which she can wear by putting it over her head and then tying it together at the waist. Commonly, that's worn over other clothes or armor, but since Kamii can't put on shirts, it's going to serve as her undergarments now. 

    With the shopping concluded, I pick Senka back up from the chair where I neglected her for a while. Then we finally make our way back to the guild hall. 

      

    It's already about to get dark when we finally get back. The meeting between Ingrid and the team leaders seems to have concluded already, as we see Rolan, Luna and Lady Nightwane sitting at a table together, having drinks. 

    Only when I see the other adventurers having dinner, do I remember that we skipped lunch today. 

    "Welcome back. How'd it go?" Rolan stands up to greet us and asks about our shopping trip to find clothes for Kamii. He's looking to see her new outfit but may appear a little overeager. 

    It makes her hide behind me because she doesn't trust him at all. 

    "Come on; he's a good guy, Kamii." I put an arm around her shoulder and guide her forward, but she puts up some resistance to it. She clearly prefers to find proof for my statement first. 

    "... huh?" I hear Lady Nightwane's surprised voice from behind Rolan and look up. She pushes past him frantically and looms over the little dark elf. "D-did you say... Kamii?" 

    At the big dark elf's sudden appearance, Kamii instantly retreats behind me again; a new face just sprung up in front of her with a pretty intense expression, so I can fully understand her sentiment. 

    But then it dawns on me. Lady Nightwane told me that someone very important to her had been taken away a long time ago and that she most likely ended up as a slave. The whole reason behind our contract was because she had somehow found that this person was in this city right now, and wanted help in finding her. 

    Don't tell me, Kamii is her daughter or something? 

    "Kamii? I-is that really you?" Rounding me, Lady Nightwane becomes desperate to catch a glimpse of the girl, who immediately moves in the other direction to hide again. With this, they begin a cat and mouse chase around me. 

    "Alright." I grab Kamii as she's in front of me, and stop her from moving by squeezing her to my chest. If she's going to be traveling with me from now on, she needs to get used to the other dark elf's presence. Considering they're from the same people, they should be more friendly with each other anyway. 

    And I want to know what kind of connection they have. 

    "... it really is you, Kamii!" When she finally gets a good look at the little dark elf, Lady Nightwane falls to her knees and hugs her. Tears begin to roll down her cheeks as she squeezes Kamii, who tries to free herself. Apparently, she doesn't recognize her. 

    "... who?" A mixture of fear and apprehension in her voice, she asks curtly, while trying to peel the bigger dark elf off of her. 

    "D-don't you remember me?" Shocked, Lady Nightwane lets go and drops to her knees in dejection. Looking up like an abandoned puppy, she has the most pitiful appearance I've ever seen. "I'm your sister." 

    Oh, so Kamii is her little sister, huh? I guess it makes sense for the older sister to do everything in her power to look for her. She even went so far as to let herself get captured on purpose, just to have a chance at seeing whether the information she got was accurate or not. 

    "Who...?" But the little dark elf retreats behind me again and peeks out from her cover while beginning to sound a bit irritable. 

    "I'm Daica..." Her voice takes on the tone of a desperate plea as if praying from the bottom of her heart that her opposite somehow remembers. She can't hold back her tears anymore, and they begin to roll down her face. "I-I'm...your little sister..." 

    Wait, little sister?! 

    I turn around and grab Kamii by her shoulders, before pushing her right next to the kneeling Lady Nightwane - whose actual name apparently is Daica. Since I'm the one doing it, she isn't struggling, but her expression is filled with unease. 

    Their facial structures are quite similar. Then again, it's possible that all dark elves simply look alike, since the only two specimens of their kind I've ever seen are right before me. But I doubt Daica wouldn't be able to tell her own sister apart from some other dark elf. 

    I pull Kamii's poncho aside, grab her crab claw and lift it up. The sounds of sharp breaths being sucked in can be heard all around us when they see the cursed arm. It's coming from the curious onlookers who have gathered due to the commotion, and some now pull away in apprehension and disgust. 

    "The Kamii you know had this?" I bring the arm up in front of Daica and ask her. She looks at it, and I can see clear recognition in her eyes. 

    "It's... become so big..." Muttering in a sad tone, she stares at it not with fear or even pity, but real empathy. After all, it's something only another cursed being could truly understand. Her wording also makes it clear that she's seen this arm before. 

    "Kamii, I think this really is your sister." I look her in the eyes, and she glances at Daica with a flustered expression. 

    "I... don't remember..." She says with her brows furrowed, and I can see the big dark elf's heart sink. But then she repeats herself and continues her sentence as if having difficulty speaking. "I don't remember... Daica having those..." 

    With her normal hand, she points at the big dark elf's voluptuous chest. I almost burst out laughing at the irritated tone she says this in. 

    "... huh?" Blinking in surprise, Daica is rendered speechless. 

    "How long ago did you say you two got separated?" I hug Kamii from behind to calm her down while asking the 'little' sister. 

    "Eleven summers ago." Daica replies with a sniffle. 

    Wow, leaving aside how long ago that was, it must mean Kamii is much older than she looks. Considering she's the older sister, and the younger sister can still remember what happened back then, she must be at least... 

    I don't want to guess two ladies' ages like that. 

    "Kamii, eleven summers is a long time. People change and grow up." Speaking into her ear in a soothing tone, I squeeze Kamii to me. Though I have to wonder, why didn't she grow up? 

    Daica's strange line last night echoes in my head again: 'The curse made my body grow into this unsightly form.' Don't tell me dark elves normally don't grow up beyond Kamii's figure?! 

    "Umm, that's not entirely true. Elves usually do not grow to be as big as humans, be it light or dark elves." Luna joins the conversation as if she just read my mind, although she's actually only answering to my earlier statement about people growing up. I have to suppress a snort when I find her glancing at Daica's breasts with a hint of envy. 

    "Then..." Rolan actually has the audacity to stare at the same, while trying to speak up. Gram notices the leader's stupidity quickly enough and throws his arm around the latter's shoulders before Luna notices it. 

    "Say, leader, let's not get in the way of this heartfelt reunion." Pulling him aside, he saves the whole party from having to witness an argument break out between the two lovebirds. "Come, let's celebrate." 

    The bard takes the hint as well and joins the two men, leaving us girls to our talk. 

    "Well..." I put a hand on Luna's shoulder and look at her with pity. She has a cute face and bigger breasts than the queen of the elves that Maou-mama transformed into, but it's nowhere near what I have. And I assume that she's reached her full potential by now. That's the limit of a half-elf, huh? 

    "W-what is it?" She steps back from me in confusion. 

    "In either case, I think there's no doubt about it. You're sisters." I turn to Kamii and speak warmly. 

    "... really?" Looking between Daica and me, the little dark elf doesn't seem convinced. Their faces are quite similar, but the difference in body types - especially when considering the bigger one is actually the younger sister - doesn't give her any reason to believe it. 

    "Well, your sister's name is Daica, right?" She already confirmed it herself, but I ask just to remind her of it. Nodding once, she answers in the affirmative. "And her name is Daica, too." 

    I point at the big dark elf before us, who's still sitting on the floor and unsuccessfully trying to stop her sobbing. She looks up at the mention of her name, her tearful appearance causing my sadistic side to flare up. 

    "And she knows you, Kamii." Suppressing the feeling, I continue. "Isn't that enough?" 

    "Hmm..." Staring at Daica intently, the little dark elf falls into thought. Even if she's a lot older than her appearance suggests, her manners are still quite childlike. I guess, when you get kidnapped at a young age and remain locked in a cage like an animal for eleven years, you don't get to mature much. Her speech patterns reflect that, too. "Are you... really Daica?" 

    "... yes... I am." With tears flowing down her face, she looks up and replies in a pleading tone. It seems that this appearance finally jogs Kamii's memory, as she goes quiet and scrutinizes her opposite's expression. 

     "You really are... the crybaby Daica." Finally, it seems to sink in that the woman kneeling before her is the little sister she was separated from a long time ago. Stepping forward, Kamii places her left hand on Daica's head and pets her hair. 

    "Waaahhh!!!" Throwing herself into her older sister's chest, the one who looks much more like an adult cries her heart out, while the childlike one comforts her with droplets silently falling from her cheeks. 

    I hold my tears back as I watch them, and find that I'm smiling. Not only did I do a good deed in reuniting them, but I also got some good info without having to ask them directly. Because no matter how I think about it, both of them must be about as old as I am, if not older. At the same time, it doesn't feel wrong to treat Kamii like a child. That means I can do all sorts of things with her that I couldn't if she was just a child. 

    I suppress the urge to lick my lips. 

    All in due time. 

    





   



 Chapter 16 - Looking Back And Ahead 

      

      

    We soon return to the tavern and prepare to have a lavish dinner in celebration of the successful raid and the two dark elves' reunion. Gram instantly orders massive jugs of ale for to start the evening off. 

    During dinner, Rolan chats me up in regards to the room distribution of our party. After all, since it's clear that Lady Nightwane - as he still calls her - and Kamii are both staying together no matter what, and the latter is never leaving my side, it'll be difficult. Apparently, there are no rooms with three beds in this inn. 

    "Don't worry about it. Kamii will sleep in bed with me." The girl in question is leaning against me, while I pet her head. Daica is sitting next to her and has been unexpectedly quiet after everything that happened. One would think that the two sisters should have a lot to talk about, but the younger one is brooding over something, while the older one seems to be content with leaning on me silently. 

    It's not like she lost her apprehension before strangers and her cursed arm hasn't miraculously reverted to a normal one. People still give her looks of fear and sometimes even hostility, so she prefers to remain close to me. 

    During the meal, I help Kamii with cutting things up so that she can eat with just a fork. From her initial response of resorting to using her still dirty hands, I can imagine that while they kept her in that cage, she was made to eat like an animal. I'll make sure to give her ample time to return to a human - or dark elf - life.  

    I should have given her a bath before dinner, though. Nobody mentioned it since people in this world don't seem to be as conscious about cleanliness as I'm used to in modern society. I'll make sure to give her a good scrubbing before we head to bed. 

    Since everybody is exhausted after this long day, we don't linger after dinner and retreat to our rooms. Even Rolan and Luna don't seem like they would go at it tonight, but you never know. 

    Daica has always been quite shy, and I think she's simply embarrassed over her earlier breakdown in front of everyone. She has her gaze lowered as we walk up the stairs and enter our room, and even when inside, she still doesn't say a word. Maybe she's in shock over the fact that her long search has come to a close so quickly. 

    When we get back to the room, I place Senka on her usual chair, before heading into the bathroom with Kamii. Maybe Daica and the doll girl will hold a conversation, but I'll focus on the little dark elf. 

    Once again, I'm reminded of the fact that this city seems to have a much higher technological standard than the surrounding villages. There's running hot water, which may come from some kind of magical technology. While the comfort is nowhere near the same level as that of the demon castle, it's still good enough for me, who grew up in a modern world. 

    Taking off the little dark elf's clothes, I look her up and down once more. Her proportions are those of a girl still in the process of maturing, with a small but noticeable chest, a narrowing waist, and shapely buttocks that can't be found in children. According to Luna, what I see before me is a fully grown member of her race. 

    Of course, she can still fill out a bit when she gets to eat properly from now on, but there won't be many more changes to her physique. Basically, she won't grow up to become like Daica, who only turned out that way because of her curse. Not like I have anything to complain about her body, though. 

    Variety is the spice of life, after all. 

    I open the faucet and let in hot water, so that I can give her the bath she so needs. It's not that she smells, but I feel my skin crawling when I see the dirt on her body. I'm not a clean-freak, or I wouldn't have been able to do outdoor sports, but this is beyond my tolerance level. 

    Starting on Kamii's hair, which the slavers have been keeping short, I pour warm water over her head and use a wooden brush to straighten the strands. As the dirt is washed away, the color of the starry night sky is revealed underneath, just like Daica's hair. 

    Then I move on to Kamii's body, which I scrub with a wet towel. The cuts and bruises from the slavers' lashings have already been healed, so when the grime disappears, mauve purple skin surfaces. If she were a human, I would think that she looks like a younger Daica - even if the latter is the younger sister. 

    Once she's mostly cleaned up, I let her settle down in the bathtub first, before washing down myself and joining her. The tub that's barely big enough to hold us both, but I want to share this moment with her. 

    Soaking in the water, I feel the warmth seep into my limbs. Even though this body never tires, I guess I was quite stressed over everything that happened today. Hugging the little dark elf from behind, I sigh in satisfaction and recharge my mental energy. 

      

    After our bath, Daica takes hers, before we all directly go to sleep. Kamii and I share my bed together, while Daica is lying in hers from last night. It's quite cramped, even with the two of us spooning; her cursed arm is really big, and she has to place it away from us because of the spikes.  

    "Good night, Kamii." I whisper into her long ear and squeeze her a little. She makes a content sound at the sensation and nuzzles into me with her back. 

    I look across the room and find that Daica is staring at us with a strange expression. It's a mix of envy and restlessness. I'm sure she wanted to be in my position after being reunited with her older sister after such a long time. But at the same time, I can feel that she wouldn't mind being in Kamii's position, either. 

    Maybe she's thinking about the fact that she has to fulfill her part of the contract now since I fulfilled mine. I helped her find her important person again, even though it happened without me even trying. In reality, it was a chance meeting, but more than one good thing came out of it. 

      

    Hmm, I don't feel sleepy at all. Daica's rhythmic breathing and her large heaving chest tell me that she has fallen asleep soon after I put out the candle. She must have been really exhausted from worrying all day long and crying after the heartfelt reunion. 

    Suddenly, I hear a slight creaking noise inside the room, and my eyes are wide open. I turn my head to look in the direction where it came from and almost scream at the sight. 

    Senka is sitting on her chair like a puppet with its strings cut, eyes wide open, staring right at me. 

    Stop it, that's not creepy-cute, but just creepy! Is that resentment in your gaze? Do you hold a grudge against me for not letting you sleep on the bed as well? But it's already quite cramped with the two of us. I'm sorry, please don't curse me! 

    "Senka, can't you at least close your eyes?" I hiss in her direction. She doesn't react. Damn you, you're actually mad about me leaving you out in the cold, aren't you? "Please, I can't sleep, if you stare like that..." 

    I'm sure she's laughing at me on the inside, about how I'm scared of her, while my real appearance can literally cause people to die from fear. But I'm still not good with her kind of horror, especially under these lighting conditions. 

    Kamii stirs, and I look down to find that she has turned her head to stare at me questioningly. Her mesmerizing amethyst eyes glow even more in the dark and give her an otherworldly appearance. I hug her and kiss her hair, smelling the scented soap we used in the bath earlier. It has a calming effect, and I feel myself growing sleepy from the tranquility of this situation. 

    I'll have to teach her about Senka sometime, soon. She doesn't feel any aversion in regards to her appearance, but it may still come as a shock to learn that she's able to move and speak.  

    "It's nothing. Sleep, my dear." I pet her hair and give her another kiss, this time on the forehead, upon which she closes her eyes in enjoyment. It's really strange, but I feel myself hoping for her happiness from the depths of my heart. 

     Soon, her features relax and I can hear her breathing slow down. It means that she's feeling safe enough in my embrace to fall asleep like this. I must have been able to transmit my emotions to her well enough that she would begin to trust me completely almost right away. I had expected that she would never trust anyone ever again, but she seems to have quite the childlike personality, so maybe it's easier for her to see through someone's motivations instinctively. 

    Well, I believe my motivations are pure, so everything is alright. 

      

    I must have fallen asleep while in thought. When I wake up, I find that the room is basked in the twilight of dawn. Must be my usual sleeping rhythm that caused me to wake up at such an hour. I turn my head to look around the room. 

    Damn it, Senka! You're still staring at me like that! 

    Raising myself up a little, I notice that Kamii has turned over in her sleep and is holding her right arm behind her in an awkward position. It doesn't look very comfortable, but she did it so it wouldn't bother me. What a sweet girl. I lightly touch her hair, and she stirs a bit but doesn't wake up. This is giving me a fuzzy feeling.  

    Sitting up fully, I begin to recall everything I experienced in my short new life in this world so far. 

    I apparently died in my previous life and was reincarnated into this fantasy world. Not as a human, but as a so-called 'Cosmic Horror', according to Senka. I'm the daughter of the demon queen, who has quite the straightforward personality and sometimes shows a ditzy side unbefitting of a monarch. 

    The day I woke up, that demon queen, whom I call 'Maou-mama' now, gave me a human's variously prepared body parts for breakfast. When I ate it, I actually enjoyed the taste. 

    Maou-mama accidentally sent me to a dangerous place called Yagrath, the Dark Continent, where monsters are incredibly deadly even by demon standards. She came a while later to save me and brought me back to the demon castle. 

    We then went to meet a humanoid crocodile by the name of Nilotec, who runs the Blood Pits of Rodens, a collection of arenas where humans are made to fight demons for sport and training. There, my resolve to kill humans was tested, and I learned just how heartless they can be. 

    In the following weeks of training, I lost any signs of hesitation when slaughtering those who try to attack me. I haven't become entirely heartless though, and would still try to talk things over first, if possible. Only that it wasn't possible in all those cases I experienced, where the humans came at me with pure hatred and killing intent. 

    Three weeks later, and just seven days ago, I was sent to some random place in the world, and ended up in this human nation called the Kingdom of Lares. The first night it rained, and I took shelter under a tree, sleeping there while naked and surrounded by colorful sheep. 

    The morning after, I met Rolan and his party, among a collection of houses called the village of Birkas. I went along with his party on an extermination quest to see how strong human adventurers are, as opposed to drafted peasant soldiers. They're all quite weak, except for Luna's magic. 

    Five days ago, I left the village with them, and after traveling for two days, we reached this city called Hovsgaerden. After we had a great meal at a tavern called the Dancing Dragon that night - the one we stay in even now - the bard acted like an actual bard and related a story about the city's legendary lord from a long time ago. 

    The day before, I went shopping with Gram and learned that he's quite the gentleman. He bought me a delicious puff pastry called Rjoma. In the afternoon, I joined Luna on her shopping trip, and we visited a strange store owned by a dark elf called Lady Nightwane. That trip was cut short when three kidnappers attacked us there, and I learned about the fact that illegal slavery exists in this nation. 

    Luna was put to sleep in a single punch, and in the ensuing one-sided slaughter I found out that my appearance alone can give weak-willed humans heart attacks. 

    In that store, I also met a cursed doll-like girl who seems to have come from a different world just like I have. She even has a Japanese name: Ootsuki Senka. I bought her from the store owner with the money swiped from the three kidnappers I ate. 

    Said store owner, Lady Nightwane, has a bombshell figure, which turned out to fall within my - admittedly quite broad - strike range. And that same evening, I made a promise with her to find the person she was desperately looking for, in exchange for her becoming mine unconditionally, without specifying what exactly that means. 

    Just yesterday, I helped in a raid on an underground slave trade ring and freed a cursed dark elf child called Kamii. She has a huge crab pincer in place of her right forearm, and cuteness that equally falls into my strike range.  

    And she also happened to be Lady Nightwane's older sister, who had been trying to find the former for the past eleven years. They met in a tearful reunion that affected even me, despite my current mentally quite cold and calculating condition. 

    So many things happened within just one month since my reincarnation into this world. 

    That was a more eventful month than I can say about the last year in my previous life. Honestly speaking, I'm not necessarily as grateful for this experience as it may sound, but if I had to choose between nothingness after death and this... then yeah, I'm grateful for this experience. 

    I had to fear for my life, and I'm still not completely out of the woods as long as I don't have a full picture of the strength of humans, but this new life is fascinating. I'm meeting interesting people and all kinds of fantasy beings, and I'm living an adventure - although it's different from how I would have liked it to be since I'm not a human. 

    "Creepy smile." I hear Senka whisper. Am I smiling? And damn you for pointing it out like that! 

    "I really don't know where all this will lead me to, but I think I like it here." I say to nobody in particular. Yes, even while surrounded by people who would turn hostile against me, if they knew what I really am, I'm feeling quite content with life. 

    "You're quite lucky with what you ended up as. Imagine if you had been a completely powerless human. Or if you only had the power to return to a seemingly arbitrarily set save point whenever you died. As a simple high school girl, you would have faced despair a lot." Senka rains on my parade. 

    I'm fully aware of how lucky I am. While the second scenario is weirdly specific and I don't know what she's referencing with it, I've already imagined the first scenario. If I had been reincarnated as a powerless and talentless human in a world filled with magic and monsters, I don't know what would have happened. I might even have died as a baby, because in a world without medical technology, infant mortality is very high. 

    And I most definitely wouldn't have been able to meet this creepy-cute doll, or Daica and Kamii. 

    "But that's not what happened." Ifs, would haves, none of those matter. Only the present is of importance. I'm a powerful being, I have incredible talent in magic, and I seem to be quite lucky most of the time. 

    "Yes, it's not what happened... Just don't become too optimistic. Reality likes to slap overly optimistic people in the face when they least expect it." With a creaking shrug, Senka brings me back down to earth. It sounds like she's speaking from experience. 

    I understand. I understood ever since I was sent to Yagrath that one time. Something wholly unknown and far beyond my abilities could spell my end anywhere, anytime. That's why I'm remaining quite careful while among the humans so that I can live a modestly exciting but long life. That way, I may even be able to do something to change this world for the better. 

    Who knows, maybe there's a way to reconcile humans and demons? Well, if push comes to shove, I'll unhesitatingly side with the demons, that's for sure. After all, I'm one myself. 

    "I know. I'll just give it my all and live in this world the way I want to." Shrugging, I state the obvious. 

    "Mahkotoh?" Kamii seems to have been woken up by our conversation. When she opens her eyes and doesn't see me right in front of her, she quickly leaps up in a panic. Realizing that I'm sitting on the bed beside her, the tension leaves her body, and she throws her arms around me in a tight hug. 

    I almost dodged when I saw that she was using her giant crab arm without thinking, but that would have broken her heart. The inside of the pincer is smooth, so I won't get skewered - not like it would hurt me if I did. 

    "Don't worry. I'm not going anywhere." I pet her hair. I don't mind Kamii finding out about Senka since I can ask her to keep it a secret. Though I guess I should do it when she's not still half-asleep. Her eyes are falling shut as she nuzzles into my chest, and she begins to slip away into slumber again. 

    Well, no harm in staying in bed some more. I'll let her rest for as long as she wants to. We don't have anything planned for today, and I feel like lazing about for a while longer, now that I reviewed everything I've gone through in the past month. 

      

    The second time, I'm roused by Luna. 

    "Please wake up, Miss Marcott." She's leaning over me and shaking my shoulder softly. Apparently, there was something planned after all - something I wasn't told about, even though I'm an official member of their party now. 

    "Just five more minutes..." I mumble on purpose and keep my eyes closed. I've had a good night's sleep, so this is just messing around with her. 

    "Come on, wake up. We are having a meeting. Now that you are part of our group, you should attend." Luna shakes me again, a little more forcefully this time. I turn to look at the window and see that the shadows are quite short. It's almost noon already, huh? 

    Kamii wakes up from me stirring and rubs her eyes with her one good hand. When I think about it, that must be quite inconvenient. She must have led a harsh life even outside of being treated as an outcast and a slave. Big sis is here for you from now on, so you don't have to worry anymore~ 

    Daica is up already and sits on her bed quietly. She's been like this since last evening when she reunited with Kamii. I'll ask her what's on her mind later after Luna leaves us so that we can do our morning wash first. 

      

    In the end, the big dark elf somehow evaded me, and I didn't find time to speak to her. I don't even know how she managed to do that, considering it was just us three - four when including Senka - in the room, for what must have been at least ten minutes. That would be some serious avoidance skill if it was intentional.  

    She doesn't have the most outgoing personality anyway, but her behavior has taken on a whole new level of depressed. I can't tell what's on her mind, but I'd prefer to know rather than watch her trying to sort it out on her own. Though I assume, it has something to do with the fact that Kamii seems to prefer being with me rather than her sister, whom she hasn't seen in such a long time.   

    But I can't ask her now, in case it's something personal and requires time to talk about. Thus, we make our way downstairs, out the tavern and across the city square towards the guild hall, in complete silence. I'm feeling a little awkward, but for now, I'll have to bear it. 

    When I look at the statue of Gulbrand glistening in the sunlight, my worries feel like they've been blown away. I'm inspired to do something adventurer-like today. Let's take a quest for some herbs-gathering or something like that! 

    Ugh, I'd rather sit around and do nothing, than take such a cliché beginner quest. 

    The party meeting is taking place over brunch. Kamii is on my right side so that she doesn't bother me with the spikes on her cursed arm, and Senka sits in my lap like a child - though she's obviously not moving and acting like a doll. Daica is on my left, picking at her food while deep in thought. 

    A flower in each hand! All the adventurers' eyes are on the four of us. Especially the dark elf's huge pincer is the center of attention, with the creepy doll coming in second, before they finally notice Daica's beauty. 

    "The request from Sveinn has been voided, so we'll have to look for something new." Rolan brings up the first point of the party meeting. 

    "So he was involved with smuggling the slaves after all, huh?" I mutter, but apparently loud enough for the leader to hear me. 

    "Yeah, Vigi caught him trying to escape out of the city on his own. He even went so far as to leave behind his prepared carriages." He explains the circumstances. In the end, I never even got to see that guy, although I would assume he looks similar to that Mogens bastard. 

    "What do you have in mind?" I ask, seeing as I'm sure he already looked at the request board before we arrived. 

     "Before that, there's actually something important I want to run by you all." Rolan looks serious as he addresses the whole party. "I'm thinking of relocating to the capital soon." 

    Oh? Now that's what I would call plot development. 

    "Huh?" Luna blinks in surprise and turns to her sweetheart. "Is this because of the recommendation to the Royal Academy?" 

    "That, too. But I'm sure we'll find a lot more work in the capital than we will here. Then you and Miss Chloe can enroll at the academy." The leader states with a confident smile. I think that's a pretty good suggestion; I really want to go to the magic academy and learn how to counter magic. "However, our funds are quite low right now, and the journey will require plenty of supplies." 

