
        
            
                
            
        

    
    

 
   
    Chapter 70 - The Wayward Child Returns
  
 
      
 
    "That was close." I drop to my knees and heave a sigh of relief. We're inside the familiar transportation circle in the castle of Arkaim after having just barely escaped the collapsing teleportation room in the bowels of Castra Legionis. 
 
    Kozii is right next to me, his blank eyes staring into space. He witnessed his father Adano getting crushed under a rock only moments ago, so he will need some time to get his thoughts in order. Especially since that father brought us to the Queen of Gold as some sort of sacrifice, and it backfired on him. 
 
    "Where is Asoko?" Hestia suddenly asks, and I spin my head around. Only she and Kozii are with me, and the spot in which my other half stood just moments ago is empty. She was right there, even during the stream of light. 
 
    Was it a teleportation accident like the one I had when Maou-mama first sent me through without setting the destination? But I set it right, and everybody else is here with me. 
 
    Suddenly, the door to the transportation room is slammed open from the outside, and a group of maids wielding all sorts of weapons or brandishing their claws storms into the room, looking ready for battle. Maybe Maou-mama tightened security around here after I snuck in last time without anybody noticing, fearing that others could do the same. 
 
    "Oh, Chaos-sama." Ironically, the first to recognize me is the bat maid Nezera. I learned that her eyesight is pretty bad. She sometimes even stumbles over her own feet when carrying a big tray, as it blocks her ultrasonic sounds from reaching the floor. 
 
    That's also around the time I realized that Maou-mama gathered the maids not primarily as servants - even if they do fulfill that role - but as eye-candy. Of course, many of them are unique demons that don't exist anywhere else in the Dominion. 
 
    "A Fata?!" Lervia, the bakari maid with the oversized curved horns bleats while pointing at Hestia. Then her alarmed expression makes way for confusion when she reconsiders the color of her wings. There are many demons with black feathered wings, but those replace their arms, like in harpies. Only Fatas have an extra pair of limbs, but their feathers should always be white. 
 
    "What is going on here?" Finally, the person in charge appears. Rewera's voice causes all the maids to quiet down, as her towering figure comes through the doorway. She looks at me, stops on Kozii for a tiny moment, and then moves onto Hestia, upon which both her eyebrows shoot up in surprise. "Chaos-sama?"  
 
    "Where are my mother and Mithra?" I step forward and ask, hoping to employ my authority to avoid having to explain this situation. The court magician might be able to help me find Asoko. After all, he quickly found me when I at first ended up in a random location due to Maou-mama's mistake. 
 
    "First, please explain what that Fata is doing here." But the maid leader doesn't fall for it and peers down at me while gesturing at Hestia. The fact that she isn't pointing at her directly or employing a rude tone tells me that she's already considering the possibility of the fallen angel being my companion. After all, her black wings should imply that something is up with her. 
 
    "This is Hestia, my lover." I declare in a matter of fact tone, eliciting gasps of surprise from the maids behind their leader. 
 
    "And the dark elf?" Rewera doesn't let his presence go unaddressed.  
 
    "He's collateral damage." I turn my head to look back at Kozii, who still hasn't moved a single muscle since coming here. The trauma of witnessing his father's death is so fresh that he must be paralyzed. "Give him a room, but keep an eye on him." 
 
    Who knows what he'll do if we leave him alone. I'll consider how to proceed with him after I figure out what happened to Asoko, and then gotten Kamii and Daica from Kongenssoevn. They might also be able to talk to him as members of the same race and find out why Adano did what he did. But for now, his priority is quite low. 
 
    "The court magician has returned from Pontis Daemonis moments ago and is in his tower." The maid leader finally answers my earlier question. This reminds me that Pontis Daemonis, the previously only human bastion on the entire continent of Ceogath, was taken by Maou-mama last year in a retaliatory strike. "Maou-sama is in the Forerunners Chamber." 
 
    The Forerunners Chamber is where the spirits of past demon lords are interred, and only the current monarch of the Dominion is allowed to enter it. There, they may commune with them and ask for advice. Nobody is supposed to disturb them when they're inside, but I will have to knock on the door and ask her to come out. 
 
    "I'm going there right now." I state in a tone that leaves no room for objections. Asoko could be in grave danger, and finding her is of utmost priority right now. As I walk forward, Rewera steps out of the way with a bow. Seeing that, the other maids quickly do the same. 
 
    "What is the matter, Chaos-sama?" Realizing that I'm very impatient right now, the maid leader follows me while asking. The other maids stick their heads out of the teleportation room to watch us departing, their eyes especially fixated on Hestia. 
 
    "Somebody who came through the transportation network with us vanished in the middle of the transfer." For now, I don't want to reveal who exactly that is, as it would be hard to explain. "I need Mithra to find her." 
 
    I look down at the tally marks on my arm and add them together in my mind. They come out to fifty-three times in which I cut myself as a reminder for how many days I've been away from Kamii and Daica. I don't want to start one for my lost other half before I can erase these. 
 
    "Do you really need to?" Hestia suddenly asks, causing me to spin around on the spot and look at her. Her expression suggests that it wasn't an ignorant question or a thinly-veiled malicious proposition. "I am sure that she can handle herself." 
 
    She realized that I don't want anybody else to know that the person I'm talking about is another me. But her expression tells me she's implying that because of who Asoko is, it should be fine. A part of me does believe so, as wherever either of us ends up, we should be able to survive now that we both have the dragon template. 
 
    "I still think it's best to find her as quickly as possible." Shaking my head, I continue on my way toward the northern corner of the castle, where a winding staircase leads up into Mithra's tower. I've never been there before, but I imagine his room to be filled with books, notes strewn across tables, flasks, and beakers full of glowing liquids, and all other kinds of evidence for a mage's abode. 
 
    As I round a corner, I nearly run into a figure in blue - who turns out to be the court magician himself. This is just like last time when I came here to report my seeing him at the champion selection. But unlike then, he's the one who lowers his head upon recognizing me. As always, every inch of his skin is hidden by bandages, so I can't tell what his expression at seeing me here is. 
 
    "Your Highness." He says in his usual muffled voice, no surprise to be found in his tone. 
 
    "I need you to find a person who disappeared during a transportation network transfer." Without wasting any time on pleasantries, I get straight to the point. 
 
    "That requires me to know where you transferred from." Mithra doesn't deny that he can do it and asks for specifics right away. Considering he can teleport wherever he wants to, I'd think he can also see ahead to wherever he wants to go. Clairvoyance, so to speak. I'm sure that he's those eyes Maou-mama mentioned keeping watch over everything I do. 
 
    "From Castra Legionis. But the whole place came crashing down." I exchange a glance with Hestia at those words, remembering what Asoko said to me about breaking old ruins once the story in them is concluded. 
 
    "That... makes things more difficult." The court magician tilts his head and leans on his staff. 
 
    "Can you do it or not?" My impatience gets the better of me, and I snap at him. 
 
    "It shall be done, Your Highness." Lowering his head, Mithra answers in the positive. "But I will need Her Majesty's help." 
 
    "Then I'll go get her." I click my tongue and turn to head for the Forerunners Chamber. 
 
    "Nobody is allowed to disturb her when she is in the Forerunners Chamber." Rewera quickly objects despite sensing that I'm approaching my limits in patience.  
 
    "No, this can't wait!" I shout and stomp my foot on the ground before realizing that I'm acting like a spoiled brat. Taking a long breath, I force myself to calm down and look up at the maid leader. She maintains her stoic façade even at my outburst, most likely used to seeing a certain childish queen do the same. Raising my voice made me seem immature, but I won't budge on this. "Find a way to call her out of the Forerunners Chamber, or I will do it myself." 
 
    "Please calm yourself." Hestia grabs my arm and presses her chest against it. The feeling does help distract me a little. "You do not have to be so impatient." 
 
    "Why?" I try to make my question not sound stubborn, but it will always come across that way. A part of me does see where she's coming from; we're in the castle of Arkaim now, and I doubt Maou-mama will run away once she emerges from that room. So it's only a matter of time before I get to speak to her. 
 
    "Please get clothed and take some time to rest." Rewera suddenly suggests, and I realize that I've been naked since the battle against Kiamedras. But she should be used to me using body paint or go nude with the important bits erased, so this is most likely just a distraction. 
 
    Then I realize that she's looking at Hestia rather than at me. That draws my attention to the fact that there's a hole in the angel girl's bloodstained clothes. It's from when the golden spear pierced through her chest. The wound is healed, but she still came close to dying and should be exhausted; after all, we just made it through two back to back boss battles. And although it's bright outside, we do come from a place where the sun had already set when we last saw the sky, so it should be time to sleep now. 
 
    "Then prepare a bath and a meal for us. In that order." Giving in out of consideration for the fallen angel, I heave a sigh. I can't keep worrying about those who aren't here while disregarding those who are. Before anything else, I should make sure Hestia won't collapse on me. 
 
    "I will see if I can wake up Maou-sama... I mean, contact her in the Forerunners Chamber." Rewera respectfully bows to me while maintaining a neutral expression. She quickly corrected herself there, but I'm sure that was on purpose. Despite being the stoic maid leader, she does like to crack deadpan jokes every so often.  
 
    So Maou-mama is sleeping in there rather than doing something constructive? Maybe I should go there right now and knock down the door after all... 
 
      
 
    "You lived with them for three weeks before departing on your journey?" Hestia glances at the demon maids surrounding us on all sides during our meal in the dining hall after we took a bath together. We're both used to having a lot of people watching us eat in the academy. Still, it's something else when all those eyes are filled with warmth and curiosity rather than reverence and jealousy - or even the aversion we received after Hestia's corruption. 
 
    "Are you jealous?" I lean back on my chair after finishing my overloaded plate and grin at her, and she reacts with an outstretched tongue. She didn't hesitate to try from every dish even though I told her that the demons do eat humans. But it seems that they ran out of them sometime last year already - I detected no human genes in any of the meats I tried. 
 
    "Chaos-chan! Did you bring me a souvenir?" Suddenly, both wings of the door are slammed open, and Maou-mama comes in while calling out to me, closely followed by Mithra and Rewera. It seems that the maid leader wasn't able to inform her of anything before she stormed off to see me right away. I did promise to bring her something, but I wasn't really in a position to think about that when I came back here. In other words, I completely forgot about it. 
 
    She then notices Hestia and stares at her for a moment, but doesn't look too surprised. I'm sure her eyes already told her everything there is to know about the angel girl. 
 
    "Let me introduce you, mama." But I feel the need to do this officially and stand up from my chair while gesturing at the girl in focus. "This is Hestia, the Fata I met at the academy and one of the people most important to me in this world." 
 
    Maou-mama looks at Hestia with a warm gaze but remains quiet. That causes the latter to get up from her seat quickly as if noticing something. Despite wearing only a bathrobe, she performs a curtsy with perfect elegance, incorporating her wings in the process as if they were another pair of arms. Technically, they are. 
 
    "Your Majesty." She lifts her head but maintains a lowered position before proceeding to speak. "My name is Hestia. Unfortunately, I have been stripped of my family name and have no titles to give. I am unworthy of being with your daughter, but I-" 
 
    "Oh, stop being so formal." My mother's charismatic façade cracks, and she waves off the angel girl's self-deprecating speech. "But I can tell that you are a sincere one. Even though you come from such a prestigious background, you do not flaunt it when facing somebody of rank." 
 
    "I am an illegitimate child, Your Majesty." Hestia lowers her head again and denies the praise. 
 
    "That is only a recent construct in Fata society, brought on by none other than your birth. By the old laws, you are Hestia Moirael." With a sly smile, Maou-mama reveals the fallen angel's family name. It seems that she already found out everything there is to know about those close to me. 
 
    Wait, I've heard that name somewhere before. I feel like it was also here in the castle, but it's been a while, so I'm not entirely sure. What was it we last talked about when I was here? The conversation moves on, so I have to shelf this for later; I'll ask Hestia about it directly then. 
 
    "So, what is the relationship between you two?" That's a question meant to gauge Hestia rather than to gain information. Maou-mama definitely already knows. 
 
    "We are lovers." But the angel girl comes right out with it and announces it in a proud tone. Her determined expression tells me that she won't even let the person she would have to call mother-in-law stand between our relationship. 
 
    But the moment Maou-mama motions to speak, Hestia wavers and blinks her eyes as if realizing what she just said. I suppress the urge to laugh, and so does my mother, only causing the fallen angel to lower her head further as her ears grow red from embarrassment.  
 
    "So, what brings you here? What was so urgent that my sleep- I mean, my meditation time in the Forerunners Chamber had to be interrupted?" She corrected herself too late there, but I don't comment on it as the conversation is finally moving in the right direction. Something tells me it was on purpose, too. 
 
    "We had one more person with us-" I start, but Maou-mama interrupts me. 
 
    "The dark elf boy you brought with you. I have no information about him, so you must have met him shortly before coming here." It seems that she wasn't monitoring me in real-time, or not all the time. 
 
    "No, he's not important. There was another one." I'm not sure I want to tell her what Asoko really is without being able to show her, so I'll keep it vague. After all, she eats those children that don't see eye to eye with her, and I know myself better than anyone. I do keep grudges, and my other half seemed to be holding one over being accidentally thrown into the desert without a clue about this world. If she showed too much disrespect, she might get eaten on the spot. 
 
    This causes me to remember the other topic I was about to broach the last time I was here. It felt so natural this time when Maou-mama used the Japanese suffix of endearment with my name that I didn't even notice it. She said she would explain this matter to me when I come here again. 
 
    "This reminds me... Before anything else, I want an answer to this: Are you somebody who reincarnated into this world from another?" I quickly bring it up again. I need to know why she and many of the maids use Japanese personal suffixes. 
 
    "Leave us." To my surprise, Maou-mama lifts her hand and orders everybody else to exit the room. It seems that she's ready to talk about it now, but doesn't want it to be overheard by others. 
 
    "Me too?" Hestia blinks her eyes in confusion while shifting her gaze between my mother and me. 
 
    "No, it's alright." I lift a hand toward the angel girl while looking at Maou-mama with an expression that suggests I don't have any secrets with her.  
 
    There can be no greater secret than what I really am, and I revealed that to her already. 
 
    Maou-mama agrees by closing her eyes and nodding once. I'm sure she understood that I would tell Hestia later if she were made to leave the room now, and that's precisely what I would have done. 
 
    But I'm surprised to see that Mithra is allowed to remain while Rewera leaves the room and closes the door behind her after the other maids left. I'm sure she'll wait outside to keep them from trying to eavesdrop on our doubtlessly important conversation. They may be servants, but most of them have playful personalities and only behave properly when other demons visit the castle. With us members of the royal family, they've always been quite casual unless we make a point of being serious. They still call us by our formal titles though - that's most likely something Rewera drilled into them.  
 
    "Chaos-chan." My mother calls out to me, and I turn to see her smile at my quick reaction. This was just to confirm once again that my suspicion was right. She walks forward to the end of the table and gestures at me to come over. Exchanging a glance with Hestia, I do as I'm asked and walk up to my mother. "I am so glad that you turned out to be the one." 
 
    "What do you mean?" I raise an eyebrow at her words. Then I'm surprised to see tears appear in the corners of her eyes as the demonic colors fade from her skin and make way for those of a human's. The horns retract into her forehead completely, and to my horror, her voluptuous breasts shrink quite a bit. But when her hair shortens to shoulder length, straightens out, and then turns black, my eyes nearly pop out of their sockets at the person standing before me. 
 
    "Makoto-chan." She calls my real name, speaking with distinctly Japanese pronunciation. 
 
    "Mama?!" 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 71 - A Mother's Love
  
 
      
 
    Thirty years ago, she woke up in the middle of a barren wasteland, naked and freezing from the cold winds. The last thing she remembered was her neck snapping under her own weight as she kicked the chair away. But here she was, alive, with grayish-blue skin and purple hair, two curved horns growing from her forehead, and a feeling of power emanating from her body. 
 
    However, just a moment later, memories that were not her own flooded her mind. She nearly collapsed from the overwhelming headache assaulting her entire head, and a shock ran down her spine, into every fiber of her body. The pain of death from being digested alive replayed itself before everything blacked out. 
 
    Opening her eyes, she realized it was just an illusion, one caused by a repetition of memories from the person whose body she now inhabited. Or rather, whose form her new body had taken; she was definitely not human, but she also was not of this world. 
 
    She lifted her arm and scrutinized her fingers one by one, which suddenly split open and spread out into countless black tendrils at a simple thought. It ran down her entire forearm, but she knew that her whole body was like this now. 
 
    There was more she knew than just about her new body. She was in a different world, where demons and magic existed. There was no disbelief, no fear, only tranquility. Her death had brought her here, given her a new chance. Not a chance at life - that was something she did not care about anymore. It was a chance to bring her daughter back. 
 
      
 
    Not long after waking up, a group of demon soldiers appeared over the horizon. Her enhanced eyesight allowed her to make out their features from a great distance, causing her to panic. She then decided to act as if she was unconscious to avoid speaking to them. The memories of her body told her that she had been a simple farm girl before her death. If recognized, they would surely bring her to the other survivors of the disaster. 
 
    However, she quickly learned that there were no others like her. She was the only one who had returned after being swallowed and was now treated as a special existence. They took her to a military camp, then brought her to a city in the back of a carriage, all while she was still acting unconscious. 
 
    During that time of inactivity, she explored her memories, distilling the information into a singular train of thought that formulated a plan. She understood what her body was capable of, but also its limitations and the curse placed upon it. Soon, the hunger would set in and dictate her every thought, so she had to secure a steady supply without having to dedicate her life to it. 
 
      
 
    Shortly after openly waking up for the first time, Court Magician Mithra Umratawil came to question her, but she acted as if her memories were gone. Unable to glean anything from her, he had to give up soon. She would have been returned to the refugee camps as just another displaced demon, if not for a surprise visit.  
 
    Demon King Aldeath Rangatira came to see her after hearing about her beauty. He was a towering man with red skin and gigantic horns extending from his temples' like a bull's. From her new memories, she knew that the knowledge of his overwhelming lustfulness spread even to remote villages of this nation.  
 
    She could use that. 
 
      
 
    He took her as his concubine when she tweaked her pheromone output to attract him to her. Even though she had never learned anything like that in her previous life, she knew exactly how to do it with this new body. His sex drive was immense, and his member equaled it, but with her malleable body, she was able to make him addicted to her. 
 
    Within two weeks, he declared her queen, the only person in the Dominion fit to stand next to him at the top of the nation. It was not only for her ability to satisfy him but her incredible fighting prowess. It helped that she was able to unscramble all sorts of memories from the many demons that had been consumed alongside her. Those included genetic templates and even magical knowledge, which she had secretly applied to make herself worthy in his eyes. 
 
    Thus, she could live in comfort and set her secret wish in motion. With the court magician coerced into working for her with his unique ability to teleport, she was able to keep it a secret from everybody else. Splitting off pieces of her body, she hoped that they would catch the soul of her daughter just like hers had been. 
 
    The likelihood of that happening was infinitesimally small that it might as well have been nil, but she tried nonetheless. It was neither science nor faith, only the attempts of somebody who had gone mad long ago. 
 
    That she liked living with Aldeath and eventually even fell in love with him was inconsequential in the grand scheme of things. All that mattered to her was to bring back her daughter. 
 
      
 
    A part of her mourned his death at the hands of the humans two years later, but rage won the upper hand and compelled her into action. She descended on the human army with a vengeance and wiped them out to the last person while revealing that she could transform her body. 
 
    Luckily, nobody connected her abilities to the Crawling Chaos she was born from, or even demonkind would have tried to kill her. 
 
    Even after witnessing her terrifying power, there were dissidents when she announced that she would continue to reign as the queen of the Dominion. She didn't want power but needed her position to make use of Mithra. Her public reasoning was that demons should reign through might rather than democracy. 
 
    It resulted in her killing several clan leaders to make an example, including one from the Four Great Clans. Once nobody threatened her position anymore, she continued efforts to rebirth her child. 
 
      
 
    Many years passed when the first sign of success appeared; one of her children had memories of another world. When she revealed glimpses of their past, she realized that it was her daughter. 
 
    But something was wrong with her mind. She was prone to violent outbursts and phases of childish innocence, and eventually even attempted to kill her mother. She had to be put down. 
 
    However, that failure did not deter her. She tried again and again, sometimes taking great leaps forward but crashing back to previous lows as if in karmic compensation. Nearly thirty years of failed experiments did not make her lose heart, and eating her own child, again and again, became a routine. Soon, she felt nothing about it. 
 
    In fact, she considered none of them her child. They were monsters, possessed by evil, that did not deserve to be compared to her daughter. 
 
    But as their personalities became less and less distinguishable from the real one, she devised a series of tests that could discover hidden flaws. It aimed to find idiosyncrasies that did not exist in the original. 
 
      
 
    "And then you came along." Maou-mama gives me a beaming smile after finishing her story in perfect Japanese. 
 
    I'm speechless. 
 
    My mind is in turmoil. 
 
    Umm... what? 
 
    "I was not sure you were my Makoto-chan, but after everything I saw, you are the one." She continues while walking toward me. My thoughts snap back to the present situation, and I catch myself trying to inch away from her. 
 
    "You... are mama, right?" I stare at her, and she stops. Then she gives me an understanding smile, and all doubts fade away. Slightly ditzy, always there with an answer to my life troubles, not infallible but lovable precisely for that reason, gentle and caring but strict when it matters, a housewife who has a penchant for cooking too much when excited about something. That's Kuroe Yumiko, my mother from before I reincarnated into this world. 
 
    "Who else would I be, silly?" She bridges the distance between us and pets my hair while looking up at me. As Demon Queen Pelomyx, she's nearly equal to me in height. But be it because of my father's genes or because I always drank milk for breakfast, I used to be quite a bit taller than her. 
 
    "What happened? I mean, to me... to you?" The very start of her story already shocked me, and it only got worse as it reached the part about how she dealt with her offspring. The gentle person of my memories turned into somebody I would normally be afraid of if she weren't my mother. If not for all my experiences in this world so far, I would still be scared of her. That's why I have to know what drove her to do what she did in her previous life, as well as all the things that she did in this one. 
 
    "You disappeared." Her expression changes, but she maintains a smile for a completely different reason than before. It breaks my heart when I look into her eyes; that's the expression of a broken woman, one who had lost everything and had seen no more meaning in her life. "You went into your room in the evening, and in the morning, you were gone. It made the national news, you know?" 
 
    I was a little bit of a star if I do say so myself. After all, I did run near Olympic times on my marathons; the road to becoming a world-renown athlete was paved for me. I guess suddenly disappearing would garner quite a bit of interest. How did my best friend Hitomi-chan react to it? 
 
    But thinking about it is pointless now. I can never return to that time and place, and neither can Maou-mama. 
 
    "What happened to dad?" I'm afraid to ask but muster the courage to do so anyway. 
 
    "There were many prank calls from people saying they saw you. The police gave up after not too long as there were no leads. You were filed as a cold case, and your disappearance was considered a complete mystery. Three years later, even the scummy private detectives decided that they had sucked enough money out of us and abandoned the job. Around that time, your dad gave up as well. And it no longer worked out between us." Her cracked smile fades away when she recalls that part of her past life. I can't even begin to imagine what he must have gone through until he came to that decision. And what it must have been like to separate over this. "But I never gave up. Not until they found your body eight years after the night you vanished." 
 
    Something rumbles in the pit of my stomach when I see a shadow of the abyss of despair in my mother's eyes at these words. She must have held hope in her heart until the cold reality came crashing down on her in the form of undeniable evidence. 
 
    "There were no signs of foul play. You were the same as on the day you disappeared. I am sorry that I could not give you the funeral you deserved." She touches my cheek with an apologetic look. I don't understand why she feels sorry about that; it wasn't her fault that somebody killed me in my sleep and took my corpse away. "Your ashes are with your grandparents in Chiba." 
 
    "Why did you..." I can't bring myself to say it out loud. 
 
    "Kill myself?" Her face lights up at these words as if recalling the epiphany that she had reached at the time before taking the final step. "After everything, there was nothing left in that world for me. I thought I should join you in the next, and here we are." 
 
    We did meet again in the next world, but it wasn't as easy as just ending her life in the previous. Although thirty years doesn't seem that long to a being like Aldeath, who lived over half a millennium, it's still unthinkable when one considers what she had to go through in all that time. It's a wonder she didn't give up after however many failed attempts she had. 
 
    The fact that I don't remember any of the earlier iterations is either an indication for the fact that they weren't actually me or opens up a whole new can of worms. It would mean she killed me because I didn't behave the way she wanted me to. 
 
    I prefer to believe that it was the former as it's better for my sanity. Still, I wonder how they had my memories and parts of my personality. Maybe Maou-mama created them from scratch out of her image of me, but they lacked a real soul. I have no idea how the Crawling Chaos body works, so that's entirely within the realm of the possible. 
 
    "So, what did you want to tell me earlier? There was one more person?" Suddenly moving away from the heavy topic of her past, Maou-mama looks at me with a warm smile that melts my resistance. She really is my mother, not just the one I've come to love in this world, but the one from my previous life. What happened to her after my death no longer matters to her, and it shouldn't matter to me either. We have found each other across dimensions, and that's what counts. 
 
    "I think there was an accident during our transfer, so when we arrived, she wasn't with us." I speak in Imperian - or the Dominion dialect of it - so that Mithra can understand us as well. We've been talking in Japanese all this time after all so nobody could understand a word though I wonder why she made everybody else leave the room if she was going to do it like this. 
 
    "If you are here, she should be, too. Accidents do not happen in the transportation network." Maou-mama states with a skeptical expression but then slaps a hand in front of her mouth. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    "What do you mean, accidents don't happen?" I stare at her, and she turns her head away. Then I fall back into Japanese. "Oi, look at me!" 
 
    "I have no idea what you are talking about." Shrugging with an innocent smile, she lies into my face. 
 
    "Was it part of the process to see whether or not I'm the real Makoto?" Sighing, I relax my shoulders and speak in a resigned tone. I have to assume that every little mistake that Maou-mama seems to have committed was part of her test. That would include the supposedly accidental teleportation to Yagrath and forgetting to tell me the activation phrase for the map in my starter kit.  
 
    "Yes, it was." Her overeager nod as if to jump at my conveniently provided explanation somehow tells me otherwise, but I'll let it rest. 
 
    "So, what happened to my companion then if it wasn't an accident?" I return to using Imperian and address both my mother and Mithra. 
 
    "It no longer matters. I will find her." Mithra declares with a nod. That's an attitude that satisfies me, though I wonder what he has been doing for the past few hours. After all, he has been standing around here and listening to a language he shouldn't understand instead of searching. 
 
    "Hestia seems to crave a bed." Maou-mama comments while pointing at the angel girl, who was in the process of dozing off in her seat but startles awake at being called out so suddenly. 
 
    "N-no, I am alright. Please do not worry about me." The latter quickly says while waving her hands in denial. 
 
    "It would be best if you rested for tonight. I shall let you know when I find your companion in the morning." With a respectful bow, the court magician suggests. Knowing myself, Asoko should be fine no matter where she ended up. And if Mithra can find her remotely, we don't have to worry about her wandering off from her initial location. 
 
    "Thank you." I nod at him, then turn back to my mother. "I want to talk a little more." 
 
    "Are you not tired?" She asks me with a gentle smile while fixing a loose strand of hair behind my ear. 
 
    "No, I'm fine. I want to spend some time with you, mama." I go in for a hug while transforming my body into the form I had before my death, and she accepts me with open arms. We're finally reunited, so I don't want to leave her side already - even if it's only a few rooms over from hers. 
 
    My mind hasn't fully processed the truth of this situation yet. My mother in this fantasy world is my mother from the previous world who reincarnated here before me. It just feels statistically improbable for my spirit to have drifted across however many dimensions or universes to this particular planet and ended up in this exact place to be reborn as her child. Something else must be at work underneath it all. 
 
    But I don't really care right now; all that matters is that it happened and that we're here. 
 
      
 
    Hestia slept in my room while Maou-mama and I talked through the night, recalling memories of our past life together. For a while, we forgot our surroundings and were transported back to the dining room in the small house we used to live in. We reminisced about my marathon successes, my sometimes poor grades at school, and what life was like with the existence of supermarkets and convenience stores. 
 
    I learned that she already realized I swung that way in middle school, even before I myself did. She then dissuaded my father from trying to influence me toward the straight path, giving me all the freedom I needed. After all, I had enough pressure from growing into an Olympian, although I never felt that way about sports. 
 
    She's happy for me now because I found girls I love and am not afraid to announce it to the world. She reassured me that as the crown princess of the Dominion, I wouldn't have to justify myself before anybody - not even to her - and could do whatever I wanted. She also told me that if I were so inclined, I could choose more partners from among the Maid Corps. After all, the current iteration was explicitly created for my sake when I finally came to this world. As a Crawling Chaos, she already expected that a single partner wouldn't be enough. 
 
    And it's true. Very few beings in this world could keep up with my untiring body. 
 
    I always thought the Maid Corps was a remnant from Aldeath's tenure, considering his famous libido - or even Maou-mama's hobby. Most of them do seem too young to have been alive when he was, though. Then again, demon species all have different aging processes. I'm sure that just like Kamii, most of them are adults despite some definitely not looking the part. 
 
    When a maid walks into the dining hall to start setting up the breakfast table without knocking, we realize that the whole night has passed by in the blink of an eye. 
 
    "Excuse me." The slender woman with long white hair and a deathly-pale complexion apologizes with a bow. She wears a completely black version of the maid uniform, and her eternally sullen face with the upturned eyes is covered by a netted veil as if she's in mourning. Her entire outfit resembles an elaborate funeral dress. "I did not think Maou-sama and Chaos-sama would be up so early." 
 
    Maou-mama and I exchange a look at her words and smile to ourselves. Then she turns to the goth maid and gestures for her to stay. 
 
    "Otsuyu, please ask Airiunne to cook a feast for breakfast. Once in a while, that should be fine, right?" It actually sounds like she's asking a superior rather than giving an order. But my mind is more fixated on this particular maid's name.  
 
    "Otsuyu?" I ask out louder than I intended to, and the woman in question looks at me as if expecting a follow-up to it. Her eyes fixated on mine seem to radiate sadness. The funeral attire may hold an explanation, but I don't want to pry. "Sorry, it's nothing." 
 
    "Understood." Bowing once more without showing her thoughts about my doubtlessly strange behavior on her face, she turns around and leaves to fulfill Maou-mama's request. 
 
    "She is a unique demon with an equally unique past whom I managed to find and add to the Maid Corps." My mother explains when the door closes behind the maid. "She was born into this world without a name, though every single one of her deceased lovers gave her one they found fitting. I just gave her one of my own." 
 
    "The story of the Peony Lantern?" I tilt my head and ask with a skeptical look. It's the tragic story of a girl named Otsuyu who is driven to suicide by being denied the love of her life, only to come back as a ghost. She then proceeds to bring death to her lover so that they can be reunited in the afterlife. 
 
    "That's my girl." Petting my head, Maou-mama states with a proud grin. 
 
    "So, she's your lover?" After talking throughout the night about all sorts of touchy topics unthinkable in or previous lives, I don't feel awkward to ask if she has come to this side too. 
 
    "Ah, no. Not after I lost Aldeath." She shakes her head with a lonely smile. I don't want to think about it considering she's my mother, but a part of me calmly analyzes that she just implied she hadn't had a relationship since his death nearly thirty years ago - and maybe all the other things that accompany it. That must be torture for a Crawling Chaos. 
 
    A knock on the door draws our attention, and Maou-mama calls the person inside. It's Mithra, doubtlessly here with news about Asoko's whereabouts. I still haven't told my mother about the other me out there because I feel that it will complicate things. I think it would be better to show her directly rather than tell her.  
 
    Or maybe she already knows but didn't feel it necessary to talk about it with the person in question not here. 
 
    "I have located her, Your Highness." The court magician announces with a nod. 
 
    "Where is she?" I ask while suppressing my overeager curiosity. If I don't pay attention to what I say, I may accidentally reveal something critical. Even though I don't like to keep secrets from my mother, this is one of those topics difficult to approach. 
 
    "She is presently in Kongenssoevn, hiding in the basement of the Royal Academy." He replies, and my jaw drops. 
 
    "How did that happen?" I jump up from my chair and nearly knock it over. I don't have any memory of the circle under the academy. And even if I had, she shouldn't have ended up there while Hestia, Kozii, and I came here during the same transportation circle activation. 
 
    "I do not know." Responding with a shake of his head, Mithra admits. It's not like teleportation is something people could ever wrap their heads around. In my time, science was far from achieving it, so how would those learning that it's magic and just works be able to understand its inner workings? 
 
    "In either case, can you get her out of there?" Something tells me that the answer will be negative. 
 
    "He cannot be caught in the academy. It would ruin his long-time work to infiltrate the envoys of the gods." But Maou-mama is the one who answers my question instead. As I thought, things aren't as convenient as I wish they were. 
 
    "Then, can you bring me to Daica's store without being detected?" I don't know how teleportation works, but that time the professors ambushed me when I came back from here tells me that there's a way to either detect the activation of the transportation circle or the vault door has a silent alarm. The fact that they knew it was me still makes me wonder, though. "There shouldn't be any people to witness your appearance." 
 
    "Is that alright, Your Majesty?" Mithra turns to my mother and speaks in a questioning tone that is audible even through the muffling bandages. He doesn't want to risk things on my word even though I'm sure he knows exactly where Daica's store is located. 
 
    "You are the eyes, so you should know whether or not there are people around, no?" She counters with a rhetorical question of her own. I already suspected it before, but she just confirmed that the court magician is the one who ran surveillance on me as well as all the other failed children before me. 
 
    "I understand." With a bow, the bandaged man raises his staff to transport me right away. 
 
    "Wait, not right now! Airiunne is preparing a feast!" Maou-mama raises her voice to stop the court mage and me. Her tone makes it clear that she knows it's unreasonable to keep me here solely because of that, and she pouts when I look at her with a frown. 
 
    "Sorry, mama. But with my companion stuck in the academy, I have to rescue her as quickly as possible." I put my arms around her in an embrace and look into her eyes. "I'll come back with all of them right away, and we'll have that feast then." 
 
    "Do not leave without me, Chloe!" The door to the dining hall slams open and Hestia comes in with her wings spread menacingly. She must have come here moments ago and overheard a conversation inside, so she didn't want to disturb us. But when it sounded like I was about to leave her behind, she had to say something. 
 
    "It's just a quick trip. I'll first come back with Kamii and Daica. Then I just need to learn the shape of the circle in the academy basement to pick up... our companion." I almost slipped up by saying the name. While it's nothing incriminating to say it out loud, Maou-mama would surely ask who in this world has such a strange name. 
 
    "Take me with you either way." Crossing her arms with a pout, the angel girl doesn't let up. Maybe it's because I'm not particularly insistent that she feels it's alright to act like this; if I put my foot down, she would listen to me. 
 
    But I'm glad that she wants to stay by my side no matter what. In the battle against Kiamedras and the Golden Queen, she was a valuable asset as well. So when we get into the academy basement, and a battle breaks out, I'll trust that she can fight alongside me rather than having to protect her.  
 
    "Alright, come along then. Shouldn't be a problem, right?" I relent with an exaggerated shrug and turn to Mithra for confirmation. Well, he teleported Maou-mama and me around all the time, so two people have never been a problem for him. 
 
    "As you wish." With these words, he lifts his staff once again. 
 
    "Come back as quickly as you can, alright? I will be waiting, Makoto-chan." While waving her hand with a sad expression, my mother speaks as if this is a long farewell. 
 
    "I'm off then." Grinning with a nod, I pump my fist just as I always did when I headed out for a competition. Then the usual stream of light surrounds us, and within seconds, we return to real space. The brightly illuminated dining hall is replaced by a dark room covered in red tapestry. 
 
    This is doubtlessly Daica's room. 
 
    "Makoto, you're back!" Senka's voice echoes through the room, and I spin around to look for where she is. Then I realize that it was in my head and that she used telepathy to communicate with me.  
 
    "Where are you?" I ask in my mind and wave off Hestia's concern for my sudden movement. "I've come to bring you all back to the demon castle." 
 
    "I'm downstairs with Daica." The doll girl's tone gives me a reason to feel concerned. 
 
    "What is it?" There's no point in beating around the bush, so I ask her immediately while gesturing at Hestia to follow me. Before opening the door leading out into the hallway, I turn to Mithra. "Wait here. We'll be back right away." 
 
    He lowers his head in compliance and sets down his staff as if saying that he will be resting. There are chairs and a table, so he could sit down if he wanted to. But I don't have time to worry about that, as Senka replies to me right at that moment.  
 
    "This morning, in the cells of the citadel..." The doll girl's voice begins. The words and the gravity with which it's delivered cause me to speed up my steps. This can't be about Asoko, right? She shouldn't even know that another me exists. 
 
    I practically jump down the stairs to the first floor and round the corner to the hallway. I can't await the continuation and want to reach Senka's physical body as quickly as possible. 
 
    "... I lost all contact with Kamii." Senka finishes her sentence after a pause as if she was unsure how to best word it.  
 
    "What?!" I slam open the door and jump outside to see her sitting lifelessly on a chair behind the counter. 
 
    "C-Chloe!" Daica is startled by my sudden appearance 
 
     and drops the broom in her hands. She stares at me with her big amethyst eyes, blinking twice as if trying to make sure I'm real. It seems that Senka hasn't informed her of my return yet. 
 
    Even though it's a long-awaited reunion, my elation is dampened by the revelation of Kamii's disappearance. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 72 - The Senka Parable
  
 
      
 
    Senka, Daica, Hestia, and I sit in a circle around the table in her room, silence hanging over us like a heavy blanket. We've exchanged the stories about our experiences since we were separated, although I've kept the revelation that Maou-mama is my mother from my previous life a secret. It would complicate things here. 
 
    Mithra has returned to the Dominion to inform Maou-mama that we won't be back for the breakfast feast at this rate. He's also going to locate Kamii, though results may take some time, so it's better that he went to a place where he would never run the risk of being seen by those that shouldn't. Since I have no way of contacting him, he said he would be back whenever he finds out, so we shouldn't leave this place unattended. 
 
    According to Daica, her big sister went into the Lost Tombs with Rolan and the party eleven days ago. They planned to stay in there at least a fortnight this time as the bard had found a hidden path that may take them into undiscovered depths. Senka would check her status twice a day, shortly after sunrise and before sundown, respectively.  
 
    However, two days ago, Kamii reported that she was in the cells of the citadel. She and the party had been chased by a massive swarm of the undead and somehow ended up in the transportation circle hall in the basement of the Royal Academy. There, they had been captured by professors of the academy who had learned of their intrusion. 
 
    Every morning and evening, Kamii and Senka would talk about any changes in their situation, as they were kept for interrogation. But this morning, the doll girl couldn't establish contact with the little dark elf anymore. 
 
    I already noted before when I found the place the first time that it must have a connection to the Lost Tombs. Some of the barred tunnels in the transportation hall smelled of decay, so finding their way there was fortunate in their desperate situation - or unfortunate when viewing the outcome. 
 
    I'll work under the assumption that they're all still alive. I can understand that the academy staff doesn't like Kamii after all that happened, but executing her for trespassing after being expelled seems too much. Doing the same to Rolan and his party is even less likely, considering the heroic status that they have achieved in the city.  
 
    Kongenssoevn and Arkaim are about twelve hours apart, based on the fact that it's early evening here while it was just dawn over there. So the timing of my arrival in the demon castle might even coincide with Kamii's disappearance here. And that includes Asoko somehow ending up in the basement of the academy. It all seems too perfect to be a coincidence, so maybe finding my lost other half could be the key to all of this. 
 
    "We'll have to go to see." I lean back in my chair and state with a sigh. We could wait for Mithra to find Kamii first, but Asoko has been stuck in the academy basement for around twelve hours now. The likelihood of her getting discovered rises with every passing minute. Her appearance is close enough to mine, so if the professors find her, they will kill her.  
 
    "Are you sure that is a good idea?" Hestia voices her concern. Even though I've grown much stronger through experience and a new powerful template, it's still a huge risk. Especially when we might get into a fight in the transportation room again and could see a repeat of what happened last time. 
 
    Every battle is different. I can't judge my chances against a group of experienced mages on previous victories against overwhelmingly powerful opponents like Kiamedras or the Golden Queen. 
 
    "I don't know, but what else can we do?" I wouldn't even know how to plan a fight against them. In our last battle, I killed several professors, so the time to talk is long over; the moment I'm spotted, they will attack. I also don't know whether Thorvald was the only one who saw through my disguise or only the first to reveal it to me. I can't rely on that convenient ability of mine to infiltrate the academy either. 
 
    "You said that this Asoko - very creative name by the way - is another you?" Senka scratches her chin in a thoughtful gesture. 
 
    "Don't tell me you can contact her with that strange telepathy of yours?" Hope rises in my chest at that possibility. She could tell my other half how to get out of the transportation room without being detected by retracing the route I took when I first snuck inside. While the doll girl's magical lockpicking won't be available to her, I'm sure there's another way to open that vault door. 
 
    "You and she are separate consciousnesses. Even if she's a perfect copy of you at the time you two split, both of you are one whole soul now." She stamps out my hope before I can build up any high expectations based on my flimsy theory. "But I can go in there and tell her myself." 
 
    "Huh?" Daica and I make this surprised noise at the same time. 
 
    "I-it's too dangerous." The dark elf stutters while staring at Senka with a concerned expression. 
 
    "Are you sure you can avoid detection?" Giving the doll girl a skeptical look, I ask with my brow furrowed. She has displayed her ability to blend into the shadows and disappear from a room without a trace several times before, so I know that she didn't come up with this idea without any basis. "What do you think your chances are in a fight?" 
 
    "Depends on how many I have to face." Senka grins, causing the stitches on her cheeks to open and extend her expression into a frightening visage. 
 
    "Then I won't allow it." I cross my arms and put on a steadfast expression, and her smile freezes over. "You'll be identified as a demon and killed on the spot." 
 
    "Ahn? What's that supposed to mean?" Talking like a delinquent, the doll girl raises a fist in a threatening gesture. Normally, I would grab her and squeeze her to my chest, but now isn't the time for that. "I'm the only one here who can go in and out undetected." 
 
    "And how are you going to bring Asoko back out?" Just as I say this, I realize that it's quite simple. As long as Senka can remain undetected, that should include everything on her body. So Asoko could turn into a bodysuit just as I did for Hestia back in the Khurut Sultanate. That way, she would be compact and hidden. "Actually, that might work." 
 
    "What might?" Growing serious again, the doll girl asks. 
 
    "Let me show you." I don't wait for her reply and stretch my arm out toward her, splitting it into tentacles and latching onto her. She flinches in surprise, but there's no escape; once attached, I won't let go. Traveling across her skin and underneath her clothes, I spread myself out across her small body. 
 
    "Wah, what are you doing?!" She tries to struggle, but I quickly complete my transformation and turn into a bodysuit that covers every inch of her skin up to her neck. Two tendrils extending up behind her ears and forming cat ear-like triangles on top of her head complete the image. 
 
    "I call it the-" I start, but she slaps herself on the thigh to hit me. 
 
    "Don't you dare say it." She interrupts me in a somber tone. I think I know what she means by that, so I make her shrug to signal that I'll stop it. "Wait, did you just...?" 
 
    "Yeah, I can move your body." My voice goes directly into her ear, just as it did when I was being worn by Hestia. "But it only works when you're relaxed. Otherwise, you might get hurt." 
 
    "You do know this is a fetish, right?" I can't see the doll girl's expression from this angle, but I'm sure it's not an amused one. To be honest, I never actually thought about it that way, but when I think back to Hestia's reactions, that must be true. 
 
    And Daica stares at Senka with her amethyst eyes wide-open, as if she just saw a ghost. She only knows that my body is seemingly made from tentacles, but she hasn't even seen my true form, unlike Kamii and Hestia. That's why the revelation that I can essentially turn into cloth comes as such a shock. 
 
    I peel myself off the doll girl's body and come back out from one of her sleeves, returning to my full size within seconds. Now that I think about it, I could use this ability to mimic cloth to create fake clothes from my own body. It'll be on a different level compared to bodypaint, as they will actually have texture and wrinkles. 
 
    "So, what was that demonstration for?" Senka asks while patting herself down to inspect if anything of me remains on her. In the meantime, I turn back into my academy appearance, complete with my custom school uniform - made from my own matter. It's still the body and outfit I feel most comfortable in even after all that happened there. 
 
    "Asoko can do the same. You only need to meet her, tell her to do what I just did, and then sneak back out." I explain it in the simplest terms. "While I don't like the idea of somebody else touching you all over - even if it's another me - for the sake of saving her, I'll have to accept it." 
 
    "What about my opinion about being touched all over, huh?" She retorts snarkily. At these words, I scoop her up into my arms and squeeze her tightly while rubbing my face against hers. "Argh, stop that!" 
 
    "It's like you never left puberty and hate being hugged because you think it makes you look child-like." Laughing, I jokingly analyze her attitude. 
 
    "I never even entered puberty in the first place." Calming down, Senka shrugs while making this heavy revelation like it's nothing. That causes me to stop and turn her around on my lap to look into her big blue eyes. "What?"  
 
    "Will you tell me what happened to you?" I'm completely serious once again, as I regard the doll girl with an expression that suggests we're friends and she can tell me everything. 
 
    "We don't have time for that. If you want to know, find a way to get back to your previous life and read about it online." Shaking her head, she replies with a line I can't even begin to comprehend. I already suspected that she was from Japan in one way or another, as she can speak the language, has a Japanese name, and possesses knowledge about modern times Earth. Maybe she was a famous person, and there's a biography available online. 
 
    After all, the time of death doesn't correlate to when one is reincarnated anywhere. My mother died way after I did but came to this world almost thirty years earlier. Who knows what exactly happened to Senka, but she could be from the future of my previous world. 
 
    There's no point in coming up with theories on my own, though. Senka is always open with me, but this topic seems to be a touchy one, so I'll give her time until she decides to tell me on her own. 
 
    "So, I guess I'll get going?" Senka slides off my lap and walks through the room toward the door. Then she turns around as if having thought of something else just now. "Are you going to just stay here and wait for me to do the entire job?" 
 
    "Oh, you want me to come with you in bodysuit form?" I turn my right forearm into tentacles and wiggle them suggestively. The doll girl looks at me with an unamused expression, but I notice that both Daica and Hestia are staring at that display with similar degrees of fascination. 
 
    "No, but you could prepare yourself just in case." Her eyes make it clear that she isn't referring to herself getting caught, but something else. That Asoko is dead, or maybe even that Kamii has been executed. I don't know what I'd do if those were to come true, but I'm sure it involves razing the academy to the ground. 
 
    "Keep in touch." I stand up from my chair and point at my temple. The doll girl nods, turns away, and opens the door before walking out on her own. I look at Daica and Hestia, whose expressions have returned to the serious ones they had before I showed them the possibilities of my body. "Let's prepare dinner while waiting." 
 
      
 
    Senka has a very particular set of skills, one acquired over a very long career. Skills that make her a nightmare for people who want to keep secrets or protect an important person. 
 
    She can move without making a sound and blend into the shadows to a supernatural degree, which defies the understanding of people in this world. It's one of several unique abilities that make her the perfect infiltrator. 
 
    She silently makes her way through the night like a living shadow. Sprinting across the rooftops of Kongenssoevn, she weaves back and forth on both sides of the slanted roofs to avoid the occasional citizen opening a window across the street. The only living beings that detect her presence are animals; cats and birds watch her passing by without getting startled. They can instinctively tell that she's a beast without any intention to harm them. 
 
    The bridge leading up to the citadel is too open and brightly lit with lamp crystals, so there are no shadows for her to exploit. Instead, she climbs along its side, her hands and feet adhering to the smooth stone without the aid of tools. 
 
    Once inside the walls, it's much easier for her to move about. Only the main path leading toward the academy is illuminated, steeping the world around it in even deeper darkness by comparison. Running across the grass quickly, she makes her way to the closed main door. It's never locked as plenty of students come and go during the night, but opening it would cause the hinges to creak. 
 
    Instead, the doll girl begins to inspect the windows from below while pacing along the building front. She can see in the dark, not by default but by enhancing her eyes with a strange power. Within moments, she spots one left slightly ajar by a careless professor. Scaling the wall in large bounds, she reaches it and slowly pushes it open. It may be a detour compared to entering on the ground level, but it's best to minimize risk. 
 
    She quickly sneaks through the classroom and moves toward the door leading out into the corridor but stops right before opening it. Footsteps approach her location from outside, so she hops up onto the ledge of the doorframe and keeps completely still. They soon pass, meaning that the person on the other side was only patrolling rather than coming in this direction because they noticed something. 
 
    Once the footsteps grow inaudible even to Senka's enhanced hearing abilities, she slowly opens the door and peeks outside. The hallways of the academy are kept dark during the night, although there are plenty of lamp crystals that could be used to illuminate them. If somebody were to shout the incantation, the entire school building would light up, but it's part of the rules not to do that - especially not as a prank.  
 
    Her journey to the stairwell leading into the bowels of the island the citadel is built on passes uneventfully. Throughout, she didn't even encounter a single person and had no need to hide. It has been nearly two months since Makoto was banished, and Kamii expelled, so normalcy had plenty of time to settle back in. 
 
    When she reaches the vault door, she stops and thinks. The first time they opened it, the professors came almost right away. Back then, it didn't look like they were there to find whoever broke into the basement. Makoto thought it might have just been a secret meeting with somebody coming through the transportation circle. 
 
    However, it happened again the second time when she went to Arkaim. Only that time, the professors immediately knew who did it. 
 
    There were several possibilities as to how they found out. A silent alarm can't be ruled out, but it wouldn't explain why the professors didn't look alarmed at all the first time. Speculating needlessly won't result in any answers, so for now, she can only get Asoko out and think about this later. 
 
    Placing her palm on the cold metal of the vault door, she extends her consciousness into it to see the lock. Having experience with it before, she makes the mechanism come to life immediately and opens the lock. Slipping inside and leaving the door slightly ajar, Senka runs straight toward the pile of furniture used to camouflage the old stone staircase leading into the transportation room. 
 
    "Asoko?" Once inside the hollow mockup pile, she feels safe enough to call out to Makoto's other half. However, her voice echoing into the depths is the only sound in the otherwise silent darkness. The putrid smell of undeath reaches her nose, and she wrinkles it. Taking several steps at once, she descends the short staircase and enters the large circular hall at the center of which lies the transportation circle. 
 
    When she looks around, she finds that one of the grates covering the tunnels that lead out of this room was bent from the other side, with some bars even ripped off from the sheer force that must have crashed through them. There are no undead bodies around, but their lingering smell is strong enough to understand that there must have been some in here recently. The signs of battle are also evident, with scorch marks on the ground and arrows stuck in the walls. It seems that the academy didn't have time to clean up everything yet. 
 
    "Asoko?" Once again, Senka calls out to Makoto's split half. 
 
    "Senka?" A large piece of debris suddenly transforms into a dark-skinned and black-haired version of Makoto. Even though it has been over half a day since she was accidentally sent here, she hasn't tried to find her own way out of this place yet. "Oh yeah, you really do have a cute design." 
 
    "Yeah, you're Makoto's split half alright." Shaking her head at the lack of urgency in her opposite's expression, she remarks with a sigh. "It's good that you didn't try to leave on your own." 
 
    "My other half told me that she fought in this place against the professors and was teleported to the desert." Asoko begins to explain why she waited all this time. "When separated, always stay in place instead of wandering off. In case she came here, and I moved, she could be forced into a battle against the professors again."  
 
    "How long would you have waited?" Tilting her head with an eyebrow raised, Senka wonders. 
 
    "Considering this is underground, I don't have a good grasp on time. But I guess until the smell of decay would have started to resemble that of food to me." The other Makoto shudders at the thought. "Though at that time, I would have gone that way." 
 
    She points at the tunnel with the broken grate. The only other way would have been to go up into the academy building. But there, she would risk running into professors who all want a piece of her due to her likeness to the person that killed several of them two months ago. 
 
    "Well, I'm here now." Stating with a shrug, the doll girl looks around to take in the situation. The academy mostly cleaned this place up, but since it's underground, there's no way to air it out properly. But they haven't taken care of the debris and all remnants of the battle yet, so it means they will come again. The grate needs to be repaired as well. 
 
    In either case, Kamii, Rolan, and the rest of the party were caught in here. That means the academy is monitoring this place in one way or another. The theory of a silent alarm is looking quite likely, so they need to get out as quickly as possible. 
 
    "We need to leave. Can you transform into something small?" Even though Makoto told her that Asoko could turn into a bodysuit as well, she would prefer not to wear living clothes if she can help it. 
 
    "I never tried it, but I know my other half can do it." Scratching her chin in a thoughtful gesture, the split half looks down at the doll girl. Then she extends an arm toward her and turns it into blood-red tentacles rather than the black ones Makoto has. They splay out into even smaller tendrils and cling to Senka's arm before her entire mass moves through that connection to spread across her skin. 
 
    "Of course, it's the same." Rolling her eyes, she endures the procedure with a less than amused expression. "Why do you feel so sticky, though?" 
 
    "Sorry, first time doing this." Asoko's voice comes from her chest area, which bulges up into two beautiful mounds. The doll girl lifts her neckline to look inside. There, two gatherings of tentacle mass sit right on top of her nonexistent breasts, and a pair of googly eyes peer up at her in surprise.  
 
    "And what are you doing there, hm?" Senka's expression doesn't betray her thoughts, but she's about to stick her hand in her shirt and rip the reddish creature off herself.  
 
    "Enjoying the view of the Great Plains- I'm kidding! I'm not done yet!" The formless mass tries to crack a joke, but when the doll girl's eye twitches in anger, she quickly straightens herself out. Asoko continues to distribute herself across Senka's body until it's all flattened out underneath her clothes. Then she adds in a pouting voice that doesn't have a perceivable origin. "Thought I'd give you a glimpse of what is never meant to be." 
 
    "Ahn?!" With blue eyes wide open and an angry voice, Senka challenges that tactless statement while glaring down into her cleavage even though the eyes have already disappeared from there. 
 
    "Nothing." A whimper is all the response she gets. 
 
    "In either case, stay quiet until we're out of here." Returning the conversation to the serious situation at hand, the doll girl checks her body to see whether or not Asoko made any mistakes and has parts sticking out. Once satisfied, she glances around the transportation hall one last time before making her way out of the vault. 
 
    She decides that taking the route she came in through would be the best, as she already scouted out all the hiding places along the way. In case somebody patrols there, she can blend into the shadows until they pass. 
 
    As she walks through the corridor from pillar to pillar to avoid the moonlight falling in through the large windows, Asoko clings onto her skin without making a sound. Even though she likes to be playful at the most inappropriate times - according to Makoto - she understands not to mess around right now. 
 
    They reach the door to the classroom without incident, and Senka motions to open it when something hits her from the side and pushes her down onto her stomach. A knee comes down on her right arm and pins it to the ground while a hand grabs her left and forces it around onto her back, putting her in a police lock.  
 
    "Oya? Aren't you Miss Marcott's doll?" The voice belongs to the dorm mother of the academy, Mistress Ninlil, and it doesn't sound surprised at all that Senka is moving about on her own. "What brings you to the academy?" 
 
    How did she find her? The reason why the doll girl can avoid detection is that she lacks any sort of presence. When she focuses her mind on it, she will blend into the background in all but actual appearance, causing people to ignore her existence. As long as she makes no sound, she is as good as invisible. 
 
    Then she realizes that even though Asoko is underneath her clothes, she doesn't have that ability. Maybe that's what gave away her presence. 
 
    From the corner of her eyes, she sees Ninlil's cat ears twitch and realizes that the explanation may be much more straightforward. Even though she possesses intelligence and is of an indefinite age, which even Grand Master Thorvald regards with respect, she's still attuned with her primal nature. She sniffs the air around the doll girl and sneezes cutely. 
 
    "You smell of decay. Did you come through the Lost Tombs and into the transportation room?" The dorm mother asks with a raised eyebrow. At these words, Senka suppresses the urge to snap open her jaw. She never considered that the stench from the corpses would cling to her clothes and that the catgirl's nose would pick it up. 
 
    "Yeah, you should really air that place out." She presses out this snarky remark through her clenched teeth. The catgirl is kneeling on her back and keeping her down on the ground quite forcefully, but then the pressure suddenly disappears. 
 
    "So, you do speak." Ninlil scoffs before getting up and pulling the doll girl onto her feet. They're both the same height, but the former possesses disproportionate strength in her tiny body. "You'll come with me and tell me everything." 
 
    "Sorry, but I really have to go." With these words, Senka's shoulder pops out of its socket with an audible sound. Walking up the door and flipping over Ninlil while the latter still grips her wrists, she tries to smash a knee into the back of the cat girl's head. The motion causes her other arm to dislocate as well. 
 
    But the latter lets go and avoids the attack with a nimble sidestep. Although she could have used that opening to attack, her eyes tell Senka that this was a wholly unexpected move. Using that time to swing up one of her dislocated arms and drop down her sleeve, she bites a piece off the Asoko suit. 
 
    "I'm speaking into your mind right now; answer by thinking your words. Don't show yourself." Senka immediately establishes the telepathic connection with Asoko. She has to praise her for not screaming out loud in surprise from getting a part of her body bitten off so suddenly, but Makoto may have already told her about that unique ability. "They don't know what I'm here for, but if you show up, they will try everything to kill you." 
 
    "What are you doing?" With an eyebrow raised, the dorm mother looks at the doll girl with a concerned expression. In the next moment, Senka pulls on her arm with her teeth and then pushes on it, popping it right back into her shoulder. It causes the cat girl to stare at her in apprehension, which is further deepened by the other shoulder getting popped back in right after. 
 
    "I'm used to it." Senka shrugs while lifting her arms. "I assume you're the only one who knows I'm here right now? Let's not make a scene, alright?" 
 
    "You are not going anywhere." Lowering her stance like a cat ready to pounce, the dorm mother states in a matter of fact tone. Then her ears twitch, and she straightens her back again. "It would appear that we don't need to fight." 
 
    "I agree." With these words, the doll girl reaches behind herself to open the door to the classroom while keeping her eyes on Ninlil. Then she realizes the real reason why the catgirl has left her fighting stance. From the right side of the hallway, a tall figure rounds the corner, wearing what appears to be a purple silken pajama and satin slippers. A crystal-encrusted wand reflects the moonlight falling in through the windows. 
 
    "I messed up." With a wry smile, Senka reports to Makoto through her mind before gravity causes her knees to buckle and smashes her head into the ground. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 73 - Angular Momentum
  
 
      
 
    "What happened?!" I shout in my mind but get no response. Senka's last transmission said that she messed up, and she hasn't answered since. Don't tell me she... 
 
    "What is it, Chloe?" Hestia asks me with a concerned expression. I must have made a scary face just now. 
 
    "Senka was caught." That's all I'm willing to admit, more to myself than to my companions. I won't allow a single thought of the possibility that something worse has happened enter my mind. Well, the fact that I just thought this means it did, but I banish it and look at the angel girl while standing up. "I'm going to break them out."  
 
    "I'm coming with you." Daica jumps up from her chair and speaks without a stutter. She must be feeling left out after everything that happened, but I can tell that she also wants to go and help Senka. 
 
    "Can you fight?" But I have to ask this question to which I already know the answer. 
 
    "N-no..." Lowering her head, her stutter begins again. "B-but I can't s-sit by when Senka has been c-captured." 
 
    "I understand." I bridge the distance between us and close my arms around the big dark elf. On my way back here from the Khurut Sultanate, my thoughts were almost entirely focused on Kamii. But that doesn't mean I don't I love her just as much. It was only because the little dark elf was in the clutches of the academy the last time I saw her, while I knew that Daica was safe in her store. "But I can't risk you getting hurt in battle. You don't know any magic, and our opponents will be masters whom even I had trouble against." 
 
    With the dragon template, I should have a much better chance against them now, but being forced into fighting them again isn't the best situation. But this time, we won't be fighting anywhere near the transportation hall, so it will come down to a battle of endurance, something I excel in. 
 
    "I-I can help in another way." Daica looks up into my eyes with a determined expression. Does this have something to do with the Nomads of Ogin? Could she be mobilizing an army of dark elves to come to my aid? I remember Adano and his family and think about their combat capabilities. They weren't that great. 
 
    "Do tell." But I keep my mind open to whatever her suggestion may be. Anything at all is better than nothing. 
 
      
 
    So it was decided that Hestia would take to the skies and come from above. At the same time, I would turn into a bodysuit for Daica and enter the citadel through the front gate using her connections. Over the past month, she had been supplying the academy with rare materials used in alchemy in preparation for a day when that connection could become useful. She even had the foresight to go at different times during both the day and the night so that she could eventually show up at any time, and they would grant her entry. After all, the academy was relatively active at night too.  
 
    She has also been staying in contact with Lenoly and Vitalis. The latter was even involved in trying to save Kamii the morning after the battle in the transportation room. Although their makeshift plan ultimately proved unnecessary as the little dark elf was let go without a fuss, they maintained a good relationship and continued to discreetly ask Basarab about my potential whereabouts. 
 
    A part of me understands that I could have transformed into Daica and made this plan work on my own, but dismissing her wish to help would have made me feel bad for her. Those that stayed behind have worked hard in my absence, so I should honor their thoughtfulness. When I see Lenoly and Vitalis, I'll have to thank them too. 
 
    Though, as we make our way through the city, I realize that she may have had an ulterior motive when making this suggestion. Her body temperature is rising noticeably as her breathing grows ragged. She's clearly getting excited at the thought that my body is wrapping around hers and touching her all over at the same time. I'm not even doing anything other than act like a bodysuit, but whenever we round a corner, she seems to take the opportunity to rub her thighs together. 
 
    "Daica, stop your perverted thoughts." I whisper to her through the earpiece, but she shivers in response. 
 
    "I-I can't help it." She replies while suppressing her voice. People walk the streets even at such a late hour, so it's dangerous to be doing this. 
 
    "Then, I'll make it easier for you." With these words, I quickly transform underneath her form-fitting robes when I see that nobody is around for the moment. Moving away from her skin and gathering my mass near her neckline, I spread across the backpack she's wearing and turn into a second layer to cover it. 
 
    "Aww." Even in this situation, she expresses disappointment. 
 
    "When this is over, I'll give you lots of love." I whisper into Daica's ear with a tendril extending up through her hair, causing her to nearly stumble in surprise. Catching herself and holding in her breath, she continues on her path down the main road toward the citadel. 
 
    "I-I'm looking forward to i-it." She stutters, newfound determination to make this plan work growing in her at the thought that we would finally take our relationship to the next level. 
 
    As we approach the bridge across the lake that connects the city with the citadel island, I peek up to barely see Hestia in her new dark purple outfit circling above us. It was donated by Daica, though some modifications had to be made to be practical while in the air. She's going to provide air support if something goes wrong. 
 
    "Halt!" A guard at the gate calls out to the big dark elf. There is an overall of seven men standing by, with the one at the front speaking for them. "What are you doing here?" 
 
    "O-oh, y-you know me." She stutters nervously in response. If it were anybody else, they would appear suspicious, but it's her known tic, so nobody thinks something's wrong. "I-I have come to d-deliver some m-materials." 
 
    "An intruder was caught earlier, so we'll have to search you. It's just routine." Another guard comes over and states with a serious expression. But then I hear somebody chuckle in the background. Don't tell me they're using this opportunity to cop a feel? 
 
    "I-I understand." Nodding reluctantly, Daica takes off her backpack, causing me to quickly retract my tendril from near her ear.  
 
    A third guard motions to do the body inspection while the second works on the backpack. I'm clinging to the surface and replicate the leather, so they shouldn't notice my presence. However, if they do, I'll have to get violent. But before the guard even gets to do his work on me, Daica suddenly cries out in surprise.  
 
    "W-where are you t-touching me!" She delivers a slap to the man's face, who stumbles backward in surprise under the laughter of the other guards who watched his sleaziness with curiosity. Then he hunches over while holding his face, his breath stuck in his throat. "Oh no." 
 
    Daica realizes what she has done when she looks down at her own hand. She took off her gloves in case she had to fight, but she never meant to use her curse now. 
 
    "Hey, Frodi, what's going on?" Another young guard asks with concern in his voice but stumbles back with horror on his face. "A-aaah?!" 
 
    Frodi arches his back, letting everybody see what's happening. His face is cracking, and blackness is spreading from a distinctly hand-shaped indentation on his cheek. His skin is blistering and flaking off as if turning into ash. The sight causes everybody to flinch in terror.  
 
    It was an accident, but this won't end well for Daica. Her curse only applies when touching somebody's skin directly, and the guards all wear full armor. Furthermore, they also wield swords, which they will draw on her once they overcome their initial shock and realize that it was her doing. 
 
    "Get back, Daica." I say while forming teeth on my surface. Then I bite off the hands of the guard who froze in the middle of his inspection of the backpack to stare at Frodi. In the next moment, I leap up from the bag and onto the head of another man, which I rip off while quickly growing to my full size. 
 
    "M-monsters!" With three of the seven soldiers already taken out, the one furthest away from us turns and runs while screaming at the top of his lungs. Now that a battle has broken out, I need to be as quick as possible. 
 
    Throwing my arm around and stabbing a tentacle at the escaping guard, I aim to pierce the back of his knee. However, because of his quick movements, I only graze his leg armor and cause him to stumble. In the next moment, I feel a halberd come down on my shoulder and embed itself in my body. 
 
    "Hasta de Lumin!" I ignore the weapon and point at the fallen guard's back to release the spirit spear. Without even looking at the result, I turn to the one trying to pull his halberd out of me. Growing a tentacle along the handle, I force him to abandon his weapon, then swing the back of the axe head down on him from above. The hook pierces his helmet and penetrates his brain, instantly killing him. Letting go of the weapon embedded in his head, I face my next opponent. 
 
    But the others have turned tail and run away as well while shouting for help. The man whom I hit with a spirit spear has a dent in the plate armor covering his back and is gasping for air from the impact. I'm surprised that the spell was unable to pierce his armor. Frodi, whom Daica slapped in the face, has already collapsed and lies dead, every inch of his skin darkened from her curse. I know it's a little over the top, but that's what he gets for touching my girl with perverse intentions. 
 
    Suddenly, a black spirit spear shoots straight through one of the escaping guard's heads from above, emerging near the hip and dissipating as it hits the ground. Armor did him no good against Hestia's far more powerful version of the same spell I used earlier. I look up but can't find the black angel, which means that she must have fired it from a pretty high altitude. Was that a lucky shot? 
 
    Another spirit spear instantly kills one more soldier, with the last tripping over his own feet from the terror of watching his comrades die one after the other. As a guard in what must be the most peaceful place in this country, they have never been in a real battle before. This is how peace breeds complacency and incompetence. 
 
    Hestia suddenly comes down from the sky like a giant eagle and finishes the last soldier off ruthlessly with a black spirit spear held in her hand like a physical weapon. Her other holds the short staff she brought along in case she needs wind magic, but light spells are definitely more powerful. 
 
    It seems that the commotion has alarmed the guards further inside, as a bell has begun to ring. Almost instantly, lamp crystals attached to giant mirrors are switched on atop the castle's walls, illuminating the path between there and the citadel gate where we stand. 
 
    "Up, Hestia!" I quickly call out to her while returning to my human appearance. She doesn't reply and mutters a quick incantation before shooting up in a burst of wind. I never thought of utilizing wind magic like that before, but it sure is an interesting application for the spell. By putting wind under her large wings, she was able to accelerate much faster than she would have been by only beating them. 
 
    Just as she rises into the dark sky, a searchlight falls on us, and shouting reaches my ears. They've spotted us now and will doubtlessly come out in force - which will include mages from the academy. 
 
    "Daica, head back. When we're done here, we'll come to get you." I turn to look into the big dark elf's eyes with a gaze that suggests I won't accept any objection. I can't endanger her more than I already have by letting her come with us against better judgment. 
 
    "T-that's not an o-option." But she points behind us with a nervous laugh. At the bottom of the bridge, soldiers are gathering to cut off our retreat. 
 
    "Alright, then stay with me." Grabbing hold of her hand, I grow out my tentacles and pull her up while transforming into a vularen underneath her. With her riding on my back, I run across the field of grass, the searchlights trailing after me.  
 
    Lamp crystals in the academy go on as well, and I hasten my pace to cover the distance as quickly as possible. Senka hasn't contacted me since her last transmission, so she's either unconscious, or they put her in a place where her telepathy doesn't work. I won't believe that she's dead, though.  
 
    A group of soldiers coming from the direction of the castle quickly lines up in front of the academy. They want to take us out before the professors have to become involved. After all, the Royal Academy is next to the palace where the royal family lives. If the soldiers couldn't drive out two lone intruders, all trust in them would be lost. 
 
    But simple humans wielding physical weapons are useless against me. It's evidenced by the fact that when a searchlight illuminates my form in all its glory, their expressions fill with terror. A vularen is just an oversized wulfar, as the species is known in this nation. I'm essentially a bear-sized wolf with huge teeth that can rip a human in half with a single bite. 
 