    I'm sorry I'm a glutton. Now that Kamii and Daica have joined the party, there are three freeloaders. I'm going to be doing work with my magic though, so I shouldn't count myself as a freeloader here. 

    "Well, Lady Marcott can find employment as a healer at the church." The bard interjects. I don't know about that, considering I'm a demon and supposedly spread corruption. Although a saint was unable to notice mine, so I question the veracity of that claim. "But since Miss Kamii will be hard-pressed to find any work, you will have to work for her part, too." 

    Why does he make it sound like it's something I don't intend on doing already? As the big sis, I have to carry the weight of the family - even though both she and her little sister are most likely older than me. It doesn't change the fact that I feel more mature than either of them. 

    One question I have in my mind is what Daica can bring to the party. Considering she's a full-fledged member and not my protégée, I need to expect something from her. If she can't fight, do healing, or at least collect information like the bard, she won't be very useful. 

    Well, I could take care of her expenses, but she would have to pay it off with her body~ 

    In regards to Kamii, I doubt she has any fighting capabilities despite that powerful looking cursed arm. Her physical strength is as one would expect from someone of her petite stature. When she slapped me that time we first met, it was a pretty weak impact. I found out that it's incredibly light, weighing about the same as her normal arm. 

    I won't make her pay with her body - I promised that I would take care of her after all. 

    "Yes, I intend to see this matter through to the end." I respond to the bard's quip with a determined expression, as I pet Kamii's hair. Don't feel neglected, Senka; I'll keep carrying and hugging you, too. 

    I turn to look at Daica, but she quickly averts her gaze.  

    "Is it really alright?" Luna sounds concerned. What, you don't believe I can earn money to support my little sister? "Leaving Hovsgaerden for who knows how long... are you fine with that?" 

    Oh, that's what she meant. 

    "Think of it as the first big step towards our goal of defeating the demon queen." Rolan pumps his fist. I suppress the urge to punch him on the spot for talking about killing my mother. "We would have eventually moved to the capital anyway. We're just going ahead with it a little earlier than planned. Don't you want to improve your magic as quickly as possible?" 

    "But what about going on requests?" Luna brings up a legitimate concern. If we're enrolled at the academy, I doubt we'll have time to leave for days on end. The subjugation of the wulfar took at least seven days, considering the journey from the village to Hovsgaerden alone already took three days. I don't know how the academy functions, but I'm sure they wouldn't allow their students to miss classes for that long. 

    "I don't think the capital will have many subjugation quests in the surrounding areas. We'll mostly explore the Lost Tombs, so that should be alright." Trying to relieve her concerns, the leader mentions something interesting in passing. Those 'Lost Tombs' sound a lot like a dungeon. I'd love to take a look inside a fantasy dungeon. "Don't worry, Runa. We'll be even stronger after your graduation, and taking down the demon queen should be a piece of cake." 

    Oi, I'll seriously kill you, if you don't stop! 

    "I understand..." Luna finally admits that her sweetheart has been selling his case really well. So, this means we're going to the capital. 

    "Big man, Sigurd, you're fine with this, right?" Rolan turns around to the men of the party. I would have thought that he already asked them, but apparently, he didn't.  

    "Of course, I'll follow you wherever it takes you." Gram replies with a grin that lifts his mustache on both sides. That would have sounded quite romantic if it hadn't been Rolan he was talking to. 

    "I bet the girls in the capital are really beautiful." The bard smiles while playing a note on his lute. Die, you enemy of all women! 

    "What about you, Miss Chloe?" The leader finally turns to me. 

    "I'm going to follow you, no matter where you go." I recycle the big man's words and use a tone to make it sound misleading on purpose. Luna stares at me with big eyes, her mouth flapping open and closed without a tone coming out. It's always fun watching her acting that way. 

    "And you, Lady Nightwane?" Turning to Daica, he finally addresses her. Nobody has noticed that something seems to be on her mind, but now that the attention is on her, they finally do. "... are you alright, Lady Nightwane?" 

    "H-huh?" She looks up from picking at her food and blinks. "Ah. I-I'm fine. Thank you." She doesn't say anything more after that, and everybody exchanges worried expressions. It seems that right now isn't an opportune time to ask her. 

    "Well, it's still a while before we can depart, since we need to stock up on funds first." Shrugging, Rolan postpones the final decision for another day.





   



 Chapter 17 - Character Routes 

      

      

    The party splits up afterward, arranging to gather for dinner again. Rolan and Luna are going on a small quest that only requires the two of them. I feel like it's an excuse for some alone time between the lovebirds, but apparently, the funds really are low, and they're going on a request that requires Luna's magic. 

    Gram and the bard each depart for their own business as well, to gather information regarding the aftermath of yesterday's raid. Especially the big man has to see how his friends among the city watch are doing since he knows that some of them were most likely involved in the slave trade. 

    That leaves Daica, Kamii and me to ourselves. I'll take this opportunity to get to the bottom of the former's strange behavior then. When I turn around to confront the dark elf in question, she stands up with perfect timing and walks away wordlessly. 

    Huh? 

    Really, what's going on with her? Alright, if she's going to play it like that, I'll follow her wherever she goes today! 

    I carry Senka in my arm, and obviously, Kamii doesn't leave my side. Just like yesterday, everyone's eyes are on her, and while her new cloak mostly covers her cursed arm, its sheer size makes it impossible to hide completely. A little is peeking out at the bottom, and some people do notice it. Their gazes are filled with disgust or anxious apprehension. I'm feeling a weight on my shoulders from those stares, even though I'm not their target. I can't even begin to imagine what it's like for Kamii. 

    Luckily, she's concentrating on clinging to my arm with her left, while watching the road before her, careful not to trip in her new shoes. She doesn't notice the rude and sometimes even hostile gazes, though I feel that it wouldn't bother her even if she did. She spent more than a decade as a slave, so people staring shouldn't affect her much anymore. 

    I just hope nobody does something stupid like throwing a rock at her. Because if that happened, I'd flip my lid and we'd have a bloodbath on our hands. 

    Daica isn't heading towards the tavern and is walking in another direction instead. I follow around ten steps behind her to see what destination she has in mind in her current state, or if her feet are just carrying her around on a walk of self-discovery. Then, I realize that she's going somewhere specific, and it's a place I've been to as well: Her store.  

    Ingrid told me that it was completely trashed yesterday. Daica overheard it at the time and seemed to be quite shocked by the news. We may have gotten her out just in time that night, and saved her from being taken away by the kidnappers. Now that everything is over, she may have remembered that her store still lies in pieces. 

    I follow her into the street that leads up to her storefront and even from afar I can see that the door was broken out of its hinges. She doesn't stop to regard the state of her property and steps inside. I quickly follow her and peek into the darkness of the unlit interior. The smell wafting out from inside has become even worse than before, despite the fact that the door has been open for more than a day now. Kamii makes an appalled face as she tugs on my sleeve, signaling that she doesn't want to go in. 

    But this is my opportunity to speak to Daica, so I give the little dark elf an apologetic smile and step inside. Obviously, she follows me without hesitation, even though she doesn't like it. 

    I catch a glimpse of night-colored long hair disappearing into the back of the store. She did say the money I paid her for Senka was hidden somewhere in the store so that she could rebuild it in case it was destroyed after her kidnapping - and she succeeded in returning afterward.  

    We plan to leave this city, so that won't be necessary anymore, though. 

    A crunching noise emerges from under my feet, as I step into the store. I look down and find that many glass jars have been thrown off the shelves and shattered on the floor, with their spilled contents creating a sludge of rotting organic material. That's where the smell is coming from, huh? That's plain disgusting. 

    Walking inside without paying it too much heed, I almost slip on something squishy and peer down again. It's one of those worm-like things I noticed before, but now that they're no longer distorted by the curvature of the glass, I can tell what they are. 

    Nope, I didn't see anything. 

    "What... is that?" Kamii points at the things, but I pull her along. 

    "Doesn't matter right now." It's too early for her to learn about this, and she'll be old enough in never - even if she may actually be older than I am. She doesn't need to know about these things if she stays with me, as I'll teach her something far better. 

    Being more attentive about where I step, I navigate through the store and towards the door leading to the storage. I find it broken down as well and the room behind it is in shambles, too. They really did a number on this place when they couldn't find their target. 

    When we turn the corner to the stairs, I find that even the door leading into the basement has been pried open. Since I didn't hear footsteps from upstairs, I assume she went down. In other words, she hid the money somewhere underground. Let's hope it wasn't found and taken by the thugs. 

    I turn around to tell Kamii to wait here, but seeing her looking at me with upturned eyes, I can tell that at this time she doesn't want to leave my side even for a moment. Oh well, it's not like there are any dangers down there, but I did want to surprise Daica by sneaking up on her. 

    Thus, we descend the stairs, the wooden boards creaking under every step. There's no way anyone could miss our approach. In the complete darkness below ground, my night vision is just about able to keep everything at a discernible level. I remember that I had an apprehension against using it only a week or so ago, but now it's become second nature for me to rely on it when the situation calls for it. 

    There are far fewer signs of destruction down here, as the kidnappers must have given up after coming this far. In the darkness ahead of us, I spot Daica standing among the dusty and rotten shelves. Apparently, she found the money, which she hid in a sealed jar, inside another bigger jar. The evidence for that lies broken before her.  

    "It's still here." Relief is reflected on her face as she holds the plentiful leather pouch to her even more plentiful chest. 

    "Are you going to rebuild the store?" I ask through the dusty darkness, and she turns around to me in shock. 

    "H-huh? Miss Marcott?" It seems she didn't hear our approach at all. Even if she didn't try to get caught on purpose before, she wouldn't have gotten away with reflexes and awareness of her surroundings that abysmal. "A-and Kamii?" 

    Her expression relaxes when she sees us. She then looks down at the big pouch in her hands and furls her brows. 

    "... I don't know." After a thoughtful pause, she replies to my inquiry. "You're going to the capital, aren't you?" 

    So she was paying attention, huh? Her question is directed at both me and Kamii. In reality, she could just decide to break her side of our verbal contract of her becoming mine. But it seems she wants to stay with her older sister after finally being reunited with her again. And as far as I know, that sister wants to stay with me. 

    "Yes, I want to attend the Royal Academy." I need to learn magic and countermeasures against it if I want to survive in this world. 

    "And you, Kamii?" Shifting her gaze to her older sister, Daica wants to hear her answer directly. 

    "I'm... going with Mahkotoh." For the first time today, the little dark elf separates from me and steps forward while making this statement in a most determined tone. It seems when nobody else is around, she's actually much more mature and acts the big sister part. 

    She has very clearly made up her mind to remain by her savior's side. In reality, I only freed her from the cage, while it was everyone else that did the work of opening the way through the building. Not like I couldn't have done it all on my own, though. 

    "I thought you would say that." Closing her eyes, the big dark elf smiles to herself knowingly. Then, as if having come to a resolution, she opens them again and fixes her gaze on me. Their mesmerizing glow in the darkness draws me into their depths. I can't feel any nervousness in her anymore. "Then so will I. Let me join you for a while longer, Miss Marcott." 

    "I appreciate it, but..." I begin, and her facade immediately crumbles at the word 'but'. Apparently, she's misunderstanding that phrasing, thinking that I don't want her to accompany me. "... was that what you've been troubled by since last evening?" 

    "H-huh?" She can already hear it in my tone, that I didn't consider her decision to be such a big deal, and becomes increasingly flustered. "I-I was really worrying about it." 

    Daica goes on to explain that dark elves are an incredibly long-lived race of people with incredible wanderlust. While some settle down for extended periods of time, most are loners who travel the world on their own. It's not rare for siblings to get separated for decades, if not all their lives, so it wouldn't have been strange if she and Kamii went separate ways again after their short reunion. 

    However, since I fulfilled my part of the promise so quickly and helped her save the person she entered a contract with me for, she now has to do her part. 

    "Wait, what do you mean, fulfill your part?" I tilt my head and raise an eyebrow. 

    "I-I thought me b-becoming yours was a figure of speech. That y-you just wanted to..." Her cheeks flush as she looks anywhere but into my eyes. Well, that reaction doesn't leave much room for imagination as to what she's trying not to say. Unexpectedly, same-sex relationships don't seem to go against their culture or religion, or Daica is just very open-minded. 

    "Oh, I do." Stating with a matter of fact expression, I confirm her thoughts. "But that's not what I meant by becoming mine." 

    "Huh?" It's now Daica's turn to tilt her head in wonder, as she blinks her eyes from lack of comprehension. 

    "By becoming mine, you'll be mine for as long as I say so." I step forward and lift up her chin so that we can make eye contact. "Body and soul." 

     A shiver runs through her at these words and my touch. Once again, I'm reminded of the fact that she hasn't felt anybody touch her directly in a long time before I came around. 

    Yesterday, I saw that Kamii was able to touch her bare skin as well, so my theory that demons and other corrupted beings aren't affected was proven right. But the two sisters had been separated for eleven years, and this is a human nation, where demons are entirely absent. She could most likely never touch anybody in all this time.  

    "So, what are you going to do with that money?" I step back and break the moment of magic. Daica blinks a few times in confusion before she blushes again.  

    "Ah... umm... s-since I'll be coming with you, I shall use it to finance-kyaun!" She begins to explain, but I give her a light chop on the forehead. That noise just now was so cute! "D-did I make some kind of mistake?" 

    "It's your money, think about what you want to do with it." The answer should be quite simple since I don't think it's a big stretch in this world.  

    "What do you mean?" She asks innocently. I have to wonder about her mental age; maybe long-lived species remain childlike for many more years than humans, who have to mature faster to deal with life. That sounds like a pretty likely explanation. 

    "Well, you could relocate your store to the capital. Not like there's anything left in here for you to take along, or is there?" The store did look really smashed, and I'd prefer if she didn't bring along some poorly sealed jar that stinks of rot. I'll make sure to give her tips in that regard when she does end up opening a new store in the capital. 

    Daica makes a face of realization, and I find myself smiling. She's so cute, even when she looks physically mature. I want to do something with her soon...  

    Kamii tugs on my sleeve when I seem to float off into a world of fantasy, and I return to reality. Did she notice me having perverted thoughts about her little sister?  

    "Let's go back to the guild." I turn to her and pet her hair with an uneasy smile. 

      

    On our way back to the guild, I find myself flanked by two beautiful and cute dark elves clinging to my arms. Even more eyes are on us than have been before, and I can still feel the stares of those who notice Kamii's cursed arm. But there are also many directed at Daica and her otherworldly charm since she appears more joyful than she did when walking through the streets alone earlier today.  

    Now that I have time to look around more, I find that nothing changed in this city, even though there was such an intense battle yesterday. It just goes to show how little effect it had on the bigger scale. I'm sure that soon another group will take up the illegal slave trade; as long as there's demand, someone will find a way to provide the supplies. 

    Having such idle thoughts, we do some window-shopping along the way back to the adventurer guild. I don't have any money to buy anything, and it doesn't feel right asking Daica to give me some, after telling her to use that money to set up a new shop in the capital. 

    "Hey." Senka suddenly whispers to me. Kamii's ears twitch, and she spins her head around to look up to me with a questioning gaze. The doll girl doesn't continue since she realizes that she was overheard just now.  

    While I pet the little dark elf's hair, I look around; there must be a reason for why Senka decided to speak up right here. Then I notice that we're in front of the same tailor as the one we went to yesterday. Putting two and two together, I assume she wants a new outfit, too. She couldn't ask me yesterday since the bard was around. The gothic lolita dress she's wearing now is of poor quality, has some holes eaten by moths, and it gives her the typical appearance of a creepy and cursed doll. 

    Maybe it's good to go with an image change, then. Her current outfit is also kind of bulky because of the wide skirt with the petticoat underneath it, which makes it hard to carry her. 

    "Daica~" I turn to the big dark elf on my left and blow into her ear. She flinches at the sensation and shies away with wide eyes. 

    "W-w-what is it, Miss Marcott?" Her stutter is even more prominent after my tease. 

    "Don't you think we should get Senka a new outfit?" I lift the doll girl up demonstratively. Seeing her, Daica goes pale and remembers that she's alive. Seems like she had forgotten it over everything that happened ever since she learned about it that night.  

    "Y-yes, let's do that." With a nervous smile and her eyes fixed on the doll girl, she replies tensely. 

      

    We're back at the tailor's place for the second time within two days. This time, he's wooed by Daica's beauty, so he's rather cooperative again. When he learns that it's for Senka, I hear him click his tongue, but as a professional businessman, he doesn't let it show on his face. If he were a true professional, I wouldn't have noticed anything at all, though. 

    Fortunately, this tailor has a lot of sizes already prepared. While I always refer to her as a doll, she's actually around the size of a ten-year-old child. Of course, there's nothing exactly her size, but that can be arranged unless it's too expensive. 

    Kamii can actually be persuaded to leave my side and remain with her little sister while I go into the changing room with Senka. The tailor stares at me with an eyebrow raised, as I close the curtain behind me. I doubt he suspects anything, but going into the changing room just to dress up a doll is quite strange indeed. 

    While she's taking off her clothes, I notice that she has stitches all over her body, not just on her cheeks and hands. The large and sometimes messy cuts look like they didn't heal before she became what she is now. Maybe she really is some kind of zombie. 

    I'm gripped by fascination, and while she's wrestling with pulling her old dress over her head, I stick my finger between the stitches of the biggest one on her exposed stomach without thinking. I feel something soft and assume it's an organ. 

    Senka lets out a strange yelp and rips the dress in two, before grabbing my hand and pulling my finger out of her stomach. Then she breaks my wrist in the same move, displaying incredible strength I didn't expect she had. 

    "What are you doing?!" She hisses at me, knowing to keep it down so that the storekeeper can't hear her. 

    "... sorry." I look at my dangling hand with a blank expression. While I reform my broken bones, I can still feel the sensation on my finger and wonder. "What did I-" 

    She delivers a punch to my abdomen, and I feel the impact transfer into the depths of my body. Since right now I'm using a human female's template, I can tell exactly where she was aiming with that most indicative hit. 

    I poked a part of a girl nobody should ever touch.  

    "Don't you ever do that again, or I'll ram this all the way up there and show you exactly how it feels." Balling up her small and scarred hand, she glares at me with her big blue eyes. A shiver runs through me at the thought, and I nod frantically. 

    Though, isn't that disproportionate retribution? 

      

    In the end, Senka chose a simple, long-sleeved white shirt, a gray pair of leggings, and a black coat with a white fur trim that reaches all the way over her knees. A capelet, coming in a set with the dress, covers her shoulders. 

    She also asked for bandages instead of gloves for her battered hands and selected a simple black hat to accompany her outfit. For some reason, she then picked out a pair of knee-high leather boots that had to be meticulously tied, too. It doesn't fit the rest at all, but I can't deny anything she's asking for, after what I did to her. 

    "The copyright claim will be my revenge..." She mutters with an annoyed expression still on her face. We're in the changing room again, and she's just about to finish gearing up, after the tailor-made some minor adjustments. 

    "Wait, huh? What's that about copyright?" I spin my head around to her, but she ignores me while putting on her shoes. 

    While I wasn't paying attention, she already finished with everything else. Now that I think about it, she skillfully avoided taking off her underwear, which must be hiding whatever modification Daica performed on her. 

    Actually, I'm grateful for that, since I don't really want to know... 

    When we leave the store with a newly-dressed cursed doll, the sun is already disappearing behind the houses around us. You really forget the passage of time when you have fun. I'm starting to feel hungry and remember that we only had brunch today. 

    "Let's go back to the guild and have dinner." It's not so much a suggestion but a statement. We had planned to meet with the others for dinner anyway, so it's the obvious course of action for us to take. As expected, nobody has any objections. 

    When we reach guild hall, Gram and the bard are already there. The latter is somehow always already there, it seems. Since I don't see Rolan and Luna, I assume they're still out on their quest, so dinner will have to wait. The big man has a jug of beer or ale sitting on the table in front of him, so in a way, he already started something on his own. 

    "What were you up to today, missy?" He asks me while signaling at the waitress to bring me one as well. Daica asks for a glass of water, as does Kamii. Even though the latter is old enough, I still wouldn't be happy with her drinking something alcoholic; she looks the way she does after all. Considering I'm still underage myself, I shouldn't be one to talk. 

    "We got Senka a new dress." I lift the doll girl up for the big man to see. It may not have been so apparent, because of its similarly dark color as her previous one, but at least it's no longer puffed up and full of frills. 

    "Oh, did Lady Nightwane buy it?" Gram obviously knows that I have no money on me, so he gets right to the point. The person in question nods in response. He suddenly reaches across the table and picks Senka up by her arm. 

    "Wait, you're-" I was about to say that he's hurting her, but stop myself. Not only would he look at me strangely, but I somehow don't believe that she can be hurt by something like that. Senka did say that she's quite sturdy, and if it hurt, she would most likely speak up. I know I wouldn't be able to pretend that I'm a doll if someone twisted my arm around.  

    "Hm, but I have to say, its design is really creepy." Looking at her face from close up, Gram comments while scratching his chin. He then hands her back to me without causing any problems. I hug her to me and hope she's not mad that I didn't do more to stop him. 

    "No..." Daica mutters beside me, and I turn around to her. She suddenly looks at Senka, then turns to Gram, before continuing. "She isn't creepy! She's creepy-cute!" 

    A kindred spirit! 

    "You think so too?" I can't help but feel happy right now. I hadn't expected that Daica, of all people, would think that way about Senka. Especially since she knows that the doll is actually alive. But it looked like she couldn't suppress her feelings and had to announce them. "Those scars combined with her otherwise beautiful smooth skin." 

    "The dark rings under her big blue eyes." The dark elf adds. 

    "She's so creepy-cute!" We say in unison with perfect timing. 

    "I-is that so?" Gram is taken aback by our outburst, as I cuddle Senka and Daica mutters more words of praise, more to herself than to anybody else. I guess she's still somewhat obsessed with the doll girl, even though she knows that the latter is alive.  

    Kamii is looking at us with an expression that suggests a combination of incomprehension and doubtfulness. Didn't she show that she liked her design before? Or is it just that she doubts our sanity for blurting it out like that? 

    Daica and I both soon regain our composure and go quiet again. To bridge the spreading awkward silence, I take out the little book I got from the saint and start looking through it. Maybe I can find a new topic in here and wash down the memory of what just happened; I have appearances to keep up, after all. 

    Obviously, it's not in Japanese, so I can't understand it at all. This is completely useless for me right now! 

    But since I'm already sitting with the book opened, I'll pretend that I can read it, so that it doesn't appear too dumb from the outside. Who opens a book, looks inside and then closes it again right away? 

    At the moment, I can't ask Senka to help me out, since the bard is present, and Kamii seems to have pretty good hearing, too. I just hope the lovebirds are coming back soon, as shocking as that may sound. Please release me from having to flip pages and pretend that I'm reading something that I can't understand in the slightest! 

    Luckily, they do come into the guild hall just minutes later, and Gram lifts his jug to greet them. I slowly close the book and stash it away, before turning to greet them, all the while keeping up a calm and neutral facade. In reality, I've been feeling incredibly awkward all this time. 

    "How'd it go?" The big man asks when Rolan sits down at our table, while Luna remains at the reception. She's the one collecting the reward since she was the one who fulfilled the request on her own for the most part.  

    "What'd you expect? Flawless as always." Bragging, the leader waves over a waitress and orders a jug of ale for himself and some kind of juice for his girlfriend. I noticed that just like Daica she never drinks alcohol, so I assume it's either a physiological or cultural thing for elves. 

    Luna soon joins us at the table, and we order dinner. I haven't been paying much attention to what we've been eating the past few meals since we've always been holding conversations, but today is different. 

    Since we're so many, Rolan just ordered a whole pigling, as well as a big helping of boiled potatoes - they look and taste exactly the same as potatoes, so I'm calling them potatoes. There's also a plate of assorted grilled vegetables, which had some of the oil and sauce from the pigling sprinkled over for garnish. 

    It's a feast! 

    Daica seems to be a vegetarian; she doesn't touch any meat, and only takes vegetables onto her plate. In fact, she isn't eating much for her size. On the other hand, Kamii isn't so picky about her food and piles up just as much as I do. And she also easily finishes it all, despite her much smaller size compared to her little sister.  

    Could it be part of their curses as well? 

    In either case, it tastes really great, now that I actually consider it. It's the kind of food I would have never gotten the chance to eat if I hadn't died and been reincarnated into this world. If that's not a silver lining, I don't know what is. 

    Oh, and I wouldn't have met Senka, Daica, and Kamii. That should be more of a reason than the food, actually. 

    After dinner, we talk about some meaningless things, and the subject of moving to the capital isn't broached for the time being. Even though Daica made her decision, we don't need to let the others know, yet. I'd like to get a grasp on the language first before we move out from here.  

    I'm quite happy to find that tomorrow we don't have anything planned, either. When we return to the tavern, I'll get to work on learning to read and write in this nation's language. 

      

    "Mahkotoh." Kamii suddenly calls out to me when we get back to our room. When I turn around, I find that she's staring at Senka sitting in her usual chair, her face a few inches away from the latter.  

    "W-what is it, Kamii?" I walk over to her, a bad feeling about what's coming next. 

    "Name?" She points at the doll girl. Whew, so she wasn't going to ask anything uncomfortable. 

    "Ootsuki Senka." I reply with a nervous smile. No harm in giving her real name here. 

    "Senkah?" Tilting her head and pronouncing it the same way as she does my name, she continues to stare at the doll girl's big blue eyes. "Why... don't you speak?" 

    I feel my heart stop for a second and I freeze in place. Just from hearing a whisper once she was able to tell that it was neither Daica nor me, and deduced that the voice must have come from Senka. What terrifying hearing ability. 

    "... well, not like it'll cause any harm." I shrug and wonder why I'm getting worked up over this. Kamii is a cursed dark elf, so she shouldn't have any prejudices against a small girl that looks like a stitched doll. "She'll find out sooner or later anyway." 

    "If you say so." Suddenly, Senka turns her head with a creaking sound and stares right back at Kamii. Unexpectedly, the little dark elf doesn't flinch in surprise and keeps up eye contact. It seems to throw the doll girl off her game, as she blinks in return. "What?" 

    But the little dark elf only replies with a bright smile, as if she just found herself a new toy. I didn't think she could make such an expression so soon after being freed from eleven years of slavery. It goes to show that she feels safe here. 

    "I have a bad feeling about this." Inching backward, Senka frowns. 

    "Go ahead, pick her up and play with her." I encourage Kamii with a grin. It's not like the doll girl can't move on her own, but I'm sure it'll be fun for the little dark elf to be the one carrying her around a bit. Their size difference isn't that big, so it would look closer to young siblings playing with each other. 

    But then I remember that Kamii can't really use her right arm. 

    Just when I think that, she uses her pincer to grab Senka and lift her up from the chair. It seems she has quite some strength in that arm after all, even though her hit didn't hurt at all. Was she holding back at the time? 

    "Well, keep her company for a while, then. I'll have Daica teach me-" I turn around towards the bathroom, where she had disappeared into the moment we returned, and find that she has come out. She's wearing only a see-through nightgown, and her face is flushed reddish-purple as her eyes swim all over the place. "-the... lang-... umm, what are you doing?" 

    "H-huh? I-I thought that we could... y-you know..." Stuttering even more than usual, as she always does when she's trying to broach a subject she isn't entirely confident about, Daica's eyes swim all over the place. But apparently, she doesn't even notice Kamii playing with Senka behind me. 

    "You thought we could do what?" I loom over her with a gleeful grin and watch her grow more and more flustered. It's just so fun to mess with her like that. 

    "Y-you know... I would... umm... b-become yours... and..." She trails off into faint murmuring and is unable to bear my gaze, as she shrinks under it. 

    Really? In front of her older sister, who seems genuinely innocent and mentally appears to be as young as Senka looks? 

    "Well, let's leave that aside for now." Taking Daica's hand and pulling her over to my bed, I use my other hand to pull down the suspenders of my overalls. "I have something I need your help with." 

    "A-a-ah, yes!" She stutters with an even deeper blush, apparently expecting that I'm going to cash in on the contract now. Sitting down on the bed with a look of anticipation, she glances between her hands nervously entwining on top of her thighs and me. 

    "Here, I need you to teach me how to read." I pull the book Arcelia gave me from the pocket of my overalls, before completely slipping out of them. Then I sit down next to Daica, making myself comfortable for the reading session. 

    "Eh?" With a blank face and blinking her eyes repeatedly, she stares at me in incomprehension. 

      

    Apparently, the language is one based on runes that represent syllables, which is somewhat similar to Japanese hiragana. But unlike hiragana, many runes change the way they're read depending on whether they're used before or after certain keystone runes. The keystone ones are just vowels that always remain the same, and they represent sounds that can't be achieved through the combination of any other runes. 

    There's a total of thirty-two runes, so I can start with learning those first. In either case, since I can already speak the language, it'll take me no time to memorize them. 

    "Thank you, Daica!" I turn to the big dark elf and give her a radiant smile. She returns the smile but then heaves a long sigh. It seems she was really expecting that we would be rolling in the sheets tonight, but I don't plan on doing that anytime soon while Kamii is around. Let's mess with her a bit more. "Hm, what's wrong?"  

    "N-nothing!" Denying it so vehemently that it's obviously suspicious, she shakes her head and her wavy hair swings all over the place. 

    "Really, you helped me out there." I put my arm around her bare shoulders so that our skin touches, before pulling her closer. She yelps in surprise at the sensation, an incredibly cute noise for someone who looks so mature. 

    I give her a quick peck on the cheek, and her face practically blows up into the brightest red I've seen on her yet. 

    "Hwaa!" With that sound, Daica slackens and falls onto the bed. 

    "No fair!" Kamii, who has put Senka down at one point and began to peek over our shoulders, complains with her cheeks puffed up. Since she's the quiet type, I had forgotten about her presence after a while, but it seems she wants to join in on the fun, too. 

    "Come here~" I pull Kamii around to my front, where I cradle her in my arms and kiss her forehead. 

    "If you're going to do it, warn me beforehand." I hear Senka's cynical voice from behind me and turn to look at her. She's sitting on her chair motionlessly once again, but with her new outfit and her gradient hair properly combed, she isn't that scary anymore. In fact, she's more cute than creepy now. 

    "Nah, not tonight." I look at Daica, who seems to have gone to heaven and has fallen asleep. I really don't feel like doing it at this moment, which is strange. It seems that even for a tentacle monster there's actually 'the right mood'. 

    I press my lips to Kamii's cheek and give her a hearty kiss, after which she giggles contently. Then our eyes meet, and I'm drawn in by her mesmerizing irises. It's like they're lenses showing a distant, amethyst-colored galaxy.  

    "Let's sleep." I whisper to the little dark elf with a warm smile, forcefully pulling away from those eyes, before I lose myself in that otherworldly glow.





   



 Chapter 18 - Living in Oblivion 

      

      

    About twenty-two days have passed since we arrived in Hovsgaerden. Since the day when Daica made up her mind to come to the capital with me, I've practically learned how to read without needing help anymore. When I was reincarnated into this world I somehow already know all the vocabulary, so reading the words out loud in my mind allows me to understand every word. 

    In this time, I also learned some common knowledge, such as that a week in this nation consists of fourteen days. It roughly corresponds to the moon phase, also called a fortnight - separated by either waning or waxing. The first set of seven days are each named after a celestial body in the night sky visible to the naked eye, and for the second set, they are repeated with a different prefix. 

    Two such fortnights make up a month, simply called 'moon'. Those moons are named after their gods, but I didn't pay too much attention to their names since they are too complicated. One of them is Belys, the Lady of Brilliance, though - whose purported scriptures I got from Arcelia. 

    Finally, an overall of thirteen months is one year. If my high school math skills don't fail me, that means a year has three-hundred and sixty-four days. That's just one day less than what I'm used to. And three years to return to the demon castle means only three days less time than three Earth years. 

    Our party has stayed split up for most of the time since I started learning to read the language, only meeting during meals. Because Kamii would never leave my side, I haven't been able to go to the church and do work as a healer there - since they don't allow cursed people inside their so-called pure and sacred halls. 

    I'd rather not take money from them, if they ignore the plight of corrupted beings like this. Well, unlike the churches of the world I'm from, this one here apparently isn't a charity but a purely spiritual institution that takes itself too seriously.  

    Instead, I set up a small corner in the guild hall, where I would use the spell Arcelia taught me to provide healing to adventurers. It actually didn't take much to convince Ingrid to give me permission; I visited her just at the right time, when she had suffered a paper-cut. Holding her hand gently and casting my light magic was enough to persuade her. 

    When I grinned at her afterward, she hit me over the head with a stack of documents and said 'you're ten years too early to etc. etc.' or something like that. 

    But through this little job of mine, I now actually earn enough to pay the rent for the room we're staying in, as well as all our meals - but just barely. There's nothing left over to set aside for the journey ahead, let alone to buy new clothes and equipment. Neither Kamii nor Daica has been earning money over that time, and I told the latter to keep her savings, so I need to be the adult here and provide for the family. 

    In either case, with this, I started integrating into life among humans rather well. Rolan praised me for the fact that I could make a living on my own - making no real secret of how I must have been hurting the party funds by being a freeloader and even taking on two more alongside me. 

    I've also started to read the book that Arcelia gave me. Well, it's just like the holy scriptures of some prim and proper religion. It begins with a genesis story - which I skipped. Then there's the mention of a prophet - which I skipped, too. A section has a moral compass, which I bookmarked since it might become useful for future reference, to understand the values by which humans of this world live. 

    And then there's the list of light magic spells and their incantations. Some have really vague effects, such as 'granting vitality', 'strengthening the mind' and 'increasing resistance to the dark arts'. I would interpret the last one to be a buff to dark magic resistance, but I don't know how this world's resistances work. I doubt it's a game of rock-paper-scissors of elements since that only exists in video games. Reality is quite a bit more complex than that. 

    But there are also some really useful-sounding ones, like 'Libera Animar'. Apparently, it's a very simple incantation that's used on corpses to make sure they don't turn undead. Furthermore, it can also be chanted against the most basic types of the undead, such as zombies and skeletons, to free their souls and turn their bodies to ash. 

    First things first, there are undead in this world. I inadvertently looked at Senka when I got to that part. And it even mentions types of undead, which implies that there must be the weak rabble kind and powerful ones like liches. 

    Secondly, it seems like the people of this world have figured out the secrets of the human soul, something my previous world couldn't, even with all the scientific knowledge they possessed. I guess magic allows for a broader view of things? 

    Thirdly, magic does indeed use a language that's about as different as from the everyday spoken one English does from Japanese. 

    In the book, there's another spell that caught my eye. It has a three-word incantation, 'Hasta de Lumin', which summons a spear of light to strike one's enemies. It doesn't specify how big or how fast it would be, or how powerful it is. Guess I'll have to try it out eventually. 

    Ultimately, I don't discover any mention of a mana system or the likes, so I guess this means the magic of this world doesn't use it. That also means whoever has access to knowledge of the most powerful spells is at a clear advantage - and those who can chant quickly, too. Isn't that quite unbalanced and unfair? 

    In other words, Luna's magic seems quite powerful, but her cast speed is way too low. She should level a little more and put some points into that. In other words, practice to speak faster in the arcane magic language. 

    "Mahkotoh?" As always, it's Kamii who pulls me out of my thoughts and back into the present. 

    "Hm?" I make and turn to her. 

    "Waiting." She points with her giant pincer and the men standing in line to be healed by me flinch at her gesture. The cursed arm is of a bright red and has an appearance that suggests violence and pain. Even without the stigma of curses, people would feel uneasy when being pointed at by such a dangerous-looking thing. 

    "Oh, sorry." I look up to the customer at the front and find that it's the same guy that came by this morning. This time, he has a small cut on the back of his hand, which doesn't even seem to need any medical attention, let alone healing magic. 

    It's the typical pattern. Since I would be considered quite beautiful by this world's standards - women here aren't usually this fair-skinned and slender, and their hair is much rougher than mine - the men are coming to be coddled by me. I've already shot down a few who tried to court me, too. 

    The second one in line is Arni, the ranger who was on perimeter watch with his party during the raid on the slave base. There's a bleeding streak across his forearm, which is most likely the result of a snapped bowstring. But it's already happened three times in the past five days, so I can't help but feel that he's doing it on purpose. 

    "Arni, what will your wife say about coming to visit me all the time?" I deliberately use a seductive tone, and he goes pale. 

    "H-how do you know about my wife?" He never told me himself, but I heard from other adventurers gossiping, that this guy has a wife and an eight-year-old daughter. 

    "Hehe, she got you there, Arni." Another guy in line speaks in a gleeful tone, and everyone begins to laugh. I allow myself to join in on the light-hearted fun, never forgetting that any of those could try to kill me anytime if they knew I was a demon. Maou-mama's teachings continue to echo in my mind in regards to human nature. 

    But I'd prefer they never found out so that these days can continue for the time being. I'm not too keen on seeing their smiling faces of trust change to hatred when they learn about my secret; when they base their opinion about me on my race rather than who I really am. 

      

    When I finish up the line that has formed since the morning and find that nobody else is coming at the moment, I stretch my arms and yawn. It's not like this job is particularly tiring, but sitting around all day gets boring quickly. Kamii is always by my side, but Daica has been running some errands for Ingrid the past two days, as well as setting up a workshop in one of the guild's empty storerooms. She's preparing to create ointments and potions for the guild store since the regular supplier seems to have gone out of business after a fire devastated his warehouse and all the stocks inside it.  

    In other words, she will begin contributing to the family quite soon, which only leaves the little dark elf as a freeloader. Not that I would make her work, though. 

    Since I have some time now, I go and take a look at the quest board. It's basically just window-shopping since I can't take on any job without the full party around; it would be suspicious if I were to succeed in a subjugation quest with just Daica and Kamii. And I don't want to do any of the boring-sounding escort quests or the clichéd gathering quests. 

    The majority of posted notes are of the latter two types anyway. They're about guarding merchants on their ways to nearby towns and cities or following around a herbalist as they go into the forest to procure rare ingredients. Generally, there aren't many subjugation quests available, since corruption isn't as widespread as one might think and there are no such things as giant supernatural monsters like the ones found on the Dark Continent. If it's normal wild animals, they can be taken care of by local hunters. 

    By the way, the obligatory lost pet retrieval quests exist, too. That's a staple of any beginner adventurer's job, huh? 

    The interesting part is that there are no difficulty levels specifically written out on any of them, unlike in fantasy game quest systems. Everyone is to judge their own abilities to see whether they're capable of doing it or not. 

    Today, a rather large quest is posted on the center of the board. Not just its size but its name immediately catches my eye: Annual Cemetery Clearing. And there's something like a difficulty level for it, too; it says that only an experienced party with enchanted weapons, preferably including a fire mage, should attempt this quest. At least a hundred undead are expected. 

    Wait, isn't that the perfect opportunity to test these light magic spells? 

    Coincidence? I think not! 

    "Ignis." I mutter, and a tiny flame appears in my palm. I cup it so nobody else sees what I'm doing since I shouldn't openly show off magic capabilities that I haven't officially learned; I know the incantation from hearing Luna speaking it. In case the light magic I only learned from the book fails, I can still use some fire. I grasp the flame, and it's extinguished without burning my skin. 

    "Anything caught your eye, missy?" I hear Gram's voice from behind me and turn around. He and the bard seem to have returned from whatever job they were working on, but the others aren't back, yet. 

    "I'm really interested in this Annual Cemetery Clearing request." I'll see if I can move these two to come along as an alibi; I can always act like I need their help, and then we could retreat, if it gets too dangerous for just the human me. 

    "Ah, it's that time again, huh? I hear it's quite dangerous." He laughs nervously and looks at the posted quest. 

    It actually sounds like the first dungeon one is sent to in action RPGs. The bosses in those kinds of games are always just a slightly stronger version of the mobs that run around the map, and it can be completed with the basic equipment and only the starter skill. Is something like that really considered difficult for humans? 

    I might just be getting ahead of myself with game knowledge here, though. 

    "Do you think we could do it with just the three of us?" I look up to the big man to gauge his opinion of the bard. I think he's quite useless in battle since he's just an average ranger who uses a crossbow with pretty long reload times, rather than a proper fantasy world bard. Although he has a pretty good singing voice and plays the lute well, there's no hint of his songs being able to give buffs or the likes. 

    "I don't think so. We don't have anyone who can decisively strike them down. Both the leader and Runa aren't here, after all." Gram scratches his chin and points at the quest requirements, specifically the part about needing a fire mage. 

    Fufufu, you have a cleric right here though! 

    "You forget I can use light magic, and the Scripture of Belys has taught me spells to combat the undead with." I hold up the small book Arcelia gave me. 

    "Haha, don't overestimate yourself, missy." Laughing, the big man waves my argument off. Ah, of course, he would react this way. "You only just started on this path less than a moon ago. It took Runa many years to achieve her level of mastery, and that girl has frightening talent." 

    Fair enough. It means he needs a demonstration then. 

    "Hasta de Lumin!" I chant out loud, and light gathers above me, shaping itself into an oblong, spear-like form. Gram's eyes widen at the sight. 

    It worked! 

    Wait, what do I do with this now? How do I fire it? Maybe I need to grab it and physically throw it? No, that doesn't seem right. Even the double fire affinity mage didn't actually touch his balls of fire and only gestured with his palm. Must be like people with telekinetic powers who point their fingers to focus better. 

    So, I do the same, pointing my hand and willing it to move in a specific direction. Luckily, there's a perfect target: An actual target board, hanging at one end of the guild hall, which appears to be used for playing darts. 

    With a thought, I let go of the spirit spear. It shoots through the air, faster than Gram's eyes can follow, and hits the target dead center. The whole board is blasted into pieces, and a small sizzling crater is left in the stone wall behind it. Everyone in the guild hall spins their heads around upon hearing the explosion and stare with their mouths open, alternating their gazes between the wall and me. 

    What's with this destructive power, oi! This only requires three words to chant! Luna's laser spell has a much longer incantation, but it feels like the power is on a similar level. 

    But for now, I need to put on a poker-face. 

    "I believe I'm not overestimating myself." I think that might have been too haughty. This is the first time I cast that spell, after all. Thus, I quickly change my approach and look at Gram with upturned eyes; I'm sure this will melt anyone's heart. "Come on, let's try this request."  

    "Well, the leader and Runa are going to return soon, so we could just go with them..." He avoids my gaze and turns away shyly. That means it was effective! 

    "Actually, the leader and Runa will retire to the tavern after their request today, since they need to leave for the next one very early tomorrow." The bard has been listening all this time and finally decides to join the conversation. 

    "Ah..." Staring at the bard with an expression that suggests the latter spoke too much, Gram sighs. He knew about it, huh? Basically, he was trying to find an excuse not to go on this quest. 

    "The big man is actually afraid of the undead." The bard reveals casually and grins mischievously. 

    What, really? 

    I spin around to look at Gram in disbelief, and he averts his gaze while scratching his nose in embarrassment. Well, at least it's not associated with a past trauma, or his reaction would have been different. 

    "He was told many stories in his childhood and has never faced those fears. There are not many opportunities normally, and we have usually been absent during the season when the annual clearing takes place." Shrugging, the bard explains the reason for the big man's fear. 

    "The clearing usually takes at least two groups to complete. It's not something we could finish on our own within the day." Even now, the big man still tries to wiggle his way out. I have a feeling that we could do it when we use my powerful magic.  

    "Let's go!" I say with resolution and pull the quest off the board, to bring it to the front desk. I'm taking the position of the leader during the actual leader's absence since neither Gram nor the bard seems to be the decisive type. 

    "Excuse me, but we cannot let a beginner take this dangerous request." The receptionist knows that I'm only a newbie, so it's only natural that she wouldn't let me do this quest. But did she not see my magic just now? Do I have to demonstrate it to her again? 

    "Everyone!" Ingrid's voice echoes through the guild hall, and all heads turn to its source. She's standing in the gallery, looking down into the main hall with an alarmed expression. When she has everybody's attention, she begins to explain. "I got word from the capital. The alliance army was wiped out. Third Prince Ulterius and Queen Lillian are dead." 

    Oh, if those two are who I think they are, then those are pretty old news. 

    "Just like last time, the demon queen has announced a retaliatory strike through the ancient transportation network. We have to suspend any further requests and call back everyone." Her voice has a grim undertone, as she announces her decision. 

    Wait, no, don't do that! I was just about to go do the Annual Cemetery Clearing quest! 

    "Their forces could strike anywhere." The bard mutters with a thoughtful expression. It actually seems like this is a tense situation. I couldn't even imagine what it would be like if Maou-mama were to suddenly appear at the gates of this city and decide to attack. I mean, everyone here is so weak compared to even me, and I'm sure she's far more powerful than I am. 

    Either way, this is the scenario Rolan subconsciously wished for, when he talked about his plans for the future. Now that the alliance army was wiped out, he still has a shot at taking down the demon queen.  

    Rejoice, Rolan Helt. Your wish will finally come true. 

      

    The guild is on high alert, and more and more people begin to gather in the main hall as the news spread among the adventurers and spill into the city itself. Gram and the bard left to get Rolan and Luna. In the meantime, Ingrid returned inside her office to prepare for her official announcement. 

    I doubt this city will be so lucky to see the armies of my mother coming through here. I mean, while it may be a city, it's nowhere near the size of the demon capital. There's absolutely no reason for her to strike such a remote place in retaliation when the capital still stands. But if she did come here, I don't know what I should do at that time. 

    "Hm..." I look down at Senka and hug her tight. I lower my mouth to her ear and whisper as quietly as possible since I don't want to risk anyone else overhearing our conversation. "What should we do, if my mother comes here?" 

    She already knows that I'm the demon queen's child, so she understands it when I put things that way. Kamii is listening as well, but I haven't told her that I'm a demon, yet. I'll leave that for a more opportune timing than right now. 

    "That's up to you. You have a deadline for returning to the castle, not returning to her side." She replies without moving her lips, and I see Kamii watching us. I put a finger to my lips to signal her that she shouldn't react to our conversation too obviously, and she nods. Such a good girl~ 

    But Senka is right. I doubt Maou-mama would lose against the humans here, so I don't think I'll have to rally to her side at that time. I should just run away with the current party to keep up appearances; after all, I still want to see more of the human world and attend the magic academy in the capital. 

    "I doubt she will, though. There are many better transportation network points in this world where she could strike. And the thing is, she will most likely not come herself." Senka brings up this fair point. She's right, why would Maou-mama come here, of all places? 

    "Mahkotoh?" Kamii suddenly makes, and I turn to her, to find that she's giving me a jealous look because I'm cuddling with Senka so closely. She's been doing this quite a lot when I would lose myself in conversation with the doll girl. But this time, there's also unease in her eyes. Our hectic surroundings are signaling to her that something bad is going on. 

    "Everything's alright, Kamii." I pet her hair, and she snuggles into my side. "I'm here for you." 

    Soon, the entire guild hall is filled with people who have been called back. Among them, I spot the ones that were around for the slavers' hideout raid, including Inga's, Arni's and Halfdan's parties. I'm with my own party, of whom everybody has assembled now. The gathered people are anxiously waiting for Ingrid to explain the situation in greater detail. 

    Finally, she comes out of her room on the second floor and stands on the gallery where everyone can see her. An aide is by her side, carrying a small stack of documents that must contain some of the information she's going to share with everyone now. 

    "I received a message through the Guild Network that a single survivor from the alliance army returned to Pontis Daemonis. He had been tortured for more than a moon, and then set free with a message carved into his flesh." In a grave tone, she picks up a sheet of paper from the stack and reads from it while speaking. "The message announced that the demon army would perform a retaliatory strike within a set period of time. According to the time it took for this message to reach here, we have calculated that the deadline will pass sometime within this waxing fortnight." 

    Nervous murmurs grow loud in the hall, and I can see many scared faces. 

    "I don't think the demon army will hit us here, but just in case, I want everyone to prepare for an attack." Raising her volume to regain the audience's attention, Ingrid speaks with a firm and reassuring voice. 

    "The alliance army numbered six hundred thousand... and they were completely wiped out?" 

    "If an army that large couldn't win, what can this little town hope to achieve?" 

    "Would the demon queen attack Hovsgaerden? We're a much smaller city than the capital." 

    "There's no hope for survival if they really come here..."  

    Whispers among the people grow louder, and I can make out some of the things they say. And it seems so can Ingrid, as she scratches her head with a difficult expression. She seems to share their sentiment in regards to just how hopeless it would be if an army capable of destroying over half a million humans soldiers were to invade. However, she still has to fulfill her duty as the guild master. 

    "I'm not telling you to stand against the demon army. I want you to speak to the townsfolk and tell them to be ready for an evacuation. In case the demon army does show up anywhere near here, we'll have to make a run for the capital." Elaborating on what she meant by preparations, Ingrid lays out her plan. It makes a lot more sense than trying to defend this city against what will most likely be an overwhelmingly huge army. 

    "But the capital is over two hundred leagues from here. That's a journey of one moon!" A male voice exclaims among the gathered people. Senka taught me the measurement system in this world, and I know roughly the conversion to kilometers. A distance of two hundred leagues is around four hundred sixty kilometers. That's about the length of the Tokaido, the Edo period express road between Kyoto and present-day Tokyo. 

    "If the demon army were on our heels, it would turn into a death march." A female's voice agrees with the man's complaint. Well, it would be a really short death march, because I know for a fact that many demons have better stamina than humans and could just run them down.  

    But we planned on going to the capital anyway, and only now do I hear how far away it is. I wouldn't have ever dreamed of walking that distance in my previous life, even though I ran full marathons on a regular basis. Then again, with my current body, it should be a piece of cake 

    "In either case, nobody is to leave the city on requests that take longer than a day. We have to wait until the time limit is up before we can lift the state of emergency. The city watch will remain on high alert, and the gates will be closed at night." I think the situation is now beginning to sink in because a blanket of despair is slowly descending on the gathered people. 

    I hear some still whisper about the alliance army's numbers and how impossible it would be to fight the demons that could crush them. Considering there are only a hundred thousand inhabitants in Hovsgaerden it makes sense for them to be so fearful. 

    "Everyone here is aware that we aren't a strict organization like the lord's army, so these aren't orders... think of this as a request. Yes, this will be treated as a continuous request from the guild, with the survival of our people as the payment." Ingrid makes it clear that she can't order anyone to remain in the city. All the adventurers could just run away on their own and hide in a forest until things blow over. But she's hoping that they won't just abandon their fellow citizens. "I trust you will make the right choice. Dismissed." 

    Way to go to motivate them. I think it was able to sway the majority of people, as they visibly regain their composure. However, others look like they just want to run away as quickly as possible. Well, cowards are useless anyway, so it'd be better if they weren't around when the situation does turn dire. Those are the ones most likely to mess up a formation or give in to betrayal.  

    "This isn't the first time, right?" I turn to Gram and ask. His expression is filled with grim determination at the prospect of having to defend the common people on a march towards the capital. While he's not entirely fearless, as I learned just earlier, I know that he's not someone who would ever run away. Rolan, Luna and even the bard are the same. 

    "Yes, but this is the first expedition since two decades ago when Emperor Lucianus IV personally led an army to the Demon Continent. I was still a little boy when I heard about it. Back then, everyone was paying close attention to the progress reports from the front lines." The big man goes down memory lane and begins to relate the past. 

    According to the reports at the time the previous emperor, Lucianus IV, first established the city of Pontis Daemonis on the Demon Continent, to act as a bridgehead for the invasion. Using it as a staging ground, he was able to take almost the entire eastern half of the Demon Continent in just a year. Today, it remains the only city on the Demon Continent still being held by human forces, and it has weathered many sieges throughout the years.  

    Ultimately, Lucianus IV faced the previous demon king on the Fields of Huwinn, and slay him. Yet, it was not enough to cut off the snake's head, as the demon army overwhelmed the emperor's guards and killed him. 

    "At the time he brought three hundred thousand soldiers, of whom fewer than half made it back." Gram finishes and puts the numbers of this latest army in perspective. Now, the shock and despair I can feel in the people around me make a lot more sense. Not only was there twice the amount of soldiers, but it was completely wiped out rather than just routed. And the demon queen didn't even die. 