    However, they do have some measure of discipline, as they brace their pole weapons against my charge. But those won't be able to harm me; I'll just pull them inside my body while busting right through their ranks. 
 
    Suddenly, something glistens in the darkness ahead of us, and I immediately swerve left to avoid a shower of icicles. From the main gate of the academy, a group of professors has emerged wielding their staves and wands. Among them, I spot several who taught me during my time here. But Thorvald and Basarab aren't among them. 
 
    "Hold on tight." I growl to Daica before making a near full turn on the spot before charging straight at the soldiers again. The professors can't shoot any magic at me when there are humans in the way, but their line isn't that wide. 
 
    A black spirit spear comes down on the professor at the very front, but it only pierces his thigh rather than a vital spot. When he stumbles with a scream, those around him are immediately distracted and fumble their spells. I never thought Hestia could be this devious and calculating - I love it. 
 
    From my shoulders, a pair of tentacles grow out, which slap aside the halberds pointed in my direction. Then I charge straight through the line of soldiers and snatch up two of them with the same two appendages, to use as human shields. With this, I continue to sprint toward the academy, where the professors brace themselves again after taking away the wounded one. 
 
    A shimmering shield of heat appears around them as fire professor Ulfric raises his cane. In my form, he can't recognize me. Otherwise, he wouldn't be using a defensive spell meant to keep away the wild animal that I appear to be.  
 
    Hestia seems to have decided that he's the next target, as a spirit spear flies straight at him. However, the shimmering barrier bends the spell aside, causing it to veer off at an angle and impact the ground where it dissipates harmlessly. It's similar to the one used by the double fire affinity mage working for the slave ring in Hovsgaerden. 
 
    "Pilum Gradum!" I direct this spell and my will along with it underneath Ulfric's feet. The pillar of stone launches him into the air and undoes his shield, but before the fallen angel's inevitable spirit spear reaches him, a pool of water directs it away. Even though it's black, it still has characteristics of light, which gets bent by entering a medium of a different density. I failed in physics, but I do remember some random tidbits like this one.  
 
    However, it doesn't change the fact that due to the fire mage falling from several meters up, the others have to catch him physically. I spot the one who cast the water spell and am surprised by the person's appearance. It's Eydis Vinterstrom, my former water combat professor. But her formerly brown hair is disheveled and has turned completely white, and dark rings have formed around her eyes. 
 
    Suddenly, Daica's weight on my back disappears, and I look back to see her flying off after being hit by some invisible force. I didn't feel any wind, and there was no sign of any projectile, so that can only mean one thing. Letting go of the soldiers in the grasp of my tentacles and extending those to catch her out of the air before she can hit the ground, I set her down a distance away. Then I look up at the academy building.  
 
    Thorvald is standing on the balcony of his office, his unique crystal-encrusted wand in hand. His cold eyes peer through his rectangular glasses as they regard me with pure murderous intent. It's not so much hatred or thirst for revenge, but rather a sense of determination and duty. He must have realized that I'm a Crawling Chaos. 
 
    "You know what I'm here for." I turn into my human appearance, complete with the modified school uniform I was known for in the academy. Everybody except for the principal stares at me in surprise and shock. 
 
    "You!" Ulfric, who just got back up to his feet, points at me with an expression of unbridled hatred. "What have you done to Master Aldebrand?" 
 
    "He's part of the desert now." I reply in a careless tone before turning back to Thorvald. "Give me what I want, and I'll leave. Nobody else has to die." 
 
    "Too late for that!" Eydis' high-pitched voice borders on a hysterical shriek as she points her staff at me. "Angos Aquos Phylacos!" 
 
    That's a spell I've never heard before, but I quickly mutter the incantation for the light barrier. However, before I can finish, water appears out of thin air all around me, and I find myself imprisoned in a floating sphere. With water entering my lungs, I'm rendered unable to speak, so my spell is interrupted. 
 
    I see Eydis continue to speak and realize that she's going to freeze me in here. After all, she has the water and wind affinities. 
 
    There's no way I'll let that happen, though. I point my arm at her and explosively extend it, turning my hand into a spike aimed for her chest. But before it reaches her, a pillar of stone shoots up and blocks it - an earth spell cast by Bjorndal or Magni who just emerged from the main entrance of the academy building. 
 
    Then the water freezes all around me, and my movements are stopped. But I can feel that it doesn't reach all the way inside my body, so I can easily break out of this prison. I burst out into my true form, growing rapidly and shattering the ice surrounding me in an explosion of sharp shards. The soldiers in my vicinity are pelted by it, but their plate armor protects them from harm. 
 
    "Monster! Ahahahaha!" Eydis points at me with insane laughter, while the other professors around her shirk back from my sight. Many of them have seen my true appearance, so they won't be broken by it anymore, but it seems the water professor has already lost her wits the first time.  
 
    "Gravico-" Thorvald's voice comes from above. It's the beginning of the same spell he used to slow me down in the basement, but it won't go the same way now. "Slosito!" 
 
    "Hasta de Lumin!" I point at him and loose a spirit spear right as the gravity hits me. Last time, he was quick enough to cancel my incantation, but this time I started mine before he finished his so he can't chant his spell in time. 
 
    Instead, he dodges the spell with a nimble sidestep. I never expected somebody who looks like he's pushing a hundred to be able to react so quickly. Then I notice Basarab appearing in the window to shield the principal. I guess he pulled him back, and it wasn't the old man himself that moved so quickly.  
 
    In either case, the gravity spell is dispelled when Thorvald's line of sight with me was interrupted. I still don't completely understand how magic works in this world as I've seen others cast spells without looking before. Maybe it's a characteristic of space magic, but whatever the case, I'll have to use this opportunity to take him out. 
 
    It's a good thing that the two most troublesome opponents are together in one place. 
 
    A stone pillar emerges from the ground underneath me, aimed at my midsection. Unlike the spikes the father and son duo created in our last battle, this one is meant to distract me as something bigger is most likely being cooked up by another mage. But I use this opportunity to step onto it and let myself get launched into the air. 
 
    Spreading Hestia's wings, I glide over everybody's heads toward the principal's office while chanting the incantation for the light barrier. Just as I finish, and it surrounds me, a streak appears on its surface as if an invisible blade just collided with it. When I glance down, I see wind professor Hrafn with his staff raised, a surprised expression on his face. That must have been a considerably powerful wind spell, but it didn't break through the barrier.  
 
    "Svinganto Forto!" Thorvald's wand points at me, and I feel the world tilt as I'm swung around as if being held by an invisible hand. With the light spell still active, I crash into the wall and become embedded in it. Luckily, the barrier always stays with me at its center, or I would have been tossed around inside it. 
 
    Basarab pushes Thorvald aside and raises his hand while speaking an incantation, creating an inky black barrier into which a black spirit spear disappears without a trace. Hestia has identified the most dangerous opponent and is now focusing on him.  
 
    Undoing the light barrier, I look up to see her a distance up in the sky with both her arms raised. She's chanting the spell for the giant lance with which she gouged a hole into Kiamedras' chest. Nobody down here can reach her, so she will be able to complete it without a problem. 
 
    I'll take care of the rabble below then. There was no room for negotiating this time around either, so I'm not responsible for what happens next. Unlike the first battle in a confined area, we're out in the open with no transportation circle to send me away through. This will end when I want it to end. 
 
    The professors below me each cast an individual spell for either offense or defense, while the Svarteka father and son duo prepare something bigger. Maybe they want to bury me alive in a stone prison, which could be the only way to stop my movements decisively.  
 
    I undo the wings and drop down toward them, then extend a tentacle to grab a ledge just in time to swing out of the way of a water jet fired from Eydis' wand. I learned that kind of movement from Asoko's display in the battle against the Golden Queen. Doing it once again, I swing back and extend an arm at Hrafn, whose spell I just dodged. 
 
    But Ulfric jumps in the way while raising his cane, creating a shimmering barrier just like the one he used earlier. I'm not throwing a spirit spear at him, though; simple heat can't stop my physical attack. Covering my surface in dragon scales, my hand bursts through his flimsy defense and grabs him by the throat. 
 
    In the same motion, I let go with my other arm and let my momentum take me straight at the old professor he tried to protect. With my powerful legs, I kick the latter's chest and push him to the ground before swinging the fire mage at Eydis, who almost finishes another incantation. She can't dodge in time, and the two humans crash together with an unhealthy cracking sound. Somebody broke something for sure there. 
 
    "Try using your magic." I point at Bjorndal and Magni each, who have stopped their motions because Hrafn is under my foot, pinned by the tentacles spreading out from it. If they use earth magic, he will be caught in it, too. 
 
    "Do it!" But the old mage speaks as if he doesn't care about his life, willing to sacrifice himself so that I can be defeated. "We cannot allow this creature to escape!" 
 
    "Maiorem Guttam Terram!" Without hesitation, Magni stomps his foot in a forward step while bringing his fist down. The ground gives way and sinks almost two meters in an instant. 
 
    "In Manibum Terram..." Meanwhile, Bjorndal has lowered his stance and bent his knees. Finally, he brings his hands together in front of him in a crushing motion. "... Aeternum Custodiam!" 
 
    "Sorca Inversiga." I finish at the exact same time as he does. It's the spell Thorvald used to cancel two of mine in our last battle. Just as I did with Gravico Slosito, I can make it my own as long as I know the incantation and the effect. This spell doesn't even seem to require me to see the target. 
 
    Just in case I still extend my leg and propel myself out of the sinkhole that the elder Svarteka created, but it seems that I was able to counter the younger one's spell. If all mages were capable of this, magic as a whole would be useless, so I assume only those with the space affinity can cast it. 
 
    "Wha-?!" Both father and son earth mages stare in utter bafflement when their combined effort fizzles out. I leap up onto the edge of the hole while leaving behind Hrafn, and throw an arm around at Bjorndal, turning it into a spike aimed at his chest. 
 
    But Magni pushes his son out of the way and takes it straight through the center of his own. He collapses on the spot, and the stunned Bjorndal stares at his father with his eyes wide open. Before I can do the same to him, a shower of icicles flies at me from the side. One pierces my head while another nails my arm to my torso. None of those can even harm me, and I pull them out while turning to Eydis. 
 
    "Come at me!" She shrieks, her eyes filled with madness while she stands on wobbly feet with her left arm dangling down at an odd angle. It's sad to see her like this after I studied under her, but saving Senka and Asoko is more important to me than any of the lives of the professors here.  
 
    "As you wish." I charge forward while she moves her lips as quickly as she can, but before her incantation is finished, I grow out a tentacle and grab her ankle with it. Jerking her around, I pull her across the ground and slam her face-first into the stone doorframe. Her body spasms as her skull is crushed from the impact. 
 
    From inside the doorway, a burst of flames flies in my face and physically knocks me backward several meters. I quickly repair the superficial damage and look up to find that Astrid has emerged with a new group of professors. And among them is Ninlil, wielding an oversized hammer that no human could carry. I never thought that she would be a fighter. 
 
    Please don't make me kill the catgirl. 
 
    Suddenly, an explosion rocks the front of the academy building, as Hestia's massive spear of darkness impacts the entire area around the window to Thorvald's office. Debris rains down on the professors below, who are too slow to erect barriers. I see at least one get buried under a pile of stones, while two others are buffeted by rocks and collapse. The others somehow scramble out of the way and look up in surprise. 
 
    I take that opportunity to rush forward while chanting my original fire explosion spell. What would be more fitting to defeat Astrid with than this one? 
 
    "Grandor Mico Ignis Fortior!" It's the volatile one I accidentally came up with while trying to go bigger and flashier on my first day of fire magic class. After everything that I learned, it's still the best large-scale destruction spell to use in an open area. 
 
    "Aerus Inanor!" Hrafn rises from the sinkhole I left him in by riding on a pillar of stone and points his staff right at the point where my spell was supposed to go off. I've seen this used against me before; it sucks the air out of an area and stifles all fire magic.  
 
    "Mico Coruscaris!" Astrid raises her cane and swings it in an arc in front of her. I grow my left arm into a large shield and cover it in dragon scales, causing the heat to wash across me without much effect. Then, from behind cover, I shoot forward my right arm turned into a spike, which runs through Hrafn's abdomen, then turns into a hook and pulls him toward me. 
 
    I can't hope to compete against them using magic alone; they're far more experienced and have the numerical advantage. Instead, I'll use my physical abilities, which carried me through the battles against Kiamedras and the Golden Queen, who both were more or less immune to regular spells. 
 
    Even with a fellow professor in my grasp, the others don't get discouraged from chanting their spells. Hrafn has expressed that he's ready to lay down his life so that I can be killed here, and the others must feel the same way. As history professor Snorri implied before, humanity did everything in their power to prevent something like my grandmother from happening anywhere in their territories. Since they know I'm a Crawling Chaos, they'll do everything in their power to kill me.  
 
    "Scatter!" I roar in their direction and grow out my real face. In our last battle, I didn't show it and created a mask in its place because I was considerate of Kamii. Hestia already saw me and lost her mind to a certain degree, but I couldn't know how the little dark elf would react. Daica is far behind me, and there's nobody else I could harm with this that I wouldn't want to.  
 
    Instantly, several of the professors turn tail and run away, while others break down on the spot sobbing. Astrid stares at me wide-eyed, her mouth hanging open from terror. But Ninlil rushes forward without hesitation, moving in an arc while holding the massive hammer behind her to swing it at me horizontally. It's not a blind charge due to fear, but a calculated attack; she hasn't lost her mind after seeing me and doesn't even seem intimidated. Maybe she has seen many of my kind before, or it doesn't affect demons as much as it does humans. 
 
    Swinging Hrafn like a club, I aim at the little cat girl. But she rolls across the ground to avoid it, then swings her weapon vertically to impact the earth before using the momentum to propel herself into the air along the handle. I raise my shield when she uses her body as a pivot to pull the hammer out of the ground and bring it down on me. 
 
    Even dragon armor, which could withstand Asoko turned into a bone spike at maximum density, cracks under her strike. The force alone slams me down into the dirt.  
 
    However, Ninlil isn't done yet, as she pivots one more time in midair and swings the hammer straight toward my head. Pulling my body away using the lifeless Hrafn still on my hook as an anchor, I narrowly avoid getting my face smashed into a pulp. I've survived worse, but it would have taken a moment to consolidate myself, and it might have given the professors time to gather their wits. 
 
    But it's already too late, as I hear the end of an incantation spoken by Astrid, and flames burst out all over my body. Stumbling back, I try to put them out with my hands, but they cling to me like napalm. There's no other way than to shed my surface, or the flames will keep burning me. 
 
    Leaving behind an empty shell, I break out of my own back like a butterfly out of its cocoon. Taking that opening, Ninlil rushes at me again from one side, while Astrid has started chanting her next spell on the other. I extend one arm toward the cat girl, then spread it into countless individual tendrils that I harden into spikes with dragon armor. With my left, I do the same in the fire mage's direction, but with a pinpoint lance aimed at her chest. 
 
    As expected, Ninlil swings her hammer around just in time to slap aside most of the spikes, but her momentum runs out as more come her way, and she falls back. Astrid, on the other hand, isn't as skilled in avoiding the physical attack and takes it through her left shoulder. However, she doesn't let the pain stop her from completing her incantation; a spark appears right in front of my chest when she finishes. Then an explosion rocks my vision, and I feel my body get ripped apart. 
 
    I should have covered my whole body in dragon armor even if it slows my movements down considerably. Now I see the world spinning, as the lower half of my body remains standing while everything above it has been scattered across the area. But I still have enough mass to form conscious thoughts, so I quickly extend tendrils from my severed neck toward my legs. This way, I pull myself together while scattering more tendrils to gather up as many of my blobs from the vicinity as I can along the way. 
 
    "Chloe!" Hestia screams as if worrying about my life. Then I realize that it was meant as a warning call. Ninlil appears in my field of vision, swinging her hammer with a furious expression, aimed right at my severed head. If that scatters me further, I might die. 
 
    But before it reaches me, my tendrils reconnect with the largest part of my body. Without a moment to lose, I try to send my consciousness through that flimsy connection. In the next instant, I find myself seeing out of somewhere near my body's crotch area, as everything above it is still missing. Then I hear Ninlil's hammer splatter my severed head where my consciousness was just a split second ago. That was too close for comfort. 
 
    Using the mass stored in my body, I reform a humanoid shape and reconnect my arm to the one still stuck in Astrid's shoulder. Just as I do, a wind blade cuts it off halfway between me and the fire mage, to prevent me from pulling her in as I did with Hrafn earlier. 
 
    Ninlil has realized that I'm back in my main body, so she immediately switches her focus. However, she suddenly rolls sideways, just in time to avoid a black spirit spear through her back. She has incredible instincts and reflexes. 
 
    It seems that the giant lance of darkness that destroyed the principal's office took care of the two up there, so Hestia has come to help me. She's out of reach for the professors but can continue to snipe them with black spirit spears, which makes her very hard to deal with. All they can do is shield themselves, which limits their offense against me. 
 
    "Gravico Slosito!" Thorvald's deep voice suddenly thunders across the area. In the next moment, Hestia is caught by gravity and drops out of the sky at more than terminal velocity. I run across the grass, avoid Ninlil's hammer swing at my knees by diving over it, and roll across the ground before expanding my mass to the maximum to cushion the falling angel girl. 
 
    She impacts the blob that I am, but I still feel one of her wings break from the force. My mind blanks out as I realize that she has been hurt, and I quickly pull myself back together into a human form. Placing her on the grass, I check on her condition. 
 
    Her left wing is definitely broken, and she's in too much pain to chant a healing spell herself. But I don't know any for mending bones, so there's nothing I can do for her right now. Her glasses have disappeared as well, so she won't be able to help in the battle when she can't see too well at a distance - not that she could in her state anyway. 
 
    "THORVALD!!!" I roar in rage. Running forward and away from Hestia, I transform into a full dragon. Unfortunately, I'm only about half the size of Kiamedras due to all the matter I lost since eating him - both in the battle against Aurelia and in this one. 
 
    Whipping my tail-bludgeon around, I take Ninlil off her feet. She's flung across the grass and straight into the academy building before breaking through the wall with her hammer still gripped tightly. She will definitely be back. 
 
    Spreading my wings, I beat them once and create a whirlwind around myself as I take off into the air. Thorvald is standing at the broken wall to his office and staring down at me in surprise, unable to tear away his gaze like a rat caught in a snake's glare. 
 
    Then something slams into me from above, and powerful claws grab onto my armor, cracking it in the process. With both momentum and weight, it pushes me back down before smashing me into the academy wall a short distance away from my intended target. When I look up, I see that it's a dragon with a red body and a sturdy build. 
 
    At my current size, we're nearly equal in height, but while my body is covered in scales, this one sports armor plates that make it look more massive and powerful. It's the first dragon I've seen in this world, though it isn't a full-fledged one. 
 
    "Dregana!" With an angry growl, I turn my neck to bite hers, so she quickly lets go of me and beats her wings to take some distance. Stomping her forearms on the ground, which causes a tremor each, she roars at me while fire explodes from the gaps between her armor plates. I break free from the rubble and charge at her, but she meets me head-on.  
 
    That's when I realize that her heavier build is much better suited for physical combat than Kiamedras' is. I wouldn't have this problem if I were at full size, though. The impact flings me backward, causing me to crash into the building behind me once again. However, she doesn't hold any regard for the venerable academy and rams me with all her strength. We break through the entire building, and I'm propelled out onto the grassy field, where she taught Hestia and me wind magic classes. 
 
    She comes to a skidding stop, but my momentum causes me to roll across the ground one more time. Even now, I regret not having had any time to experiment with this body before coming here. If only I could use the plasma breath, all of this would have been over already. 
 
    I get back on all fours and whip my tail around, aiming to hit Dregana in the head with the spiked bludgeon. However, she shies back and narrowly avoids it, even though she could have charged forward to get within my range. She has the advantage when it comes to physical attacks, so she should want to get into a melee.  
 
    But she has given me time to think of a way to overcome her; I transform into a gigantic version of myself, covered in the heavy dragon armor. The tail bludgeon grows from my palm and becomes a mace appropriate for my size. It's time to go dragon-hunting. 
 
    Just as I think this, Dregana's fire breath explodes into my face and robs me of my vision. I don't even feel it, as my body is still covered in the heat-resistant scales. I swing my arm around and disperse it through sheer wind pressure before charging forward and heaving my weapon over my shoulder to bring it down on the dragonkin's head. 
 
    However, before I reach her, I stub my foot on something painfully and trip, slamming down into the ground face-first. When I look behind me, I find that Ninlil just crushed the toes on one foot with her hammer. She's bleeding from her head, and her clothes are partially ripped, but her focused expression tells me that there's still plenty of fight left in her. 
 
    I can't face both a dragon and this little girl with super strength at the same time. When I'm big, the latter has the upper hand, and if I'm small, I'll get crushed by the former. But before I can think of a way to overcome this situation, Dregana already charges at me. 
 
    In the last moment before impact, I shrink down to my regular human size and grab onto her wing. Transforming my arm into a dragon blade, I aim to cut off her limb, but Ninlil suddenly appears above me. She spins her body horizontally while swinging her hammer at my head like a pendulum. I harden the surface of my body with dragon armor to avoid getting decapitated from the force. 
 
    Instead, I get flung off Dregana's wing and land in the middle of the field, where I quickly undo the hardening to get back on my feet. But nobody is pursuing me, as both the dragonkin and the catgirl watch me cautiously.  
 
    Then the ground around me suddenly lights up with runes and symbols, forming a glowing circle with a diameter of several dozen meters. A shiver runs down my nonexistent spine as my jaw drops. Don't tell me this is a transportation circle! 
 
    "Abisa Gravita Krispada." Thorvald's voice echoes across the field and speaks an incantation from the academy building. I lift my head to look where it's coming from, only to feel immense gravity force me down to the ground. All the bones in my body groan, so I quickly return to my true boneless appearance. Still, I can't even move and am flattened against the magic circle like a frog run over by a car. 
 
    I spot Astrid coming through the hole in the academy, the hole in her shoulder healed by Madame Idunn, who's following closely behind her. Bjorndal comes after, tears rolling down his face twisted in rage, and Ulfric limps over as well while supporting himself with his cane. They each walk toward me while chanting something, and it appears that they're preparing big spells meant to finish me off.  
 
    Ulfric seems to be done first, as he stands on one leg while raising his cane, causing dust and tiny pebbles to rise all around him and fly into an orb of fire, which melts them into slag. 
 
    But just before he can unleash his spell on me, an icicle pierces his chest from across the field. He loses control over the orb, causing it to drop on his head and melt its way down into his body. He didn't even have time to scream. 
 
    When I look in the direction the icicle came from, I can make out two people through the distorted space inside the magic circle. They come running over from the student dormitories, and the moment I see the translucent blue skin, I know who they are. 
 
    Vitalis is coming to my aid even though doing that will get her more than expelled. I can see her mouth forming the word Chloe, but I can't hear it through the field of gravity surrounding me. The smaller figure next to her has two curved horns growing from near the top of her head, and there's only one person who looks like that in the academy: Lenoly. 
 
    "Stop!" I try to shout, but my voice doesn't leave the circle's area of effect. 
 
    Stretching my arm along the ground like an ameba, I put as much thought into maintaining its form as possible. If I don't get out of here right now, there's no telling what will happen to those two. I just need a part of me to leave this circle, then I can pull my entire mass out through it just as I have done earlier with my severed head. They only need to hold out until then. 
 
    Slowly moving toward the edge of the circle, I watch as Astrid's clothes light on fire from Lenoly's spell. The latter's clothes are also ablaze, and for a moment, I'm led to think that they hit each other at the same time. But when I see that the tips of her two horns burn like torches, I realize that it's the bakari tribal magic that allows her to clad herself in flames. Each step of hers leaves a burning footprint as she swings her staff around to send out a wave of heat toward Bjorndal. 
 
    But even as the earth professor's entire body catches on fire, he doesn't stop his incantation and stomps his foot forward one after the other. This is most definitely a spell that could destroy me, but I'm so close to reaching the edge. 
 
    Just as he's about to activate it, an icicle pierces his arm from the side. It was shot by Vitalis again, but it's not a fatal hit. But that moment of delay is enough for my tentacle to finally escape the gravity well. In an instant, I pull my entire mass through that little thread of hope and reform my body outside the circle, leaving behind an empty shell. It crumples under the gravity before the earth cracks into countless rock shards that churn like hot water. They cut the shell into tiny pieces and swallow it into the earth's embrace.  
 
    Bjorndal turns toward me with an expression of disbelief, which quickly makes way for regret from knowing that, in his condition, he can't cast another spell. The effect of the flames he's engulfed in finally catch up to him, and he screams as his body convulses from the heat and pain. 
 
    From the corner of my eyes, I see Astrid turning around and unleashing her spell that was meant for me at Vitalis. The latter raises both her hands to create a barrier of water in the last moment. Still, the implosion of heat evaporates it in an instant. Then the resulting explosion hits her at full force and scatters her body across the field. 
 
    I stare at the blobs that remain of her in disbelief, finding that none of them are moving. Then something inside me snaps. 
 
    Charging forward, I swing my arm at Astrid in an arc, a blade forming all along its length. She notices my assault too late to cast a barrier and lifts her cane to try and block it instead. But wood can't stop the sharp edge of dragon armor, which cuts through both the cane and her torso, sending her upper body flying. 
 
    I look over at Lenoly, who has been flung through the air by the earlier explosion. She labors to get back up again, and a part of me breathes a sigh of relief. I don't know what I would have done if she had died as well. Just to be sure, I'll go over and heal her. 
 
    That's when gravity hits me again and forces me down. It's nowhere near as strong as what was inside the magic circle behind me, so I can force myself to remain on my feet. When I look up, I find Thorvald floating down from a window of the academy building, his wand pointed at me with a grim expression. 
 
    "Even if it kills me, you are going to die tonight, Miss Marcott." He states, revealing that he's willing to go to any length to kill me. Then he gestures at Dregana to attack me. She carefully approaches me while visibly gathering flames in her throat. 
 
    I cover my body in dragon armor, which is impervious to most magic, and step outside the effect of his gravity spell just as the breath of fire hits me. 
 
    "Pilum Gradum!" I throw my leg around and stomp on the ground as if preparing myself for sumo, raising a pillar from the ground right under Dregana's jaw. The impact forces her mouth closed, resulting in the fire being pressed out through her nostrils instead. She shakes her head in a daze, giving me time to refocus myself.  
 
    As I do that, I notice that Lenoly has raised her staff toward Thorvald and now shoots out a stream of flames at him. But the principal turns his head slightly and utters the counter spell incantation, causing the fire to disappear into thin air. Then he swings his wand, speaks two words for a simple gravity spell.  
 
    The little bakari girl is flung through the air and into the wall of the academy. Her left horn breaks from the impact, and she drops to the ground, slumping into a lifeless pile.  
 
    I burst out into the dragon form once again and snap my jaw at Thorvald with a roar of anger. Not only Vitalis but Lenoly too! 
 
    "Hasta de Lumin!" A voice I haven't heard in a long time echoes through the night. At the incantation, a gigantic spear of light pierces my back, burns a hole right through my torso, and dissipates into the ground underneath me. It ignored the magical resistance of dragon armor and was even more powerful than Hestia's black version. 
 
    I turn my gaze up toward the roof of the academy and find Arcelia standing there. Her eyes are wide-open for the first time since I met her, a radiant light emerging from them as if the midday sun is inside her head. She glares at me in righteous fury, her arms raised to summon another spear.  
 
    "Damn you!" I pull my body together to my regular size and try something I had never thought about until seeing Hestia do it earlier. My back opens like a flower, creating a funnel-shaped growth, and my feet turn into something akin to ice skating blades. "Ventus Fortior!" 
 
    The burst of air in my back is focused on the funnel, propelling me forward at an incredible speed - toward Thorvald, my main target right now. Arcelia throws another massive spirit spear at me, but I dodge it by twisting my body and changing my trajectory. This causes my feet to leave the ground for a moment. And when they come back down, I flip over and very nearly fall onto my face due to my momentum.  
 
    But I transform mid-flip and invert my body, connecting my feet into a new head and splitting my head into feet. With a stomp that would break a human's kneecap, I reduce the momentum of my vertical spin, then use what remains to sprint forward. 
 
    Dregana charges at me from the side, but I concentrate all the mass from within my body into my small form and catch her paw with my hands. My feet sink into the ground from the impact, and my back bends at an angle it should never reach. But I'm not a human right now, and that doesn't bother me at all. Pulling with all my strength and weight, I throw her off-balance and continue on my path toward the principal.  
 
    Of course, there's one more obstacle; Ninlil jumps between me and my target and swings her heavy hammer at me from the side. I draw back my arm and turn my fist into a club made of dragon armor, into which I concentrate more than half my body's mass. Then I throw a punch at her weapon, upon which both repel each other. I utilize the backward momentum to make my entire upper body spin on top of my abdomen in a move that would have completely destroyed a human's spine. 
 
    My other arm extends into a club and swats the small catgirl out of the air. I focus my eyes on Thorvald but notice that the delay caused by the two just now was enough time for him to finish an incantation. 
 
    Gravity forces me back, but I anchor my feet into the ground with spikes, causing the principal's eyes to widen in surprise when I don't budge. He quickly opens his mouth to cast a barrier spell as I thrust my arm forward to run him through with a tentacle spike. 
 
    However, in the last moment, Basarab steps between me and my target with his misty black shield active. Even then, my attack pierces through it and hits him in the chest, gouging out a fist-sized hole near his heart. He looks at me with an expression of regret, a silent apology on his lips as I draw my arm back.  
 
    It gives me pause, as I remember the times he poured his heart into helping the demons at the academy. He treated Kamii no differently from a human student. If not for his advice to keep her and Hestia away from the champion selection, who knows what would have happened to them?  
 
    I won't forget that fateful day he stood against me in the transportation room, using strange magic to erase my memory of the circle so that I couldn't return. But he wasn't a bad person. 
 
    A spirit spear severs my legs, and Thorvald finishes a gravity spell, pushing me backward and away from the professor of dark magic as he falls over lifelessly. I fly past Ninlil and Dregana before the spell loses its effect, and I can catch myself again.  
 
    No, I can't let this get to me. Basarab is dead now, but Thorvald is still alive. Without regard for whether or not she would die, I've attacked Ninlil, the dorm mother I came to respect despite, or maybe exactly because of her quirks. And I killed several other professors I studied under, who looked beyond my race and saw me as a student. 
 
    Why do I feel so different about him, though? 
 
    "Where is my doll?" I calm down and ask. If not for the existence of Senka, this question would have sounded like a bad joke. After all, it makes me look like a psychopath who would kill dozens of people just to get a doll back. "And where is Kamii?" 
 
    "Safe." A familiar muffled voice whispers behind me, and I spin around to find Mithra floating a few inches off the ground with his blue cloak fluttering in the breeze. For a moment, I grow hopeful after learning that the little dark elf is alright. 
 
    But then I remember that he shouldn't be showing himself in front of people with me, and alarm bells ring in my head even though he should be here to help me. 
 
    "What are you doing here?" I ask carefully, but instead of answering, he touches the ground near me with the bottom end of his staff. The upturned earth - the remnant of Bjorndal's final spell - lights up in the form of the earlier magic circle, and realization dawns on me. 
 
    A terrifying thought enters my mind; I remember the history class when Snorri told us about how the first Crawling Chaos, my grandmother, was dispatched. And it was by Mithra no less.  
 
    In the next moment, I feel an incredible pushing force from below, and my feet leave the ground. I watch in horror as the whole grassy field enters my vision. Then I can see the entire citadel, which shrinks away to reveal the illuminated city of Kongenssoevn before I break through the clouds. My night vision is unable to keep up with the distance, and soon, everything goes dark in front of me. 
 
    When the light of the sun appears on the decidedly curved horizon and illuminates the outline of the planet before me, I understand that this is really happening. 
 
    I'm in space. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 74 - Splinter Cells
  
 
      
 
    The sounds of explosions and magical combat reach all the way to the cells. They're underground, but a tiny window right under the ceiling several meters up lets in the night air and some light. Even though she's a priority prisoner, they didn't consider to put her into a maximum-security room without a window. There's only one guard stationed at the end of the corridor, too. 
 
    "Should we escape?" Asoko whispers into Senka's ear directly. They are far enough away from the guard to be able to hold an open conversation, but there could be other means to monitor them. 
 
    "Makoto is in a battle right now, so I can't reach her." The doll girl replies with an anguished expression. She woke up from head trauma-induced unconsciousness a few minutes ago, but at that time, the sounds of battle had already started. "My ability doesn't work when either of us is fighting." 
 
    "All the more reason to break out and go help her." Asoko suddenly begins to slither off Senka's forearm in support of her point, but the latter grabs her sleeve and keeps her in place. 
 
    "Wait, the sounds have stopped." Senka tilts her head to direct her ears toward the small window. 
 
    "What does that mean?" Makoto's other half asks with a concerned expression. Then she thinks of something. "Can you reach her?" 
 
    "I just tried, but no response." Furrowing her brow, the doll girl considers all the possibilities. There were no more sounds of battle, but she still couldn't reach Makoto. The fight turned from one of magic to a purely physical exchange, she was knocked unconscious, teleported away once again, or dead. "Let's wait for a bit. Maybe the battle is still ongoing, but we just can't hear it." 
 
    "I have a bad feeling about this." Muttering more to herself than to Senka, Asoko expresses her misgivings about the situation outside. 
 
      
 
    The silence lasts until there's movement at the entrance to the cells. It seems to be bigger than guards changing shifts, as several more voices grow louder. Senka remains sitting unmoving on the wooden bench - a sorry excuse for a bed - and keeps listening carefully to discern what may be causing the commotion. There are no signs of battle, so this is not Makoto coming to save them.  
 
    Footsteps herald the approach of several people before the warm light of lamp crystals fills the corridor. Three girls come into sight, driven forward by several guards, each carrying a glowing gem on a torch-like stick. They are closely followed by two professors from the academy pointing their staves at the prisoners' backs. 
 
    They are Daica, Hestia, and Lenoly, all three of them with dirty and torn clothes. The big dark elf has a few bruises and otherwise looks unhurt, but her hands are locked inside steel mitts to prevent her from touching anybody. Besides her regular shackles, the angel girl's mouth is gagged so that she cannot cast light magic, and her left wing is dangling down, obviously broken. Lenoly is unsteady on her feet, and she is missing her left horn while bleeding from her temple. 
 
    That is the very picture of defeat, and the fact that Makoto is not among them tells volumes. 
 
    "I'm going to check." Asoko suddenly says when she witnesses this procession of shame and slips off Senka's skin while gathering all her mass near the doll girl's lower back. The Crawling Chaos turns into a rat and crawls through her clothes, causing her to hold herself back from wiggling at the ticklish sensation. Then Asoko exits from one of Senka's pant legs.  
 
    "You could have done this in a better way." The tone of Senka's telepathic transmission is sour. 
 
    Not answering, Asoko scurries over to the wall and runs along it toward the steel bars. Daica and the others are brought deeper into the dungeon, where they will doubtlessly each receive a solitary cell so that they cannot take off each other's restraints. 
 
    "Do not speak with those three prisoners." One of the professors insists with urgency in his voice, addressing the guards that are with them. "They have all been corrupted by that creature, so you never know what they may be capable of." 
 
    Senka knows for a fact that Lenoly is a regular demon and should not have had enough contact with Makoto to have been corrupted. But for simplicity's sake, the professor included her with the other two cursed girls. It was a warning not to give them any kind of opening through which they could escape, be it information or sympathy. 
 
    When the professors and guards leave the corridor, and the door closes behind them, Asoko walks out of the cell and looks both ways. She first checks whether or not the guard at the start of the corridor is paying attention. It is late at night, and only a small lamp illuminates his table, so even if he were looking her way, he would not be able to see her black body on the soot-covered stone floor.  
 
    She quickly runs down to the three separate cells and chooses Hestia's first. Among those that were brought in, she only knows the angel girl in person, after all. Unlike the doll girl's, these cells do not have an open front blocked by steel bars. Instead, they have heavy steel doors with only a small slit for people to peer inside, and a little sliding door at the bottom to push in food trays. 
 
    Deciding that sliding it open may create noise, Asoko instead turns her body amorphous and climbs to the window slit, through which she squeezes herself. On the other side, Hestia is sitting on the ground, breathing hard with the gag in her mouth while trying to find a resting position so that her broken wing doesn't hurt. The room is entirely dark, and only her night-vision allows her to see anything at all. This is an isolation cell.  
 
    The Crawling Chaos begins to reform her body as if rising out of a puddle. Once her hand is formed, she quickly brings a finger to her lips to signal that the angel girl should remain silent. Hestia nods, but then her expression fills with pain. Even that little movement was enough to stir her broken wing. 
 
    "Hold on, I'm getting that gag off you." Asoko whispers and moves forward but then stops dead in her tracks as the sound of footsteps approaches. There are two people; one is accompanied by the rattling of armor, and the other wears wooden heels that echo on the stone floor.  
 
    Her first instinct is to turn into a rat and hide in a corner, but this entire room appears seamless. There is no time to turn into a bodysuit on Hestia, and with her ripped clothes, they would surely notice if she were to attach to her skin. 
 
    The key is inserted into the lock and turned, and Asoko shrinks herself down before clinging to the back of the steel door as a formless blob, right as it opens. The owner of the wooden heels steps inside with a lamp crystal before the door closes again. 
 
    "Lady Hestia." The woman with the flaming red hair mutters the angel girl's name in an anguished tone. She then moves forward, but the guard outside calls out to her. 
 
    "Don't remove the gag. Strict orders." The man says with a firm voice, implying that whoever gave those orders outranks this woman. 
 
    "But she's in pain!" The latter spins around and glares at the man with her intense yellow eyes, which are half-hidden by her tapering bangs. They lend even more intensity to her glare. "Let her heal herself at least!" 
 
    Asoko's figurative heart beats out of her figurative throat. She just decided to move away from the door and camouflage her surface as that of the wall in case the woman turned around, and it promptly happened. It was pure luck that she was not caught in the middle of it. 
 
    Her other half told her the episode when she had to turn into a wallpaper to avoid being caught by a group of professors. This is a replay of that time, although it's only one professor now. 
 
    This woman matches the description of Dregana Tarragon, the dragonkin. Considering how difficult defeating Kiamedras was even when they were at full power, this professor is possibly the most dangerous person out of anybody in the academy for her to run into right now. The only saving grace in the current situation is that within this confined little cell, she won't be able to transform.  
 
    "Orders are orders, milady." The guard doesn't react to Dregana's plea and holds onto his stance. If something happened on his watch, he would be the one to take responsibility. 
 
    "Don't worry. I'll bring Madame Idunn right away." Turning back to the fallen angel, the dragonkin professor says in a reassuring voice. Makoto said that according to Hestia, Dregana accompanied the angel girl from the Fatas Triarchy to keep an eye on her. She supposedly acted under the orders of the latter's father, but that tone suggests that she genuinely cares about  
 
    Hestia. 
 
    The fallen angel only continues to defiantly glare at the woman while enduring the pain of her broken wing. Something must have happened between the two to justify this animosity. 
 
    Lowering her head and hanging her shoulders slightly, Dregana's back appears sad. Then she turns around on her heel and leaves the cell, an expression of heartache on her face.  
 
    Once the footsteps have receded, Asoko peels off the wall and steps over to the angel girl. Her mouth is plugged with a type of ball gag but made of hard metal. It's locked in place with a strap of the same, which has a simple lock on the back. The Crawling Chaos body can easily replicate that with its own matter.  
 
    "Before you tell me anything, heal yourself first." Asoko puts a finger on Hestia's lips upon removing the gag and speaks in a whisper, her ears trained on outside the cell door. 
 
    Nodding her head, the fallen angel uses her still bound hands to hold her wing in place, then begins to chant quietly with a pained expression. She could have asked Asoko to help with that, but she may not have thought about that possibility. The latter watches as light surrounds the damaged place and visibly mends the bone.  
 
    "Now, tell me what happened out there." She turns around and looks out through the slit in the door while asking. It's better to keep a lookout like this during their conversation so that there will be no surprises. 
 
    "I am not sure. My wing was broken when we were in front of the academy building, and I was left behind. The battle continued on the other side, out of my sight. Soon after the sounds of battle ended, guards and professors took me here without saying anything." Hanging her head, Hestia gives a quick report. She didn't witness the end of the battle and doesn't want to make any hasty judgment regarding its outcome. 
 
    "What about the other two?" Without commenting on what she just learned, Asoko asks about the prisoners that were brought in with her. According to the description she heard from her other half, they are Daica, Kamii's little sister, and Lenoly, a demon student at the academy. 
 
    "Daica was thrown off Chloe's back early on and did not witness anything, but Lenoly was on the other side." Hestia replies with a nod. 
 
    "I'll go talk to her. Do you need help with that?" Asoko points at the cuffs around the angel girl's wrists, but the latter shakes her head. 
 
    "Give me the gag so I can keep up appearances should anybody come to check." 
 
    "Alright. I'll be right back, and then we're getting out of here." With these words, the Crawling Chaos hands Hestia the ballgag before shrinking and turning into an amorphous blob again. She then nimbly climbs through the slit in the door with her tendrils.  
 
    The guard at the end of the corridor still isn't paying attention, so she moves along the cracks between the stones in the wall before squeezing through the opening to Lenoly's cell. Just like in the angel girl's case, she hasn't been given any medical attention. Furthermore, she has ripped off what remains of her singed clothes and is using them to press on her head wound. Sitting on the wooden bench in complete nakedness, a small flame from her horn illuminates the darkness. Bakari are capable of magic even without a catalyst, but can only use the fire magic inherent to their species. 
 
    "Shhh." Asoko slides down from the slit in the door and grows into her human form while signaling the bakari girl to remain calm, just as she did with Hestia earlier.  
 
    "Chloe?!" However, Lenoly doesn't take the hint as easily and jumps up despite her wounds.  
 
    "Be quiet!" The commanding voice of the guard echoes down the hall in annoyance. Luckily, it doesn't seem as if he was ordered to keep a close eye on the prisoners. Lenoly definitely said a name just now, but he didn't deem it necessary to check in case something was happening in the cell. 
 
    "I'm not Chloe." Once Lenoly has realized her situation, Asoko explains patiently. "I'm her twin sister, and we'll leave it at that." 
 
    "But-" The bakari girl begins, but is interrupted by a raised hand. 
 
    "Sano." Placing her palm on Lenoly's temple, Asoko heals the cut. She then pulls out a set of clothes from inside her body and hands it to the naked girl. They are her old outfit from when she was still in Sultana Malika's harem - the only memento she kept from that time. "Tell me what happened."  
 
    "We heard loud noises and explosions, and then two dragons broke through the academy building." Keeping her voice low, the one-horned girl begins to get dressed while trying to not dirty or damage the silken cloth. "Things happened very quickly, but the golden dragon transformed into a giant woman and then turned small during the battle. A glowing magic circle locked her in place, which is when we realized it was Chloe. That's when we decided to go and help her." 
 
    "We?" Asoko asks in surprise. When tears appear in Lenoly's eyes, she realizes that the absence of anybody else means they must have been killed. 
 
    "Vitalis... She died before my eyes." The bakari girl mutters with a sob. That's a name her other half mentioned to her before; the airheaded but cute slime girl who thought it was a good idea to give herself flavor so she could turn into a living candy.  
 
    "She's dead?" Even though Asoko never met her, the way her other half talked about her fondly indicates that they were good friends. To think that this battle to rescue Senka and her from the academy could turn out like this. 
 
    It doesn't seem like Lenoly can continue talking, as tears roll down her face uncontrollably. Asoko steps forward and embraces the bakari, who presses her face into the former's chest to muffle her scream of anguish. 
 
    After a while, she calms down again. They were lucky the guard either didn't hear or didn't care. Wiping her tears and lowering her head in silent grief, she breathes in and out a few times before she gathers enough determination to continue talking. 
 
    "I was knocked unconscious, and when I woke up, I saw Chaos stabbing Professor Laiota." She admits that for a moment, she didn't witness what was happening. Asoko knows that Laiota refers to Basarab, the dark magic professor who may have unique magic or a curse that allows him to erase memories. It's what indirectly led to them meeting Asoko in the Khurut Sultanate, so at least something good came of it. "It looked like Chloe was winning the battle, but then, out of a warp in space, a person wearing a blue cloak and covered in bandages appeared. He touched the ground under Chloe's feet with his staff, and she flew up into the sky." 
 
    "That's Mithra." This is the point where the puzzle pieces fall together. Her other half had told her that the reason she first risked going through the transportation circle to see their mother was to warn her of the court magician's potential betrayal. In the end, it turned out that he was acting under her orders to infiltrate the god envoys. But when she returned, the professors ambushed her with Kamii and Hestia held as hostages. 
 
    That could be explained by Mithra telling them in advance. And since he can use transportation magic without using a circle, it wouldn't be far-fetched to think that he can manipulate people in transit. After all, it's not instantaneous teleportation. Mithra was the one who split Asoko up from Makoto when they went to the demon castle so that the latter would come to the academy to rescue her.  
 
    "Court Magician Mithra? Why would he help the humans?" Lenoly asks with an expression of disbelief. Then she seems to realize something and grows worried. "Does that mean Chloe won't come back?" 
 
    "Why do you say that?" Asoko raises an eyebrow in surprise. 
 
    "Mithra's grand ritual banished the Crawling Chaos into the sky thirty summers ago." The bakari girl explains. 
 
    "Oh." The other Crawling Chaos currently in the room finally understands what flying into the sky means in this particular case. It would appear that her other half has gone to space. She doesn't particularly worry about her chances of survival in the vacuum of space, considering their species is also called Cosmic Horrors - according to Senka, at least. But regarding whether or not she can find a way to return from there is an entirely different matter. 
 
    At Asoko's reaction, Lenoly's face shows despair. She lowers her head and begins to mutter to herself, wondering what Vitalis' death was for if Chloe never comes back anyway. 
 
    "No, she will be back." Speaking in a tone filled with assurance, Asoko pets the bakari's hair. 
 
    "How can you know?" She looks up with tears in her eyes, unwilling to accept a statement that seems solely meant to comfort her. 
 
    "I just do." With a radiant smile, she embraces Lenoly once more and cradles her head in her arms. After a moment, they separate, and Asoko steps back. "I'm going to check on Daica. Then we can leave this place." 
 
    "Huh? But how?" 
 
    "You'll see." Giving her a confident grin, the Crawling Chaos loses her form and turns into a blob that squeezes through the slit in the door. The bakari girl stares at her, dumbfounded. 
 
    On the other side, Asoko slides down without making a sound and slithers across the ground toward the third cell. From her other half, she knows that this is Kamii's little sister, even though she looks like a mature lady. This particular one is quite shy but pulls through when the situation requires it of her.  
 
    "W-w-what?!" The moment the formless red mass pushes its way into the cell through the viewing slit, Daica jumps up from the wooden bench in shock and disgust. 
 
    "I'm Asoko, Chloe's twin sister." Asoko materializes her human appearance, making sure to get the features right while maintaining her dark skin and black hair. "I've come to get you out of here." 
 
    "Oh, y-you're Asoko." The big dark elf calms down but continues to stutter. It appears that this is simply a speaking tic rather than an expression of nervousness. "Y-you look just like Chloe." 
 
    "I get that a lot." Shrugging while rolling her eyes, she goes with a lighthearted response to a statement that would have shaken her sense of self not too long ago. 
 
    "W-what happened to her?" Daica asks with upturned eyes, concern in her voice. The fact that her twin sister came here rather than the person herself is reason enough to wonder. 
 
    "I'll tell you when we get out of here." Postponing the answer to this question, Asoko gestures at the dark elf to stand up before turning her finger into a key and opening the steel mitts covering her hands. 
 
    "H-how?" She quickly slips one hand out of the restraint and holds it in place so that it doesn't drop to the floor noisily. It was unexpectedly quick thinking on her part, and something Asoko neglected to consider. "F-fight?" 
 
    "No, stealthily." Tapping her own stomach, the Crawling Chaos gives Daica a reassuring wink. She'll utilize her kind's physically impossible body and pull everybody into the unfathomable depths of her insides before escaping through the metal bars in Senka's cell. According to her other half, it should only be done as a last resort as it may put incredible mental and physical strain on those inside her. Still, the current situation does appear to require this drastic measure.  
 
    She'll try to keep the time they spend inside her as short as possible, and only take them out through the bars once they're all in Senka's cell. That's why she has to take out the guard at the end of the corridor without making a sound.  
 
    "Hurry up." Hestia's voice suddenly calls out to her in a hiss. "Dregana will come back." 
 
    Asoko already forgot that the dragonkin promised to bring back somebody called Madame Idunn, most likely somebody who can heal the angel girl. If they do come and notice her wing was healed, they'll realize that something is up. 
 
    "Wait here, I'll be right back." With these words, the Crawling Chaos gestures at Daica to remain prepared before she turns into a blob once again and leaves the cell. 
 
    She then silently crawls across the ceiling and moves all the way down the hallway like a puddle made of darkness. The unsuspecting guard is sitting at his table while reading a book under the light of his lamp crystal. Despite being told to keep watch, he's more interested in the next twist in the story. 
 
    Looking down, Asoko realizes that with the helmet in the way, she can't make a one-hit kill without making a sound. 
 
    "Hey, psst." Instead, she calls out to him like a whisper on the wind. Looking around in surprise, the guard stands up to peer down the corridor to the prisoner cells. 
 
    "Huh." Shrugging, he sits back down and picks up the book. Asoko would have rolled her eyes at this if she had any in her current form. 
 
    "Hey, look up." She tries again. This time, instead of standing up, he throws his head back and peers up. She takes that opportunity to drop down right into his face. 
 
    The man claws at her in terror, but she enters through his mouth and nose and shreds his insides while consuming them greedily. Within moments, his body is gone, and she uses his genetic template to fill out his clothes and armor - and regrets it right away. 
 
    From sitting all day, the outfit is sweaty and smells disgusting, and there's a strange feeling between her legs- 
 
      
 
    "I can't do this." She immediately slips out of the outfit in a single fluid motion by turning into an amorphous blob. However, that causes the armor pieces to drop to the floor, making unnecessarily loud noises that echo up the stairs to her right. 
 
    "Idiot." Senka, who was close enough to see what happened, comments with an expression that says far more than the one-word insult she threw at the red Crawling Chaos. 
 
    "Shush." Asoko hisses while picking up the keys from among the fallen empty armor. She then runs down the hallway to open the doll girl's cell first before turning back into her human appearance and going for the others next. 
 
    "W-what was that?" When the big dark elf's cell is opened, she asks with a stutter. 
 
    "No time. Go to Senka's cell." Pointing down the corridor without looking, Asoko gestures for Daica to get moving first while she frees the other two. Lenoly comes next, emerging from her cell while clutching her body. The clothes are too big for her and are sliding off. Especially the chest and hips area are too loose for her. 
 
    "What's going on?" She asks, but only gets a silent wave to go after the big dark elf gingerly walking ahead while staring at the remains of the guard in the distance. 
 
    Finally, Hestia's cell is opened, upon which she turns to Asoko. On the wall behind her, the words 'play catch' are carved into the stone. Raising an eyebrow in surprise, the Crawling Chaos looks at the angel girl questioningly. 
 
    "A message for Dregana." Remarking tersely, she exits her cell and follows the other two girls going ahead. Glancing at it one last time, Asoko shrugs and does the same.  
 
    "Get a move on." Senka turns her head and states in a grave tone when they're all gathered in her cell. The moment she speaks, Lenoly jumps in shock. "We don't have time to explain to you what I am. They doubtlessly heard the noise and will be coming." 
 
    Nobody questions how the doll girl knows, as they all turn to Asoko, expecting her to tell them what to do next. She feels a swell of pride at being relied on like this but doesn't let it show. 
 
    "Daica first. I hear your touch is deadly." Her other half considered the possibility that demons and other cursed beings are immune. However, considering she's a Crawling Chaos, a being not from this world, that theory doesn't hold up when it comes to demons. That's why Asoko wants to separate her from everybody else inside her body. 
 
    "F-first what?" Blinking in incomprehension, the big dark elf glances at the three other girls thinking they might know. 
 
    "Prepare for a ride." Senka comments with a sigh. 
 
    "Get in my belly!" Opening her front in a giant maw, Asoko pulls Daica inside with a multitude of tentacles that bind her limbs so that she can't struggle. Seeing that, Lenoly takes a step back in terror, but Hestia's wing stops her before pushing her forward. 
 
    In the next moment, she also disappears into the depths face-first. Hestia steps in by herself, even though it should be a new experience for her. Aside from Senka, nobody else has ever been swallowed by Makoto after all. Finally, Senka lets herself get pulled in just as the big dark elf was earlier. 
 
    "What happened here?!" A familiar voice shouts, and Asoko turns around. Ninlil comes around the corner with a giant hammer in her hands and stops in front of the cell. "Who are you?!"  
 
    "Who, indeed." Bringing a finger to her chin in a thoughtful gesture, the Crawling Chaos turns around and reveals her face. It causes the cat girl's jaw to drop as she stares at the dark-skinned, black-haired version of the girl they just launched into space not too long ago. 
 
    Before she can react, two tentacles have already slithered across the ground and grabbed her ankles. They pull on her so quickly that she hits the back of her head on the floor. It causes her to fall unconscious and let go of her weapon. Then she's dragged into the abyss without even having a chance to struggle. 
 
    "There's always space for more." Asoko mutters to herself with a glance at the hammer. Should she take it with her? Maybe it's a magical weapon. 
 
    The sound of approaching footsteps makes the decision for her. She hastily uses a tentacle to pull herself up to the small barred window before squeezing herself through them and disappearing into the grassy field in the form of a snake. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 75 - Hot Pursuit
  
 
      
 
    "What should we do?" Lenoly asks while looking across the gathered. They were able to escape from the cells under the academy and returned to Daica's store in the early morning. Entering Asoko's stomach again was not an option after leaving it in a dark alleyway the first time, so they had to make various detours to remain undetected. Aside from Senka, everybody felt sick and thought that the next time could be their last. 
 
    It's only a matter of time before the academy and royal army will come to this store. The group only came here to collect some belongings and move on. 
 
    "We need to leave the city." Senka replies while watching the big dark elf hurrying around her store, looking for things to bring with her. She's packing a massive backpack already filled to the brim, most likely too heavy for any one person to carry. And it doesn't look like she's going to stop anytime soon.  
 
    "You know you can just put everything inside me, right?" Asoko calls out to Daica with an eyebrow raised, who blinks at her in surprise. The Crawling Chaos demonstratively picks up an empty glass bottle and pulls it inside her cleavage, then takes it back out from her other hand's palm, fully intact.  
 
    "Where will we go?" The bakari girl asks while tearing away her eyes from Asoko's short demonstration of her powers. 
 
    "To Arkaim." Hestia suddenly joins the conversation after she has remained silent all along. She's suggesting that they head halfway across the world. "We have to let Queen Pelomyx know about Mithra's betrayal." 
 
    "It's a long way there." Senka voices her concern, glancing at Daica as she tries to lift her backpack. Asoko walks over and casually lifts it with one hand before opening her front into a giant maw that swallows it whole. "We cannot risk using the transportation network." 
 
    Asoko mentioned earlier that Mithra helping the humans is most likely the explanation for her teleportation going awry. He's a mysterious demon who can teleport without the need for a circle connected to the network. According to the rules of magic, that's just as impossible as accidents mid-transit. 
 
    If they were to use the network to go to Arkaim castle, who knows where Mithra might send them instead? Ending up back in their cells would be the least of their worries. It's even possible that they get thrown into the caldera of an active volcano to get rid of them completely. If he can pluck somebody out of three people in the middle of teleportation, accomplishing that should be easy for him. 
 
    "I happen to know a plane that will take us there."  Asoko turns around nonchalantly with this sudden revelation. "Just need to eat a little more to get enough mass for it." 
 
    At these words, Daica spins her head around and stares at the other half of Chloe with round eyes. Saying that after swallowing a backpack full of expensive alchemical ingredients and raw materials is giving the big dark elf a panic attack. 
 
    Lenoly spits out the water she just drank. Hestia pats the little bakari on the back as she coughs violently, fighting the urge to laugh herself.  
 
      
 
    "There is plenty of food in the vicinity." The angel girl's smile then grows sinister as she looks out the store window. It's obvious what she's implying. 
 
    "Bad." Asoko points at the fallen angel and speaks in a reprimanding tone. "Don't even joke about that. You'd have gotten the same answer from my other half." 
 
    But whereas she would have felt ashamed or admonished if it had been her other half speaking to her, Hestia only turns away with an unrepentant expression. Although the two are the same person down to their memories and personalities, the angel girl knows to separate her feelings for them. 
 
    "T-there are livestock f-farms to the south." Daica, having understood that Asoko wasn't referring to the goods she let her swallow as food, informs them of an alternative to eating innocent humans in the streets. 
 
    "I doubt procuring food will be a big problem. Instead, we should leave as soon as we can." Senka tilts her head to look up into the sky from her position at the store window. She heard from Asoko that Hestia left a message for Dregana, so the first person coming to chase them is most likely the dragonkin. She would prefer to be far away from here when a dragon crashes into this building. 
 
    "What about her?" Lenoly gestures at the sixth person in the room, who hasn't said a word thus far. The reason for her lack of participation is that her mouth is gagged, and her hands and feet are bound by shackles made from stone using earth magic. Considering she was able to swing a hammer that weighs more than a regular human being like nothing, that measure doesn't seem excessive at all.  
 
    Dorm mother Ninlil's ears perk up when she realizes that she has become the subject of their conversation. She doesn't try to move or speak as the tip of her tail flicks sluggishly. It seems she has already tried and failed to free herself, determining that any further attempts would be a waste of time and energy. 
 
    Right now, she's in enemy territory. Everybody here except for the levelheaded Senka has a reason to seek retribution from her for standing against Chloe. If not for the doll girl arguing on the catgirl's behalf, the others would have killed her already. Despite being the one who captured her, Asoko didn't have a plan for what to do with her.  
 
    "We could let her go when we leave the city." Senka tries to propose a peaceful solution, knowing that it won't get much support. 
 
    "We should kill her. She has been listening to our conversation, so we cannot let her get away." Bloodthirsty as always, Hestia glares at the catgirl. The black angel lost her glasses in the battle at the academy, but at this distance, she can still clearly make out the dorm mother lying on the floor. 
 
    "I'll take her with me. Since you don't care what happens to her as long as she doesn't become a hindrance to us, I might find a use for her later on." Asoko walks over to Ninlil with a shrug. The latter's ears twitch, and her tail fluffs up slightly as if anticipating something unpleasant. "In the worst-case scenario, she'll end up as emergency rations for me."  
 
    The catgirl turns her head and stares at the Crawling Chaos, hoping that it was a joke. When she realizes otherwise, she begins to struggle fruitlessly against her restraints. Then she gets picked up and swallowed into Asoko's depths unceremoniously. 
 
    "W-we can leave now." Daica has finished packing a second, much smaller backpack, and announces in her usual stutter. The store is still full of things on the shelves and stands, but she can't bring herself to ask Asoko to take it all along. "T-there's a hidden p-passageway under the abandoned b-building next door." 
 
    "Then we should go." Senka gets up with a creaking sound and gestures at everybody to start moving. 
 
    "Can I take one of these?" Lenoly asks the shop owner when she passes a stand with crude wooden staves. They don't have inlaid catalysts yet and are useless for casting magic with, so Daica thought it a pointless to bring them along.  
 
    "G-go ahead. A-anything still in the store now i-is going to be l-left behind." The big dark elf replies with a wry smile. It's still a significant loss as she paid money for everything, including the shop itself. While she did take the rarest items with her, the sheer amount of things still left amount to several months' worth of income. 
 
    "Thank you." With these words, the little bakari picks the biggest gnarled staff and places a finger against the tip. Flames emerge from her hand and scorch the wood, quickly creating a small indentation. Then she coughs and gags before spitting out a polished red gem that's slightly bigger than a marble. 
 
    "A stomach stone?" Senka asks with a wondrous expression. 
 
    "Members of my kind always keep a few stones inside our stomachs for digestion. I just thought that having a spare catalyst could come in handy someday." Lenoly explains with a shy laugh as if embarrassed about revealing her paranoia rather than the secrets of her biology. She proceeds to set the crystal into the flame-hardened tip of her new staff, then turns it over and presses it in by slamming it against the ground once. With this, the catalyst is locked in place, and she can once again cast fire magic. After all, her kind can clad themselves in flames, but they can't use long-ranged magic unless they wield staves as humans do. 
 
    "W-we can go through t-the back." Daica shoulders her backpack, but Asoko pulls it off of her and takes it inside her body as well. 
 
    "Is that not the city wall?" Hestia asks with a dubious look. The store building leans against the southern city wall, which the sun only climbs over during the warmer seasons. 
 
    "A-ah, I meant the b-basement. I opened a h-hole to the house next door." The big dark elf reveals, giving one of her rare smiles of confidence while still stuttering. "T-the moment I learned C-Chloe is a demon, I-I prepared for a time we would have to f-flee from this house." 
 
    "Clever." Asoko comments with a grin at Daica, who blushes at the praise. 
 
    With all the preparations done, the group enters the storage area of the shop. The big dark elf is the last to go, as she looks back one last time. Then she pulls up her skirt to reveal a leather strap holding several small glass vials. 
 
    "Are you sure about that?" Senka asks, upon which Daica twitches in surprise. Turning around to the doll girl, she gives her a silent smile filled with sadness before it fades into a determined gaze. 
 
    "This life is over. I will wait for Chloe in the next." She speaks with a sense of finality before opening two of the vials and pouring their content back and forth a few times. The purple and orange liquids mix into a glowing dark red, upon which she puts the corks back in place and throws them down the aisle of her store. 
 
    Without looking back, Daica turns away as the vials hit the floor and break. As the liquid touches the wood, it ignites explosively, causing flames to shoot up and spread all across the surroundings. Closing the door behind her and wordlessly walking past the others waiting for her in the back, she leads the way into the basement. 
 
    "No regrets, huh?" Senka is the last to round the corner. The door to the store space begins to catch on fire as the chemically induced blaze spreads faster than any natural flames could. 
 
    Then she walks down the stairs to find the girls pushing aside a large crate, which reveals a crude hole in the wall leading into the cellar of the building next door. Lenoly ignites the tip of her staff and illuminates the way with the magical torch, followed by Daica, and then Hestia. The latter almost has to crawl through the opening because of her large wings. 
 
    "Did she really set her own store on fire?" Asoko turns around to Senka with this question, upon which the latter nods her head with a shrug. 
 
    "It does put a large sign into the sky, telling pursuers that we were here. But as long as it's burning, they won't be able to come after us." The doll girl rationalizes the big dark elf's actions. In reality, she was only thinking about burning the bridges so that she would have no unnecessary attachments. They're going to the Dominion, a path associated with many hardships. She could have grown weak at the thought that there's a place for her to return to. "Maybe it's just how dark elves do it when they move on." 
 
    "That does make sense." Chuckling to herself, the Crawling Chaos follows Senka's example and shrugs. "But what if my other half comes back and finds this place burned down? If it were me, I would think everybody was killed."  
 
    "No, everybody was at the academy, so if they had been captured and executed, there would have been no reason to burn this place down." Tilting her head up to look at Asoko, Senka explains. "And it'll be quite easy to find out whether or not a black-winged Fata has been executed recently since that would surely be the talk of the town for a while."  
 
    "Can't win against your logic. I can see why my other half appreciates you so." With these words, the present half of Chaos picks up the doll girl and snuggles her to her chest. 
 
    "Stop that! Why do you both insist on sticking your breasts in my face?!" Struggling weakly against the much taller girl's grasp, Senka complains loudly. Embers begin to rain down from above, and the creaking sound of brittle wood that turned to charcoal and gives away under its own weight reaches their ears. 
 
    "Oops, time to go." Asoko continues to hug the living doll to her chest when she bends down to follow the others through the hole. Gravity causes her breasts to press down on Senka even more. 
 
    "You're doing this on purpose!" She tries to free a hand to push herself away, but can't escape the loving embrace of her rather well-endowed captor. "Damn you big-breasted characters!" 
 
      
 
    In a small forest south of Kongenssoevn, the group of five girls emerges from the underground passageway. Hestia and Asoko are reminded of the tunnel they used to leave Qusantinah stealthily after the commotion they caused by taking Sultana Malika hostage. But this time, they didn't hold a casual conversation and marched silently. 
 
    From here, they would move south to the livestock farms Daica mentioned earlier. Once Asoko has enough mass to transform into a dragon, she will carry them all on her back and fly to Ceogath with as few stops as possible. Kamii saved the backpack that Chaos received from her mother. She left it behind when she went into the Lost Tombs, so Daica now holds the map with the location of the Dominion's capital.  
 
    "I have a feeling that's more than just the store burning." Lenoly points at the city wall from beyond which a pillar of black smoke rises into the sky. The northerly winds carry the sounds of bells being struck, as water mages are doubtlessly hurried over from the academy to put out the fire. 
 
    "Well, the buildings in the slums are mostly wooden, so it would obviously spread." Asoko comments with a glance at Daica, who most likely didn't think that far ahead when she started the blaze. 
 
    "It will cover our escape well." Hestia only comments and points south after checking the position of the sun rising over the Kongensgrad. In reality, there's no other direction they could take, as the massive lake named Gletsjersoen lies to the west, and the path toward the east leads uphill into the mountains. 
 
    She then turns to Asoko with a meaningful glance before beating her wings once. Although Chaos made sure to let her know she wasn't a burden throughout their travels in the Khurut Sultanate, she always understood that her wings limited their freedom. But she had come to accept that fact and would let others cover that weakness for her while she covered theirs.  
 
    "You sure?" Asoko asks with a suspicious grin, causing the fallen angel to reconsider. 
 
    "Only the wings. Only Chloe is allowed to touch me all over." Stating with a frown, Hestia quickly places her condition so that Asoko doesn't overstep her boundaries. Daica and Lenoly both stare at the angel girl with blushing cheeks. 
 
    After this short exchange, the group begins to move. Lenoly's remaining horn is covered by a straw hat sitting on her head askew, and Daica has her purple hair hidden under a hood. She's carrying Senka in a third backpack recovered from the basement storage area. But blending in will still be difficult, as their appearances stand out too much. After all, Hestia is a fair-skinned beauty with silver hair and red eyes. And the dark elf is the only known voluptuous representative of her race in these parts - if not in the whole world.  
 
    The roads leading out of Kongenssoevn are filled with travelers and carts, so they can go with the flow of people. However, the fire in the city is causing many to run toward it, either to get a better look or to offer help. Others have stopped and are watching, meaning that those moving away from the commotion may be viewed with suspicion. 
 
    "We only need to get to the farms." Asoko whispers into Hestia's ear. Once there, she can turn into a full-fledged dragon with near immunity to magic and incredibly hard scales. At that point, nothing should be able to stop their escape. "If something happens, you can fly away on your own first." 
 
    "I will do no such thing." The angel girl still feels guilty about leaving behind Kamii in the academy when they were transported to the desert. While she had no control over it last time, she won't willingly abandon another dark elf lover of Chaos. 
 
    They make their way down the road without speaking, trying to keep as low a profile as possible. If soldiers or mages from the academy came chasing them, they would be able to tell from a commotion behind them. But in such a case, they would have nowhere to go. While Hestia and Asoko could both carry one of the others and take to the air, they could be attacked while doing so.  
 
    And if any one of the mages who are specialized in long-ranged magic is present, they would be shot down quite quickly. The fallen angel remembers the broken wing she suffered from being subjected to Thorvald's gravity spell. She would prefer that it doesn't happen again. 
 
    "What do you think happened?" A traveling merchant on a cart asks his companion sitting in the cargo space. The woman, whose head is covered by a scarf, looks ahead wholly uninterested before glancing at the three girls passing them by. 
 
    "Perhaps an accident. Or 'tis arson, to cover somebody's tracks." She replies in a mischievous tone as Hestia passes them, causing the latter to nearly stop in surprise. But as nothing comes of that unexpectedly on-point guess, they continue to walk while the merchant and his companion slowly drive toward the city. 
 
    "Did you hear that?" Asoko asks the angel girl in a whisper. 
 
    "Who were they?" The angel girl suppresses the urge to turn around but asks nonetheless. 
 
    "Doesn't matter now. They aren't chasing us, so everything is alright." The Crawling Chaos on her back mutters but is surely looking backward with invisible eyes. 
 
    Along the way, no further surprises await them. By the time the sun is halfway up the sky, and the city is far into the distance behind them, they make it over the first large hill on the Isdalen plains. Once they cross it, they will no longer be able to see pursuers coming after them from afar. 
 
    "The pastures are right over the hill." Daica explains as they climb the last few steps to the top. The number of travelers on the road has decreased substantially by now, and only the occasional cart passes them by. There were many forks along the road, and among them were the more frequently used ones leading toward the nearby towns of Loenset and Tessand. Most merchants come from those to sell their wares in the capital. 
 