    "The next summer, the currently reigning demon queen came to power. As her first act, she sent an army of two hundred thousand demons through the old transportation network, to take revenge for the death of the previous demon king. Back then, the Khurut Sultanate bore the full brunt of their invasion." The bard takes over explaining. He brings up a new name, which sounds like a nation with a culture completely different from this one's. "The sultanate had no relations to Emperor Lucianus IV's expedition but was still attacked indiscriminately. It showed the world clearly that the current demon queen is unpredictable and incredibly dangerous." 

    Why do I get the feeling that Maou-mama just messed up the transportation spell's destination and decided to roll with it? For some reason, I think that's actually exactly what happened. The image of her sticking out a tongue with a feigned innocent smile makes me want to bop her over the head in my mind. 

    "Does this setback mean that the next expedition will be in another twenty summers?" I ask with a frown, hiding the fact that I'm trying to gauge the human forces in this world behind a facade of worry. 

    "No, this expedition was far from all of the empire's current military strength. However, the morale of all allied nations will be abysmal for the time being, I fear." Speaking in a reflective manner, the bard replies to my question. "Emperor Lucianus V will have to lead the next expedition personally, or there will not be another one within the decade."  

    "I see..." That means humanity is still going strong. Let's see how hard Maou-mama's hammer will fall this time, first; then we can talk about this again. She may accidentally invade the capital of the Empire of Terminus and wipe it out completely, or something like that.  

    "Hm, what do you have there?" Rolan bows down to take a closer look at Kamii. As expected, she quickly hides behind me and gazes up to the leader with a cautious expression. Even though she should be used to him and the others in the party by now, she still behaves like this when they talk to her directly. 

    "Heh, she still doesn't like you, leader." Gram squats down and brings himself onto eye-level with Kamii, before stretching a hand towards her. "It's the request for the Annual Cemetery Clearing, isn't it?" 

    The little dark elf has become more familiarized with the big man than with anybody else in the party since he's around more often. She hands him the piece of paper I tore from the quest board earlier but remains careful. 

    "Oh right, now that we're all here, we can just do it together." I clap my hands in joy and take the reins of the conversation before Rolan can adjourn the party meeting once again. While looking at me strangely, he takes the notice from Gram, before scanning through it quickly. 

    "Wait, isn't this a pretty dangerous one?" Rolan looks up from it with an eyebrow raised. I have a sense of déjà vu from those words. 

    "The missy said she can use light magic now, and that it should be easy with that." The big man points at the wall where my magic left a lasting mark. "Well, she did throw a spear of light and obliterated the target that's always been hanging there." 

    "... the target?" The leader's face goes pale as he looks over to where only the small crater remains. 

    "That was Ingrid's." Luna delivers the explanation, her already white skin becoming even whiter. 

    "Huh?" I look between the two and then where the target once hung. "W-was it something important?" 

    "I don't know." Shrugging, Gram replies. 

    "Yes, it-" Before Rolan can continue, Ingrid's voice echoes through the guild hall and interrupts him. 

    "Hey, where did my target go?" She sounds furious. 

    "Yeah, let's do the cemetery clearing!" Rolan grabs Luna's hand and makes a run for it. Gram and the bard react immediately and follow right after them. 

    For a moment, I'm dumbfounded. Then I hear somebody's voice in the crowd, saying something along the lines of 'I saw Miss Marcott shoot some magic at it, and it exploded'. 

    He ratted me out! 

    "Let's get out of here!" I pull Kamii along and dash out of the guild hall, after the leader. On the way out, I wonder where Daica is right now, and hope that she isn't returning soon after we leave; otherwise, she'll be at the mercy of Ingrid's anger. 

    





   



 Chapter 19 - My First Quest 

      

      

    Basically, we're doing this dangerous quest because we're fleeing from the wrath of the guild master. It's like saying that her anger is more dangerous than fighting undead in a cemetery. 

    Initially, I had planned for just Gram, the bard and I - and obviously Kamii, since she wouldn't leave my side - to be doing this, but now it's the whole party again. Except for Daica, since she didn't return to the guild for Ingrid's announcement. 

    I'm wearing my usual casual clothes, which look utterly unfit for combat. Since I haven't made that much money in the past few weeks, I don't have any gear at all, yet. I guess I can say that I'm a mage just like Luna, who only wears robes and carries a staff. 

    But I don't even have that. 

    In either case, I'm looking forward to seeing what the undead are like in real life. If fantasy and movies are any indication, they'll most likely just be rotting corpses, and their bane is a headshot. However, it doesn't feel like it would make sense if they're actually moving because of some kind of magic. They wouldn't be reliant on their brains, then.  

    We walk along the main street of Hovsgaerden, through the more affluent part of the city. This is where the lord's castle is located. A short distance to the north of it is the church building. The cemetery lies behind it, and the space reserved for it extends all the way up the hill, to the edge of the city. 

    I still haven't been inside the church itself, but I won't be able to go there as long as Kamii is clinging to me. There are two men in ceremonial armor standing guard in front of the massive wooden door, members of the church rather than the city watch. They turned me away when I tried to go inside last time because they saw that Kamii is cursed. 

    Rounding the building and entering through an open metal gate in the fence that surrounds the church grounds, we make our way into the cemetery grounds. We find that it's immaculate and well-kept, and even though the area is quite big, you can overlook it at a glance; no unnatural mist is gathering above the graves, and no shambling figures can be seen among the gravestones. 

    "The actual clearing will take place underground." Rolan replies when I ask him what our job here is supposed to be. "There's an extensive cave system under our feet." 

    He then points at the building in the center of the cemetery, the only structure made of white marble in the entire city - as far as I can tell. Judging by its location and lack of windows, it's safe to say that this is a mausoleum. 

    "That's Lord Gulbrand's mausoleum. After his death, he was interred there alongside many of his prized weapons. Throughout the ages, most of them have been stolen by grave robbers." The leader gives me a little background story as we approach the small building. "The only entrance to the catacombs is in there." 

    The cave system was discovered many years after Gulbrand's death. According to the bard, it was a grave robber who accidentally released a horde of undead, which had piled up over a century, upon the city. Hovsgaerden was nearly overrun, so ever since, there has been an annual clearing event in which the undead in the catacombs are destroyed. 

    Normally, you would think that the lord or the church would make a big ceremony out of it or send soldiers inside. But nowadays the adventurers are made to deal with it since it's just a hassle - even if it's a pretty dangerous one. 

    Let alone the fact that they should just incinerate the bodies as they do in Japan, instead of burying them. Much less work involved and no risk of reanimation. 

    The big man pushes open the marble gates to the mausoleum. It seems that after the incident, they rebuilt the entrance so that the two wings can only be pushed inwards; the mindless undead don't have the ability to pull, after all. The interior is a small room with a marble sarcophagus standing in its center. There's a detailed statue of Gulbrand, lying on his back on top of the sarcophagus, a hammer in his clasped hands. 

    We round the final resting place of the legendary lord and find a wooden trap door on the ground behind it. I had expected that one had to push the sarcophagus aside to reveal a hidden set of stairs, but apparently, that's only something seen in games. It would be way too heavy and inconvenient to make something like that. 

    "The first underground floor used to be catacombs, in which the mortal remains of Hovsgaerden's citizens were interred. When the religion of the empire became more widespread, and the church was built, casket burials became the norm, and this mausoleum became Lord Gulbrand's personal tomb." The bard tells me while we wait for Gram to open up the trap door. 

    Below the door is a set of narrow and steep stairs, which lead into complete darkness. The stench of rotting flesh wafts up from the steps, and everyone covers their noses. Why, this smells almost like Lady Nightwane's store, after the slavers trashed it! 

    Luckily, I can just close up my nostrils completely; a Crawling Chaos can breathe through the skin. I can't even begin to imagine how that works, but I'm grateful for that inbuilt feature of my kind. 

    "You sure about this?" Gram has a nervous and disgusted expression on his face as he looks into the black depths. 

    "Well, we got here already, so let's just do it." Rolan doesn't look very eager, either. "I'll take point. You be the rear guard." 

    Lighting a torch with Luna's fire magic, the leader tosses it down the stairs, and we watch it bounce twice before it comes to a stop a distance away, illuminating the steps and the stone walls around it. I can't tell whether that's already the bottom or it goes down even deeper. 

    "Stay close together. If we get separated and surrounded by the undead, only the gods can save us." Covering his nose with a scarf and lighting another torch, Rolan takes the plunge and goes first. The bard follows closely behind him, and then Luna, and I step in afterward. Kamii remains by my side, her cursed arm raised as if she's prepared to strike with it. 

    The light behind us vanishes when Gram's big frame and his shield block the entrance almost completely. Luna creates a flame above the tip of her staff, and we find ourselves somewhat well lit in the darkness of the dusty underground. 

    We soon reach the bottom of the stairs and find a narrow passageway with small alcoves let into the walls on both sides. There are incomplete human skeletons laid out in those, and coins are scattered about them. Since grave robbers have been coming here before, it must mean that these coins aren't worth taking. They do look rusted and green, so they must have been made from copper or bronze. 

    "This is pretty cramped." Gram mutters from behind us, and I turn around. His shoulders are too broad for him to walk normally, and his shield is too big to be carried straight. All the aisles down here are of similar width, so he has a hard time keeping up with us. 

    "Don't worry. It'll open up soon." The bard comments and points forward. There's a hole in the catacomb's crude brick walls, and the space beyond it illuminated by the torches suggests that it's all natural from here on out. 

    So far, we haven't encountered any undead, yet. I assume the incomplete skeletons means that they can't rise and just remain dead. With the new religion and its practice to bury the bodies whole came the problem of the undead, huh? 

    We walk through the opening and look around. The walls are indeed natural, and I can feel that the air here is quite humid, since it rained only two days ago. I assume the undead we'll be encountering down here will be festering and putrid, rather than crumbling to dust. 

    When I look up, I notice moving limbs sticking down from the ceiling. The result of those buried above this cavern turning undead and burrowing downwards. After all, digging down into a cavity is easier than pushing dirt upwards.  

    "Uurhhh..." The sound of air escaping uncontrollably through ruined vocal cords comes from ahead. Yep, that's the sound of a zombie alright. I also hear clattering bones, so there are skeletons among them, too. A year is more than enough to reduce a human corpse to that. 

    Rolan signals for us to stop and points his torch in the direction of the sound. Just barely illuminated by the light is a half-decomposed zombie. 

    "Alright, leave this one to-" Just when the leader steps forward and the circle of light moves with him, more zombies come into view. There's a pretty huge number just standing still and doing nothing. 

    But it seems that the light triggered something in them, as they slowly turn around towards us. Their dead eyes are unfocused and most likely blind, but it's clear they're aware of us. Some begin to scuffle forward, but they're as cumbersome as one would expect of human bodies with barely any muscles left. Still no idea how they actually move, but at least I'm grateful that they're not runners. 

    "There are skeletons coming from behind." Gram suddenly exclaims, and Luna spins around to point her staff into the darkness. 

    It seems we've been surrounded by the undead, exactly what Rolan warned us about. But I think skeletons aren't that scary and should be easily smashed into pieces by the big man's shield. 

    Luna begins to chant, while the bard shoots his crossbow at the slowly approaching zombies. Considering how long it takes him to reload, I think it's an exercise in futility. At least that first bolt punches straight through a zombie's head and cracks its skull. 

    Only that it doesn't stop moving. That means their weakness in this world really isn't a headshot. 

    I guess this is the perfect opportunity to try out the spell that 'frees their souls and destroys their bodies'. Since I have the book with me, I take it out and act like I'm using it as a crutch; I should at least make it look like it takes some effort, even if it really doesn't. 

    "Libera Animar!" I lift the hand with the book into the air and speak the incantation out loud. 

    Wait a second, isn't Senka, who I'm carrying around in my other arm, also an undead in some way? Oh shi- 

    My chant echoes through the cave systems and a ring of white and holy-looking light gathers around me, illuminating the surroundings and showing us that a really large number of undead have encircled us. Then it spreads out in all directions in a milky white nova. 

    The moment the nova touches any undead, their eyes begin to glow, and their bodies burn away in a white blaze. The smoke each one of them leaves behind is glowing in the dark, and I feel like I can make out faces in them. They disappear in an immaterial breeze that only seems to affect them. Whispers of gratitude enter my ear before the lights fade and only silence surrounds us. 

    That was super effective! 

    Rolan swings his torch through the darkness and finds that not a single undead is left as far as he can see. He turns around to me with a dumbfounded expression, his mouth hanging open in disbelief. Gram and the bard do the same after verifying that no undead are around them, either. 

    "Umm, Runa. You can stop chanting." The leader mutters in a flat voice. 

    "Huh?" Completely shaken out of her incantation trance, Luna stops and opens her eyes to look around, before her expression turns into the same as her sweetheart's, upon realizing that all the undead have disappeared without a trace. Apparently, she didn't hear my incantation. "What happened?" 

    "The missy's magic happened." Shrugging with a resigning smile, the big man gives up trying to explain my incredible magic output and simply rolls with it. 

    I look down at the doll girl in my arms and find her giving me a stealthy thumbs up in the darkness. She read my mind and knew my worries, huh? 

    Phew... 

      

    We exit the dungeon soon after. I'm feeling really unsatisfied, and it shows on my face. That one Libera Animar spell was enough to clear not only the enemies surrounding us but also swept through the entire cave system. After my initial cast, we searched for a while but found that not a single undead was left. Even the ones trying to burrow out of the ceiling were burned away by holy fire. 

    What's with the output of my magic, oi? 

    The other members of the party keep glancing at me in wonder as if I'm a prodigy or something. Kamii doesn't really understand how amazing it was, so she just walks with me as if nothing out of the ordinary happened. I don't think she even understood that we would have been in a pretty bad spot, if not for my light magic. 

    On our way back, the high morale soon crumbles when we draw closer to the reality that, to cash in the reward, we need to return to the guild. And since only so little time has passed, Ingrid is most likely still furious. So, instead of making a grand return like a group of heroes, we all hesitate to even open the door. 

    I shouldn't be afraid of a human, but it's like when a certain rubber-man impervious to bludgeoning attacks gets beaten to a pulp by a woman without any special powers as punishment for doing something stupid. I'm in a similar position, and for some reason, I feel like it could happen to me, too. 

    "You go first, leader." I move all the way to the back of our party and hide behind Gram. 

    "Guess I'll have to..." Resigning into his fate, Rolan pushes open the front door and steps inside. The interior is quite empty, with very few adventurers sitting around the tables and talking to each other. "Hm? Why are there so few people here?" 

    "Did they all run away?" Luna asks with a frown as she follows her sweetheart inside. 

    The imminent attack from Maou-mama is still an urgent quest. There's actually a prominent notice posted on the quest board, from which most others have been removed. 

    The leader quickly goes over to the receptionist and places the quest notice of the Annual Cemetery Clearing on the counter. Maybe we can get this over with quickly and leave without meeting Ingrid. I just hope that she has calmed down by tomorrow so that I can go and apologize. 

    "Huh, you finished it?" Looking skeptical, the receptionist raises an eyebrow and lets her gaze shift among our members, before returning it to the quest notice before her. 

    "Yeah, Miss Chloe has light magic after all." Rolan doesn't say how powerful it was. Still, he seems to have settled into some sort of pride for his party member's abilities. Of course, he would be, we just finished a quest that normally requires several parties, who would have to share the rewards. 

    "Oh." With that sound, the girl tilts her head to get a better look at me, as I'm still hiding behind Gram. "Miss Norling has told me not to hand out any rewards to Miss Marcott until she goes to visit her office." 

    Eek! 

    "Come with me, Rolan!" I dance around the big man and quickly grab onto the leader's arm to pull him down to hell with me. That swift movement seems to have taken Kamii by surprise, as she hastily follows me and holds onto my sleeve. That's so cute! 

    "Umm, you should take responsibility for your actions, Miss Chloe." He doesn't outright shake off my grasp, but he also makes it clear that I'm going to be alone on this one. "It's not good to run away." 

    Oi, you were the one who told us to run earlier! 

    Well, there are no two ways around this. The receptionist girl doesn't let herself get sweet-talked into stamping the request and handing us the reward - not even by the bard, who seems to be quite skilled at persuasion. Or at flirting, as I would call what he's doing. 

    Thus, I walk up the stairs with only Kamii by my side, to face Ingrid's wrath over having destroyed her property. It's her own fault for leaving an important item out like that, especially when it's a target board! Yes, I'll just tell her that she can't blame me for using it for its intended purpose! 

    "Come in." All rebellious thoughts are blown away when I knock on the door, and the guild master's stern voice responds. I feel like running away, but I've already come this far... 

    "It's me, Chloe." I open the door and step inside. As always, the office is filled to the brim with memorabilia, and every horizontal surface is stacked full of documents. I would normally be feeling cozy in this room, but now these items just remind me of the fact that she seems to be a hoarder who values her belongings highly. And I destroyed one of them carelessly. 

    Then I very nearly do a spit-take, when I find who is sitting on the couch between stacks of files and folders. 

    "H-hello, Miss Marcott." Daica greets me with a shy smile, her expression suggesting something along the lines of 'I was caught, sorry'. 

    "Please, have a seat. Anywhere." Waving into the room, Ingrid turns around from the window and stares me down. She has a little height advantage over me, but not big enough to make the difference I'm feeling right now; she seems to be towering right now. 

    "Umm..." I start, but she cuts me off with a simple gesture. 

    "So, you destroyed the target board down in the hall." She points at a few charred pieces of wood piled up on a sheet of paper atop her desk. Showing the remains to me is a very deafening silent reproach, but her piercing green eyes stare daggers into me. 

    "I'll pay you back." Bowing at a beautiful forty-five-degree angle, I immediately say. That's basically what it comes down to here. I made some money on the cemetery quest, though I don't know how much it is. I just hope it's going to be enough. 

    "You youngsters think that things are just worth the price you paid for them, huh?" She looks like she's suppressing her anger, and I decide not to say anything anymore. I'll just wait and see what solution she proposes for how I can make amends. "When you get to my age-" 

    "You aren't old at all." Those words burst out from me to my own surprise. She looks really young, maybe just a few years older than me, so where's she coming from, speaking as if I'm just a child in comparison. 

    "Thank you, but flattery won't get you far." She replies drily, not letting herself get thrown off. That wasn't my intention, but I wouldn't have minded if it had worked that way. "That target board was a present from the previous guild master when he retired." 

    Basically, it has emotional value attached, which money can't buy. I can fully understand that, but I have no idea what I can do to make her forgive me for destroying it. As far as I can tell, there isn't any magic that can repair inanimate objects on the spot, or she wouldn't be making such a big deal out of it. 

    "My number of wins against him was marked on its back, with his signature underneath it." Ingrid relates with a distant expression, in which I can perceive a hint of pride. In other words, she beat the previous guild master in darts, and the proof of it was on the back of that target. 

    I stop myself from saying something dumb that would provoke punishment. Even though I think it's quite a petty thing to be so hung up about, the fact that I destroyed her property remains.  

    "What can I do?" I try to sound apologetic, but her attachment to that target has already lost me. 

    "... nothing, really." The guild master shrugs and sits down on her chair again. All the tension leaves her body as she closes her eyes in resignation. "It's not like there's a way to bring it back, and you couldn't have known about its importance, since you haven't experienced the Midsummer Festival at the guild, yet." 

    Huh? Does that mean she's letting me off the hook? 

    "I'll have you work off that debt." Her eyelids snap open, and she stares into my eyes with a determined gaze, as if she just read my mind. 

    "How much?" Obviously, I can't bargain with her, but I'd still like her to set down the exact amount, so she doesn't make me her gofer for an arbitrary length of time. 

    "I want you to take something to the capital for me, after the demon queen's attack is over." Ingrid stands up from her chair once more and picks up a sealed letter from her desk demonstratively. "It's for the guild master there." 

    "Wait, are you saying I should get out of this city?" I don't know whether we even have enough money for the journey or not. If it was just me, I know for a fact I don't. And I don't want to rely on Rolan and the others any more than I already have. 

    "Normally, messengers working for the guild are paid the expenses for the journey, as well as a wage. Even if the nation is at peace, it can still be quite dangerous." She begins to explain and hope lights up inside me. "Your punishment is that you don't get the expenses or the wage. I heard you wanted to go there anyway, and with the Annual Cemetery Clearing, you have more than enough funds to pay for the journey." 

    "Huh?" Well, I should have expected that she knows who takes what request from the notice board, but it seems she believes that we cleared it simply by virtue of us returning to the guild hall. 

    "I'll be making an announcement after this has blown over. Just hope we'll still be here at that time." With these words, she places the letter back on her desk and waves me out. "That's all. Take Lady Nightwane with you." 

    She returns to looking through files and documents and doesn't seem like she's open to discussing this any further. I doubt she would accept any objections anyway since she knows that I know I was in the wrong. 

    Well, that doesn't seem like too bad of a punishment now, or does it? 

      

    "What did she say?" Rolan and the others are sitting at a table in the mostly empty hall. 

    "She told me to get out of this city." I act downcast and avoid eye contact with him, to give him the impression that I'm serious. From the corner of my eyes, I can see that he looks shocked. 

    "Really? Over that thing?" Unbelieving, the leader exchanges a glance with Gram, who blinks in surprise, and scratches the back of his head. "Let me go talk to her." 

    "Ahhh, I was just kidding." I look up to the leader and stick out my tongue mischievously. "Fooled you?" 

    "Huh?" He blushes at my expression and looks perplexed. Luna glares at his reaction from the side, and I have to suppress my laughter. "Then what...?" 

    "Well, it's true she told me to get out of this city. Along with all of you." I start and then pause for dramatic effect. Before anyone can get a word in, I continue. "We have to deliver a letter to the guild master in the capital after the demon queen's attack has passed." 

    "Is that all-" Sounding relieved, Rolan starts, but I interrupt him. 

    "At our own expenses." I quickly add, so that he doesn't get the wrong idea. His joy immediately plummets, and he slumps his shoulders. "It's supposed to be punishment, after all."  

    He opens his mouth and then closes it again without making a sound. I'm fairly sure he was about to say something like 'but you destroyed the target, why punish all of us?' and realized that it would be too insensitive under the circumstances. 

    "Well, according to Ingrid, we have enough travel expenses with the Annual Cemetery Clearing request." I walk to the receptionist desk while explaining. Time to cash in our reward, now that we fulfilled all the conditions. 

    "You don't know how cheap she can be!" The leader follows after me. "What she perceives as enough is most likely not going to last us for even half the journey unless we want to camp out every night and survive on tight rations. I doubt you would want to do that, would you now, Miss Chloe?" 

    Is that so? Well, I don't want to be hungry while walking all day long, but we could just hunt wild animals, dig for roots and pick berries if we run out of supplies. Isn't that the adventurer's life? 

    I look up and suppress a flinch. The devil Rolan is speaking of is watching and listening to our conversation from the gallery above us. Unfortunately for the leader, he doesn't see her, as he continues with his rant. 

    "Whenever I went on a request with her back when I first started, she would be really stingy with food and tools, repurposing things not intended for-" 

    "Come up here, Rolan boy." Ingrid interrupts his rambling by calling out to him in an intimidating tone and with a deadly smile. He goes completely pale and cold sweat forms on his face. That's the first time I've seen such an expression on him, and it's glorious. 

    Nice knowing you, Rolan boy~ 

    While our leader goes up into the lion's den, I turn to the receptionist, who has brought over the reward money on a tray. The gold coins are laid out nicely, and there's another tray with silver coins piled on top being carried over by another guild worker. My eyes go round at the amount. 

    "Through how many people are you splitting?" The girl asks me and prepares something like an abacus to count the coins. I think for a moment and count the people in the party. Overall, there are seven members, but I was the one who single-handedly completed the quest with my magic. 

    "Seven." I respond truthfully. It's bad to be greedy, so I'm properly splitting between every member of the party - including Daica and Kamii. Well, I'll be taking at least the latter's part, since she hasn't shown any interest in money; the first time I gave her a little pocket money for buying sweets, she returned it in the evening the same day, saying that I should use it for myself. She's such a good girl. I pet her, and she looks up at me with a questioning gaze. 

    "Are you sure about this? We didn't really do anything." Gram asks while scratching the back of his head, embarrassed. It's precisely what I just thought, but I would never act on it. In fact, this is the perfect opportunity for me to gather some good-girl points. 

    "Without any of you, I would still be wandering the countryside alone and half-naked." While the receptionist begins to count the coins and splits them onto their own neat little piles, I turn around to the others with a warm smile. 

    As expected, they each react with bashfulness in their individual ways; Gram rubs his nose and suddenly finds the ceiling very interesting, the bard closes his eyes and smiles to himself, and Luna puckers up her lips, blushes, and glances sideways. 

    "Then let's have a feast for ourselves. Tonight's on me!" The big man announces with a wide grin. 

    "Oh? I'll take you up on that then." I give him determined smile. With the money he gets from this, he'll be able to buy me a lot of food, and I'm feeling quite hungry right now. "Don't regret it, alright?"





   



 Chapter 20 - Floating On A Feeling 

      

      

    I drop onto our bed lazily and touch my round belly. Gram was staring at me like I was some kind of strange creature after I downed my fourth jug of ale and ate my sixth plate of the roast lamb with grilled potatoes. In the end, I had to let it go to my actual stomach so that it wouldn't appear too suspicious, even if it didn't really explain how my body could store so much food. 

    With a simple thought, all the food disappears into the unfathomable depths of my body, and my belly flattens out to its normal size again. 

    When I look up, I find that Kamii is staring at me with a surprised expression. Then she blinks a few times, rubs her eyes one after the other with her left hand, before continuing to stare in utter confusion. 

    Oops, she saw me. 

    Well, it's alright, I was going to tell her sooner or later anyway, and this might be the right opportunity. 

    "Kamii, big sis has something to tell you." I sit up on the bed and speak in a reassuring tone, before noticing that Daica is sitting across from me, her eyes round like saucers. Clearly, she just witnessed the same phenomenon of matter disappearing into nothingness as her older sister did. "And you, too, Daica."  