    When they reach the top of the hill, the group of three girls looks across the hilly landscape before them. Much of it is pastures filled with colorful sheep and wooly cows grazing under the midday sun. They have reached the halfway point between Kongenssoevn and Laresleid, where Hreidunn, Leif, and Vigdis hail from. 
 
    "It's a feast!" Asoko slips down from Hestia's wings and materializes in her human form after making sure nobody else is in the vicinity. 
 
    "Are you sure you should attack the animals out in the open?" Lenoly voices her concern. As a goat demon, she may feel pity for the sheep about to be eaten, though there were plenty of mutton dishes in the academy's canteen. 
 
    "Well, it'll be faster than waiting for nightfall. If I do it quickly, we can be in the air sooner." Shrugging, Asoko looks back toward the capital where the smoke still rises into the air. Maybe the fire did indeed get out of control and is consuming all of the slums. Under these circumstances, the academy will most likely not send out any pursuers when they don't even know whether or not their targets are still alive. 
 
    Senka, who has been peeking out of the backpack to survey their rear, suddenly jumps up and stares into the distance intently. Then she turns to the group with a haunted expression while pointing at the city. 
 
    "Dragon!" That's all she shouts, upon which Asoko jumps into action by transforming into her full red-tinted Crawling Chaos form and rushing down the hill toward the livestock with mind-bending movements. She has the presence of mind to at least keep her true face obscured with a blank mask, as aside from Hestia, nobody here has been exposed to it before.  
 
    "Is that Dregana?" Lenoly asks, clutching her staff in apparent fear. She was there last night and faced Thorvald and the other mages of the academy, but being chased by a dragon is still a reason to be scared. 
 
    "There's somebody else." Senka announces in an alarmed tone. She's looking through her curled up hand as if it's a spyglass and appears to have spotted a person riding on the flying dragonkin's back. "But I don't know who that is. Doesn't look human."  
 
    Her words trail off when she exchanges a glance with the others. Daica has already taken out several vials filled with colorful liquids and is mixing something together in preparation for the battle. 
 
    "A member of the Demon Mages Society? Why would they send a demon to catch us?" Lenoly is left to wonder, relaxing a little from her fear. Maybe they can be negotiated with. 
 
    Hestia is trying to discern the tiny silhouette of what is doubtlessly a giant dragon coming toward them from the faraway city. Her impacted eyesight causes things to be blurry just a few dozen paces away. 
 
    "When they arrive, I will lure Dregana away." The fallen angel suddenly announces in a tone that leaves no room for argument before spreading her wings. At this point, even she can see the blurred shape of something red flying toward them. Once it becomes large enough for her to make out details, she's going to take to the skies. 
 
    "So, we're left to deal with whoever is riding on her back?" The little bakari tries to hide her relief. There's a huge difference between talking it over with members of the Demon Mages Society while a dragonkin professor is out to fry them, and only having to deal with a fellow demon. 
 
    "Will you be alright?" Senka asks Hestia with a concerned expression, clearly referring to her deteriorated eyesight. 
 
    "I am the only one here who can hurt a dragon at range." She replies with a determined look at the approaching target. 
 
    "You forget me." Suddenly, Asoko appears behind them, back in her human form. The pasture she attacked has been emptied of livestock, and her mass should be more than enough to recreate a dragon's body. 
 
    "It's Tamariki!" With a surprised shout, Lenoly points at the person riding on Dregana's back. The angel girl stares intently, but the red dragon and the red-skinned girl blend together in her eyes. However, everybody at the academy knows that the demon girl is a special existence similar to what Chaos was.  
 
    "What is she doing here?" Muttering to herself, Hestia searches her memories for any information she has on Tamariki. There were plenty of rumors about the horned girl whom nobody dared to approach, but nothing concrete. Except for History and Ritual Day, she barely even appeared in the academy, so her magical abilities are unknown. Judging by her big body and muscular frame, she's at least physically gifted. 
 
    "I can deal with a musclehead." Asoko comments while looking into the distance herself. She has applied the template for a Fata's eyes to see better and seems to have gotten a false impression of Tamariki. 
 
    "Better not underestimate her. She's from the academy after all." Lenoly warns Asoko while clutching her staff. She appears ready to chant a spell but still harbors the hope of talking it over with her fellow demon.  
 
    "It's time." Hestia brandishes her small wand - a replacement catalyst after hers was taken away when she was locked up in the castle's dungeon. She then spreads her wings and speaks a short wind incantation, which propels her up into the air. Hovering for a moment as if silently beckoning Dregana over, she then begins to fly toward the lake. 
 
    "I-I hope t-this works." Daica has finished mixing her brew and corks it up. The liquid in the beaker is a dark green and appears to be toxic, although the delivery method is questionable, to say the least. 
 
    "What is that?" Asoko asks with an eyebrow raised. 
 
    "Incoming." Lenoly takes off her straw hat to expose her remaining horn so that Tamariki has an easier time recognizing her.  
 
    In the next moment, Dregana turns around to follow Hestia. At the same time, a tall humanoid figure separates from her and falls toward them from at least a hundred paces in the air. 
 
    "Superhero landing?" Senka asks while looking up. 
 
    "Oh?" Asoko watches the approaching Tamariki, who soon impacts the ground a few dozen steps away from them, landing on one knee with a fist on the ground. She's wearing a shirt made from rough linen that exposes her muscular arms even while her legs are covered in the standard-issue academy skirt. The outfit, combined with her short and spiky blond hair tied into two long braids in the back, gives her the appearance of a high school delinquent. 
 
    An exceptionally tall and physically impressive high school delinquent who also happens to have two twisted horns that grow horizontally from her forehead right above her eyebrows. 
 
    "Superhero landing." Asoko and Senka speak in unison before nodding with grim satisfaction. 
 
    "Does that mean we are the baddies?" The Crawling Chaos then mutters to Senka, who shrugs. Morals never factored into her actions, so this is clearly just a comedic quip rather than a serious question. 
 
    "You certainly are, Chloe Marcott." Righting herself and cracking her neck, Tamariki answers after having overheard it from so far away. Her expression holds grim determination, no hint of mercy in her gaze. "You'll pay for what you did."  
 
    "You got the wrong person." Tilting her head, Asoko states with a blank expression. 
 
    "I don't think so." Cracking her knuckles, the towering demon growls. 
 
    "Well, here's the character route you wanted, Makoto." Senka mutters while rolling her eyes up toward the sky. "And you aren't even here to witness it." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 76 - Lost In Communication
  
 
      
 
    Hestia knows that Dregana can fly faster than her. In her childhood, they raced often enough for her to understand that the dragonkin was holding back every single time.  
 
    The truth is that dragonkin are born without wings. However, this particular member is a unique exception in whom several unlikely factors came together. Her mother was a regular dragonkin, but her father was one of the few remaining true dragons from the Dragon Mountains in the south of the Fatas Triarchy. 
 
    While in her dragon form, she had been caught by one of those true dragons. He had been unable to find a mate and let out his frustration on what he perceived a lesser being. 
 
    The child born from this unwilling union had the traits of both races. Unable to stand the constant reminder of her humiliation, the mother abandoned Dregana in the wilderness. If not for poachers finding her, she would have died soon after. But maybe it would have been a better fate than the slavery that followed for many years until Hestia's father bought her and freed her. For that, she was undyingly loyal to him.  
 
    But Hestia understood that Dregana was also loyal to her. If not, she wouldn't have become angry on the Fata's behalf when she first collapsed under Chloe's corruption. And she wouldn't have returned to the academy after being sent away. She was like a dog who couldn't leave its owner despite having been kicked out.  
 
    And seeing the dragonkin not chasing her at full speed was proof of that. If Dregana had wanted to catch or even kill her, she could have easily caught up and burned to a crisp. Instead, she has only been utilizing the coarse voice she possesses when in dragon form to call out to her.  
 
    "Miss Hestia! Please hear me out!" She pleads with the Fata in a desperate tone, but it sounds aggressive when it's spoken in a roar. "Your father, he wishes for you to return home!" 
 
    At these words, Hestia balls her fists in anger but keeps flying without looking back. Only her last memory of that man's eyes when he sent her away keep her from turning around on the spot and scream at Dregana for mentioning him. 
 
    Even though he was the one who exiled her as she became a liability to his position, he has the nerve to call her back now? And this confirms her suspicion that Dregana went back to the Fatas Triarchy to report to that man about his illegitimate child's complete corruption. Maybe he now wants to use her as a different kind of political tool, after which she will doubtlessly be discarded once again. 
 
    "He says they can revert the corruption!" Dregana roars, upon which Hestia's anger wells up even further. It's still not enough to cause her to slow down, but her patience is running thin.  
 
    Why would she want her corruption reverted? This is proof of her connection to Chloe. She'd rather live as a fugitive for the rest of her life than return to being a bird in that man's cage for even a day. 
 
    "Your father gave me an order, and I can't refuse him!" The dragonkin's pleading falls on deaf ears, as Hestia blocks out her voice and continues to aim for a small island in the middle of the Gletsjersoen. 
 
    It appears that she was right in her assumption that Dregana will continue to chase her without attacking, as they soon reach the island with a small forest in the middle. Descending onto it, Hestia lands in a clearing and finally turns around. 
 
    Moments later, the dragonkin crashes through the trees and lands heavily on all fours before the Fata. She doesn't even bat an eye at the violent descent of her opposite. Despite carrying a wand, she doesn't speak an incantation.  
 
    "Do you think I do not know my father's true intentions?" Once the wind ceases and Dregana settles down, Hestia asks with a sad smile while looking straight into the dragonkin's constantly angry-looking eyes. "If you wish to take me back, you will have to make do with my ashes." 
 
    Even though a dragon's face lacks the muscles to show human-like emotions, her widening eyes clearly indicate her surprise. Her massive jaw, filled with sharp teeth with the sole purpose to rend flesh and grind bones, opens and closes without speaking a word. Her breathing is quickened due to the physical exertion of flying so much even when her form isn't suited for it. Heated squalls of air are blown towards the Fata, but no flames are visible between the armor plates that would announce a blast of fire. 
 
    "Or are you ignorant of the truth?" Tilting her head back, Hestia sneers at Dregana. She was never smart or even cunning; for that reason, she had been given to the Fata as a pet and bodyguard. Somebody to be with her, but who wouldn't be able to conspire with her. 
 
    "Please, Miss Hestia-" The dragonkin begins, but is immediately interrupted. 
 
    "Choose now: Let me go or kill me." Hestia is well aware of the fact that if she wanted to, Dregana could easily capture her in her jaws and take her back by force. But she already knows that it won't happen. 
 
    Staring at the Fata with her golden eyes, the massive dragon doesn't move a single muscle. A heavy blanket of silence lays itself over them, and only the wind in the trees creates a rustling sound like a wave breaking on the beach. Hestia can clearly see the conflict in Dregana's eyes, but she knows that this lengthy hesitation is in and of itself already a decision. She's only trying to come to terms with it now. 
 
    Suddenly, the dragonkin's form vanishes in a burst of flames that dissipate as quickly as they appeared. Within the scorched circle in the undergrowth kneels Dregana, naked and gasping for air. Whenever she returns to her human form, she becomes incapacitated for a while due to the strain that maintaining her dragon form takes on her. The longer she does so, the longer she remains in a weakened state from which she can't transform again. 
 
    "I can't make such a choice, Miss Hestia." She finally mutters, looking up at Hestia with tears in her eyes. Her appearance is miserable, with disheveled hair and sweat coating her skin. Although her haircut makes it look like she's constantly glaring, she appears incredibly meek and powerless in her current state. "I can't ignore your father's orders, but I can't kill you either!" 
 
    Her shoulders shake from suppressing her tears. It would appear that she chose to make no choice and leave the final decision to Hestia after all. Her insight was correct then that Dregana had been given orders to bring her back or kill her in case she refused. The dragonkin's loyalty is commendable, albeit misplaced, but it seems that her love for Hestia carries equal weight.  
 
    "My father is undeserving of your loyalty." Hestia announces in a cold tone while stepping forward to peer down at Dregana with a cold gaze.  
 
    "He saved me from a miserable life of slavery!" The red-headed woman musters her strength to retort. It's all she can hold onto despite all the evidence pointing toward ulterior motives in his acquisition of her. "He gave me a home, treated me as a person..." 
 
    "That man exiled his own daughter and left her to die in a foreign land because she was no longer useful to him." Spreading her black wings, Hestia lets her words rain down mercilessly from above. Dregana stares up with an expression of shock, not because she didn't know but because she didn't expect it to be stated in such a harsh matter of fact tone. "And he sent you to bring me back or kill me. That is not treating you as a person, but as a tool." 
 
    "No, that..." Dregana lowers her gaze and trails off, unable to refute the statement. 
 
    "Do you truly believe that someone despicable enough to order his own daughter murdered deserves your loyalty?" Hestia maintains her cold demeanor, and the naked woman on the ground flinches at her words. "To him, you are only an asset. A slave he removed the shackles of so that you would be bound to him in your gratitude." 
 
    The black Fata kneels before the naked Dregana and puts a hand on her tear-stained cheek. The latter looks up in despair, upon which Hestia shows her a warm smile filled with forgiveness. 
 
    "I would never make you do something like that, Dregana." With these words, she hugs the naked woman to her chest. In reality, Hestia still remembers how the dragonkin attacked Chloe last night with the clear intent to kill her.  
 
    She could easily kill Dregana in her currently weakened state, but it would be better to turn her into an ally for the future. For everything she has done against Chloe, she can atone by being useful to her - even if that should take the form of becoming food for her. 
 
    "Come with me. Free yourself from that man's chains." Whispering sweet words into the redhead's ears, Hestia pets her hair. 
 
    "But..." Dregana separates from her and mutters while glancing at the Fata's black wings. The latter can't suppress her eyebrow from twitching once but holds herself back from showing anything else. The blackness of her feathers is proof of her relationship with Chloe. How dare she view them as something negative.  
 
    "This is evidence for the lie that the senate has been spinning for centuries." Hestia stands up and spreads her wings while announcing in a firm voice that seems to echo across the clearing. Fatas all have a magical ability to let their voices carry across large areas and reverberate as if spoken by the gods themselves. It's used on the battlefield to instill awe in humans and is one the reasons they're viewed as divine beings. "That man must have known about this."  
 
    Doubt enters Dregana's gaze as she considers the matter seemingly for the first time in her life. The triarchy, headed by the three supreme oracles, appears infallible to all the lesser races - which also includes dragonkin. To humans, they're the messengers of the gods, so nobody would ever question them. 
 
    "I am still alive, and I have never felt as good as I do now." Twirling around herself, the black-winged Fata speaks like a girl enjoying her life. She would surely enjoy it more if Chloe were with her. "I have been freed from all the fetters that were binding my spirit before." 
 
    "But your purity..." Dregana can't bring herself to finish the sentence. This utterance irritates Hestia to no end, but she doesn't let it show on her face and instead focuses her thoughts on Chloe. Thinking about her lover brings joy and pushes away murderous urges. 
 
    "That is something I gave away willingly - to the person I love." She states with a beaming smile meant to wipe away all doubts. Her feelings for Chloe far surpasses the concept of love, but in lack of a better word, that is all she can use to express them. "I believe it is the most wonderful thing to be able to do that. I would suffer that fleeting moment of pain a thousand times over just to experience the pleasure of that first time once more." 
 
    Dregana's cheeks turn red at Hestia's unhesitating honesty. The latter knows that the dragonkin did not mean her virginity but the perceived purity that wings the color of freshly fallen snow represent among the Fatas. But judging by that response, a new thought enters her mind. 
 
    "Miss Hestia, I..." The red-headed woman's eyes are swimming all over the place, unable to look at the black Fata directly.  
 
    "You are a virgin?" Lifting her chin, Hestia forces the former to return her gaze. That unabashed question causes her eyes to widen in surprise before her entire face flushes red, and her lips tremble. That reaction makes a verbal reply wholly unnecessary. 
 
    "Wh-what are you saying, Miss Hestia?" Dregana backs away and averts her eyes, covering her nakedness with her arms. Although she was alright with being exposed until now, the question made her self-conscious. Chloe would have surely found this meek gesture endearing.  
 
    "Do you think you can still carry out your orders?" Hestia suddenly asks, her expression turning serious once again. Upon seeing it, the redness in the dragonkin's cheeks fades away quickly, and she lowers her gaze to avoid meeting her gaze. It's clear that she has found her answer but doesn't want to say it. "Come with me."  
 
    Hestia extends a hand toward Dregana, the gesture serving both a practical and symbolical purpose. She looks at it, then up at the black Fata's face, which shows a determined expression rather than a smile. She's not being invited to peace and safety, but a life in which enemies will come after her - all for the sake of freedom and being able to stay by Hestia's side. 
 
    Finally, Dregana hesitatingly stretches out her hand like a hurt animal scared to trust a human. But when she takes hold of it, for the first time since their journey together touching the Fata, a smile inadvertently enters her features. For her entire tenure as a teacher at the academy, she has maintained professional distance and refrained from expressing friendliness.  
 
    Now that Hestia sees it again, she's taken aback at how innocent this dragonkin with the mean glare can look when she opens herself up to somebody. 
 
    Chloe will surely like this gift. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sure we can talk about this." Asoko lifts both hands with a casual smile on her face to take the edge off the situation. "I'm not who you think I am." 
 
    "I can tell from your stench." Tamariki begins to walk forward while stating with an angry gaze. This causes the Crawling Chaos to lift an arm and sniff at herself in surprise. 
 
    "Maybe the smell of the undead still clings to me?" She wonders with a shrug. 
 
    "Take this more seriously." Senka would have kicked her shin if she thought she could take her eyes off this opponent. 
 
    "Tamariki, we don't need to do this." Lenoly takes a step forward and pleads, only to receive a glare in return that causes her to flinch. The two of them barely ever talked in the Demon Mages Society, so it's no surprise that their relationship isn't one of friendship.  
 
    "Without your intervention, Master Laiota wouldn't have died." Pointing at the little bakari in accusation, Tamariki makes her stance clear. 
 
    "But Vitalis was killed!" Lenoly throws this back into the horned demon's face, who's stunned by the reversal. Her eyebrows furrow, but she takes only a moment to find an answer.  
 
    "She was killed when she aided an enemy." Tamariki comes to this conclusion and continues to advance. It's clear that she has made up her mind. 
 
    "Well, the same happened to that Master Laiota of yours - from our perspective." Asoko states with a shrug, causing Senka to stare at her with eyes wide open. The tone she employed was sassy at best, and it wouldn't be a surprise if that just destroyed all their chances for negotiations.  
 
    "What was that about Master Laiota?!" It would appear that Tamariki thinks the same, as her face distorts in anger and she roars, exposing her sharp teeth. 
 
    "Are you doing this on purpose, or are you really that much dumber than your top half?" The doll girl kicks Asoko's shin after all, but it doesn't show any effect on the latter.  
 
    "Well, what thoughts normally occupy somebody's lower half?" She replies while growing to match her opponent's size and body shape. "She's the physical type, so I got this." 
 
    Running forward, Asoko charges at Tamariki, who follows her example and runs toward her. They meet in the middle, and each throws a punch at the other. However, it would appear that the horned girl is unexpectedly nimble for her size. Instead of the seemingly intended cross-counter, the fist of the Crawling Chaos whiffs while Tamariki's finds its way into the former's solar plexus. 
 
    The explosive force of her swing blows a hole straight through Asoko, blasting open her back like an invisible cannonball going through drywall. It causes the other girls to stare in utter surprise, but to even Tamariki's surprise, that wasn't enough to kill her opponent. 
 
    "I guess going at it with a half-assed attitude was a mistake." The Crawling Chaos speaks as her body loses its human form and turns red, upon which the hole in her chest closes itself around the arm. "But this is the end." 
 
    Asoko begins to pull her in, but Tamariki's arm and shoulder suddenly burst out into flames, causing the former's shape to recoil from the heat. Lenoly recognizes what that ability is, and her eyes go wide. The horned demon is using a bakari's inborn magic of igniting parts of their body. It's used as both an intimidation tactic and to protect against enemies that would try to devour them. The best among them can use it for combat.  
 
    But this demon is definitely not a bakari. 
 
    Daica suddenly tosses her uncorked flask at the burning Tamariki, who switches off the fire in the last moment and catches the glass container in her hand with an unexpectedly nimble motion. It causes the dark elf's jaw to drop, but Lenoly comes to the rescue as she quickly chants a spell. 
 
    "Mico Ignis!" She points her staff at the horned demon, who looks at her in surprise. But instead of a flame going off in Tamariki's face, it starts inside the flask, which bursts from the pressure and causes the green liquid to spill over her hand. 
 
    "That wasn't something flammable?" Asoko asks as she consolidates herself into a humanoid form again. 
 
    "T-that was acid." Daica says while taking out another vial. As if stating the contents was the signal for it to take effect, Tamariki's hand begins to sizzle audibly and create smoke. She shakes her arm in apparent discomfort that's not yet an expression of pain, but it clings to her.  
 
    "That's gruesome." Lenoly comments with an apprehensive gaze. Although they aren't friends, seeing a fellow member of the Demon Mages Society lose an arm to acid is still going to cause her nightmares. She's ignoring the fact that she just tried to explode her hand, if not her whole arm, when she thought the liquid in the flask was explosive. 
 
    The entire affected area on Tamariki's arm suddenly begins to glow from the inside before the sizzling stops. Everybody stares at it in surprise, but that seems to be a regular occurrence for Tamariki, who doesn't even pay it any attention anymore. Moments later, the remaining acid begins to drip off her arm, no longer having an effect on her. The discolored patches on her skin quickly regenerate and return to normal. 
 
    "Seems mighty convenient." Narrowing her eyes, Asoko stares at the horned demon. Clearly, she's thinking about getting her template. 
 
    "I think you're way too calm about this." Senka covers her face with her palm and sighs. Although an enemy who can punch through a human body stands before her, the Crawling Chaos seems to feel no tension. 
 
    "Would it help to worry?" Tilting her head, Asoko asks with a shrug. Then she pumps herself up by balling her fists, a grin erupting on the blank mask that covered her face thus far; her façade is crumbling as her battle mania is showing. Despite coming from peaceful Japan, she enjoys fighting more than is normal - most likely a result of the body her mind now occupies.  
 
    In the next moment, Tamariki charges forward again to initiate the second clash. Asoko follows her example and meets her head-on, their hands slamming together before their foreheads do. For a second, they seem to be evenly matched, but then the horned demon draws back and pulls her opponent toward her before bringing down her head like a hammer. 
 
    But Asoko obviously saw it coming and intercepts it with the top of her head covered in dragon armor. Even then, she's cracked open like an egg. But the impact was enough to cause Tamariki to stagger - her forehead once again glowing as it did before when the acid lost effect.  
 
    "She's adapting." Senka yells while pointing at the fading glow, accompanied by the reddened skin from a developing bruise turning back to her normal shade of red. 
 
    "Mico Ignis!" Lenoly chants quickly, creating a spark in front of Tamariki's face. The latter reacts immediately and snatches it out of the air with her mouth before it can explode, causing the bakari's jaw to drop. 
 
    Right after, Daica throws a vial at the horned demon, who slaps it straight back at the dark elf without breaking it, causing her to jump out of the way. When it hits the ground and shatters, a blue cloud explodes around it, causing the grass to wilt in an instant. That involvement put her back on Tamariki's radar; she rushes past Asoko to take her out first. The Crawling Chaos quickly latches onto her with a multitude of tentacles but is repelled by flames bursting out all over her body.  
 
    "Limit Break." Senka mutters while slapping her flat chest with her palm once as if beating a drum. Upon the reverb of the impact, time seems to slow down to a crawl. The doll girl runs over to Daica and pulls up her skirt to reveal the thigh strap holding about a dozen vials. 
 
    Taking the same ones that the big dark elf used earlier to create the napalm-like substance in her shop, she mixes them together by shaking them. Since time is slowed, so is gravity; that's why she has to risk mixing it violently. 
 
    In the meantime, Tamariki has taken three more steps toward Daica, and Asoko covered her arms in dragon armor to grab onto her. Lenoly is in the middle of chanting a spell but will most likely not make it in time to stop the demon from punching a hole into the big dark elf at this rate. 
 
    When the mix is done, Senka jumps up into the air to throw the vial straight into Tamariki's face. Even if she can adapt to it, the flames will cling to her and rob her of her vision for a time. However, just before she can perform the motion, her eyes widen in utter surprise; she's being watched despite moving at super-speed. 
 
    When the vial leaves the doll girl's hand, Tamariki slowly brings up hers and catches it in her palm before crushing it, causing flames to burst out. It's then that Senka realizes her mistake in jumping, as she can only evade when on the ground. 
 
    Twisting her body just in time to dodge the full brunt of the flaming punch coming at her, she's barely nicked by Tamariki's knuckle. It sends her into a spinning flight across the field, and time returns to normal. She impacts the ground and rolls across it, causing her limbs to twist in unnatural directions before she comes to a stop and remains lifelessly in the grass.  
 
    Due to that short delay and change in targets, Asoko manages to grab the horned demon's arms to prevent her from tearing Daica apart. Covered in dragon armor, she's no longer affected by the flames.  
 
    "Get off me!" With the muscles on her arms, shoulders, and back bulging visibly, Tamariki fights against the grip of the Crawling Chaos. While it appears that she isn't able to free herself even with her incredible strength, it takes Asoko everything to keep her in check. 
 
    "Do it!" She yells at Lenoly. The little bakari has finished her spell and is hovering a ball of fire over her staff, unsure of whether to use it or not. 
 
    "B-but-" With palpable apprehension in her voice, the little bakari hesitates to unleash her biggest spell as Asoko will be caught in it. 
 
    "I'll be fine; I got magic resistance!" The latter uses a term that people in this world most likely won't understand, but her confidence instills Lenoly with newfound determination. She points her staff forward and throws the fireball straight at Tamariki. 
 
    "Explosion!" She shouts, upon which the ball of fire bursts into a massive pillar of flames that creates an inward draft from all the surrounding air before erupting upward. Daica catches Senka out of the air just as she's about to be drawn in as well. Being so close to it, Lenoly is nearly pulled in but can brace herself until it subsides.  
 
    But within the scorched circle, Tamariki is standing naked, her whole body glowing from her strange ability to adapt rather than from the heat. Within moments, her blistering skin regenerates fully, and she glares at the bakari, who shies back after seeing her magic prove ineffective. 
 
    "You got to be kidding." Asoko, still clinging onto her, mutters after opening the visor with which she covered her blank mask of a face. 
 
    "Prepare for brain overload." Senka's voice suddenly echoes in Asoko's head, and she very nearly lets go of the horned demon in surprise. "Memory sharing incoming." 
 
    As she finishes speaking, the doll girl held in Daica's arms twists her head around to look at Tamariki before bursting out in laughter. She knows from experience that in the middle of a battle, that sound always causes everybody to look. And sure enough, the demon's eyes lock onto her big blue marble-like ones.  
 
    Senka's pupils dilate to their maximum before the black holes seem to spill their dark contents across her irises and sclerae. The darkness spreads across her face in a butterfly pattern, and the world around her seems to blacken from Tamariki's point of view. Their minds are connected, and thoughts become mixed. 
 
    The only reason the doll girl can keep her mind intact is that this is a power originating from her. She has done this many times before, and speaking telepathically is an expression of it. Without blood, all she can do is establish a link through sight, which can be easily broken when it's physically severed. But there's more than enough time to exchange a few thoughts. 
 
    "You got the wrong person." Senka's words echo into Tamariki's mind, driving in this singular thought like a stake - an idea that takes hold and won't let go. 
 
    "Get out of my head!" With a wild swing that accidentally rips Asoko's head off her shoulders, Tamariki roars to regain her senses. With this, the connection is broken. Senka goes lifeless immediately after, and the butterfly pattern on her face disappears. 
 
    "Rewera?" Asoko asks through the new head that pops out of her severed neck. At the same time, as if it's an automated process, a tentacle grows from her back, collects her severed head, and integrates it back into her body. No mass goes to waste, but it's also to make sure no more clones are born.  
 
    "Why do you know that name?!" Tamariki turns her head to look at the Crawling Chaos with an expression that suggests anger and surprise.  
 
    "She's the maid leader in the demon castle." Asoko tilts her blank mask face while replying. It's been so long since that morning she woke up in this world, still part of her other half that she had already forgotten the name Rewera. But it was quite distinct inside Tamariki's head, so she was made to remember. 
 
    "How do you know that?" The horned demon tries to fight against her restraints, but Asoko doesn't quite let go just yet, even though the overall atmosphere seems to have shifted from trying to kill each other back to talking.  
 
    "Well, I happen to be the princess of that castle." The Crawling Chaos speaks with a hint of pride, although her current status is still unclear; after all, there's another her somewhere who holds equal, if not more claim to the throne. 
 
    "I'm more inclined to believe that you aren't Chloe Marcott than that you're the demon queen's daughter. But in either case, I don't believe you." Tamariki frowns with a slight pout on her lips. That's not the face of somebody out to kill them, and it takes everybody by surprise. Asoko even loosens her restraints and steps back from her. The flow of the conversation seems to have reached a point at which she doesn't have to fear a fist through her face.  
 
    "What would it take for you to believe me?" Returning to her human appearance and looking up at the horned demon with her head tilted and brow furrowed, Asoko asks. 
 
    "Hard proof." Tamariki crosses her arms and demands like a brat asking for the unreasonable.  
 
    "Then come to Arkaim with me." The Crawling Chaos shoots back in retaliation. 
 
    For a moment, they size each other up, and the tension rises again. But eventually, the horned demon blinks before looking away in thought. She seems to consider the options laid out before her: Kill them now and never find out, or go with them and kill them later if it turns out to be a lie. The answer is simple. 
 
    "Alright." Nodding in assent, Tamariki comes to a decision with a surprisingly nonchalant expression. Daica and Lenoly stare at her flabbergasted, unable to comprehend how this demon girl could go from wanting to kill them in one moment to agreeing to travel halfway across the world with them in the next.  
 
    "Talk-no-Jutsu is still the most powerful ability in the universe." Senka speaks without moving her mouth, causing the big dark elf holding her to remember her mangled state. 
 
    "A-are you alright... n-no, you can't be a-alright in that state." She places the doll girl on the ground and stares at the broken body with a teary expression, unsure what to do to help her. 
 
    "Sorry about that." Tamariki calls out to her but doesn't sound very apologetic. They were enemies until moments ago, after all. 
 
    "Don't worry. It's going to be back to normal in a bit." With these words, Senka's limbs start creaking before they snap back and forth to return to their normal forms. It looks painful, to say the least, as her arms and legs twist around themselves, her neck cracks several times, and her spine seems to pop back into place. "Good as new."  
 
    Daica's eyes are round as saucers, and Lenoly is shivering all over while staring at the horror doll. The latter gets back up on her feet as if she hadn't been reduced to a twisted corpse only moments ago. Tamariki's eyebrows shoot up as if trying to touch the bases of her horns, but she manages to keep her mouth closed. Asoko is hiding behind her broad back, eyes pressed shut in distress. 
 
    "Don't you ever do that again!" She shouts while shaking her head. Just like her upper half, she can't deal with the type of horror that Senka seems to represent. 
 
    "You prefer me all twisted and broken, huh?" Shrugging, the doll girl pats off the dust from her clothes. If she had been hit by the full force of the punch, she would most likely have been scattered into all the pieces that are even now only held together by her stitches. "Now, what happened to Hestia?" 
 
    "Should I go take a look?" Asoko grows wings from her back and tilts her head in the direction of the island on the lake where she lured the dragonkin toward earlier.  
 
    Just as she says that, a black-winged figure rises from among the trees. As it slowly flies toward them, they see that it's Hestia, carrying a naked Dregana in her human form. 
 
    "Oh my." The Crawling Chaos mutters while zooming in with the Fatas eye template to get a better look. "I guess the situation over there has been settled without anybody getting hurt as well." 
 
    "Am I a joke to you?" Senka grumbles. She then looks at the approaching pair with a sigh. "If only everything could be resolved peacefully..."


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 77 - A New Fellowship
  
 
      
 
    "It was you, after all!" Tamariki roars after getting over the initial surprise of seeing Asoko take the tentacle-bound Ninlil out from inside her stomach when they settle down for the first night together. 
 
    The catgirl is covered in sweat rather than the slime one would expect from a tentacle monster. Her breath is ragged due to the overbearing atmosphere inside the Crawling Chaos body. Be it corruption or lack of oxygen, the result is the same. 
 
    "Prepare to die!" The red-skinned demon jumps up and bursts out in flames. 
 
    "Stop it!" Lenoly steps between the two, but Tamariki doesn't even take notice of the little bakari. Hestia spreads her wings and immediately chants a spell but is held back by Asoko raising a hand in front of her. Nobody other than her could withstand a punch from Tamariki, so she needs to keep them out of this. 
 
    "Please don't fight. This isn't Chloe Marcott." Ninlil catches her breath and calls out to the demon student in a firm voice that takes everybody by surprise. 
 
    "What are you saying?" Directing her gaze at the catgirl, Tamariki roars. 
 
    "Listen to me, Tamariki." Locking eyes with her, Ninlil speaks in a tone that leaves no room for argument. Even though they're no longer in the academy, the dorm mother still seems to hold a measure of authority. Her clothes are wrinkled, and her hair is disheveled, but she permeates an aura of dignity despite the stone restraints on her hands and feet. "I have seen Miss Marcott disappear into the sky. Lord Aforgomon, the envoy of Urslit, personally cast the spell." 
 
    Asoko takes a mental note that Mithra's identity seems to be unknown to the academy and that when he acts in the capacity of an envoy, he's known as Aforgomon. Whether or not this means he's really still loyal to the demon queen can't be gleaned from that bit of information, but she will probe Ninlil for more later. 
 
    "Couldn't she have come back down again?" Tamariki argues with sound logic. It's been Hestia's hope, but at this point, it's safe to say that Chaos either fell somewhere far away, or she's really in space now. 
 
    "The Saint of Luminosity was keeping watch, and nothing came back down before this one suddenly appeared in the cells." The catgirl nods at Asoko. Then she sighs as if overcoming a barrier in her mind. "If she were Miss Marcott, I would be dead." 
 
    They fought to the death at the academy, so Chloe would have no reason to let her live after all that happened. 
 
    "So this could really be the daughter of the demon queen, huh?" Scratching her head, Tamariki shifts her gaze to Asoko, who suppresses the urge to grimace. With that, Ninlil now knows her identity. 
 
    "I could never mistake that feeling of corruption inside her body." But to her surprise, the catgirl remarks with a thoughtful expression. Does this mean she met Queen Pelomyx before - and was swallowed and spit back out?  
 
    "What's your relationship with my mother?" Asoko can't help herself but blurt out this question. Senka's head swivels around to her with a glare in her eyes, but she doesn't verbally comment on this blunder.  
 
    "I used to serve as maid leader in Arkaim castle." Ninlil replies in a matter of fact tone. For a moment, everybody looks at her while blinking their eyes with dumbfounded expressions on their faces. It seems that this is news even to Tamariki. "I left shortly after Aldeath died." 
 
    "You were a member of the Maid Corps?" Once again, the Crawling Chaos is unable to control herself. 
 
    "I'm the founder of the Maid Corps." Announcing in a dignified tone, Ninlil turns to face Asoko. Her expression suggests disdain for the appalling ignorance of her own court that the demon princess is displaying so openly. "I fought by Aldeath's side and helped him take the throne of the Dominion." 
 
    "Why did you leave and become the dorm mother at the Royal Academy then?" Hestia asks the question everybody must be itching to pose, skipping over the fact that Ninlil just revealed that she was a comrade in arms to the previous demon king. 
 
    "Because I feared Queen Pelomyx." Closing her eyes and shaking her head, Ninlil replies with a sigh. Then she opens them again and glares at Asoko while spitting out her next words in a hateful tone. "And I was right to do so. She purged her political enemies and established herself as a dictator." 
 
    "So, you're one of her political enemies?" Senka mutters more to herself than as an actual question, but the catgirl's ears twitch before she spins her head around to the doll girl with an infuriated expression. It seems she sees herself as the one in the right. 
 
    "Ninlil was an honorable member of Aldeath's court!" But it's Tamariki who speaks up in her defense. 
 
    "And maybe you could have stayed that way if you had only spoken to Pelomyx." She shrugs while looking into the red demon's eyes, which seem to throw sparks of anger in response. Chaos told Senka a little about the revelation that Demon Queen Pelomyx is actually her mother from her previous life, who also reincarnated into this world. 
 
    There's no way a former housewife from a peaceful nation such as Japan would be so ruthless as to kill everybody who was loyal to the previous monarch. That time she killed many of the Great Clan leaders was most likely because they attacked her rather than in a calculated purge. In truth, all she has done since coming to this world was to find a way to bring her daughter's soul over as well. But she promised Chaos not to tell anybody the truth about Pelomyx - including Asoko for the time being. 
 
    "What do you mean?" The demon student steps forward and demands an answer in a loud voice while balling her fist. Daica and Lenoly, who have been listening without saying a word, flinch in fear. 
 
    "Did she ever strike you as a cunning person?" Asoko counters with a question instead, directed at Ninlil. The little she has seen, and everything that her other half has told her, only paint an incomplete picture of the demon queen that is their mother in this world. But it's still enough for her to know the answer to that question.  
 
    "No. In fact, she seemed a little air-headed." Answering truthfully without fearing any potential repercussions, the catgirl replies with her honest impression of Pelomyx. 
 
    "That's because she is." With deadpan delivery, Asoko confirms the rude opinion Ninlil has of her mother. 
 
    "All she ever cared about was creating a harem of maids." Senka adds with a sideways glance. It's the partial truth. "Has she done anything else in these three decades since her ascension?"  
 
    Demon Queen Pelomyx left the demon clans to do as they pleased and barely involved herself in politics outside of what was absolutely necessary. If she were indeed a power-hungry dictator, she would have expanded her influence rather than give autonomy over the holdings back to the various clan leaders.  
 
    At this point, the Dominion's war potential should have easily reached what Aldeath had during his heyday. In other words, if she wanted to, the demon queen could have waged war on the Alliance nations as well. But she only ever randomly attacked the Khurut Sultanate in retaliation for the war in which Aldeath died. And last summer, she retook Pontis Daemonis after an Alliance army had knocked on the very gates of Arkaim. 
 
    In other words, she only ever reacts rather than take decisive action herself. And this realization gives Ninlil and Tamariki pause, as they both search their memories to find something to counter with. But the facts are readily available in every history book, so there isn't much left to be said about Demon Queen Pelomyx. 
 
    Except for one thing that Asoko hopes they aren't aware of.  
 
    "I don't care. That's not what I'm coming with you for anyway." The towering demon crosses her arms and announces, pouting as she can't find any arguments; it seems that she doesn't know. 
 
    Ninlil and Asoko's eyes meet, and the latter realizes that she does know. Of course, it's about the fact that she's a Crawling Chaos. And if she's truly the child of Pelomyx, then that makes the demon queen a remnant of the creature that threatened to destroy the Dominion - and if it had been left unchecked, the entire world. 
 
    Maybe the catgirl feels that it's her duty as the dorm mother to keep her students safe, so she keeps quiet. If she had revealed it here, Tamariki would most likely fight Asoko to the death. Though the way Ninlil looks at her suggests that there's something more going on between the two. 
 
    "Well, now that this has been cleared up, how about we make camp already." Senka's voice cuts through the silence that has laid itself over the group. As if that snaps people out of their thoughts, everybody begins to move. Sighing, Tamariki gestures at Ninlil, upon which her stone restraints come undone. It seems that she doesn't need to recite incantations to cast magic. 
 
    "That's interesting." Asoko scratches her chin and watches as the remains of the shackles fall to the ground and turn into sand. She's not too concerned about the catgirl being free to move about now, as she can easily capture her again if necessary. "How can you cast magic without speaking?"  
 
    "I always could." Not in the least interested in keeping secrets, Tamariki replies with a shrug. This doesn't tell her much, so Asoko lets the conversation rest. Instead, she asks about something that she's been wondering about for a while. 
 
    "On another note: What's your relationship with Rewera?" Tilting her head to look up at the red-skinned demon, the Crawling Chaos scrutinizes her appearance. Maybe she's the child of one of those political enemies Ninlil was talking about. 
 
    "Rewera?!" But to everybody's surprise, the catgirl raises her voice at the name. Of course, the Rewera may have been her subordinate before, so she would know that name.  
 
    "Yeah, she's the current maid leader." Asoko replies cautiously, exchanging a meaningful glance with Senka. Why does everybody seem to be interested in Rewera? 
 
    "Why would she...?" Muttering to herself, Ninlil falls into thought. 
 
    "She's my aunt. Kind of." Tamariki replies after shrugging at the dorm mother's interjection. 
 
    "You don't even look like members of the same species." Unable to hold herself back, Asoko points at the horned demon. The only part these two are similar in is their height. But whereas Rewera looks completely human, Tamariki is undeniably a demon. 
 
    "No, we are. I just see no reason to disguise myself." With these words, the demon student closes her eyes for a moment. Then her horns start to shrink and seemingly disappear into her forehead. The color of her skin changes from red to white, although freckles remain on her face. Within moments, she has gone from a stereotypical demon to simply a tall human woman. "Before you ask, this isn't magic but something our kind can do naturally." 
 
    That's directed at Lenoly, whose eyes seem to betray the question she wanted to ask but was too scared to. Dejected, the little bakari turns back to tending to the campfire she has started. 
 
    "So, Rewera would actually look like you, huh?" Asoko wonders why the maid leader would keep it hidden. It couldn't be that her mother is telling Rewera to maintain a human appearance. After all, there are plenty of demon maids who look obviously inhuman, including the frog and bat maids who served her meal in the morning she first awakened in this world.  
 
    "Well, our kind has some differences here and there. Horns and red skin is the norm, though. Some can grow wings, but I'm not one of them." As if to demonstrate, Tamariki undoes her transformation again and returns to her demonic appearance. It's not an especially great disguise after all, as neither her hair nor eye colors changed, and her physique remained the same. It would work for a first-time infiltration, but nothing else.  
 
    Asoko pictures her as an oni, the traditional Japanese demons. With wings, she would match the description of a western devil better, though. Rewera did have the overbearing presence of a devil when she first took note of her. 
 
    "What will we do for food during the journey?" Hestia comes up to them and asks the Crawling Chaos rather than Ninlil or Tamariki. They have a few supplies from Daica's store, but it's not even enough for everybody. And with all that has happened, they went the whole day without eating anything. The adrenaline and excitement kept them going, but as the sun's last rays disappear toward the horizon, their fatigue and hunger begin to mount. 
 
    "I can go hunting." Dregana suddenly joins them and offers with her yellow eyes fixed on Asoko. Chaos already informed her of the dragonkin's glare, but being subjected to it is a whole different matter. Alongside Ninlil and Tamariki, that's a lot of pressure. Hestia promised that she would keep the red-headed professor docile, but the intense expression in her eyes isn't something that can be changed. 
 
    "I'll come with you." Unexpectedly, the horned demon announces in a matter of fact tone. Usually, one would think that she wants to keep an eye on Asoko, but at the prospect of being able to move her body, she can't hold herself back. Then, as if remembering that fact, she shoots the Crawling Chaos a glare and points at her. "Don't you dare run away while I'm gone. I'll find you wherever you go." 
 
    It's not like Asoko to feel intimidated, but these words do sound quite threatening when spoken by somebody whose limits she can't fathom. 
 
    "I'll go forage with Lady Nightwane." Senka waves across the campfire and gestures at the big dark elf. The latter has emptied her backpack under a tree and is rummaging around in the pile of goods. Daica prefers that people she's not too close with don't know her real name, so they introduced her with the pseudonym under which she operated her store in Kongenssoevn. 
 
    "Mistress Ninlil, I have a few questions for you." Hestia steps up to the dorm mother with an expression of hostility. She saw the catgirl fight Chloe and very nearly kill her, so she's most likely going to berate her about that. 
 
    That leaves Asoko with Lenoly, who's the only one staying in the general camp area, as the fallen angel walks away into the forest with Ninlil. 
 
    "Are we going to be alright?" The little bakari heaves a long sigh and asks while poking the campfire with a stick. 
 
    "What do you mean?" The Crawling Chaos sits down next to her, gazing at the young girl's profile illuminated by the flames. The corners of her eyes are slightly red, a result of not having slept since the battle in the academy last night - and from crying. The students were startled awake by the noise of fighting in the middle of the night, and among them, only Vitalis, and she went to help. The former died at the hands of Astrid, who, in turn, was killed by Chaos in retaliation. Thus, Lenoly couldn't focus her mind on seeking revenge, and the only outlet for her sadness lay in tears. 
 
    "This group's cohesion isn't the best." Glancing in the direction Hestia and Ninlil left toward, she returns her gaze to the fire while awaiting encouragement from Asoko. 
 
    "Yeah, it's going to be rough." But instead of doing so, she only states with a shrug. "But once we're in Arkaim, everything should be fine." 
 
    While Dregana seems to be collared by Hestia, Ninlil and Tamariki won't be easy to control. The former is several centuries old and fought under Aldeath before he even took the throne of the Dominion, so she's unexpectedly prideful despite her previous occupation as a maid and dorm mother. The latter is a powerful demon with blood relations to Rewera. 
 
    Lenoly suddenly bursts out laughing and lets go of the stick she has been using to stoke the fire. Asoko stares at her in surprise, but then realizes the reason for her joy. 
 
    "You were supposed to reassure me here." The bakari girl wipes away a tear from the corner of her eyes when she finally settles down again. 
 
    "I've never been good at giving pep talks." Scratching her cheek with a wry smile, Asoko pets Lenoly's hair, carefully avoiding the stump of her broken horn. It causes her to twitch in surprise, but she doesn't back away and seems to enjoy it. Then she looks up at the Crawling Chaos with a shy expression. 
 
    This journey may prove to be more enjoyable than expected. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, the group has a short meeting about how they would proceed. When Asoko explained the plan, Dregana offered to take on her dragon form for Hestia to ride. It seemed that she wanted to avoid letting the already black-winged angel remain in physical contact with a demon even now. She was soundly rejected, though for a very pragmatic reason: Unlike the Crawling Chaos, the dragonkin can grow tired. They're aiming to fly without landing until they reach the Enorath continent - or more specifically, the eastern edge of the Dragon Mountains located between the Empire of Terminus and the Fatas Triarchy. 
 
    Normally, one would avoid getting close to that mountain range since it's ruled by the last true dragons in the world. While sea dragons are abundant, the flying variant hasn't been able to reproduce in a long time. As such, the old remnants guard their territories with the ferocity of watchdogs. 
 
    But that also serves to keep both humans and Fatas away, and they should be able to travel without being seen. As long as they avoid the dragons, of course. 
 
    With last night's hunt and foraging turning up plenty of supplies to last them a few days, they set out to leave the Kingdom of Lares and the continent of Blereath behind. They make their way to a clearing, where Asoko transforms into Kiamedras, the elder dragon they fought in Aurelia's underground labyrinth. Of course, she creates a small indented area for everybody to sit in on her back, as the scales are too smooth to hold onto, and the bone plates along the spine are in the way. 
 
    Senka climbs on without hesitation, and Hestia flies up on her own pair of wings, but everybody else shows apprehension. Even Tamariki seems to be unsure about riding on the back of such a majestic being despite having done so on Dregana in her dragon form only the previous day. The golden scales do make the difference, and Asoko has reproduced the true size of Kiamedras. 
 
    Dregana and Ninlil most likely remember fighting Chaos in that form two nights ago and exchange an uncomfortable glance. If this isn't Chloe Marcott, then why does she have the same ability of transformation? But neither of them state the implication that the most likely answer holds. 
 
    "Come on, we need to reach the other side before nightfall." Asoko growls in the deep voice of Kiamedras, causing the dragonkin to flinch in surprise. She stares at the golden dragon with her mouth open, then closes it again before gathering her resolve and walking forward. 
 
    But before she can start climbing, Tamariki overcomes her apprehension and bounds up onto Asoko's back in a single leap. Lenoly runs past Dregana but can't climb up by herself and needs help from the horned demon, who pulls her up by her staff. Finally, the dragonkin resolves herself and climbs up from the wing. Ninlil uses her claws to willfully scratch her way up at the shoulder area. It doesn't hurt since dragon scales are incredibly hard, but the nerve-grating sound is unmistakable. That must be a passive-aggressive form of revenge for being bound and swallowed for so long.  
 
    "Hey, did you always have two tails?" The Crawling Chaos turns her head after peeking under the dorm mother's long skirt. That's just like the Nekomata - supernatural cats with forked tails in Japanese folklore. The catgirl stares at her in surprise, then puts both hands on her bottom to cover herself. 
 
    "Not your concern." She quickly gathers herself and turns away with a pout that belies her real age, but looks quite fitting for her apparent age. With that, she cuts the topic short and makes it clear that she doesn't want to talk about it any further. 
 
    In the end, only Daica remains. She must have seen Chaos take on this form in the battle against the academy. When faced with one of the most powerful creatures in this world, even when she knows that it's really Asoko, she's still nervous. 
 
    "Come on. I don't bite... much." Speaking in a deep but feminine voice, she invites the big dark elf over with what can be construed as a smile. A dragon's facial features are quite limited in that regard, so maybe it looked more like an intimidating baring of teeth, as Daica shies back instead. 
 
    "A-are you sure it's s-safe?" It seems that rather than being afraid of the dragon form, she's scared to take off into the sky. 
 
    "I'll add seatbelts." Performing a mighty shrug that nearly shakes off the lighter passengers on her back, Asoko suggests. Out of everybody present, only Senka seems to understand what she means by that. Her expression grows concerned at the thought of what shape those seatbelts will take.  
 
    Moments later, tentacles sprout from around everybody and wrap around their waists. Of course, those not used to it immediately struggle from the sudden embrace. Tamariki even rips the one trying to grab her out of the dragon's back and throws it away. 
 
    "Hey, don't do that! It's only to secure you in place when we're flying." Extending her wing to catch the discarded squirming tentacle, she reintegrates it into her mass while reprimanding the red demon. 
 
    "I don't need it." Crossing her arms and glaring at Asoko with narrowed eyes, Tamariki shows off her obstinacy. The Crawling Chaos swears to make this ride as bumpy as she can for her in particular.  
 
    "W-will you be keeping your g-grip on us throughout?" Daica's eyes light up as she asks with noticeable interest. Her other half told Asoko that the big dark elf may appear cowardly and incredibly shy, but she's really a big closet pervert who seems to have an interest in darker and kinkier forms of pleasure. Maybe she's hoping for more than just a tentacle holding her.  
 
    A chair made from tentacles - that does sound like a great idea. 
 
    "Don't even think about it." Senka mutters, apparently having guessed Asoko's intentions. Heaving her shoulders in a shrug, the latter tries to act innocent. Having so many girls around her could prove to be quite stimulating, but she has to remind herself of the fact that most of them belong to her other half.  
 
    In the meantime, Daica has approached her gingerly, still unsure how to climb up. Growing a tentacle from her side and grabbing the dark elf, the Crawling Chaos lifts her into the midst of the others before securing her with a seatbelt. It's in times like these that she most appreciates having such a convenient body, even if its real appearance can drive people insane. 
 
    "Ready for takeoff." With this short warning, Asoko spreads her wings and kicks off the ground. It's her first time flying in dragon form, but the genetic template has given her all the information she needs to do it as well as a natural-born dragon could.  
 
    She leaves the ground with mighty beats of her wings, kicking up a whirlwind under each of them with every move. Quickly gaining altitude, she ascends toward the clouds like a passenger plane. On her back, Daica, Lenoly - and unexpectedly - Ninlil are screaming in fear as they realize what they have gotten themselves into. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 78 - Far Cry
  
 
      
 
    Kamii shields her eyes from the glaring midday sun and looks around in utter bewilderment. 
 
    One moment, they had been in the damp and dark cell of the royal castle dungeon. It was not long after midnight when she suddenly noticed somebody else's presence in the cell and sat up from the wooden bunk bed. In the next moment, she found herself suspended in midair in the middle of a steppe, with the bed underneath her gone. Then she fell on top of Rolan, who had been sleeping in the bunk under her. 
 
    The same had happened to the others of their group, with Hreidunn landing on Gram's broad chest, and Vigdis knocking the back of her head onto her brother Leif's nose. Only Sigurd escaped unscathed, as their odd numbers meant one person didn't need to share a bunk bed with another person. 
 
    "What's going on?" The leader asks, knowing that nobody present has a definitive answer for that. After the initial shock, they had found their equipment in a pile a few dozen paces away, not a single piece of it missing. It had been confiscated when they were arrested and had most likely been locked away like that. 
 
    "We were transported here with magic. There's no doubt about that." It goes without saying, but Leif still feels better by putting it into words. After all, the issue remains that they have been teleported without a transportation circle. According to common magical knowledge, that's impossible. 
 
    "By whom, and why?" Hreidunn peers across the steppe and takes in the sights. It continues in every direction, although the silhouette of a mountain range behind the hazy veil hanging over any vast distance breaks the monotonous landscape to the east. 
 
    "I felt somebody in our cell." Kamii says while scratching her chin in a thoughtful gesture. "But before I could see who it was, this had already happened." 
 
    "Did anybody else notice anything?" Rolan asks around, but the others shake their heads. 
 
    "Why is it so bright here? Was it already morning when it happened?" With a wondrous expression, Vigdis looks around in confusion. "I am normally a light sleeper, so I should have noticed if the sun had come up." 
 
    "A light sleeper who still can't get up in the morning." To take the tension off the moment, Leif forces himself to tease his sister, who only shoots him a glare. 
 
    " Transportation magic is nearly instantaneous, so the fact that it is midday here means we have traveled a long way." Sigurd suddenly states in a serious tone. He's riding on Gram's shoulders, so his persuasiveness is not the greatest, but he continues like a lector standing at his podium. "We are in a different time zone." 
 
    "What does that mean?" Tilting her head in wonder, Hreidunn asks. Rolan and Gram remain silent, not wanting to admit that they don't know either. 
 
    "You know that Mundia is a sphere, right?" The bard replies, getting down to the very basics to set up the more complex answer. 
 
    "Yeah, but what does that have to do with-" Leif begins, but Sigurd immediately continues; it was a rhetorical question. 
 
    "Mundia is spinning, and that is the reason why the sun goes up and down each day." He explains, and it immediately dawns on Kamii what he means. It appears that the others haven't figured it out yet, so he continues. "That is-" 
 
    "Wait, I always thought the sun was spinning around the world." Gram interjects but receives an uncharacteristically annoyed glare from the bard, which he luckily doesn't see from below. Among everybody here, Sigurd is the most well-educated person, so they should believe him when he clarifies the workings of the world. 
 
    "When the sun shines on one half of Mundia, the other half is steeped in the darkness of night." He uses his hands to represent this world and the sun. 
 
    "So that means we've been thrown to the other side of the world?" With a shocked expression, Hreidunn asks while looking around. 
 
    "I was asleep when it happened, so I cannot say what time in the night it was when we were transported here from our cells." Shaking his head and conceding that he can't make any premature assumptions, Sigurd looks across the landscape once more. It's the reason he climbed on Gram's shoulders in the first place. 
 
    "Which nation is this then?" Rolan inquires after giving the bard a moment. 
 
    "I have studied many a map of this world available to mortal men, but I cannot tell where we are." Climbing down from the lookout opportunity, Sigurd admits with a complicated expression. The magical map they have only features the western half of the Kingdom of Lares. The red dot serving as a location marker was not visible on it when they checked earlier. 
 
    "If this were the empire, things would be simple." Rolan scratches the back of his head and glances at the bard. 
 
    "There are steppes such as this one in the Empire of Terminus, but none are as empty." He shakes his head to deny that notion and explains the reason for his certainty right away. "Man has been settling the Great Plains from the beginning of time, long before the empire came into existence. You cannot look across any large plains without seeing at least one village in every direction." 
 
    "That sounds like a nightmare." Kamii suddenly comments, and everybody stares at her in baffled silence. Then Gram bursts out laughing. 
 
    "You got that right." He agrees with her blunt sentiment. Dark elves are known for their closeness to nature if nothing else - more so than their fair-skinned brethren who shape the forests they live in much like humans do. Having a settlement wherever one looks is as far removed from nature as one could imagine. 
 
    "So, what do we do?" Leif sighs while looking through his backpack. He was carrying all of the provisions during their delve into the Lost Tombs, so he knows their food situation the best. Judging by his expression, it looks grim. "We'll be out of food pretty quickly." 
 
    "I don't think that will really be a problem." Rolan replies with a shrug. Although they don't have much food left, he isn't in the least concerned. If they had been brought into a desert or a barren mountain range, things would have been different, but this steppe will doubtlessly provide plenty. 
 
    "It's quite hot here, so we can at least be sure that this is in the far south." Vigdis says while fanning herself by flipping up and down her neckline. She rightfully decided not to put on her robes after they collected them and wears a simple shirt now. 
 
    "So, we should go north?" Gram looks toward the left of the mountain range, where the plains extend to the horizon. 
 
    "The empire looks different, the republic is a mountainous region and has no place like this, and most of the sultanate is arid." Sigurd explains with a grave expression. He looks everybody over and sighs as if dreading the conclusion he has drawn with all that evidence. "This is not Blereath, and neither is it Enorath. I believe we are no longer in any of the realms of man." 
 
    Silence lays itself over the group like a blanket as they stare at the bard. The first to crack under the weight of the revelation is Leif, who glances at the others with a nervous laugh. 
 
    "That can't be, right?" Deep down, he knows that this is the only possible explanation. But admitting to that fact would mean that they're either stranded in completely unknown lands or the only other known place these plains could correspond to. 
 
    "Degar steppes?" Rolan gathers his courage and asks, earning him a nod from Sigurd. 
 
    "What is that?" Vigdis wonders when she sees the members of the original party grow somber. Growing up in the countryside and never having thought about traveling the world, she never bothered to learn much about geography or history. 
 
    "They are the lands inhabited by the nomadic centaurs." The leader states, causing everybody to look around nervously. Even remote villages have heard stories about centaurs, though; horses with the upper half of a human body growing from where the horse's neck begins. They're known for being formidable warriors and bolster the monstrous cavalry ranks of the Dominion. 
 
    Once again, the group grows silent. They contemplate what it means to have been transported to the nation of the demons as a group of humans and one cursed dark elf. 
 
    That dark elf in question suddenly walks over to Hreidunn and pulls an arrow out of her quiver. Everybody watches in confused silence as she places it on the feathered end and keeps it standing with her finger on the tip. She then looks at the group with a neutral expression that doesn't betray her emotions despite the reveal that they're stranded in demon territory. Letting go, it tips over and drops into the grass. 
 
    "This way." Kamii points her crab arm in the direction the arrow has fallen, her tone leaving no room for argument. Everybody keeps staring at her for a moment before Gram is, as always, the first to burst out laughing. 
 
    "But that is south-" Sigurd begins to complain, but the big man's voice drowns him out. The others join his contagious laughter, and even Vigdis is so gripped by the atmosphere that the tension escapes her. Once again, Kamii has taken the edge off the situation with a seemingly childish act. 
 
    But in reality, the little dark elf's mind is in turmoil. If Mahkotoh were to return to Kongenssoevn now, she would miss her. And knowing her temperament, she might go to challenge the academy when she learns from Senka how they ended up in the castle's dungeon. 
 
    They've been separated for two moons now, and that time will only grow longer. There are no transportation circles to be seen, and even if there were one, none of the group members know space magic. That means they need to travel from the Dominion all the way to the Kingdom of Lares on the other side of the world. How many moons or even summers would that take? 
 
    "Then let's go with Kamii's suggestion." Rolan states with a smile and pulls her out of her gloomy thoughts. 
 
    "I believe it would be better to travel to the Dominion's capital, Arkaim." With a difficult expression, Sigurd objects while suggesting a strange alternative. But he goes on to explain the reason for his train of thought. "There is bound to be a transportation circle in a city that can act as the capital of this vast continent." 
 
    "But we have nobody who could send us through." Leif argues with a concerned look around the group. "And wouldn't it be really dangerous in the capital of the demons?" 
 
    "What's the plan?" The leader turns to the bard and asks him with a serious expression. Usually, the latter doesn't suggest anything without having thought things through thoroughly. So far, every failure had been the result of somebody else's misstep. For example, when they traveled through Rathgolim, it had been Chloe's thoughtless magic that woke up the Graebern. 
 
    The mistake in the Lost Tombs that had gotten them into this situation had been Leif leaning against a pressure plate despite Sigurd's repeated warnings. It had opened a multitude of cells, and a stream of undead in varying stages of decay had surrounded them from all sides. If not for Rolan and Kamii's fighting capabilities, they wouldn't have been able to break out. After all, the fire mage's magic was either too weak or would backfire on them in that cramped space. 
 
    Ultimately, their seemingly blind flight through the darkness of the underground - reminiscent of their marathon from the moment they crossed the Bridge of Enleith all the way to the Gate of Datharod - led to the transportation hall under the academy. They broke through the bars and held off the undead at that chokepoint until the professors noticed the commotion and arrived to help them. 
 
    Then they were arrested for trespassing and locked away for later questioning, which brought them to this moment in time. 
 
    "The problem is that an ocean separates Ceogath from any human nation. And even then, Yagrath lies between here and Enorath." Sigurd explains his reasoning. They may be able to successfully forage to scrape by once their supplies run out, but it doesn't change anything about the fact that they're in hostile territory. In these demon-held lands, humans will be viewed as enemies and are most likely killed on sight. "It is not a journey we can realistically undertake without a professional ship crew. And with Pontis Daemonis back in demon hands, we will not be able to find anybody to help us. Using a transportation circle is the only way, but that would require somebody who can use space magic." 
 
    He pauses while looking across everybody's faces, then sighs and shakes his head. It's apparent that he's at his wit's end. 
 
    "I have to admit that I have no plan this time." Sigurd finally concludes with a tired expression. 
 
    "Well, that's a first." Gram strokes his mustache with a surprised expression. He knows the bard the longest among anybody here, and it would appear that even he never saw him like this before. 
 
    "Umm, what's that?" Suddenly, Vigdis pulls everybody's attention to her when she asks in a concerned tone. She's looking into the distance, where a cloud of dust is moving across the steppe. 
 
    "Centaurs?" Leif immediately begins to panic and readies his staff to chant a spell. They're out on an open field, so it's his time to shine. After all, explosive fire magic doesn't agree with humans in small rooms. 
 
    "No, it seems to be a band of wild horses." Hreidunn shades her eyes from the sun and narrows them. As the ranger, her eyesight is the best in the group, so nobody questions her verdict. 
 
    "Could we catch some and ride them?" Rolan suddenly suggests, childlike excitement on his face. Nobles are the only ones keeping horses in the Kingdom of Lares, as the majority of the stock is imported from the empire. Few have successfully bred them natively, so among the commoners, only wealthy merchants can afford them. 
 
    "Domesticating wild animals takes a long time." As always, Sigurd is the voice of reason, as he shakes his head at the leader's thoughtless suggestion. "And none of us are trained in doing that." 
 
    "Let's move." Kamii changes the topic and picks up her bag demonstratively. The other members of the group exchange some glances with each other, then look at Rolan, who appears surprised that the little dark elf is taking the lead. 
 
    Chuckling to himself, he picks up his backpack and fastens his sword before following her. Seeing their leader sanction her actions, the others follow suit and quickly gather their belongings. Meanwhile, Kamii continues to walk without regard for whether or not they're coming after her. 
 
    She's thinking of various scenarios for how to make it back to the kingdom. Sigurd pointed out that without a transportation circle, they will need to go by ship, which requires an expert crew to cross the ocean to reach Enorath. There are most likely no demons that travel to human territories in the first place. Thus, they would have to find a ship willing to brave the dangers in exchange for money - something they don't have. 
 
    That's all assuming they won't get attacked on sight. As a dark elf with a cursed arm, she could pass as a demon, but the humans in the group would have to disguise themselves. But demons could see through that using their sense of smell, so entering any settlement would become a tightrope walk. 
 
    "Are you alright, Kamii?" Gram suddenly asks her, and she turns to look at him. He has caught up and is walking by her side, looking ahead while awaiting an answer. 
 
    "I just want to go home." She states in a sullen tone. Even though there's no reason to keep up a childish appearance in front of these people, the little dark elf subconsciously falls back into that kind of behavior from time to time. During her time as a slave, she learned to incorporate her true feelings into these acts, and this time is no different. She's genuinely anxious about getting back as quickly as possible, not just for Mahkotoh's sake but also for her little sister Daica's. 
 
    "We all do." Hreidunn comes up to the dark elf and puts a hand on her shoulder. "Let's take things one step at a time." 
 
    "First, we need to procure food for the journey ahead." From behind, Rolan's voice announces, and they turn to look at him. He's scanning the horizon for wild game. 
 
    "I hear horse meat tastes great." Leif says with a grin directed at Vigdis. She has always been fascinated by horses, even if she could have never afforded one with their uncertain lifestyle. The water mage shoots her brother a deadly glare before turning her head away from him. 
 
    Only Sigurd remains quiet as he cradles his chin in thoughtfulness. He's trying to think ahead and come up with a way out of this crisis. That has always been his role, but it more often than not ended in brute-forcing a solution. However, for the first time, they have been thrown into a situation in which that won't get them anywhere. 
 
      
 
    The steppe seems to continue on endlessly. The group marches for the better half of the day without finding anything to eat. For now, they can live off their rations, but if this continues, they will run out by the day after tomorrow. 
 
    Sigurd also voiced his reservations about eating anything that grows in this land, as it must be overflowing with corruption. There are historical records of sickness running rampant in armies allowed to forage for food on their path across this nation. Once the reason was found out, all subsequent invasions have been done while taking great care to maintain supply lines all the way from the empire. 
 
    At one point, they noticed an artificial structure in the distance that could be signs of demon activity. It was still too far away for even Hreidunn to see, so they decided to trek toward it as a new destination. After all, their current path was decided by the chance of a falling arrow, dropped at the whim of a wayward little dark elf. 
 
    "Attention to our back." Hreidunn, who's on rearguard duty, suddenly warns just as everybody has started to grow dull from a lack of sleep. They were woken up in the middle of the night and have been on the move since, after all. 
 
    Kamii looks back to see a dust cloud approaching them. It may be the band of horses coming after them, but that shouldn't be a reason for alarm. The only other possibility is that they were spotted by a group of centaurs. 
 
    Gram takes his shield from his back and braces, while the two mages brandish their staves. Sigurd brings out his crossbow and readies a bolt, and the little dark elf puts down her backpack to lighten her load. 
 
    "What do your eyes see, Hreidunn?" Rolan asks the ranger. 
 
    "Horses, not centaurs. The sun is in their back, so I can't tell their exact numbers. No riders, but something's wrong with them." She replies while furrowing her brow. 
 
    "What do you mean?" The leader inquires further while straining his eyes to get a better look for himself. The still glaring sun makes it harder to make out any details on the shadowy figures. 
 
    "They have fire coming out of their eyes and burning manes." Her expression tells him that she can barely believe it herself. 
 
    "Nightmares." Vigdis mutters in a grave tone when she hears that description. Everybody has heard stories of the horses utilized by the Dominion's cavalry. The most elite contingent among them, the Ghost Riders, has been turned into a common tale to pacify unruly children. 
 
    Without warning, the entire band of nightmares swings right, leaving the collision course they were on before. The group is taken aback by the seemingly coordinated movement, and Rolan glances at Hreidunn with a silent question. 
 
    "No, I can't spot any riders still." She replies while staring intently into the dust cloud. It hides the exact numbers of the herd, but there should be more than a dozen. 
 
    "Let's continue onward, but keep an eye on them." The leader suggests while keeping a hand on Roshanee's hilt, ready to draw it when necessary. The Sword of Light takes a lot of stamina to wield, and he never tried it against an opponent larger than a human before. He now understands the terror that cavalry can instill in infantry lines when they charge at them. 
 
    The entire group wants to believe that these nightmares possess enough animalistic self-preservation instincts to avoid a confrontation. But Vigdis is shaking in fear, as she knows the less-remembered part about the horror stories. Nightmares aren't strictly herbivores, and their sharp teeth regularly rip apart human soldiers on the battlefield. 
 
    As if sensing her fear, the leading horse suddenly changes directions once again and begins to approach them in a straight line. It seems that they have come to the conclusion that these are humans and easy pickings. 
 
    "If they still don't change course at thirty paces, shoot to kill." Rolan knows that he doesn't need to remind Sigurd and Hreidunn of their roles, but gives out orders to raise everybody's morale. 
 
    Gram kneels at the front and braces his shield against the ground at an angle so that when they collide, he doesn't get pushed back. After all, they've seen horses in the capital and know that they weigh more than any human does. The leader draws his spare sword, keeping Roshanee in reserve; he doesn't think that he could utilize it to its full potential against a charge. 
 
    Sigurd and Hreidunn loose their projectiles at the central lead nightmare at the same time when they show no signs of stopping or turning away after crossing the threshold the leader set. They hit, with the ranger's arrow lodging into one of the horses' front leg's tendon, causing the limb to cramp up. The beast trips and falls, flipping over its neck from which a nasty breaking sound emerges. Two of the following horses are unable to avoid their fallen comrade, get their legs tangled, and trip as well, but avoid fatal injuries. The others disperse to both sides and begin to steer away. 
 
    However, there's no time for celebration, as a new leader makes itself heard with a whinny and signals for them to regroup. The two groups run back in a large circle and meet before stopping to stare at the group of humans. The flames hide their eyes, but the intelligent intent in their movements and gazes is undeniable. The two that have fallen quickly get back to their feet and run back to the safety of their band. 
 
    Now that they have come to a halt, their exact numbers become apparent. There are more than two dozen, aligned in a wedge formation. Even without riders, these animals know the most effective method of breaking through enemy lines. Maybe they are feral nightmares, descended from those that have seen war with humans. 
 
    "Wait until they come straight at us again." Rolan raises his hand to stop Hreidunn from loosing another arrow. Sigurd's reload time is much slower than hers, so he is only now ready to shoot again. The two mages have caught their breath and prepare to chant, but wait until the nightmares get into range. 
 
    "Target their center." Kamii turns to Leif and Vigdis with this suggestion. They blink at her in surprise, but after a moment of contemplation, realize that it's the correct move. With the lead horse down, the others behind it had to split toward the sides to avoid a chain collision. They should try to cause the same this time. 
 
    But as if having learned from their last failed attempt, the nightmares charge once more while spreading out with enough space between each other. Sigurd and Hreidunn change their targets and shoot at the flanks of the charging wedge, forcing them to instinctively dodge toward the center. 
 
    "Muro Ignis Ardento!" Leif is the first to finish, as he raises a wall of flames a few steps before Gram. 
 
    "Wait-" Vigdis interrupts her spell when her line of sight is blocked. "They don't fear fire!" 
 
    Several nightmares break through the wall of flames, unshaken by the sudden burst of magic. The first gets an arrow from Hreidunn into the shoulder, but it doesn't slow down its charge at all. They're hardy beasts that can survive on the battlefield, so a single arrow won't do much unless it hits the perfect spot. 
 
    The new lead horse crashes into the big man's shield, and even though he braced it on the ground and at an angle, the impact still knocks him over. It's a four-legged animal easily more than three times his weight charging at full speed. He did stop the demonic beast in its tracks, though, which goes to show just how steadfast he is. 
 
    Due to that obstacle, the other horses part like a river hitting a rock. That puts Sigurd and Hreidunn into safety, as they stood right behind him. One nearly kicks Rolan in the chest while he attempts to slice at it with his sword. Vigdis pulls her brother out of the way of another just in time before he gets trampled. Only Kamii manages to nimbly step out of the way while swinging her cursed arm horizontally to hit the legs of the one that targeted her. 
 
    It flips over from the impact and hits the ground hard, but struggles to get back up. Only the charge of subsequent nightmares prevents the little dark elf from bringing down her crab arm onto the fallen one's head to finish it off. 
 
    Rolan quickly draws Roshanee and let its magic flow into his body, causing him to feel as light as a feather. His thoughts are perfectly transmitted to his limbs, and the world around him seems to slow down as his perception sharpens. It feels like he's moving normally, as he performs one slash after another while walking past the next approaching horse. The blade's edge smoothly flows through the solid mass of muscles and bones as if it were paper. 
 
    Two nightmares pass him by as he flashes his weapon at blinding speed. They walk a few more steps, then collapse into piles of cut-up meat. He sheathes his blade again before falling onto one knee from exhaustion. Then the charge is over, and the remaining horses scatter in every direction after witnessing Rolan's display of prowess. 
 
    "I think... that should have been enough... for them." His breath is ragged, and his arms feel heavy as if he had just swung his sword a thousand times. Even after training with it every day, it still taxes him this much. But he can tell that with every subsequent use, he's getting slightly better with it. "I'm sorry... I need a rest." 
 
    "Wha?! Why did you kill them?!" A female voice shouts angrily across the steppe in a strangely familiar accent. 
 
    Everybody turns around to find a lone figure running toward them from the direction of the artificial structures. It's a girl around the apparent age of Kamii, with extremely long fluffy white hair resembling a sheep's wool, covering her shoulders and back like a coat. Aside from that already inhuman trait, it becomes immediately apparent that it's a demon. A pair of backward curved horns like those of a sheep grow from near the top of her head. She wears earthen-colored overalls and a simple white shirt that may or may not have been woven from her own hair. 
 
    The last time any of them heard somebody speak like that was when they first met Chloe. Back then, they still thought she was from the Mineva Republic, but now they know that it's the Dominion's accent of Imperian. 
 
    As she approaches the group while stomping her feet furiously, Hreidunn points her bow at her. At the sight, the girl stares at them in shock and lifts her empty hands in a gesture of surrender. She's most likely a civilian rather than a fighter, but the humans don't let their guards down in front of an unknown demon. 
 
    "Who are you people?" The demon girl shouts with her hands still raised, but her tone makes it clear that she can't suppress her anger. "What are you doing on our ranch?!" 
 
    Rolan stares at her, dumbfounded. The others do the same at the revelation that they just fought a herd of domesticated animals to the death. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 79 - Nightmare Breeders
  
 
      
 
    "You breed these beasts?" Gram, ever the eloquent, asks in blank wonder. Upon that question, the girl drops her hands, kicks the grass in irritation, and shoots him a glare with puffed-up cheeks. 
 
    "Yes, we do! They're damned expensive, you know!" She raises her fists to rant at not only him but the other members of the group that just attacked her nightmares. One of them circles around to her back and nudges her head, and she pets its snout while her expression softens. 
 
    Kamii is reminded of Lenoly. She may be the same kind of demon as the first friend she made in the academy. But unlike the girl with the oversized hat, this one's hair is long, white, and so fluffy that she has to consciously suppress the urge to run over and touch it. 
 
    "How are you going to pay for the damage?" The girl turns to the humans again and shouts with her hands on her waist. She seems to have forgotten that a bow is still aimed at her. Rolan motions for the ranger to lower her weapon since it appears that she poses no threat to them. 
 
    "We are really sorry, young lady, but they attacked us." The bard walks forward and begins to explain, but she shoots him a glare. 
 
    "Nightmares never attack for no reason. You must have agitated them first!" She points at him with this unreasonable accusation, causing him to exchange a confused look with Rolan. "I know! You must be poachers here to steal them!" 
 
    "Now look here, missy. Don't you go accusing people of things without knowing the whole story." Gram steps in and defends the group. 
 
    "Yeah, we were just walking through here when they started running toward us." Leif explains, but the sheep-like girl suddenly opens her eyes wide as if having caught onto something. 
 
    "You attacked them because they ran toward you?!" She grows even angrier upon hearing this, causing the nightmare by her side to whinny in surprise. She puts two fingers to her mouth and lets out a loud whistle that echoes across the steppes. 
 
    Moments later, the scattered herd, which had settled with observing the humans from a distance, begins to gather behind her. Turning to them, she extends her arms in invitation, which several of them take. The one who was by her side first comes back to lick her face, and the others nudge her playfully, causing her to break out in laughter. 
 
    "See? They're highly intelligent but mischievous creatures. I'm sure they just wanted to play with you." She turns back to the astonished group with a glare. "But when you started attacking, they retaliated!" 
 
     Rolan and the others stare in astonishment when they see how kind these evil-looking horses appear to be in her presence. They exchange glances with each other as if asking what to do before looking at their leader for guidance. The demon girl's irritated expression is mixed with a hint of triumph when she sees that they're beginning to understand.   
 
    "I'm really sorry for what we have done in our ignorance. Can you see it in you to forgive us?" The leader speaks in a formal tone and bows his head in apology. 
 
    "You should say that to the nightmares." Not accepting it so easily, she turns her head to glance at Rolan sideways. Then she immediately changes her tune when she looks past them toward the three horse carcasses - two of which can barely be recognized as such. "And you should think about how you're going to pay for that." 
 
    She scrutinizes the group's clothes and equipment with a skeptical expression, clearly wondering whether or not they're even able to pay her anything at all. 
 
    "Umm, how much is a nightmare?" Rolan asks cautiously, earning him a reproachful glare filled with indignation at his ignorance. 
 
    "Ours are the best of the best, so they are especially expensive." Shaking her head, she takes the standard approach of overpricing one's wares when the other party doesn't know its actual value. "Just one is five." 
 
    Her disdainful glance at the humans makes it clear that she doubts they have any money on them in the first place. She then looks at the three nightmares that Hreidunn and Rolan killed before turning back to them, who flinch under the harshness of her gaze. 
 
    "That makes fifteen orons." She sums it up with a tilt of her head. 
 
    "What are orons?" Leif blurts out, causing everybody to spin their heads around to him wide-eyed. 
 
    "... huh?" The demon girl blinks in surprise. 
 
    "Ah, he's a little slow. Pay him no heed." Hreidunn grabs her nephew by the scruff of his neck and pulls him out of the limelight. 
 
    "Oh, you're humans!" The demon girl states in astonishment when understanding dawns on her. Scratching her chin, she examines them one by one, her eyes stopping on Kamii and widening in response to seeing her cursed arm. 
 
    The little dark elf prepares herself for words of pity or an expression of disgust, but neither comes. Instead, the sheep demon continues after a thoughtful hum. 
 
    "You're deserters, right? From that last invasion. Took you long enough to get here." Finally, she draws this conclusion all on her own but speaks in a casual tone devoid of any judgment or fear. "My grandfather saw them come through here the last time there was a great war. He was still a kid back then, though." 
 
    "You're not afraid of us?" Rolan asks, dumbfounded. He knows well what humans are capable of when they're scared and lost their cause. Those who would run away from war are capable of doing unspeakable things to the civilian population. 
 
    "You're with her, aren't you?" She points at Kamii and shrugs, thinking that she's a demon and that humans traveling with one won't attack. 
 
    That's when the little dark elf realizes that in the Dominion, nobody will discriminate against her for looking different. According to Mahkotoh, there are plenty of unique demons that have only a single representative of their species. Many of them have appearances humans would consider horrifying or monstrous. 
 
    "I heard that humans fear demons, though. Are you afraid?" The demon girl asks while grinning mischievously. 
 
    At these words, the humans exchange blank glances. In their preconception of the Dominion, all demons living here should either hate or fear humans. After all, the Alliance sends invasions to Ceogath every few years. Then again, the last one before the disastrous campaign under Third Prince Ulterius and Elven Queen Lillian last summer was three decades ago. 
 
    "As I thought. It depends on the individual, just like it was with the missy and Vitalis." Gram turns to the others with a smile, as if a theory of his was proven right. 
 
    "Let's formally introduce ourselves. My name is Rolan, this is Sigurd, and the big man is Gram. These are Hreidunn, her nephew Leif, and niece Vigdis. And this is Kamii." The leader realizes that the young fire mage's thoughtless question that revealed them as humans didn't bring the consequences he had expected, and changes gears. If demons can be reasoned with, there may be hope yet. 
 
    "I'm Urial of the Bheda." The horned girl responds to the round of introductions. Then she seems to realize something and continues. "Oh, you might not know since the Bheda clan has no fighters, but we're a branch of the Bakari clan." 
 
    Only Sigurd seems to have heard about the Bakari clan, as he looks her up and down with a surprised expression. Nobody but Kamii seems to notice, though, as they continue the conversation. 
 
    "But I have to wonder what made you come this way. Barely anybody lives around these parts, and you either only run into nightmare breeders like us, or bands of juvenile centaurs." Urial looks across the empty steppe to make her point. 
 
    "We were transported here using magic and are looking for a way back to Blereath." Sigurd takes over the explanation. At the mention of another continent, the bheda girl raises an eyebrow in incomprehension. Noticing that fact, the bard tries a different approach. "Could you please tell us where the closest city is, then?" 
 
    "There aren't that many cities in the Dominion in the first place. But as I said before, you came to the worst place for that." She shrugs while thinking about it for a bit. 
 
    "Then who do you even sell those nightmares to?" Leif blurts out a question once again. This time, it's not an incriminating one, but Hreidunn still shoots him a sideways glance that suggests he should try to speak less. 
 
    "Oh, my family has been nightmare breeders for generations. We exclusively supply the Ghost Riders of Queen Pelomyx." Urial replies while puffing out her chest in pride. It was hidden under her baggy clothes, but despite her small height, she has a respectable bust. That's another part where she differs from Lenoly. 
 
    But the humans exchange worried glances at the sheep girl's mention of the Ghost Riders. It seems that aside from Kamii, they have all heard the tales. And a more significant factor for their apprehension is that they now know Urial works for the demon queen. 
 
    "Have you ever met the queen?" Rolan asks carefully, shooting a sideways glance at Vigdis. She has turned white at the revelation that these are the very nightmares from the tales her mother doubtlessly told during her childhood. 
 
    "Oh no, that would be absurd. We send messages to the mustering officers of the Dominion army whenever a new generation has been bred, and they come to inspect them. My family hasn't left these plains for generations." Waving at the leader's question with one hand for the ridiculousness that she perceives it as, Urial explains the dry procedure behind her business. "In either case..." 
 
    The sheep demon pauses and straightens her back before regaining a serious expression. She's returning to the matter at hand: Three dead nightmares still lie behind them, and she intends to collect the debt. 
 
    "We are very sorry, but as you can see, we are not in the best situation and have nothing of worth on us right now." The bard catches on quickly and steps forward while gesturing at everybody. He makes sure to avoid glancing at Rolan's enchanted sword, as it's a legendary weapon and unquestionably priceless. The possibility that she saw its blinding light from afar is there, but they can say that it was Leif's fire magic. 
 
    "This is all we have." Gram takes off his backpack and produces a leather purse filled with a few silver and two gold coins. These aren't all their savings, as the majority is left in the guild bank. But in their current situation, it may as well be everything they own. 
 
    Urial quickly snatches the purse out of the big man's hand as if afraid that he's going to draw it back again. She takes out and holds up the gold coin, staring at it carefully before testing it with a bite. 
 
    "Seems to be real gold." She states while putting it back in the purse before taking out one of the silver coins. It's much harder to identify real silver in coins, as it's usually mixed with less valuable metals. "But this is not even enough for one nightmare." 
 
    "What about Roshanee?" But the leader suddenly offers, as if not having noticed the bard's earlier attempt at hiding it. The latter stares at him with a rare surprised expression, his jaw hanging open in exasperation. 
 
    "What's that?" The sheep girl asks curiously. "If it's made of silver or gold, it should be worth something." 
 
    "You can't do that." Hreidunn steps forward and holds Rolan back as he's about to untie the sword's scabbard from his belt. "We agreed not to sell it as long as we stay together." 
 
    "But..." The leader tries to protest, but Gram puts a hand on his shoulder. Even though Rolan is usually sharp-witted, his mind grows duller in most things that don't involve combat. And he's densest at the most important of times. His sense of honor tells him that to pay reparations, he should give up even a treasure of the kingdom, thinking about it only in terms of monetary value. 
 
    "Now I'm interested." Urial squints her eyes at the group in suspicion, but Kamii steps forward with a deadpan face. 
 
    "We'll work it off." She states in a matter of fact tone, causing everybody to stare at her in surprise. Then Leif realizes what exactly it is that she just suggested. 
 
    "Are you telling us to work for demons?!" He blurts out, and this time, it's Vigdis who pulls on his reins by hitting the back of his head with her staff. She's afraid of the prospect just the same but doesn't wear it on her sleeve as her brother does. 
 
    "We need to return home as quickly as possible." Sigurd argues, but the dark elf turns to look into his eyes with her glowing amethyst ones. There's something incredibly persuasive about them as she regards her companion with a gaze free of doubt. 
 
    "What for?" Kamii asks, stunning the bard with this straightforward question. Her statement perfectly captures the spirit of her long-lived people; they will return to Kongenssoevn, be it after one summer or a decade. And if it's going to take several moons anyway, they may as well stop worrying. 
 
    "Oy, what are you doing?" An elderly man exclaims while coming up the hill behind Urial. He has a goatee and the same type of horns as the girl before them, but his are much longer and curved around his ears. Upon seeing the group of humans and then the three dead nightmares, his narrow eyes go wide in shock. "What happened here, Urial!" 
 
    "Hey, gramps! The nightmares came to play with them; they overreacted." The girl explains while the man approaches. "They're humans that ended up here because of some transportation circle accident." 
 
    "Oh, humans." The old man slows down at the confirmation of his initial impression and regards the group members one by one. His eyes stop on Kamii for a moment longer, but just like his open-minded granddaughter, he doesn't comment on it. "Will they pay?" 
 
    And just like his business-minded granddaughter, he regards the losses right away, as if ignorant of the potential danger posed by any human found in Dominion territory. Maybe he's a powerful demon who is confident in his abilities, or he believes that this particular group means them no harm. 
 
    "They're pretty much broke." She holds up the leather purse and rattles its miserable contents. Then she slumps her shoulders in resignation and turns back to the group. "There is no work for humans here." 
 
    She proceeds to give them a quick rundown of the jobs of a nightmare breeder. Despite supplying such an elite cavalry unit, all they do is guide their herd across the plains in search of the best pastures. When one gets sick, they nurture them back to health, and when delivery is difficult, they help out. Aside from those things, they simply live a nomadic lifestyle alongside the herd, meaning that there are no stables they would need a hand in. 
 
    "It's alright. We can use their meat." Urial's grandfather sighs, mirroring his granddaughter's resignation. Then he looks at Sigurd as if discerning that he's a part-time bard. "Tell us stories of the human world in return, and we'll give you some of the meat for your journey." 
 
    Blinking, the person in question stares at the demon, then glances at Rolan, who closes his eyes and nods with an exaggerated shrug. It would seem that things were steered in the direction of Kamii's decision once again. 
 
      
 
    The group of six humans and one dark elf sit cross-legged in a large tent surrounded by Urial and her family. Her grandfather's name is Ammon, and her voluptuous mother - who looks more like a sister - is called Arkali. Hiding behind the latter's back is a small girl by the name of Vicola. She appears to be around ten summers old and has a developing coat of wool growing from her head similar to her older sister's, but has yet to grow out horns. The twins Koria and Korum, a girl and a boy respectively, are playing with Gram. They climb onto his arms and back while he carefully makes sure that they don't hurt themselves. 
 
    The lack of a father is neither questioned by the humans nor explained by the sheep demons. He may have joined the war or died of an illness, as such things happen. 
 
    "We don't get many guests out here, so excuse us for having only so little to offer." Arkali states with a motherly gaze that warms everybody's souls as she hands them wooden bowls filled with fresh nightmare stew. 
 
    Kamii glances at the humans and notices the anxious expressions on their faces at the prospect of eating something that's most likely corrupted by the demon queen's aura. Especially Hreidunn and Leif stare at the stew while doing a poor job at hiding their disgust, and Vigdis maintains a frozen smile with cold sweat forming on her forehead. 
 
    The dark elf looks down at the bowl in her hand. She's been with Mahkotoh for a long time and never felt bad. In fact, being with her has increased her vitality - and not just owing to their nightly activities. Considering she's already cursed, there should be no harm in taking in any more corruption at this point. 
 
    "Ma, they killed three nightmares. You don't need to show so much- ouch!" Urial begins, but Arkali pinches her daughter's fur-covered, pointy ear while keeping the hospitable smile on her lips unchanged. 
 
    "Have you forgotten our traditions, Urial?" She reprimands her daughter in a voice overflowing with warmth. It's the very definition of killing with kindness. "Excuse my daughter, she hasn't had many opportunities to learn manners in front of guests." 
 
    "No, madam, your daughter is right. We should be the ones compensating you for your loss. Instead, we receive your kindness." Sigurd takes this opportunity to speak so that he doesn't have to eat the food that he, too, thinks is tainted with corruption. 
 
    "What's the matter?" Urial peers down at the humans with a suspicious look in her eyes when she sees that they haven't begun to eat yet. 
 
    "They're afraid of corruption." Kamii answers before any of them can make up an excuse. She then unhesitatingly takes a spoonful of the nightmare stew and brings it to her mouth. Her eyes widen in surprise, causing the humans to stare at her in horror, thinking that she may have been poisoned. Then the little dark elf quickly shovels more into her mouth with a rare enthusiastic expression. 
 
    Rolan looks down at his bowl but still hesitates. At this point, the demons notice that none of the group other than Kamii has begun eating and exchange worried glances. Maybe Arkali thinks that they dislike her food even without trying it. 
 
    "What's the matter?" She asks, causing Vigdis's façade to crack. But before she can speak up, Gram does. 
 
    "We're afraid that the meat is cursed. The demon queen's corruption causes normal animals to turn into monsters, and human forms are warped by it." He's the one person among the humans to have actually suffered due to one such cursed monster. 
 
    Kamii could have recounted the tale of her treatment at the hand of humans because of her cursed arm. But after meeting Mahkotoh, she hasn't once thought about the crab pincer in a negative light. She has been showered with love in spite of what humans consider a blight - or maybe because of it. 
 
    "The queen's corruption?" Urial asks with a skeptical look. The evidence is undeniable, but she doubts the truthfulness of that claim considering it comes from a human. She may be unexpectedly amicable with them despite the still ongoing war between their people, but it stops at something she may perceive as defamation of her queen. 
 
    "Ah, I see. That's what they teach you, huh?" Ammon comments with a chuckle as he strokes his goatee. "What you call corruption is a blessing to our people. It makes our people strong and healthy." 
 
    "Huh?" Rolan interjects with unexpected vehemence, and everyone turns to him in surprise. 
 
    "I can understand your disbelief, young man, but..." Producing a pipe from his overalls pocket and lighting it with a burning stick from the fireplace, Ammon takes a puff. Due to this deliberately drawn-out pause, the tension in the room subsides again, as everybody watches his practiced movements. "I am living proof." 
 
    "Please explain." Hreidunn raises an eyebrow and demands of the old sheep demon. 
 
    "I've lived through thirty-six winters. That's an age that humans would consider halfway to the grave, right?" Nodding, Ammon proceeds to speak with a wry smile. While the people in the Kingdom of Lares count their short summers, those living in warmer climates use winters to count the time they have spent in this world. "Would you then believe me if I told you that I have lived twice as long as members of my people used to? That Arkali, my second daughter, would live only six more winters?" 
 
    Rolan and the others stare at him, dumbfounded. To humans, demons have always appeared to be a long-lived race due to their leading figures' longevity. King Aldeath seemed immortal until it was proven that he wasn't, but he had already lived five centuries by then. 
 
    "Vicola is six winters old." He pets his youngest granddaughter's hair at these words. Leif and Vigdis stare at her with round eyes, disbelief written in their faces. "Two winters from now, she would have been considered a young adult in my time." 
 
    Everybody is speechless as they regard his story. Urial peers up at her grandfather with a solemn expression. Kamii and the twins have continued to eat throughout, and Arkali has been listening while watching them warmly. 
 
    "Before Queen Pelomyx, our lives used to be much faster; our time in this world much shorter." The elderly-looking bheda who's only five summers older than Gram concludes his explanation, leaving Hreidunn unable to respond. She was the one who asked, but now she feels awkward about it. 
 
    Rolan stares at Ammon in silence. Then his eyes move across the other demons and stop on the youngest child. He lowers his gaze to contemplate what he just heard. 
 
    Unlike most humans in the Empire of Terminus, he has always believed that there are innocent demons. After all, they are a people capable of verbal communication with humans. They were simply born in a different nation and have lived under a string of evil leaders with the latest being Demon Queen Pelomyx. 
 
    However, now he has learned that the corruption felt by humans is a blessing to demons. And having met Ammon and his family, he isn't sure about whether or not killing the demon queen is the right thing to do anymore. 
 
    Gram's father was killed by a cursed beast, and many others have suffered because of corruption. But can all that really be weighed against shortening the lifespans of who knows how many millions of innocent demons alive today? How many will die shortly after the queen has been killed and her influence dispelled? 
 
    Sigurd has accused him of thinking about things on too grand a scale before, but in the same breath praised it. He always believed that it was the right thing to do, as selfishness too often won over justice in this world. Now he found his resolve mired by doubts. 
 
    What would Runa say if she were here? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 80 - Caught In The Wild
  
 
      
 
    They had been granted hospitality that would have put even the most traditional family from the Slaettermark to shame. Their killing of three nightmares had been forgiven, and they were even given comfortable beds in an extra tent for the night. All that from a family of demons, whom they should have considered enemies. 
 
    Furthermore, Ammon even gave them supplies for their journey in the morning and pointed them the way to a city called Ajurai, located south after a march of five days. He told them to ask for help from Chandra, the Chief of Ajurai, who would be able to give them directions. Arkali even suggested to let them ride nightmares, as the animals would find their way back after delivering them. Rolan couldn't accept it and gratefully declined. 
 
    "But be careful, Chandra is a fickle woman and has a strange grasp on morals and authority. The demon queen killed her father when she took the throne, but instead of seeking revenge, she supported her ascension." Ammon had explained shortly before their departure, giving them one final piece of advice. "It seems that she's a remnant from a past age when strength was all that mattered." 
 
    Chandra was a name that rang no bells even for the well-educated Sigurd, and the city of Ajurai had never been on any of the empire's invasion routes. Even the Degar steppes were only ever mentioned in conjunction with the homeland of the formidable centaurs. Something even farther south from these massive plains would go unnoticed unless demons of renown equal to or even greater than the half-man half-horse warriors hailed from there. 
 
    "Are you sure we want to ask someone who's friends with the demon queen for help?" Gram wonders while turning to Rolan. He makes a fair point, but beggars can't be choosers. Although Ammon and his forebears have lived in the Degar steppes for many generations, only a few of their family have any knowledge of the world beyond the plains. They couldn't help them other than to point to somebody who could, even if that was a dangerous person. 
 
    The leader has been giving everything he learned so far much thought. He never once doubted that there could be innocent demons, and he first got evidence when he learned from Runa that there were a few dozen demons in the Royal Academy. He always understood that the world is not a black and white place and that humans are not absolute good or the demons absolute evil. 
 
    But thinking so and seeing it for himself is a whole different matter. Ammon and his family live just like any human peasants, and Demon Queen Pelomyx is their pillar of support just as Emperor Lucianus V is for the people of the empire. In a sense, she does more with her very existence than any human does for their people. 
 
    However, as long as that corruption spills across the ocean and reaches human territories, there can never be peace. Its volatile and varying effect is what separates the two people decisively. And it will continue to do so until a definitive solution can be found. 
 
    Ammon's lifespan and that of many other demons depend on this, so Rolan doesn't know what to do. If only he had a way to contact Runa, who's now studying in Alkupera's sanctum. Surely, she could either research the problem or maybe even ask the Lord Creator himself. If there's a way to either contain the demon queen's corruption or make it beneficial to humans as well, then he would know. 
 
    "Rolan?" The big man's voice calls him back to the present. 
 
    "Ah, sorry. What were you saying?" Turning to Gram, he asks with an embarrassed smile. It's rare for him to fall deep into thoughts like this, and even rarer to do it while in the middle of a conversation. 
 
    "That we all feel like it's a bad idea to ask for help from this Chandra." Hreidunn repeats the statement and brings everybody else into the conversation. Leif and Vigdis consider themselves junior members and don't dare to speak their minds, but their aunt is one of the oldest by age. Seniority gives her allowances that those two don't have, and she gives voice to their concerns. 
 
    "What is wrong? You have been lost in thought since we left the nightmare breeders." Sigurd asks Rolan when the latter falls quiet after the ranger brought across her point. The leader looks around to see that Gram shares that sentiment. Even Kamii is looking at him with a vaguely questioning gaze, although she rarely shows interest in other people's feelings. Seeing her, he realizes that he must have been acting uncharacteristically glum. 
 
    "We may have been lucky to meet friendly demons, but the fact of the matter is that we're still far from home. The next demons we encounter on these steppes may be a band of centaurs, not out to play with us." Rolan pulls himself together and begins to explain the issues they face once again. "Ammon told us about this city of Ajurai, so he must believe that we will not be ripped apart upon approach. We'll have to take this risk to find a way back to human lands." 
 
    "And perhaps it is not risky at all, my friend." The bard comes to his help and gives him an understanding smile. Lately, he has witnessed many times how hard the group leader works to keep his comrades safe. "If the places in the Dominion untouched by past invasions are filled with people like Urial and her family, then we may yet make it through without spilling another drop of blood." 
 
    When he hears these words, Rolan turns to the big man and Kamii standing next to him. They are the ones who lost the most among the group due to demonic corruption, but neither is thinking about it now. Both nod in agreement with the bard's argument. He had considered the possibility of going to the capital of Arkaim and attempting to kill Demon Queen Pelomyx for the betterment of the world before. And if he thought that, the same idea couldn't have been entirely foreign to these two. 
 
    "Maybe we can find out more about this blessing through corruption while we're here." Gram speaks the word in a skeptical tone, but Rolan can see that he can't deny it outright. It would be all too easy to dismiss Ammon's words for propaganda or indoctrination. But that would be only so that the humans can maintain their preconceived notion that demonkind is harmful to the rest of the world. After having seen that they are just a different-looking kind of people, living their lives as humans do, they can no longer believe the information that the Empire of Terminus spreads. 
 
    After all, they have yet to see the creatures steeped in darkness that crawl along the ground and devour the living and the dead. At least that's what the empire reports all demons to appear like. The real Dominion is not a wasteland filled with marauding monsters, active volcanoes, and rivers of blood. 
 
    "Who better to ask than a personal friend of the demon queen then?" Sigurd immediately jumps on the idea provided by Gram. Instead of passively hoping for help in finding a harbor where a demon ship is willing to sail them across the sea, they can play an active role in investigating the truth about the corruption. 
 
    However, this is all conjecture, and they're relying on the goodwill of this Chandra person. Considering they're heading toward a city where she's the chief, once she declares them an enemy, they would be beset from all sides by its entire population. 
 
    In the worst-case scenario, Rolan would have to use Roshanee to its full potential and most likely faint from using all of his strength just to make their escape. At that time, the only one who can carry him out would be the big man. He wouldn't be able to protect the others then. 
 
    However, there's one other method - a true last resort. 
 
    The leader glances at Sigurd, who seems to be aware of the potential scenarios that lay before them. The bard winks at him with a carefree expression, eliciting a wry smile from Rolan. He would like to avoid using it here. 
 
    In fact, he prays that they would never have to rely on it at all. 
 
      
 
    On the fourth day since separating from Ammon and his family, the plains make a noticeable shift from green toward yellow as the climate becomes much drier. In the distance, the landscape rises into mighty mesas interspersed with small buttes. 
 
    The only landmark they can follow is supposed to be a mesa that appears to be cleft in two, through artificial means rather than natural erosion. In the late afternoon, they spot it from afar and know that they're on the right track. 
 
    According to Ammon, just below that mesa is a creek which could also be a dry riverbed depending on the recent weather. Following it, they will reach Ajurai in one more day. Even with only a general direction and such sparse information, Sigurd accurately led them to the right place. And he will undoubtedly bring them to their destination. 
 
    They're lucky to have Vigdis with them, as water is nowhere to be found. She can summon spheres of water with just an incantation to refill their leather canteens. If not for her, they would have died from thirst already. 
 
    Out of the group, the only one who doesn't seem too concerned with their present situation is Kamii. Her expressionless face is hard to read, but her mind appears to wander toward things in the far-off distance rather than focus on the here and now. Surely, she must be thinking about her sister Daica, who should be worried sick about her disappearance by now. 
 
    They were meant to be back from their last delve into the Lost Tombs several days ago. The guild may have marked them as dead, too. Typically, groups return within the timeframe they give before their exploration run, sometimes a day or two later. But they are over half a fortnight past their schedule, and they won't be getting back anytime soon. 
 
    When they make camp for the night, the stars above look quite different compared to those seen from the Kingdom of Lares. Now that their path has become clearer, the members of the group have time to stop and take a better look at their surroundings - including the night sky. 
 
    Leif uses his fire magic to regulate the heat of the stew, while Gram throws in the herbs and spices he always carries in his backpack. At this point, everybody has resigned to eating meat that may very well be tainted with corruption. Unless they get spontaneously transported back to Kongenssoevn - or any human settlement at all for that matter - they'll have to keep doing this for a while to survive. After all, they're in the Dominion, and everything here should be steeped with the demon queen's corruption. 
 
    Hreidunn has taken a share of dried meat and bread to her lookout even before everybody settles down. She's overlooking the area from atop a large boulder, though they haven't encountered any dangers during the previous nights. 
 
    But Kamii knows that peace breeds complacency even in vigilant people like the ranger. So far, the little dark elf has been keeping watch alongside the others each night without letting them know. Even now, she and Vigdis aren't given watch duty, not out of a lack of trust, but because they're perceived to be the youngest members. 
 
    Her sleep is light enough that she can wake up from any noise that isn't part of their surrounding soundscape. That includes the crunching of sand, the breaking of twigs, or even loud breathing that doesn't originate from Gram or Leif. She has gotten used to those two. 
 
    Rolan and Sigurd discuss scenarios while Vigdis listens from the sidelines. Her contribution to the meal ended when she provided the water. She also doesn't feel confident not to fall off the boulder Hreidunn is keeping watch from, so all she can do is observe what the others are doing. 
 
    She has been the one person who felt most uncertain about their situation. While Leif voices it the most whenever he thinks he can get away with it, it appears that he's doing it to cover for his sister. The others have noticed as well but pretend that they haven't whenever he calls for a break by acting tired, while in reality, Vigdis is the one lagging behind. He's a caring older brother. 
 
    When the group gathers to have their meal, Gram calls out to Hreidunn to have her come down and partake as he has the previous three nights. She always refused, but this time, she relents and leaves her belongings on the boulder to hop down with nimble steps. It causes Kamii's eyebrow to twitch. 
 
    This is the complacency she has been expecting. The little dark elf would never let down her guard while in potentially hostile territory. Even if demons might consider her one of them, being in the presence of a group of humans still puts a target on her back. 
 
    Eating her bowl of stew without letting down her guard, she keeps her long ears trained on her surroundings. 
 
      
 
    They're surrounded. 
 
    It's moments before sunrise, which makes it Leif's shift to keep watch, but he has fallen asleep with a content expression on his face. Although Kamii has woken up before any of the others, she realizes that it's already too late. The footsteps are approaching from all sides. 
 
    "Wake up." Sigurd whispers while lightly shaking Rolan, who's lying next to him. It would seem that the bard's ears have picked up on the sounds as well. "We are surrounded." 
 
    Whoever is approaching clearly isn't trying to hide their presence, though. Leather soles are moving across the sand as if walking normally, and there's plenty of metallic jingling. Only the wind that picked up during the night has hidden those sounds from the two pairs of sensitive ears until it was this late. 
 
    Judging by the heavy footfalls and their number, there are eight big individuals, each potentially possessing a physique similar to Gram's. None of them appear to be wearing armor, as the jingling noises are too light for it to originate from armor pieces. But even if they were in full plate, Roshanee can easily cut through that. 
 
    "How many?" After hearing that there may be enemies nearby, the leader is immediately wide-awake. But he possesses the discipline to remain on the ground while slowly reaching for his weapon while at the same time glancing over to Gram lying on the other side of the now cold campfire. 
 
    "Eight. Judging by their sure steps, trained warriors." Sigurd explains in a whisper, surprising Kamii. She could only hear the number of people and their approximate weight but could have never been able to glean their mastery from just the sound of their footsteps. In that regard, the bard is indeed a dependable member of the group. 
 
    Leif stirs in his sleep and then turns over, upon which Rolan stretches his arm toward him and covers his mouth. It startles the youth, who very nearly screams but stops himself just in time when he notices that it's the leader. 
 
    "We're surrounded, most likely hostile." The leader mutters to the fire mage, who immediately grabs hold of his staff. Luckily, he keeps it right next to him when he sleeps; even as young and foolish as he is, Leif is still a capable delver who survived all kinds of encounters. 
 
    The fire mage then goes on to use his staff to lightly poke Vigdis, who has been making a point of sleeping as near to Gram as she feels she can allow herself to. Her infatuation with him is already evident to everybody else, but she still tries to hide it. But it's lucky that her brother can reach her, as she's the only one close enough to then go on to wake up the big man without having to get up. 
 
    The footsteps are slowly coming closer, but they're still far enough away that the owners are hidden by the morning mist. Despite the dry climate, it formed overnight and is reducing visibility sufficiently that neither side knows what they're dealing with. Surely, they only heard Gram's loud snoring and may think that it's some big animal rather than a group of humans and a dark elf. 
 
    Finally, Vigdis awakens and gets the message to poke the big man with her staff. With this, only Hreidunn is out of the loop. They can only hope that she has picked up on the situation on her own by now. Just as the water mage motions her staff to wake up Gram, the other members of the group nod to each other to confirm the timing. 
 
    "H-huh, wha?" Startled by the thin object poking his broad back, Gram mutters half-asleep. But it should be loud enough for the approaching demons to hear, which means that they need to spring to action. 
 
    Everybody jumps up at the same time, weapons ready, causing the big man to realize the situation and scramble up as well. They form a tight circle, with Leif and Vigdis on the inside as they keep their staves ready for casting magic. The boy looks up at the boulder and feels relief when he sees that their aunt has gotten up into a crouching position and has an arrow nocked on the bow but not yet drawn. 
 
    "Who goes there?" Rolan calls out into the fog, his hand on the hilt of Roshanee. Sigurd has his crossbow readied as well, training it on a shadowy figure a few dozen paces away. 
 
    "Mukasura of Ajurai. And who are ya?" A deep male voice calls out to them. While the tone is casual, the sound itself seems strangely aggressive. 
 
    "We are travelers on our way to Ajurai." The leader doesn't relax his grip on his weapon, knowing that only because the other person is from the city they're heading toward doesn't make them friendly. 
 
    "And where ya comin' from?" Mukasura asks, breaking through the fog to reveal a blue-skinned man with red hair and pointy ears who towers over even Gram. His muscular frame can easily challenge the big man's, but his most striking features are his six arms. 
 
    The lowermost pair is holding a bunch of fur-covered animals that were most likely killed only recently in a hunt. The uppermost pair is carrying the ropes wrapped around a large cloth bundle on his back. And the pair between them is carrying a bladed trident. His bare chest is adorned with a gold necklace with inlaid animal fangs and claws, and he wears baggy white pants that are wrapped with the leather strings of his sandals. 
 
    As if his appearance was the signal, other six-armed and blue-skinned men and women appear from the fog all around them, eight in total. They're also carrying quarry and luggage, each wielding different kinds of weapons, including dual scimitars, maces, axes, and spears. Each one of them has a physique that can match Gram's, though the women are overall shorter and lean rather than muscular. 
 
    "Ajura." Sigurd mutters with a rare expression of terror in his eyes. 
 
    All humans have heard of the Ajura clan, just as nightmares, and especially the Ghost Riders have entered common knowledge even in remote towns in the Kingdom of Lares. The blue-skinned and six-armed demons are a warlike clan of which all members train for combat until their mastery exceeds the realm of humans. 
 
    They're the undisputed masters of the battlefield, each one as powerful as a hundred Electi - the elite backbone of the empire's legions. A saying in the Alliance armies has it that a rear cavalry charge by the Ghost Riders will give the survivors nightmares. Facing the Petsobek on an open field is suicide. But hearing that the Ajura clan is coming can make even the most battle-hardened men cry in terror. 
 
    The ajura warriors are reportedly responsible for killing the most champions of the gods even though there have been no accounts of them ever wielding magic. In other words, what they lack in magical abilities, they make up for with sheer martial prowess. 
 
    Even one would be too much for the group of humans to handle, but eight of their kind surround them now. Rolan doubts that Roshanee can balance that difference by itself, as these demons will surely not be taken down by arrows or crossbow bolts. Even if Gram could match one in pure strength, the others would never give the two mages among them time to finish a single incantation. 
 
    "Ya look human." Scratching his hairless chin with his one free hand, Mukasura scrutinizes them with one eyebrow raised above his violet eyes. Even after making this observation, he doesn't sound hostile, and neither do the others change their stances into ones ready for battle. "Except for you. A dark elf, but cursed, huh?" 
 
    "Yes, we are humans." Rolan straightens his stance and lets go of Roshanee's hilt. He now gambles his life on the mercy of these demons. Trusting Ammon and his family was one thing, but these are trained soldiers of the Dominion. Each one of them most likely killed many humans before. 
 
    Still, fighting would mean certain death. So hoping that they would be taken prisoner in the worst case is better than throwing everybody's lives away in a gross overestimation of the group's abilities. They may work well together in a team, but they aren't battle-hardened soldiers. 
 
    "Deserters from that last war?" Glancing at the woman closest to him, Mukasura wonders. Then he looks up at Hreidunn, who's still on one knee with an arrow nocked on her bow, aiming at him from above the boulder. "Ya don't look like soldiers." 
 
    "We aren't. We're from the Kingdom of Lares." The leader explains, hoping that this ajura understands politics. The kingdom left the Alliance after the previous war since it had sustained too many losses among its youths and saw no point in repeatedly fighting fruitless wars. That was three decades ago, so there were no soldiers from the kingdom present in the invasion last summer. While no peace treaty was signed between the two parties, the kingdom is currently not engaged in open war with the Dominion. "Somehow, we were teleported to the Degar steppes in our sleep. There, we met a nice family who pointed us the way to Ajurai and told us to talk to Lady Chandra." 
 
    Now that he speaks the name of the city out loud again, he realizes that they should have noticed sooner what kind of demons may be living there. It would appear that the Ajura clan is the predominant people living in the not so creatively named city of Ajurai. 
 
    "Lady Chandra, huh? So what are ya? Ya got a cursed dark elf and two mages, and each of ya got weapons." Mukasura points out with a wholly unconcerned expression about any of those things. Neither two people capable of magic nor any of their weapons seem to make him feel at all threatened. 
 
    "We are... something like mercenaries." Rolan admits. He remembers that Chloe pointed that fact out to him during their travels when she asked what they usually call themselves. He was stumped on how to answer at the time, as whenever he announced they were a group from the Guild, even people in remote villages understood immediately. 
 
    But back then, he still believed she was from the Mineva Republic, and people there never heard of the guild he and his group belonged to. While her being from the republic turned out to be a lie, the truth of the matter still remains that people not familiar with the guild wouldn't know what his group represents. And the truth is that they're mostly hired swords that work exclusively for either their own gain or to help those who can't afford to hire mercenaries specialized in war. 
 
    "So ya didn't fight in the last war, huh?" Mukasura's eyes narrow as he awaits the answer. 
 
    "We didn't." The leader speaks with firm determination, realizing that their lives depend on whether or not the ajura warrior believes him. After all, if they fought in the war last summer, they would be enemies of demons. 
 
    "Then we're good." The towering man's expression brightens into a smile at Rolan's reply, and he states in an amicable tone. It causes the human group to blink in surprise, none of them expecting his suspecting face to change into one filled with such friendliness. "Come with us. We're headin' back to Ajurai." 
 
    It would have sounded like a warm invitation if not for the fact that the others surrounding them don't seem to change their stances. Rather than a suggestion, it was an order; Rolan and the others are prisoners of the ajura now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 81 - The Lion's Den
  
 
      
 
    Noon of the next day, after having been led about for the entire previous day and camping in the shadow of a mesa for the night, they reach Ajurai. The city of the Ajura clan is protected by stone walls and holds about ten thousand souls. The majority of buildings are made from sandstone, arranged around a mountain fortress carved into the side of a lone butte. It would appear that there's only one gate, guarded by bored-looking ajura. 
 
    Unlike human settlements, there's no steady coming and going of merchants. Even though there are no fields in the surroundings, the denizens don't seem to rely on trade to sustain their food supplies. The river flowing in the broad riverbed next to the city is very shallow and most likely completely dries up during the hottest summer days. That also rules out trade by ship. 
 
    Rolan is quite interested in learning the logistics of this place, but not enough to ask and risk being suspected for a spy. He tries to curb his curiosity and looks around as little as possible when they descend the hill toward the city gate. But Hreidunn and Kamii turn their heads left and right unabashedly, though for different reasons. 
 
    "Hey Mukasura, what ya got there?" One of the gate guards greets the leader of the small warrior troop surrounding the humans, looking quite interested in the big catch he made. 
 
    "They were campin' near the road from Majuuri." Mukasura replies with a shrug. "Mercenaries of some sort. Ammon told him the way here, I guess." 
 
    Rolan's jaw drops when he hears the name of the elderly bheda. He deliberately avoided naming the nightmare breeders so that they won't be accused of treason for showing humans the way. But it seems that Ammon is known to the ajura despite being nomadic and living quite a distance away from their city. 
 
    "Said they came to meet the boss." Nodding his head toward the group of humans following behind him, the leader of the ajura band points at Rolan. 
 
    "She's topside, as always. Goin' for a round of sparrin'." The gate guard says with a grin while throwing a thumb over his shoulder. 
 
    "What?! I can't miss this!" Mukasura drops his belongings unceremoniously before storming off inside the city. While running, he turns to wave at his troop. "Take care of this, Darika." 
 
    "Ugh." The woman named Darika rolls her eyes. She walks forward and casually picks up the bundles and animal bodies that had been dropped carelessly even while still carrying her own, not insignificant load. "Come." 
 
    Once securely in her hands, she gestures for the humans to follow her with a tilt of her head. Their destination lies in the direction Mukasura left for moments ago, but they go at a more leisurely pace. 
 
    Inside the city, Rolan can't help but look around after all. The citizens don't solely consist of ajura, but also feature other demon races, including a family of bheda tending to a small store. In fact, it would appear that the majority of Ajurai's inhabitants aren't even members of the Ajura clan. Very few of the six-armed warriors can be seen walking the streets. 
 
    Demon children stare in curiosity, more eyes on the humans than on Kamii with her cursed arm. They have seen plenty of unique-looking demons among which the little dark elf might be counted in lack of better knowledge, but humans should be a rare sight indeed. 
 
    Along the way, their guards disappear into alleys one by one, most likely to deliver the goods they're carrying. At one point, Darika hands her luggage to another woman before continuing to guide the humans as their sole guard. It speaks of her confidence in being able to deal with the seven prisoners alone. 
 
    As they draw closer to the bottom of the butte, regular stores and homes are replaced by a district filled with workshops of blacksmiths and artisans. Those working inside are exclusively ajura, their six arms often performing multiple tasks at the same time. Their primary work consists of forging weapons, though some toolmakers are among them too. Maybe those are their export goods with which they procure food. 
 
    The group is led through a gate into a courtyard with three wooden gondolas on pulley mechanisms. There's room for five more, for a total of eight. One of them is in the process of being lowered again, doubtlessly having delivered Mukasura to the top moments ago. There's a staircase carved into the stone, winding upward and providing an alternate route toward the top, but is most likely only utilized when the gondolas can't be used. 
 
    Rolan spots a big ajura with bulging muscles operating a crank. When the gondola reaches the bottom, he stops and peers over toward the captive group with a curious gaze. The mechanism by which they travel up and down is hand-powered, it seems. 
 
    The entire group fits into one gondola, along with Darika, who gestures at the operator to raise them up. He pulls a lever to switch the direction before beginning to turn the crank. It would appear that the rope system doesn't use many pulleys to lessen the load, as the man grunts under the physical exertion with a grin on his face. 
 
    It would appear that the ajura consider all physical activities as opportunities to train their bodies. 
 
    They quickly reach the fortress floor, but instead of stopping, the gondola continues upward. Several ajura warriors sitting around in front of the gate and playing a game using small stones cut into various shapes wave at Darika as she passes. It would appear that everybody knows each other around here. 
 
    Rolan takes the opportunity to take in the sights. Although he expected the Ajura clan to be oriented toward pragmatism and uninterested in ornaments, the building cut from the very rock of the butte is covered in reliefs of faces. Those were most likely made in honor of prominent persons or the deceased. 
 
    Moments later, bare rock blocks their view of the fortress again before they approach the flat top of the butte. When they rise above the ground, and the view opens up before them, they come to a shaky halt. The gondola then moves horizontally and glides across the stone floor toward the exit zone, where another female ajura wielding two spears is waiting. 
 
    "Come." Darika steps off the gondola first and orders the group curtly. The moment they get off, their ride leaves once again. They aren't trapped on here per se as there's a crank mechanism up here as well, which is operated by a similarly burly ajura. But if they wanted to go down, they would have to leave somebody behind. 
 
    The top of the butte itself has a single-story longhouse shaped like a horseshoe. In the center of that half-circle is a raised platform around which a group of ajura is cheering. Two warriors are standing on the ring, fighting in hand to hand combat. 
 
    "Hey, boss, ya good to talk?" Calling out toward the platform, Darika asks casually. It doesn't sound like she's addressing a superior, but her use of the word 'boss' suggests that the other person is one. Rolan can't tell who it was directed at, as nobody answers right away. 
 
    One of the two on top of the platform is Mukasura. He has taken off his gold necklace and is covered in sweat as well as dust sticking to his arms and chest. It seems that his opponent is winning despite being slightly shorter and less muscular. This equally topless ajura has bushy orange hair tied into a spiky ponytail, which barely hides the impressive back muscles that support the four additional arms. 
 
    As if Darika's voice was a signal, the two fighters clash again. Despite being taller, Mukasura is pushed back instead, his expression revealing the physical strain he's experiencing while bringing all of his muscles to bear.  
 
    With a twist of his back and waist, his opponent sweeps Mukasura's legs away from under him, then spins him around and puts his neck in a sleeper hold. One pair of arms lock four of his in place, while the lowermost pair twists his around so that he can't use the elbows to attack. 
 
    A few moments pass before he stomps his heel on the ground to tap out. His opponent instantly lets go of him unceremoniously before getting up from the floor and turning around to face Darika. 
 
    Rolan's eyes widen in surprise when he sees the pair of gigantic bare breasts covered in beads of sweat from the physical exertion. They prove that this powerful individual who has the muscles to match any male ajura is, in fact, a woman. 
 
    "Yeah, I'm good to talk." The boss of the Ajura clan states with a grin that reveals her sharp canines. Her piercing green eyes stare at each of the group of captives in succession. While her face exudes the firmness of a battle-hardened warrior through a hard jawline and toned cheeks, she's unexpectedly beautiful. 
 
    As she jumps off the platform, a member of the audience hands her a towel with which she begins to wipe herself down. Even now, she doesn't look at all concerned about covering herself up and walks toward the group of humans with curiosity in her eyes. 
 
    "Oh yeah, forgot to tell ya, boss." Mukasura gets back up on his feet, not at all resentful about his loss. He quickly joins her side while looking around with an arm raised to get people's attention. "Hey, somebody fetch me one too." 
 
    "Get one yaself, loser." One of the ajura warriors remarks and slaps Mukasura's hand away with a gleeful grin. When the latter turns to him with a flabbergasted glare, a towel flies into his face, which he quickly catches before it can fall. 
 
    "Oy, Rambha! Ya got some guts!" With these words, he chases after the mischievous and disrespectful ajura who just played that prank on him. He instantly forgot what he wanted to tell the boss. 
 
    "So, what ya got for me here?" The orange-haired woman comes over and glances at Gram, who makes a point of averting his gaze from her bare chest. Unexpectedly, Sigurd is looking up into the ajura's green eyes despite having a reputation for possessing a flirty nature. Hreidunn has been busy worrying about everybody's safety since reaching Ajurai to take much note of the fact that Leif isn't as gentlemanly as the big man or the bard. He's staring unabashedly, but Vigdis elbows him in the ribs. 
 
    "We want to leave the Dominion." Unexpectedly, Kamii is the one who steps forward and responds before Darika can. Her tone is level, sounding not in the least afraid in this situation that regular humans would be terrified in. 
 
    "Oh, a feisty one." Bending down and putting the left hand of her lowermost pair of arms on the little dark elf's head, the giant woman makes the difference between their heights sufficiently clear with that gesture. "Who are ya?" 
 
    "I'm Kamii." She uses her crab pincer to pinch the hand on her head and push it away while stating with a dauntless expression. If not for the presence of the humans behind her, she would have revealed her relationship with Mahkotoh, who she knows is the daughter of Demon Queen Pelomyx. 
 
    "And strong, too." The boss looks at the cursed arm in surprise, then her face breaks out into a radiant grin.  
 
    She straightens her back and spreads her arms to gesture at the ajura warriors that have gathered behind her. "I'm Chandra, chief of this unruly mob."  
 
    To the Alliance, the Ajura clan is the elite of the elite, but she only considers them a mob, speaking as a mercenary leader would when feigning humility before a noble. 
 
    "What about these? Yer followers?" The giant woman tilts her head to regard the group of humans behind the little dark elf. At these words, Gram can't help himself and snorts from suppressed laughter. The actual leader of the group shoots him a sour look but then steps forward with a wry smile. 
 
    "I'm Rolan, these are Gram, Sigurd, Hreidunn, Leif and Vigdis. I'm actually the leader of this band, but recently I'm not so sure anymore." Rolan introduces himself, then puts a hand on Kamii's head, who doesn't pry it away as she did with Chandra's. In a sense, she's like a cat that tolerates certain people's touch while denying that of others. "In our sleep, we were transported to the Degar steppes somehow and would like to get back to our homeland." 
 
    Although the Kingdom of Lares is currently not at war with the Dominion, he doesn't mention the name. It's best if he appears as insignificant as possible, making it sound like they hail from a backwater town far from politics. Which is somewhat the truth. 
 
    "Did ya sleep on a transportation circle?" Shrugging with the top pair of her arms, crossing the middle pair, and putting the hands of the bottom pair on her hips, Chandra asks with a grin. Six arms make her seem even more expressive than she already is. 
 
    "We were woken up when we appeared in the middle of nowhere." A part of Rolan is relieved that the chief of the Ajura clan is a reasonable woman who can be talked to. "But we were sleeping in a room that definitely had no circle anywhere." 
 
    "So, what is it ya want from me?" Finally, Chandra gestures for somebody to hand her clothes. They're simple linen wrappings which she pulls across her chest and ties on her back with one pair of arms while fixing the folds with her other hands. Extra arms may seem quite useful in everyday life, but it apparently comes with its own set of drawbacks. None of the ajura wears clothes with sleeves, for example. 
 
    "We wanted to ask you what the fastest way off Ceogath is." The leader of the humans gets to the main topic. They came here for that very purpose, although the manner by which they arrived was different from how they had envisioned it. To Ammon, knowing that Ajurai is the city of the Ajura clan may be common knowledge and not worth mentioning. But if this fierce warrior clan had been as savage as the Alliance reports, they would have been killed already. 
 
    "I've never left the Dominion, so I wouldn't know." Shrugging, Chandra turns to a bald ajura with a dark red beard. He's the only member of her clan who stands with his back straightened like a proper soldier, wearing an expressionless look on his face as he regards the newcomers. "Ya know something, Shugra?" 
 
    "You can always travel east until you reach the coast." The man named Shugra replies, delivering what is essentially sass with a deadpan face. 
 
    "I knew that much." Rolling her eyes, Chandra motions to elbow him but stops as he continues to speak. 
 
    "You could ask Court Magician Mithra the next time he accompanies her majesty here to use his magic." Shugra goes on to suggest, causing the humans to listen up. They can't let anything slip as it may let the demons know that the court magician's relationship with the academy has been found out. 
 
    Kamii learned the truth about Mahkotoh from Senka, so she knows that the situation surrounding Mithra isn't confirmed yet. The doll girl thinks that the likelihood of the court magician being a traitor to the demon queen is lower than him acting on her behalf without Mahkotoh knowing. In either case, it's what caused everything that led to her being here with the human group. 
 
    "Nah, Pelomyx would kill and eat 'em." Chandra remarks in response to Shugra's suggestion before turning back to the humans. "Tough luck. The only way's to keep going east until ya reach the sea." 
 
    "Thank you for the advice." Rolan has to consciously hold himself back from sounding sarcastic. "We shall take our leave, then." 
 
    "Hm? Who said ya could leave?" Crossing all three pairs of her arms, Chandra towers before him, the grin on her face replaced by a glare. At her words, the other members of her clan seem to glower intimidatingly as they fan out. 
 
    None of their weapons were confiscated despite being brought before the chief of the city, so Rolan's hand inadvertently motions to the hilt of Roshanee. The others in his group are doubtlessly preparing themselves for a massacre. Even though only a few of the ajura have weapons at their hips, Chandra alone is most likely enough to deal with all of them on her own. 
 
    "That was a joke. Ya free to leave." She suddenly says and breaks out in laughter, joined by everybody but Shugra, who sighs while rolling his eyes. But just as the humans are about to relax, she continues. "If ya can make me tap out." 
 
    It seems that they simply laughed before the punchline was delivered, though Rolan doesn't find any part of it funny. Glancing back nervously, he signals the others to keep calm; maybe there's a way to talk it out yet. 
 
    "Alright, I'll go first." Kamii walks forward and clicks her crab pincer demonstratively. That sight causes the laughter to stop as the gathered ajura stare at the little dark elf for a moment. The humans expect an even louder wave of laughter, but to their surprise, no such thing happens. 
 
    "I like ya." Chandra looks down at Kamii, pumping her muscles and cracking her neck. Her eyes suggest that she's going to take this as seriously as she would a spar with one of her clan members. "But I think it's best ya come at me together, all of ya. I'll even let ya use weapons." 
 
    She turns away and gestures with all arms on one side toward the platform in the center of the horseshoe-shaped longhouse where she beat Mukasura earlier. Her expression is neutral, but she naturally exudes unshakable confidence as if knowing that she can't lose. Rolan doesn't doubt it, as only champions of the gods have ever been able to slay ajura warriors on the battlefield before. 
 
    "I choose not to fight." Sigurd suddenly states while closing his eyes in a gesture of surrender and raising his arms. In doing so, he lifts his cloak and reveals the loaded crossbow that was hidden underneath all this time. "Shooting an unarmed and unprotected opponent is something I cannot abide." 
 
    Even when so much is at stake, he maintains a spirit of chivalry - one he certainly doesn't seem to employ when he wantonly flirts with girls everywhere. At least he didn't base his choice on the fact that his opponent is a woman, as he unexpectedly subscribes to gender equality. 
 
    Rolan, Gram, and Leif seem to agree with the bard, but Hreidunn and Kamii frown at him. If they lose because he doesn't support them with his crossbow, they're going to be imprisoned by the Ajura clan. Regardless of whether they are then forced to work here or are executed, they'll never leave again. 
 
    "Ya won't hit me anyway." Chandra states with a sneer and points at the crossbow with a pitiful gaze. "I hope that's not all ya can do." 
 
    Sigurd isn't the only one who can see that she's taunting him on purpose so that he would join the fight, but the person who did it doesn't seem to be aware of just how transparent she is. Shugra breathes an exasperated sigh but doesn't say a word, letting the situation play out naturally. 
 
    "If ya lack incentive, I can give ya one: I'll snack on the big one when ya lose." The fact that she says 'when' rather than 'if' implies that she's entirely confident in her victory. She looks at Gram with the eyes of a predator, eyeing him like a piece of meat ready for the taking. "And not for food." 
 
    The previous part was terrifying, but the follow-up to her statement holds an entirely different kind of terror. The big man's eyes grow round at the thought that rather than being forced to bed Chandra, he'll most likely be the one to be forcefully bedded. 
 
    "We have to win." Vigdis announces in a firm voice, and the others nod in grim agreement. The water mage then clutches her staff and whispers self-encouraging words to gather her determination. She's not-so-secretly infatuated with Gram ever since he saved her against the lich king in the Lost Tombs, so she won't stand by when he's going to be snatched away. 
 
    "That got ya motivated, huh?" Laughing with all six hands on her hips, Chandra regards Vigdis with a meaningful look. She then turns around and walks toward the platform, followed by the group of humans who mentally prepare themselves for battle. 
 
    "A question before we start. What happens if we kill you?" Rolan asks carefully, his grip on Roshanee tightening. His enemies so far have been slow undead and nightmares not intent on attacking. He can't gauge whether or not it maintains its effects against a skilled opponent - in this case, the chief of the Ajura no less. 
 
    "Ya better come at me with the intent to kill." Climbing onto the platform, Chandra turns around to announce with a grand gesture, looking down at the humans fearlessly. "Or ya won't even touch me." 
 
    Her confidence is infuriating, but not even Kamii has any illusions about their chances. She may have been grandstanding earlier, but she can tell that Chandra is a person around whom legends would be written if she ever announced her name on the battlefield. Since demons don't turn traitors and collaborate with the Alliance, the human invasions have always operated blindly. It's common for them to not even know the names of the enemy generals until they meet them in battle and hear them speak it. 
 
    "But if I die, ya won't have to fear retribution. I told ya to use weapons, after all." When the Ajura chief gets into position on the opposite side of the platform, she finally answers Rolan's question. Judging by the fact that the ajura surrounding them don't object means that they must naturally agree to that. If that's true, they have a strange sense of honor. 
 
    If a human leader falls, their direct subordinates and especially the guards will seek revenge even if it may cost them their lives. In that regard, demons are quite different, it would appear. 
 
    "Now, let's fight." With these words, Chandra spreads her six arms and pumps up her muscles, staring at them with a battle-ready grin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 82 - Smackdown
  
 
      
 
    The human side gets into formation on the platform, with Sigurd, Hreidunn, Leif, and Vigdis in the back. Now that they're standing on top of it, they realize that it's rather small for so many people and that Chandra will be able to cross the distance in no time. Once she gets into their backline, the ranged members and the mages will be quickly taken out. 
 
    For that reason, Gram is poised to face the Ajura clan leader head-on, while Rolan and Kamii are to his sides. He has decided not to use Roshanee, the Sword of Light, unless absolutely necessary. After all, the only guarantee they'll be free to go after killing Chandra in battle is a verbal one. Although the demons may not be the bloodthirsty monsters that imperial propaganda has made them out to be, they still can't trust their words alone. 
 
    A gong announces the sparring match, upon which the six-armed woman charges forward unhesitatingly. In the same moment, the mages begin chanting spells, while Sigurd and Hreidunn fan out to the sides. 
 
    The bard is the first to release a crossbow bolt at Chandra, quickly followed by the ranger's arrow coming from nearly the exact opposite side. With a widening grin, the Ajura boss glances in both directions with incredibly quick movements of her eyes before she raises one arm on each side. Two blindingly fast motions later, she catches both projectiles one after the other, then spins them on her palm and throws them at Rolan and Kamii. 
 
    Raising his sword to deflect the bolt coming at him, the leader is delayed ever so slightly. Kamii ducks under it and lunges at Chandra fearlessly, who swings an arm to swat her aside. The little dark elf twists her body to avoid it, but goes off-course and ends up at an unfavorable angle to strike with her cursed arm. 
 
    That's when the muscle-packed woman clashes with Gram. The big man braced himself properly but is still pushed back half a step. Chandra's eyebrows jump in surprise when she finds that he was able to remain standing against her, but then she laughs in joy at having found such a sturdy man. 
 
    Her earlier announcement that she would devour Gram in the sexual sense echoes in Vigdis's mind before she finishes her incantation. The terrifying thought causes her spell to go awry. A barrel-sized sphere of water forms above her brother, who's standing a step in front of her. It pours straight down onto him, completely drenching his clothes and causing him to swallow a bit of water during his own incantation. From a single slip-up, both mages are forced to restart chanting, but Leif instead turns around to rant at his clumsy little sister. 
 
    "Focus!" Hreidunn shouts in the direction of her nephew and niece, who flinch under their aunt's voice. But it serves to stop the boy from complaining and resume casting. A moment later, she looses another arrow. 
 
    This time, Chandra merely swats it out of the air with one of her free hands. At that time, Rolan reaches her and swings his regular sword, though he's only using the flat side since he hesitates to cut her. She grabs onto the edges of Gram's shield before yanking him around, putting him between the leader and herself. The sword hits the big man's back but is repelled by the latter's chainmail. 
 
    The Ajura boss separates from him and swings one arm to keep Kamii at bay before charging toward the backline. Not letting herself get taken out of the picture this easily, the dark elf catches the wrist in her crab pincer. But as if she had planned that, Chandra draws her arm back and pulls Kamii toward her before swinging a fist at the petite girl's midsection. 
 
    Letting go instantly, the little dark elf jumps back while bringing up a knee to meet the - in comparison to her small body - huge fist. The impact shakes her to the bone and flings her backward, but she breathes a sigh of relief when she can tell that nothing was broken from that. If it had hit her in the stomach or the ribs, she wouldn't have gotten away with only an unsteady leg. 
 
    All of that took as much time as Sigurd needed to draw his crossbow again. He aims at Chandra's legs, where it'll be harder for her to catch the bolt. However, instead of trying to grab or avoid it, she kicks it out of the air with her other foot, causing it to veer off right at Hreidunn. The ranger barely avoids it by ducking away, which gives the ajura warrior the time to charge straight at Leif. 
 
    But before she reaches him, Vigdis finishes a spell. 
 
    "Galeos Submersos!" At these words, a new sphere of water gathers right around Chandra's head. The latter instantly ducks away before it's completed, apparently knowing the effect of the spell. If she had given it time to surround her head, it would have stuck to her no matter how she moved until it's released. The spell is quite powerful for a two-word incantation, but its application is limited by the fact that it requires the caster to concentrate on the target and works only on one person at a time. 
 
    "Ardentis Hasto, Inveniro Scopo!" That distraction has given her brother time to finish his first spell. If not for that, he would have been interrupted again. 
 
    A ball of fire forms a few inches above his staff and then becomes elongated; it's a spear of flames, controlled by the movements of the mage that cast it. Tipping his staff, Leif shoots it at Chandra, who narrowly avoids it by twisting her body. However, stopping in midair a few steps behind her, the spell reverses its motion and goes straight for her back. 
 
    Occupied thus, she misses Hreidunn shooting at her. But even then, she's still able to react when she hears the sound of the bowstring and quickly spins around herself to catch the arrow out of the air. In the same movement, she throws it at Leif, but Vigdis chants the simplest of water spells and creates a floating sphere in the projectile's trajectory, which catches it in midair. 
 
    It allows her brother to focus on his spell, which forces the Ajura boss to keep avoiding it so that the others can gather themselves again. Rolan, Gram, and Kamii surround her from three sides, inching closer while awaiting the perfect opening. But nobody could have expected what she does next. 
 
    Meeting the flaming spear head-on, Chandra punches right through it. The fire clings to her arm, but she charges on and plunges it through the sphere of water that Vigdis hasn't released yet. It results in an explosion of steam, as the fire is put out in an instant. Then the arrow that had been stuck in the water shoots out of the mist and pierces Leif's thigh. 
 
    "Leif!" His little sister yells when the boy stumbles and falls from the pain. She covers the two steps that separate them and looks at the wound. It didn't go all the way through and most likely stopped at the bone, so she will still have to heal him as quickly as possible. 
 
    Hreidunn comes over as well and checks on her nephew, sighing in relief when she realizes it hasn't hit an artery. Exchanging a glance with Vigdis, she puts a hand on the arrow and yanks it out in a single motion that leaves the boy flapping his mouth in a silent scream. His sister gets to work chanting a water-based healing spell right away. 
 
    The ranger immediately nocks the bloody arrow but thinks twice about shooting blindly into the steam that's still spreading after the fire magic reacted with the water magic. Aside from potentially hitting one of the others, she may give Chandra another projectile to throw from within cover. 
 
    Gram sees the silhouette of the ajura, so he discards his shield and lunges at it in an attempt to put her into a grappling lock. However, she turns on the spot after hearing his steps and uses two of her hands to catch his. The steam clears enough for them to make out each other's faces. She grins at him and gestures with her four free hands, implying that if she wanted to, she could pummel him with them while his only two limbs are occupied. 
 
    But from within the spreading steam cloud, Rolan and Kamii charge at Chandra from both sides. The leader swings the broad of his sword at her waist. At the same time, the dark elf's cursed arm, which has unexpectedly high reach, already impacts her knee as if in revenge for the hit she took earlier. 
 
    However, the force is so little that she barely feels it, causing her to stare at the crab pincer in a mixture of bewilderment and pity. The moment of surprise lets Rolan's attack connect with her unhindered. Of course, since he used the flat side, it doesn't have any effect on her steel-like muscles. 
 
    Not discouraged, Kamii swings her cursed arm once again, aiming at Chandra's thigh this time. She's doing it out of pure calculation, as the doubled strength behind her attack will feel much weaker against a flexible part of the body as opposed to a bone. Letting it happen without worrying about it, the Ajura boss instead pushes back Gram with all her arms. 
 
    On the other side, Rolan decides that it's time to use the edge of his sword, or he'll just be ignored for the rest of the fight. Seeing this, Chandra reacts immediately and brings the big man between herself and the leader once more. 
 
    This opens up her back to Kamii, who hits the towering ajura's thigh in the same spot once more to numb her feeling to the increasing impact. With three stacks, she then lowers her stance and goes all-out while her target is preoccupied with Rolan and Gram on the other side. The fourth hit finds its way where a human's liver would be, causing Chandra's entire body to shake under the impact. 
 