    "Mahkotoh?" Tilting her head, the little dark elf looks me in the eyes questioningly. I put my hands on her shoulders and try to appear as reassuring as possible. 

    "I'm not a human being. I'm a demon." As I say so, I can see that she raises her eyebrows in confusion. Daica blinks in bewilderment but remains quiet. "I am a Crawling Chaos." 

    I extend my right hand to the side and morph it into the same huge pincer that Kamii has. Daica gasps and covers her mouth with her hands at the sight. Kamii stumbles backward in shock, but I catch her with my other hand before she can trip and fall. Then I revert the transformation and bring my hand closer to her, to show that everything is alright. 

    "And this is my true form." This is a necessary step; I turn my entire arm into its real appearance - that of over a dozen tentacles twisted together to simulate muscles. Separating them and wriggling each one individually, I demonstrate that it's all real. 

    "I've seen enough hentai to-" 

    "Shut up, Senka." I transform the arm back into its human shape. From inside my palm, I pull out the knife that was included in the starter kit I'm keeping in my body. Daica flinches at the sight of it, but I press the blade into my other palm, where it disappears in a slight ripple, without leaving a wound. "What do you think?" 

    The two dark elf sisters are speechless, but not one of them is screaming or trying to run away. In fact, Daica seems to have a hint of weird excitement in her eyes, but it may just be a trick of the candlelight; I'm not using night vision right now, even though it's dim in the room. 

    "Mahkotoh... is not... a human?" Finally, Kamii asks slowly. Even though she's childlike, she isn't oblivious. 

    "That's right." I spared her my actual face since that might be too much of an impact for the first reveal. Maybe someday I'll be able to show her when she knows and understands what to expect. 

    "But... Mahkotoh... is still Mahkotoh." She mutters and stares into my eyes with conviction. Then she snuggles into my chest and hugs me tightly, as if not wanting to let go of me - in various ways. I return the gesture and stroke her hair. 

    What a sweet child!  

    I didn't make this decision lightly. While it's true that I revealed myself with my giant bulging stomach earlier, I could have come up with some explanation other than that I'm a demon. The matter of the fact is that it has been three weeks now since I saved her from her cage. In that time, I've given her a lot of love and warmth, and I'm sure that it was more than she experienced in the past eleven years. She knows that it couldn't have been just an act; she should understand that, even though I'm a demon, I would never harm her. 

    "What about you, Daica?" I turn to the big dark elf, who looks at me with mixed feelings. "Does knowing that I'm a demon make you feel disgust?" 

    At these words, her eyes widen in surprise. They're a throwback to what she said back when I first learned that she was cursed, and I didn't react according to her expectations. Averting her eyes, she thinks for a moment, before looking at me with a determined expression. 

    "N-nothing has changed, has it? It's e-exactly as Kamii said." With a nervous stutter and an awkward smile, Daica gives me the answer she has decided on. 

    "Come here." I wave the big dark elf over to pamper her a little, just like her older sister on my right. She's shy at first, but slowly comes over and sits down to my left. I pet her hair, and her ears twitch at the sensation. 

    "Worked out perfectly, didn't it?" Senka comments as she watches the three of us with her arms crossed. 

    "Jealous?" I smirk at her, and she rolls her big blue eyes in response. 

    Yeah, that's how our relationship goes. Senka isn't a little girl, even if she looks like one; we can talk eye to eye like we're the same age, though I have a feeling that she's far older than I am. She does sometimes lose me with statements that sound like they would be breaking the fourth wall if there was one; I'm fairly certain I'm not in a comic book featuring a certain red-hooded mercenary, though. 

    "Umm..." Daica looks at me with upturned eyes and fumbles with her dress. "Can we..." 

    I blink in confusion for a second before her expression and blush open her thoughts up like a book for me to read. She must have been holding back for a long time now, after my initial seduction-like approach to sealing our contract. Since Kamii is always sleeping in this room, she couldn't do it herself, either. 

    In other words, she's horny, and she wants to do it now. 

    "Hm, do what?" I lean in on her and grin, knowing exactly what she wants. But of course, it's fun to tease her and act dense. 

    "Daica?" Kamii obviously doesn't miss that there's something up and wants to join in on the fun. I doubt she understands what we're talking about, but since she's the older sister, I shouldn't feel bad for involving her, too. 

    "H-huh? No, it's..." Before Daica can retreat from the issue, I put my arm around her shoulder and pull her closer. She only becomes even more nervous, and the coloration of her face reaches critical levels. "I-I..." 

    "Come on, say it. We're all adults here." I have the image of an older sister to keep up in front of these two after all, even though I'm just as inexperienced as she is. It's just that I'm not so easily shaken. And after having spent several weeks with these two dark elves, I feel quite ready to finally seal the deal. 

    "I-I would... C-can you..." The big dark elf attempts to line up a coherent sentence but cuts herself short repeatedly. Then, she breathes in and out to calm her nerves, before looking into my eyes with the same determination she had when she agreed to our contract back then. She doesn't lose her stutter, though. "P-please use your h-hand to... t-touch me. Your... r-real one." 

    Wait what? 

    "Aaand I'm out." Senka stands up on her chair, jumps up onto a roof beam like it's nothing, and fades into the darkness without a trace. Even with night vision, I can't see her anymore. Is she a ninja?!  

    "Mahkotoh is mine." Kamii, having missed the doll girl's performance, looks at her little sister with a pout and nuzzles into my side. 

    What's going on? Am I a harem protagonist all of a sudden? 

    Though, to be fair, I wouldn't mind. I can't decide between these two sisters, and I feel that I could get away with this once I'm officially declared the crown princess of the Dominion. 

    In other words, I'll just take them both. 

    "Don't be selfish, Kamii." I pet her hair, and she closes her eyes in enjoyment. Taking that opportunity of inattention, I turn to face Daica and pull her towards me, before pressing my lips onto hers. 

    This is literally my first kiss, so I don't really know what to do. But while I have no experience, I'm a healthy young girl who has read some thin books that covered such things. I at least understand that just touching lips isn't enough. However, she keeps her mouth pressed shut tensely, so there's no continuing. 

    "Relax." I separate from her and whisper into her long ear. When she hears it, she opens her mouth to take a breath. I take the opportunity to go on the attack, as I part her lips further and insert my tongue to meet hers. 

    I understand why people say that kissing is the most sensual thing a couple can do. The world around me seems to fade away completely, as all my sensations are focused on my lips and tongue, and the slippery feeling as it coils around my partner's. 

    When we finally separate, I find that Daica's eyes are glossed over and her mouth flaps like a fish gasping for air. Then she goes limp and seems to slip into unconsciousness again. 

    "Umm..." I motion to shake her but feel a nudge at my side. Kamii is staring at me with a frown, and her glowing amethyst eyes are fixed on mine in silent reproach. It seems I stopped petting her at one point and she noticed what I was doing with her little sister. 

    I lay Daica down on the bed and cover her with a blanket. Baby steps, I guess. The first time, she fainted from seeing Senka speak. The second time, it was from just a peck on her cheek. This time we got quite a bit further than that, so let's see how it goes on our next try. 

    "Do it... with me, too." Kamii says with upturned eyes, muttering in a reserved manner. I didn't expect that she even understood what we were about to do if her sister hadn't fainted, but now I have to question my impression of her mental age. Well, she is the older sister, even if she looks so much younger - although that's only because dark elves don't grow up beyond Kamii's size, and Daica is special. 

    "Do you understand what you're asking?" I bring a hand to her cheek and brush a loose strand of hair behind her long and pointy ear while looking into her eyes. Her mesmerizing irises are drawing me in, and I feel like I'm losing myself in their glow. Still, I have to stop myself until I have confirmation - consent. "What it is that we'd be doing?" 

    "Yes... make love." Unblinking, she continues to lock her gaze with mine and speaks with a hint of bashfulness. Still, it's nothing on the level of Daica's fumbling. Could it be she's actually experienced? I mean, she was a slave for so long, somebody could have... 

    No, she wouldn't be so open to doing it otherwise; if she had any experience, they wouldn't have been good ones. And I doubt anybody would even want to touch a cursed person anyway. I noticed how deeply rooted that stigma is when I saw that the tailor who made her clothes was careful not to come in contact with her body. He didn't have such apprehensions with Senka, even though she looks much more distressing - although that could be because he thought she's just a doll. 

    "Have you ever done it before?" Still, I need to ease my mind and silence my doubts. It may be petty to want her to be untouched, as many virgin men expect of women to be, but it would make a difference in what we could do - even if it won't in regards to how I feel about her. 

    "No... but I have seen... others do it." She looks slightly embarrassed while saying this, as a blush develops on her cheeks. Then she returns her eyes to meet with mine. "I heard... that it's reserved... for those who love each other. And I... love you, Mahkotoh." 

    Her statement echoes in my brain and its implication sinks into the depths of my mind, overwhelming my thoughts completely. There's no more need for any words; I'll let my actions speak for me now. 

    I approach the little dark elf's face with mine, seeing myself reflected in her eyes as I draw closer. Before I reach her, she closes those amethyst mirrors in anticipation and slightly puckers her lips to meet mine. 

    When we brush against each other, it feels like electricity is running through my body. Is this what they mean by 'fulfilled expectation'? Unlike with Daica, who was tense and from whom I didn't expect she would return it, Kamii actually reciprocates the kiss proactively. She's much more mature than I thought she was. 

    Suddenly, she separates from me and stands up. For a second, there's an immense sense of loss washing over my senses as her warm lips disappear. Then doubt fills my mind as I wonder why she broke our connection so abruptly. Did I do something wrong? 

    Yet, her actions suggest otherwise. She pulls the single shoulder strap of her dress down, upon which it drops to the ground with a quiet rustle. Then she loosens the strings on her bloomers and slips out of them delicately. Hiding her crab arm behind her petite body, she averts her gaze for a moment, before batting her eyelashes once and making eye contact again. 

    Before me is a sight for the gods. Spotless mauve purple skin stunningly illuminated by the candle's flickering flame, a youthful shape that stirs one's basest desires, and a shy gaze filled with the knowledge of what's about to happen, but not shirking from its implications. 

    This is perfection. She is perfection. 

    "Kamii..." My body grows hot just from seeing her like this. I quickly stand up and follow her example, taking off my clothes in a far less graceful manner. She looks at me with upturned eyes, her ears quivering slightly, either due to anticipation or anxiety from finally taking this irrevocable step. 

    Yes, we're passing a point of no return with this, and I'm very well aware of that. But it's what we both want right now. 

    Wordlessly, I put my arms around Kamii and hug her to me, before bringing a hand up to the back of her head, while seeking her lips once more. She loops her left arm around my neck in return and welcomes me in. As our breaths grow more and more heated, we share a connection far deeper than the previous one. 

    Our tongues coil and dance around in the rhythm of our quickening heartbeats. She pulls me closer of her own volition, although there's still a hint of hesitation in her actions, undoubtedly the result of her inexperience. But I can tell that she clearly knows what she wants right now. I respond to her silent longing with the appropriate passion. 

    Finally, we separate, breathless. With slightly glazed eyes, Kamii looks up at me, before a radiant smile filled with love and affection lights up her face. The sight sets my desire ablaze, and I guide her to the bed across from where Daica is sleeping. When I sit down on it, she immediately places herself on my lap while facing me. She knows exactly what I have in mind. 

    I put one hand on her back and begin to trace every individual bone of her spine, as we share a passionate kiss once again. Slowly running my fingers downwards, I feel a shiver travel through her body in response. At the same time, I bring my other hand to her front and let my fingers play over her ribs, tracing their shapes. Just three weeks ago, one could see every individual one very clearly even in dim light. Now, she has filled out a bit and no longer looks malnourished. 

    We separate once more, and I immediately bring my lips to Kamii's neck. As I begin to suck on her skin, she runs her fingers through my hair and tries to suppress her voice from leaking out. Resting the crab arm on the bed beside me, she makes sure not to move it needlessly. 

    Tracing her collarbone with my tongue, I get a taste of her skin. We haven't taken a bath tonight, so there's a light hint of salt from her sweat, but also a note of dirt from the crypt. But underneath all of it is an aroma that conjures the image of an ancient forest before my mind's eye. It's a flavor she couldn't have picked up from anywhere around here, something that even eleven years of metal bars and dusty storage rooms couldn't take from her. Her personal, unique flavor. 

    And I'm getting to taste it. 

    The thought is driven through my mind like a stake, as I realize what I'm doing with this beautiful little dark elf in my arms; I'm learning every secret there is to know about her with each of my senses. She's opening herself up to me completely, devoting her very being to my flaring desires. 

    I lightly bite her shoulder and hear her sigh next to my ear. It only serves to further fan the flames of my rising lust. My hand on her back reaches down to the base of her spine, where I find the spot that connects to the pelvic bone. Massaging it with two fingers, I can feel a tremble run through Kamii's whole body at the sensation. 

    "Ahhh... Mahkotoh..." Her voice is already close to a moan, as she breathes my name into my ear. I want to hear more like that, and bring the hand that was tracing her ribs up to the small mounds that are her breasts. 

    At the same time, I move my mouth across her collarbone and kiss it all along the way to the center of her chest, before motioning over to the tip of her other mound. Attacking three erogenous zones at the same time, an indescribable feeling of pleasure wells up inside me at the thought that I'm giving the same to my partner. 

    So this is what it means to 'make love', huh? 

    Kamii presses her face into my hair to stifle her voice, while her left hand tries to find something to do. She settles on using it to hold herself against me, as she's too preoccupied with the sensations assaulting her body.  

    As waves of shivers race down the little dark elf's back, I understand that she must be ready for the next step. With a swift motion, I flip her over and lay her down on the bed, before pressing a kiss on her lips. It serves as reassurance, that what is coming now is something completely normal. 

    As I slide down her body, I spread her legs gently and find the most sacred spot between them. As far as I can tell, it's never been touched by anybody else before, so I'm treading on literal virgin ground. The orchid purple slit, hiding a treasure trove between its two folds, is already glistening wet. 

    "M-Mahkotoh?" With an unsure tone, Kamii looks down on herself, and our eyes meet. 

    "Don't worry, leave everything to me." Smiling with a comforting expression, I bring my lips down to kiss her lower ones. She gasps at the sensation and grabs my hair with her left hand. Luckily, she still has enough self-control not to use her cursed arm and whack me across the head with it. 

    Grasping Kamii's thighs, I bury my face deeper between her legs and begin to probe with my tongue. She arches her back and tries to push me away, but is unable to do so from her position. 

    "N-no, that place-" She begins to protest, but I twist my tongue around and take her breath away. Her struggling ceases, and she lets go of my hair, to cover her mouth and stop her voice from leaking out. 

    I actually want to hear her moans of ecstasy, so I intensify my assault on her most important place. Bringing up my hand, I find the bud at the top of the flower and rub my thumb against it. Apparently, that was too much, as a clear spray of love juices hits me in the face. 

    "Nnnaaah!" Kamii cries and her whole body shakes a few times before she goes limp. I stand up and look down on the dark elf's petite figure, finding that she's still conscious. That's good; I'm not done yet, and I consider this only the foreplay. Licking my lips and savoring the taste of her proof of ecstasy, I signal unmistakably that more is to come. 

    Her eyes are clouded from the climax, but unexpectedly, she doesn't look averse to the idea of doing more. In fact, she spreads her arms towards me with a weak smile, the look in her eyes suggesting an unconditional surrender and longing invitation. 

    "Come..." She breathes, and my reason is blown away. 

      

    From my one-sided pleasuring, we quickly progressed to her actively mimicking my earlier moves and returning the favor. I learned that her stamina is incredible despite her small frame and that her appetite doesn't match her otherwise modest appearance. We drove each other to many climaxes and at one point, the first rays of the new day peeked through the wooden shutters of the room to illuminate our glistening bodies. 

    We did it through the entire night with barely any rest. I thought I had infinite stamina, but the mental strain of continuous ecstasy has driven even me to the brink of my strength. 

    Thus, we lie on the bed, exhausted and messy, embracing each other weakly but with tender love, as we welcome the new day. Throughout everything, even the unbridled and most vocal expressions of our pleasure, Daica has been sleeping. But now that her usual time to wake up has come, she stirs and awakens. 

    "Hmmm..." She rubs her eyes and sits up from the bed, before sniffing the air. "... what's this smell?" 

    "That's from... Mahkotoh and my... lovemaking." Kamii replies to that question with a clear undertone of pride, and I snap my head around in surprise. She has a triumphant expression on her face, even as her eyes are close to falling shut from tiredness. 

    Was she this kind of character all along? 

    "H-huh? Y-you two..." Daica stares at our only half-covered forms. From one look, it's obvious that this bed is soaked in our bodily fluids, spilled over the course of many hours. "Uuuhhh..." 

    The little sister, who has a much more mature body than her older sister, is unable to find the right words that would express her emotions in this situation. Even though she was the one who asked for it last night, I ended up doing it with Kamii instead - and right next to her, too. Of course, she has all the reason to hate me now, but I just couldn't help it. 

    I love Kamii, after all. 

    But at the same time, I feel the same about Daica. If anybody asked, I couldn't just pick one and condemn the other to a lonely life - as any cursed being would be in this human nation. Call me an indecisive bastard all you want, but I don't give a f- 

    "-inished?" Senka suddenly appears in the room, standing on the chair she normally gets banished to every night. The big dark elf flinches and suppresses a scream from the surprise. "Oh damn, you are. But you're still... ugh." 

    The doll girl looks away and holds her nose demonstratively. What's the big deal, we're all girls here. And she's been talking like she knows this stuff, despite her childlike body. 

    "Admit it; you're interested yourself." I tease her, and she turns to look me straight in the eyes. 

    "Yes, I am. But you'll never get me to do it." With these words and a shrug, she jumps up onto the roof beam she disappeared onto last night and repeats her previous feat. 

    "Playing hard to get, huh?" I have no idea whether these words reach her or not, but it doesn't matter. Now, for Daica. "Sorry, but you'll have to wait until I regain my strength..." 

    "Ah. Umm... yes..." She blushes and averts her eyes. It's clear that she doesn't think anything special about me going for the polygamous route. Otherwise, her reaction would have been quite the different one there. 

    Now that I reconsider it, why don't I think anything special about my behavior? I experienced my very first kiss with Daica but ended up kissing her sister's most sensitive spot only moments later. The fact that I don't feel anything wrong with it just goes to show that my mind has changed without me noticing. 

    This isn't how I was brought up in my previous life, so why do I think it's normal? Recently, I don't get myself anymore; this body must be affecting my mental state. I've read somewhere before that perception as well as mentality is based on one's physiology. And this body is fundamentally different from a human's. It's to be expected that there will be some discrepancies from how I thought before, when I was still human. 

    "B-but Kamii, y-you are so unfair, leaving me out of things..." Daica gathers her courage to complain to her big sister with a pout that increases her cuteness to heart-stopping levels. 

    "Your own fault... for falling asleep." Kamii responds with the cold hard truth in a matter of fact tone, and her little sister goes quiet. 

    While her childish self is dangerously cute, this confident version is unbelievably sexy. I'm happy to see a whole new side to this petite dark elf, and I really like it. The opportunity wouldn't have arisen if Daica hadn't fainted and I had deepened my bonds with her first. Mentally, I thank her for her failure. 

    "Y-you just thought s-something rude, didn't you?" With a shocked expression, the big dark elf looks at me in reproach. 

    "I don't know what you're talking about." Turning away to face Kamii, I play dumb. I have to do something about my thoughts being read like this. The little dark elf kisses me, just to tease her sister even more, before looking in her direction and sticking her tongue out. 

    This must be heaven.





   



 Chapter 21 - Leaving The Nest 

      

      

    It has been a fortnight, or fourteen days, since the news of the alliance army's defeat reached the guild. That morning, Ingrid had everyone called over to the main hall for an announcement. I can see that all the people who were present back then have actually stayed in the city instead of running away for their own safety. They're nervous, but there's an overall hopeful atmosphere; after all, the demon army's attack deadline expired nine days ago, and the city is still standing. 

    "The demons attacked the city of Pontis Daemonis at dawn two days after we received the message... The city fell before the tide of radiance of the same day." The guild master's voice bears a gravity appropriate for this disastrous news. 

    Senka taught me a little more about this world in these two weeks, and I know that the tide of radiance corresponds to the time around high noon. In other words, Pontis Daemonis fell within less than half a day. The murmurs of disbelief all around me makes it clear that nobody had expected such an outcome. A city that had been standing for two decades on dominion ground even during this demon queen's reign fell so easily. 

    As expected of Maou-mama; her legend is ever-growing. 

    In any case, the state of emergency has been lifted now, and everyone can go back to adventuring. Eventually, their anxiety will settle down, as this event slowly fades into the past. After all, the people here weren't directly affected by it, so there's no point in ruminating about it forever. 

    "Rolan, come here." Ingrid calls out to the leader after her announcement is over. "You already know what this is about, right?" 

    "Yeah, Chloe's punishment." With a wry smile, he responds and shrugs. He's gotten a lot more familiar with me in these past two weeks and has started calling me without using honorifics at one point. I don't really mind, but he never asked for my opinion about it. And he certainly doesn't seem to be considering Luna's thoughts. "Delivering a letter, right?" 

    "No, there's a little more I need you to transport now." When she sees the leader's frown, she produces a small parcel from her podium and shows it off demonstratively, before motioning to hand it over. "It's just this parcel." 

    "What's in it?" Curious, the leader stretches his hand out to receive it, but Ingrid pulls it back. 

    "If you lose it, I'll have your head." With a reassuring smile, she finally puts it in the completely intimidated leader's palm. "And make it quick, don't dawdle along the way. This has to reach Asgeirr's hands within one moon." 

    "Huh? Don't be unreasonable, Ingrid! The snowfall season on the Kongensgrad is about to start." Gram complains while gesturing with his hands before the guild leader. There's an expression of unease on his face and the corners of his mouth twitch, which cause his mustache to shift up and down. It's a quirk I noticed only recently, and it's unexpectedly cute. 

    "That's why you should hurry up." Placing her hands on her hips, Ingrid speaks with a charming smile that basically screams 'I don't care how you do it, just do it!' to me. And apparently to the others in my party, too. 

    "You're always like that..." Rolan hangs his shoulders, but out of solidarity to me, he can't refuse. He's fulfilling the role of a leader properly and taking responsibility for his party members' failures. "Alright then, we'll be going." 

    "Have a safe trip." Ingrid's expression softens as she walks over to him and hugs him. 

    My mouth very nearly drops, and I glance at Luna from the corner of my eyes. She doesn't seem to mind, so that must be a normal thing for people to do here. I wouldn't have done that with just an acquaintance or any regular friend myself. 

    "You keep the boy safe, you hear?" Letting go of Rolan, she turns to Gram, and they bump fists. Then she smiles at the half-elf like an older sister, before petting her head. "Good luck at the Royal Academy. But don't let your man out of your sights; I hear there are a lot of beautiful women in the capital." 

    Luna blushes at her words but doesn't object, clutching her staff and glancing at Rolan sideways. Finally, Ingrid addresses the bard, and I wonder what she's going to say to him. 

    "I'll miss your voice and tune in the guild hall." With a melancholic expression, she hugs him as well, though it feels a bit different from the one she gave Rolan. Did I miss something about the relationship between these two? 

    "Best of luck to you, Miss Marcott. You'll always be welcome here." With me, the guild master is a little more formal; after all, we've only known each other for a little over a month. She shakes my hand firmly and smiles as if letting bygones be bygones. 

    Then she turns to Daica, who had set up a temporary store inside the guild's rooms, from which she's been selling her strange concoctions for the past weeks. 

    "I'd love to say that you closing your store is going to be a big loss for the guild, Lady Nightwane... but I would be lying." Ingrid gives the big dark elf a handshake and a genuinely compassionate smile. "I wish you better luck in the capital." 

    "H-huh?" Perplexed, Daica blinks her eyes repeatedly, not understanding that she was just made fun of. It wasn't even in a very roundabout manner, but actually pretty direct. It's quite cute seeing her confused like this. Apparently, her work as the new supplier for the guild wasn't very appreciated, since she always put a strange twist on her potions and ointments. 

    "Watch over Miss Marcott, you hear?" Squatting down a little to speak to Kamii, Ingrid pets her hair. Unlike most other people so far, she doesn't show any apprehension at touching the cursed little dark elf. Luckily, she didn't do the same with Daica, whose gloves prevented the curse from taking effect in their handshake. 

    "I will!" Pumped and excited about being relied on like this, Kamii nods her head. This girl was fearful of all humans and making physical contact with them was beyond her when I first picked her up, but she's come a long way since then. 

    "May Skovrider guide you on a safe journey." Finally, she addresses the whole party and gives her blessings, though I have no idea who or what Skovrider is. "All of you, make sure to come back here someday, alright?" 

    "Yeah, we promise. Just wait for good news of us slaying the demon queen." With a grin, Rolan declares. These words immediately shatter my good mood, but I suppress my emotions so that it doesn't show on my face. Why does he have to mention killing my mother at every turn? It's like that's his only defining character trait or something. "Everyone, get everything ready, we're leaving at noon." 

    By getting everything ready, he means buying provisions and packing our belongings. Even though we have been preparing ever since Ingrid told me about our job, there are still some things that need to be done before we can leave. It's a pretty hasty departure, but what can you do, when you have a strict deadline? 

    "How long does it take to get to the capital?" I ask the bard while we make our way out of the guild hall. He seems overjoyed that I would talk to him out of my own volition, and puts on a face that he thinks is charming. To me, it's just annoying. 

    "On the fastest route, it will take twenty-five days. But that is only when the weather allows it. As the big man pointed out earlier, snowfall season is beginning on the Kongensgrad." He explains, as we walk across the city square and return to the tavern. When he notices my questioning expression, he elaborates. "Ah, the Kongensgrad is the mountain range that separates the Slaettermark from the Isdalen plains, where the capital is located." 

    "I see. So we will have to cross the mountains? How tall are they?" When I ask this, the other members of the party look at me in amused surprise. 