    She spins her head around to look over her shoulder upon realizing that she may have underestimated the little dark elf. But the big man takes this opportunity to pull on their interlocked hands. In the same motion, the leader gets in close and stabs his sword at her stomach. 
 
    With her middle pair of arms locked by Gram and her free top pair unable to defend against attacks from below, Chandra makes the split-second decision to prioritize the dangerous blade tip over a blunt hit she doesn't fully grasp the power of. She uses the bottom pair of her hands to catch the sword between her palms. 
 
    Then the fifth impact hits her on the other side and causes her feet to leave the ground, upon which she lets go of both Rolan's weapon and Gram's hands. 
 
    It would appear that this is a first for both Kamii and Chandra, as they stare at each other in surprise. When she started to explore her curse combo counter in the Lost Tombs, the little dark elf's physical strength was still quite lacking. But she felt that whenever she reached a high enough number, her natural strength would increase as a result as well. At one point, five hits were enough to bend armor or shatter bones in a human body. 
 
    On the other hand, the Ajura boss is utterly surprised that somebody could throw a punch hard enough to lift her entire body off the ground. She touches the place the crab pincer hit her in with a look of wonder, then she stares at Kamii with a blank expression before breaking out into a beaming grin. 
 
    "That's an interestin' arm ya got there, little one!" The glitter in her wide-open eyes as she says this resembles the look of a child who has found a new toy. It only causes a shudder to run down the back of the person on the other end of the gaze. 
 
    "Mico Ignis!" Leif takes this opportunity to cast this spell. A spark appears in midair right in front of the ajura, whose eyes widen in surprise. Then the explosion of fire hits her in the face, causing everybody to look at the young fire mage in bewilderment. He seems surprised that it worked, but is reluctant to cheer; a human would have sustained heavy burns from this. 
 
    "Oops." Chandra emerges from the smoke cloud with a soot-covered face but looks otherwise unscathed. Not even her eyebrows or hair have been singed from the heat that would have burned away a human's skin. 
 
    "Ya blew it, boss!" Rambha jeers with a grin, and some of the other ajura join in with mischievous laughter. 
 
    "Huh?" Leif looks around, wondering what they're referring to. After all, the spell was utterly ineffective, and it definitely didn't make Chandra tap out. 
 
    "Time to get serious then." Shrugging with all six of her arms at once, the Ajura clan leader seems to take the situation as lightly as ever. That's when the realization dawns on Rolan that she was most likely giving herself a handicap by fighting as somebody of lesser physical abilities would. So much for thinking that she would go all-out to honor the opponent. 
 
    "Take formation!" He tries to warn his group, but with Chandra between Gram and the backline that he should be protecting, it's too late to do so now. Still, it's a testament to the big man for his quick wits, as he grabs the six-armed woman from behind and puts her top pair of arms into a grappling lock before she can get to work. 
 
    It's a position even a human of his physique couldn't break out from, but with a simple flex of her muscles, the Ajura boss shakes off his grip. Half-spinning her body around, she delivers three elbows into Gram's torso at different heights. Since he's wearing chainmail rather than a breastplate - unlike Rolan does - the impacts travel through to his body. 
 
    The big man remains standing but appears shaken to the core as his face twists in pain. But the leader has no time to worry about him since Chandra ducks down and lifts Gram's giant shield. She then proceeds to lob it at Leif, who's still being healed by Vigdis. It would seem they missed the leader's warning, or hoped that there would be enough time to finish when the big man grabbed the opponent. 
 
    Seeing the slab of steel flying at them, he quickly pushes his sister aside. Luckily, one corner hits the ground first, causing it to land on its edge, right next to the boy. But gravity does its trick, and the shield drops straight onto him and knocks the air out of him anyway. Stuck under the immense weight of the slab of steel, he's unable to get out on his own, taking him out of the fight. 
 
    Maybe Chandra had planned to do that from the start, or it was a coincidence. Considering that she hasn't seriously hurt anybody so far - even though she could have done so easily - means that this fight is still nothing more than a sparring match to her. It's frustrating to admit, but she's still going easy on them despite saying that she would get serious. 
 
    Hreidunn goes to help Leif again by trying to lift Gram's shield off of him. But she realizes just how heavy it really is and gains a newfound respect for the big man's strength. 
 
    Rolan exchanges a glance of coordination with Kamii then charges forward to attack the six-armed woman first. The little dark elf waits a moment before doing the same from the other side. 
 
    Sigurd shoots his crossbow down the center, aimed at the ajura's thigh. Unlike earlier, she won't be able to deflect it with a kick, but it's still difficult enough for her arms to reach it without having to bend her back. And unlike an arrow, a crossbow bolt can't be thrown as accurately to be used against them. 
 
    But as if to prove that she can do more than catch or deflect it, Chandra sidesteps the attack with an unexpectedly nimble move toward Kamii. Taken aback, the dark elf twists her leg to avoid a collision while throwing her cursed arm around in a downward swing at her much larger opponent. With one of her six hands, the ajura grabs the base of the pincer and lifts the petite girl straight off the ground. 
 
    At the same time, Rolan gets into range and prepares to swing his sword at Chandra's back. In the next moment, Kamii is thrown around like a ragdoll and crashes into him from the side. The force wasn't enough to break anything on either side, but still knocks the wind out of the little dark elf and throws the leader off balance. 
 
    Dropping to the ground, Kamii holds her chest, which impacted the breastplate Rolan is wearing. She gasps for air and squirms from pain, unable to get up again anytime soon. It looks like she's down for the count. 
 
    "Torrentos Aquos, Perrumperos Claustros!" Vigdis takes the opening the others have created to finish a spell. A swirling sphere of water appears behind her, which elongates and turns into a churning snake at the movements of her staff. Pointing it at the Ajura boss who turns around at the noise, it shoots forward like a drill. 
 
    Instead of dodging, Chandra braces herself to take the spell head-on. But she realizes at the last moment that it may be too much for her, after all. Twisting her body out of the way, she barely avoids the tip of the water torrent. It grazes her stomach before dissipating behind her into a wave that washes over the watching ajura. 
 
    "That was quite a surprise." She looks down at herself to see her skin chafed from the spell. Leif's fiery explosion wasn't able to harm her, but Vigdis' torrential drill could at least draw some blood. Still, the water mage's flabbergasted expression makes it sufficiently clear that it was her most powerful spell. Her drooping shoulders suggest that she has lost her will to fight after this. 
 
    Suddenly, Gram tackles Chandra from the side. His face is pale, most likely from suppressing the urge to vomit after having received at least one fist to the gut, but he has still drawn out all of his strength to get back into the fight. However, it's not even enough to throw her off balance, as the sound of his chainmail has given him away. 
 
    Pulling the big man toward her and putting him in a headlock, she glances at Sigurd, who has finished reloading his crossbow. The bard sees that the situation seems helpless and raises his arms in a gesture of surrender while smiling wryly. Hreidunn glares at him for giving up, but her head swivels around at the sound of Gram being dropped to the ground after falling unconscious from the grappling move Chandra put on him. She understands that with him, Kamii, and Leif out of the picture, they stand no more chance at victory. 
 
    That's when a flash of light shines from behind Chandra and seems to put the rising sun to shame with its brilliance, causing a murmur to run through the watching crowd. The light only lasts for a moment before dimming to a more reasonable luminosity. 
 
    Rolan has drawn Roshanee, the Sword of Light, and is holding it with both hands. The blade leaves behind a streak that seems to be burned into the retinas of the onlookers when its wielder seems to zoom forward. He bridges the distance to the Ajura boss in the blink of an eye. The shining blade appears to run straight through her torso, but she has stepped out of the way just in time to barely avoid it. 
 
    Her chest wrapping isn't so lucky, though, as it falls apart and exposes her bare breasts once again. But as before, she doesn't worry about it and instead focuses on the fight. Sidestepping the blindingly fast slashes from Rolan without much effort, she matches his speed. 
 
    Seeing an opening, Hreidunn shoots an arrow at where Chandra is likely to step next. This time, it hits her shoulder, causing the ranger to break out into a smile. Then the arrow bounces off the ajura's skin after barely scratching the surface. Suppressing the urge to break down crying, Hreidunn lowers her bow and just stares at the leader fruitlessly swinging at the nimbly dodging opponent. 
 
    Finally, Rolan forces himself to sheathe the sword, upon which Chandra suddenly steps forward, grabs his wrist, and forces it back out. His eyes widen in surprise, but he looks thoroughly exhausted and can only struggle weakly against her grip. She then puts a hand around his and pulls the sword out of it, which he can't even try to prevent. 
 
    Collapsing to his knees, he looks up at the towering woman, who scrutinizes the glowing Roshanee with a curious gaze. The two-handed sword for a human of regular height appears like a one-handed one when held by an ajura. She proceeds to swing it a few times at blinding speed, then raises an eyebrow at it. 
 
    "What did ya do to this?" Chandra asks Rolan, who looks up in surprise. "This is one of the six Roshanees wielded by my grandfather. But aside from glowing, it never did anythin' else." 
 
    The leader's jaw drops when he hears that the Sword of Light, the only piece of treasure they found in the lich king's chamber in the Lost Tombs, is, in fact, an Ajura weapon - and that there are five more like it. 
 
    "It gave ya a boost in speed." The Ajura boss performs a blindingly quick sword dance with it, ignoring the fact that her large but firm chest is still exposed, and comes to a stop back at the very point she started at. "But I don't feel it." 
 
    Shrugging, she tosses the blade down in front of Rolan carelessly. He musters all his remaining strength to quickly grab it and pull it into its sheath before falling over from exhaustion. With ragged breathing, he tries to ask what Chandra knows about the sword, but can't bring out any words, as his consciousness is beginning to fade. 
 
    "Is this it then?" Looking around with a grin, Chandra regards the three in the backline who are still standing. Sigurd already signaled his surrender, and Hreidunn and Vigdis clearly lost their wills to fight. Gram is out cold, Leif is still pinned under the big man's shield, and Kamii can't even push herself off the ground from the pain in her chest. "Seems like it." 
 
    With these words, she turns to the leader with a mischievous grin that shows off her sharp canines. 
 
    "Ya lost, so all of ya gonna be staying." She crosses all three pairs of her arms and states in a satisfied tone. The last thing Rolan sees before his vision goes dark is Chandra's mischievous grin. Then oblivion claims him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 83 - Kessler Syndrome
  
 
      
 
    The first thing I realize is that I'm not freezing. In all those big-budget movies set in space, people freeze all over once exposed to the vacuum of space. Here I am, seeing almost the entirety of Mundia, as the planet I was launched from is known in the Empire of Terminus, but it doesn't feel cold. 
 
    Then again, according to several sources at this point, my kind came from space. Being able to survive it should be in our nature, so I'm not surprised. However, I have no idea how to maneuver, and without any air, I can't chant magic to propel myself with. I'm stuck watching Mundia slowly recede - though I believe that I'm traveling at incredible speeds still. 
 
    It has been several hours since I left the ground, and I've passed the altitude from which the International Space Station took photos of Earth a while ago. We were shown those in class in middle school, and I would have never even remembered it, if not for the view before me. 
 
    I'm surrounded by tranquility and silence. My Crawling Chaos body is unaffected by the vacuum of space, but it also has no circulation. One's heartbeat supposedly echoes in one's ears in absolute silence, but I don't even have that. 
 
    All I can think about is how things came to this. 
 
    The first point standing out to me is that I was betrayed. Mithra helped the humans when I was definitely winning in my battle against them. If he had teleported me back to the castle in Arkaim or anywhere else in the world, I would have given him a chance to explain himself. But he launched me into space just as he did with the enormous Crawling Chaos that appeared in the Dominion thirty years ago. 
 
    Then again, what was that response of his to my question regarding Kamii? It sticks out as a discrepancy and makes me doubt his motives. I couldn't tell his expression due to his bandaged face when he activated the gravity spell. 
 
    To the humans, he should have appeared like a savior. Whether or not he's a traitor to Maou-mama, his standing among them should have improved further. Although I still don't know why they don't recognize the successive court magician to two reigning monarchs of the Dominion. Especially considering he doesn't even change his outfit between his two jobs. 
 
    My thoughts move in circles as I stare at the blue planet while reminiscing about all the things that happened to me in the last two days. If I weren't a Crawling Chaos with an untiring body, I would have been completely exhausted even before the battle at the academy. After all, only the night before, we fought a dragon and a godlike being known as Aurelia, the Golden Queen. 
 
    Speaking of that Golden Queen, she's still inside my stomach, alive and, until a few moments ago, literally kicking. Her body is unscathed by my digestive powers, and she hasn't lost her sanity while engulfed by my flesh. 
 
    I close my eyes and enter myself - and not just figuratively. As I open my eyes, I find myself standing in a room I created inside my body in a life-sized avatar of myself. It's connected to the wall through an umbilical cord growing out of its back. This is possibly by far the most creative use of my physics-defying insides yet. 
 
    The room has an atmosphere - a leftover of all those experiments when I tried to keep something alive inside me. It seems that rooms I forget about remain intact as they are, floating around in the infinite space within me. There's even gravity, but I have absolutely no explanation as to why. 
 
    In either case, where there's an atmosphere, sound can carry. And with all the free time on my hands, I could use a conversation partner. Considering there's nobody here but Aurelia, she's the only choice. Of course, whether or not she cooperates all comes down to persuasion. 
 
    The girl in question is hanging from the ceiling in a hogtie, her limbs wrapped with a multitude of tentacles. Her extremely long hair is tied up as well, as I suspect that she can manipulate it with her powers over gold. She has been stripped of all other gold, including her broken armor, and is now exposed before me in all of her naked glory. 
 
    And it's truly glorious. 
 
    Glancing at her perfectly shaped thigh, I once again marvel at her body's softness contrary to appearances. She has a metallic sheen all across her body as if her skin is slightly oiled, but appears to be made from different shades of gold. Just like a normal human, she radiates body heat and produces saliva and other fluids. However, she neither breathes nor has a heartbeat, and her skin turns completely rigid against impacts. 
 
    "Maybe you're gilded rather than gold throughout." I round her and take a peek between her legs. She peers over her shoulder with an angry look; even now, she tries to maintain her majestic dignity. The gag in her mouth keeps her from voicing her indignation and hurling insults at me, though something tells me that she's not the type to stoop to such unrefined manners. 
 
    I slide my hand along her thigh before moving up her soft belly, causing a shiver to run through her body. Whether that reaction is from disgust or pleasure, I don't know. And I frankly don't care. We fought to the death, she lost. Her life is now in my hands. 
 
    "Does that mean you always looked this beautiful?" Asking in a suggestive tone, I run a finger up between her somewhat small breasts without directly touching her skin. Then I reach her chin and force her head up so that she looks me in the eyes. Her golden irises are the only parts of her that look like true gold. All the others have mixed colors to generate all the shades found in the human body. "Tell me about yourself." 
 
    With these words, I pull the tentacle acting as a gag out of Aurelia's throat. Its entire length is coated in saliva, and I savor her glare when she regains control over her countenance. The inside of her mouth is red like a human's, but even there, I notice the metallic sheen. If she isn't coated in gold, then her body is almost as mysterious as mine. 
 
    "I have nothing to say to a creature such as you." Even in her unfavorable position, she maintains a condescending tone. 
 
    "You lost against me. So you should listen to me." I lower her legs to the ground but keep her arms up. She has about the same height as Hestia, but their bodies couldn't be any more different. Where the angel girl has a curvaceous figure that looks soft from every angle, Aurelia is toned but not visibly muscular. She's like a finely crafted statue that embodies human perfection, but her chest is strangely lacking. 
 
    "Violate me, kill me, if either pleases you." The Golden Queen meets my gaze head-on, defiant to the end. "You will never break my-" 
 
    Before she can finish, I push her down to the floor and undo the transformation of the room's interior. It quickly warps back into what it usually looks like: A space overflowing with tentacles searching for prey to digest. I found her in it earlier, the tendrils covering her entire body, wiggling in frustration at their inability to do their work because of her nature. 
 
    They now spread across my avatar, exploring it blindly before deeming it part of the whole they belong to and ignoring it. Instead, they go for the golden girl's body once more. She has been subjected to it for almost a day before I came here. However, my face splits into an abyssal grin, as all the tentacles surrounding me begin to move with clear intent. Upon seeing that, a hint of terror glints in her eyes before she realizes her moment of weakness and turns away her head. 
 
    "Come now, don't be so cold. We only have each other now." Bringing my lips close to Aurelia's ear, I breathe into it hotly. She stares at me in confusion, and I draw back while keeping eye contact. I run a finger from between her chest down to just above her belly button before standing up. "Do you know where we are?" 
 
    Not waiting for a wild guess or continued silence, I pull all the air out of the room into another and seal it off. Just like me, she doesn't need to breathe, but I don't want to let the atmosphere go to waste. We still need the air for our voices to carry. 
 
    My avatar fades into the ground before I turn myself inside out, causing Aurelia to end up in space. Tentacles growing from my back are still wrapped around her arms so that she doesn't separate from me. Wordlessly, I point past her at Mundia as we continue to drift away from it. She stares at it for a moment, then closes her eyes as if sighing. Of course, she doesn't have any air in her lungs, so nothing comes out. Turning her head back to me, she seems to be saying that she has seen enough. 
 
    In the next moment, I swallow her back inside me and bring her into the same room we were in earlier before letting the air rush back in. Then I undo the tentacle bindings on her arms, as it seems we're no longer on kill-on-sight terms. 
 
    "You seem to understand where we are." I'm intrigued to find that she seems to know that we're in space. There were no indications that the technology of this fantasy world could have given anybody a glimpse of the planet they live on. 
 
    "Indeed, I do." Aurelia regards me with a sharp look while rubbing her wrists as if being tied up hurt her. I feel like she's only doing it to spite me, as her skin seems impervious to anything physical. She doesn't look at all affected by the vacuum of space either, just as I had expected. 
 
    "You can't just leave me hanging on such a statement." Although I know it's an exercise in futility, I scold her with a frown, but she turns her gaze away, disinterested. 
 
    I play with the idea to put her back into a hogtie and force the answer out of her. The only kind of torture that has any effect on her body would be the sweet kind. But that would most likely also be pointless; she didn't break from seeing my real appearance after all. 
 
    "In either case, I've tried everything to get back, including throwing out all of your golden weapons." I state with a click of my tongue at the memory. Upon hearing this, the golden girl spins her head around to me, and her eyes widen in anger. According to movies, if you want to propel yourself in one direction, you need to push something in the opposite direction. But it turns out that I'm still caught in the gravity spell, or Hollywood lied about how space works once again. 
 
    "All of them?!" She suddenly flares up, and I understand what she must be worrying about. But to think that her priorities lie there when we find ourselves drifting into space uncontrollably, I can't help but wonder. 
 
    "No, I've kept it. It was the only one that seemed special." Shaking my head, I reassure her that the strange weapon she used to try and kill me with is still safely stored in my body. For some reason, I felt the need to tell her even though I'd never let her reunite with it. "But before you worry about that, you should think about our situation. At this rate, we'll die out here." 
 
    In my case, that would be of starvation. I'm a race that can live in space just fine, but hunger will become a problem eventually. Aurelia may be like a statue and doesn't require sustenance, but that will only mean she'll float through space alone after I'm dead. Maybe she'll die by falling into the sun someday. 
 
    "I have long since waited for death." She scoffs at my concern and mutters with a self-deprecating smile. 
 
    "Then why do you care what happens to your treasure?" Somebody looking forward to dying wouldn't care about worldly belonging. 
 
    She looks up at me with a scowl but doesn't say a word. 
 
    "In either case, I intend to die of old age, in the arms of my loved ones." The moment I say this, I realize that my race may be longer-lived than any of said loved ones. I never thought about this before, but that gives me pause, which doesn't go unnoticed by my opposite. 
 
    "You fool." The Golden Queen declares, and I can't deny it. Before thinking about whether or not I'll outlive my beloved girls, I need to first live to meet them again. 
 
    "Help me find a way back." I demand of Aurelia, but she only tilts her head in irritation. 
 
    "How did this happen?" Despite her nihilism, she still cares enough to learn what course of actions landed me in this situation - and dragged her into it with me. 
 
    "That no longer matters." It's not that I'm embarrassed about my loss - even though it wasn't really one - but that I think it won't contribute to finding a solution to this problem. 
 
    "If you had not discarded my weapons, I could have helped you." She doesn't follow up on getting an answer to her earlier question and instead accuses me with a reproachful glare while crossing her arms. Despite standing before me completely naked, she doesn't seem embarrassed at all and even manages to appear dignified. 
 
    So that's a queen, huh? Maou-mama could learn a thing or two from her.  
 
    "How would you have done that?" I'm quite interested to hear her answer to that, but she manages to look down on me as if I'm a lowly servant asking her to do work in my stead. That's impressive, considering she's shorter than me.  
 
    "That no longer matters." Aurelia simply states while sitting down on her hair, which bends into the shape of a chair. That response was a direct throwback to my own just moments ago. She's unexpectedly stubborn. Also, I realize that my hunch about her incredibly long hair was right - she can control it with her will. 
 
    "Alright, I'll tell you my story, and you tell me yours." Sighing, I form a platform out of tentacles and sit opposite her. She looks down at me with her nose held high as if silently gauging my worth. Then she nods with no hint of reluctance. 
 
    I can't tell whether she's childish or calculated. 
 
    Thus, I proceed to recount my battle against the academy, up to the point when Mithra appeared and betrayed me. Aurelia listens without even blinking, and at one point, I wonder whether she simply fell asleep with her eyes open or turned back into a statue. 
 
    "Tell me more." She suddenly says after several seconds of silence, startling me as I was staring at her beautiful long eyelashes. 
 
    "There is no more. That was how we ended up here." I reply, slight irritation finding its way into my voice. But she shakes her head, causing the chair made from her hair to wobble underneath her. Shifting her one leg over the other, she changes her position. 
 
    "Why were you there, in my prison?" Aurelia asks, and I blink at her for a moment. She appears to be referring to the labyrinth that led to Kiamedras and then her. But she should know that all I wanted was to reach the transportation circle in the room behind the armory that she turned into her throne hall. Before I can open my mouth to speak, she continues. "Tell me about yourself, child of the stars." 
 
    I'm dumbfounded. Is that a hint of curiosity I spot in her gaze? But as if that demand was meant as an order, she closes her eyes and leans back in anticipation of me following that order. If I weren't so fascinated by her audacity, I'd bring her down from her high horse right now. 
 
    "Again." There's something else I feel is more important to comment on, though. 
 
    "Hm?" She makes, not opening her eyes as if to say that she's wholly uninterested about anything other than hearing me tell my tale. 
 
    "What do you mean when you call me a child of the stars?" Sitting cross-legged, I lean forward and ask for clarification. 
 
    "It is simply what you are." She replies with a wave of her hand as if it's a dull topic to her. 
 
    "Then I'll add a condition: You'll have to tell me all you know about that too." Of course, I don't give up so easily, and she opens her eyes to peer at me with a slightly irritated expression. I suppress the urge to flare up and tell her that she's still at my mercy, but that will only make her more defiant, so I swallow my words. 
 
    Thus, I start at the very beginning of my life in this world. It hasn't been that long, and I'm going to leave out all the details about things that shouldn't find their way outside the bedroom - or library balconies. 
 
    At the mention of the Graebern in Rathgolim, Aurelia perks up but doesn't comment. When I tell her how I corrupted Hestia, she only sniffs as if she already knew. Throughout, she never once shows genuine surprise, and when I conclude with the part where I learned about Kamii's disappearance after arriving in Kongenssoevn, she leans back on her chair once again. I already told the rest earlier. 
 
    "As expected, you are ignorant of your origins." It doesn't look like she intends to make any remarks about my story and immediately jumps into the explanation I demanded of her earlier. She shifts her position into a more comfortable one once again and seems to prepare herself for a long speech. "But I do not know more than that you came from the stars. The place humans once thought the gods resided in." 
 
    "Wha...?" I'm taken aback by her admittance that she got me hooked on nothing. She only knows I'm alien to this world, but made it sound as if she understood everything about me. It would have explained why she didn't go mad from seeing my true appearance. Then again, Thorvald and some other professors weren't as affected as regular people either, so it may depend on a person's strength of will. 
 
    "My story begins with-" Aurelia lifts a hand to perform a sweeping gesture as if signaling that this will be a long one. 
 
    "Wait, something came up." I interrupt her before she can even finish her opening sentence. Her surprised blinking and subsequent peeved expression cause my heart to skip a beat. She looks equal parts childish and charming. "I'll be right back." 
 
    With these words, I melt my avatar into the platform and return my consciousness to the exterior. I've been watching space with my actual set of eyes, just in case something happens. It's a bizarre feeling to see from two different perspectives, but I'll take this as an opportunity to train for a situation in which I need to look both forward and backward. 
 
    In either case, something entered my view, so I had to focus my mind on one side to see what it was. When I look around, a chill runs down my spine, and my thoughts blank out. For a moment, I search for a logical explanation, but no matter how I think about it, nothing comes close to satisfying. 
 
    I'm flying backward through a field of undeniably artificial debris. Scattered pieces of aluminum and plastic, broken solar panels, bolts and microchips, and entire modules of destroyed satellites pass me by. Their lack of momentum implies that they've achieved a stable orbit. 
 
    A pathway has opened around me, and nothing floats in my way, so my assumption that Mithra's gravity magic is still affecting me was correct. At one point, I thought about expelling all the air inside me to propel myself back toward Mundia, just like a space shuttle maneuvers according to all the movies I've seen. But if I had done it, I wouldn't be able to talk to Aurelia now, and 
 
    nothing would have changed about my situation. 
 
    I'm not moving as quickly as I thought I did, but the amount of wreckage is overwhelming. 
 
     How did nobody down there ever notice this? Or maybe they did but never considered it important?  
 
    Though the more pressing question is: What does this mean?! 
 
    "I know." Aurelia replies when I return to the inside of our little me-shaped spaceship and inform her of the wreckages. She doesn't show a hint of surprise upon hearing these world-shattering news. Mundia doesn't have technology on the level that allows them to launch rockets into space, so why is she so relaxed? 
 
    "What do you mean, you know? How?" I can't keep my composure and point at her in an accusing tone, but she only shrugs. For some reason, I seem to have forgotten that we tried to kill each other only two days ago and am talking to her as I would to a traveling companion. Well, if we don't get back, she's going to be my last one. 
 
    "All in due time." Leaning her head back to peer down at me as a queen would a nosy subject, she regards me with a clearly displeased look. "Though you shall never know if you interrupt me again." 
 
    "Sorry." My mouth is faster than my mind, and I apologize with a slight bow before realizing what I just did. A smirk graces Aurelia's lips, though I don't know if it's from amusement or a feeling of superiority over the person that beat her. 
 
    "You are quite droll." She remarks, looking at me with an unexpectedly warm gaze. However, I spy a hint of melancholy and loneliness in it. It disappears when she blinks and adjusts her position to begin with her story.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 84 - Soul Of Gold
  
 
      
 
    In ancient days, the now mighty Empire of Terminus had not yet existed, and Northern Enorath had been fragmented into many small nations and city-states. In that time, Kael, the Lord of the Sky, had appeared before the woman who would become the founding mother of the city of Terminus. Out of their short liaison, she became pregnant with his child. 
 
    Atop a hill, in an abandoned tower, she gave birth to the boy that became the first in a line of kings and later emperors. Within his lifetime, he would build the Kingdom of Terminus, which spanned nearly a third of the Enorath continent. It reached from the west coast all the way to the mightly Ortus Mountains that formed a natural barrier against the barbarians in the east. It occupied the fertile plains overlooked by the eternally snow-capped Dragon Mountains that separated it from the Fatas Triarchy in the north. And the southern borders reached the pharaonic dynasties of Ammenhotep in the desert lands. 
 
    Several centuries and many generations later, the influential cities of Mineva, Phobio, and Deima in the south of the kingdom declared independence during a period of internal decay in Terminus. Other remote colonies followed suit, resulting in a fragmentation of the massive kingdom holdings. 
 
    The capital, Vertex Mundia - the top of the world - was beginning to lose the prestige that earned it its name. Queen Salvia II announced a campaign to retake the lost colonies, first targeting the most influential ones in the south. Mineva would be the first to feel the fall of the hammer, but its allies Phobio and Deima supported them from the rear. It created two opposing forces of nearly equal strength. 
 
    The second winter of the war, as the bloody conflict entered a stalemate, the queen gave birth to a daughter. Omens of greatness but also signs of ruin loomed over her. She was quiet at birth, sleeping soundly as if seeing her mother in her last moments was of no concern to her. When they pried open her tightly-closed palm, they discovered a gold nugget. For that, she was named Aurelia rather than the inauspicious name that her mother's death would have earned her otherwise. 
 
    With the queen's untimely death, and the only heir but a newborn child, the nation was left in the hands of a regent from the Fatas Triarchy. It had been a long-standing tradition as Aurelia's was not the first such case. Under the mindful guidance of Regent Elpis Moirael, the kingdom made peace with the city-states and focused on domestic issues that arose from the loss of the previous leader. 
 
    In these peaceful times, Aurelia grew up loved by those without and feared by those within the palace. Her outward personality was bright, but she was moody and had a gift that instilled terror in those who wronged her. After all, she could do from the moment she was born what generations of alchemists had failed to achieve; with a touch, she could turn anything into gold. 
 
    Though one would think it a curse, she had absolute control over it. She generally contented herself with setting examples on lifeless things rather than petrify servants she disliked. In some fits of rage, she did turn several living humans into statues, though. They were placed in her garden to enrich the landscape and stand as a warning for others to never try her patience. 
 
    Without parents, she was only ever surrounded by subservient people and never taught her moral limits. Even Elpis Moirael, the Fata regent, could not hold her in check. She performed more and more outrageous feats in hopes of finding somebody that would not treat her with cold distance or fearful submission. 
 
    One day, she ran away from the palace and left the city of Vertex Mundia by herself. If nobody came to force her back, she thought she might as well embark on a journey. Just the previous spring, a crew of daredevil explorers wanted to circumnavigate the world. For that purpose, they sailed around Yagrath, the Sealed Continent - a land humans were forbidden from entering under the law of Kael, as it contained the sanctum of the gods. One moon out on sea away from Yagrath, they had come upon a landmass. 
 
    The sailors traveled along the shore and came upon a wooden fishing boat, leading them to believe that they had circumnavigated the world and reached the other side of the kingdom. Thus, they called out to the two fishermen. 
 
    They were greeted with curious waving and words spoken in an unknown Imperian accent. But when the kingdom sailors saw the blue faces of the two men, they steered their ship away in a panic. At the time, the humans thought it was the result of an infectious disease and escaped as quickly as they could. 
 
    Later, the humans would learn that these beings were naturally born the way they looked. Soon after, the Fatas Triarchy declared them demons and an affront against the gods. That had been the first encounter between humans and demons.  
 
    Aurelia thought of traveling to this new world filled with mysterious monsters, Ceogath, as it was called - the continent of the unknown. Maybe it would be a good place to start making a name for herself. It would allow her to proudly stand among the gods, where a person of her caliber unquestionably belonged. 
 
    She was a demigod after all. 
 
      
 
    "I admit that I was arrogant in my youth." Shrugging with an unapologetic expression, Aurelia interrupts her tale when she sees my frown. That causes me to suppress a chuckle. 
 
    "Was?" I poke fun at her, remembering her words during our fight. Then I proceed to ape her arrogant tone when she still held the upper hand against me in our battle. "You are nothing before me." 
 
    The Golden Queen glares at me with a displeased expression, but at my grin, she averts her gaze with a snobbish sniff. Even though it's such an arrogant gesture, she appears quite cute while doing so. 
 
    "I shall continue." She then steers the topic back to her story, shooting me a glare as if suggesting I shouldn't interrupt her. Even though she was the one who interrupted herself just now. 
 
    I'm intrigued and keep my eyes trained on her face, not letting a single expression escape my attention as she continues to relate her past to me. 
 
      
 
    Aurelia traveled across the entire Enorath continent under the watchful eyes of a host of Fatas. They kept circling her like a flock of vultures before Elpis deemed it time to call her back. But to be told that only after she already traveled for three seasons and reached the westernmost tip of the kingdom made her furious. 
 
    She proceeded to commandeer the first sea-going ship she found and had them sail to Ceogath, ignoring any further protests from Elpis. Even at that point, he did not dare hold her back by force - and neither did any of the others that followed her. They should have been aware that she had her unique ability under control, but still doubted her. Their attitude wounded her deeper than any words ever could have. 
 
    The journey took over two moons, during which her retinue steadily swelled to the size of an entire fleet. While Elpis was afraid to hold Aurelia back, he could not let the sole heir to the throne get into any danger. Thus, he sent two dozen warships loaded with the royal guard after her. With more than twenty Fatas gliding through the air above her, it was as if she stood at the tip of an army heading into war against these mysterious demons. 
 
    The young queen, only sixteen winters old at the time of her arrival, was the first human to set foot on Ceogath proper. A small scouting base had been set up on an island off the mainland a few moons prior, but nobody had dared to step into demon territory until the fearless Aurelia showed up all the sailors and battle-hardened soldiers. 
 
    Thus, a procession four hundred strong began marching along the shore in search of the fishing village the two fishermen the first explorers had seen must have lived in. 
 
    On the third night, they were attacked. Sleeping in the majestic tent that had been prepared for her as a matter of course, Aurelia was roused by screams and the sound of metal being ripped apart. An animalistic roar wiped all sleepiness from her mind, and she quickly put on her equipment. 
 
    Back then, her control over gold had barely exceeded a degree at which she could levitate a single sword made from pure gold. It was not something she could fight with, so she still wore regular silken clothes or armor made from steel. She understood that despite her affinity to gold, it was both too cumbersome and ineffective for protection. 
 
    Wielding her short sword and round shield, she walked toward the tent right as a beast charged into her from the outside and pushed her back onto the bed. For the first time, she was confronted with the reality of something coming after her life, and she was petrified. However, when she looked up, her fear gave way to curiosity. 
 
    It looked like a human woman half a head taller than the young queen, but she had red skin, shaggy silver hair, and horns growing from her forehead. An animal's hide was draped over her shoulders and tied around her waist, which barely hid her naked form. Sharp teeth lined her parted lips as a hot, animalistic breath escaped them. But when Aurelia looked into her eyes, she instantly knew that this was not a mindless creature. 
 
    For a moment, understanding seemed to blossom between the two, as the young queen raised a hand to touch the bestial woman's cheek. Glancing at the hand once, the demon did not move and regarded the beautiful girl underneath her with unabashed interest. But the royal guard charged in from the tent entrance and startled her, breaking the magical veil that had laid itself over the two. 
 
    The beast drew away, jumped off the bed, and swiped at the soldiers carrying tower shields, her claws ripping through steel as if they were made of silk. Tossing around grown men in full armor as if they were simple straw dolls, she broke through their encirclement and ran outside. 
 
    Aurelia could not move from her bed as she stared at the parted flaps of her tent entrance with a strange feeling overcoming her. The guards rushing to her side to check whether or not she was hurt did not even register. 
 
    She wanted to see that demon again. 
 
      
 
    It seemed that the female demon had snuck into the camp to steal their provisions. Aurelia had bait put out in the middle of the camp, and ordered her troops to stay in their tents during the following night. If the female demon was still nearby, she would try to attack again since her previous attempt only yielded the scraps laid out on the table after the soldiers' meal. 
 
    And sure enough, she came again, this time carefully making her way in when everybody appeared to be asleep. It did seem that she was suspicious of the silence, but her hunger led her to the pile of provisions placed next to a torch a short distance from Aurelia's tent. 
 
    Just like an animal, she ascertained the safety of the goods by sniffing them, then peered around to make sure nobody was there. Sitting down on the ground, she opened a package made from palm leaves that contained hard cheese. It was something she had never seen before. 
 
    Aurelia suppressed a chuckle when the demon made a face at its smell and tossed it aside to search for something that did not stink. The next thing she picked caused the young queen to anticipate an even bigger reaction; it was an earthen jar filled with pickled fish. 
 
    Just as expected, the moment she successfully pried open the wax-sealed lid, the stench hit her sensitive nose and caused her to fling it far away as if it was glowing-hot coal. It caused Aurelia to fall through her tent door and roll across the floor in laughter. Startled, the beast stared at the young queen, who was now dressed in silken robes rather than her armor. 
 
    Even though she should have realized that it was a trap, she was so entranced by the golden cloth that she did not move until Aurelia calmed down again. Growling at her, the female demon signaled that she understood she had been made fun of, and the young queen realized that. 
 
    "I apologize for laughing." She said while spreading her hands to show her empty palms. In a way, her skin was her most powerful weapon, but she would only use it if her life was in danger. Then she noticed that the beast's gaze was on her glittering robe once again. "Do you like this color?" 
 
    Without waiting for a response, she took off the flowing robes and patted off the dust that clung to it from her earlier outburst of mirth. She then presented it to the demon, who watched in fascination. Just as the animal pelt barely hid her nakedness, so was Aurelia's seemingly glowing form visible through her silken undergarments. The two seemed equals at that moment, though the young queen knew that the beast could rip her apart with her bare hands. 
 
    But she did no such thing and merely inspected the presented clothes before taking them into her hands. Of course, with a single careless pull, she accidentally ripped them to shreds. The lament in her eyes caused Aurelia to lay a hand on the demon's cheek, which startled her. 
 
    It was then that the soldiers sprung to action, no longer able to hold back their fear that something could happen to their queen. Charging in from all sides, they motioned to surround the beast and avenge their fallen comrades from the previous night. She was taken by surprise and spun around on the spot, looking for a way out of the encirclement. 
 
    Aurelia put a hand on the woman's arm and gave her a smile before turning to her soldiers with a glare. 
 
    "Cease this now!" She raised her voice and let it boom across the camp, causing everybody to stop dead in their tracks. Nobody dared to object their absolute queen's order, and cowered under the furious gaze of her blue eyes. Whoever defied her would be turned into a statue of gold - or so was their fear. 
 
    However, her voice had scared the demon. She vaulted away across the heads of the soldiers before disappearing into the forest. 
 
    According to her men, the disappointed expression on Aurelia's face had been as terrifying as if she had turned to them in rage. 
 
      
 
    It took one moon, and five more encounters before the female demon was willing to trust Aurelia to stay for a meal specifically prepared for her. It appeared to be the first time she had eaten anything cooked, so her innocent excitement at the deliciousness caused even the other humans to believe that she was no mere animal. 
 
    One day, after three moons in which the young queen and the female demon grew closer to each other, she surprised everybody by uttering her first word. 
 
    "More." She had said in a coarse voice so that only those close to her could hear. It had sounded like a growl, but Aurelia was convinced that she was asking for seconds while lifting her empty plate. That was not something a primitive being could have done; the woman possessed intelligence beyond what they had given her credit for. 
 
    Thus, the young queen decided to bring her back to her kingdom and show her the world of man. It was a difficult task to lead her onto a ship and keep her there. But when they set sail and flew across the waves, the demon was delighted at the new sights and sensations. 
 
      
 
    When Aurelia returned to the kingdom, she expressly forbade the people to make an attraction of Vanadia. The young queen had named her for her silvery hair and sturdy body. After all, the soldiers who had faced off against her reported that their weapons bounced off her skin without doing any harm. The demon showed significant improvements in learning their language and was able to hold simple conversations. It usually revolved around food or impressions of the new world she saw before her. 
 
    The two had quickly become trusted friends. Vanadia was the only person who dared to embrace the young queen even after learning that the latter could turn anything to gold with a mere touch. They would dine at the same table against all court etiquettes, bathe and sleep together, and lived as equals. It was an unlikely friendship, but one for the ages. 
 
    Soon, two winters had passed since she had first set off to Ceogath, and Aurelia came of age. Upon her ascension to the throne, she placed Vanadia beside her as if declaring her the prime minister. In reality, their relationship had taken on a different form - one that the holy laws forbade. 
 
    Despite the festive mood, people could not help but feel uncomfortable. Realizing this, Aurelia soon decreed a reform that replaced Kael, the Lord of the Sky as their sole patron god and incorporated all the gods into a pantheon of equals. Under his law, her relationship with Vanadia was a forbidden one. But she raised the position of Lucerna, the Lady of Brilliance, who stood for pure and unconditional love, and made her of equal standing. 
 
    She was not afraid to anger not only her people but also the Fatas Triarchy and the very gods themselves, all for her love of one person. Vanadia was more important to her than anything else in the world. 
 
      
 
    "Wow." I mutter more to myself than to Aurelia, but she overhears it. Her glance at me is filled with disdain, most likely misunderstanding what I meant. Before I can correct her, she brushes me off with a wave. 
 
    "The reforms went through without much resistance. I did not forbid the worship of Kael, but turned it into the religion of the thirteen." She explains with a dismissive gesture as if it's a small matter. "And indeed, many immediately turned to Lucerna." 
 
    Just like Al-Majnun, known in the Empire of Terminus as Psycophantas, and in the Kingdom of Lares as Bryaledi, the other gods also have regional names. In the kingdom, Kael is Taivass, and Lucerna is Belys - the goddess that Arcelia is an adherent of. 
 
    It would seem that the Lady of Brilliance has teachings that agree with the masses more than those of the Lord of the Sky. After all, the cathedral in Kongenssoevn is dedicated to her alone, and the citizens of the kingdom pray to her more than any other god. Skovrider, the Walker of the Wild, is the only other god who is frequently mentioned as a charm for safe travels. 
 
    If I had been in Aurelia's position, I would have done the same so that I could live my love life openly rather than having to hide it from the public. For the girls I love, I wouldn't hesitate to overthrow the gods themselves. I feel like I discovered a point of commonality between the Golden Queen and me. 
 
    "But I never would have expected that the gods were petty and cruel." Aurelia continues, her face clouded over from the memories. "My love for Vanadia was met with jealousy." 
 
      
 
    The two were not only joined in bed, but also in battle. The newly-formed Mineva Republic, created from the union of the city-states of Mineva, Phobio, and Deima's spheres of influence, were using Aurelia's controversial reform right after her ascension to the throne to stir unrest in the south of the kingdom. The young queen personally led a campaign of subjugation and earned victory after victory. Owing to her growing ability in controlling gold and Vanadia's sheer invincible prowess in battle, they soon suppressed the uprisings. 
 
    Without pause, they proceeded to move further south and brought down the hammer on the republic and conquered half of its lands before winter broke. Aurelia's gallant appearance on the battlefield, with a storm of golden weapons dancing under her control, led people to call her the Golden Queen. Vanadia's incredible prowess and her body's capability to adjust to any damage by growing tougher in response earned her the title of Unbreakable. 
 
    However, when they rode on the wave of success and wanted to take the rest of the Mineva Republic, a vast army of demons arrived on the kingdom's undefended western shore. It was led by King Rannoz, the Living Conflagration - a centaur-like beast clad in flames, towering over any human. Scouts from the Dominion of Rannoz had followed Aurelia's fleet when they returned to the kingdom and discovered Enorath. Back then, they had deemed the human nation easy pickings but had domestic issues to deal with first. With the kingdom's attention entirely on the south, Rannoz had decided that the fruit was ripe for consumption. 
 
    Aurelia was forced to march her troops back, while the demon onslaught rolled across her lands nearly unhindered. Their physiology allowed them to quickly scale city walls and overwhelm the defenders before help could arrive. Even in the field, they held the advantage in numbers, and no local lords could hope to stop them. 
 
    In the first defensive war in the history of the Kingdom of Terminus, Vanadia showed against all concerns that she stood firmly on the humans' side. Although the army of the demons had no individuals that looked like her, she fought what the humans considered her brethren without a single doubt in her heart. 
 
    Finally, in the first winter of the war, Aurelia and Vanadia's army clashed with Rannoz's on an open field. With the combined effort of the two, the king of the demons was killed in battle. The Dominion back then still operated on tribal law and the rule of the strong, so when they saw Vanadia standing over their king's corpse, they immediately submitted to her. Aurelia understood that such an opportunity would not come again, and announced her the new queen of the Dominion. 
 
    This way, they would be able to have peace with the demonfolk across the ocean and even help each other in future wars or economic matters. It was to be the first intercontinental alliance, and expanding their combined influence across the entire world came into reach. 
 
    However, that went against the will of the gods, who did not desire an amicable relationship between humans and demons. That was something Aurelia would learn only after tragedy had already taken its course. Before she could sail to the Dominion with Vanadia to crown her, the latter came down with a terrible fever. 
 
    The Unbreakable's once seemingly unassailable body appeared to be consuming itself. Aurelia searched far and wide in her desperation, calling demon shamans from the Dominion and even begging for help from the Fatas Triarchy, which she had offended with her reforms. But none could help her even when they tried. 
 
    Vanadia passed away after three moons of suffering, her shriveled form a far cry from the powerful appearance she had when Aurelia had first met her. The Golden Queen was devastated when the demon breathed her last, causing her powers to run rampant and turn the entire room to gold along with all the people in it. 
 
    She had gained absolute control over gold, in exchange for the loss of the only person in the world whom she had ever loved. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 85 - Revelations of Divinity
  
 
      
 
    The nation grieved the loss of their hero. Aurelia, twenty-one winters old at the time, shut herself off from the world for half a decade. The kingdom around her began to fray, barbarians invading from the east, and Mineva retaking its holdings and fortifying in the south. But with the formerly charismatic leader reduced to a recluse, the nation was at its weakest and could barely maintain itself. 
 
    Aurelia's cheerful and bright personality had disappeared entirely. She barely ate and grew sickly herself as if to mirror Vanadia's condition. Or perhaps she was reflecting the kingdom itself, which was close to collapse. The court physicians feared that she would not last another winter. 
 
    That was when two women, wandering medicine sellers and healers, were invited into the royal palace by one such physician. Aurelia was uninterested in regaining her health and only wished to waste away so that she could share Vanadia's pain and see her again in the afterlife. She ignored their empty phrases and would have had them removed from the palace if not for the names they used to introduce themselves. 
 
    The woman dressed in black robes and a pointed, wide-brimmed hat revealed herself as Fimbria, the Witch of the End. The barefooted girl beside her, dressed in gray rags and appearing as nothing more than an apprentice or even slave, was, in fact, Lucerna, the Lady of Brilliance. But they denied being gods. 
 
    They explained to Aurelia that none of the other gods were real either, including the kingdom's formerly sole patron god, Kael. All of them were remnants of a bygone era, humans that had become immortal and wielded great powers through arcane knowledge. Growing drunk on these powers, they had proclaimed themselves gods a long time ago. 
 
    Vertex Mundia had an academy for magic, but when the one claiming to be Lucerna restored the Golden Queen to her former health with but a touch, she could tell that they were telling the truth. If such a power had been known to the people at the academy, they would have been able to heal Vanadia. 
 
    And if Lucerna had been present then, Vanadia would still be alive. 
 
    At length, Fimbria told Aurelia everything about the origins of the false gods. They belonged to an ancient civilization that created all the non-human races in the world. Elves and their nomadic dark counterparts, dwarves, the dragonkin tribes in the north, the few remaining true dragons, as well as the prospering sea dragons, and even the Fatas; they were all artificial. 
 
    Finally, they revealed that the demons were created by Orthum, the Mage of the Beginning. Although their godhood was fake, their knowledge and abilities were very real. They allowed them to perform feats that humans did not think possible. 
 
    The false gods withheld the actual knowledge from humanity and ingrained them with limits so that they could never grow powerful enough to challenge their hegemony. Vanadia would not have had to die if not for their selfishness and lust for power. Aurelia 
 
    's world view was shattered. 
 
    However, Fimbria then told her that Vanadia had not been killed by an unknown disease. Instead, it had been a curse created by Phasmantus, the Liberator of Souls - at the behest of Precanta, the Guide of Tomorrow. The latter had grown jealous of the relationship between the Golden Queen and the Unbreakable and wished to see it destroyed for sport. 
 
    The reason Aurelia had been left alive was simple: She was a direct descendant of Kael's, and he would have punished them for their meddling in his game. Broaching this topic led to the final revelation of that fateful day, which caused the Golden Queen's wrath to boil over. In her rage, she awakened to her true abilities and transformed the entire royal palace into gold. The two women before her remained unaffected. 
 
    She had learned that for millennia, the false gods had directed humans in a war game, pitting them against each other for their amusement. The demons were only the latest addition to this game, a byproduct of Orthum's pastime involving the creation of fantastical life in all shapes and forms. 
 
    A war between humans and demons was meant to stoke the dying embers of their enthusiasm anew. 
 
      
 
    I stare at Aurelia with my mouth agape. If not for her expressions of real emotion when recounting the darkest moment of her life, I would have thought that she was making her story up as she went. But then I realize that the puzzle comes together neatly when considering all the experiences I've had in this world so far. 
 
    Especially those that were among my first, and my latest: The cyberdinos in Yagrath, and the debris field surrounding the planet, consisting of countless numbers of broken satellites and other space implements. 
 
    These false gods aren't using arcane knowledge. They have ancient advanced technology at their disposal, allowing them to do things that primitive humans would consider godlike. Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic - or so went the quote by some famous person from my previous world. 
 
    "I see that you understand." The Golden Queen looks at me with world-weary eyes as she sighs deeply. It seems that after her sadness and anger, she's overcome by nihilism once again. 
 
    "But what I don't get is how you know about space." I leave aside everything else for the time being and get to the point. She may have found out the secret behind the game they're playing, but that doesn't explain her lack of surprise at seeing the debris field. 
 
    "Because I have been here before." She says this in such a matter of fact tone that I'm not even surprised. Her past is the very fabric of legend, so for her to have somehow come to space doesn't sound far-fetched at all. "I came here to destroy the source of the false gods' power." 
 
      
 
    With all her resources, she began to collect information on the gods, to learn about their residences or places they appeared in often. 
 
    For the past two centuries, champions of the gods had been selected from among the populace. Members of the magic academy in Vertex Mundia had once again been invited to Orthum's sanctum in the recent winters. At the same time, others returned after many decades of service under the Mage of the Beginning. They went on to serve as lectors at the academy. 
 
    After questioning some of those with all the persuasiveness she had, Aurelia learned that the sanctum was a floating fortress traveling across the world while hidden among the clouds. It housed over a hundred champions from various nations, including the Mineva Republic and even the pharaonic nation of Ammenhotep in the far-south of Enorath. 
 
    The Kingdom of Terminus had, under the orders of the prime minister rather than Aurelia's, begun establishing a foothold in Ceogath shortly after the latter's victory over Rannoz and his army. The Dominion of Rannoz had crumbled after his death, and rivaling tribes were vying for supremacy once again. 
 
    There, somebody had spotted Orthum's sanctum not long ago, and the Golden Queen understood that he was going to create a new wave of demons. She had made her choice, and there was no turning back now. 
 
    Opening Vanadia's mausoleum and taking out the golden casket containing her skeletal remains onto a small boat which she gilded with a touch, she floated it up into the sky. Aurelia took her along on this journey because they had been together on every single one since they first met. It was most likely her last one, so a funerary boat was the perfect vessel for that purpose. She would helm it toward the ruin that awaited her, but she would not be alone. 
 
    Traveling across the sky toward Ceogath at speeds no human had ever achieved before, Aurelia single-mindedly searched for the sanctum. She would confront the so-called Mage of the Beginning and have him confirm Fimbria and Lucerna's tale with his very mouth. If he refused, she would pour liquid gold down his throat until his stomach ruptured. 
 
    When she finally discovered the sanctum in the eye of a storm, she understood the difference in power between humans and these false gods. It was a massive, cube-like structure as tall as a mountain. The fact that it could hang in the sky unmoving while a storm raged around it - if it was not created by it in the first place - evidenced the fact that this went beyond any human's understanding of magic. She may have been able to manipulate gold with a mere thought, but she could never move a mountain of it like that. 
 
    Whispering final words of affection toward the casket in which Vanadia laid, Aurelia prepared herself for destruction and charged head-first into Orthum's sanctum through its black walls. To her surprise, she was not met with resistance or even instant death, but living horrors. 
 
    Humans and demons alike were working side by side, their eyes and movements lifeless, entire limbs replaced with metal, tools for fingers, and lenses for eyes. She had entered a service area - one the champions she had questioned must have never seen, or they would have told her of this. 
 
    No, those who had seen it were most likely among these unholy creations now. 
 
    Making her way through the seemingly endless corridors, Aurelia finally entered an area that appeared ancient in comparison. There were humans wearing clothes familiar to her walking around while conversing, casting magic without speaking, and reading books on arcane knowledge. Men and women from the Kingdom of Lares, Mineva Republic, and Ammenhotep were living side by side peacefully despite the political differences between the nations they hailed from. 
 
    Everybody was surprised to see the queen of Terminus, whose appearance was well-known throughout the nations of man. In return, she recognized some of their faces, they were promising students from the academy of Vertex Mundia. She had seen them off only a few winters ago when they were selected as champions. Relief at the thought that she may have found allies yet came over her. 
 
    In her misfortune - or maybe luck - Orthum was gone from his sanctum, so she did not have to fear immediate retribution for her break-in. It gave her time to speak to the champions, and inform them of the truth regarding the holy sanctum in which they lived blissfully unaware of its underside. 
 
    They were rendered speechless when they were led inside the bowels of the flying fortress. Horror and pity overcame them, for both humans and demons; this was not something living beings should be subjected to. 
 
    With this revelation, Aurelia knew that they would be more receptive when the time came to tell them of her encounter with Fimbria and Lucerna. Many could not believe it even after what they saw, but those from her kingdom decided to stand by her side no matter what she decided. 
 
    That was when Fimbria entered the flying fortress and lent credence to the unbelievable tale with her dark but undeniably divine presence - despite her denial of her godhood. She used her knowledge of the ancient language to access what she called the sanctum's spirit. Through moving paintings on the wall, she showed them proof of the gods' falsehood. 
 
    The human champions unanimously decided to abandon their belief in the false gods. The Witch of the End informed them that the source of their powers could be found on the moon; they would be able to turn them into mortals and punish them for their crimes. Aurelia stirred their morale with the promise of greatness; their actions would be written in history and spoken of millennia from now. 
 
    Before the Mage of the Beginning could return, Fimbria steered the flying fortress higher into the sky and eventually cleared the clouds. As they floated into the darkness above, she began to teach the humans how to operate the sanctum's arcane technology. 
 
    On an exploration walk through the fortress, Aurelia discovered the breeding vats of all kinds of new demons. Among them was one that stood separated from all others, and contained a horned being, not unlike Vanadia. She had already believed Fimbria when she said that the demons - and with them, the love of her life - were but creations born from Orthum's boredom. But with certainty before her eyes, she very nearly broke down in tears. Only blaring horns going off all around her pulled her from the edge of sad reminiscence and back to the present. 
 
    When she arrived in the command room, Fimbria informed her that the original owner of the sanctum had come to reclaim it. His face appeared on the wall, visibly angry that the humans had stolen his property. It would appear that he spoke to them from a vessel shaped like a triangle a distance away, which was poised to attack. 
 
    When they refused his demand for surrender, he engaged them in battle using flashes of light and burning ballista shots that exploded on impact. The Golden Queen, against Fimbria's objections, left to bring the fight to Orthum. Meanwhile, the champions scrambled to man the arcane weaponry of the sanctum. 
 
    When she opened a gate to the exterior and was blown out into the vast nothingness, Aurelia was made to realize that space was a hostile place in which living things were not meant to exist. Her skin began to crawl, and all the air was sucked out of her lungs, causing her to very nearly die from suffocation. However, she overcame it by turning herself into gold and controlling her movements through her will alone. 
 
    Her transformation into the true Golden Queen was completed at that moment. 
 
    Flying through space on the golden funerary boat, she flew straight toward the Mage of the Beginning. Her vessel was loaded with countless golden weapons that listened to her very thoughts, and she would tear through anything in her way to get to him. She instinctively deflected flashes of light and exploding arrows but realized that unless she concentrated them all in one spot, her weapons could barely scratch the smaller vessels. 
 
    Only with the help of the sanctum's light weapons, which cut a path through the enemy fleet for her, could she reach Orthum's flagship. However, before she could bear down on the Mage of the Beginning with the entirety of her arsenal, his vessel disappeared in a distorted flash. The Golden Queen had forced one of the false gods to retreat, and all the champions in Orthum's sanctum witnessed it. 
 
    Morale was high, and they set course for the moon to put an end to the reign of the deceivers that controlled the world for their pleasure. Along the way, the champions that had been unable to participate in battle before learned to use the small one-person vessels abundantly available inside the cubical flying fortress. They would be able to aid their queen more directly next time. 
 
      
 
    Three days into the journey, Fimbria introduced Aurelia to a machine at the heart of the sanctum, which could build everything her mind was capable of conceiving. She wished for a weapon with the power to overcome the armor that Orthum's vessels boast, but could not envision one. 
 
    That's when one of the champions, a young man by the name of Tiberius, suggested a concept based on a strange weapon he found in the archives of the sanctum. Aurelia had personally congratulated him on being chosen by Orthus several winters ago, so he was bound to be a brilliant mind. 
 
    The weapon would use the exceptional cutting power and near indestructible property of something called a 'monomolecular whip' in the arcane languages. By adding a tiny weight made from gold to the tips of the many whips stored in the weapon, the Golden Queen would be able to control their movements. 
 
    The machine assembled it in the blink of an eye, but when Aurelia went to test it in the training hall, it fell apart the moment she swung it. They had encountered the paradox of the unstoppable force meeting the immovable object; a core that could withstand the whip capable of cutting any material could not exist. 
 
    That was when Fimbria made a suggestion which the Golden Queen would have taken her head for under normal circumstances. However, after thinking it over, she understood that if it helped the weapon reach completion, it would have a poetic ring to it. 
 
    She had proposed to use Vanadia's bones, which Orthum had created to be indestructible. 
 
     Surely, he had considered the possibility of a monomolecular whip being used on them, too. 
 
    The deceased demon woman would provide the final piece required for the destruction of the false gods. According to the Witch of the End, more powerful versions of Vanadia would appear if the Mage of the Beginning were left to his devices. 
 
    A quick test revealed that the black bones, all that remained of Aurelia's beloved demon woman, were indeed able to withstand the cutting power of the monomolecular whip. With this, Tiberius went to work and used Vanadia's forearm bone for the core around which the rest of the weapon was formed. Once it was encased in gold, it was no longer visible from the outside. Only those that knew would understand how significant that weapon was to the young queen. 
 
    In the trial, it performed exactly as it was meant to. The weapon shredded a block of steel, which Orthum's sanctum and other vessels are primarily armored with. She now held an immensely powerful tool for the destruction of the false gods in her hands. 
 
    This weapon would never leave her side, and she sealed it away until the moment it was needed by putting it inside her own right forearm. In return, she replaced the bone now missing from Vanadia with a piece of her own. In death, as in life, they would be together forever. 
 
    She named the weapon Vanadia's Will, to honor her dead comrade and lover. 
 
      
 
    According to Fimbria, one moon had passed on their journey when the moon loomed before them. Along the way, they had been harassed again and again by Orthum appearing with strange machines and powerful weapons meant to destroy them. The crew of champions had successfully beaten them back without only a few losses so far. They had soon understood that the Mage of the Beginning was having fun while experimenting on them. 
 
    But when they saw the massive fleet that barred their way, they knew that this was the decisive battle for the fate of the future. It was an army meant to stop them rather than a toy the owner did not care about. And the Golden Queen realized that they had played right into the hands of the false gods when they took the battle far away from the eyes of witnesses that could speak of their tales. 
 
    This was a battle they could not afford to lose. Aurelia equipped Vanadia's Will from the very beginning while heading out on the golden funerary boat, accompanied by the over one hundred champions who had completed their flight training. Fimbria operated the weapons of the sanctum and directed the humans and demons that had been turned into mindless servants to aid them in battle. 
 
    Aurelia's golden form as she shot across the battlefield in a streak of light was awe-inspiring, and the champions fought valiantly. However, the difference in numbers soon became apparent. While the enemy pilots were all mindless puppets, their sheer numbers soon overwhelmed the Golden Queen's side. One after another, champions fell, their vessels reduced to space dust. 
 
    Even though she had only spent so little time with the champions, the Golden Queen had come to regard them as comrades. Seeing one after the other die far from their homeland and knowing that if she failed, they would be struck from history, caused her heart to ache. No longer just for the sake of revenge or freedom, but all those that had suffered for the sick entertainment of a few psychopathic humans drunk on power. 
 
    Yet, emotions could not overcome reality, and eventually, even Fimbria was forced to abandon the flying fortress when it broke apart from internal explosions. The enemy fleet had been diminished, but Aurelia now stood alone. 
 
    Then, Kael appeared before her in a flash of light as if to drive home that her situation was beyond hopelessness. He approached the Golden Queen with a cold expression, eyes filled with neither disdain nor anger. There were no empty phrases praising her efforts or condemning her actions; he simply gave her an order. 
 
    "Join me." He spoke with all the dignity of a principal god, his calm voice echoing in her mind rather than her ears. Floating in deep space without any protection, his divinity could not be denied. But Aurelia knew the truth. 
 
    "Do not mock me!" She shouted in response, but her voice did not travel in the nothingness between her and her ancestor. But Kael understood what she said, his eyes closing as if she were an unruly child that tested his patience. 
 
    "Then return home and forget about everything that happened." He raised a hand and pointed at the blue marble behind her. 
 
    "I will never forget!" Without turning around, Aurelia refused once again. This time, Kael's eyebrows furrowed in displeasure. She then continued, her voice filled with wrathful determination. "I will raise another army. Again and again, until I bring you down. Never again will you play with our lives!" 
 
    "Then, I shall kill every last living being on Mundia so that you may wander its ashes for eternity while regretting your choice." Glaring at her in apparent anger, the Lord of the Sky announced in a voice rumbling through her head. His patience had run out. 
 
    At that moment, Aurelia understood that he was most likely unable to kill her in her new golden form, but would not suffer to see his garden disrupted by her actions any further. He would rather destroy it than have to put down rebellion after rebellion. She could try to take his life now by using Vanadia's Will, but something told her that she would not succeed. And then he would carry out his threat of purging the world all the same. 
 
    She could not get her revenge while sacrificing the world. 
 
    Finally, she lowered her head in surrender. If she still had had blood in her veins, she would have cried it in humiliation and suppressed rage. As long as she lived, she would never forget those that lost their lives to the game of the false gods. 
 
    She could not return to her palace as if nothing ever happened. She would not be able to live with herself if the comfortable life surrounded by luxury and servants mellowed out her heart and put out the fires of vengeance. 
 
    Solitude would allow her to feed the smoldering flame with memories of her time with Vanadia, her only diversion to stave off the insanity of isolation. And maybe, just maybe, something would change in the future that created a new opportunity for her to ignite a revolution with the dying embers of her rage. 
 
      
 
    "Do you think me foolish?" Aurelia asks me when she concludes her story. Her question may sound abrasive, but her expression is soft, almost weak. Her eyes, dauntless even when she saw my true form, are now filled with weariness and doubt. 
 
    I shake my head in response as I process these revelations. The level of technology that these false gods wield is far beyond that of humans from my world. Then it's even more incredible that the Golden Queen seems to have awakened to a power that could rival theirs all on her own. 
 
    And the weapon I took from her is something that important, huh? Good thing I didn't throw it out with the rest when I tried to propel myself back to Mundia. 
 
    "Here, I'll give it back." I stand up from the tentacle chair and raise a pillar from the ground, which opens up to reveal the rod-like weapon called Vanadia's Will. Aurelia blinks in surprise, then looks up at me with a dubious expression. 
 
    "Do you not worry that I will cut my way out of here with it?" She doesn't move to take it yet and asks with a clear gaze. 
 
    "Will you?" Looking straight into the Golden Queen's eyes, I meet her feelings with mine. After hearing that story, I can no longer think of her as just a past enemy. It makes me want to help her. 
 
    "I suppose not." Raising a hand toward Vanadia's Will, she makes it float over to her. Then the hilt of the rod sinks into her palm as if her skin was liquid. Within seconds, the weapon disappears without a trace, and nothing is visible from the outside. 
 
    "You have an incredible body." I walk over to Aurelia, whose expression doesn't reveal what she thinks about me approaching her so casually. When we fought, she wouldn't let me get near beyond a certain point, calling me a filthy creature that was beneath her. Now, she has a different attitude toward me. 
 
    "Is ogling me a fun pastime?" She asks as I loom over her. I've stripped her of her armor and clothes, but she still hasn't made an effort to cover her naked form even though she has prehensile hair. Then again, I'm naked too, though this avatar lacks all the naughty bits. 
 
    "That too." I admit truthfully, as I extend a hand toward the golden girl. Although she looks about the same age as I do, she became immortal when she was twenty-six years old. Not accounting for the centuries she has lived since then, that makes her my senior regardless. 
 
    She said that when she exited Orthum's sanctum and was blown into space, she turned her body into gold to control it directly with her mind. But it doesn't explain how she produces bodily fluids and can feel soft to the touch but is also hard against impacts. 
 
    "Is it really so special?" Accommodating me, she extends a hand toward mine. "I think you are far more special, child of the stars." 
 
    "Chaos." I say while grasping her proffered hand softly. It feels warm and is the sensation of a living being whose past I now know. "My name is Chaos." 
 
    I shake her hand lightly as if sealing a contract with the official revelation of my name. There are more things I want to know from her, such as how she ended up keeping a dragon in her exile and why the underground labyrinth was filled with mechanical traps. Or how she met Adano and turned him into a follower of hers who provided her with new challengers. 
 
    But for now, we need to find a way back. She nods in silent understanding. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 86 - Here Be Dragons
  
 
      
 
    They make it safely across the sea and reach Enorath on the evening of the second day. Even though Asoko was the one who had to carry seven people on her back, those not used to travel by air are the ones feeling exhausted instead. Since she flew at a relatively low altitude, nobody had to freeze at least. 
 
    Once they land in a forest beyond the coast of the Fatas Triarchy, they make camp, and everybody once again splits their roles before mealtime. This time, Asoko goes hunting with Tamariki instead. Dregana climbs up onto a tree and stays on the lookout for dragons or Fatas in the sky. Lenoly remains to ready the camp, while Hestia and Ninlil go to fetch water from the nearby stream and help her set up. Daica forces herself up despite her exhaustion to once again go foraging for herbs and mushrooms with Senka. 
 
    But after all the cooperation, awkward silence lays itself over the group once they come together for dinner. Then they go to sleep without exchanging many words, most likely owing to their tiredness after clinging to Asoko's back all day long. 
 
    Although Tamariki and Ninlil have no reason to attack Asoko in her sleep at this point, she still remains awake the same way her other half has been doing ever since they met. Once she sets her mind to it, it turns out to be surprisingly easy - just another perk of being a Crawling Chaos. Though she wonders whether or not that will have adverse effects on her psyche. 
 
    Since they're a distance away from the Dragon Mountains and the forest is in the middle of nowhere, the likelihood of being discovered by either dragons or Fatas is relatively low. Ultimately, Asoko is doing it for her peace of mind rather than out of any real urgency. 
 
    "Can't sleep?" Lenoly, who screamed for a good while right after takeoff, whispers to the Crawling Chaos leaning against the tree next to her. 
 
    "No, I'm fine. What about you?" Turning her head to face the bakari, Asoko gives her a wry smile. The embers of the fire barely illuminate her face, so she isn't sure whether her expression can be seen. "What's keeping you up?" 
 
    "Thinking about everything that happened." Lenoly replies in a glum voice. Her grandfather died two winters ago, and with him, the last member of her family. In other words, the academy had been her home ever since, and there had been no clear vision of her future. But she risked even the little security she had to help Chloe because she's that dear of a friend to her. 
 
    Vitalis, on the other hand, had a family living in a cottage two days from Kongenssoevn. She was the oldest of three children, and her parents are still alive. When she was willing to all that up for Chloe, her love must have been real rather than motivated by that one time she was swallowed whole. 
 
    "It's my fault." Asoko suddenly admits, upon which Lenoly stares in her general direction in the darkness, trying to make out her silhouette. "If not for me somehow ending up in the transportation room, Chloe wouldn't have had any reason to come to the academy." 
 
    In truth, Mithra is the most likely culprit for her faulty teleportation. Subsequently, Senka got herself caught by Ninlil, which in turn forced Chloe to infiltrate the academy. There, Daica's blunder resulted in a battle where a stealthy rescue attempt would have sufficed. Several failures and unforeseeable circumstances led to the outcome where Vitalis was killed, including the slime girl's decision to attack the professors. 
 
    Nobody in particular was to blame, but Asoko is indeed the precursor for the chain of events that caused them to end up here in the wilderness of the Fatas Triarchy. 
 
    "If not for you, we would have been executed the next morning." But Lenoly could never blame her. All of them were going to be hung for treason, as Chloe, Daica, and Hestia attacked guards of the royal citadel. And the little bakari became an accomplice when she tried to help them. 
 
    Asoko suppresses the urge to restate her earlier self-accusation. She has never been the type to get depressed over mistakes, and this time wasn't even one of her own making. It's counterproductive to dwell on the past as one can't change it; when one can't fix what's broken, continually thinking about it will only bring insanity. 
 