    "... nobody has ever thought of trying to measure how tall a mountain is." Rolan comments with a raised eyebrow. 

    "How would you even go about doing it?" Gram wonders while scratching his chin. 

    "All we know is that the summits of the Kongensgrad are covered in snow even when the plains are in the full bloom of summer." The bard points east while using a rather fancy way to phrase that the mountain range is snow-capped year-round. 

    The conversation ends when we separate and return to our own rooms to pack our belongings. What I learned is that we'll have to hurry, to make it within the quite unreasonable deadline that Ingrid has set for us. And having to walk four hundred sixty kilometers is something quite incredible; this will be the farthest I have ever walked in my life, and easily spans a distance of almost eleven full marathons. That's about as many as I ran in the past two years. 

    I hope Kamii and Daica can keep up. 

      

    Thus, we meet again at noon and depart Hovsgaerden, hastily and in a somewhat unceremonious manner. Luckily, there's a proper dirt road leading toward the capital, even if it's not paved, so it's more comfortable on everybody's feet. I can't help but feel impressed by Gram carrying his massive shield as well as a huge bag of luggage. 

    Speaking of luggage, this time I have my own weight to carry. It's a large and rough leather bag that contains three days worth of provisions, to cover the journey to the next town, as well as clothes and a few tools. Two large blankets are rolled up and strapped on top of the bag, to complete the backpacker's standard appearance. I have Kamii's things packed in my luggage since I don't want her to be doing any heavy lifting with that cursed arm of hers. 

    Daica is carrying a backpack of her own since she didn't want to rely on me too much, even though I offered to take some of her things. She also wants to act tough in front of her older sister, especially after that night. Even now, she still hasn't been able to get past kissing and light touching, while Kamii has already fully climbed the stairs to adulthood with me. 

    Luna keeps eyeing me because I carry Senka in my arms. She had expected that I would have grown bored of this creepy doll by now, but no such thing will ever happen. 

      

    Since I'm a full-fledged member of the party, I'm being entrusted with night watch duty on my own now. I have a couple of hours every night to do whatever I want, as long as it doesn't wake anyone up. Thus, on the very first night, I use it to stockpile food - animals I find in the barn of a nearby farm. 

    The first time I returned, Kamii was close to tears due to my absence. I didn't tell her beforehand, so when she woke up in the middle of the night and saw me gone, she very nearly cried out loud. Luckily, Senka could keep her calm enough to wait until my return, but then she became vocal about missing me. When the others woke up because of it, I just told them that she had a nightmare. 

    After that episode, I made sure to tell her every time, and entrusted night watch to her for the duration of my absence. In case anybody woke up and asked about my absence, she would also be able to tell them that I went to pick flowers. 

    Throughout all that, Daica slept without a care in the world. Even when we share a shift, she just snoozes away due to the daily fatigue. She isn't used to the long traveling due to her sedentary lifestyle and her large body atypical for an elf is causing problems, too. Most specifically, she complains about stiff shoulders, which earns her deadly and envious glares from Luna each time. 

      

    During a conversation with Senka one night, as we camp at the edge of a forest, I'm reminded of the fact that I still have the map in the leather backpack that I'm keeping inside my body. In all my free time I completely forgot to check on it. Let's hope it's not been digested or something. 

    But I'm half-expecting it to be a map of just the Dominion, and most likely not even a very detailed one. If it does contain the Kingdom of Lares, I'd be very curious to see how far the demon continent is from here. 

    Walking a distance away from the camp with Senka in one arm, I pull the piece of leather from the backpack inside my body. As I had hoped, it's still fully intact even after such a long time. So, I can really store inanimate things inside me practically indefinitely as long as I consciously put it in a space where no digestion happens. 

    "I just hope it actually is a map..." It wouldn't be funny, if it were just my misconception, associating the large piece of leather with the one that the bard has. 

    When I chant the word for activating the magic, lines begin to form on the leather's surface. So, it's a map after all. I apologize in my mind for thinking that Maou-mama made a mistake again, but I still want to hit her over the head with a paper fan for not teaching me how to use it. 

    In either case, I take a closer look at the finished image and feel something snap inside my head. 

    AAAAAA- 

    Not good, I need to calm down. I would have actually flipped a table if I had been sitting at one. 

    The map shows four large land masses, with a red dot on the one at the top right, which most likely indicates my current location. This must be the continent of Blereath, then. According to Senka, that's the name of the continent we're on right now. The much bigger land mass to the left of the map features black runes I can't decipher above a black dot. This most likely denotes the location of the demon castle, so that continent must be Ceogath.  

    At least that's what I think, but my convenient language ability doesn't extend to the written one of the demons either, it seems. Also, there's neither a map key nor a bar scale for translating the map's dimensions into real distances, so I have no idea how far away I am right now. 

    In other words, this is like a vague treasure map where I'll have to guess everything. 

    Damn you, Maou-mama! I'm gonna smack you when I meet you again! 

    Luckily, I memorized the location of the capital we're heading for, which lies right next to a giant lake. At this point, we're about one hundred sixty leagues - or about three hundred eighty kilometers - from it, according to the bard. I use a stick I pick up from the ground as a simple ruler and measure the distance from the red dot to the lake where the capital is located. Then I cut the length of stick to match that distance, and use it to measure the times I need to move it across itself towards the black dot with the only inscription on the map. 

    When I add up the number, I end up at roughly thirty-five. If my math skills aren't failing me, that's about thirteen thousand... four hundred... kilometers... 

    Whaaat?! This is actually a world map, then? 

    We traveled for four and a half days in a mostly straight line. The rest of our journey to Kongenssoevn will take around twenty-one days, and I assume it'll be at about the same rate of progress. Thirty-five times that is seven hundred thirty-five days. That's about two years, just to walk this distance at around the same speed as I have traveled at so far. 

    And there is another land mass, and a vast ocean to cross, so the journey will in no way be going in a straight line. It might not seem too bad at first if it was me alone. I could transform into a vularen on land, to run at speeds far above the one we're traveling at, and then get some fish template to swim through the ocean. Since my stamina has no perceivable limits, I could keep moving without rest.  

    But I'm not traveling alone, so I can't do all that. 

    It seems like three years are barely enough for such a considerable distance, and it sure as hell isn't enough when I also want to see the world and gather companions to bring home with me. 

    "Doesn't this shape look familiar?" Senka's voice snaps me out of my thoughts. She's pointing at a peninsula connected to Ceogath, somewhere near the center of the map. "You, of all people, should... never mind." 

     "Huh, what is it?" But she doesn't respond and just shrugs, ending the topic before it even began. I do the same in wonder, then lean back against a tree, returning my thoughts to the distance that lies before me. "But really, it's a long way after all..." 

    With a sigh, I look up to the clear night sky. There's no light pollution at all, so I can see an entire sea of stars, as well as the two full moons- 

    Wait, why are there two full moons? 

    For a moment, I just sit there and look up with my jaw slack and a blank expression on my face. I've been in this world for over two months now, and this is the first time I see this. 

    "Two moons?" I snap my neck around to Senka and ask with an almost hysterical hiss.  

    "Ah... yeah, no." She makes and looks away with a distant expression. What's with that half-assed response? "Just accept it as it is..." 

    If you say it like that, I'm even more interested! 

    "Don't leave me hanging, oi!" Oops, I just raised my voice a little. But Senka doesn't say anything else and avoids eye contact. "Don't tell me they're actually eyes of a gigantic monster or something, haha..." 

    "All I can say is that tonight is a new moon..." 

    "Ahhh, don't just drop that on me right after I come up with such an absurd explanation!" 

    "Not my fault your imagination runs off wildly." Senka shrugs and concludes our almost comical exchange on her own. 

    I focus on the sky, but there's no way to make sure. There are stars between the two circles of light, so it can't be a giant creature flying in the sky unless it has skin with sparkling stars on it. 

    And it's not like I could do anything, even if those really belonged to a living being. I'm just this tiny speck on a planet, while that thing would be a cosmic entity big enough to accidentally destroy said planet by sneezing. 

      

    That night I dreamed of galaxy-sized robots fighting each other with even bigger drills while defying all laws of physics. 

      

    Ten days have passed since we started on this journey, and along the way, we stayed in a few small towns for a night each. They were nowhere near the size of Hovsgaerden but still featured sturdy stone walls. According to the bard, those are remnants of a more warlike era; right now, there are barely any patrols and few guards standing around at the gates. 

    We do get many weird looks from townspeople and travelers on the road alike, because of both our party composition and the fact that I'm carrying Senka in my arms - and a little dark elf with a weirdly bulging right side under her coat is clinging to me at all times. Her cursed arm isn't on full display, but there's no way to make its presence disappear completely.  

    I would never tell her to hide it for my sake, though. I think it's a status symbol since it distinguishes her as a unique character in a sea of otherwise bland and common designs.  

    Since we're in a rush, there's no time for sightseeing, so whenever we enter a town, we only stock up on supplies for the journey ahead. For the most part, we spend our nights out in the open, using the edge of forests as cover from the weather. Luckily, it's holding up, and we haven't had to deal with much rain.  

    The days pass in a mostly uneventful manner, compared to all the adventures we went through in Hovsgaerden. Everyone's too exhausted from the daily marches for more than having rare idle conversations or listening to the bard playing his lute in the evenings before sleep. 

    With our brisk pace, Daica has given up on trying to act tough and started letting me carry more and more of her luggage - as expected of someone who has never exercised for her entire life. But this is an excellent opportunity for her to at least put on some muscles. Even though she's slowing us down and we pace ourselves according to her speed, nobody is complaining since we're still progressing within expectations. 

      

    Finally, on the twelfth day, we enter a landscape with hills that grow ever steeper, and the rolling plains are abruptly replaced by dense forests. According to the bard, this is the outer reaches of the Kongensgrad, and the actual mountains will become visible soon. 

    "There are two paths which we can take to get across the Kongensgrad." Gram explains after I asked about how we'll be crossing the mountains, as we settle down for a lunch break in a small clearing. "The King's Pass is the easiest route, but..." 

    "... not the fastest?" I'm curious! 

    "Well, yeah..." He's troubled by my enthusiasm and scratches his mustache nervously while unpacking the cooking set he's carrying in his backpack. "We don't have enough time to take the longer but safer route. We're going towards the Himmelenveien right now, which is the other path. But since snowfall season is just around the corner, it could be quite dangerous." 

    "Are there no other routes than these two?" I would think that a mountain range that large should have a lot of routes one could use. 

     "There are a few other routes, but they're too dangerous for inexperienced people. Only express messengers use those." Rolan joins our conversation while placing firewood in a pile for Luna to light on fire with her magic. 

    It sounds like a potentially fun adventure, but I don't want to subject Kamii or Daica to any dangers. Unlike me, they aren't practically impervious to physical damage, and would most likely die from falling off a cliff, or at least end up heavily wounded. Deep in the mountains, that's basically a death sentence. 

    There's a very high-ranked spell in the Scripture of Belys that can heal anything short of death, but it requires a very long incantation, as well as a ritual to be held by at least three people. I don't know whether that means all three need to have a light magic affinity or not, but the requirement is still quite steep in either case. Furthermore, I've neither had an opportunity to practice it nor do I want to do so on someone I know. If it failed, I wouldn't be able to live with myself. 

    "Well, we'll stop in Aekrestad for one day and one night, to stock up on food and buy warmer clothes for the mountain crossing." The leader says while fanning the flames that Luna has conjured. I could help out, you know? 

    "I do feel a little cold." Daica mutters weakly. She's wearing the silky dress and strapped sandals which she wore most of the time in Hovsgaerden, clothes wholly inappropriate for hiking. It's a wonder anyone even allowed her to come along in those. 

    "Elves don't freeze." Kamii states with her nose raised high and her left arm on her hip. She can't do the same with her right hand, causing her to look like she's striking a pose for a photo instead of being haughty. 

    She was fine wearing thin rags that barely covered her body in the cold storage room and walked barefoot through half the city. Also, I'm pretty sure the slave keepers didn't have enough kindness to give her a blanket even during winter. Maybe Daica feeling cold is related to her curse, too? 

    "Then let's go shopping for clothes when we get to Aekrestad." I have enough money to do that much for the two cute dark elves under my wings. "You should come with us, too." 

    "H-huh?" Luna is taken by surprise when I suddenly address her. "Ah, umm... yes?" 

    "Nice!" I pump my fist. She wasn't listening but still agrees. Giving me a look of bewilderment, she blinks a few times, before turning to Rolan for help. 

    "Let's eat." Gram announces that the lunch is ready. He's unexpectedly good at turning simple provisions, consisting of dried meat and whatever vegetables and roots we can find in the vicinity, into pretty palatable meals. 

    We quickly dig in. 

      

    Towards noon on the sixteenth day, the dirt road leads us through an area that appears to be used for woodcutting activities. There are felled trees and a vast open space with many stumps remaining in the ground. We're close to a human settlement. 

    "Does the ax ring nicely today?" Gram calls out to our surroundings. 

    "It does indeed!" A tough-sounding voice emerges from behind a pile of cleaned and stacked tree trunks. Heavy boots crunch the dirt and splinters of wood, as a giant man comes into view. A magnificent beard covers his face and connects seamlessly with his crew cut. He has a physique similar to Gram's, and his tanned upper body is bare despite the cold weather. His chest is full of hair, and so are his forearms. 

    I look between the two big men. Guess all lumberjacks have a body like that. 

    "Greetings, travelers. What brings you here?" The man asks us in a friendly tone. 

    "We'd like to know how far it is to Aekrestad." The big man does the talking since it seems like they see eye to eye. Must be the muscles. 

    "It's just a short walk along the riverbank. You'll come upon the meadows of Aekrestad in a bit." The lumberjack points to our right. There's a small river which is most likely used for transporting the logs. That means the town lies downstream from here. 

    "We thank you, good man. May the trees fall well." Gram is using lumberjack speech, and it's quite interesting to hear. 

    "You're welcome. To you a safe journey." With a nod, the other big man says his goodbyes. 

    Ahhh, this exchange was so friendly. Even though we're an armed group that just came out of the forest, he didn't immediately think we were bandits or something. These parts must be really peaceful. 

    Walking down the path along the riverbank, we make our way through a forest once again. The bard tells us that this is the Aengerleien, of which the source we'll be able to see when we take the Himmelensveien pass. The water is really clear, and I can see all the way to the bottom, where fish are swimming about happily. 

    Soon, the forest is replaced by the meadows the lumberjack told us about. Before the backdrop of a snowcapped mountain range stands a small town surrounded only by a wooden palisade. It seems that this area hasn't seen any wars in a long time, and it looks more like this wall is to protect against wild animals rather than human armies. 

    There are no gate guards, and the overall atmosphere in this town seems to be more laid back than the one in Hovsgaerden. With a population of around three thousand, that's to be expected; everybody's much more familiar with each other. 

    Apparently, this town doesn't have an adventurer guild. Rolan made sure to check in at the guilds in each city and village we stayed in, even if we didn't take on any requests. But this time, we go straight to the tavern to stash our luggage. As always, Rolan and Luna get their own room, Gram and the bard share one, and I stay with Kamii and Daica. 

    We meet back downstairs shortly after to have lunch. During the meal, we discuss how to proceed, and everybody gets a list of things to buy for the journey ahead of us. For some reason, I'm just told to find clothes for my two protégées instead of procuring provisions like everybody else.  

    Discriminating against me for being the daughter of a noble, who must be ignorant of market prices and haggling? Well, I don't mind, but I'll still pull Luna along on our clothes shopping trip. 

    "Huh? I promised?" She looks incredibly skeptical. 

    "Yes... you did." Kamii is the one to reply in my stead - to everybody's surprise. Since she has always been telling the truth, sometimes to the chagrin of those who became disadvantaged of it, nobody stops to doubt her. Well, it really is the truth anyway. 

    "Hahaha! Why not? Go with them." Rolan actually supports my one-sided decision. Most likely it's because he must have noticed that we usually don't get along so well and sees it as an opportunity for us to do some bonding. 

    Thus, it's decided that I'll be pulling Luna along on our girls-only outing. She doesn't look very pleased about going shopping with me, of all people, and she isn't very hopeful about the selection. I can understand her sentiment because there isn't much to be found in the way of fashion in these small towns. 

    Since this is a kingdom, I expect the nobility to have at least some sense of fashion, though. We'll see when we get to the capital. 

    We quickly find a tailor, one of only two in the whole town. As expected, he has little variety, but at least the clothes are suitable for the weather ahead of us. While I think cute clothes suit Kamii best, and sexy ones are a must for Daica, this store has neither. 

    Well, we do need to select outfits that will keep them safe and warm on the mountain pass, so at least this way I won't get baited into buying something unnecessary. Even though the older sister said that elves don't freeze, I don't want to risk her getting sick while on the road, far from a warm bed and medicine. 

    I prefer clothes that are easy to move in and capable of surviving my active lifestyle for a long time. Especially since we're walking a lot and moving through the wilderness, it has to be sturdy as well as cover me adequately. Not that I get cuts from branches or tall grass, since my skin is very malleable, but I have to keep up appearances in front of the humans. 

    In the end, I pick a shirt customarily worn by lumberjacks from this area, made of a sturdy cloth from some unknown plant's fibers. I assume it's this world's equivalent to cotton. A pair of leather pants tied with a thick belt and sturdy boots complete the look of a mountaineer. 

    Or the look of a girl from the boonies. 

    "That really suits you." Senka sneers in the changing room, and I bop her over the head. 

    When I emerge in my chosen outfit the tailor glances at me with a frown. Since women in this society only ever wear skirts that reach all the way down to their ankles, it's rare to see one in anything else. The only women who I've seen wear pants were those from the adventurer guild, but those can't be found in this town. 

    I get Kamii something like a back-tied corset top that leaves her shoulders and arms exposed. It's the only outfit the tailor had that doesn't require a lot of work for her to be able to wear. Still, I have the tailor cut something like a detached sleeve for her left arm. Warm cloth pants cover her legs now, and I find leather chausses for her thighs, which looks like an overskirt. It offers both protection and warmth. 

    "How does it feel?" I pet Kamii after tying up the corset, making sure not to tighten it too much. 

    "Strange." She says while looking down at herself. Her figure is quite petite, so there's no need to use a tight corset to make her waist look even slimmer. I only picked this for ease of wearing, especially since it features a fluffy trim, too. 

    Actually, that corset may have been intended to stir the beholder's libido, rather than as proper clothing. After all, when I see her wearing it, I feel stimulated. But my intention was for her to wear it under her tabard, to keep her otherwise open sides warm. 

    For now, the little dark elf is only wearing the corset, and her bare shoulders are beckoning me. I plant a kiss on them from behind, and she turns around to me with a lovely smile, before nuzzling into my chest. 

    "Hurry up! We don't have all day." Once again, Senka rains on my parade. She earns a knuckle to the top of her head, which she takes with silent dignity. 

    For Daica, I want to find something that will make her body stand out, even while it keeps her warm. I don't mind splurging on her when I have a feast for my eyes every time I take a look. 

    However, no such thing exists in this small town tailor's store. Then my eyes fall on a pile of pink wool. Is that from one of those colorful sheep? Their fur is really fluffy! 

    So, I make the tailor line the insides of a light robe with the wool but have it peek out from the sleeves and the hood. Furthermore, I tell him to shorten the front half of the robe, so that it reaches just below the crotch, while the back still goes down to the ankles. Then, I ask him to use that leftover material to make a short skirt, which goes halfway down the thighs, as well as to cut a pair of tights - which are actually men's clothing in this world - just above the knees. I tighten them with strings since rubber bands don't exist in this world. 

    I have Daica wear those in the changing room right away. 

    "A-are you sure about this?" She stands before me in only her underwear but is also wearing these new makeshift thigh highs. That's a sight I need to enjoy silently, so I just watch her without replying. She grows increasingly flustered at my wordless admiration, and her face flushes a deep reddish-purple. 

    It's just so fun to bully her like this. 

    While we wait for the tailor to finish the work on Daica's clothes, I leave her in the changing room alone with Senka and go out to look for Luna. She excused herself from trying on clothes by saying that she doesn't need anything new, and only picked up a heavy scarf for the mountain crossing ahead of us. 

    "You don't need anything else?" I ask her for the third time. In a way, I really wanted to see her get undressed and assess her proportions better. I can't tell because of those loose robes she always wears, but it's clear that she has a complex about her boob size. She sometimes glances at that region in both Daica and me, before looking down at herself with a depressed sigh. 

    Her elven half must be more dominant in that regard. 

    "You just thought something rude about me, did you not?" Turning away slightly while holding the scarf up to cover her chest, Luna looks at me with a sour face. Are my thoughts that easily readable? 

    "I only thought it's such a waste that you wouldn't pick a more accentuating outfit." Speaking in the most innocent tone I can muster, I try to poke her sense of fashion. "I think you have a great body, so you would surely look good in a dress." 

    "W-what? Quit your jesting..." Her cheeks redden at my flattery, but she doesn't decline the burgundy dress I'm holding up in front of her. So easy. 

    While the design isn't great, the material is quite soft and completely different from what I got for myself. She continues to say that it would suit me much better since I'm a noble and all. I rebut by saying that I've given up that life and chosen to live a traveler's lifestyle. She could have responded by saying that the same is true for her, but for some reason, she seems to forget about it. 

    Eventually, she gives in and tries it on. She has a charm different from Kamii's and Daica's, more like something between the two dark elves. Her beautiful white skin stands in nice contrast to the color of the dress, too. But it still doesn't grant me much insight into her breast size, as the chest and shoulder areas are slightly puffed up by some material on the inside. 

    "It looks great. Rolan is lucky to have you." I state with a grin, and she blushes. 

    "W-what, we are not-" She still tries to hide it, but I ignore her. 

    "Yeah yeah, let's go buy it." I pull her to the counter to finalize the purchase. 

      

    Toward the evening, Daica's outfit is finished, and I have her try it on right away. This time, I choose to wait outside the changing room, to let my anticipation build up. I really hope that the design I had in mind matches with how it looks in reality. Otherwise, the whole thing would end in disappointment. 

    "I-is this really how it's worn?" Opening the curtain a bit and peeking outside, the big dark elf asks shyly. "The skirt is so short!" 

    "That sounds about right." With these words, I pull the curtain aside in one swift motion and behold the dark elf in the full glory of her new clothes. 

    The view hits me like a truck, and I take a step back in awe. The fluffy, pink wool lining of the collar and hood framing her face emphasizes her smooth, mauve purple skin. I purposefully picked a robe that was just the right size for her, so that the added wool made it tighter. It accentuates her voluptuous chest and shapely figure even more now. The front part of the skirt that was removed is like a window to her incredible legs, which are covered in a short skirt from the top, and thigh highs from the bottom. Rounding off that outfit are ankle-high, black leather boots. 

    Absolute territory achieved! 

    My mouth waters at the sight, and I can't help but imagine what it would be like to lose myself between those thighs. But we can't really try that during the journey, so I need to keep my desires low for the time being. When we reach our destination, we'll do a lot of practicing. 

    "You look stunning." I state with my arms crossed and nod like a connoisseur. 

    "R-really?" Stepping out of the changing room while holding her miniskirt down with both hands, to try and cover the absolute territory gap, Daica's eyes light up with a rare moment of self-confidence. She walks in front of the mirror in the corner of the room and looks at her reflection. "H-huh? You can almost see up my skirt!" 

    With these words, she squats down in shame and gives me an even nicer view up her skirt in the mirror before her. Nice job! 

    But it's only the usual old lady bloomers from this world! 

    My tension drops and I feel my shoulders slump. Should I have the tailor make some panties? 

    Suddenly, Senka stirs on the chair in the changing room, snaps her head around and starts laughing mechanically. Luna jumps into my arms with a shriek and Kamii runs to take cover behind my back, since she never witnessed the doll girl doing this before. 

    It's Senka's way to remind me of the fact that I don't have time for that. 

    "Stop iiit!" Luna is close to tears as she holds onto my arm while pointing her staff and shouting at the doll. "It hasn't done this for so long; I thought it would never do it again!" 

    I can feel her chest pressing against my arm through the robes and get a good idea of her size now. 

    Good job, Senka! 

      

    In the end, I spend a pretty hefty sum, even with the help of Luna's haggling; my wallet is a lot lighter now. It doesn't feel like a loss, though; I have two beautiful and cute dark elves by my sides, who received an alternate outfit and are pretty happy about it - or at least Kamii is, while Daica is fidgeting because of her short skirt. 

    When we return to the tavern, the sun has already disappeared behind the mountains. We meet up with the other party members for a traditional Aekrestad dinner, consisting of steamed beef in a mushroom sauce and a pumpkin cream soup. The meadows around the town are the feeding grounds for the cows, which grow to have very tender meat. 

    This is one of the best meals I've had since coming to the Kingdom of Lares, and I savor every moment. 

    After dinner, everybody retreats into their own rooms. It's been seven nights since I last slept in a proper bed. The tiny villages we stayed in had no taverns, so we had to spend the night in the barns of some farmers, and sleep on straw. 

    There's no such thing as cold foam or metal springs in this world, so cheaper taverns with older beds tend to have indented mattresses, where the wool stuffing has been depressed by all the people who laid on them. But it's still preferable to sleeping with the livestock, or somewhere with stones under your blanket - and the occasional insect that crawls over your body. 

    This tavern doesn't have any running water. The bathroom doesn't even have a sink, let alone a bathtub. There's only a large wooden tub for which one can order hot water to be brought upstairs so that one can sit in it to wash up. It's far less developed than Hovsgaerden, but it's better than having to bathe in a cold stream. 

    My body doesn't secrete any sweat, but I can still get dirty from dust and splashing mud. The same is true for Senka, who doesn't have any bodily functions and doesn't even need to eat. 

    Kamii is sitting in the tub with her crab arm stretched out to the side. I'm wiping her down with a wet towel and have to actively suppress my stirring desires. 

    "Mahkotoh?" She looks up at me with her mesmerizing amethyst eyes and tilts her head questioningly. My hands seem to have stopped at one point, and my face got really close to hers. 

    "I-it's nothing." I pet her head with a smile and continue. 

    Daica used the bath first, so when we exit the bathroom, she's already asleep on her bed. It was a pretty tiring day, even if we just stood around for most of the second half of it, waiting for the tailor to finish the clothes. I'm all for going to sleep right away, but Kamii lies down before me and beckons me over. 

    "You want to... do it, right?" She asks with a warm expression that threatens to melt my brain. But I still have enough self-control to remember how it went last time. Neither of us could move the next day and just stayed in bed until the afternoon. 

    "No, we can't. We have to walk all day again tomorrow." With a bitter undertone, I force myself to say these words while I lay down beside her. I can cuddle her, but nothing beyond that until we reach a place where we can take the next day off completely. "Let's go to sleep." 

    After I plant a kiss on Kamii's forehead, I cover the two of us with the thick blanket. The tiredness of the day catches up with us, and we soon slip away into slumber. 

    My last thought is that we could have just practiced a little moderation and gone for one round or something... 

    





   



 Chapter 22 - The Storm And The Whisper 

      

      

    The next morning, we're on the move again. We leave the village of Aekrestad, and the bard leads us up the dirt path disappearing into the forest that heads for the mountains of the Kongensgrad, towards the Himmelenveien route. 

    Before noon, the gray clouds spill their load and snow floats down, causing the dirt road to disappear under a blanket of pure white. Every step feels ever so slightly heavier than the last, as our surroundings become more and more coated in the color of winter. 

    The Tokaido is doable on foot in about a week's time. That's only when traveling under perfect conditions and at a reasonable pace. But that was - and still is - a well-maintained and paved road with negligible elevation. That's not the case with the mountain pass ahead of us. 

    Gram is walking at the very front, clearing the snow with his boat-sized boots, while the bard follows closely behind him and makes sure we're on track. Rolan is third and Luna fourth in line, with Kamii walking right beside me, and Daica dead last as she has been every day since the start of our journey. 

    "The Himmelenveien is quite treacherous and takes us near the tallest mountain in the Kongensgrad, the Solspyd." The bard explains while huffing and puffing from the exertion of climbing a steep incline while talking. His breaths create large clouds of visible vapors. 

    It has been quite cold for a while now, even before we reached Aekrestad, but due to the weather change within the last several hours and the increasing elevation, the temperature has dropped significantly. The freezing winds feel like blades cutting into one's skin. 

    That is, according to the others. I don't feel it the same way. Of course, I'm wearing a thick coat, and even through it, I can tell that it's frigid. But it doesn't give me the same kind of unpleasant feeling I used to have when I practiced running outdoors during winter. It's all thanks to the body of a Crawling Chaos. 

    "Are you alright, Kamii?" I turn to ask the little dark elf by my side. 

    "Elves... don't freeze." She states with a stoic expression and sets one foot before the other like she has been doing all these days. There's no change in her pace, even though we're ascending a snowy and steep incline. Even so, I doubt she's as unaffected by the cold as she says. 

    Daica isn't fairing as well as her older sister is, though. She's beginning to lag behind more and more, so I decide to help her with most of her luggage. Everything short of carrying her should still be okay to keep up my appearances before the humans, even if they have expressed surprise at my constitution time and again.  

    "How long is it going to take us to get up the mountain?" I ask Rolan, who relays the question to the bard up front. 

    "At our pace, we can expect to reach the highest point of our journey in five days. After that, we will be descending the Kongensgrad again and reach the capital in four days." He responds. "I am calculating with the assumption that the snowfall will only become heavier, and that our progress will slow down more and more from here on out." 

      

    He wasn't kidding. 

    Shortly after our lunch break at noon, on the second day since leaving Aekrestad, the weather takes a turn for the worse. The snow, previously coming down like feathers on the breeze, are increasingly turning into icicles because of the storm that started sometime during the night and picked up in intensity over the course of the morning. 

    At this point, Gram is using his shield to push a path into the snow for us to follow in like a snowplow. The white powder has become more than knee-deep for the shorter people, including Luna, Daica and especially Kamii. 

    "We'll die out here!" Rolan yells over the roaring of the wind, as he argues with the bard. 

    "Do you want to turn back?" The normally composed bard seems to be quite irritated by the cold as well. 

    "No, but..." Glancing back at the girls of the party, the leader doesn't continue what he wanted to say. 

    "We should find some shelter and wait out the storm!" Gram has come to a stop as well, looking visibly tired. 

    "Storms in the Kongenssoevn can last many days. That is why the Himmelenveien is not used during winter. If we wait it out, we may be delayed for a long time." It seems the bard knows a lot more than anybody else here. Did he already make this journey before? Well, considering he's been the guide all this time, I assume he has. 

    "Then what do you suggest?" Rolan remarks snidely, and I decide to step in. 

    "Stop it, you two." Luna is faster. She raises her voice and speaks in a reprimanding tone, upon which the two men break it up and look away in embarrassment. "We will not make any better progress if you two argue with each other." 

    It seems she's also somewhat irritable right now. Nobody can do anything about this situation, so there's no point in feeling bad about it. I can understand that the cold weather and tiredness can do that to the human psyche. 

    "How are you doing, Kamii?" I turn to the two dark elves, who have remained silent for most of today. She hasn't said anything all day because the cold must be traveling up her coat, and into her cursed arm. Its surface area is quite big, but due to its shape, it can't be properly covered in cloth. Even though she has been saying that she's not freezing, she's shivering now. 

    "I'm fine." Sniffling, the little dark elf tries to act strong. I pet her head and check her temperature with my forehead. It seems to be about the same as mine, but I don't know elven physiology well enough to be able to judge whether that's good or not. 

    I look back and find that Daica has taken the opportunity presented by this short break to rest, and is sitting on a jutting rock. There's no need for me to ask her, to know how she's feeling. 

    "Is there an alternative route we can take from here? It can't go on like this." I separate from Kamii and turn to the bard. 

    "The only alternatives are the King's Pass and more dangerous mountain trails that only trained individuals can climb." He responds, forcing himself into a better attitude since it's me he's talking to. 

    "No, there's another." Rolan suddenly says. "The Whisper." 

    Well that doesn't sound ominous at all now, does it? 

    "No, it is far safer up here." The bard tries to shoot down the suggestion immediately, but it's too late now; my interest has been piqued. 

    "What's so dangerous about that route?" I ask the leader since I feel that the bard won't tell me. 

    "It's a natural cave that leads into Rathgolim, the old dwarven kingdom. The dwarves disappeared from these mountains a long time ago, and only their monuments remain." Gram is the one to reply. He seems to know his stuff, too. 

    "So they're just empty caverns now?" Pressing the matter, I address all three men. This way, I can probe for their opinion on this path. 

    "Some people travel through it from time to time, but you may encounter the undead." Rolan, the one who brought up the topic in the first place, responds to my question. "But with Chloe here, we don't need to be afraid of those, do we?" 

    "Then we should go there. Kamii and Daica won't be able to continue in this weather." I gesture at the two dark elves behind me; it's clear that they're both freezing, and Daica's stamina won't hold up for four more days of this strenuous ascension, coupled with this deadly weather. 

    "What can I say..." The bard buries his face in his palm and shakes his head. 

    "Dangerous?" Kamii suddenly asks and lifts her cursed arm out of the cloak, despite the fact that she must be feeling unwell. I doubt she's going to be of any help in a fight, but I appreciate the sentiment.  

    "Don't worry. I'll protect you." I pet her hair and look her in the eyes with a confident expression. In response, she gives me a warm smile that could melt me away on the spot. "Of course, that goes for you, too, Daica." 

    The big dark elf raises her hand barely above her shoulder and waves back weakly to signal that she heard me. It brings a smile to my face. She hasn't said much today, but at least she isn't completely zoned out from the exhaustion just yet. 

    "So, it's decided then?" I think my smile must be really radiant when I turn around to the others and await their answers. 

    "Yes, we'll go to The Whisper." The leader makes the final decision, albeit with a frown at my enthusiasm. 

      

    The storm seems to be only active above a certain altitude, so we leave its effects behind us towards noon the day after we decided to turn around. There's still snow as far as the eyes can see, but rather than a blinding blizzard, it's a winter wonderland. 

    It becomes much easier for us to travel, as we descend further and take a turn near the rock face we passed yesterday. Then, by the evening hours shortly after sunset, we finally reach The Whisper. 

    When we approach the place, I immediately understand where it got its name from. There's a small cave opening with jagged rocks surrounding it like a set of jaws. The wind blowing through those causes an unnerving sound that makes my back crawl. It sounds like whispers in my ears. Sometimes, a larger breeze throws up the snow in front of the cave, making it look like a massive creature's hot breath creating a plume of mist in the cold winter air. 

    I wouldn't be surprised if this was actually a living being and we have to walk through its entire digestive system to... uh, I don't want to think about it like that after all. 

    "Welcome to The Whisper." The bard, despite his initial aversion to the idea of taking this path, seems inspired by its sight. He heats up his hands by breathing into them and rubbing them against each other before he brings his lute to bear. 

      

    "Thyra descends unto the netherworld, 

    To reclaim her lost lover's soul. 

    Returning the dead carries a toll, 

    The pure tears of a goddess impearled. 

    That blessing, unbeknownst to her, now gone, 

    Granted on a whim, since taken in spite. 

    He calls, she hears and runs to his side, 

    In the land of the living, she wakes, alone." 

      

    Kind of sounds like the story about Izanagi descending into hell to bring back Izanami. But it's also different, as it features mortals who are being toyed with by gods. As always, the bard's voice and musical timings are great. 

    "That was quite ominous, do you think not, Sigurd?" Luna comments. "That may not have been the best poem for the occasion." 

    Yes, I agree on that part. We're about to enter a cave into a place that might seem like the netherworld, and the story makes it sound like we're not going to come out with all members. I'll make sure not to lose sight of either Kamii or Daica. Senka's in my embrace, so she won't be going missing. 

    If there's ever a reason to believe that things are going south, I will stuff the three of them inside me and make a run for it. While I don't know what kind of effect I have on the cursed, I think everything is better than immediate death. 

    "We'll make camp out here and descend tomorrow." Rolan announces. It's already dark outside, and while it doesn't matter for an underground exploration, we marched all day, and everyone's tired. Well, I'm not, but everyone else is.  

    We use the time to gather wood to prepare torches, forage for food in the surroundings in case there's nothing to be found in the bowels of the mountain, and in general just rest before descending into Rathgolim, the remnants of the dwarven kingdom. 

    If undead do appear down there, I can just use Libera Animar or Hasta de Lumin. Furthermore, Luna taught me about magic theory, even if she doesn't seem to want to teach me actual spells. Through her explanations, I came to learn that this half-elf girl must be an exceptional prodigy. 

    She takes a long time to chant her spells because they're all creations of her own, rather than ones she learned from books or a teacher. While she does have some basic knowledge of lower level spells like the obligatory fireball and wind cutter, all the higher level ones I've seen her use so far come from her own imagination. If that isn't considered incredible, I'll have to reevaluate the war potential of humanity. 

    But if that's the normal way to go about using magic, then doesn't that mean I can create spells by imagining their effects, too?  

    Of course, I can't just test that out in front of everyone here, since for now, I'm still a novice mage who can only use a few spells from the book Arcelia gave me. I already did enough with the magic I've used so far; I don't need to give people more reason to be suspicious of me. 

    I guess when it comes down to it, I can just use the shielding spell I found in the holy scriptures. If it's light magic, they won't question me about it. Apparently, this particular spell 'protects the devout and innocent', which is quite vague, but makes me think of some kind of barrier. I hope that it won't kick out corrupted beings, but I'm sure that if I can use it in the first place, the two dark elves and I won't be excluded from its effect. 

    According to the bard, the ancient name of this passage through the depths of the mountains, Tvahogan Jattern, can be translated to 'Two-Headed Titan'. In the age of the gods, two titanic beasts fought here and ravaged the lands. They killed each other, and their remains turned into the mountain range that runs across the entire kingdom. The bigger one had two heads, which turned into the northern range, while the smaller one fell towards the south and is supposedly half-submerged in the ocean. Both of their carcasses put together are now called the Kongensgrad. The space between these two titans became the King's Pass. 

    We're camping in front of one of the Two-Headed Titan's supposed heads, on the side called The Whisper. The bard tells me that the other side is called The Maw because the opening is massive and looks like a titanic beast's open jaws. 

    I'm a sucker for such lore! Tell me more! 

    "Rathgolim used to be where almost all the dwarves of Blereath lived, up until two centuries ago." As we sit around the campfire, the bard relates the history of the mountain to me. "They kept to themselves and rarely, if ever, traded with humans. But one day, when one of the few human merchants that did conduct trade with them came to visit, it was empty. There were signs of battle, but not a single body could be found." 

    That's really eerie... 

    "There are only a few communes of dwarves left now, and they make their homes far away from the Kongenssoevn. None of them speak of what happened here." The bard concludes the history lesson. 

    It really sounds like something cataclysmic occurred, which might even have been their own fault. I would be really interested in learning more about the history of this place - and this world in general - but for that, I might have to tickle it out of a dwarf someday. 

      

    The next morning, we broke camp at dawn and made our way into The Whisper. It has been a few hours since we started our descent and the cave so far has looked completely natural. I'm beginning to wonder where the dwarven kingdom actually starts. 

    We're taking a narrow path that continues into the depths of the mountain in an almost straight line, with few smaller tunnels branching off to the sides. There are markings on the walls to denote that those lead nowhere. 

    By now, Gram has switched to the rear guard, while Rolan and the bard are leading the way, just like they did in the catacombs during the Annual Cemetery Clearing quest. Each of them is carrying a torch, while Luna is using her staff to illuminate the center where us girls are walking. 

    The bard seems to be keeping track of time somehow since he calls for breaks periodically. At one point we've gone so deep underground that little fresh air circulates inside, and it's becoming increasingly harder to breathe. While the three men and I are fine, the less sporty types - Luna and Daica - are having a hard time. Unexpectedly, Kamii seems to be holding up really well, too. 

    "If keeping your staff raised all the time tires you, I can take over." I suggest to Luna but receive a strange look. 

    "Mages do not lend their catalysts to others." She says with a frown. Is that a tradition or a rule? Maybe each staff is soul-bonded to its wielder, like in online games, so that they can't be traded? 

    That would be absurd. 

    "I don't need a staff to cast magic, though...?" Tilting my head, I'm unsure whether to make a statement or ask a question. 

    "That is because light magic can be cast as long as there is light, even if the source is only the moon, the stars, or even a small candle's flame." Luna shows me her staff and the three small crystals embedded in its gnarled tip. "This garnet is for invoking fire, the blue beryl is for channeling water, and the almost transparent quartz is to control wind. You need a medium for every type of element you wish to cast." 

    I see, that kind of makes sense, although I feel that wind is everywhere and shouldn't require a catalyst. And I don't remember seeing Halfdan wielding a staff or a wand when he cast his earth magic, either. 

    "Ignis." I speak, and a small flame appears above my palm, quickly growing larger and beginning to illuminate the surroundings. Luna's eyes open wide, and she gasps in surprise. 

    "H-how did you do that?" She raises her voice, and the others turn to see what's going on. 

    "I don't know." I try to look surprised myself and let the flame in my palm fizzle out, acting as if I let my concentration slip. Maybe that wasn't such a good idea, to let them know that I can cast magic without a catalyst? 

    "You surprise us at every turn, Chloe." Rolan comments and gives me a wide grin. "With your talents in our group, I think the demon queen won't be a problem at all." 

    I don't think I'm strong enough to face Maou-mama, especially since we both have the same type of body, and she had much more time to experiment and become familiar with hers. Even if I happen to be more talented, experience isn't something overcome so easily. Also, I'm sure she knows far more magic than I do. 

    And I'll be standing against you anyway - if you ever get to face my mother in the first place. 

    In either case, with this, I'm designated a torch-bearer as well. Thus, I'm condemned to hold up my hand with the flame in it, to illuminate the center of our small procession, while Luna rests and uses her staff as a walking stick. 

    Ugh, I shouldn't have proposed this... 

      

    Soon, we enter an area that looks clearly manmade. I didn't notice it at first, because I wasn't using night vision, but the flickering torch lights reveal angles and shapes that can't be natural. There are cracked pillars, archways and other structures carved directly from the rock. But as expected, there are no signs of life down here. 

    This way, the first day passes without any incident, and the bard signals us that it has become pretty late already. We find an alcove in the tunnels, which can be used for camping, and Gram piles up the firewood he and Rolan have been carrying to make a fire. If they hadn't brought wood from the outside, we wouldn't have found anything to burn in here. 

    Magic could solve that problem - and many others - but apparently nobody thinks of it. 

    After dinner, we settle on the night watch, before everybody quickly goes to sleep. While it wasn't as tiring as climbing the snowy mountain, everybody's nerves are on edge in this all-enveloping darkness and the silence only interrupted by the echoes of our footsteps. The two dark elves and I can see in the dark, but it doesn't change the fact that confined spaces can turn flickering shadows into monsters that nibble at the edge of one's vision as well as sanity. 

    I don't seem that affected by it though, which must be because of this body of mine. 

      

    On the second day, we finally see more signs of the dwarven kingdom. The winding tunnels have stairs that lead up or down into rooms dug out of the mountain itself. There are many forks in the road, but due to the colored runes on the walls, left behind by previous travelers, it's easy to tell which way to go. 

    I spot rusted metal tools from time to time, which travelers who went through here didn't choose to pick up and take along due to their apparent lack of value. Their presence tells me that the dwarves ran away with all they got, going so far as to discard their belongings in their hasty escape. I'm getting more and more interested in learning what really happened here. 

    Still no sign of any living things, not even rats. 

    During our journey through the dark, everybody's perception of time becomes more and more muddled. Without the bard calling for breaks, the meals, or nighttime, nobody would be able to tell when to do anything. I have to wonder whether he has some means to determine the time or just has a good internal clock. 

    "This silence is mind-numbing..." I mutter, but my voice comes out much louder than I intended it to. Kamii looks up at me in surprise, and Luna turns around as well.  

    "We should find a place to spend the night." The bard concedes, understanding that everybody's nerves must be stretched thin by the seemingly endless darkness. 

    "How long will it take before we get out on the other side?" I don't think anyone has mentioned that, yet. 

    "Judging by our pace, it will take six more days to get to The Maw." He responds almost immediately, apparently having done the math in his head beforehand. But six more days in this darkness will be quite taxing on everybody's psychological state. 

    "Let's rest up well and continue on faster tomorrow." Rolan encourages everyone with a smile, acting as a proper leader should.  

    We soon find a set of doors that lead into a room filled with broken shelves and crumbling wood. This may have been a storage room for firewood, but there isn't much of it left now. 

    "Oh, there is water here." The bard suddenly calls out to us and points his torch into a corner of the room. From a crack in the wall, a small trickle is flowing into a puddle at the bottom, which looks clear enough for drinking. 

    "Let me check if it's potable." Gram dunks a finger into the water and licks it, before nodding. "Yes, this is fresh water." 

    While we still have some animal skins filled with water, I feel like they wouldn't have lasted us through the entire journey down here. It's fortunate that we found this spring, and I hope we'll be able to find more such water sources throughout Rathgolim. 

    With newfound vigor, the party makes camp and has a dinner that tastes ever so slightly better than usual.





   



 Chapter 23 - Escape Through The Dark 

      

      

    I wake up to Luna shaking me lightly. Apparently, it's time for us to move on, rather than an emergency. I sit up and look around sleepily, remembering that I'm not a morning person when woken up unnaturally. For the past weeks I got up on my own before anyone had to shake me, but today it seems I was just a little bit off.  

    It's the sixth day of our descent into the kingdom under the mountain, and according to the bard today we will finally see the actual city of Rathgolim. So far, we have only been moving through tunnels used by the dwarven miners. 

    Looking down at my side, I find Kamii lying next to me as she always does. I stroke her hair before bending down to her ear and whispering 'wake up'. Her eyes flutter open sleepily, and she looks up at me, before smiling. If we were alone, I would cuddle her right now - and potentially do some more. 

    Turning around to my other side, I wake up Daica in the same manner. Unlike her older sister's graceful reaction, she jerks up into a sitting position in surprise and looks around in confusion, before realizing where she is. 

    "Can't we skip today?" She lies back down on her blanket, muttering in a sullen tone. In the past few days, she had gotten quite used to talking back like that every now and then, since the journey isn't as exhausting as it was when we were ascending the mountain. At that time, she didn't even want to waste a breath on saying something she knows is pointless. 

    "I wish. But look on the bright side: Tomorrow we'll be out of here." Patting her shoulder, I stand up myself and help with the preparations for breakfast. 

      

    "Let's go." Rolan nods when we're all packed up and ready to depart. Leading the way with a torch, he pushes open the door to the hallway outside, revealing endless darkness rather than a wall on the other side. 

    The scenery has changed by quite a bit recently. While we used to be walking through only tunnels, for the latter half of yesterday we've been moving alongside a chasm that seems to disappear into unfathomable depths. There are crumbled wooden frameworks above and below us, suggesting that this area was under development up until the dwarves left. 

    "This is the fastest way, according to the markers. There are others, which are wider and have more secure footholds for carts and carriages to pass through." The bard explains as we pass a section where the ledge is just barely wide enough for the big man to walk straight on. 

    "W-w-why didn't we choose those w-wider paths?" Daica complains, her legs shaking as she leans on me. It seems she has a fear of heights, as she tries her best not to look down into the abyss. 

    I can't fault her for that; while my aversion to it isn't so extreme that I can barely stand on my own, my knees still feel weak when I stand right on the precipice. 

    "Because it would take us almost a whole day longer." With a look of sympathy, the bard responds to Daica's rhetorical question. She knows that we can't afford to take detours, and it's not like this route is that dangerous. 

      

    Shortly after our lunch break we finally walk out into a vast hallway. It's wider than anything we saw before, and to our right, there's a giant archway leading into impenetrable darkness. 

    "Just beyond here is the great city of the dwarves." With the pride of a guide showing foreigners a place of interest in their home country, the bard gestures forward past the archway. When we pass through it, he turns to Luna. "I think we can go for a little more light here. If you would please, Runa?" 

    She does as she's asked and wordlessly turns the flame atop her staff up. It illuminates our surroundings and reveals a seemingly impossibly tall cave, held up by titanic pillars cut from the very mountain itself. Inside those pillars are windows, beyond which only blackness lurks. 

    I assume that these are like multi-story apartment buildings, in which the dwarves used to live. I can't even begin to imagine what this place must have looked like when it was illuminated by thousands of lights, the streets bustling with life as the dwarves went on their daily businesses. 

    "Welcome to the city of Rathgolim." Stretching his arms out in an all-encompassing gesture, as if presenting a landscape, the bard states with meaningful gravity. 

    We walk out into the halls, slowing down our march to take in the sights that come into view under Luna's light. The wooden doors to the houses around us are all broken down and crumbling from old age. They're at a height barely enough for me to stand upright in, but that's plenty of space for dwarves; the ones I saw in Hovsgaerden were only about as tall as Senka. 

    Suddenly, a familiar rattling sound comes from all around us. Our wonder at the view of this magnificent city is blown away and instantly replaced by alarm. 

    "Undead?" Rolan draws his sword and looks around. I turn to the closest source of the noise and find that from an alleyway between the stone houses a few skeletons are slowly moving towards us. They're taller than any dwarf, so they must be human remains. 

    "Libera-" I begin to chant the spell that will turn them to dust and free their souls. 

    "Wait!" The bard shouts, but it's already too late. 

    "-Animar!" As I finish the incantation, a nova of light expands with me as the center and travels outwards. It hits the skeletons and burns them away, just like it did during the cemetery clearing quest. "Huh?" 

    "That was-" Before the bard can explain his reason for trying to stop me, a high-pitched, nerve-grating scream echoes through the stagnant underground air. 

    "What was that?" Gram looks around in surprise and turns his shield in every which direction, readying himself to defend against this potential threat. The acoustics of this place makes it hard to pinpoint where it came from, so everybody's on high alert. 

    We soon realize that it's no longer the first scream echoing off the walls. It's being answered by many others, and it soon settles into a chatter that seems to expand in all directions. From the depths of the halls, a deeper voice bellows something in a strangely guttural and foreign language, before the noise of metal armor pieces clattering against each other rises all around us. 

    "I have a bad feeling about this..." I mutter. 

    "Run!" The bard shouts, and we spring into action at the same time as all around us strange creatures appear on top of buildings and emerge from alleyways. They come at us from all directions, and the entire mountain seems to come alive. 

    With my night-vision, I can see what they are. The best way to describe them would be bipedal naked mole rats. They have tiny beady eyes, giant incisors that are exposed, and wrinkly pale skin with few bristly hairs sticking out all over their bodies. Their heights are mostly around the same as those of the dwarves I've seen, some being smaller and some bigger. 

    This fact seems to have allowed these creatures to scavenge dwarven armor pieces and tools for their own use. Many are wearing rusted chainmail or dented armor pieces, wielding all kinds of tools as weapons, even if they were not intended as such. 

    As we run through the streets of the ruined dwarf city, the trampling of countless feet grows louder by the minute. When I look up, I see that mole rats are pouring out of the windows in the pillars as well as cracks in the buildings, climbing down the walls adeptly. 

    The encirclement is quickly shrinking. 

    "We need to get to the Bridge of Enleith, quick!" Shooting his crossbow behind us while running, the bard exclaims. With so many pursuers, his haphazard shot easily finds a target. A high-pitched squeal confirms that he killed or at least wounded one of those creatures, but it's only a drop in the ocean of flesh and metal coming for our lives. 

    "Hasta de Lumin!" I shout, and a spirit spear forms above me even while I'm running. In its radiance, the mole rats that come from our sides shy away with surprised screams. At such close range, and illuminated by my light, I finally get a good look at them, better than I could with night vision. 

    They're hideous! 

    Releasing my spell towards the front, I aim to open up a path before us. It cuts a straight line through the air and pierces two of the creatures, before detonating on the breastplate of a third. They were among the first to come out onto the road that we're following, and my spell deters others from doing the same. But only for a moment. 