    "What will you do when we reach Arkaim?" Instead, she changes the topic to take Lenoly's mind off her dark thoughts. 
 
    "I don't know. My great-grandparents fled the Dominion when Queen Pelomyx took the throne." She replies in a sheepish tone. Her opposite is the daughter of that queen, so she just admitted that her great-grandparents were deserters. "It should be fine after all this time, right?" 
 
    "Why did they run away?" Her interest piqued, Asoko pursues the matter. 
 
    "They didn't want their children to grow up into tools of war. They thought the new queen would mobilize every able person to seek revenge for King Aldeath." Lenoly explains while looking up through the canopy of trees. The stars are clearly visible in the night sky, some twinkling as if beckoning her toward them. "Back then, there were demons and even some humans who smuggled demons over to the Kingdom of Lares for a large fee." 
 
    Her grandparents had converted all their belongings to gold and silver and used up every last piece of it to make the arduous journey across the ocean. The Fatas Triarchy's sea is known to be unguarded, as the winged beings don't usually care about worldly matters, and the Empire of Terminus guarantees their independence. 
 
    Once they snuck past the sea blockade of the Alliance navy between the Cape of Nervis and Pontis Daemonis, they faced the dangers of unsteady weather and possibly encountering sea dragons in the northern parts of the Solus Ocean. 
 
    The whole journey took them six moons. Many demons that came with them died in the ship's hold from malnutrition or sickness. But when they reached the hidden smuggler port in Blereath, they were glad to have risked their lives. The Kingdom of Lares was - and still is - far from the wars between humans and demons. Sparsely populated with plenty of arable lands - provided one had the will to work hard - proved to be the haven they had heard rumors about even back in the Dominion. Here, they could start again. 
 
    "We bakari look human enough that we could blend in with them." Lenoly explains while pointing at the top of her head. One of the two horns is broken now, but using a large witch hat, she could hide it without arousing suspicion all this time. "Though the males often had to file their horns down since theirs grow longer than those of females." 
 
    She smiles wryly when her fingers reach the broken stump of her left horn. It doesn't seem to hurt now, but it must have when it happened. 
 
    It must have been a hard life, but they were at least free from war. The hatred toward demons isn't as intense in the kingdom as it is in the empire, so they only had to be good neighbors to avoid persecution even if they were discovered. That was easier in small villages than in large cities, so it's a wonder that Lenoly somehow ended up at the Royal Academy. 
 
    "Oh, that. Professor Vangir discovered me in the woods one day while I was playing with fire." When Asoko puts that question into words, the little bakari stifles a chuckle at the memory and explains. "He never noticed that I was a demon until Grand Master Eklundstrom pointed it out. You should have seen his face." 
 
    Professor Aldebrand Vangir, the demon-hating fire professor who nearly killed my other half when he exploded from inside her. It's indeed ironic that he was the one to discover a demon and introduce her to the academy. 
 
    Lenoly falls silent after her little story, and her smile fades away as she stares up into the night sky once more. Then she turns her head away as if she knows that Asoko can see in the dark, and covers her mouth with a hand. Her quivering shoulders suggest that she's suppressing sobs; one thing led to another, and she was reminded of all the awful things that happened. 
 
    Getting up from her position at the tree, the Crawling Chaos moves over to Lenoly, who jumps up in surprise. But before she can turn around, Asoko embraces her from behind, causing the little bakari to gasp in shock. Then she squirms to turn in her hug and look into her face. 
 
    "Miss Asoko-" She begins but is interrupted by a kiss to her forehead. 
 
    "Just Asoko is fine." The Crawling Chaos whispers a moment later. Even though it's too dark to see each other, Lenoly doesn't doubt that she just gave her a warm smile. She feels compelled to bury her face in the chest before her to savor the embrace. Then the emotions overwhelm her once more, and she lets her tears flow unhindered, her cries muffled in Asoko's cleavage. 
 
    Stroking her head, the Crawling Chaos keeps her company until she falls asleep. Even then, she keeps her arms around the little bakari throughout the night, as if to tell her that she's safe. 
 
    Aside from Daica and Tamariki, who are sleeping soundly for very different reasons, everybody else overheard their conversation. Each one of them is thinking their part as they gaze up into the star-studded sky above. 
 
    Ninlil, in particular, can't fall asleep when she mulls over everything leading up to this moment. She used to pride herself in being as steady as a rock, there to help and protect the students under her care. In her tenure at the academy, she had to knock out many students that acted up and dueled each other using magic. But never had she witnessed professors and students killing each other. Her heart hadn't been prepared for that. 
 
    As everybody else drifts into sleep in the silence, the catgirl lies awake with her thoughts, and nobody to comfort her. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, the group of eight sets off as soon as the sun rises. Once again, everybody gets on Asoko's back, as they prepare for the flight over the Dragon Mountains. According to Senka's calculations on the map, it's a distance of almost four thousand kilometers to the other side of the Enorath continent. 
 
    Then would come the hardest part of their journey yet - if one could be so optimistic and hope that they won't encounter any dragons on their way across their mountain range. Crossing the Solus Ocean that lies between Enorath and Ceogath, only broken up by Yagrath. Considering the Dark Continent is a forbidden place, they would have to fly nonstop or touch down on the high sea. 
 
    In other words, once they made it through the Dragon Mountains, they would have to gather enough food to last them for more than ten days. The Solus Ocean is about twice as wide as Enorath, and flying in a straight line may not be possible even with the great navigational tool that is a magic map. 
 
    But for the time being, talk about crossing the ocean is moot if they're attacked by dragons while traveling across their habitat. While Hestia and Dregana could help, it would be dangerous for the others riding on Asoko's back. Though in such an emergency situation, she wouldn't hesitate to swallow them to keep them safe. Ninlil warned against doing that, but complications be damned. 
 
    The Dragon Mountains has a similar average height as the Kongensgrad, the mountain range separating the Isdalen plains from the Slaettermark in the Kingdom of Lares. Around half a year ago, Chaos tried to traverse the latter with Kamii and Daica, but the winter weather was too dangerous, so they had to go through the tunnels underneath. 
 
    While many peaks are snowcapped year-round, the continental climate of Enorath coupled with the fact that it's summer makes the flight a relaxing one. Barely any clouds dot the sky, and the temperature is quite mild at the altitude where Asoko flies. 
 
    But that soon changes when she has to ascend higher into the sky to avoid the mountains. Not wasting time to descend into the valleys again, she maintains an altitude that Senka guesses is over two thousand meters high. When translated for the others, they realize that they're about a league in the air. 
 
    "W-what would happen i-if one of us fell?" The one stuttering isn't Daica, but Lenoly, who grabs onto Asoko's tentacle seatbelt tightly. Her speech is impaired by freezing winds and fear of height alike. 
 
    "Head goes splat." Senka replies while using her hands to visualize what that would look like. Ninlil joins Lenoly in staring at the doll girl with a pale face, her whole body stiff from holding on for dear life as well. Her usually aloof and dignified image is cracking. 
 
    Even though Tamariki can't fly, she's not in the least afraid of falling. Considering she could jump from the flying Dregana's back without sustaining any injuries, it's safe to say that she's physically strong enough to withstand a drop from any height. 
 
    The doll girl's lack of fear stems from the fact that she seems to be able to mend broken bones and twisted limbs within seconds. And she's light enough that her terminal velocity may even be too low to cause any grievous injuries on impact. 
 
    Hestia and Dregana can both fly, so they aren't afraid even if somebody were to say that their ride would disappear in a moment. But Daica unexpectedly appears to be free of worry as well. She showed her fair share of terror during the previous flight, so either she got used to it or has given up on everything. In the latter case, all one feels is serenity. 
 
      
 
    As the sky darkens, Asoko decelerates to a slow cruise, allowing those riding on her back to use magic to make a fire and cook dinner. Lunch consisted of leftovers, but there isn't enough for another meal. Since dragon scales are not only resistant to magic but also incredibly tough, she doesn't even feel the flame. 
 
    Soon after eating, they fall asleep one by one. Even Lenoly and Ninlil seem to have gotten over their fear, or they're simply too exhausted to stay awake. Eventually, only Dregana appears to be looking out into the nightscape with distant eyes. 
 
    While they were making preparations to leave after breakfast that morning, Hestia told Asoko about the dragonkin's past here in the Dragon Mountains. She may be thinking about her mother, who so cruelly abandoned her when she was still an infant. 
 
    But this isn't a topic where the Crawling Chaos can stick her nose into. Even though her own mother also abandoned her, it was purely on accident, and she might welcome her with open arms. Therefore, she wouldn't even know where to start. 
 
    Eventually, the dragonkin falls asleep, leaving Asoko to her lonesome self as she flies through the darkness of the night. All she has to do is orientate herself by the movement of the moon across the sky, so she doesn't even need any input from Senka. The doll girl said that she rarely sleeps, but whenever she has an opportunity to do so, she goes limp like a puppet with its strings cut. 'To save energy' according to her explanation. 
 
    Remaining vigilant, she uses her night vision to keep her eyes on the surroundings. A dragon should be big enough that she won't miss it, but it's best not to let one's guard down in hostile territory. After all, the lives of everybody riding on her back depend on her to keep them safe. 
 
    That's when she spots the black dragon against the snow in front of a mountain cave. Judging by the piercing red eyes staring right into hers, it's clear that she has been noticed by the opposite side as well. For the time being, it's not moving and only watching. 
 
    Kiamedras is quite a bit bigger than Dregana, but from this far away, it's hard to tell how big this one is. Considering it doesn't take off, it must either be unsure of its chances for victory or simply not care about another dragon passing through its territory. 
 
    Still, Asoko's tension runs high as she gets closer and closer to the black dragon's lair, which lies left to her flight path. Maybe she'll be only a few hundred meters away from it when she passes it by. Even now, the black dragon only stares, unmoving and without even blinking its eyes. 
 
    Finally, she flies past it and peeks back to see that it has turned its head to look at her. Maybe it's still appraising the situation to see whether or not attacking her is worth it. From that angle, it shouldn't have been able to see the group riding on her back, though. That would most likely have given it a reason to attack, as it doubtlessly makes Asoko seem like a tamed and weak-willed dragon. 
 
    In the end, the encounter passes without anything happening. Just to be sure, she continues to glance back from time to time even after the black dragon has disappeared behind another mountain. Only when she puts a considerable distance between herself and its lair does Asoko allow herself to breathe a sigh of relief. If a battle had broken out, things would have turned ugly. 
 
      
 
    "That was lucky." Senka comments the next morning after everybody has woken up and been informed of the nightly run-in with a dragon. The others murmur words of relief as they partake in breakfast on Asoko's back while she continues to fly without rest. 
 
    "Why did it only watch?" Lenoly wonders and glances at Dregana, who wears a distant look in her eyes as she gazes back the way they came from. She won't be getting an answer from her. 
 
    "Maybe it knew Kiamedras." Hestia offers this explanation. "As an elder dragon, he was surely well known among the other dragons." 
 
    According to research from the Empire of Terminus, conducted by daredevil mages and scholars from the magic academy of Vertex Mundia, not a single dragon has died in turf battles for several centuries, if not millennia. The Dragon Mountains were separated into territories held by dragons older than the empire itself. Due to an incredibly low birth rate, there had been very few fluctuations over the ages. 
 
    In other words, some may have met Kiamedras before he ended up with Aurelia in her labyrinth, or at least heard of his unique golden appearance. After all, true dragons are either black, red, or anything between those two colors. Sea dragons are anywhere from blue to white, but look quite different from their flying cousins. 
 
    "Have you heard of Kiamedras?" Tamariki turns to Ninlil and asks with an eyebrow raised. The catgirl is, if her claim that she helped Aldeath in his ascension to the throne of the Dominion is to be believed, at least five centuries old. 
 
    "I haven't." She replies before looking into Asoko's golden eye while the latter is turning her head to listen to the conversation. Ninlil's expression suggests that she's wondering why Chloe and Asoko can transform into this appearance. 
 
    "Do you know Aurelia, the Golden Queen, then?" Hestia pursues the matter. She seems to have talked things over with the catgirl and is back on casual speaking terms with her now. 
 
    "I don't recall having heard that name either." Turning to face the fallen angel, Ninlil replies in a curious tone. It doesn't seem to be an act. 
 
    "Well, the member of the Nomads of Ogin we met in the Mineva Republic did say that she was struck from history." Finally, Asoko joins the conversation and speaks with the deep rumbling voice of Kiamedras. Daica stares at her in surprise. 
 
    "Y-you never told me a-about that." Her tone isn't an accusing one, but the big dark elf seems to be a little peeved at not having been told that they met other dark elves. Chaos clearly didn't have time to do so, and Asoko never considered it important enough to mention. 
 
    "They led us to the ancient abandoned fortress Castra Legionis, where we wanted to use the transportation circle in its dungeon." Hestia takes over the explanation, not mentioning the names of their dark elf guides. "But the dungeon was filled with active traps. And in the treasure room, we encountered Kiamedras." 
 
    The angel girl then proceeds to tell their story from her perspective, embellishing the role Chloe played a little. After she finishes relating their encounter with Queen Aurelia, she stops and looks around. Tamariki's eyes are glittering like those of a child who just heard an incredible fairytale. 
 
    The others are both awed and shocked that the three of them were able to kill an elder dragon and then went on to fight an existence that stood even above that. 
 
    Dregana and Ninlil exchange uncomfortable glances when their suspicions are confirmed; Asoko is either a sibling or even Chloe's twin. Which would mean she's also a Crawling Chaos - and in turn proves the age-old theory that Queen Pelomyx is a remnant of the original Crawling Chaos. 
 
    But unlike all the other creatures they encountered or heard about, this one not only possesses reason but also moderation. All the others were self-serving monsters that lived solely for pleasure or mindless consumption. Chloe and this individual here are clearly different from those. 
 
    "How do you think I got this form?" The Crawling Chaos peeks back over her shoulder and asks in a grumble when they question the veracity of Hestia's story. 
 
    But the moment she poses the question, the answer comes to her already; none of them understand the true abilities of her kind. Only those who were told directly, which are only Senka and Hestia, know that by ingesting genetic material from a living being, she can replicate them perfectly. 
 
    Thus, she keeps out of the conversation and slowly but gradually speeds up so that the winds make speaking hard. After all, flapping mouths give birth to disasters, and with enough people talking, one may eventually hit upon the truth of her abilities. 
 
    Luckily, they seem to settle on an even more magical explanation than the truth before the winds become too strong for them to keep speculating. The guess is that only after killing something can she take their form. If they knew that even the exchange of certain bodily fluids is enough for her to gain their templates, they wouldn't be able to remain sitting on her back. 
 
    When she glances at the now silent group, her eyes meet Dregana's, whose yellow glare pierces her as if having seen through her existence. Maybe she knows the truth about her ability, but since she doesn't like to talk much, the secret may be safe with her. 
 
    Considering her position once again, Asoko realizes that three outrageous people are traveling with her. And one among them has unfathomable power she doesn't know how to oppose yet. Maybe the biggest danger on this journey isn't encountering Fatas or dragons, but giving them a reason to kill her - again. 
 
    Suppressing the urge to sigh, she sympathizes with Lenoly's sentiment when she asked whether or not they would be fine on this journey. She's not so sure herself anymore. 
 
      
 
    To everybody's surprise, they didn't see any more dragons on their journey across the Dragon Mountains. And since humans and Fatas avoid these regions, those didn't appear anywhere near them either. It was an uneventful three days aside from that tense encounter with the black dragon. 
 
    Once they saw the ocean glittering in the distance on the morning of the fifth day since leaving Blereath, Asoko set down in a forest similar to the one they made camp in on Enorath. This time, they would spend the whole day hunting and gathering food so that the supplies will last for the entire journey to Ceogath. 
 
    In the evening, everybody reconvenes again to make camp for the last night on solid land before the nonstop flight across the ocean. Their destination is Pontis Daemonis, which had been retaken by the Dominion in the previous summer. 
 
    "Why can't we stop in Yagrath?" Asoko asks for the third time, earning her a frown from several people at once. Although the reason seems to be religious in nature, Hestia isn't one among them. Instead, Daica, Ninlil, and Tamariki are the ones looking at her with disapproving gazes. 
 
    "We said it before, but the gods have forbidden entry to the Dark Continent." The catgirl explains in a tired tone. 
 
    "Not even land on the shore?" Asoko knows that it's just splitting hairs, but she still feels compelled to try asking. 
 
    "Y-you will get d-divine punishment." Daica stutters with a nervous expression, glancing around as if expecting a god to appear and reprimand them for even discussing this. 
 
    "Well, considering we ran into a god on our journey, I guess I can believe that it's best to not make them angry." Shrugging, the Crawling Chaos finally drops the topic. This only causes everybody but Hestia to stare at her with flabbergasted faces. It seems that neither her other half nor the angel girl had mentioned the episode of their chance meeting with Al-Majnun when they were crossing the Nagirah desert. And in a sense, it didn't contribute to the overall outcome of their journey, so it wasn't important. 
 
    But meeting a real god of this world should be an incredibly important event for those who were naturally born into it and grew up learning about them throughout their lives. Though surprisingly, the fallen angel seems to be wholly uninterested despite being of the Fata race, said to be messengers of the gods. 
 
    "What was he like?" Tamariki can't help but loom over Asoko while asking with an excited grin. She seems to love hearing stories about famous or eminent people - or in this case, gods. Chaos told her that the towering demon cried after listening to the history of Demon King Aldeath. And she was hanging onto Hestia's every word when the latter related the story of their battle with Kiamedras and Aurelia. 
 
    "I didn't see much of it since I was under his spell. Chloe fought him." Shrugging, Asoko remarks before realizing that it may have been a bad idea. 
 
    "She what?!" Everybody stares at her with eyes round like saucers, yelling in a choir. It was already bad enough that they killed an elder dragon and defeated a being with godlike control over gold, but fighting a god is on an entirely different level. 
 
    "Well, he was clearly toying with us. Chloe burned away his body, but his voice was still there. Then he tossed us out of his mirage city and back into the desert." Scratching the back of her head, the Crawling Chaos relates with a nervous glance at the faces around. Senka and Hestia are sitting to the side, sighing at Asoko's loose lips. 
 
    "C-Chloe attacked a g-god just like that?" Daica's face looks pale as if she's ready to faint at the thought that her beloved made an enemy of one of the thirteen principal gods of this world. 
 
    "We're learning more and more shocking things about Miss Marcott every day." Ninlil mutters with a troubled expression. She most likely already suspects that they're hoping that Chloe will return from space. And hearing that she stood up to a real god makes it not just a distant possibility but a distinct eventuality. 
 
    Asoko realizes that throughout their journey, she essentially revealed to Ninlil and Dregana that she's closely related to Chloe. Both in abilities and looks, they're practically indistinguishable from one another. If her other half being a Crawling Chaos is known, then her identity has been exposed as well. 
 
    Chloe already killed several professors in her first battle, and the second one seems to have been even more devastating. Being directly related to her may cause them to direct their hatred toward her. 
 
    Luckily, at least Tamariki doesn't seem to make the connection and is joyously listening to every new tidbit from their adventures. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 87 - The Dragon Jet Engine
  
 
      
 
    On the third noon above the high sea, with no solid ground in view for as far as the eyes could see, their fears came true. Barring their way forward is a massive black cloud that extended from north to south, in what appears to be a storm front that spans almost the entirety of the Solus Ocean. 
 
    According to Senka, such clouds can reach upward of ten kilometers above sea level, and a hurricane could be a thousand kilometers across. Depending on the direction the one in front of them moves, they could be traveling with it rather than circumvent it. 
 
    "In other words, you're saying we need to go through it?" Asoko wonders while beating her wings to hover in place and trying to discern the direction of the storm's movement. 
 
    "Are you insane?" The doll girl stomped her foot, but the impact is so weak that the dragon scales absorb it completely. The Crawling Chaos wouldn't even have noticed if she hadn't seen her do it. "How fast do you fly? That was a rhetorical question: It's around one hundred kilometers per hour. A hurricane can go more than twice that fast." 
 
    "That does sound fast. Could I somehow ride the winds?" Since Asoko is in dragon form, she can't scratch her chin in a thoughtful gesture, but she would have done it otherwise. 
 
    "If you don't care about our lives, you can try." Crossing her arms with a grumpy expression, Senka concludes the conversation on her own by turning away. 
 
    "It was a joke." The Crawling Chaos lies, but only earns a doubtful look from Ninlil, who seems to see right through her. 
 
    "Can't we fly over it?" Lenoly asks while peeking at the still distant storm front sheepishly. They've been maintaining a constant altitude of a few hundred meters above the water, so their sense of scale has become blurred. Of course, Senka using kilometers, rather than a measurement they understand, has contributed to that. 
 
    "Remember how cold it was above the Dragon Mountains?" Dregana unexpectedly speaks up. Her glare makes everybody wonder whether or not that was a rhetorical question, but she continues to speak after a short pause. "The higher it is, the colder it gets." 
 
    Asoko suppresses the urge to add that the temperature rises again at a certain altitude since that would only complicate things. Not that it's in a place any of them could survive since oxygen is practically nonexistent there. 
 
    "What about I pull all of you inside me for as long as it takes to fly over?" She instead suggests with a question. But Tamariki and Dregana glare at her for even thinking about swallowing them whole. 
 
    Strangely enough, Ninlil looks away without saying anything despite being the one person here who has experienced being inside Asoko for longer than any of the others. She should be able to tell whether or not it's safe. 
 
    "I don't think it's safe to keep everybody inside you for half a day. Potentially longer, if the storm is traveling in the wrong direction." Senka rejoins the conversation after finishing her pouting. 
 
    "Maybe I could find a way to fly faster then?" Asoko suggests with an irresponsible tilt of her head. Dragons are the fastest creatures in the air when flying horizontally, though hawks are the undisputable masters at nosedives. 
 
    "Yeah, just add some rocket boosters to your ass." The doll girl rolls her eyes while suggesting in a tone overflowing with sarcasm. 
 
    "That's it!" But the Crawling Chaos takes it at face value. A quiver runs across her entire body, seemingly from suppressing an urge to jump in joy. 
 
    "W-what is it?" Daica holds onto the tentacle around her waist in fear, not understanding what has Asoko so excited.  
 
    "I just need to concentrate for a moment. Everybody be quiet." She says while beating her wings in place. Then the indentation on her back opens into a maw all of a sudden and swallows everybody. 
 
    "Hey!" Tamariki tries to climb out, but a mass of tentacles grabs hold of her. Ripping them apart one by one, she tries to free herself but is dragged into Asoko's depths all the same. The horned demon's skin bursts out in flames, causing the red tendrils to coil back from her. Still, at that point, she's already deep enough to be dropped into the dragon scale-covered room Asoko has created inside her unfathomable body. 
 
    With that, the clock is ticking. Daica, Hestia, and Lenoly seem to be most affected by the corruption, and she doesn't know how Tamariki or Dregana will react to lengthy exposure to it. 
 
    Closing her eyes, Asoko visualizes the form she wants to take, upon which her flanks bulge out into two horizontal funnel-shaped growths that replace her legs. In the center, suspended by thin spokes made from dragon bone, she places a cup facing inside the funnel, in which she creates one mouth each. 
 
    "Ventus Fortior!" Those mouths shout in unison, upon which a gust of wind originates from them. It hits the inside of the funnel and is pressed outward along its walls. It causes her entire form to shake, but nothing more happens. 
 
    That means this simplest of wind spells isn't enough. 
 
    "Grandor Ventus Procursus!" Asoko chants through the mouths again, using the highest wind spell she learned from her other half. This time, the burst of air pushes her forward noticeably. Still, for all its thrust, it wears off immediately and won't be usable. 
 
    But that gave her insight into the fact that with a dragon's wings, she won't get very far; the force pushing her forward will cause them to turn into sails that slow her down. It's a big gamble, but she'll have to use a more dangerous spell. At the same time, she will have to turn the mobile wings into fixed ones, which means that if this goes south, they'll end up in the ocean. 
 
    "Grandor Ignis Fortior!" Putting her mind into it, she chants the incredibly destructive fire explosion that Chaos taught her. But she omits the mico modifier, which makes it a remote spell, and aims it into the funnel's center. There, the heat has nowhere to escape but backward.  
 
    Like a rocket engine, the explosion forces her forward with a great jump. Even before the effect can run out, she uses her mouths to chant it again. Another explosion occurs a moment later, sustaining the earlier thrust and propelling her toward the black cloud at an incredible velocity. Compared to that, a dragon's usual speed is inconsequential. 
 
    Repeating the incantation without pause, she flies forward with a jet of flames trailing behind her. The noise from the explosions is awful, but within a few minutes, she reaches the storm front. Turning her fixed wings slightly, she begins to ascend so that she can clear the clouds and fly over them. At this speed, she should be able to cross the hurricane in maybe an hour or two, which is well within previous experiences for those inside her body. 
 
    The sensation of speed gets to her, and she can't help but try to laugh. But due to the velocity, the air gets stuck in her throat, and she has to cough instead. Opening one's mouth when moving at the speed of a jet plane without an oxygen mask is pretty stupid - is what she learned from this. 
 
    Within seconds, she clears the apex of the storm clouds and sees a sea of white. But right around that time, her engine seems to stall, as the fire spells run out of oxygen. As her other half noted in the desert, water magic is far less effective when the moisture in the air is low. All magic seems to follow at least some laws of physics. 
 
    "If not over it, then how about right through it?" She mutters to herself despite the lack of breathable air. The absence of oxygen doesn't really seem to affect her. And the earlier cough was merely a physical reaction due to the dragon's biology rather than her limitation. Everything should be fine even if she doesn't breathe. 
 
    With this thought, she flaps her wings to regain her bearings. Then she fixes them in place again and dives down straight into the storm while chanting the fire explosion into her funnels. The moment she breaks through the clouds and enters the hellscape of the hurricane's interior, her engines catch on again and propel her forward. 
 
    She laughs out loud like a madwoman through the dragon's mouth, forcing the air out despite traveling so quickly that it should be getting compressed inside. After all, she doesn't need to breathe when she turns her organs into Crawling Chaos matter. 
 
    Trailing mad laughter behind herself, she shoots through the rain like an organic jet plane, accompanied by the howling wind and lightning bolts snapping across the sky. Brute-forcing one's way is always incredibly fun, especially when one isn't afraid of anything. And that goes doubly so for a force of nature that everybody else would be terrified of. 
 
    It's the birth of the Dragon Jet Engine! 
 
      
 
    "Never do something like that again without warning!" Tamariki stomps her foot on Asoko's back, which caused her entire frame to shake. Once they were through the storm, she quickly took them out again, but it was still at least a couple of hours that they spent inside her. 
 
    At one point, the red demon had started to fling incredibly destructive spells inside the dragon scale room that the Crawling Chaos had prepared for them. That's when she had to pull out all stops and separate her from the others. She was pulled into another space where she was restrained with tentacles just as Ninlil had been before. 
 
    "Without warning? So you're fine if I warn you beforehand?" But Asoko feels that something may have awakened in Tamariki due to the overwhelming corruption inside her. 
 
    She only gives a more powerful stomp in reply that causes everybody to hold on out of fear that they might crash. But the fact that she silently sits down with a grumble suggests that Asoko may have hit upon the truth. 
 
    Daica is looking back at the storm in silent awe. When everybody was let back out this time, she didn't have as much trouble getting her bearings and catching her breath again. It seems that she may be getting used to the corruption faster than Hestia is. But her current expression suggests that she's awestruck by the fact that they just went through that force of nature without even feeling anything. The inside of a Crawling Chaos is mysterious as ever. 
 
    "Are you alright, Lenoly?" Hestia rubs the little bakari's back as she's shaking all over with a pale face. On the other end of the spectrum, Lenoly seems to be taking the corruption worse with each exposure. Maybe regular demons aren't as resistant as cursed beings are. However, that doesn't explain why Ninlil seemed to be perfectly fine despite having spent the most time inside Asoko. 
 
    "I-it's just so overwhelming." Lenoly looks up at the angel girl with a weak smile. It's something a Crawling Chaos itself will never truly understand; Asoko doesn't feel like she's exuding anything from her body. 
 
    "So, where are we now?" Since she can't contribute to the matter, she instead asks Senka, who has taken out the map to check their position. 
 
    "We've gone a little off course, but whatever you did has cut down our journey by more than half a day." The doll girl replies after Dregana helped her activate the map magic. It seems that the former is apart from this world's system and can't use any of its magic, but has her own set of abilities that nobody else has. 
 
    "That's good news. Maybe I should do it again and go all the way to the Dominion." Asoko suggests but earns herself a glare from Tamariki. It seems she really dislikes the idea of being enveloped by tentacles again after all. If only she had behaved herself, that wouldn't have needed to happen. 
 
    Once everybody calms down from the experience of corruption, they start making dinner. Luckily, the wind helps in preventing the smell from reaching her nose, or Asoko would begin to feel hungry. She has plenty of mass from their last hunt before they set off from Enorath, but raw food purely for sustenance can't compare to meals cooked over a fire. 
 
    Suppressing the urge to sigh at the thought that this would continue for however many more days, the Crawling Chaos tries to focus on the beauty of the setting sun beyond the watery horizon instead. 
 
      
 
    On the morning of the seventh day after they passed the storm, land came into sight. At one point, the constant midday sun with nowhere to hide threatened to cause heatstroke in several of the people riding on Asoko's back. She grew a cover to shade them, but it did slow her down a bit, which resulted in a slightly longer journey. 
 
    Lenoly had told her that traveling from Ceogath to Blereath by ship needed almost half a year. So making this same journey within two weeks must seem like a dream to her. 
 
    Asoko hadn't considered it before, but Ninlil is the only person present who made that trip herself too. She would find an opportunity to ask her when they make landfall. For now, the catgirl appears absentminded despite the sighting of Ceogath. The others are celebrating in one way or another. Most of them are showing relief that they'll finally have solid ground under their feet again. 
 
    "Don't celebrate yet. That's only the Cape of Nervis." Senka rains on their parade - as she does so often. 
 
    "But at least we can spend some time on land before continuing on our journey." Tamariki replies as if that's already been decided upon. So far, nobody has talked about what they should do once they reached the Dominion. Still, since the suggestion touches a nerve in several of them, it seems to have become the only option. 
 
    "Yeah, we should do that. At this rate, I'll forget what I normally look like." Asoko remarks jokingly and agrees with the red-skinned demon. 
 
    Her reasons are different from everybody else's. She has gone through many experiences that tested the limits of her mental and physical strength, so spending ten days in the form of a dragon is nothing for her. After all, she can fly through the sky freely that way, unlike when she was forced to wander the scorching desert while dying from thirst and starvation. 
 
    She wants to test the Dragon Jet Engine to its utmost limits - something she couldn't do when she had to worry about everybody inside her. Maybe she can then find a way to turn herself into a proper plane and safely let others ride on her without having to keep them inside her body. To that end, she will need the cooperation of one particular individual who wouldn't die even if she were killed. 
 
    "What is it?" Tamariki asks when she notices Asoko's gaze on her. 
 
    "Nothing." She turns away and smiles to herself, though the dragon face can't really show any emotions. 
 
      
 
    When they reach land about an hour later, Asoko sets down just beyond the rocky beach. Seagull-like birds disperse in her path of approach, but when she lands with an earth-shaking impact, the entire swarm takes flight. 
 
    Only moments later, they come back down, watching the dragon with curiously tilted heads while keeping their distance. Ninlil immediately jumps off Asoko's back once the latter's wings rest and bolts at the birds, which fly away in a panic once more. It seems she can't control her cat instincts, or her urge to run about has become really pent up. 
 
    Tamariki and Dregana each help Daica and Lenoly down, while Hestia flies down with Senka in her arms. Once everybody has debarked, Asoko returns to her human form and stretches her body even though it has been formed from new matter just now. It's more of a psychological thing than a physical one. 
 
    "Hey, Tamariki. Come with me for a bit." She then calls out to the horned demon, who watches Ninlil chase the seagulls with a curious look on her face. 
 
    "What is it?" The towering girl turns her head to regard Asoko suspiciously. 
 
    "You like explosions and high speeds, right?" The latter asks with a grin on her face. She's unable to conceal the delight at revealing this to somebody who most likely shares her enthusiasm. 
 
    "Oh?" By that sound, Tamariki is obviously intrigued.  
 
    "What is this about?" But to Asoko's surprise, Lenoly joins them and inquires with a curious expression. The two girls before her are at practically the exact opposite ends of a slider for physical builds. The horned demon is at the extreme end of sturdiness, while the little bakari appears like fragility incarnate. Or at least her petite body doesn't look fit for what she has planned. 
 
    "Sorry, but for now, I only need Tamariki. When this works, you can try it out." Petting Lenoly's hair, Asoko explains. It elicits a pout from her, but she nods while a blush develops on her cheeks. She isn't drawing away from the caress and seems to be enjoying it. Only when the red-skinned demon watching them clears her throat do they separate from each other. 
 
    Something is definitely budding between the two, and even Tamariki can see it, but she's still selfish at heart and wants to know what Asoko has in mind. 
 
    "So, we first need to get some altitude." With these words, the Crawling Chaos transforms into Kiamedras again. But instead of an indentation, she creates a kind of cockpit for Tamariki to sit inside - complete with a tentacle harness. 
 
    "I don't need those." When the towering demon climbs on, she states with a disapproving frown while pointing at the complex seatbelt. 
 
    "Suit yourself." Pulling the tentacles back inside her body, Asoko presents Tamariki the pilot seat covered in dragon scales. The latter nods in approval and climbs into the cockpit. 
 
    "What is this for?" She asks while knocking on the bony structure around her. There's no glass, so it's nothing more than a frame. For the time being, it doesn't really serve any purpose. 
 
    "Don't worry about it. Ready?" 
 
    "I'm always ready!" 
 
    Rolling her eyes at that reply, Asoko takes off from the ground with mighty beats of her wings. The swarm of seagulls that had begun to settle down again in the vicinity scatters with terrified shrieks. 
 
    "So, what is this all about?" Tamariki asks while putting her hands behind her head in a relaxed gesture. 
 
    "If you don't want me to grab hold of you, you better grab on yourself." But instead of replying to the question, the Crawling Chaos suggests to the demon sitting in the cockpit in a nonchalant tone. "We'll be going very fast." 
 
    With these words, she quickly forms the thrusters at her flanks. Then the duet of magic incantations follows, upon which her wings fix into position. Unlike before, these are curved backward slightly like in a fighter jet. The instant the spells are completed, the Dragon Jet Engine is propelled forward at an incredible speed. 
 
    "Woaaah?!" Tamariki screams in surprise as she's pressed into her seat. But her voice is mostly drowned out by the sound of explosions from inside the engines. 
 
    Shooting across the sky, Asoko experiments with her form in midair without worrying about going haywire from her aerodynamics getting out of balance. She first pulls all the features sticking out of her body, including the spiky bone plates running along her spine, inside to reduce air resistance. Then she shortens her neck until the head, of which all features smoothens out, connects directly to the torso to form a triangular shape. She more and more resembles an actual plane rather than a dragon. 
 
    The wingspan is reduced as well, as she can feel incredible forces tugging at them from about halfway down. In the same vein, she turns the leathery membranes of the wings solid before covering them in dragon scales. They smoothen down across her entire body to reduce any and all air resistance. 
 
    Finally, the tail is retracted into the body, as it's mostly useless even for a dragon's regular flight. Since a Crawling Chaos defies the laws of physics, the more matter she pulls into her pocket dimension of a body, the less she weighs on the outside. With the massive bone bludgeon at the end of the tail gone, she grows ever lighter and gains speed. 
 
    "Wooohooo!" Raising her arms out of the cockpit fearlessly, Tamariki cheers like a child on a rollercoaster. If it were anybody else among the party - other than Senka - they would most likely have fainted from the speed. 
 
    Asoko can instinctively feel that she's reaching a velocity more than twice of what she traveled at in the last iteration of the Dragon Jet Engine. At this point, there are no signs of the dragon form left, so rather than an improved version, this is a whole different thing. One that can be called a jet plane already. 
 
    This is the Chaos Jet. While she may be called Asoko by many, she's still a Chaos. She can't wait to show her other half this invention and share with her the technique to replicate it. After all, she's another Kuroe Makoto, so she's going to love this. 
 
    Quickly performing some fast maneuvers, she realizes that without any mechanical moving parts in her body, it doesn't share the limitations of actual fighter planes. Narrow turns that would cause a plane to scatter into its pieces are no problem for her uniform body. She enjoys the feeling of the g-forces on her, as she has neither circulation nor a brain that could be affected by them. 
 
    The feeling of freedom as she can move as she wishes is incredible, and she nearly loses herself in making ever more daring turns and spins. 
 
    That's when Asoko realizes that Tamariki hasn't made a sound in a while. She grows a pair of eyes on the inside of the cockpit to find the demon girl having grown limp. Her face has been drained of all blood, and only the whites of her eyes are showing. She has fainted from the stunt maneuvers. 
 
    Asoko immediately begins to slow down and grow out the dragon features again so that at the end of her deceleration, she can glide back toward where the others are gathered on the shore. 
 
    "Hey, Tamariki!" Extending several tentacles inside the cockpit to shake the horned demon, Asoko tries to wake her up. She doesn't know the procedure for treating somebody who has fainted from g-forces, so all she can do is try to call out to her. 
 
    Suddenly, Tamariki's entire body begins to glow, and moments later, she startles awake. Looking around in confusion, she regains her bearings and blinks a few times. Then she jumps up from her seat, causing Asoko to very nearly flinch in surprise. She must be angry at being tossed around like that or embarrassed about being seen in her weakness. 
 
    "That was incredible!" Instead, she pumps her arms into the air and roars in joy. "Let's do it again!" 
 
    Her ability to come back from anything that doesn't kill her is like a cheat. Maybe Asoko should have taken some of her genetic material while she was unconscious, but if she found out, there would be hell to pay. 
 
    "Some other time." She lands a distance away from the camp, causing the birds who had settled to once again scatter away. But this is the third time, so they come back quickly, looking at the giant dragon with curiosity. It seems they aren't especially concerned by the fact that Ninlil has caught and killed several of their kin. 
 
    Lenoly is frozen in place with the tip of her staff emitting a flame to ignite a pile of dry driftwood, most likely to begin roasting the birds. But then Asoko notices that Daica, Hestia, and Dregana are staring just as wide-eyed as the little bakari. 
 
    "So that's what you did back then, huh?" Senka is the only one who comes up to her and speaks, though she's furrowing her brow. The doll girl isn't easily surprised, and as somebody who seems to know about the world Kuroe Makoto came from, she doesn't consider a jet plane especially curious. 
 
    "Not entirely. Last time was still mostly dragon with two jet engines." Asoko says while turning back into her human form after Tamariki jumped off. The horned demon looks giddy, just like a child who had an exciting ride at the fair. 
 
    "You may not have noticed, but that was very loud." With a tilt of her head, Senka comments not about the incredible feat Asoko just performed, but its drawbacks. 
 
    "Can't do anything about that. That's how jets are." Shrugging, the Crawling Chaos doesn't argue against it. Though she was still somehow able to hear Tamariki's cheery voice when she accelerated. That must mean she hasn't surpassed the speed of sound yet. Next time then. "Let's eat and then get going to Pontis Daemonis." 
 
      
 
    Pontis Daemonis is a huge seaside fortress built on a delta, with one bridge over each arm of the river flowing past it on both sides. The fortifications look incredibly sturdy, and the front facing the sea has many towers on which ballistae and catapults can repel an attack from ships. 
 
    So when Asoko approaches them, it causes a huge ruckus. A giant dragon flying toward a populated town is always a reason for worry. But because it looks like it's coming from across the ocean, the demons instantly prepare for a human invasion. 
 
    Before they fly close, the siege engines shoot at them. Even though Asoko is sure that those can't hurt her, she still weaves through them to prevent anybody on her back from getting hit. Soon, she's in the range of the archers standing on the battlements and can see them aiming up at her. 
 
    "Cease!" The Crawling Chaos roars before they can loose their arrows, causing many of them to drop their weapons in terror, and most others to stare in confusion. Using this opening, she flies over the fortress wall and into the courtyard before the main keep. 
 
    Once on the ground, she wastes no time to wait for the others to climb down. Instead, she grabs them all with tentacles while transforming into her human appearance before placing them on their feet. But it still took enough time for the defenders to assemble and surround them from all sides with spears and halberds. 
 
    Asoko always knew the demons were quite varied, but she realizes that once again when she looks across the soldiers around them. They range from goblin-like creatures as short as Senka to towering minotaurs as tall as Tamariki. Most of them look at the group with suspicion, although some are more surprised about where the dragon disappeared to. 
 
    "Who are you?" A mightly roar echoes across the courtyard. It comes from a massive demon easily standing at six meters from head to toe, which approaches them and from the gate. He's like a centaur, but instead of the body of a horse, it resembles a scaly elephant. Four sturdy legs propel him toward them in earth-shaking steps, and a long spiked tail counterbalances his gait. His upper body is ash-gray and incredibly muscular, with the shoulders and forearms covered in crystal-like growths. "What business do you have here?" 
 
    He sports a pair of elephant tusk-like horns growing from the sides of his jaw, which move with every word he speaks. Another pair of horns extend from his forehead and curve backward like those of a goat. His mouth full of sharp teeth may appear to be opened in a constant shark-like grin, but his tone makes it clear that he's not making that expression out of happiness. 
 
    "Depending on your answer, I will grind you into the dirt or hang you from the city gate!" His mighty fists grip a giant axe, though his bare hands look like they could easily crush armored humans. Judging by his appearance, he's the commander of Pontis Daemonis. 
 
    "I am-" Ninlil begins, but Asoko steps forward and stops her from exposing herself as a deserter. Even if she may be the founder of the Maid Corps and fought alongside Aldeath, she did flee the Dominion. 
 
    "My name is Chaos. I am the daughter of Queen Pelomyx." The Crawling Chaos announces with a regal bearing. She has seen too many similar situations in which a person announced their true heritage with all their gravitas, only for everybody to laugh at them. Thus, she's mentally prepared for that. 
 
    "Can you prove your identity?" But everybody remains silent, except for one voice. A lanky, almost skeletal demon with insect-like limbs steps out from the four-legged one's shadow. He's about a head taller than Tamariki but looks incredibly fragile. His white exoskeleton is only interrupted by his black joints, and he's wearing nothing but a red tabard with the emblem of a black sun just like the gigantic one beside him. That must be the Dominion's flag. 
 
    Once he comes to the forefront, Asoko notices that he's dragging an oversized meat cleaver along the ground with one of his three-fingered hands. It looks like it should weigh more than him, but she knows not to underestimate those with slender builds. His face, which has compound eyes but otherwise human-like features, seems to be in a constant frown. 
 
    "Well, demons should be fine." Muttering to herself, Asoko shrugs. 
 
    Then she transforms into the true appearance that she had before the episode in the desert when she almost died of starvation. A vaguely humanoid shape, black tentacles wrought into muscles like steel wires, a constantly pulsating form despite lack of movement. Where a face should be, there's only unfathomable depth, as if one is staring into a starless section of space - although there's a distinct feeling that something is looking back. 
 
    Almost all demons surrounding them shy back, with some turning tail and running immediately, while others lower their heads to avoid looking at her. In this form, Asoko is almost as tall as Tamariki, whose gaze is clearly boring into her back. She hears Hestia's gasp, as this appearance most likely reminds her of Chaos. 
 
    "Please excuse our ignorance." The insectoid demon bows, lowering his bald head as if to avoid looking at the Crawling Chaos. "I am Iruzas, and this is Menshash. We are the deputy commanders of Pontis Daemonis. For attacking you on your approach, please bestow your punishment upon the two of us." 
 
    The towering demon called Menshash seems to be the type that follows, as he doesn't question Iruzas' judgment and bows as well. Even then, it looks more like he's only bending down to look at them, as he's just that gigantic. 
 
    "Do not worry. I will not punish you; you were merely doing your job. But where is the commander?" Turning back into her human appearance, Asoko asks the two. She peers across the courtyard to regard the demons who have stood their ground after she revealed her true appearance. Watching Sultana Malika has taught her how to speak to subjects, and it's now seeing good use here. 
 
    "Lady Cadrienna is..." Iruzas remains lowered, unsure of how to respond. 
 
    "Talk." Fixing her eyes on the insectoid, Asoko urges him on. She's enjoying her position of power. 
 
    "She is swimming in the ocean." Menshash is the one who replies, causing his partner to glare up at him. Surely, he wanted to circumscribe her actions with something that would have made it seem like she was doing work rather than slacking off. 
 
    "Umm, could you tell us Your reason for coming here, Your Highness? We will then be able to properly announce You to Lady Cadrienna." Quickly taking over again, Iruzas tries to stall but receives a glare from Asoko. 
 
    "If your commander doesn't appear on her own even after such a commotion, I'll have to question her suitability for the role." She declares with a displeased expression on her face. A massive dragon landed in the city, so how could this Lady Cadrienna take this long to come here? 
 
    "What happened here?" A relatively deep female voice that seems used to bellowing orders echoes across the courtyard, causing all the soldiers to stand at attention. They didn't do the same with Asoko, so she must hold authority not just in name but also through action. "I saw a dragon land here, so where did it go?" 
 
    "Ah, Lady Cadrienna!" Menshash steps aside to make way for the owner of the voice, a woman who stands at about Asoko's height and appears to be glistening wet and naked. The latter's eyes are immediately drawn toward her lower body, but for a reason different than lust. Starting from Cadrienna's hips, her body branches out into eight tentacles like those of a squid, which she uses to walk by writhing them across the ground. 
 
    Her upper body is humanoid, with modest breasts that lack nipples. She has a slightly elongated head that ends in a triangular shape, with a multitude of tentacles simulating chin-length hair. Her skin is as white as the mollusk she resembles, and a pair of eyes with iridescent sclerae and w-shaped irises look across her troops with a sharp gaze. When they fall upon Asoko and her group, they open into large circular ones that make her eyes look enormous. 
 
    "Her Highness, Princess Chaos, has arrived just now. We did not recognize her as she was... in the form of a dragon." Iruzas explains to her while gesturing at the person in question. 
 
    "Huh..." Cadrienna doesn't seem at all surprised by the mention of Asoko taking the form of a dragon. And even after hearing that she's the crown princess, she neither bows nor shows any other sign of recognizing her higher position. Instead, she regards her with a scrutinizing gaze while scratching her narrow chin with a webbed hand. "So you're the princess? Who are these with you?" 
 
    Asoko doesn't know her rank, but even if she were the highest-ranking general in the entire Dominion, she shouldn't be talking to the princess like this. Maybe she's testing her. 
 
    "They're my companions. We came here from Blereath." Not taking any offense at the commander's lack of respect, the Crawling Chaos explains in a casual tone to mirror her opposite's. "We're only coming through and would have gone ahead without stopping by if not for this hour and the conveniences of civilization. And I was just so interested in seeing Pontis Daemonis." 
 
    "Blereath?" Cadrienna's eyebrows consist of ridges of translucent fins in place of hair, and she raises one in an expression of doubt. "Did you fly here as a dragon?" 
 
    At this point, Asoko is almost certain that she doesn't believe who she is and would have turned into her true form to show her proof, but Iruzas steps forward to inform his commander of that fact first. 
 
    "We have confirmed that Her Highness is Princess Chaos." He explains in a hushed voice, at which Cadrienna regards him with a skeptical look. Then she turns to said princess with a grin that shows her teeth. In fact, they aren't teeth, but a bony plate with two sharp protrusions at the top and another with a single point at the bottom, which fit together to give her an impeccable smile. 
 
    "I will need-" She begins, but Asoko already bursts out into her Cosmic Horror form without warning. She bridges the distance to the commander in two quick steps before looking down at her through nonexistent eyes. 
 
    "Convinced, Lady Cadrienna?" She speaks with a voice that grates on everybody's nerves as if their brainstems were being pulled on. With pupils dilated to their maximum size, the squid demon's mouth drops open as she stares blankly at Asoko. Her tentacle legs give out, and she slides to the floor, mucus dripping from her whole body like sweat. 
 
    That's as good as an answer from a person facing the true appearance of a Crawling Chaos can get, so she turns back into a human and extends a hand toward Cadrienna to help her up. 
 
    "Sorry for scaring you. I suppose words were unnecessary." Asoko gives her a warm smile, but the wide-eyed commander only stares at the offered hand with a stunned expression. It takes her a moment before she realizes what just happened. She quickly adjusts her position to prostrate herself before the princess of the Dominion. 
 
    "I am so sorry! I apologize for my rudeness, Princess Chaos! Please forgive me for doubting You!" She presses her forehead onto the cobblestone floor of the courtyard and rattles down one apology after another in an octave higher than her usual pitch. 
 
    Judging by this over the top reaction, maybe Queen Pelomyx is a dictator that eliminates all opposition after all. Asoko just never got to see it, and she most likely hid it from her other half. Or a Crawling Chaos really is so terrifying that groveling like this is par for the course. 
 
    "Come on, get up already." With these words, Asoko grabs Cadrienna's arm to pull her up, only for her hand to slip on her mucus. It's viscous and slippery, even more so than that of fish. A sudden thought enters her mind at the sensation on her hand, and she looks at it with an absentminded smile. 
 
    It's the squid woman's misfortune to have looked up at that moment and misjudged Asoko's smile as a cold one. It seems to make her believe that she committed another act of disrespect. Her white skin goes dark in a dotted pattern - something that squids can do for camouflage or signaling - and she bangs her head on the floor in terror. 
 
    "Hey, stop that. I'm not mad or anything." Even though a dark part of her is enjoying being kowtowed to so profusely, Cadrienna's authority as the commander of Pontis Daemonis may be damaged when she keeps doing this in front of her troops. "Let's go inside." 
 
    With these words, Asoko turns around and returns to her companions, who have been watching with expressions that range from disapproval to a weird sense of arousal. Tamariki is obviously at the former, while Daica is at the latter end of the spectrum. She may be imagining herself in that kind of situation with Chaos. 
 
    Cadrienna finally pushes herself off the ground with her tentacle legs and carefully looks up at the princess while removing small pebbles stuck in the mucus on her forehead. Despite her shameful display in front of her soldiers, nobody is ridiculing her. In fact, they all seem to agree that they would have done the same when faced with the potential wrath of a being that appears to be able to physically grasp their hearts with a simple look of her nonexistent eyes. 
 
    For her part, Asoko basks in the fear everybody is producing, though she tries to prevent it from showing on her face. It's part of being a Crawling Chaos. 
 
    "Good job." Senka remarks snarkily when she passes the doll girl. 
 
    "It's a peaceful solution." Shrugging, Asoko turns around to Cadrienna with a smile before beckoning her over. "Come on, show us to the dining hall. I hope it's not too much to impose on you for a meal and beds tonight." 
 
      
 
    Cadrienna regained her composure when dinnertime arrived and proved to be an awe-inspiring leader under normal circumstances. She has a firm grip on her command structure, and her usually rather deep voice makes her seem like an elder sister figure one can rely on. 
 
    Only toward Asoko does she still lower her head and voice while talking, even while she knows that it's making her look bad in front of her subordinates. Generally, people don't like those who are strict with those of a lower rank while seemingly groveling before those above them. But in this particular case, their wry smiles show that they understood her behavior. 
 
    It does stir something basic in the Crawling Chaos to see a woman of her caliber so meek before her, though. She's getting a front-row seat in a lesson on how power corrupts. 
 
    After the meal, Tamariki goes to challenge Menshash and Iruzas to a sparring match. Why she would be interested in the former is self-evident, but she could tell that the latter's stick-like figure hides immense physical strength when he first appeared in the courtyard. 
 
    Ninlil is like a chaperone to the former demon student since she accompanies her diligently wherever she goes. The others all decide to retire for the night, although Lenoly gives Asoko a long look when she leaves the dining hall. The latter doesn't notice it over speaking to Cadrienna. 
 
    Once alone with the commander, the Crawling Chaos goes to work. She has been holding back for a while now, and being so close to so many girls she can't do anything with has been frustrating to her. But in Cadrienna's case, it's fueled by a sense of power and curiosity about her body. 
 
    Unexpectedly, she seems to be quite the pure maiden; when she notices Asoko's advances, she turns shy while patterns flash all over her body. They do paint a clearer picture of her thoughts than her stuttered words do. 
 
    Soon, they head for Cadrienna's private room - one with a pool rather than a bed in it. She doesn't wear clothes due to her mucus, so she doesn't have a wardrobe. Aside from a table covered with letters crinkled from wetness, there aren't many indications that she spends much time here. 
 
    Slipping into the water first, she tries to hide her embarrassment from Asoko by submerging her face. But as a being that can survive without breathing, the Crawling Chaos quickly follows her. She wanted to try what it would feel like with all the natural lubrication that the squid demon's mucus provides, but doing it underwater is also an exciting prospect. 
 
    That night, neither of the two would get any sleep. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter 88 - Capital of Sin
  
 
      
 
    The next morning, everybody knew what had happened between them. It's so obviously written on their faces that even a person less perceptive about interpersonal relationships such as Tamariki can tell. But instead of talking about it, she brags about knocking down Menshash and defeating Iruzas in arm-wrestling last evening. 
 
    Asoko breathes a sigh of relief that this is all it came to, but notices Ninlil's look. She seems to suggest that under her watchful eyes, Tamariki won't go overboard. She silently thanks the catgirl with a smile, at which the latter deliberately turns away to make a point of ignoring her. 
 
    After a good night's rest on solid ground, everybody seems much more eager to continue the journey. The last leg to Arkaim will only take about two days on dragonback. With plenty of fresh provisions from Pontis Daemonis, it will be a smooth journey compared to the one they had so far. 
 
    It does pain Asoko to part ways with Cadrienna so soon. She can imagine many more ways for them to enjoy each other's company, but they need to get going and reach Arkaim soon. While they may not be in a big hurry, considering how much time already passed since Mithra launched her other half into space, it's still best to get this over with first. 
 
    She can always come back for her again afterward. 
 
    With the entire garrison seeing them off, Asoko transforms into Kiamedras in the courtyard once more, awing everybody present with her otherworldly abilities. Her wings kick up the dust on the ground as she takes off into the air. Cadrienna has herself under control before her troops and stands at attention, not letting her longing show. 
 
    Asoko remembers how the commander didn't want to let her go in the morning, her tentacle legs winding around her body in a tight grip asking for more. Good thing she can banish the thought, or something would have shown on her body. 
 
    Clearing her head of it, the Crawling Chaos in dragon form ascends to cruising altitude, at which point the figures in Pontis Daemonis become nothing more than tiny specks. Beating her wings, she begins to fly inland, away from the ocean that had been their only view for the past ten days of flying. Now, it would be the first time for her to see more of her homeland in this world. 
 
    She has the memories of Kuroe Makoto from the day she was reincarnated. However, all she saw back then was the city of Arkaim from a window in the castle. Unlike her other half, Asoko never returned after the teleportation that was the cause of her birth. But that's still more than what Lenoly knows of the Dominion. She was born in the Kingdom of Lares, and even her parents never saw the lands their grandparents escaped from thirty years ago. 
 
    Now that they're flying across Ceogath, they realize that its landscape isn't much different from that of any other continent. The climate is warmer than the places they passed, though they can't feel much of a difference when flying nearly a thousand meters up in the air. 
 
    The rolling hills soon make way for a mountain range, though it's nowhere near as tall as the Dragon Mountains. According to Ninlil, the Dominion is relatively sparsely populated compared to the Empire of Terminus. They can clearly see that judging by the very few settlements visible from up in the air. All of them are more fortresses than towns, owing to their proximity to Pontis Daemonis, the former human bridgehead on the otherwise demon-held continent. 
 
    Once they pass the mountains and enter a hilly region dominated by grasslands with small forests seemingly haphazardly strewn about before them, Asoko sets down for their first break. Everybody is used to riding on her back now, so they aren't at all exhausted and immediately get to work. 
 
    Lenoly appears to be giddy, walking about near their camp after the meal as if searching for differences between the Dominion's and the kingdom's fauna and flora. Asoko, who was never especially interested in those things, can tell at a glance that trees and flowers grow here that don't exist on Blereath. The little bakari seems to enjoy looking at them more closely, though. 
 
    Her mood, which was a little dampened since the morning, seems to have improved. Makoto was never a dense person, so even if she's made from her lower half, Asoko has inherited her wit. She knows that Lenoly was disapproving of her one-night stand with Cadrienna, but didn't say anything at the time. 
 
    The little bakari is promised to her other half; at least that's what she always thought. But maybe that's not the case, and she may have a chance to win her heart - if she hasn't already. Although she practices free love, she's not interested in taking away somebody else's lover. She'll ask Hestia about Lenoly's relationship with Chaos when she has some privacy with her, and only make a move if she has confirmation. 
 
      
 
    That night, Asoko once again flies with everybody sleeping on her back. With only the wind to accompany her, the Crawling Chaos glides through the starlit night sky. The moon is waxing, and it's going to be a few more days before it will be full. Maybe they'll even reach Arkaim when the moon is full - for dramatic effect. 
 
    But suddenly, two full moon-sized shapes appear like giant eyes in the sky. Her other half has told her about this phenomenon, which the people in the Khurut Sultanate apparently regard with some measure of affection. She never paid attention to the sky much while in the harem, and even less while she was traveling in the desert, so this is the first time she sees it. 
 
    Chaos told her not to think too deeply about it, as it's an existence beyond this world's reach. Who knows, maybe her other half is closer to it, now that she's in space. 
 
    It's the first time she's thinking about what Chaos may be doing right now. She has no doubts that as a Cosmic Horror, she's still alive out there. But even if her other half independently came up with a concept similar to the Chaos Jet, she won't be able to use that to get back. Wind or fire magic require an atmosphere, which doesn't exist in space. 
 
    If they could communicate, she would be able to provide instructions like the ground crew of a space program. Senka surely knows something that could help, and even if she doesn't, more minds are always better at coming up with ideas than a single one. 
 
    Peeking up at the pair of eyes in the sky suspiciously, Asoko decides to ignore them from now on unless they give her a feeling as if they're watching her specifically. Judging by the fact that there are stars between them, it wouldn't even be far-fetched to think that it's an entity of a cosmic scale looking into this universe from the outside. 
 
    Considering her own existence, it doesn't seem far-fetched at all. 
 
      
 
    On the morning of the third day, the castle of Arkaim towering over the city built around it comes into view. It's surrounded by a barren wasteland with black rock formations jutting out of the ground, which are all pointing in the same direction. 
 
    It's the very picture of a fantasy world's demonic lands, and it gives Asoko the feeling that they're heading toward the final boss in a roleplaying game. Only that this boss is her mother, and she's - hopefully - friendly. 
 
    Not so far behind them, the landscape was still green, and trees grew aplenty, but sometime around midnight, it made a rather abrupt change to this. That may be a result of the corruption that Queen Pelomyx is exuding, which affects the plants in a large area. At least that's a plausible explanation for this sudden change in terrain. 
 
    Even from the air, one can see the caravans and travelers going toward the city in the early morning. Most of them will be farmers and merchants, coming to sell their wares from nearby settlements with more fertile lands. 
 
    "Pretty cliché." Senka mutters, barely loud enough for Asoko to hear. That's the exact same sentiment she had when she thought about the connection between the castle of the demon queen and this landscape's appearance. It's as if somebody deliberately styled the scenery like this, though maybe it's just that fantasy games accidentally got it right. 
 
    "Should we land and walk the last stretch?" Asoko asks the doll girl in a low voice, but Ninlil's ears twitch at the sound, and her eyes snap open. She gets to her feet, causing Tamariki beside her to be startled awake. 
 
    "Huh, what's going on?" Unlike the catgirl, the horned demon is confused and looks around half-asleep. 
 
    "We're here." Since it seems like everybody is going to wake up in the next few minutes, she might as well do it now. The voice in her chest vibrates her entire body, which causes the others to snap awake from the tremors. 
 
    "So, this is Arkaim." Lenoly is the first to comment as she carefully gets up and supports herself with her staff. Her great-grandparents never came here during their lifetimes, so all she knows is what they heard in tales. Still, they made sure to pass those tales on to their children, which eventually reached her. 
 
    "Yeah, we should walk." Senka suggests when she peers down to see the stream of demons heading for the city. Unlike in Pontis Daemonis, Arkaim has a predominantly civilian population. They're high enough in the air for those on the ground to maybe mistake Asoko for a bird now. But when she approaches their destination, she will inadvertently descend; a dragon seemingly swooping down on the city would, without a doubt, cause a panic. 
 
    The others seem to agree with her sentiment, so Asoko lands behind one of the jagged rocks, out of view from the city and the dirt roads leading up to its gates. It would appear that the ground is packed dry dirt rather than sand so that even in her dragon form, her feet don't sink in. It's similar to the transition from the Nagirah desert to the more fertile lands of the Mineva Republic. 
 
    Once everybody is ready, they begin to walk. It's been a while since they last had to travel on their own two feet, but the city isn't too far away, so it won't take them long. But they visibly miss the comfort of sitting without having to lift a finger while the world rushes by. 
 
    Soon, they reach the wide paved road the merchants are traveling on. From the sky, it wasn't visible as it has nearly the same color as the dry soil around it. But it's a testament to Arkaim's influence that it can maintain a paved road even in a dusty landscape such as this wasteland. Considering it can't grow its own crop, it at least needs to make bringing in resources easier on those who make the journey. 
 
    The massive city walls continue to grow taller as they get closer; they must be at least thirty meters tall, looking well-maintained and sturdy. Her mother had said that the morning before her birth, a human army attacked the city. Seeing these walls, it's easy to see how she was able to defend it without the city beyond getting damaged. After all, when she had looked out the window, there had been no signs of a battle's aftermath. 
 
    The open gates give off an inviting feeling, and even though there are guards standing watch, caravans, lone carts, and travelers on foot are allowed access without inspection. It would seem that ever since Pontis Daemonis returned into demon hands, both citizens and soldiers of the Dominion have been feeling safer. 
 
    Asoko mentally prepares herself. She will finally come face to face with her mother in this world, whom she first and last saw nearly one year ago. While she's Kuroe Makoto, known as Chaos in this world, she shares that identity with her other half. 
 
    Only that this same other half was found after the teleportation accident and brought back here to live with their mother for a few more weeks before leaving. In everybody's eyes, Chaos is the real one, while Asoko would be nothing but an extra. 
 
    Furthermore, Chaos came back here while Asoko was accidentally teleported to the academy basement, so maybe the former already told Queen Pelomyx about the latter's existence. Hestia is with her, so at least she won't come across as a fake trying to impersonate the princess. 
 
    "I'll let the future me worry about this." Muttering to herself, Asoko looks ahead with anxious determination. First, they need to get into the castle, which might require her to pull the Crawling Chaos card again. Or maybe turning into her appearance from her previous life would work too since she transformed into that back then before being sent through the transportation circle. 
 
    "Spoken like a teenager about to do something stupid." Senka overhears her and gets in a snarky remark. But she's not so ignorant that she doesn't understand what Asoko was referring to. 
 
    "Possibly." Shrugging, the latter begins running the scenarios in her head for how she'll go and greet her mother. 
 
      
 
    Entering the city was easy enough. The soldiers at the gate didn't even pay them special attention, even though Hestia should be sticking out quite a bit. But just like in Pontis Daemonis, nobody noticed that she's a Fata with black wings. Then again, there was an incredible variation of demons back there, just as there are here. 
 
    They learned here that many demons aren't even humanoid. Earlier, Asoko saw a multi-legged being that has no perceivable head or arms. Anybody would have thought it to be a pack animal due to the immense load on its back. Then it suddenly talked to a humanoid male with an elongated neck in a distinctly female voice. There was also a blob of living mud constantly dousing itself in water as it left a trail of dirt while slithering across the ground, much to the chagrin of the guards. 
 
    Unlike a human town, the diversity of forms and colors is staggering. Even though the buildings are mostly in shades of gray or black, many featuring tinted windows, the bustling streets are filled with all kinds of beings. 
 
    Tamariki's eyes have been glittering since they approached the gates, but she's not the only one. Lenoly spotted some bakari soldiers patrolling the streets - the first of her kind that she saw other than her family. 
 
    Even Ninlil shows nostalgic melancholia on her face when she doubtlessly remembers the stores that were already around during her tenure as the maid leader. So far, nobody has recognized her yet, but she's also deliberately walking in the center of the group to hide herself. She's still afraid of being branded a deserter or even traitor for having fled the Dominion when Pelomyx came to power. 
 
    Suddenly, Asoko spots a demon in a maid outfit. It's the only person in the crowd with anachronistic clothes, as unlike Ninlil's plain dress and apron, this one is frilly and short-skirted. The person wearing it gives off a frog-like impression, with slightly oversized webbed hands that end in bulbous fingertips, a broad thin-lipped mouth, and large black eyes. Her skin has a green hue and a wet sheen. 
 
    It's the maid that served her in the morning when she had a meal with her mother. But she never learned her name, so it's a little difficult for her to call out to the girl. 
 
    "Chasing skirts again?" Lenoly remarks snidely, causing Asoko to nearly flinch in surprise. She expected Senka to employ that tone, but not the little bakari. 
 
    "She's just one of the maids in the castle." Feeling the need to justify herself, the Crawling Chaos turns to her with a flustered expression. Then she realizes what her own behavior is signaling and closes her mouth. Still, Lenoly's reaction suggests jealousy. 
 
    "What happened to their uniforms?" Ninlil stares at the frog maid with an expression of disapproval. 
 
    "Oh, you didn't wear one of those?" Asoko takes the opportunity presented by the catgirl to change the topic. She grins at the latter, picturing her in a short-skirted and frilly outfit. Then she quickly turns away when the image in her mind turns out too vivid. Although Ninlil is as small as a child and has a youthful face, she's many centuries old. Somebody of such a venerable age wearing a cute maid outfit is too much for her. 
 
    "That must be something Queen Pelomyx introduced." Frowning, the catgirl replies with evident displeasure in her voice. Luckily, she didn't look at the Crawling Chaos while the latter had those thoughts. 
 
    "Well, that's our ticket into the castle." With these words, Asoko follows the frog maid, who seems to be on her way to do grocery shopping as she's carrying a basket under one arm. To think the castle isn't regularly supplied with fresh produce and requires the maids to go out hunting for bargains seems quite bizarre. In the Khurut Sultanate, large carts were coming in daily to provide plenty for the palace. 
 
    The maid walks at a brisk pace as she regards the stalls in passing. Many people greet her, and she waves back, but she never stops for anything as if having a target in mind. Not wanting to lose the others in the flow of people, Asoko doesn't run off on her own, which results in the entire group of eight seemingly stalking the lone maid. Others make way when they see Tamariki, but the streets are still too packed for them to catch up immediately. 
 
    Suddenly, the frog maid ducks into an alleyway, causing Asoko to exchange a glance with Hestia. She blinks her eyes in surprise, unsure what to do, so the former runs after the maid first while leaving behind the others after all. 
 
    However, when she enters the alleyway, there are no signs of the maid. Asoko has seen enough situations like this one in fiction; being a frog demon, she can most likely stick to walls or jump very high. And sure enough, the sound of cloth fluttering comes from above right when she looks up. The maid drops down toward her with one dagger in each hand, her empty black eyes reflecting her target. 
 
    "Wait-" Raising a hand to stop her, Asoko tries to speak. But the dagger performs an arc and cuts off her hand at the wrist. In the same motion, the other dagger slashes horizontally, aimed at the throat. 
 
    But at that point, her skin is already covered in dragon scales, which repel the blade. Asoko's expression grows calm as she bends down to pick up her severed hand and puts it against the stump of her wrist haphazardly. Tendrils reconnect the cut part seamlessly. 
 
    "Wha-?" The frog maid stares at her in shock. It seems that this is a rare feat even among the incredibly diverse range of demons in existence. 
 
    "Recognize your princess!" Asoko has been in her other half's form all this time, but she changes into the one she had when she first tried transforming into a shape from memory alone. It's what she looked like in her previous life, with short black hair and a distinctly Japanese face. 
 
    "Huh?" But the maid tilts her head for a moment before her big black eyes widen even more to be completely round like an actual frog's. 
 
    In the next moment, she drops to her knees and brings her head to the ground in a perfect Japanese prostration. Cadrienna also kneeled and even banged her head on the cobblestone courtyard when she realized who Asoko was, seemingly afraid of the repercussions of her mistake. Maybe her mother really is a ruthless dictator who severely punishes any transgressions toward her or her children. 
 
    "I am so sorry for attacking you, Chaos-sama!" She doesn't dare to raise her head and speaks in an almost hysterical voice. And right on cue, the others enter the alleyway after her just in time to witness Asoko making another girl kneel before her. 
 
    Even Lenoly is giving her a disdainful look now. Daica and Hestia appear to understand the situation at a single glance, so they merely shake their heads and sigh. 
 
    "As expected of the daughter of the demon queen." Senka remarks with a sarcastic smirk. "You're a brute." 
 
      
 
    "Maou-sama left on an inspection tour of the Dominion four days ago." The frog maid named Amerega explains on their way through the castle gate. She has abandoned her job to buy groceries to act as their guide. Evidently, she prefers to do this rather than having to carry a heavy basket up the hill. 
 
    Asoko exchanges a glance with the others. It would seem that Queen Pelomyx makes her rounds alone and without a predetermined route. She can be gone for several moons without anybody knowing where she is. For one part, she's relieved that she doesn't need to face her mother right away, but they came here to ask for help to retrieve Chaos from space. 
 
    "Welcome back, Your Highness." Suddenly, a muffled voice greets the Crawling Chaos, causing her to snap out of her thoughts. 
 
    "Mithra." She turns her face into a mask before looking at him, not betraying her thoughts. According to Lenoly, it was he who launched Chaos into space, so he's most likely a traitor. 
 
    "Are you back for good now?" He leans on his staff and bows before her while posing this question. Her other half came back to Arkaim twice before, each time for only a short while. It would seem to everybody else who doesn't know the truth behind her existence that she has now finally returned with the companions she gathered during her journey. 
 
    But Mithra does know the truth. He was the one who detected her in the basement of the academy and helped her other half get to Daica's store. Right now, he's hiding it from the Maid Corps that's hastily lining up to greet their returned princess. For what reason he's keeping it a secret, Asoko doesn't know. 
 
    "Rewera!" Tamariki shouts when the maid leader appears on the second floor of the entrance hall. The latter looks at the red-skinned demon with a hint of surprise in her gaze. Then her eyes widen slightly before she quickly descends the stairs. 
 
    "Welcome back, Chaos-sama." Rewera greets Asoko with a bow first before regarding the others. She already met Hestia, and she most likely knows Ninlil but doesn't let it show on her face. "Welcome to the castle of Arkaim." 
 
    Seemingly unable to hold herself back, Tamariki steps forward, but a raised hand and a sharp glance from the maid leader stops her. Rewera doesn't want to let anything blemish the return of the princess right now. 
 
    "Her Majesty left four days ago-" She then begins to explain, but Asoko lifts a hand to interrupt her. 
 
    "I already heard. I will wait for her return." The Crawling Chaos then gestures at her companions. "These are Lady Nightwane, Hestia, Dregana, Tamariki, Ninlil, Senka, and Lenoly." 
 
    At the mention of the last name, Hestia folds her black wings properly to reveal the little bakari. Her eyes are swimming, trying her best to avoid looking at Mithra. Maybe he doesn't even recognize her since it was dark, and she was lying in the grass, but whether or not he does can't be gleaned from his face as it's completely wrapped in bandages. 
 
    "I would like to talk to you, Mithra." Asoko takes the initiative into her own hands. She then shoots Senka, Daica, and Hestia a meaningful glance, telling them to stay by her side. "Can you please prepare rooms for the others?" 
 
    This is directed at Rewera while gesturing at Lenoly, Dregana, Ninlil, and Tamariki. They don't know that Asoko is another Chaos - even if they can tell that she's definitely related to her by blood. She wants to keep them in the dark for a while longer. Without awaiting an answer, she looks at Mithra with an imperial gaze. 
 
    "As you wish, Your Highness." He bows rather grandly and leads the way to a place nobody will eavesdrop on them. Glancing back one more time to see Lenoly's concerned expression, Asoko follows the court magician along with her entourage. 
 
      
 
    "You know who I am." Asoko gets right to the point the moment the door closes behind them in Mithra's tower. It's not big enough to call it a library, but it has all the makings of one, with shelves bending under the weight of books, loose sheets of paper, and scrolls stacked high. Similarly, piles of books and documents lie strewn across the ground, making it hard to step anywhere other than the single somewhat clean path leading to a desk. 
 
    The lamp crystals bask the windowless room in an orange glow, much like that of candles. Under any other circumstances, this would have been an inviting atmosphere, and Kuroe Makoto would have loved to browse the books. 
 
    But now, the air feels tense, as the four girls glare at the court magician's back while he moves over to his desk, deliberately appearing frail by leaning on his staff. Asoko is obviously not convinced by his act and steps into the center of the room while Senka and Daica move to one corner, and Hestia to another. This way, he will hopefully not be able to teleport them all away at the same time. 
 
    "Indeed, I do." He finally turns around to answer the question. It's hard to make out the emotions in the court magician's voice as it's muffled by the bandages. Not being able to tell what he's thinking puts everybody else in the room on edge. 
 
    "I have questions for you." Asoko maintains an emotionless façade but readies herself for a battle. Mithra is the court magician, so he's most likely versed in all kinds of magic. There are many ways to silence her here that don't involve teleporting her away - after all, that's only a temporary measure. 
 
    "And I have a proposal for you." He suddenly counters in a distinctly cold tone. Letting go of his staff as if to signal his goodwill, he makes it stand as if propped up by a ghostly hand and walks forward a few steps. Although not by that much, he's taller than Asoko even though his back is slightly hunched forward. "I will keep your identity a secret. In return, you will not ask for an explanation as to why I sent your other half to the moon." 
 
    Everybody's jaws drop at this straightforward admittance of what he did, but Asoko maintains her emotionless expression. Rather than a proposal, this is a negotiation. And his condition is the exact opposite of what she came here for. 
 
    "I don't care if others know about me. I want to know your reasons." She demands but then shakes her head. There's actually a question that has been nagging at the back of her head more than anything else. "No, tell me this first: Were you the one who caused the faulty transportation that created me?" 
 
    "Yes and no." Mithra replies in a matter of fact tone. "All I can tell you is that you were not an accident." 
 
    Asoko's eyes widen at his wording. She has been agonizing over her place in this world. Knowing herself, Chaos would have shared the throne with her, but the truth is that she's the clone. Ultimately, her other half is the original whose identity is unquestionable. 
 
    "As for the purpose of your existence, I cannot tell you." Lifting his arms to shoulder level, Mithra tilts his head slightly to emphasize that it's not up for negotiation. "All you need to know is that I am on your side, Chaos." 
 
    This statement holds a much deeper meaning than it does on the surface, and Asoko is fully aware of that. He should know her name but still called her by the name two people with the same origin occupy in this world. With this, he's suggesting that sending her other half to space was also to help her. 
 
    "What is your aim?" Hestia suddenly steps out of her corner and bristles her feathers menacingly. Her red eyes seem to be glowing in the relatively dim room. 
 
    "Know that if your identity is exposed, you put both your lives in danger." As if ignoring the angel girl, Mithra addresses Asoko once more. "Your mother is prepared to eat either one of you who does not agree with her - or both - and then try again with her next child." 
 
    At those words, Daica and Hestia exchange a confused and uncomfortable glance. It seems that they both can see the demon queen do something like that to her own children. But Asoko can tell that it's the truth. 
 
    After all, Chaos told her that all their siblings either died during their journeys or turned rebellious. The latter were then eaten by Pelomyx as a matter of course, only for her to try again. That used to be an idea so out there for Asoko that she didn't even believe them although they came from her other half. However, she finally got confirmation. 
 
    "I am willing to keep your secret." Mithra's tone doesn't suggest any malice, but that's all she can hear in it. "So, what will you do?" 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 89 - Woman In The Moon
  
 
      
 
    We're on approach to the moon. 
 
    I don't know how long it has been since I've been launched, as neither Aurelia nor I have a proper internal clock. Still, it's most likely been about two weeks since my battle at the academy. It's hard to tell how fast one is going when there are no reference points. We passed the debris belt surrounding the planet a long time ago, after all. 
 
    Though I say approach, it's been looming closer and closer without us ever seeming to reach it. That's a celestial body, and while it's much smaller than Mundia, it's still so big that a human-sized speck like me can't understand its sheer size. After all, the only way to judge an object's size for humans is to compare it to something else that they know well. Which is generally only one's own height or length of one's limbs. 
 
    In all this time, Aurelia and I thought of various ways to return, but none were achievable with the methods at our disposal. We even considered using the monomolecular whips in the weapon called Vanadia's Will. Still, while it's incredibly long when each strand is bound together, it would barely reach a few kilometers in length. 
 
    We were grasping at straws. 
 
    I can cast magic inside my body due to being able to speak incantations in the atmosphere I'm keeping here. But I know no spells that could induce motion without using any matter that isn't already present. Water and earth magic are both useless when there's nothing to move, and fire and wind don't work in the vacuum of space. 
 
    Aurelia doesn't have enough gold to replicate the funerary boat she used to fly through space. When I asked her why she can't make her own body fly, she admitted that for all the fine control over gold that she has, she's unable to do it with her own body. Mine can't be turned to gold through her abilities, or I would have taken off some mass to let her make a new boat out of it. 
 
    Ultimately, we could only resign ourselves to heading for the moon. Maybe Mithra's gravity spell will lose its effect once we're there. Then I could try to propel myself back by physically launching myself off the ground. That's why we had plenty of time to talk about various things, and I asked her all kinds of questions. 
 
    I learned that she initially went to the Dragon Mountains in the north of the Kingdom of Terminus. She wanted to settle down in a place nobody would ever step foot in for her self-imposed exile. However, once there, she realized that the true dragons didn't like company and attacked her. Not wanting to fight these majestic beings, she headed for the pharaonic nation of Ammenhotep instead, to hide away in the vast desert. 
 
    Along the way, Fatas came to communicate the will of the false gods to her - Kael's first and foremost. He asked her to return to the throne of the kingdom and forget about the war. Orthum would even be able to create a new Vanadia for her. 
 
    Aurelia would have killed the angels even though they only repeated what they had been told, but was able to hold herself back. She let her rage smolder at the mention of Vanadia's name, but would do as a volcano; bide her time and either cool into extinction or burst out in devastating fury. 
 
    Finally, instead of sending more messengers, Kael sent Kiamedras to act as her watchdog and accompany her into exile. He was the oldest dragon in the world, but even as such, he was only a plaything of the false gods and unable to refuse their orders. If Aurelia ever showed signs of wanting to start another rebellion, he would act as a reminder that the false gods are watching. 
 
    They ultimately settled down in the abandoned Castra Legionis. It had become obsolete now that it was located too far beyond the Mineva Republic's borders and fallen into disuse. There, she took to the catacombs and extended them, then gilded the very bedrock of the cliffs so that she would keep her mind honed and focused lest her new prison collapsed on itself. That way, her powers would never waste away from disuse. 
 
    So Kiamedras was an underling of Kael's. I was worried that he, before his death, sent the Lord of the Sky information about Asoko and me. But Aurelia alleviated that fear by telling me that the elder dragon had decided to oppose his master as well. Knowing that he would only face death when doing so, he still chose to side with the Golden Queen should she ever rise to action again. 
 
    "I'm sorry." I apologize once again when the topic reaches Kiamedras, as Aurelia tells me of the stories they shared and the games they played when many seasons passed without a single visitor. 
 
    "He gave you no choice, and I did not either." The golden girl looks at me with a magnanimous expression despite the sadness in her gaze. Nothing will change about the fact that I killed the one being who was her only friend since Vanadia and the sole companion who had been with her for centuries. But if I hadn't fought then, I wouldn't be here now. 
 
    "People should talk to each other more." With a sigh, I look at Aurelia across from me. Through talking, we've learned that we have no reason to be enemies. In truth, she only fought me as part of her trial to see whether or not I'm worthy to light her spark again. It was a hope she thought she had long since buried under the reality that the world is hopelessly within the grasp of the false gods. 
 
    But I'm not from this world. Not only is my body foreign to this planet, but my mind is likely from another dimension entirely. And according to Aurelia, that's not because she knew about my grandma. Kiamedras was the one who spoke of a past age in which a star of extinction fell from the heavens carrying a living black mass. 
 
    The creature spread across the lands and swallowed all living things, threatening to destroy humanity despite its technological advances. The false gods hail from that era, the last survivors from that terror they couldn't overcome even with their godlike powers. 
 
    Kiamedras had fled far from where it spread, so he never witnessed how it was finally vanquished. But in his mind, there had been no doubts about its death because the world still existed. The slight discomfort felt by those with keener senses than humans - even when my body takes the complete genetic makeup of something else - tipped him off to my connection with that creature. They had called it Crawling Chaos. 
 
    In other words, my grandma was the second coming of the terror, and my mother and I are remnants of it. I'm surprised that Mithra dealt with my grandma rather than any of the false gods, and that Maou-mama was allowed to live for thirty years. Maybe they don't know what we are yet, and once they find out, they'll come for us with all they got. 
 
    I also learned that Adano is only the latest in a long line of dark elves, all members of the Nomads of Ogin, who became her acolytes in exile. Kael and the others have total control over the high elves who live in a vast forest within the empire, so they forced them into silence about Aurelia's existence. However, they can't influence their nomadic counterparts through reeducation and falsification of records; after all, they have neither. 
 
    But few dark elves ever care about the goings-on in the human realms, so they were left to their own devices. In Adano and his forerunners' cases, they were led to believe - by the Golden Queen herself - that they were providing her with entertainment. In reality, she was looking for somebody to either end her existence or give it a new meaning. 
 
    "And he succeeded." Aurelia looks me in the eyes, her gaze filled with so many suggestions that I can't tell what exactly she's implying. 
 
    "But for his deception, he paid with his life." I reply with a merciless verdict. "If he had told me about you, I would have arrived before you prepared." 
 
    "For battle?" Tilting her head, the Golden Queen asks with a sardonic smile on her lips. 
 
    "To speak with you." Not falling for her hook, I stand up and lean over her, causing her to look up with a questioning frown. Putting my hands on the armrests of her chair, which she created from her own incredibly long golden hair, I bring my face close to hers. "To help you." 
 
    Aurelia's eyes widen in surprise as she regards me, her mouth flapping open and closed before she blinks once. Then she looks away, her cheeks reddening when she realizes her unbecoming expression. Finally, her gaze returns to meet mine after gathering her thoughts. 
 
    "In what way?" Her eyes narrow ever so slightly, but it doesn't escape my notice. "Become a replacement for Vanadia?" 
 
    "No." Nobody could ever replace the demon girl so dear to her, and I'm well aware of that. "Become an ally." 
 
    "For what reason?" Aurelia doesn't hide her disappointment at my reply, undoubtedly thinking that I'm only saying what she wants to hear. Even though we've been able to see eye to eye in many things by talking them over, she's still wary. Her heart has been encased in gold, and she won't open it up so easily again. 
 
    "For selfish reasons of my own." I put a finger under her chin and grin at her. 
 
    "Fool." She turns her head away and doesn't deign to look at me further. 
 
    I straighten my back and shrug with a wry smile, then walk back to the tentacle chair I sit my avatar down on. It's been a while since I last checked outside to see how close to the moon we are, so this is as good a time as any. 
 
    Turning my mind to the body on the outside, I look around to find that I've entered a new debris field. However, this time, I'm not traveling inside a tunnel created by the gravity from Mithra's spell. In fact, the continent visible on Mundia is no longer Blereath, so I can't be moving in a direct line from it anymore. 
 
    Just as I realize that, I find myself on a collision course with the wreckage of what appears to be a fighter jet. Unable to change my direction or slow my still considerable speed, I cover myself in dragon armor in the last second before slamming right into the machine. Instead of bouncing off, I crash through it, snapping its remains in half. 
 
    It throws me into a spin, giving me a glimpse of the cockpit that has been smashed open due to the collision. From within, a person in a spacesuit emerges, the reflective visor sparing me a look of their face. That must be one of those who fought in the final confrontation near the moon. 
 
    The remains of the battle were left here, maybe out of laziness, or as a reminder for Aurelia should she ever rise again. Or even as a sign for future rebels to realize the futility of their cause. 
 
    Rapidly reforming my body to match my spin just like I did in that last battle in the academy, I regain my bearings. That's when I find that doing this has slowed down my momentum. Is this a way for me to move through space then? 
 
    Pulling my mass through one extended arm, I move like the ameba I once observed under the microscope in biology class. I have no idea how physics in space works, but the fact that I could travel a distance this way reminds me of a nonsensical story where a man hoisted himself out of a swamp by pulling on his own collar. 
 
    This can't be right. 
 
    Taking my Crawling Chaos form, I unwind my tentacles and turn into a wiggling mass that seems to be connected everywhere and nowhere. I'm more liquid than solid, and when I will myself in one direction, everything flows toward it without a care for momentum. 
 
    Does this mean I can move without a propellant? It would make sense considering my species comes from space. But Kiamedras talked about a star of extinction, which I assume is a meteorite on which the Primordial Crawling Chaos arrived on Mundia in ancient times. That suggests that it can only move by clinging to other things. 
 
    Before I can think about it any further, I realize that I'm approaching the wreckage of a giant space ship. That should be one of those on Orthum's side, and it has quite the familiar shape, though I can't recall where I might have seen something similar before. In either case, with my newfound mobility, I can get past this. 
 
    Actually, I can just get back to Mundia this way. There's no need to land on the moon first. 
 
    "A visitor... here?" A female voice suddenly echoes in my head, causing me to snap to a halt - which works as intended. The eerily echoing reverb masks the tone quite a bit, but I can tell that it's not coming from Aurelia inside me. The words also imply that they only just now spotted me out here in space. 
 
    I look around but only find debris as far as the eyes can see. Could somebody have survived the battle and lived here in space for the past several centuries? Maybe it's the ghost of a fallen since it's able to speak directly into my mind. 
 
    "Oh, you are..." The voice speaks again, coming from everywhere and nowhere. Spinning around myself, I look through nonexistent eyes to try and spot anything that could be the owner of this voice. The fighter jet and the corpse of the pilot that emerged from it are hidden beyond other debris, but I doubt that's the source anyway. 
 
    Then I somehow feel a presence near me and turn my body to look in the direction. Before me floats an upside-down woman wearing an oversized witch hat and flowing red robes. Her fanned-out straight long hair would have been invisible in the darkness of space if the moon were not right behind her. The inside appears to be a window into another galaxy, with distant but bright stars dotting the vista. 
 
    When she comes closer, I see that her eyes are just like her hair, the view in both moving as she does as if they really are portals. Consolidating myself into a human shape, I tilt my head to find that they all give a glimpse into the same space. 
 
    "Crawling Chaos." The woman speaks without moving her lips and approaches me with no visible means of propulsion. She knows my actual species name, unlike Aurelia and Kiamedras, so I'm instantly on edge. 
 
    But judging by where we are, this can't be anybody but Fimbria, the Witch of the End. After all, as a remnant of the ancient advanced civilization, she would know about the Primordial Crawling Chaos. 
 
    "What brings you to this graveyard of dreams?" She proceeds to ask, apparently not at all concerned that I'm from the same species as the creature that wiped out most of the old human race. Is that nihilism the reason she's the Witch of the End? 
 
    I open my mouth but close it without speaking. Senka's telepathy should have prepared me for something like this, but I still subconsciously tried to talk physically. 
 
    "I didn't come here because I wanted to." Shrugging, I look up at the galactic witch. "Are you Fimbria?" 
 
    "Now that is a name I have not heard in a long time." She replies mysteriously, her blank expression unchanging. It doesn't look like she's putting on an act, so this is how she always speaks. "But call me Karina." 
 
    "So, you don't deny that you're Fimbria." I scrutinize her face, which has the distinct features of women from the kingdom. She reminds me of Ingrid, the guild master of Hovsgaerden. However, unlike the latter, who's a commoner, Fimbria - or Karina - looks like she would fit well into the backdrop of a royal banquet. 
 
    "And what brings you here, Crawling Chaos?" She asks, her eerie voice turning unexpectedly pleasant. I know that she was on Aurelia's side during her rebellion, so she can't be a bad person, even if those eyes don't make her look very trustworthy. 
 
    "My name is Chaos." I introduce myself with the name Maou-mama has given me in this world. After all, she's my mother from my previous life as well - the one who also named me Makoto. "And as to why I'm here... it's a long story." 
 
    "It is a long way from Mundia." Karina replies without any sarcasm in her voice, but I can't hear it as anything other than that. 
 
    "Before that, I got somebody here you might want to meet." With these words, I let my chest area bloom open into tentacles before pulling out Aurelia into the vacuum of space. It takes me a bit more effort to do that with her than with most other things I've brought back out before as she has hair that's longer than her own body. I put my arms around her waist from behind to prevent her from floating off into space. Then I direct her eyes up toward the Witch of the End. 
 
    "Aurelia." The latter's eyes widen, and her mouth opens, revealing that it, too, is a portal to the same galaxy behind her eyes and hair. It's like she's the gate to another dimension, which is both fascinating and terrifying to imagine. 
 
    "Fimbria." It seems that the Golden Queen already understands to use telepathy, as she doesn't even open her mouth to try and speak. I expected a more heartfelt reunion between two people who fought side by side before, but something feels off. "Where have you been all this time?" 
 
    That's when I understand that Aurelia may have been waiting for Karina all along. She never knew what happened to the Witch of the End after their failed rebellion, but most likely didn't believe that she was killed for her treason. 
 
    "Call me Karina. I am no longer one of the false gods - have never truly been." Karina spreads her arms and gestures at her surroundings. "I have been exiled from Mundia. This is as far as I can go. This immutable desolation an eternal reminder of my failure." 
 
    "The moon." With a glance past the Witch of the End, Aurelia guesses where her actual dwelling is now. 
 
    "Indeed. So close to the seat of their power, but yet unable to reach it." She turns away without showing any means of propulsion, most likely using some sort of telekinesis instead. If she can use her mind to communicate, I expect that she can also use it to move things. "Come, let me welcome you to my prison." 
 
    With these words, she points at the moon looming behind the spaceship wreckage in front of me. Suddenly, we zoom past the entire debris field and are out in the open, with the celestial body much closer. It happens one more time, and the grayish-white surface full of craters fills my vision. 
 
    Then we impact the moon, with me landing on top of Aurelia. If she had been facing me, and if this was a love comedy, we would have shared an accidental kiss. But this is reality, and it seems that Karina's strange method of traveling is a form of acceleration. 
 
    In other words, my face crashes into the back of the golden girl's head. And as her body gets harder the more force she's hit with, it's the equivalent of me kissing a metal statue seconds after being launched out of a cannon. The result is that I splatter all over her back and the surrounding ground, losing my form and turning into a puddle of goop. 
 
    But even from such an impact, I'm unharmed and begin to consolidate myself again immediately. Indeed, a convenient physiology to have. 
 
    "You could have warned us!" I shout in my mind and sweep my surroundings to find that we created a small crater on impact. Aurelia is half-buried in the ground but completely undamaged. Karina is slowly descending toward us, now right-side-up, and coming to a stop a few meters off the ground. I feel like she's doing that so she can keep looking down at us as she has been doing since we met in space moments ago. 
 
    I quickly get off the golden girl and pull her out of the moon dust. She turns around to look for Karina, an annoyed expression on her face. The Witch of the End looks wholly unapologetic, though it seems she doesn't show much of any feelings. 
 
    "Come, walk with me." Without waiting for an answer, Karina floats ahead and expects us to follow her. Since I can't think of anything else to do on this barren moon, I move to follow her. But Aurelia doesn't budge, lowering her head like a stubborn bull. 
 
    "Why have you never tried to return to Mundia and find me if you can move like that?" She asks with an accusing undertone. "Or is your life so dear to you that you abandoned our cause?" 
 
    "Why have you never tried to find me again? Your exile was self-imposed. Mine is not." Without turning around, Karina shoots the question back, causing the golden girl's mouth to open in exasperation. "And speak not of causes. You only sought revenge." 
 
    That's when the Witch of the End finally turns to face her, a hint of displeasure in her features. Are they going to start fighting here, former comrades who haven't seen each other for many centuries? 
 
    "What was your cause? Taking pity on the primitive new humans?" Aurelia doesn't back down and glares at Karina with narrowed eyes. 
 
    "Hey, stop it, you two." I step in and put a hand on the Golden Queen's shoulder. She flinches in surprise at my casual touch but doesn't slap my hand away, unlike I expected her to. Karina, on the other hand, shifts her inscrutable gaze to me. Or at least I think she does; even Arcelia, whose eyes were always closed, was easier to read. "What's the point in arguing now?" 
 
    "Keep out of this, child of the stars. This does not involve you." Disdain appears in her features as she chastises me. 
 
    "Only because I'm not from this world?" I fire back, causing her eyes to narrow as if saying that I should choose my next words carefully. "Well, I'm part of it now. And as I said, I want to help you." 
 
    The last part is directed at Aurelia, who blinks at me dumbfounded. I mentioned it earlier but didn't want to name my actual reason because it's embarrassing. I think I might be ready to do so now. 
 
    "I do not need your pity." The Golden Queen flares up when she correlates my reason with what she believes Karina's were, but I step in close to her and look down into her eyes. She presses her lips together tightly in anticipation of my rebuke, readying herself to strike back right after. 
 
    "Good, because I'm saving that for those who do." Grabbing her hand, I speak with a determined expression. "I like you, so let me fight with you against the false gods." 
 
    This causes her face to slacken into one of bewilderment. I bet her mind is racing as she evaluates my words against what she knows of me so far, which is quite little. After all, I only gave her a short summary of my life in this world, not mentioning my last. However, she does know that I'm the daughter of Demon Queen Pelomyx, the current monarch of the Dominion, where Vanadia hailed from. 
 
    "Fascinating." Karina comments, her level voice not at all in line with her statement. But it seems she didn't expect that the Golden Queen told me about her past. "What do you know?" 
 
    "Enough to understand that it affects me too." I've made friends with some humans, and while things at the academy went awfully awry, I enjoyed my time there as well. If possible, I'd like to help humans and demons make peace - and the false gods are opposed to that. 
 
    "Let us postpone this talk." Turning on the spot, Karina interrupts our discussion to lead the way once more. I glance at Aurelia, who returns it with a frown. She's still undecided about my words and must be thinking about their meaning. The truth is that I've started to feel attracted to her - in more ways than one - due to being alone with her for so long. 
 
    Since I don't expect her to answer me right away, I follow Karina wordlessly as she floats ahead. Aurelia eventually begins to move as well, and we begin to travel barefoot across the moon. It looks suspiciously close to the photos I've seen of the one orbiting around the world I came from, with grayish-white dust and rocks covering the surface. This must be what all moons look like. 
 
    Karina leads us over a vast plain, which turns out to be the inside of a massive crater that must have filled out over time. Our destination appears to lie on the other side beyond a canyon extending from the crater. The witch's flowing red robes move as if underwater, lazily waving like a flag in slow motion, guiding us on this mindless trek. 
 
    Left to my thoughts, I'm once again amazed that I'm walking on the surface of a celestial body that can't sustain human life. While Karina isn't wearing a spacesuit, I attribute that to whatever technology she has at her disposal. Which may as well be magic to somebody from a, in relation, primitive age - such as me. And Aurelia is essentially a living statue, which in itself is fascinating. 
 
    Gravity here is obviously lower than on Mundia, so everything feels floatier. It's not at the level of zero-gravity like outer space is, so my hair isn't flowing around me with every motion. Still, it does make me cautious about using too much force. I could accidentally jump back out into space for all I know. 
 
    "Where are we going?" I ask when we climb the slope toward the canyon opening. We must have been walking for over an hour now, and I'm at my limit. The silence of a place lacking an atmosphere is maddening, especially since only my surface is human, while everything underneath is Crawling Chaos. In other words, I don't even get to hear my own heartbeat. 
 
    "You will see." Is all I get as a reply, as Karina unerringly continues to float in a straight line ahead of us. Why does she get to fly while we have to walk? 
 
    When I look over my shoulder, I find that Aurelia's hair is floating behind her unnaturally. It's most definitely being levitated by her control over gold. This does make me wonder why she can't do the same with the gold on her body, considering she can make Vanadia's Will enter her arm. Maybe it's a mental inhibition, disabling what is essentially telepathy on herself. 
 
    Silence lays itself over my mind again, as we trudge through the gray snow-like dust covering the ground. Though it's more like sand at the beach, as my feet don't sink in too deeply. But because of its consistency, I don't even get to hear the impact of my footsteps running through my body. 
 
    Finally, we reach the canyon, and I look inside to find that it's winding, so the end isn't visible. But judging by the incline, we'll most likely end up outside the crater at the end of it. Still, it seems to be a long way up, so I turn to look at Aurelia once again. She returns my gaze, but it doesn't seem like she has found an answer to my offer yet, as she averts her eyes almost immediately. 
 
    "Stop moping around. Being so indecisive isn't like you." I try to put on a chastising tone in my mind, causing the golden girl to stare at me with wide-open eyes. "Or do you think I'm inadequate because I only defeated you when you weren't fighting at full strength?" 
 
    At these words, Aurelia's eyes widen even further. She didn't expect me to realize that, but it was all-too-obvious that I would come to understand her true potential. 
 
    "No, that was not my intention." Shaking her head, the Golden Queen denies my rhetorical accusation with an unexpectedly meek expression. 
 
    "Then make your decision. You were willing to sacrifice everything for revenge. What is one more person whom you barely know?" I goad her with a self-deprecating smile; I may be the only one who's feeling a connection between the two of us after all. 
 
    But I immediately realize that I went too far. And Aurelia clearly thinks so too, as she slaps me across the face. I accept my punishment without trying to dodge and return my gaze to her, getting nothing but a glare from her pair of golden eyes. To my surprise, I find that she appears close to tears, though, which she surely realizes herself. Turning away, she crosses her arms. 
 
    So she feels the same? Did she become interested in me so quickly? But she did set a precedent for that with Vanadia. She seemingly fell for her the moment their eyes met for the first time - even though she had just prepared to engage in combat against the demon girl. 
 
    That's when I realize that her moping may derive from that very conflict within her. This is essentially a repeat of that time when she traveled with the champions in Orthum's sanctum and grew close to them. Their deaths clearly affected her more than she thought they would when her goal was revenge alone. In the end, she didn't want their sacrifices to be in vain. 
 
    But Kael's unfair ultimatum meant that they were; the world didn't change, humanity and demonkind didn't attain freedom. And Aurelia didn't even get to exact her revenge. Instead, she had to live with the guilt of being the sole survivor of her people. For all that time, only a faint glimmer of hope in a different future kept her from ending her own life. 
 
    She thinks that she has no right to ask anybody to fight alongside her because of the fear that she may be forced to make the same choice again one day. 
 
    I bridge the distance between us and embrace Aurelia from behind. She doesn't struggle at my touch but doesn't turn her head to me either; she's waiting for me to say something. 
 
    "I won't die in vain. Trust me." I think, fully aware that all of this is going through Karina, who relays our thoughts through her telepathy. I don't check for her reaction to my unfounded promise, knowing that she's most likely giving me a disdainful look at my irresponsible words. "At least I have every intention to live into an ancient age and die while surrounded by my beautiful girls." 
 
    Preferably, I'd not die at all and stay with them forever, but that's definitely wishful thinking. 
 
    "You truly are a fool." Aurelia finally replies, and I can't say anything to refute it. 
 
    "So is the person who fell for the fool the bigger fool?" I dare to ask, probing for her true feelings. She shakes off my embrace and steps away before turning to face me, staring into my eyes with a cold smile, which catches me by surprise. 
 
    "Do not get ahead of yourself." She slaps me across the other cheek, and I take it without a word of complaint as well. But then she grabs my face with both her hands and forces me to look at her. "I look forward to seeing your resolve." 
 
    The smile on her lips is a warm one that causes a wave of emotions to wash over my mind. Her beauty was already undeniable, but being at the other end of such an expression causes flowers to bloom in my heart. It's no longer just a feeling of attraction; it's full-blown love! 
 
    "Are you quite done yet?" Karina's voice snaps me out of the situation, and I spin around on the spot to look up at the floating witch. "At this rate, we will never reach it." 
 
    "Reach what?" I try asking even though I only expect a vague answer. But to my surprise, she points up the slope where we're headed and then looks at me. 
 
    "Cube 004." She replies in a neutral tone. "The remains of Orthum's sanctum." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 90 - Crime Against Life
  
 
      
 
    The rest of our trek across the moon is silent once again. But this time, I'm not feeling uncomfortable because of it, as Aurelia is walking next to me with a resolute smile. While she hasn't given me any reason to believe that she reciprocates my feelings, my own are undeniable. To think that it would happen so quickly comes to me as a surprise, though. We were mortal enemies when we first met, and she even nearly killed Hestia. 
 
    When I think about the girls waiting for my return, I can't help but worry. Daica and Hestia both were most likely captured by the academy, and this time, I doubt they'll be let go as smoothly as Kamii was. After all, both of them have aided me and killed people. 
 
    But there's no point in mulling over it since I can't do anything right now. It's been many days since then, and just like with Kamii, all I can do is pray that they're alright. I have to believe that they'll be able to get out somehow. 
 
    When I look up from my introspection, I find a massive cube-shaped wreck, half-embedded in the surface of the moon. The corner jutting into the darkness of the sky hides the sun that has just risen over the horizon. Even from this far away, I can tell that this is definitely technology far beyond what humanity of my worlds was capable of. 
 
    Its name, Cube 004, implies that this is the fourth of its kind. And considering how much time has passed, several more have most likely been built afterward. Orthum definitely holds the power of ancient advanced technology and industry in his hands. He's also referred to as the Lord Creator, the one who supposedly created all life on Mundia. When I picture him making all kinds of demons in vats, I can only see him as some kind of mad scientist. 
 
    "Is it still active?" I ask Karina without much hope in my mind. It's been many centuries since the cube crashed on the moon, so it's most likely just a silent pile of steel. The angle at which it's buried also means that everything inside should be tilted, so it can't even be used as a home. 
 
    "I have restored many of its functions." But to my surprise, the galactic witch replies in the positive without turning to look at me. "But it can no longer move, and the weapon systems have been damaged beyond repair." 
 
    "I'm surprised Orthum let you keep it in the first place." Though if it's just a piece of junk, I can understand that he wouldn't care. After all, he left all that space debris out there without bothering to recycle. 
 
    "He was the one who crashed it on here as a last courtesy to me. Of course, he first took away anything of value to him." Karina's voice doesn't betray any emotions at mentioning what can only be seen as the definitive break between her and the group that even now still acts as gods back on Mundia. "But there were a few things I could hide before I was dragged out at the conclusion of the battle." 
 
    "What of the machine that created Vanadia's Will?" Aurelia asks with a hint of hope that it may still be usable. 
 
    "That was the first thing he took. It appeared to be the most important part of the sanctum, as he did not care much for anything else." The Witch of the End replies dryly. That was to be expected; it sounds like a highly advanced 3D-printer. Given enough time, one could surely come up with a weapon that can threaten the false gods and have the machine create it for them. 
 
    And all Karina had since then was time. 
 
    "Are some small vessels still intact, or could we build one?" I inquire, hoping that we'll at least find a way off this moon. After all, my newfound ability as a Crawling Chaos to move through space without propulsion only lets me travel at relatively slow speeds. I feel like we'd take months to return to Mundia with that, and the heat at reentry is a whole other matter. 
 
    "Indeed, there are a few fighters that you could use. They were made with atmospheric reentry in mind." As if Karina read my thoughts, she even answers something I didn't ask about. I'm sure I could survive plummeting to Mundia from space if I cover myself in dragon armor. Still, I'd rather not test that theory when I have no contingencies in case it fails. 
 
    "Then we can go back immediately." My mood instantly improves at this. 
 
    "So that Mithra Umratawil can send you here again?" Suddenly turning around, Karina speaks a name I didn't expect her to know. I'm instantly on guard and regard her with suspicion. 
 
    "How do you know Mithra?" Looking into her portal eyes, I furrow my brow in an inquisitive glare.  
 
    Then I remember that he supposedly acted on Maou-mama's orders to infiltrate the god envoys. Specifically, as one under Urslit, the Witch of the End, the very person before us now. 
 
    Now that I think about it, why would the false gods even allow envoys of Karina to exist? She's exiled on the moon, and worship of her is most likely forbidden because of her betrayal.  
 
    "Is he one of you?" My suspicion grows, and so does my confusion. It's clear that Mithra aimed for me to end up here. Now I need to know why. 
 
    "He is not of our kind." She replies without letting her true feelings show. "But he works with me." 
 
    "What's your endgame?" I ask with irritation in my voice. Why do people always beat around the bush? Mithra could have told me the reason for his actions before launching me into space. In fact, he could have done it after I finished things up with the academy. I'm sure if he explained himself adequately, I would have come here willingly. 
 
    Then again, I have to admit that it didn't seem like he did it with malicious intent. He confirmed to me that Kamii is safe as if reporting the result of the last task I gave him. But why would he do what I can only interpret as a betrayal if he were still loyal to Maou-mama and me? 
 
    Was it to deepen his cover with the humans? I doubt Maou-mama would order him to send me to the moon, though. After all, she waited for thirty years in this world to meet me again. It means he has his own agenda, separate from his orders. 
 
    "You will learn soon enough." Karina concludes the conversation on her own with these words and turns around to float ahead once again. 
 
    "Hey, don't just walk away!" I stomp in irritation. Glancing at Aurelia, I see that she's silently contemplating the same question. Why would the Witch of the End need me here? I don't think I'm powerful enough to help her oppose the false gods. Not yet, at least. 
 
    Maybe it was just for me to learn the truth about the world from her. As an existence not from this world, I'm one of the only potential allies left. Maou-mama probably knows already, too. 
 
    Now that I think about it, did Mithra know that I had the Golden Queen inside me? Maou-mama confirmed that he's been acting as her eyes and monitoring me on her behalf during my journey back. Is so, he must have seen me swallow Aurelia. If he's working with Karina, then he knows that the Golden Queen is practically indestructible. Since I never took her out after, he knew that she was still alive inside me when he launched me into space. 
 
    I already considered the possibility that he was the one who told the academy that I used the transportation circle that time they confronted me. Furthermore, he may also have been the one who manipulated the teleportation that sent Asoko to the basement of the academy. 
 
    When I think about it, could he have also been responsible for manipulating Thorvald's teleportation to send me to the Khurut Sultanate? After all, the world is big and the likelihood of ending up in the same nation where my other half is is incredibly low. 
 
    But I came out in the middle of the desert, and if the stars hadn't aligned, I might have never even gone to Qusantinah, the capital of the sultanate. Even there, it was by pure chance that I ended up in the palace harem, where I met Asoko. 
 
    No, it wasn't a coincidence. It was inevitable that I would go to the capital, as that was the most likely place for a transportation circle. But what about after? We had aimed for Busuwa on the other side of the Nagirah desert rather than the slightly farther away Kherak. But if not for Al-Majnun bringing us closer to the latter town, we wouldn't have gone there. 
 
    Could it be that Al-Majnun is working with Mithra and Karina, too? After all, if not for his interference, we would have gone to Busuwa. There, we would have directly crossed the border toward Mineva, the Mineva Republic's capital, to find the next potential transportation circle. Instead, we ended up closer to our secondary target city of Kherak, from which we then went on to Kalava to stock up on clothes and supplies. 
 
    If not for that, we wouldn't have met Adano and his family. That resulted in being brought to Castra Legionis, the location of a transportation circle, but also where I picked up Aurelia. 
 
    But none of that reveals their motives. And without motives, all of this only amounts to speculation. It just seems too convenient to be a series of coincidence 
 
    s, but finding connections where none exist is a decidedly human trait. Even if my body isn't, my mind still is human. 
 
    But if it was all planned, maybe I'm too hasty in thinking that I'm at the center of it. Their actual goal could have been for Aurelia to reach the moon inside me without any of the false gods detecting her. 
 
    That's not what Karina's words implied, though. She said that if I returned now, Mithra would send me back here; I never mentioned taking Aurelia with me. If this was about her, there would be no reason for me to get involved further. 
 
    Shaking my head, I file the thoughts away for later when the floating witch decides to stop acting mysterious and tells me everything. There's no point in me creating a vast mental construct only for it to turn out false at its very foundations. It'll only invite disappointment. 
 
    I look up and find that my swirling thoughts have occupied me for the rest of the way to the half-buried cube and that we're now only moments away from reaching its base. From down here, I can see that the structure is massive - too big for me to judge its height accurately, but the edges of the cube may be a kilometer in length each. 
 
    Once again, I'm awed by Orthum's industrial potential. However, I'm also surprised that something this huge wasn't spotted by any humans when it still flew across Mundia. Maybe it had a cloaking mechanism or projected an illusion around itself to look like something else. But that it's from an era far beyond the technological capabilities of Mundia is undeniable now. 
 
    We walk up a slope created from moon dust being pushed up after the cube's impact and come upon a black metallic wall. Karina finally floats down to our level and touches that wall, upon which a large hatch opens. It leads into a relatively long tunnel tilted by about forty-five degrees to the side and illuminated by intermittent red lamps in the walls switching on one after the other. Judging by the rails on the floor, this may have been a fighter launch tunnel. 
 
    Soon after we enter, the hatch closes behind us without being given a command, and everything is doused in red light. That must be the color for when something is out of order. The end of the tunnel appears to be a dead-end, but knowing these kinds of mechanisms from fiction, I know that the planes were most likely raised here through the floor or slid in from either side like a bullet. 
 
    And sure enough, Karina touches a specific spot on the wall which lights up from the inside; it's a touch panel, completely hidden unless one knows where exactly it's located. She touches several digital buttons, upon which air rushes into the tunnel and generates an atmosphere. 
 
    Then the wall next to the panel slides open, revealing a large hangar filled with debris and wreckage. Either by makeshift design or by pure chance, a fallen walkway starts right at the edge of the opening. Due to the tilt, we would have slid down into the vast hall, but Karina floats ahead of us and steps onto that walkway. 
 
    "I do not walk much anymore, so be careful where you step." She speaks, for the first time by using her mouth rather than telepathy. With this quick warning, she proceeds to take two steps on the walkway before floating a few inches off the ground again, expecting us to follow her. I exchange a flabbergasted look with Aurelia, who returns it with a neutral expression and goes after Karina. 
 
    This place must be nostalgic for her, but seeing it in this state should also be a sad reminder of her past. 
 
    The creaking walkway is able to sustain our weight, and we quickly cross it into a corridor on the other side. Luckily, it's hexagonal, so we can walk on the wall even when the entire structure is tilted. But the metal planks placed everywhere are evidence of Karina's efforts to make this place traversable before she decided to just float. 
 
    I look around curiously, taking in the sights of this sci-fi construct. Pipes and cables are visible from where panels have been ripped out of the walls, and some places look welded shut in patchwork. The true extent of the damage only becomes evident on the inside, and it's a wonder that the galactic witch was able to make this place airtight after everything. 
 
    Finally, Karina leads us into a lift illuminated by red lights. I'm fairly sure that means it's not safe to use it, but Aurelia doesn't have any apprehensions and climbs into it. Since it travels diagonally, it's reminiscent of a cable car rather than an actual lift. After touching a panel on the inside, the door slides halfway shut before we start moving. The rickety ride speaks volumes about the fact that it was fixed with little to no expertise. 
 
    Suddenly, we're stuck, and even the red lights go out. Trapped in the darkness, I look around with my night vision to see the Witch of the End slam her fist against the wall. In the next moment, the power seems to switch back on, and we move again. Is this really alright? 
 
    "Do not complain." She seems to have read my mind and shoots me a starry but unmistakable glare. I act as if I don't know what she's talking about. 
 
    Finally, we reach our destination, and the lift opens to a corridor that looks unexpectedly well-maintained. The regular white lights are functional, and the walls are clean. The fact that the earlier place wasn't like this means we've reached the vicinity of Karina's living quarters. She should have had enough time to clean up everything, so it just means she was too lazy to do so where she doesn't usually go. 
 
    "Overmind?" Aurelia asks into the open but receives no answer. 
 
    "That is another part that Orthum took with him." Karina replies. I assume that this Overmind is the onboard computer or even artificial intelligence. It does make sense for the Mage of the Beginning to take that away. 
 
    "Then what have you brought us here for?" The Golden Queen crosses her arms and asks the question I've posed a few times before but never gotten an answer to. 
 
    "To teach you." This reply is directed at me rather than the one who asked. Then she turns to Aurelia. "After all, there is nothing more for you to improve on, young queen." 
 
    "Teach me what?" I suppress the urge to comment on Karina calling Aurelia 'young queen' even though the latter is hundreds of years old. 
 
    "You may have heard that the so-called champions of the gods can cast magic without speaking incantations." She explains while floating ahead once again, naturally expecting us to follow. I never heard such a thing, but if she says it, it must be the truth. "That is because they are tapping into the powers of the false gods." 
 
    "What is that?" Although I'm intrigued, I wonder about utilizing a power the false gods are more used to when fighting against them. It's the same as challenging the academy in a magic battle when they're all masters who had decades to train. 
 
    "Think of it as belief." Karina responds in a mysterious tone. "It is the difference between offering a prayer to invoke divine intervention and believing that it will happen regardless of your actions." 
 
    "That doesn't tell me anything." I've never been a religious person. I would visit the shrine on the first morning of the new year, and pray to an undefined higher power that what I selectively studied before the test would be called upon. But I never truly believed in anything except for my own abilities, especially when it came to things I was good at. 
 
    "It was a simple example. There is a better one right beside you." Referring to Aurelia without turning around, Karina explains. "She has been using that power from birth." 
 
    The golden girl doesn't seem surprised at this revelation, so she must have been aware of that already. Her incredibly precise control over gold is a manifestation of that power. A power they braved all the dangers on their way to the moon to erase. In other words, Aurelia and Karina would have died if they had succeeded, as they would have lost their powers to survive in space. It only goes to show that they had that much resolve to exact revenge and bring freedom to the world. 
 
    "Are you saying I could learn to control gold as well?" I raise an eyebrow in a skeptical expression; I don't really see the point in doing what Aurelia can when she has hundreds of years more experience in it. And even if I did, I would most likely mess with her control. 
 
    "That may be a good start." Shrugging, Karina gives me a vague answer in the affirmative. "But as a Crawling Chaos, you have another method of growing stronger." 
 
    So she knows about my kind's ability to steal genetic templates and transform into shapes better suited for different situations. Is she implying that I could get her template and skip the learning process? 
 
    "The false gods are merely using technology. All you would get from eating me is my appearance." As if having read my mind again, Karina shuts down my idea on the spot. I guess this was such an obvious thought to have that she didn't even need to look at my face to know it had entered my mind. 
 
    Currently, my most powerful template is Kiamedras, and even that stood no chance against Aurelia. Considering he was sent by Kael, it's safe to say that he's capable of killing a dragon or two without much effort as well. 
 
    In either case, I have too little information about the false gods. Orthum seems to be incredibly intelligent and possesses sheer limitless resources. But that doesn't tell me anything about his direct combat abilities - if he has any in the first place. The same is true for all the others, though I assume they can cast all affinities without incantations. 
 
    "W-what are these?" Aurelia breathes in sharply and asks in a distressed voice when we step through the doorway and into the hall.  
 
    It pulls me out of my thoughts; she hasn't sounded as disturbed even when she saw my real appearance in battle, so something to make her lose her cool must be truly terrifying. As I look around, I find misshapen and unsightly creatures, bipedal and otherwise, standing around or moving sluggishly without aim. None of them seem to have taken notice of us. 
 
    "Leftovers from Orthum's attempts at being a creator god." Karina explains in a tone filled with pity. "Those you see here cannot die, even after centuries of torment." 
 
    So they are unfinished creations that were left in the vats when Aurelia and the champions commandeered the sanctum. They must have been broken out when the cube impacted the moon, and some survived despite their shortcomings. I glare at the Witch of the End with an angry expression. 
 
    "Why didn't you put them out of their misery then?" I ask in an accusing tone. 
 
    "I tried." Is all she says with an expressionless face. But underneath it all, I glean a hint of sadness and despair. 
 
    "Are they..." Aurelia's eyes widen in apparent realization as her gaze affixes on one particular individual with disproportionately-sized horns growing from an unshapely head. Bulbous tumors cover its entire naked body, some glowing and pulsating from within. 
 
    That's when the same realization hits me; these must be other versions of Vanadia's kind. She had an indestructible core and an adaptable exterior that grew resistant to any sort of damage after surviving it once. Karina must have tried but been unable to kill them even with all the methods at her exposal. They adapted after every attempt, making it progressively harder until they were virtually immortal. 
 
    If I had been shown this before everything I experienced in this world, nausea would have overwhelmed me. But now, I only feel dizzy and hold my forehead when I think what their tortured existences must feel like. I glance at Aurelia to find that she's only staring at them blankly. 
 
    "Indeed, they are-" Karina begins, but I quickly interrupt her. 
 
    "Don't say it." I point at her before turning away. Grabbing Aurelia's shoulders, I force her to look at me. I expected her to grow angry, but instead, tears fill the corners of her eyes. For the first time, she shows me a fragile side of her, and it breaks my heart. 
 
    "Why?" She only asks, and I know exactly what she's referring to. Why can Orthum commit such crimes against life itself, and seemingly without any remorse? How can the false gods get away with doing all they've done to humans and demons alike? 
 
    "You are here now." The Witch of the End speaks, and I look up to find that she's talking to me. I know immediately what she means, and I'm glad that she didn't say it out loud, but it only makes it marginally better. 
 
    She wants me to consume them. If they're organic, the inside of my unscientific body can break them down no matter what. I haven't fully explored how it works, but it uses neither acid nor mechanical processes. Even if their bones - which may very well be some incredibly durable alloy - are left in the end, with their flesh and organs gone, they will be dead. They will have been freed of their torment. 
 
    I look at the poor creature with the mismatched horns and see its eyes. They don't look empty and soulless, but unexpectedly intelligent, their gaze seemingly fixed on me. My breath is stuck in my throat when I notice that they seem to have understood where our conversation led us. 
 
    For all the animals and humans that I've eaten without any remorse, why do I feel so bad about having to consume those wishing for death? 
 
    Aurelia averts her eyes, seemingly unable to keep calm in the presence of these reminders of Vanadia's origin and Orthum's crimes. Her body language seems to signal that she can't stand it much longer, so I pull myself together and face the beings that all seem to have realized what is about to happen. 
 
    They're slowly gathering, scuffling or shambling toward me as best as they can. Some barely move an inch at a time even when their entire bodies undulate across the ground. Others stumble every few steps and have to pick themselves up with labored motions. Not a single one is trying to speak, all single-mindedly heading toward their deaths - salvation for their trapped souls. 
 
    I burst out into my Crawling Chaos form and look down at them for a moment. Then I spread my tentacles out and move across the hall like a wave, swallowing every last one of the creatures. Inside my body, I can feel them break down unhindered, even their adaptability no match for the digestion system of a being not of this world. 
 
    Finally, I reach the end of the hall and pull myself back together into human form before turning around. Karina has closed her eyes and appears to be praying for their souls. At the same time, Aurelia is looking at me with a hard to interpret expression. 
 
    Walking back to their side, I refrain from exploring the abilities that I gained from this new template for the time being. Balling my fists so hard that my knuckles turn white, I suppress the urge to scream in rage. Learning about the false gods already gave me reason enough to hate them. Still, this experience has brought me over the boiling point. I don't care about being a hero and bringing freedom to the world. Likewise, I don't have a reason to seek revenge. But I can recognize evil when I see it. 
 
    "It's done." I mutter when I reach Aurelia, who looks up into my eyes. She has collected herself again, and the sadness in her eyes has been blown away without a trace. Instead, her gaze is filled with seething wrath and newfound determination. 
 
    "Let us begin then." Karina sighs to gather her feelings, then extends her hands to gesture at the empty hall. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 91 - The Stormcrow
  
 
      
 
    It has been one moon since they were transported to the Dominion, and the guild in Kongenssoevn should have marked them as deceased by now. Undoubtedly, their rooms have been cleared out, and their belongings sold in an auction, while the small fortune they have amassed must have been liquidated. 
 
    Sparring with Chandra has become a daily routine. Even though she doesn't need to, she keeps allowing them to challenge her so that they may win their freedom - still with the same conditions as the first time. In reality, it seems that she's training them both physically and mentally while acting as if that isn't her real goal. 
 
    Shugra, the most refined ajura of the bunch and Chandra's second in command, told them that it's one of her hobbies. Ajurai used to be a tiny town in which only ajura lived, but demons from other species came to train under her. All non-ajura residing in the city now are of the type that settled down after or are descended of those. After all, the ajura boss is among the oldest of her clan, although they all stop aging after reaching their prime. 
 
    The exhaustion of the daily sparring matches is blown away with plenty of good food, warm baths, and comfortable beds in the longhouse atop the butte. Everything is provided for free, though rooms are shared with other demons and a few ajura. It seems that those who live in the longhouse are the challengers Shugra mentioned. 
 
    Leif and Vigdis have both adjusted to this new life unexpectedly well, and they even made friends with a few younger demons from those other races. They were the most scared at first when they had to share a room with a towering demon with granite-like skin and a hunched back, and a one-eyed woman with sharp teeth in a constant grin. The former turned out to be quite soft-spoken and gentle, and the latter likes to crack jokes with perfect timing that endeared her to the two humans. 
 
    Among the group, Gram and Sigurd are the only ones allowed to ride the gondola down from the butte. The former is forced to join Chandra in her bed from time to time. The latter remains tight-lipped about his exploits in Ajurai. But the different kinds of perfumes about him when he returns are indicator enough of what he does during those outings. 
 
    Only Rolan and Hreidunn are still frustrated with their situation, fighting tooth and nail until collapse. The leader must be thinking about Runa, who may have come back from Alverost's sanctum to visit them, only to be informed about their disappearance in the Lost Tombs. The reason for the ranger's impatience may lie in the fact that her nephew and niece are becoming too friendly with demons. She's still not convinced that corruption won't affect them, but she also can't force them not to associate with anybody. Their mental health would be adversely affected by isolation. 
 
    Kamii told Chandra in private that she's acquainted with Chaos, daughter of Queen Pelomyx, and asked her to send a message to Arkaim. The Ajura clan leader unexpectedly believed her right away, either because she can distinguish truth from lies in people's words, or because she's plain gullible. Shugra was listening and didn't let any expression show on his face at the time, so the little dark elf couldn't judge which was the case. 
 
    But Chandra agreed to send a messenger to the queen. She prides herself on being one of her friends, and as the leader of the clan with the most elite army in the Dominion, her request should be expedited. For a winged messenger, the journey of over seven hundred leagues would take about ten days each way. 
 
    Barring any incidents, the messenger should be returning today or tomorrow. That's why Kamii can't concentrate on the sparring match and takes an open palm strike to the chest that sends her flying off the platform. 
 
    "Pay attention, lil' one." Chandra calls out to the little dark elf, who lies in the dirt gasping for air. 
 
    "Kamii." The latter replies in a defiant tone between coughs. 
 
    "Sorry, I'm bad with names." The Ajura boss scratches her head and gives an apologetic smile. That's when Rolan takes the opportunity to draw Roshanee and shoot forward in a blinding flash. 
 
    He has been using the sword quite often and improved his stamina while wielding it. At this point, he can keep it out for some time without tiring, and can even continue to fight with his regular sword after sheathing it again. It used to be the leader's double-edged trump card, but now he's becoming more and more comfortable with employing it as his primary weapon. 
 
    They have only been training with Chandra for a little over a fortnight, but she has begun fighting more seriously due to Rolan's quick improvement. Kamii is the only one who's keeping up with his growth, as she uses her cursed arm all the time. Her physical strength is increasing beyond what is visible from her appearance, though she's holding back to hide that fact. 
 
    In a blur that draws a streak of light after him, the leader slashes at the Ajura boss with no regard for her life. He has learned that she's too powerful for him to hold back on her, and as one of the two who want to get away from Ajurai as quickly as possible, he aims to win. 
 
    But Chandra uses her six bare hands to knock the blade aside whenever he swings it at her. If she only had two arms like a human, she wouldn't have been able to keep up with him. Though at this point, probably no human could keep up with Rolan anymore anyway. 
 
    An opening presents itself when the ajura suddenly dodges rather than knock aside the blade, causing the leader to stumble forward. Drawing back and delivering a punch to his chest with blinding speed, she dents his breastplate again before sending him flying backward. 
 
    "Ya gettin' better." Chandra praises Rolan's efforts with a fanged grin, clearly not trying to sound derisive. But having been beaten back again, the leader doesn't take it that way. 
 
    "Dammit!" He pushes himself off the ground and sheathes Roshanee. Then he falls back onto one knee, realizing that the dented breastplate is making it difficult for him to breathe. 
 
    "Ya should learn from Gram." Chandra points at the big man, the only person whose name she has remembered so far. He has been fighting bare-chested and without his shield for a while now knowing that it's useless against the ajura and will only hold him back. But the reason he can discard his protective gear is that he trusts Chandra not to wound him, even as he ends up with new bruises after every fight. 
 
    Even he has improved, being able to hold the six-armed woman at bay with his bare hands for much longer than he had been when they first arrived. Compared to regular human fighters, he was already top-notch, but under Chandra's guidance, he may yet become somebody extraordinary. 
 
    As if being pointed at was a signal for Gram, he charges forward.  
 
    Covering his charge is Hreidunn, who has improved her bow-shooting skills on the run. Due to the big man's decision to be a frontline fighter, she has learned to be quick on her feet instead of relying on somebody to keep the opponent away from her. Whenever Gram was pushed aside, she had to hop down from the platform in surrender, so she has been secretly practicing even outside of the sparring matches. 
 
    But as always, the arrows are either caught or deflected, and then the big man charges into Chandra. They lock hands, but with four extra arms, she has the upper hand and uses her lowermost pair of fists to deliver an uppercut into Gram's stomach. The latter flexes his muscles and takes the hit that can even dent steel, causing the air in his lungs to escape through his mouth. Still, he holds on for dear life, a determined glint in his eyes. 
 
    "That's what I love about ya." The Ajura boss grins with a battle-crazed look in her eyes. Right then, the sound of metal clattering draws her attention to where she left Rolan on the ground. He has discarded his armor and is about to use Roshanee again. 
 
    At the same time, Hreidunn rounds Chandra from the other side and shoots an arrow at her, right over Gram's shoulder. Turning at the sound of the bowstring, the ajura spins her head around to catch the arrow before letting go of the big man's hands to face Rolan. 
 
    However, Gram catches his breath and grabs Chandra from behind, closing his arms around her waist. Now, she won't be able to dodge the leader's blade and will have to keep deflecting it. But Hreidunn will be able to distract her then. 
 
    This may be the moment they defeat her. 
 
    Rolan charges forward in a blur, swinging his sword at Chandra's thighs so that she can only use her lowermost pair of arms to deflect Roshanee. But to everybody's surprise, she raises both her legs, trusting that Gram will keep her propped up for long enough. Kicking the leader's hand that holds the Sword of Light, she disarms him in an instant. Then she places her other leg over his shoulder and pulls him in before closing her thighs around his head. 
 
    At the same time, the surprised Gram is overwhelmed by her weight. Even though she's slightly shorter than the big man, her extra arms and muscular frame mean that she's the heavier one of the two. While he may be used to carry a lot of weight, he's exhausted from the fight and can't hold on. 
 
    With this, they drop to the floor, Chandra's legs still locked around Rolan's neck. In a quick motion that belies her size, she then puts Gram into a chokehold. She then her head to Hreidunn, who knows that she can't do anything anymore. 
 
    The two men tap out, concluding the daily match. 
 
    "That was fun. Ya gettin' better fast." Chandra lets go of them and stands up while stating with a grin. Even now, it doesn't seem like she has gone all-out against them yet, and she isn't using weapons either. Surely, with six arms, she could easily overwhelm them all within the blink of an eye. Still, her attitude isn't malicious, so they can't be angry with her. 
 
    "Again..." Rolan slowly gets back up and shakily walks over to pick up his sword. Gram does the same, but he can barely stay on his feet. The moment the leader picks up Roshanee, he drops on his bottom from the fatigue, letting go of the sword. Blinking at his empty hands, he seems surprised at his own weakness. 
 
    "Ya got spirit, I appreciate that. But that's enough for today." Shrugging while crossing one pair of arms and pointing one hand at Rolan, Chandra performs several gestures at once as she often does. "Go get cleaned up." 
 
    With this, she walks into the wooden longhouse. The ajura and other demons who always come to watch them disperse again, chatting among themselves. There are two more sparring rings on the other side of the horseshoe-shaped longhouse, where others train. Many head over there to do their own rounds of fighting now that having witnessed the Ajura clan leader's display has fired them up. 
 
    "... damn!" Jumping down from the platform, Hreidunn expresses her frustration. She doesn't have any means to decide the battle on her own, so she can't put any blame on Rolan and the others fighting at the very front. But whenever the two men are down for the count, she has to concede automatically as well, even if she could still fight. 
 
    "It was a good try." Sigurd has resigned himself to watching the battles since he can't shoot as well as Hreidunn does. With a slow reload and the danger of hitting allies, it's better that he doesn't participate at all. After all, firing projectiles at somebody who can easily deflect or catch them is an exercise in futility. 
 
    "No, there were still too many useless movements." Rolan analyzes the battle while picking up Roshanee and sheathing it quickly. He's referring to the seemingly unconscious flurry he adds to his movements while wielding the Sword of Light. Even though it increases his speed to inhuman levels, Chandra can defend against it due to the wasteful motions he performs between attacks. 
 
    Kamii looks down at her cursed arm, then her normal hand before clenching it into a fist. The crab pincer is the only threat she represents, so that's all the Ajura boss - or any opponent aware of it - needs to guard against. She may be growing stronger due to the curse seemingly circulating into the rest of her body, but it's not even on the level of Gram yet. 
 
    Suddenly, an arm is wrapped around the little dark elf's waist, which lifts her from the ground. As she looks up, she finds that it's Chandra, who has come back from inside the longhouse. 
 
    "Let's take a bath together." The Ajura boss demands with a grin and carries Kamii off into the fortress. 
 
      
 
    "This is extraordinary." Chandra states while touching Kamii's naked back with one pair of her hands. The little dark elf is sitting on the towering woman's lap in the earthen bathtub, enduring the slightly too hot water. "It's not showin' on the outside, but ya growin' fast." 
 
    She's referring to the muscles hidden within Kamii's petite body. They aren't visible on the surface, and she remains soft to the touch when she doesn't flex them. But when she does, her muscles are like tempered steel. 
 
    "When was the last time ya tested ya strength?" Chandra asks while running her fingers over Kamii's left arm. The little dark elf has gotten used to doing this with the Ajura boss over the past moon. She plays along by curling her arm and flexing her biceps. There's only a small bulge of muscle mass, but at this point, she might even be able to win against Gram in arm-wrestling. 
 
    "I haven't ever." She replies while relaxing her body again. 
 
    "What say ya stay with me and test your limits?" The ajura lets go of Kamii's arm and asks. "I know I can't keep 'em here forever. They're humans; their lives are short. But a dark elf is different. Ya live a long time, just like my kind." 
 
    "I will stay until we hear back from the capital." Kamii states, before standing up from the bathtub. The water is too hot for her to endure any longer, and she quickly gets out while looking down at her cursed arm. She knows that boiled crabs turn red, but it has always been red as if it's covered in blood, so she can't tell. That's what it felt like to her, at least. "Or until we beat you." 
 
    Turning around to Chandra, the little dark elf meets her gaze. For a while, the two stay like that until the ajura closes her eyes with a resigned smile. 
 
    "Then ya better work hard to pull those humans along. Although that boy leader of yours is improving at an incredible rate, it will never be enough to beat me." She then opens her eyes again to look at Kamii with a fanged grin that shows off her confidence. 
 
    "I will." Turning away, the dark elf uses one hand to deftly wrap herself in a towel while clicking her crab pincer for emphasis before leaving the room. 
 
      
 
    The next day, the winged messenger returned, saying that Queen Pelomyx received the news with evident interest. She then decided that she would combine it with her long-planned inspection tour of the Dominion. Her path would lead her to Ajurai sooner rather than later, so they should keep the dark elf claiming to know Princess Chaos in the town until then. 
 
    When Chandra informed Kamii of it, the latter felt relieved that the demon queen didn't disregard it as a lie or a prank. Now, she only had to be patient and wait for when the inspection tour would bring Pelomyx to Ajurai. The Ajura boss told her to temper her expectations, though. Due to the distance to the capital and many other places for the queen to visit along the way, it could take another moon or longer for her to arrive. 
 
    But for a long-lived people like dark elves, one or two moons are nothing when it means that one can increase the probability of meeting another again. As the princess of the Dominion, Chaos is sure to return to Arkaim eventually. So, as long as the two of them are alive, they will meet again there. 
 
    "Don't let that dampen ya motivation." Chandra puts a hand on Kamii's head. She's implying that with Queen Pelomyx coming here eventually, she no longer has any reason to try defeating the Ajura boss. 
 
    "It won't." Pushing away the hand on her head, the little dark elf walks out of the room, ahead from Chandra. Another day of sparring lies before them. 
 
      
 
    "Dammit..." Once again, Rolan lies in the dirt, unable to move from exhaustion. 
 
    This time, Kamii was knocked out with a hit to the jaw. It's as if Chandra was teaching her a lesson for thinking that with her stronger body, she can get away with sustaining hits to her chest or stomach. It shook her brain and caused an instant blackout, which any amount of muscles couldn't have prevented. She has grown reckless in her attacks, and if it had been a real battle, she would be dead. 
 
    She pushes herself off the ground to look over to the leader. The training with Chandra usually takes about half the day, and Rolan has been using the other half to continue practicing on his own while wielding Roshanee. 
 
    But while his training to reduce the needless movements the sword seems to be making him perform are slowly bearing fruit, he's growing increasingly impatient. Compared to before, he has reached astonishing levels that leave even the members of his group wondering. Still, the distance between Chandra's and his abilities doesn't seem to lessen. It just shows how deep her mastery runs. 
 
    Even now, she hasn't used any weapons against them, but it's evident that with them, she would be even stronger. According to the murals on the walls of the fortress, ajura usually wield one weapon in each hand when on the battlefield. In other words, the depth of her power lies farther beyond their reach than they can imagine. 
 
    "Keep at it. Ya gonna get there eventually." Chandra extends a hand to help Rolan up. If he really hated her, he wouldn't take it so naturally and let her pull him to his feet. But the fact of the matter is that he seems to perceive her as the sole obstacle standing in the way of his return to the Kingdom of Lares. 
 
     Unexpectedly, Sigurd has not just been gallivanting in the town but gathered information from all kinds of demons coming from far-off places. Despite being the southernmost city that can call itself such, Ajurai attracts plenty of travelers from all around the Dominion. That's why he was able to learn that there are smugglers in many port towns who would carry demons across the seas to human territories for a small fortune.  
 
    Kamii remembers the demons at the academy. They - or their parents at least - made that arduous journey halfway around the world and found sanctuary in the relatively sparsely populated kingdom. But the fact that others succeeded means that they, too, have a real chance. 
 
    "Is it my turn then?" Mukasura, the leader of the troop that captured the humans and the dark elf in the first place, climbs onto the platform without awaiting an answer. He has been in and out most of the time in the past fortnight, so he has been itching to get some sparring time with the boss. 
 
    Gram pats the dust off his clothes as he hobbles off the platform and drops down next to Hreidunn, who has already vacated the ring for the next fight. Recently, Leif and Vigdis haven't been participating anymore, but they still diligently come to watch each time. The water mage heals the bruises the fighters sustain, looking at the big man's bare chest dreamily. 
 
    "Kekeke... Chosen One, why dost thou struggle?" A crow-like voice suddenly asks, causing everybody to turn their heads at the unfamiliar tone. 
 
    Sitting on one of the few dead trees that rim the edge of the butte is a figure clad in a black robe. Pale but blotchy skin sagging from hollow cheeks are drawn up in a toothless and mocking grin. Milky white eyes of which the original colors can only be surmised suggest blindness. 
 
    It's a crone, surrounded by a murder of crows. They're perching on the dry branches around her as if replacing their long-lost leaves. She looks human, but this deep in Dominion territory, she should be anything but. 
 
    One of her bony hands holds a wooden staff, the other points ahead of her into the midst of the demons. Only the person at the other end of it knows exactly who she means, and Rolan blinks his eyes in surprise. 
 
    "Thou hath the Sword of Light, yet thou strugglest 'gainst a common demon." The crone continues, gesturing at the weapon at the leader's hip and then at Chandra with her gout-ridden fingers. 
 
    "Ya lookin' for a fight, Stormcrow? Calling the boss a common demon!" Mukasura growls while glaring at her for having interrupted his sparring time with an insult like that. 
 
    "Kekeke..." The one called Stormcrow cackles at the ajura, then turns her staff toward his leader in a sweeping motion. "Thou hath no idea thou trainst one to surpass all the Chosen before him." 
 
    "Oh, that would be funny." Not in the least concerned, Chandra grins at the thought. Chosen Knights are what demons call the champions of the gods because that's what the members of the Alliance Army call them. Only the Kingdom of Lares prefers to consider them more than military tools, even if the truth is not so. "Wouldn't that mean my training methods are better than that of the gods?" 
 
    The ajura and other demons around the platform break out in laughter. While many of them have suffered in the wars against the humans, the overall atmosphere in the Dominion is a confident one. After all, the demons have survived against repeated invasions for many centuries, and Queen Pelomyx is the most powerful leader to date. 
 
    "Chosen One, thy potential is limitless." The Stormcrow's robes seem to spread outward as shadows, while the crows around her begin to caw incessantly. Even then, her voice drowns out theirs as she raises her arms to deliver her grand speech. "Thou only need believe in thyself, and any demon shall fall before thee. With thy Sword of Light, thou shall banish the chaos." 
 