    "Quick!" Rolan shouts, cutting a mole rat's head off while running past it. That seemingly casual feat of strength and skill causes the surrounding creatures to stop and fall back in fear. These small critters are many, but they're cowards. 

    Then the deeper voice from before bellows something and all the enemies begin to move again as if shaken from their shock. It's obviously their leader, but I can't pinpoint his location because of all the squeaks and clanging metal. 

    I look back and find that Gram has picked up Daica, carrying her while running as fast as he can. Kamii has been able to keep up with me so far, and Luna isn't doing too poorly herself, despite her less than stellar constitution.  

    "Hasta de Lumin!" Once again, the radiant light gathers above me, before I release it towards our front. Once again, it pierces several of the mole rats and causes the others to shy away. But at this point, it's too late; the encirclement is complete. The houses, alleyways, and rooftops around us are filled with enemies, a huge army is right to our rear, and there are more and more closing up the path ahead. 

    This spell is pretty bad for area of effect. It can take out several individuals in a straight line but does nothing for when the caster is surrounded. 

    Then I hear Luna beginning to chant. I'm sure her magic is much better suited for clearing large packs, so all we have to do is hold out until she's ready. It will most likely take anywhere between thirty seconds to a whole minute. I just hope the party can hold out long enough. 

    "Mahkotoh!" Kamii shouts, and I spin around. A mole rat wielding a metal spike has emerged from a crack in the ground and is jumping at me. The little dark elf throws her crab claw around and slaps it out of the air. The little creature is confused but doesn't look hurt, as it shakes its head to regain its composure. Then it opens its mouth and screeches in a high-pitched tone threateningly, before charging at us again. 

    Before I can react, Kamii swings her cursed arm again. Since the creature is now moving along the ground and already gauged the previous hit as harmless, it doesn't try to dodge. Instead, it attempts to take it with its rusted breastplate. 

    This time, its feet leave the ground as it's sent flying back into its pack. 

    Wait, that hit just now looked stronger? 

    From the encirclement, another mole rat gathers its courage and charges forward. Kamii lets her right arm crash down from above. Apparently, having misjudged her reach, the creature takes it directly on its head. A cracking sound emerges from its neck, and it falls to the ground lifelessly.  

    Don't tell me... 

    Before I can pay further attention, Gram lets Daica down right next to me, before bringing his shield forward just in time to repel a larger mole rat coming at the party from the rear. In fact, this one is almost as tall as I am. 

    When I look into the darkness, I finally notice that among the encirclement many much larger figures loom. Some of them are as tall as the big man, with muscular bodies to match, towering over the others of their kind like adults would over children. They aren't moving just yet, but I don't think any of the humans would be able to deal with those. 

    Are these small ones actually only children? 

    Rolan is using his torch as a deterrent on one side while swinging his sword on the other, trying to cover as much space as possible. The bard is doing the same, having drawn his short sword and using it to threaten the enemies that are inching closer; reloading the crossbow under these circumstances is pretty much impossible, so it's a good call.  

    Gram is using both his stature and his massive shield to hold our back, and Daica has put down her backpack, and taken out vials and flasks of chemical substances, mixing them together hastily. Even under these circumstances, her hands are unexpectedly steady in their work. She might be creating either an explosive or some chemical which can scare the creatures away. 

    Then my attention is taken by a mole rat with shattered incisors and a bloody mess for a face flying through the air. Spinning my head around, I find that Kamii has entered a battle trance, roaring vigorously while swinging her cursed arm. She has started advancing into the densely packed creatures, who have nowhere to retreat to. Every hit seems to gain more and more weight, and at one point, enemies are flung through the air like ragdolls or splattered onto the ground, their bodies broken beyond recognition. 

    Wow! I remember her hitting me before, but it was only once. There seem to be specific conditions attached to that strength, or else I would have shared the fate of these hideous creatures. Maybe it has something to do with a combo counter or something like that, but that just sounds way too out there. 

    Wait, this is a fantasy world, it's entirely feasible that a strange power with game mechanic-like laws exists here. I quickly look around, but it seems everybody is occupied on their own fronts, so they don't notice what Kamii is doing. For now, I feel like they don't need to know. 

    "Ignis!" For the first time, I chant it loudly, and a giant flame appears on top of my palm. Luckily, I had enough foresight to lift my arm high above me, or I would have burned my own face off. Throwing the fire into a group of mole rats that are trying to circle behind the little dark elf, I burn several of them to crisps while the others clamor to get away. 

    "Catastrophe!" Luna calls out and raises her staff. Her spell is done! It took even longer than the laser one, so I hope it's good. The fire and wind crystals embedded in the tip of her staff glow in their respective colors, symbolizing that this spell is using those two elements. From that glow, a ball of light flies up high into the air and explodes in a bright flash. The mole rats shy back half a step, blinded by the sudden light. 

    The brightness fades and leaves behind a large flame, from which small fireballs rain down on our surroundings. It's a firestorm spell, which affects a large area - perfect for the occasion. The moment the balls come into contact with the surrounding enemies, they explode and cover the creatures in flames. 

    However, the original flame is used up quickly, and while it was effective in causing havoc and breaking the enemy formation, not that many of them have been killed. Just when I think this, an upward draft pulls the fire from the burning corpses all around us and gathers them back into an even bigger flame. 

    That's a multi-use spell, just like the laser? I have to admit that Luna has the most destructive potential on the team while being the physically weakest. Just like a true glass cannon. She must have put all her points into spell power and none into cast speed. 

    After the second deadly rain of fireballs, the encirclement crumbles and the mole rats scatter in all directions, running for their lives. Even the big ones that were only watching, most likely for an opening to charge in, are retreating in terror. 

    "Now's our chance, make a run for it!" Rolan shouts and pulls Luna out of her spell-casting trance. She blinks her eyes, before swinging her staff behind us, throwing the entire original flame down onto the street. It explodes into a huge field of fire, which cuts off the path for any pursuers. 

    "This way!" The bard shouts and leads us while swinging his short sword at the routing enemies, to dissuade them from barring our way. 

    "Hasta de Lumin!" I shoot a spirit spear at those that seem hesitant to open up the path. Then I leap to Kamii's side, grabbing her left arm. She spins around and swings her crab pincer at me, but I dodge just in time, before taking hold of her shoulders. "Snap out of it! We're running!" 

    "I-I'm sorry..." She looks shocked at her own actions, but I pull her along. 

    "Don't worry." I give her a reassuring smile. As I take that moment to look at the carnage she left behind I suppress a shudder. Towards the end, those she hit were scattered into tiny pieces where they stood instead of being sent flying, practically disintegrating from the force of the impact. 

    Damn, that was close! Cold sweat is forming on my forehead at the thought of what would have happened to my body if she had hit me just now. 

    "Daica!" I find that she seems to have finished mixing her concoction, but there's no point in using it for the time being. "Take Senka." 

    Without waiting for her reply, I place the doll girl in her free hand, while lifting her backpack from the ground. She looks at her new luggage with a surprised expression but immediately begins to run after Rolan and the others. 

    "Big man! Come on!" I wait for Gram, who is taking his time strapping his shield over his backpack so that he can run faster. 

    "Coming!" Gram responds while turning around one last time to make sure nothing is pursuing us through the wall of fire, before joining up with Kamii and me. 

    Suddenly, the angered voice of the mole rat leader resounds through the caverns, and I hear whirring sounds coming from the rear. 

    Several metallic impact noises on Gram's shield confirm that they're shooting at us with bows. Luckily, none reach us, since we were running forward, and the big man isn't hit anywhere other than on his shield. I have to wonder how almost blind mole rats can use projectile weapons, but I won't question it; they aren't hitting anything, and that's the important part right now. 

    I think now is the time to use that light shielding spell; there will be another volley, and this time their aim might be better. The incantation is really a mouthful, and I feel like I'll bite my tongue while trying to speak it on the run, but under the current circumstances, I have to try nonetheless. 

    "Spiritia sanctia, servas eon circon meas!" I don't know what I should be doing when I finish, so I throw up an arm. From my chest a sphere of faint light expands, covering me, Kamii and Daica before me. It's a bubble, which travels with me as its center. 

    It worked! 

    "Everyone, get inside here!" It doesn't encompass the whole party on its own, but the space inside is just big enough for the other members to join us. Rolan and Luna look at me in wonder, probably thinking why I didn't use this earlier. Actually, it just slipped my mind, until the arrows started coming. 

    A huge number of ripples move across the shield bubble, and I realize that hundreds of arrows just bounced off of it. If I hadn't used this when I did, everybody here would have been turned into pincushions! 

    I don't know how many hit points this shield has, or how long it lasts, but it doesn't seem to break under the constant rain of arrows and other projectiles that come down on us. I just hope it'll hold out for as long as necessary. 

    All around us, the mole rats are beginning to appear on rooftops and stream out of houses. Apparently, they already circled the barrier of fire Luna left behind. I can see that they're easily keeping pace with us, holding their weapons in their powerful jaws while running on all fours. 

    "The bridge is just past the city!" The bard shouts while running, and points forward. We're following a mostly straight path, which seems to have been the main street of Rathgolim. With my night vision, I can tell that in the far distance there's a wall, which marks the end of the giant cave that houses the dwarven city. "We can make it!" 

    As if to mock the bard's hopes, a roar echoes through the entire cavern and seems to shake the very foundations of the mountain. Everybody comes to a tumbling stop, and the shield bubble disappears with unfortunate timing - I can't tell whether it was affected by that roar, or its duration just ran out naturally. 

    The mole rats begin to cheer, so it must be something from their side. 

    "What was that?!" Rolan looks around with his sword at the ready. He must realize that his weapon is wholly inadequate to deal with whatever can create that kind of sound. 

    "That is their queen." Unexpectedly, the bard has an answer. 

    "You know what these creatures are?" I find myself asking him with a hint of suspicion. Why didn't he say anything earlier? He was against going through Rathgolim, most likely knowing that it's dangerous because of these mole rats living in the city's ruins. If he had only told us, we most likely would have decided against going through here. 

    "They are the Graebern, an ancient race that has been living underground in these mountains long before humans walked these lands and the dwarves made these caverns their homes." He speaks while looking at the enemies beginning to rally. "Over the years, there have been very few encounters with them, but never have they mobilized like this." 

    I'm sorry, I drew them toward us with that needlessly large-scale Libera Animar spell. They didn't notice us when we were only walking around with Luna's light. But what's done is done, getting out of here is more important than placing the blame. 

    Opening the Scripture of Belys, I look for a spell I used to think of as useless before. It illuminates the area around the caster, which is safer than the open flame from Ignis. Other than that, I didn't see any meaning in learning it, since the fire spell achieves the same effect, and I can see in the dark anyway. 

    "Circoluceo!" I shout, and an explosion of light spreads out from my body. With my unnecessarily huge magic output, what's supposed to be a sphere of faint illumination that surrounds me, becomes something akin to a subterranean sun. 

    "Woah!" The others in the party cover their eyes in surprise, but since they weren't looking directly at me, they aren't completely blinded.  

    But the Graebern were staring us down in the twilight of the weak torches, so the effect is much more profound. Pained squeals and high-pitched screams come from all around us, as the creatures of the dark had their retinas burned away as if they looked directly into a midday sun. They claw at their eyes and stagger about, running into each other in the ensuing confusion. 

    "Go!"  Rolan isn't one to waste opportunities when he sees them, so he pulls Luna along, who's still blinking her eyes from the flash-bang. 

    The entire party immediately starts to move once again, and we run past the dazed creatures, through the streets of Rathgolim. I don't know how often this will work, so we really need to get clear of the encirclement as quickly as possible. 

    "There is the Bridge of Enleith." The bard announces in a hopeful tone and increases his pace. 

    When I look in the direction of where he points, I can see that there's a pretty narrow bridge leading across a deep chasm. It's only wide enough for a single horse-drawn cart to cross, though it must have been somewhat spacious for the much smaller dwarves. 

    There are no Graebern on the small platform of the other side, as far as I can tell. Just beyond that platform is a massive gate, similar to the one we passed through to reach the dwarven city. That must be the exit. 

    The earth-shattering roar from before echoes through the entire mountain once again, and this time it sounds much closer. When I turn around, I see a massive naked mole rat in the distance coming after us on all fours. It's even bigger than the cyber-dinos I saw on the Dark Continent. That must be their queen. 

    Fresh pursuers who weren't directly affected by the S*lar Flare are beginning to close in from all sides once again, and the path to the bridge is about to be cut off. Arrows are coming from behind us as well, though Gram does his best to block them with his giant shield. 

    While I can understand that getting onto the bridge will make it so not as many can pursue us, they still run faster than humans do. Even if we make it across, they'll just follow us and catch up in no time. 

    "Hasta de Lumin!" I shoot a light spear through the ranks that are closing up before us, causing them to scatter again. That was barely enough to let us break through. 

    Rolan slashes his way through the few Graebern that still bar the way onto the bridge, and the party begins to run across it. I look back and see that our pursuers are practically already gnawing at Gram's heels. 

    But what chills me to the bone is their queen, who has almost caught up. It's much faster than any of the others due to its size, and it doesn't look like it will stop because of the relatively small bridge. If that thing barrels through us, we'll fall into the seemingly endless abyss below. 

    The bard turns around at the last third of the bridge and shoots a crossbow bolt at the giant Graeber queen. It sticks her right in the shoulder, but she doesn't even flinch and continues on like it was just a mosquito bite. Her hide is too thick for something tiny like that to cause any significant harm.  

    We keep running, and I see Rolan, Luna, and Daica making it across to the other side safely. I let go of Kamii's hand, waving for her to go ahead first, before turning to see how Gram is doing. He's the slowest of our party because of the amount of luggage he's carrying, as well as the giant shield on his back. 

    "Hasta de Lumin!" I'm beginning to feel dumb for having to chant this every time, like a character calling her attacks. Releasing the spirit spear straight at the mole rat queen's forehead, I hope that it will pierce through her just like it did against all the smaller ones. 

    But she's unexpectedly nimble for her size and dodges the spear by lowering her body to the ground, barely slowing down. Still, it buys Gram enough time to catch up with us, and I continue to run alongside him. 

    We pass by the bard, who isn't moving from his spot, and I spin my head around in surprise. What is he trying to pull? 

    Everybody crosses the bridge, and we look back to see that he has exchanged his crossbow for his lute, playing a note that echoes into the chasm below. The returning sound creates the illusion of a ghostly orchestra rising from the depths to join him.  

    At the dissonant music, the giant Graeber queen, who has made it to the center of the bridge, stops once again and stares at him from a distance in careful curiosity. 

    Don't tell me he's actually really powerful and is going to use some sound-based magic to stop her and the entire army behind her from crossing the bridge? There was never any sign of that! 

    "Go, my friends! I shall stop them here." He calls out to us while strumming his lute more and more fervently, a fearless expression on his face. The queen looks around and sniffs the air audibly, before realizing that it must be a bluff. With a mighty roar that drowns out the bard's music, she charges forward once again. 

    Wait, is he really just bluffing? 

    "What did you mix there?" I turn to Daica and ask her about the concoction she made. 

    "A-an explosive, but-" She begins to answer, and I take the flask out of her hand without listening to the rest. Putting as much strength as I can into my arm, I throw the glass bottle across the bridge. It lands between the Graeber queen and the bard, and shatters, spilling its contents. 

    But nothing more happens. 

    Huh? 

    The queen comes to a skidding halt and sniffs the concoction, before shying back half a step. Then it tries to smell again, finding that it's nothing dangerous after all, and continues to charge forward. 

    "Why didn't it go off?!" I spin around to the big dark elf and point at the broken flask. 

    "I-it wasn't finished!" She looks close to tears. 

    What the f- 

    "-iend from the shadows! Return to the abyss! You!" Raising his voice and letting it echo throughout the cave, the bard spreads his arms heroically. "Shall not-" 

    Oh no, you don't! I won't let you look cool here on your own! 

    "Hasta de Lumin!" I chant and put all my intent behind it. My aim isn't the massive creature coming down on the bard, but the bridge itself. Maybe I can break the stone and make the Graeber queen fall into the depths. 

    Shooting the spear into the ground just in front of the bard, the light explodes on the rock. He stumbles backward from the impact and stares down at the place where the spirit spear hit. There's a small crater, but the bridge is still fully intact. 

    Damn! 

    The massive creature turns to look at me, then at the small sizzling crater, before snorting in what I can only interpret as mockery. 

    What?! That creature's making fun of me! It didn't work the way I hoped it would this time, but- 

    She takes a step forward and cracks form in the stone where the spirit spear left its mark. Then she takes another step while swinging her giant claws down at the bard. He looks up fearlessly, ready to face his death. 

    That's when the bridge collapses under her feet. Apparently, my shot was enough to destabilize it to the point where two more steps from her weight caused the stone to break. Squealing in a nerve-grating pitch and grasping the air impotently, the Graeber queen falls into the endless abyss below. 

    "Quick, get off the bridge!" I call out to the bard, and he reacts immediately. Turning on his heel, he runs towards us while the stone under him begins to crumble away with every further step he takes. He just barely makes it to our side, jumping the last stretch. Gram takes hold of his arm and pulls him in. 

    Looking across the chasm, we see in the light of the still-burning flames from Luna's magic that the other side is teeming with Graebern. They scream in unbridled rage because they lost their queen, and I can see some of them beginning to climb down in hopes of saving her. 

    Then an arrow whirrs past my ear. 

    "Run!" Rolan sees that more and more of them are readying their bows, and quickly pulls Luna and Kamii along. Gram shields Daica, the bard and me, as we quickly make for the giant gate at the end of the platform. 

    With this, we leave the great halls of the dwarves, the City of Rathgolim, behind us. 

      

    It seems that there are no Graebern on this side of the bridge. Even after more than what feels like three hours of intermittent running, we haven't encountered any more enemies. The leader calls for a break so that everybody can catch their breaths, although I'm sure we need more than just that. Everybody except for me is completely exhausted. Even Kamii, who has been keeping up even better than the men, is sitting down and breathing hard. 

    I have to act like I'm the same, but in my previous life, this would have been a breeze; I ran full marathons at top speeds, so the light jogging that we did - even while carrying all this luggage - wouldn't leave me panting just yet. 

    "How long is it until we make it out of here?" I ask the bard, who's drinking from his water canteen while standing on shaky legs. 

    "We still have half a day and one night before us." He replies with an uneasy expression. "We have to stay on the move." 

    Thus, we set off again, but at least we go at the more reasonable pace of a brisk walk. The unspoken agreement is that we would only walk at this speed as long as we don't hear any pursuers. 

      

    At one point, the bard tells us that it's already deep at night and that we should find a place to sleep. While we haven't been running anymore and pacing ourselves rather well, fatigue is mounting. Everybody's still soldiering on, setting one foot before the other even at the edge of total exhaustion. Even I can feel tiredness crawl into my mind, as my mental state is deteriorating under the stress of the unknown darkness all around us. 

    A high-pitched sound from behind immediately sets us straight again, and we make a run for it, stretching the limits of our stamina to the utmost to get out of this place just a moment earlier. Between sweating like a pig or bleeding like one, anybody would choose the former. 

      

    "So... it was... just the wind..." Rolan falls to his knees as the sound is coming from all around us, accompanied by a fresh breeze. 

    "It fooled... even me..." The bard comments, out of breath. His hearing is exceptional, but even he was on edge at the time, so he couldn't tell the difference between a Graeber's squeal and the wind blowing through cracks in the tunnel. 

    I think he doesn't look like he had a brush with death earlier, as he wears his usual smile. I feel like hitting him over the head, but Rolan already does it for me. 

    "What were you thinking back there?" Now that his perception of danger has taken a backseat, he's reminded of what transpired on that bridge. 

    "Well, the situation looked quite dire. I was not aware that Lady Marcott had such a precise grasp of the bridge's weakness." He sounds apologetic and lowers his head, but there's still a relieved smile on his face. "She really saved me... saved us there." 

    I sigh at his nonchalance. The others were quite worried about him, but I guess it's part of his nature and what makes him so special. They can't stay mad at him, which in turn lifts the morale of the party. 

    "Yeah, you're really a great addition to our group, Chloe." Rolan gives me a smile that would have charmed me if I was any other girl. I just reply with my own.  

    My priorities, Senka, Daica, and Kamii, are all safe, so I'm content. I also learned something incredible about Kamii's curse, and now I know that she has quite the frightening potential in that crab arm of hers. Luckily, the humans haven't noticed it, since nobody brings it up. I'll make sure to keep it a secret from them for the time being. 

    All in all, that was quite the adventure. I finally understand the thrill people doing mountain-climbing, going deep-diving in the ocean, and participating in all kinds of extreme sports must feel. Everything seems much more real when there's danger to one's life involved.  

    "This was really an experience. I don't think anyone has ever survived such a close shave before. You'll have a great story to tell." Gram comments with a wide grin and slaps the bard's shoulder weakly. Even the big man, a paragon of strength, has reached his limits. 

    Indeed, the bard has the perfect job to spin this into a grand tale for the ages. I just hope he makes sure to mention my grand role in it. 

    We choose to continue through the night so that we can put this mountain behind us. While there are no signs of the Graebern following us this far, we can't rest until we're out in the open. According to the bard, they won't leave the safety of the earth. 

      

    It's the light of day again. 

    There's a titanic gate before us, opened just a crack. Due to its sheer size, that small opening is enough for a horse-drawn carriage to pass through easily. Beyond it, we can finally see the natural light of the sun. The wind blows in the cool and fresh air, which seems to wipe away the memory of the sweltering staleness that was the underground, and the fetid stench of the Graebern that has been clinging onto us since our encounter with them. 

    "The Gate of Datharod." The bard announces, with far less enthusiasm than he showed for most of our journey. Nobody had a wink of sleep for a long time now, and even I'm feeling exhausted at this point. "Just beyond here is The Maw." 

    I look up and try to gauge just how tall this is, but I can't even begin to imagine how this gate was opened or closed. When we pass over the threshold, I see that each wing of it is so thick that Gram couldn't touch both sides with his arms outstretched. The dwarves must have had some ingenious technology or specialized magic for this. 

    The outside looks similar to The Whisper, but is far more extensive; the massive stalactites and stalagmites make it look like the opened jaws of a gigantic beast. I get why people came up with this name. 

    As everybody breathes in the cold winter air their shoulders slacken as all the tension leaves their bodies. We aren't completely clear of the underground kingdom just yet, but there haven't been any signs of pursuers ever since we crossed the Bridge of Enleith. Still, I think we have earned ourselves some relaxation. 

    This is the western side of the Kongensgrad. Judging by the light outside and the fact that according to the bard we walked through the night, I would say it's just after sunrise. Stepping out into the open, the world without walls and ceilings expands before me. A lush forest lies a distance below the opening of The Maw, and the song of birds travels on the wind. 

    It's peaceful. 

    "Over there." The bard comes up to me and gestures across the landscape to my left. "You can see it from here." 

    "See what?" I look over and notice that he's pointing at the ocean. No, that's not right. Due to our elevated position, I can see that in the misty distance there's a shore on the other side. It's a huge lake. 

    At the edge of that lake stands a sprawling city with a magnificent wall. It's impressive, even when compared to the demon capital of Arkaim, although it's still quite a bit smaller. The entire city is arranged in concentric half-circles rippling out from a large bridge that connects the mainland to an island on the lake. Covering that whole island is a citadel made of white stone. 

    The sun peeks over the mountains behind us, and the light falls onto the city, illuminating the palace's tallest tower first. I feel my breath stopping for a moment, as I take in the fantastic vista. 

    "That is the capital of the Kingdom of Lares, Kongenssoevn."





   



 Afterword 

      

      

    This is it. 

      

    The first volume in a series of many more. The starting point of the journey featuring the loveable Cosmic Horror. The beginning of a story of which the end is written in the stars. 

      

    I would like to take my time in the afterword to explain a thing you dear readers might feel confused about in this volume: The names of Chaos and Runa/Luna. 

      

    As you may know, "Crawling Chaos" is the title of Nyarlathotep, an Outer God from H.P. Lovecraft's Cthulhu Mythos. In this story, it's the race of our protagonist and her mother. So, why would she give Chaos such a name? It would be like calling your human child Sapiens, after Homo Sapiens. 

      

    The simple answer is that I came up with the name Chaos long before I decided on what her race would be called. 

      

    The in-story answer is that Chaos is actually not pronounced the same as the English "chaos" [kay-os], but the Japanese "kaosu" [kah-os]. It sounds natural to her either way, so she doesn't comment on it. 

      

    And the same is the case with Runa/Luna. In Japanese, "ru" is pronounced with a soft "r", which sounds almost like an "l". To Chaos, who knows fantasy fiction and read the name Luna a lot in those, the two are interchangeable. Of course, she knows that Runa uses the rolled "r", but at this point, she has turned it into a nickname for the half-elf. 

      

    Now, I would like to extend my heartfelt acknowledgments to all the people who helped me make this book a reality: 

      

    Firstly, the artists of this volume's wonderful covers: 

      

    The ebook cover was done by the magnificent Whisper, who has shown an immense progress in skill and style over the course of the year that I have known him. Without your cover art, I would be missing my target audience by a mile. 

      

    The paperback cover, which is an oil painting on canvas, was created by my longest-time supporter - my very own mother. You have supported my every decision in life and been the greatest driving force that finally led to this moment. 

      

    Secondly, a huge Thank You to all my Patrons who supported me throughout my Patreon-career. And I extend my special gratitude to those who remained with me throughout the rewriting phase, when my online updates became very sporadic for the sake of finally creating this book: 

      

    Lars Henschel, ashadun, 

    Sager ALSoqair, Sawyer Aubrey, Mark, 

    Robin Voigt, Demian Buckle, Dante Perez, Cryostorm, 

    taichi1082, Oracle, Cheshire Fish, 

    and twelve more. 

      

    Last but not least, I would like to thank all my readers! Whether you joined me on this journey from the very beginning; found it during any one of the more than one hundred released chapters at the time of this volume's publishing; or learned about this story through this very book itself, I say to you: Welcome to the Chaos! 

      

    With these words, I close the pages on this volume, and hope to see you again in the next book! 

      

    April 2018 

    J.J. Pavlov (Meakashi) 
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