    With these final mysterious words, the crone seems to rise to her feet. The crows take off from their branches in a mighty storm of feathers, swirling about her like a ravenous swarm. From within, the old woman's cackle echoes over the din of the flapping wings, until it fades away at the same time as the crows disperse, leaving nothing but a blanket of feathers behind. 
 
    The crone has disappeared. 
 
    "What was that?" Hreidunn mutters to herself, but Chandra overhears it. 
 
    "We call her Stormcrow. She's a seer or a madwoman. Most likely both." Shrugging, the Ajura boss explains. "She has appeared to many demons throughout the centuries. Aldeath told me she was the one who gave him the idea to gather a band of demons and seize the throne." 
 
    "You knew Aldeath?" Leif bursts out in surprise but slaps his hands before his mouth. He has been keeping in the background most of the time since his careless tongue has brought them into many unfavorable positions. 
 
    "I helped him take the throne." Chandra replies with a proud grin. "Those were the times of our lives." 
 
    "Ya make it sound like ya not having fun these days, boss." Mukasura states with a sneer. 
 
    "Ya weak louts could never hold a candle to Aldeath. He was the only man to ever make me tap out!" Turning to point at the troop leader, Chandra replies with a snarl that causes him to duck with a wry smile. She then glances at Rolan with a sardonic grin. "Incidentally, there were only ever two women to defeat me. One was his sister, the other was the current queen." 
 
    The leader's mouth hangs open as he regards the Ajura boss with an aghast expression. The condition to let them go was impossible for them to reach from the start. The only people who ever made Chandra admit defeat were the two most powerful monarchs in the history of the Dominion and a member of their family. How could humans who aren't even champions of the gods ever hope to achieve it? 
 
    "Hey, ya face is sayin' ya lost the will to fight." She glares at Rolan, who catches himself and forces his mouth shut. "Did ya not listen to the Stormcrow? She has never been wrong before." 
 
    Looking down at Roshanee at his hip, the leader thinks over the words from the crone again. She didn't tell him anything specific, but it seems that he had lost the belief in himself after tasting repeated defeats. He knows that his abilities have improved to a previously unthinkable degree, but Chandra seems beyond the horizon still. 
 
    But the legends of old always spoke of champions who surpassed their limits in the face of true adversity. Maybe it's because the Ajura boss doesn't present a danger to their lives that he can't grow in the right direction. 
 
    While he has fallen into contemplation, Chandra and Mukasura have returned to their sparring match. He lifts his head to watch their exchange of blows and blindingly quick movements absentmindedly, thinking about the realization he may have come to. 
 
    "You alright?" Gram comes over after having been healed by Vigdis' water magic. The bruises all over his body have faded for the most part and will be gone by the next day. If not for the water mage in their group, they would have needed to spend much more time healing and wouldn't have been able to improve so quickly. 
 
    "Maybe the crone's words resonated with him." Sigurd joins them and comments with a difficult expression on his face. It seems that he's suspicious about her sudden appearance and meddling prophecy. 
 
    Kamii watches them wordlessly, unsure what to think about Rolan becoming akin to a champion of the gods. She glances at the scattered feathers on the ground, which some ajura are looking down at while scratching their heads. They consider it a nuisance, but they're unmistakable evidence that the Stormcrow was real. 
 
    She has a bad feeling about that crone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 92 - Realized Potential
  
 
      
 
    "Are you sure about this?" Hreidunn asks with a concerned frown as Rolan walks toward the door of the longhouse. She's referring to the fact that the leader asked the other members of the group not to participate in the sparring match today. He had retreated into a room for the past three days, ever since the crone spoke to him, and has only come out now. 
 
    "Yes. I know what I have to do." He turns around with a serene smile that belies his to date apparent impatience. 
 
    "What happened?" Even Kamii is uncharacteristically concerned about Rolan's shift in attitude. She has been training with Chandra on her own while the others rested during their leader's break. Since they weren't watching, she tested her full strength and found that she has reached the realm of the ajura now. 
 
    But something tells her that the Ajura boss is in a different world even from her own kin. And Rolan wants to face her alone, wearing only light clothing and carrying Roshanee. 
 
    "I have realized what it was that I lacked." The leader's tone has changed, speaking as if having reached enlightenment. It's eerie, but the humans are oddly convinced by his words. Only Kamii is still unsure what to make of this situation. 
 
    "So ya listened to the Stormcrow, huh?" Chandra greets Rolan when he emerges from the longhouse, followed by the other members of his group. "What opened ya mind?" 
 
    "Less thinking, more doing." Climbing onto the platform, the leader replies with a wry smile. He has never been the type to overthink things, but ever since he came to the Dominion, he seems to have been burdened with something on his mind. "That's why I want you to wield weapons as well. Fight me as you would a true enemy." 
 
    "Wha-" Gram makes in utter bafflement. "What are you thinking?!" 
 
    Rolan only turns around to him with a reassuring expression. It's so overwhelmingly calm that everybody is swept up in his strange confidence. 
 
    "What is he doing?" Leif asks in incomprehension. 
 
    "He's starting to believe." Sigurd's brow furrows while saying this, but he averts his gaze with a pained look. It would appear that he may know something but doesn't say any more. Kamii noticed a long time ago when they traveled through the dwarven kingdom of Rathgolim that the bard may hold some hidden power, which Rolan alone is aware of. Maybe that allows him to see through what has overcome the leader. 
 
    "Ya think being driven into a corner will unleash ya true power?" But Chandra seems to see through Rolan's intentions, who only replies with an embarrassed scratch of his cheek as if his shameful thoughts were exposed. "Very well, then." 
 
    Upon these words, one of the ajura warriors runs into the longhouse and comes back with six curved swords a moment later. They're all large enough that a human would require two hands to wield them properly, but when Chandra takes them into her hands one by one, they seem just the right size for her. 
 
    "Rolan..." Kamii grows concerned now that she sees what he's facing. The number of weapons gives the Ajura boss an overwhelming advantage already, but it's clear that she's a master with them too. Even if Rolan seems to disregard the limits of a human body while wielding Roshanee, it has never been enough to overcome her before. 
 
    "Let's go!" Stretching out her arms with all blades pointing up, Chandra announces with a pumped-up grin. 
 
    Drawing the Sword of Light, Rolan steps forward fearlessly, a thin smile on his lips. It causes Chandra's expression to shift, as she seems to come to a realization. Furrowing her brow, she tilts her head ever so slightly to regard the human before her. Then her eyes widen as she charges forward. 
 
    The glow of Roshanee turns blinding when its wielder spins it in his hand with a flourish. In the next moment, a streak of light burns itself into everybody's eyes, and Rolan seems to have moved past his opponent. 
 
    Chandra freezes. Then she turns her head to stare at the leader standing behind her; she wasn't even able to follow his movements. Then all six of her swords fall apart, cut just above their guards. The clanging of the steel hitting the platform one after the other is the only sound on the butte. When the echo disappears, silence reigns supreme. 
 
    Dark clouds are looming over Ajurai and seem to act as a foil to the radiance of Roshanee. Rolan sheathes the Sword of Light as if to signal that this display was enough, not in the least out of breath. He has surpassed the realm of the humanly possible, and everybody understood when Chandra closed her eyes with a smile to herself. 
 
    "Ya big idiot!" But to everybody's surprise, she drops the hilts of the broken swords, spins around, and bops Rolan over the head. "Stop lookin' so proud of yaself! Skippin' ahead like that is not real progress!" 
 
    "What?" Holding his head, the leader looks up at the looming ajura with a blank expression. 
 
    "I got nothin' else for ya. Get outta here." Turning away and crossing all six of her arms, Chandra pouts like a child who just lost her favorite toy. For a moment, everybody is stunned by her outburst. Then the meaning of her words dawns on them. 
 
    "Wait, does that mean...?" Rolan begins to ask, but the Ajura boss shoots him a glare that shuts him up. 
 
    "Don't make me repeat myself!" She roars, causing the leader to flinch. Just because he just soundly defeated her doesn't mean he feels superior in any way. Or maybe, her overbearing attitude despite his display of overwhelming power and speed means that she was holding back still. "All of ya, get out!" 
 
      
 
    "I'm staying." When the group has packed to leave Ajurai, Kamii suddenly announces. For a moment, nobody seems to have heard her, but when Sigurd looks at the little dark elf in surprise, it dawns on the others what she said. 
 
    "What do you mean?" Vigdis asks with a concerned expression. She may have become friends with some of the demons living with them, but her homeland is still the Kingdom of Lares. Unless she unexpectedly met the love of her life among the demons, she wouldn't stay here solely for the sake of friendship. 
 
    There were no signs of Kamii growing close enough to anybody that she would abandon her life in Kongenssoevn for them. Considering she was waiting for Chloe to come back from wherever she has disappeared to after the deadly confrontation in the academy, this decision seems nonsensical. 
 
    "I'm staying for a while longer." Kamii elaborates, but not enough to explain herself. Her expressionless face doesn't give away her thoughts either, so the humans are left guessing. 
 
    "But why? We can leave now." Gram looks down at the little dark elf with a confused frown. He is the one she most confides in, but it has always been hard to figure out her motivations. This time, he can't begin to understand why she would make this choice. 
 
    "There's something I need to do here. In the Dominion." Speaking in a serious tone, Kamii doesn't divulge any details. She doesn't want the humans to know, and they can tell. 
 
    "I wouldn't be able to look the missy in the eyes if she returned and asked where you are." The big man uses an argument the little dark elf already expected. 
 
    "After all that happened, you would still speak to her?" In a rare show of emotions, Kamii smiles sadly. She knows that among humans, killing another is already considered an inexcusable crime. And Mahkotoh is a demon, which exacerbates the severity of her actions in the eyes of humans - if not consciously, then subconsciously. 
 
    "But she acted in the capacity of an envoy of Bryaledi, didn't she?" Vigdis asks sheepishly. The little dark elf remembers the lie they spun to convince the humans to help her, but it turned out pointless in the end. Mahkotoh is the daughter of the demon queen, the enemy of all humans. 
 
    "But she's still a demon." Kamii mutters in reply. 
 
    "That doesn't..." Rolan begins but trails off as he can't say in full confidence that her being a demon doesn't matter. His earlier serenity has disappeared once he started packing to leave Ajurai; people don't change so quickly after all. 
 
    "Isn't it fine?" Suddenly, the one-eyed woman with a mouth full of shark-like teeth comes over with her usual broad grin. Her name is Elphinei, a demon whose birth is a mystery, according to herself. With the large bright green eye fixated on Rolan, she places a hand on Kamii's hair as if signaling that she's on her side. 
 
    "Stay out of this." Hreidunn barely holds herself back from snarling, but obviously comes across as unfriendly anyway. 
 
    "Woah, someone's having a bad day." Elphinei shrugs, her clawed hands raised to her shoulders in a display of resignation.  
 
    The ranger gives the one-eyed demon a glare that silently suggests she makes herself scarce. But Elphinei isn't known to let this deter her, considering she's one of those who came to challenge Chandra. Her slender but lean body belies the strength hidden within it, and she's almost a match for any ajura in physical abilities. 
 
    "Isn't Kamii old enough to decide for herself?" She leans over the little dark elf's shoulder and embraces her from behind with her sharp teeth on full display. Her hands glide across the petite body as if to accentuate the modest but definitely present features of a woman. 
 
    "Yes." Not pushing Elphinei away, Kamii's expression returns to a neutral one again as she agrees with her. She then goes on to surprise everybody but the one-eyed demon. "I am twenty-eight summers old." 
 
    The humans stare at the little dark elf in disbelief since she looks closer to half that age. They knew that she's older than she appears, but that's not what they expected. She's two summers older than even Sigurd, the second-oldest in the group until Hreidunn replaced Gram, who used to be in first place. 
 
    "It would seem that Miss Kamii has found something to do here." The bard is the first to concede, sighing in resignation. He then turns to the other humans. "We should believe the dark elf saying that one always meets again in a lifetime. I am sure we will see each other again." 
 
    With a warm smile directed at Kamii, he gives her his silent blessing. The little dark elf always noticed that there's more about the bard than meets the eye, and at that moment, she has become convinced of it. Those aren't the eyes of a simple human. 
 
    But before she can tell what it is, he turns away while shouldering his backpack. The others stare at him in bewilderment, then turn to Kamii again in hopes of persuading her. When they see her gaze filled with certainty, nobody can find the right words to try and convince her otherwise. 
 
    This is where they're going to part ways. 
 
      
 
    "Ya waiting for Pelomyx, huh?" Chandra comments as she stands beside Kamii at the edge of the butte overlooking the city. Rolan and the others are on their way down the main street, their backs growing smaller with each step. 
 
    Out of everybody, Gram had the hardest time separating from the little dark elf. Vigdis may have tried to become friends with her since their ages seemed close to each other, but the big man spent the most time with her. He started out treating Kamii like a daughter, though once they started delving into the Lost Tombs together, he had to revise his view of her. Still, she seemed the most open around him, which made him think they were close. 
 
    Today, Gram had to let go of the girl he once treated as a daughter and then a comrade. If not for Sigurd's words of encouragement about meeting again, the big man would have cried openly rather than only grown teary-eyed. After all, he's the one most easily rendered emotional out of the group. 
 
    "Yes. I'm going to see Mahkotoh again if I stay with her mother. I'm sure of it." Kamii replies while watching the humans she spent the past few moons with walking away from her. A part of her prayed that they would never meet again. If Chaos returns to the Dominion, she has no reason to visit the Kingdom of Lares. The only way for her to meet this group of humans again would be if they joined an Alliance campaign against the demons. At that time, they would be enemies. 
 
    "Then why didn't ya go with 'em and steer 'em toward the capital?" Chandra grins, remembering when Kamii told her that it was her decision that led the group south rather than east. It resulted in their meeting with the nightmare breeders and the subsequent journey to Ajurai, ultimately bringing them to this point in time. 
 
    "I don't want them to go there." The little dark elf replies with a distant look. "Rolan used to talk about killing the demon queen to bring peace to the world. I'm not sure whether or not he has changed that wish, although he hasn't talked about it in a while." 
 
    "Oh my. Should I have killed him when I had the chance?" The Ajura boss fakes a shocked expression and asks half in jest. While it's true that he caught her off-guard and disarmed her before she could even react, she doesn't seem too miffed by it. Maybe it still wasn't the full extent of her abilities. 
 
    "Maybe." But Kamii answers in an unexpectedly serious tone, which does surprise Chandra. She regards the little dark elf's profile but can't glean her emotions after having made that admittance. 
 
      
 
    Rolan and the others keep glancing back even as Ajurai has grown distant. Leaving Kamii behind weighs heavily on their minds, but they couldn't have dragged her along against her will. They don't understand why she so suddenly decided to stay, but maybe she feels more at home among the demons than humans who shun her for her cursed arm. 
 
    They're following Sigurd's guidance, who leads them northeast. There was a map of the Dominion in the longhouse, but they were obviously not allowed to take it along. Therefore, their only option is to rely on the bard's memory for this journey. 
 
    For now, they have to skirt the edge of the Degar steppes on their path toward Pontis Daemonis. According to Shugra, meeting a band of juvenile centaurs as a group of demons is already troublesome, but humans will definitely be attacked on sight. And the reason they're heading toward Pontis Daemonis is that there are small hidden villages nearby which provide the smuggling services for demons. 
 
    When considering the size of the Dominion, it will take them many moons to traverse the continent. Hreidunn even played with the idea to go back to the nightmare breeders and ask them for some steeds so that they can ride for at least a bit of the journey. 
 
    When they stop to have dinner, they do so silently; their supplies were provided by both ajura and other demons living in the longhouse. They have been receiving their hospitality for so long, and even though their parting seemed to be on a sour note, they weren't thrown out without a word either. Once again, they were shown that demons aren't the absolute evil that the Empire of Terminus makes them appear to be. 
 
    Although Hreidunn has been doing her best to avoid associating with them, she can't deny that they had meals and beds provided to them for free. Her view was the most rigid, but even she's slowly changing when she sees that Leif and Vigdis seem a little dejected after having to part from the demon friends they made in Ajurai. 
 
    Gram is still inconsolable as he keeps looking in the direction they came from as if hoping that Kamii had a change of mind and is running after them. But no such thing is happening, and they soon settle down for the night, with Leif and Sigurd taking the first watch so that the big man can go to sleep first. 
 
      
 
    When it's Rolan's turn, he tells Vigdis that she should sleep. They decided to have night duty in pairs as long as they're in the Dominion, but he's wide awake and vigilant. She reluctantly agrees and lies back down, leaving the leader alone in the moonlit night. 
 
    He looks up at the waning full moon and reminisces about all that has happened. How had they been so suddenly transported to the Dominion without a transportation circle? Did fate bring them to Ajurai? Who was the crone that opened his eyes to the potential within him when wielding Roshanee? 
 
    Looking down at the hilt of the Sword of Light, Rolan wonders what it was doing in the Lost Tombs in the first place. According to Chandra, it's one of the six swords with the same name, all wielded by her grandfather. And it supposedly never had the power to increase its user's physical abilities. 
 
    So why did it do that for him? After all, when others tried wielding it, they felt their strength sapped from them in an instant. It was as if the holy sword recognized only the first to draw it, and acted like a cursed item for everybody else. 
 
    But now he knows that it was never a holy sword, considering it was forged by demons. 
 
    "Kekeke... what hath thee so tormented?" Suddenly, the voice of the crone echoes like a whisper on the wind. Turning around to search for its source, Rolan finds the Stormcrow sitting on a nearby rock, legs crossed and surrounded by ravens that stare at him with eyes glowing in the dark. 
 
    Looking behind him, he finds that nobody else has awakened, so he walks over to her with quiet steps. 
 
    "What is this weapon?" Taking the sword off his belt and lifting it inside its sheath, Rolan asks the crone with a determined expression; he wants a definitive answer. 
 
    "'Tis but a catalyst. The power lies within thee." Cackling, the Stormcrow explains with a gleeful toothless grin. "Thou art the Chosen One. Believe, and thou shall fell even the plague of this age." 
 
    "What do you mean?" Although the leader has an idea of what she's talking about, he asks to gain certainty. After all, she's a demon. 
 
    "Demon Queen Pelomyx." The crone's answer is delivered with the gravity of somebody speaking of a god. But then she breaks out into an ironic smile that draws up her sagging cheeks and extends all the way to her milky blind eyes. "With thy power, thou shall free the world of her corruption." 
 
    "Isn't it a blessing for you demons, though? Won't many innocent demons die?" Anybody other than Rolan wouldn't be speaking those words in the same sentence. Even before Runa told him that there are demons living peacefully at the Royal Academy, he had considered the existence of innocent ones. Chloe being revealed as a demon only strengthened that impression at the time. After all, they had traveled together, and she had even saved Sigurd's life on the Bridge of Enleith. No, she had saved all their lives in Rathgolim. 
 
    "A curse to thee humans, a blessing to the demons. Both art sides of the same coin. The corruption of the chaos shall end this world." With a grand gesture of both her arms, the Stormcrow announces in a somber tone. She appears like a trickster, but this seems to be a grave topic even for her. "If thou merely watch in inaction, thou shall see what it means to let chaos run free." 
 
    As if she has nothing more to say, the crone abruptly raises her staff. The feathers on her robes begin to rustle from a ghostly wind, but the crows around her flap their wings in eerie silence. 
 
    "Wait, I still have questions!" Rolan raises his voice, upon which the tip of the crone's staff points straight at his face. 
 
    "Banish the chaos, lest thy beloved face her alone." The Stormcrow's words send a shiver down the leader's spine when he realizes their meaning. 
 
    "What do you mean? What happened to Runa?" He shouts over the storm of feathers that has begun to swirl around him and robs him of his view on the old woman before him. An ethereal cackling is all he gets in response, echoing in his ears as if coming from everywhere and nowhere. 
 
    Moments later, the wind dies down, and the jet black feathers fall like snow, revealing that the crone has disappeared once again. 
 
    "What happened?" Hreidunn calls out to the leader standing a short distance away from the camp. As always, she has chosen to sleep on a boulder from which she can overlook the area, and she's the first to spot Rolan. The others get up to their feet and look around in confusion. 
 
    "We need to go to Arkaim." He turns around and replies with a shaken expression on his face that catches everybody by surprise. The ranger then notices the black feathers around the leader, causing suspicion to rise within her. 
 
    "Did the Stormcrow appear before you?" She asks while scanning the area. The feathers are always left behind when the crone disappears, so the likelihood of spotting her nearby is nil. Still, she feels compelled to look for any clues as to how she followed them. 
 
    "She told me that Runa is in danger!" Rolan states in apparent agitation while running back to the camp. 
 
    "What did she say?" Sigurd asks, his voice filled with suspicion. The ajura said she's a demon who has lived many centuries and made predictions that all came true. Still, it's hard to trust anybody as elusive as the crone. 
 
    "That Runa will face the demon queen on her own if I don't go there." Reaching his belongings, the leader quickly begins to pack as if wanting to depart right away. 
 
    "Hey, calm down." Gram pats him on the back but is ignored. 
 
    "I have to go!" Rolan shouts while roughly stuffing the small sleeping blanket into his backpack. Leif and Vigdis exchange a confused glance, and their aunt jumps down from her lookout boulder. 
 
    "What will you do when you reach the capital?" She asks with a skeptical look on her face. 
 
    "Search for Runa..." The leader replies absentmindedly as he closes his backpack and motions to shoulder it. That's when the big man suddenly grabs him from behind and lifts his feet off the ground in a bearhug. 
 
    "Calm down!" He roars, causing Rolan to snap out of his frenzy. 
 
    "Should we truly act on the words of a blind demon?" Sigurd inquires with a thoughtful expression. He looks completely serious, his brow slightly furrowed as he regards the leader with a keen gaze rarely seen in him. 
 
    "We?" Rolan asks while being placed back on his feet. At this question, everybody exchanges a surprised look with each other. It takes him a moment to realize what he just said, and he ducks his head in expectation of the storm coming for him. 
 
    "Yes, we." Gram places him back on his feet and slaps his back hard. The others agree with silent nods, silently implying that the leader had a big lapse in his thoughts. "Did you really think we'd let you do this alone?" 
 
    "I hope this will not lead to killing the demon queen, now will it?" Sigurd shrugs with an ironic smile. Considering the past moon here in the Dominion, they can all say that killing Demon Queen Pelomyx would be the most ungrateful thing to do after all the hospitality they received from the demons. Even if she's perceived as the enemy of humanity, it's no longer something for them to concern themselves with. 
 
    "No, we only need to go to Arkaim and find Runa." Shaking his head, Rolan replies. He no longer wants to kill the demon queen, now that he knows her existence is of such importance to people like Ammon and his family. And all this time that they've spent within her range of influence has taught them that her supposedly overwhelming corruption is nowhere to be felt. 
 
    "Why would she be there, though?" Leif mutters to himself while scratching his chin. 
 
    "Maybe there's going to be another campaign, and the new champions of the gods are participating this time." Vigdis raises her head as this possibility enters her thoughts. "We have been gone for a while, so we're out of the loop." 
 
    "Would they really make her fight in a war against the demons after only a few moons of training under the Lord Creator?" Gram wonders while crossing his arms. 
 
    "Whatever the case, I am sure it will not happen before you reach Arkaim." Sigurd turns to Rolan with this statement delivered in full confidence. 
 
    "How do you know?" The leader wonders while raising an eyebrow. While the bard is doubtlessly the most quick-witted among them, his certainty in this matter is surprising. 
 
    "It would not be a prophecy if you arrived much too late to sway its outcome, now would it?" Winking, Sigurd gives a strangely logical explanation that nonetheless doesn't sound too convincing. 
 
    Still, there's no way the group can march the distance to Arkaim without rest. The Stormcrow didn't sound especially urgent, so it was only Rolan's impression that he had to hurry. 
 
    "You're saying that we should rest properly, aren't you?" Smiling wryly, he asks while shaking his head. 
 
    "Indeed. We won't be able to help anybody if we arrive exhausted and about to collapse." Hreidunn leans against her boulder and adds with a sigh. "So let's go back to sleep. As far as I can tell, it's still the leader's watch." 
 
    Chuckling at her joke, the group slowly settles back down to sleep. Finally, as only Gram and Rolan remain, he exchanges a meaningful look with the big man. 
 
    "Thank you." The leader mutters with a smile, earning an amused wiggle of Gram's mustache in return. Then the latter lies down as well while Rolan looks up at the waning full moon, thinking about the journey to come. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 93 - Everyday Life With Monster Maids
  
 
      
 
    "Umm, Chaos-sama. It would be better if You got down from there." Amerega pleads in a flustered tone. Seeing her nervous stirs the sadistic side in Asoko, so she enjoys watching the frog maid like this. 
 
    "What's the problem?" The Crawling Chaos shrugs with a roll of her eyes. She's sitting on the marble demon throne, legs dangling over the armrest on one side. When she looks across the throne room, she sees several other maids looking at her with similar expressions. 
 
    "Chaos-sama, if You would please stand up from the throne." Rewera's voice resounds from behind Asoko, upon which she flinches. Towering over the tall backrest is the maid leader, her dark-red eyes so intense that one could feel the pressure build in one's ears while looking into them. Although her expression is a neutral one, she manages to be as intimidating as if she were glaring. 
 
    Suppressing the urge to jump up, Asoko rises from the throne and acts as if she got bored of doing this. The truth of the matter is that she's feeling a bit rebellious, as she has been locked up inside the castle for two weeks - and will continue to be until her mother's return. Mithra made sure that she wouldn't go into town and cause trouble in the name of Chaos. 
 
    Hestia and Dregana left Arkaim the day after they first arrived, taking Senka with them to travel to Pontis Daemonis in search of the demon queen. According to Rewera, Queen Pelomyx always heads in the direction of the seaside fortress first whenever she goes on her inspection tour. They hope to meet her there instead of having to wait for however many moons before she returns. 
 
    Hestia refused Mithra's offer to transport her there, as she felt that he might have her meet an accident mid-teleportation. The only reason they can still catch up with the queen is that there are several cities along the way, which she will visit before finally arriving in Pontis Daemonis. 
 
    Ninlil and Tamariki are still living in the castle, but the former is quite elusive and appears to avoid Asoko. The latter follows Rewera around whenever she's allowed to. Otherwise, she goes to the fighting arena, where she has become the champion within a few days since her first appearance. 
 
    The Crawling Chaos never learned what Tamariki's relationship with the maid leader is. The latter remains tight-lipped, and Tamariki doesn't seem keen on telling either. There must be something deeper going on between these two, but she knows that neither of them wants to reveal anything. 
 
    Daica has set up a workshop in one of the empty cellar rooms, though she's more often learning various household skills from the maids. She has especially taken a liking to a maid called Airiunne, the head chef of Arkaim castle's huge kitchen. Outside of cooking, she asks the maids who have a natural venom or mucus to provide her with samples for her alchemical experiments. 
 
    That's also how Asoko first met some of the maids normally only active at night. One of them is Gilmirin, a unique demon that secretes a highly corrosive purple mucus from her black tentacle hair, which is of particular interest to Daica. 
 
    Gilmirin appears to always wear a black latex bodysuit that leaves only her pale white face, hands, and clawed feet exposed. In reality, both the suit and the white parts are her natural naked skin. She completely forgoes the maid uniform except for a frilly bow on her head since her skin is incredibly sensitive to the touch and easily chafed by fabric. Two massive hand-like wings grow from her hips that she can both use to grab things or fly with. 
 
    Thinking back to their first encounter, the Crawling Chaos revels in the memory. 
 
      
 
    "T-thank you for your c-cooperation." Daica nodded her head in a grateful gesture. The tentacle-haired maid just finished dripping her mucus into a container made from pure silver - the only material that didn't get corroded by its strange properties. 
 
    Gilmirin replied with a silent nod of her own, seemingly even more nervous than the big dark elf. She's one of the maids collected neither for her abilities in housekeeping nor her combat prowess. Instead, she was a never-before-seen demon which one day appeared in a far-off corner of the Dominion without parents and no memory of how she got there. Demon King Aldeath was the one who found her and took her in, making her more than thirty years old. 
 
    He ran a government program to find unique, parentless demons and give them shelter in Arkaim. It was then continued under his wife, Queen Pelomyx. That was the reason why the capital was the most racially diverse in its population among all other cities in the nation. 
 
    In a way, she had been employed as a member of the Maid Corps solely for being eye-candy. Her slender but curvaceous body and her tentacle hair that always covered her mouth as if to hide it was indeed a sight to behold. 
 
    When Gilmirin turned to leave Daica's alchemy workshop, she noticed Asoko standing in the doorway. Her expression suggested that she didn't recognize her, meaning she never met Chaos before either. 
 
    Looking around with flustered violet eyes, the demon maid sought a way out without having to speak to the newcomer. Of course, being a cellar room, there was no other way than to go through the doorway now barred by a person she didn't want to approach, so she was frozen to the spot. 
 
    "Hey, what's your name?" Walking over to the winged demon, Asoko gave her a smile and extended a hand toward her hair. Gilmirin shied back, glancing left and right as if searching for a way to escape this predicament. Seeing that, the Crawling Chaos employed a soothing tone one would use to speak to a frightened animal. "It's alright, I won't hurt you." 
 
    "B-b-but I will h-h-hurt you." Came a barely intelligible stutter from behind the tentacles covering the demon maid's mouth. It sounded even more severe than Daica's and was delivered in such a quiet voice that if they hadn't been in an echoing cellar room, her voice wouldn't even have reached Asoko. 
 
    "Don't worry. I'm hardy." She replied in a reassuring tone and transformed her extended arm into the true appearance that Chaos has. Since her Crawling Chaos form was red and appeared to be melting for some inexplicable reason, it distinguished her from the real thing. Even if Gilmirin wasn't there in the morning she first woke up in this world, it was too high a risk to show any discrepancies with what was commonly known among the maids. 
 
    Seeing this, Gilmirin froze once again, realizing that the person before her was the princess. The demon maid would stand out among a crowd, so Asoko never having seen her before meant that she must have been absent during every gathering so far. 
 
    Before Gilmirin could kneel down and excessively speak apologies for not recognizing her, the tentacles making up Asoko's hand reached her hair. The purple mucus that could eat away everything but silver trickled onto her hand without doing any harm. At that sight, the demon maid's eyes widened in surprise. 
 
    Past her, Daica smiled to herself. Her skin was deadly to the touch for all living things, but Chaos was the first embrace she felt in more than a decade. She could understand Gilmirin's fear to hurt others very well, and the surprise at meeting somebody who was immune. 
 
     "See?" Smiling, Asoko looked into her opposite's violet eyes with a warm expression. 
 
      
 
    Of course, she wouldn't revel in a mere encounter with one of the abundant maids in the castle, if she hadn't gotten to know her better in a more private capacity afterward. Despite being so timid around people, Gilmirin is a real monster in the bedroom. She has some clear animalistic traits and behavior, but can also be sweet like a kitten. It was a new and incredible experience for Asoko, who usually likes to take the lead. 
 
    "What are you thinking about?" Lenoly's voice pulls the Crawling Chaos out of her reverie, sounding not in the least amused. When the latter turns around, she sees the little bakari in a maid outfit, accompanied by the real maid from the same species. 
 
    The bakari maid with horns nearly one fourth her total body length is Lervia, a spunky and loud-mouthed girl with a delinquent's attitude. She stands at a few centimeters taller than Lenoly but sports a body with similarly modest curves. 
 
    Unlike Gilmirin, she's from a species with abundant numbers and was selected not only for her cute appearance but her skills in battle. She's one of the combat personnel among the Maid Corps, but her looks can't be dismissed either. Assuming the demon queen was the one who selected her, Asoko admits that she has excellent taste. 
 
    "Just that you look cute today, too." The Crawling Chaos lies with a smile as she regards Lenoly. Since there was not much to do in the castle, the little bakari has settled into learning magic combat with the maids. It's not surprising that she has grown the closest to Lervia then, the only member of the same species among the Maid Corps. 
 
    "You won't get anywhere with such obvious flattery." Sniffing in contempt, Lenoly turns away. But judging by the developing blush on her cheeks, which the girl herself doesn't seem to be aware of, the flattery is getting to her after all. 
 
    "What about me, Chaos-sama?" Lervia asks with her arms raised in a complaint. The personalities of the maids are as diverse as their species. Many are like this bakari, who doesn't show much respect before a member of the royal family. Of course, they would never dare to do that in front of the maid leader. 
 
    Additionally, only maids that came after Queen Pelomyx ascended to the throne use Japanese honorifics such as Maou-sama or Chaos-sama. The older generation still says Your Highness - aside from Rewera - as if it's something that was only recently introduced. 
 
    "You're always cute, too." Embracing Lervia, Asoko pets her soft brown hair and rubs her face against the bakari maid's prominent forehead. "I like honest girls." 
 
    That last line is a jab at Lenoly, who glances at her fellow clan member, who returns the embrace with a satisfied smile, in noticeable envy. Although they grew relatively close during their travels, ever since they arrived in the demon castle, they seem to have drifted apart a little. 
 
    "What are you two doing?" Letting go of Lervia, the Crawling Chaos asks her since Lenoly doesn't look like she would respond now. 
 
    "I just showed her the mustering routes and escape passages. We're going to the courtyard to do magic training." The bakari maid replies in a chipper tone, smiling broadly. Then her face brightens as an idea comes to her, visible to all through her easy to read expression. She may not be the sharpest, but she's a cute little nugget. "Do You want to join us, Chaos-sama?" 
 
    "No, you go ahead. I'm on my way to find Ninlil." Asoko caresses Lervia's head with a smile. Since she joined the Maid Corps long after Pelomyx took the throne, she doesn't know that the catgirl is the former maid leader. 
 
    Apparently, around a fourth of the currently employed maids are from Aldeath's era, so she's not entirely unknown. They still respect her even though she committed what can only be called desertion. Although the same seems to have been the case with many other maids at the time. 
 
    "What do you want with her?" Lenoly finally speaks to Asoko again and asks with a scowl. She seems to be under the impression that the Crawling Chaos is walking around the castle in a constant state of horniness, looking for the next girl to share the night with. Maybe she's miffed that she hasn't been called upon yet, or simply looks down on such behavior. 
 
    "Ask her a few things about Rewera and Tamariki." Shrugging, Asoko replies with the truth. "Have fun with magic training then." 
 
    With these words, they go their separate ways again. Asoko watches the two bakari girls in their miniskirt maid outfits skip along the corridor until they round a corner and out of sight. The maid styles are just as unique as those wearing them, with some seemingly favoring traditional long skirts lacking any frilly adornments. In contrast, others choose to look sexy by showing off what they have. 
 
    Once again, the Crawling Chaos falls into reminiscing when she thinks of all the maids she has seen so far. Most memorable are the encounters she had on her first exploration tour of the castle's left wing, which houses the quarters of the Maid Corps. 
 
      
 
    When she had awakened in the body of a Cosmic Horror, she had met a mousey maid with a lizard tail. She had then gone to the dining hall for breakfast with her mother, where several more maids had been serving them. But right after, the demon queen had only led her on a quick tour through the castle. Then she had been teleported out of the castle, and the accident - or incident - had happened. 
 
    Whereas her other half had returned shortly after and spent a few weeks here with their mother and the maids, Asoko had been sent to the desert nation of the Khurut Sultanate. Aside from almost dying there, she had ended up in the sultanah's harem, where she had been surrounded by beautiful girls around the clock. Thus, she couldn't begrudge her other half for being able to spend time with the demon maids. 
 
    But now that she was stuck in the castle on Mithra and Rewera's orders, she decided that exploring the places she hadn't seen during the tour with Queen Pelomyx was in order. 
 
    The right wing of the castle is reserved for the family of the monarch as well as lordly guests. There wasn't much in the way of politics in the Dominion, and regional lords governed their lands mostly autonomously. Aside from joining the demon queen in wars and using the unified silver and gold currencies called agaton and orons, it couldn't even be called a proper nation. That's why visitors rarely came. 
 
    The left wing is similarly-sized, though it lacks any and all decoration. The walls are left naked, and no carpets line the floor as they would most likely become frayed from all the heels walking over them each day. Laughter and lively chatter always echo in the hallways, as the maids often leave the doors to their rooms open when visiting each other. 
 
    That evening, Asoko wore a maid outfit herself, changing her appearance to the one she had in the sultanah's harem but touching herself up a little to blend in better as a demon. She went undercover to see how the servants behaved when not on duty, choosing the time after dinner was over. 
 
    When she poked her head into one of the rooms with open doors, she found two maids dancing with each other arm in arm while another played a flute-like instrument. One of the dancers was a little clumsy, while the other patiently showed her the steps. 
 
    They noticed Asoko watching but didn't pay her any heed until the song was over. Before then, the Crawling Chaos had already moved on; she didn't want to engage in conversation and only see a bit of what they did in their free time. 
 
    Most open doors had a pair or group of maids talking or playing with each other. Some invited Asoko in, others didn't even take note of her because they were so engrossed in their activities, which ranged from exchanging gossip to playing cards or dice. 
 
    There's a communal bath where some of the maids spend most of their time off-duty. Amerega is one of the maids who requires constant humidity, but there are a few of an even more aquatic nature similar to Cadrienna. 
 
    Asoko didn't go inside since she didn't want her libido to build up just yet; there were many more things to be explored. But for the rooms with closed doors, she had to be a little more forceful. After all, those inside would interrupt what they were doing if she knocked, falsifying the glimpse into their lives that she wanted to get. 
 
    Thus, she quietly opened doors and peeked into how the maids spent their free time alone. Some lazed around on their beds, others sat at their tables writing notes, diaries, or letters to their families. Of course, most noticed Asoko with their keen senses, inviting her in thinking that she was a newcomer or ranting at her for not knocking. 
 
    After the third maid raised her voice loud enough for others to stick their heads out of their rooms, Asoko decided to leave the area and return in the form of Chaos. Now, they wouldn't be able to yell at her for opening the doors to their rooms anymore. That it was an abuse of her power didn't even enter her thoughts. 
 
    Soon, she found the batgirl who served her during the first breakfast in this world. Her bed and the floor were littered with all kinds of personal belongings and the leftover cores of fruits. The person herself hung from a wooden beam by her clawed feet, seemingly asleep. But when Asoko opened the door, her large ears twitched, and she startled awake before dropping down from the beam. 
 
    In the next moment, she hit her head on the floor quite audibly. 
 
    "Hey, are you alright?" Asoko quickly rushed to her side and asked, but the bat maid tried to get up on wobbly feet. 
 
    "I'm fiiine..." She slurred her words while swaying dangerously before falling forward. The Crawling Chaos quickly caught her and carried her to the bed, laying her down on the least loaded spot. 
 
    "What's your name again?" It might come across as if Asoko doesn't care to remember the names of all the maids since her other half might have learned this one's before, but she was never great with names in the first place. Surely, Chaos slipped up and forgot some of them as well. In any case, she made a mental note to remember this girl, as she hit several points in her strike zone.  
 
    "It's Nezera, Chaos-sama." The bat maid responded with a surprised expression. This made Asoko involuntarily pet her reddish-brown hair, upon which she quivered like a cute small animal. It sent her heart aflutter. 
 
    "I'll remember it." The Crawling Chaos whispered into Nezera's big ear, upon which it twitched. Touching her nose in a playful gesture, Asoko then helped her back onto her feet. "I'll come to visit you again some time - or you can come to my room yourself." 
 
    Of course, the invitation was meant exactly what Nezera's blush indicated she thought it did. With a wink, Asoko exited the room and left the bat maid standing unsteadily as her imagination doubtlessly began to wander. 
 
    The next room only had a gray stone statue, depicting a naked girl with a pair of giant curved horns and bat-like wings extending from her back. She was crouching on the floor and staring up at the door with a blank expression. Her form was perfectly lean, with finely chiseled muscles that must have taken a master sculptor to create. 
 
    However, there was no pedestal under her, and something told Asoko that this could have been the result of petrification. Maybe a spell went wrong, or it was natural for this particular demon. 
 
    Touching the statue, talking to it, and knocking on its head didn't help, and she didn't want to try something that could cause her to fall over and crack or even break, so Asoko moved on. Surely, whoever lived next door would be able to explain this, if they were in. 
 
    She received her answer sooner than she would have thought. When she slowly opened the door to the next room, she beheld a woman lying in bed on her stomach while reading a book. Kicking her legs like a girl in love, she seemed to enjoy the contents while cradling her chin with one hand. 
 
    Asoko's eyes would have been fixated on her shapely bare bottom - most likely a nude sleeper - if not for a more striking feature that caught her gaze. The woman had several dozen living green snakes instead of hair, each one moving individually while flicking their tongues with hissing sounds. 
 
    The medusa maid suddenly jumped up with a squeal and covered herself up with her blanket, turning to Asoko with a surprised expression. For an instant, the latter thought that her life was over, and she would be petrified by her glare. It was her punishment for trespassing into another's room without knocking. 
 
    But nothing happened, and when she peeked up, the maid was staring at her wide-eyed. 
 
    "Your Highness! I did not expect you here." She quickly got up from the bed, but Asoko averted her eyes. 
 
    "Sorry for entering unannounced." She nodded in apology. Sultana Marika readily admitted her fault in front of subordinates, but never did so in excess. A ruler should know when to apologize, or they would come to be viewed as a despot. Still, they should maintain their dignity as superiors even in those situations. 
 
    "Umm, my eyes do not cause petrification, unless I will them to. Please, it is alright to look at me." The woman hastily explained when she realized that Asoko was trying not to look at her. Her tone of voice was unexpectedly modest, standing in complete contrast to her slender but mature body. 
 
    When the Crawling Chaos turned to look, she found that the medusa maid's eyes were venom green, sporting vertical slits for pupils. Dark green scales rimmed her face and extended all the way down to her exposed shoulders and collarbones. Her olive skin had a slightly green sheen to it as if her entire body were covered in tiny scales. She was beautiful without a doubt, and after Nezera, Asoko found another girl she wanted to know the name of. 
 
    "I am Chialdara." Standing up from the bed, she performed a curtsy using the blanket wrapped around her body as a makeshift dress. "Please excuse my appearance." 
 
    "Did you petrify the girl next door?" Such suspicion was warranted when confronted with a medusa, and Asoko had to ask to make sure.  
 
    "No, I did not, Your Highness!" Chialdara's voice was flustered when she replied almost violently, the blanket slipping off as she pumped her fists. "Khuko turns to stone at night. She is an aberration among the gargoyles, which is why King Aldeath took her in at the time." 
 
    As far as Asoko knew from games, gargoyles turned to stone when sunlight fell on them, so she guessed that this was what Chialdara meant when she said Khuko was an aberration. 
 
    "I am sorry for doubting you." Nodding in apology once again, the Crawling Chaos let her eyes wander across the medusa maid's exposed body. She was almost as tall as her, but her body looked far softer, and her breasts were more modest in comparison to Kuroe Makoto in her previous life. Now, she could look whatever she wanted to, so there was no point in using her as a reference. "I shall excuse myself then." 
 
    The wiggle of Asoko's eyebrows made Chialdara realize that she had been standing before her princess in the nude again, upon which she squealed and quickly picked up the fallen blanket. She might look like an adult, but she behaved like a pure maiden at heart.  
 
    Asoko made a mental note to visit her again before taking her leave. 
 
    The next few rooms ended up locked, with the maids either sleeping or out, until Asoko found one that was unlocked. Upon turning the knob and pushing it open, she found a scene she could have anticipated - just not at that scale. 
 
    It was the cruelest part of nature at work. 
 
    A large spider web spread throughout the entire dark room; one couldn't walk a single step without getting entangled. At its perceived center sat a giant spider with a female humanoid upper body growing out from its head part - an arachne. She was leaning over another girl that resembled a moth.  
 
    The latter was tied up and gagged in what could only be judged bondage, so maybe this wasn't a predator on prey situation after all. 
 
    "Tch. Just when I was getting to the good part." The arachne clicked her tongue in irritation before lowering herself from the web. "Next time, knock before coming into another person's room." 
 
    "If you want privacy, lock your door." Asoko replied without a hint of remorse despite being the one who just barged in. Since the two of them were in the maid quarters, they were both most likely maids - or at least one of the two was. 
 
    "Chaos-sama?!" It would seem that the arachne was a maid, as she finally recognized Asoko. Her whole body jumped in shock, causing a vibration to run through the entire web, which was transferred into the moth girl. She twitched in surprise and tried to turn her head toward the doorway. 
 
    Her eyes were covered by straight silver bangs, but tears were streaming down her face into the fur collar around her neck. When she moved, it became clear that rather than a collar, it was part of her body - a sort of mane growing around her neck and reaching all the way up to her chin. It looked incredibly fluffy and comfortable. 
 
    "So, what's all this?" Asoko stepped forward while trying to avoid getting her hair entangled in stray webs near the door. She couldn't make it very far into the room, though, as the arachne dropped down onto the floor and bowed her whole upper body as deeply as she can. 
 
    She was a head taller than Asoko due to her large lower body, but her humanoid part was closer to Lenoly's in shape. Her arms appeared to be in latex gloves that reached all the way up to her shoulders. But upon closer inspection, the Crawling Chaos realized that they were, in fact, covered in an exoskeleton. Although the arachne appeared to be naked, her completely flat chest lacked nipples. 
 
    It meant that much like Cadrienna, she came from a species that didn't nurse their babies with mother's milk. But much like the squid demon commander of Pontis Daemonis, surely this arachne had other erogenous zones. 
 
    Pondering such matters half-seriously, Asoko gestured for her to raise her head. 
 
    "Did I interrupt something?" Smiling with amusedly curled lips, she glanced at the moth girl again. She was slender but looked closer to Chialdara in body type. Now that she had wriggled her way around inside the web to face her princess, it became clear that her arms were impossibly skinny as if only made of bones.  
 
    That's when Asoko realized that she had an extra pair of arms. They were covered by exoskeleton just like the arachne's, and each sported only two fingers and one thumb, ending in sharp claws. Interestingly enough, the lower pair of arms seemed to be mirrored to the upper pair, with the thumbs pointing downward rather than up. 
 
    "I was just punishing Anthera for her mistakes during the day, Chaos-sama." The spider girl tried to make herself smaller than Asoko by nearly setting down her body on the ground, but explained in a professional tone. 
 
    "You seemed to be enjoying it." Suppressing the urge to laugh, the Crawling Chaos glanced at the spider threads tied around the moth girl named Anthera in what appeared to be bondage. "What is your name?" 
 
    "I'm Zalnee. Please, excuse my earlier insolence!" As if taking the question for her name as an indicator that her disrespectful greeting would be reported to the maid leader, Zalnee lowered herself even further. 
 
    "It's alright." Waving her off, Asoko turned to take a closer look at Anthera again. Through her slightly parted bangs, she could see her eyes, which had human eyelids but were of a uniform gray with many facets on them - compound eyes. Otherwise, her face was human, although it appeared to be covered in a thick layer of powder as if to hide her skin. "What did she do to deserve punishment?" 
 
    "She scattered her scales everywhere after we had cleaned the room." Zalnee explained, still with her head lowered. Asoko only half-listened to her, as she extended a finger to touch that powder in fascination. "We had to evacuate those who breathe the air unfiltered." 
 
    "Hm?" Turning to look at the arachne, the Crawling Chaos realized what she just said. "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Anthera's scales are toxic." She looked up, at which her human pair of eyes widened in shock. "Don't touch her!" 
 
    Jumping at an incredible speed, Zalnee grabbed Asoko's wrist and pulled her away with unexpected strength in her slender arm. However, the violent motion caused them to stumble, with the arachne propelling her princess into her own web. 
 
    "I-I am so sorry!" She apologized profusely while using her sharp-clawed hands to cut Asoko free again, but the latter didn't mind. 
 
    "So, that's not powder but her scales?" Looking up at Zalnee leaning over her while snipping the threads around her hair, she asked absentmindedly. The feeling of a giant spider looming over her was an incredibly visceral experience. It strangely stirred something inside her. 
 
    "Yes, her whole body is covered in it. She can normally control when to scatter them, but she's an airhead and forgets her surroundings quite easily." Zalnee explained before moving back after finishing her work. But Asoko quickly grabbed her arm and pulled her in. Unsurprising for an eight-legged stance, she didn't budge an inch and stared at her princess in wonder. "Chaos-sama?" 
 
    "Right now, I'm more interested in learning about your body instead, Zalnee." The Crawling Chaos used a softer approach by easing Zalnee toward her with a light pull. Lowering her upper body over Asoko without even realizing it herself, the arachne found herself embraced. 
 
    "C-Chaos-sama! A-Anthera is watching!" She complained in a pitch an octave higher than before, sounding almost hysterical. But her words and expression both suggested that she wasn't trying to stop her. 
 
    "Is that so?" Glancing sideways at the moth girl still held in bondage, Asoko signaled her that she should watch carefully and maybe learn something. "Even better." 
 
      
 
    "What did you come here to do?" Ninlil's scornful voice pulls Asoko out of her thoughts before she can get to the best part. 
 
    She seems to have walked around half the castle in a mostly unconscious state and found herself at a corner of the outer wall. There, the catgirl is lying curled up on a parapet, not in the least worried about the nearly fifty meters drop on the other side. 
 
    Asoko's aim was to find Ninlil, so maybe she was standing around without saying a word after she arrived before her. She doesn't even know how long she has been there. 
 
    "Oh, I finally found you." Asoko acts as if she only just arrived and approaches the catgirl, whose body tenses as she watches her with a predatory glare. 
 
    "What do you want?" Throughout the journey to Arkaim, the two of them barely talked to each other. After all that Ninlil was put through by Asoko, it's no wonder that she hates her. 
 
    "Why are you so cold? Aren't we travel companions?" Ignoring the warnings signs of a cat about to pounce, Asoko bridges the distance with two quick steps and picks Ninli up. In the next instant, she has eight claw marks that run across her face. "My eyes!" 
 
    But of course, it's all an act, as she quickly repairs the damage by rebuilding her face. Making Ninlil think that she was hurt works to her advantage, as she's expecting her to take a respectful distance now. 
 
    "An opening!" Asoko flips the catgirl around and grabs her from behind before saying her line. In fiction, people always make the mistake to say it before moving, which alerts the other party to one's attack. Struggling in the embrace of the Crawling Chaos, Ninlil hisses. "Hey now, play nice." 
 
    With these words, she nibbles the catgirl's ear, upon which she squeals in surprise before going limp like a puppet with its strings cut. For a moment, Asoko wonders what happened and very nearly lets her down to look at her face. But just before she does it, the back of Ninlil's head hits her in the nose and breaks it squarely, causing her to stumble back in surprise. 
 
    "Don't you ever do that again!" Landing on her feet, Ninlil curls her fingers with her claw-like nails extended while glaring at Asoko with murderous intent. However, her face is flushed red, as if overcome with a fever. 
 
    "Oh?" Fixing her nose with but a thought, the Crawling Chaos looks at her wide-eyed. Then a broad grin spreads across her lips that causes the catgirl to flinch from the bad premonition. "Even though you talk like an old lady, you have an unexpectedly cute side." 
 
    "Old-... wha- cute?!" Stumbling over her words, Ninlil blinks her eyes repeatedly as if that would help make her opposite vanish on the spot. "Speak anymore, and I'll break your neck! I know it won't kill you, but at least that will shut you up!" 
 
    "Why so angry?" Spreading her arms as if trying to catch her, Asoko slowly inches closer. There's nowhere for Ninlil to go, so she bares her fangs and claws like a cornered animal. 
 
    "Go away!" She roars and hisses, but to no avail. 
 
    "Come here, kitty~" 
 
    Asoko forgot what she sought Ninlil for in the first place. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 94 - Space Diving
  
 
      
 
    I don't know how long it has been since I left Mundia. According to Karina, one moon day is twenty-eight days, and the same goes for night. None of us sleep, and we don't become tired either, so there's no sense of the passage of time. Still, we're on our first moon dawn by now, and since we arrived when the shadows were long, it must have been a little over a month. 
 
    The Cube is only partially illuminated, with many places lacking energy. Even though she had many centuries to repair the station, the Witch of the End isn't versed in her ancient technology. Being one of the Old Humans doesn't automatically make one a godlike existence capable of everything. 
 
    Karina is keeping me here so that I can learn to harness the power of the Old Humans. According to her, every human can access it, as long as they're aware of its existence. Since I can make myself genetically human, I'm able to do so as well. But for now, her training only includes what any champion of the gods learns. 
 
    The first step was to cast magic without incantations and a catalyst. I learned that the vast majority of champions never get beyond the first of those two, but I've been casting spells without using a catalyst from the start. 
 
    Her instructions regarding how to achieve incantation-less magic weren't very helpful. But after much trial and error, I've succeeded in casting all the spells I know without having to speak. At first, it took me closing my eyes and concentrating for a while to envision the shape I wanted the magic to take, which was far slower than just speaking the words. Without an incantation to focus the images of the spells on, it was the only way to give form to them. 
 
    Soon, I became able to throw fire, summon winds, create water, and move earth with simple motions of my hands or feet. Apparently, I should be able to achieve all that without even moving, but that's still beyond me. 
 
    My training then moved on to melding - the combination of elements to achieve new effects the individual parts wouldn't be able to. The truth is that the entire system of affinities is only a creation by the Old Humans to keep humans weaker than they could be. For somebody who has already internalized the concept of affinities, it was best to continue down that route. 
 
    That reminded me of Luna, who combined elements even before she joined the academy. She must be exceptionally talented, especially since she was self-taught even back then. I used to silently mock her casting speed, but after she undergoes training under Alkupera, she might come back shooting laser beams and throwing plasma orbs all over the place without having to speak a word. 
 
    That's a terrifying thought. 
 
    "This means I can finally use the dragon breath." I speak to myself more than directed at anybody, but Karina overhears it. 
 
    "What do you mean?" She asks, her gate-like eyes turned toward me. Even after all this time, I just can't get used to them; unlike the amethyst galaxies in Kamii's irises, these are like holes into another dimension. 
 
    "Ah, it's just that I gained the template of a dragon recently." Glancing at Aurelia, who has been watching my training from the very beginning, I try to word it carefully. After all, said dragon was her only company for all the time she spent in exile until I came along and killed him. 
 
    "Let me see." Karina demands with a neutral tone, but I can feel a hint of impatience in her demeanor. Once again, I glance at the Golden Queen since I remember that she was quite angry when I took that form. 
 
    "Do not mind me, Chaos." Waving off my concerns, Aurelia shows me a wry smile. It's not that she gets over losses quickly, but that she has come to accept them as part of the grand scheme at the end of which she will have redemption. 
 
    My Japanese upbringing taught me to properly express when one feels apologetic. Still, Maou-mama also taught me that as a member of royalty, I shouldn't overdo it. Considering she's my mother from my previous life in Japan, it's ironic. Still, she lived in this world for thirty years before I came here and learned a lot of things about it. 
 
    Thus, I nod once to acknowledge Aurelia's approval and begin my transformation into the dragon template. Due to the mass I gained from ingesting the failed and imperfect beings left over from Orthum's experiments, I have enough to replicate the golden dragon in full. 
 
    Filling a large portion of the training hall with my giant body and wings, I curl myself up to face Karina, who looks up at me with her unfathomable eyes. She does seem to express a hint of surprise, but one can never really tell with her. 
 
    "Kiamedras." Her whisper breaks through the silence of the room. It's no wonder that she would know him when he used to be Kael's lapdog. Karina thinks for a moment, then shakes her head. "Never show this form to Elaine. He was her favorite." 
 
    "Who is that?" I turn back into my human form and tilt my head in surprise at the mention of a new name. 
 
    "Theasol, the Eye of Light. She is the one who created all the dragons." Karina replies with a glance at Aurelia. Or at least I assume she glanced at her, as she doesn't have eyes one could track the movements of. 
 
    Since the Eye of Light is the sun goddess Verdenslys, Theasol must be the Imperian name for her. The revelation that one of the Old Humans created the dragons doesn't come to me as a shock. I already suspected it when I learned about the ancient technology and that all the demons were created by Orthum. 
 
    "Is Elaine her name from before all this?" Both Karina and Elaine sound like regular names rather than Urslit or Verdenslys, but maybe I'm just ignorant of foreign languages and naming traditions. 
 
    "Yes. Nobody from this age knows our real names. Except for you now." The Witch of the End replies, once again seemingly glancing at Aurelia. In front of the Golden Queen, she had introduced herself as Fimbria, although I can understand that it was to be more easily recognized. 
 
    "What is Orthum's?" I'm interested in this one in particular, as I want to call him that before killing him. 
 
    "Alexander." Karina seems to hate him from the bottom of her heart, as the tone she says it in makes it sound like a curse. Considering her title of Witch of the End, she was made to act as the Mage of the Beginning's foil. They must have had a bad history with each other even before calling themselves gods. 
 
    "What about Phasmantus and Precanta." Aurelia suddenly asks, inquiring about the real names of the two who were most directly responsible for the death of her beloved Vanadia. 
 
    "Xing and Yuna." If Karina thinks anything about the Golden Queen's question, she doesn't let it show on her face while replying. The names sound Asian to me, but it makes sense that there are similar-sounding names to those from my previous world in this one when considering how many other similarities I've noticed. 
 
    "I shall remember those." Nodding her head with an aloof expression, Aurelia hides her emotions. But I know that she must be burning those two names into her mind. While Orthum - or Alexander - was the one who committed so many atrocities against life itself, these two are her true enemies. 
 
    "Regarding the dragon breath that you mentioned..." Karina changes the topic and addresses me again. "What was the problem?" 
 
    "When I transformed into Kiamedras, I couldn't breathe fire or plasma, so I thought it was maybe a spell I didn't know." I explain while turning back into my human form. Then I transform my right arm into a dragon head - though I make sure not to use the features of the golden dragon. It would be disrespectful to play around using his template like this. 
 
    "Kiamedras was unique in that he could breathe plasma. Maybe Elaine was unable to achieve that through biological means." Tilting her head slightly, Karina considers the matter. 
 
    So he was the only dragon that could use that breath? It does relieve me to know that the other dragons out in the wild can't use such a destructive move. But once again, sadness overcomes me at having had to kill him. 
 
    "So, you don't know either?" What I gather from her answer is that she can't help me learn how to use the plasma breath. But if I continue on this course, I'll eventually get to melding the elements and recreate it myself. That's why I'm not especially disappointed if she doesn't know the principle behind how Kiamedras could achieve it. 
 
    "Can you breathe fire?" Karina suddenly asks instead. 
 
    "No, I couldn't do that either." Surely, breathing fire should be a biological thing for dragons. "Is that also magic rather than biology?" 
 
    "No, dragons have a large sac filled with highly flammable gas, which they ignite upon shooting it out." The galactic witch explains. "If you could not do that, your gas stores must have been empty." 
 
    "That does make sense." I admit while stroking my chin. When I tried to breathe fire, it just felt that there was nothing. Back then, I was in the middle of my fight with Aurelia, so I didn't have time to explore what exactly that sensation meant. 
 
    "Kiamedras has the ridge of bone plates along his back, which lights up before his plasma breath." Karina begins a thought but pauses, and I wonder what she wants to say. It was how we decisively defeated him, as I placed an explosion inside him right as the energy charge traveled up his ridge. "Maybe that is how he discharges it." 
 
    "I'll have to explore it some more. I only ever tried to use it once, and it was in the middle of a tense battle." I make sure not to glance at Aurelia while saying this. After all, that battle was against her, and she was enraged about me taking on the form of Kiamedras. 
 
    "You have all the time in the world here." The Witch of the End spreads her arms in a grand gesture. The training hall may be a little cramped if I grow to the full size of the golden dragon, but the walls were able to withstand even the biggest fire explosion I threw at them. "Practice to your heart's content." 
 
    "When will I be able to go back?" I don't share her enthusiasm, as her delivery does lack feeling. 
 
    "When you can transmute gold." Karina closes her eyes at this statement as if to say that Aurelia is the measure of magical expertise. 
 
    "What?" Swiveling my head around to the golden girl, I blink my eyes. Does she even have any other magic than gold transmutation and manipulation? 
 
    "For now, practice melding." With these words, the galactic witch returns to her usual demeanor and floats away with a disinterested air about her. 
 
      
 
    "What are you thinking about?" Aurelia approaches me from behind and asks in my mind. That's because I'm standing outside the half-buried cube and watching Mundia from the surface of the moon. There are countless stars once one looks far enough away from either the sun or the blue planet, but my eyes are focused on the place I want to return to. 
 
    The shadows have grown long, and the sun is about to set. I haven't been out here since noon a few Mundia-days ago when I tested the plasma breath at its full power. The channel-shaped crater filled with hardened glass left in its wake is my permanent mark on the moon - until maybe one day, a meteorite impact overwrites it. 
 
    Since then, I've learned gold manipulation but not transmutation. Turning one matter into another is still a concept beyond me. Thus, all I can do is levitate and somewhat move gold that Aurelia created from moon rocks to show me how it's done. And as expected of a genius who had the power from birth, she can't explain how to do it. 
 
    "How small Mundia looks." I reply while levitating a curtain of gold dust, trying to shape it into a single contiguous form through my mind alone. So far, all I've been able to achieve is a liquid-looking band floating around me, aided by the low gravity on the surface of the moon. 
 
    "Yet it holds vast lands and millions of lives." Aurelia replies in an equally longing tone as if itching to return. 
 
    "Billions." I'm not sure about Mundia, but it seems about as big as Earth. In my world, there were over seven billion humans. So I don't doubt that there are at least two or three billion on this planet when counting the demons and demi-humans like elves and dwarves. Going by all lives, including animals, I wouldn't even be able to estimate a number that gets close to the truth. 
 
    "It is frustrating." Aurelia suddenly admits, her voice in my mind sounding distinctly miffed. I turn to look at her, finding that she's staring up into the star-studded sky. "It took me many years to learn to control gold. Transmuting it was something my parents gifted me with." 
 
    She can't seem to grasp magic of any other affinity. Karina and I both tried to teach her, but even with catalysts and chanting spells, she was unable to cast any magic. Meanwhile, I've already gotten to the point of controlling gold with my very will - something that took her well into her teens to even get started on. 
 
    "I always thought I was exceptionally talented." She concludes her self-doubts and looks at me. 
 
    "I'm... different." I don't know any other way to appease her. As an existence from outer space, as well as a soul from a technologically more advanced world where I was exposed to magic concepts through fiction, I have a distinct advantage. I'm closer to the Old Humans than I am to any other being on Mundia. 
 
    "You do not have to comfort me." Aurelia closes her eyes once and breaks out into a smile that makes my heart skip a beat. She's beautiful no matter what, but when she genuinely smiles, her charm goes through the roof. "I am still the Golden Queen." 
 
    But when that smile turns into a haughty, self-satisfied look, I lose my concentration and scatter the gold dust I was controlling as I suppress the urge to laugh. She laughs, she cries, she's cute, but most of all, she's still the woman that stood up to the gods. 
 
    "I think I've fallen for you." Despite my wording, I speak without thinking. But I'm not one to be easily flustered by letting my feelings slip, so I don't let it show on my face. What point is there in hiding them? 
 
    "That is the natural course of things." Nodding with an even more satisfied expression, Aurelia cracks a joke for the first time. I burst out laughing when I see her sticking out her modest chest and proclaiming with such confidence that me falling in love with her is a matter of course. But when I see her frowning, I realize that she was serious. 
 
    "And that's why I love you." I double down on my confession and give her a warm smile. In our battle, she was the epitome of pride, but ever since she told me of her past, she has been brooding over things on her own. Seeing her like this feels more natural. 
 
    "You two know that I can hear you, right?" Karina's voice suddenly announces, and I look around to find her. But it seems that she's talking from inside the cube. All mental communications are indeed going through her, so it's not surprising that she would overhear everything we're talking about. 
 
    "I'm not afraid to proclaim my love in front of witnesses." Declaring with my hands on my hips, I take a page out of Aurelia's book and stick out my much larger chest. The Golden Queen looks at me in surprise but then breaks out into laughter as well. 
 
    My mind goes blank when I see her letting go and laughing in such a relaxed manner. It could be just my wishful thinking, but maybe that's an expression she hasn't shown anybody in centuries. And I got to see it, here in the middle of nowhere. 
 
    I really have hopelessly fallen for her, haven't I? 
 
      
 
    "Please come to the bridge." Karina suddenly speaks into our minds while I'm doing magic sparring with Aurelia. It sounds urgent, so we exchange a glance and quickly get moving. 
 
    It doesn't take us long to make it to the command center of the cube. The galactic witch is brooding over the only switched-on small screen in the room. The last time we were here, none seemed to be working, so maybe she managed to restore one just now? 
 
    "Zeke and the others are on the move." Without greeting us, Karina gets straight to the point. That's the real name of Kael, the Lord of the Sky. In other words, the false gods are up to something. 
 
    "What are they doing?" I ask while trying to steal a peek of the glowing screen. It shows a seemingly endless string of green symbols falling from the top toward the bottom like rain, and I have no idea how anybody can glean any information from that. But Karina's next words instantly grab my attention. 
 
    "They found out about your mother being a remnant of the Crawling Chaos that landed on Mundia thirty years ago." She says while turning toward me. "Alexander is moving his latest sanctum into Dominion airspace as we speak." 
 
    "They're personally getting involved? What about the game?" I suppress the panic welling up inside me and ask, grasping at straws. According to Aurelia's story and Karina's explanation, Zeke wants to perpetuate the game of the gods and has forbidden any of the others from directly fighting in the battles between humans and demons. 
 
    But really, who in their right mind would care about some game when they learned that something similar to the existence that nearly wiped out their old civilization is now the queen of the Dominion? If it were me, I'd do everything in my power to eliminate that threat before it grows too big - literally. 
 
    "I do not have access to all of their communications, but they appear to have a plan that will hide their involvement." The Witch of the End replies with a frown. "I will send you back to Mundia now." 
 
    With these words, Karina immediately floats out of the bridge, not even waiting for us to follow. I exchange a worried glance with Aurelia, and quickly walk after her. 
 
    My thoughts are swirling in my head as I think about this situation. The false gods are making their move to kill my mother because they learned she's a being just like the one that nearly destroyed the world many millennia ago. But how were they blind to it for the past thirty years? How did they learn about it? Did Mithra inform them after all this time? 
 
    We exit through an airlock without waiting for the decompression to be finished and get launched into the vacuum of the utterly dark moon atmosphere. Only the lights from the cube somewhat illuminate the immediate surroundings. There, Karina looks up into the dark sky, where Mundia's crescent is visible. 
 
    "I can only drop you somewhere within the Dominion. Be glad that I will not miss the planet entirely." She comments before turning her head to me. Those words don't instill much confidence in me as I shudder at the thought of what would happen if I were to get launched past Mundia and into the depth of space. "You will have to get to Arkheim yourself." 
 
    Her pronunciation of Arkaim sounds a little off, but maybe it's just what the city used to be called when she was still in the loop. In either case, I won't be able to find my way there because I have no map. If I land somewhere without any settlements nearby, it's going to be a repeat of the Khurut Sultanate! 
 
    But before I can protest or at least ask for a map, our surroundings warp and snap back almost as quickly. I find myself suspended in space, in the middle of the debris field where I first met Karina, with the moon in our back now. 
 
    "This is as far as I can accompany you." She's floating beside Aurelia and me, her hair flowing in the zero-gravity environment of space as if she were underwater. "Hold on to each other, or you may become separated." 
 
    Aurelia unhesitatingly extends a hand toward me. I remember when we faced each other as enemies, and she was angered by the prospect of being touched by me. We have come a long way since then for her to show me an expression of confidence one would only share with a friend while gesturing for me to take her hand. 
 
    Gripping it tightly, I squeeze it with a smile. We're heading to Mundia to take on the false gods together. It's a development I wouldn't have ever been able to predict when I was launched from the planet more than two months ago. 
 
    "Good luck." It's the last thing I hear before the debris field zooms past us, and we approach the half-illuminated blue marble that is Mundia. The speed we're traveling at means that we'll crash like we did on the moon. 
 
    That's when I realize that we're going to be entering the atmosphere first. Everybody knows that things burn up in it unless they're adequately shielded. A flesh and blood human is sure to disintegrate completely, and that's what I am right now. 
 
    I glance at Aurelia, who returns the look. We're outside of Karina's range, so we can no longer communicate through our minds. But I don't need words to be able to convey what I want to let her know right now; with a smile, I begin to make my mass crawl across her arm in the form of black tendrils. 
 
    She blinks in surprise but doesn't shy away as I quickly cover her entire body with mine. Her extremely long hair is pulled into my pocket dimension, just like I did with Hestia's wings back in the Khurut Sultanate. 
 
    Once I fully encompass her, I convert the exterior into dragon scales, which I layer over each other repeatedly, turning myself into a suit of armor. Although she can no longer see the outside, she doesn't struggle or try to get me off of her. She understands that I did this to protect her, even though she's most likely virtually indestructible. 
 
    Moments later, the entire planet fills my vision much like that time on the moon. However, it seems that Karina's strange ability to zoom people across space without any feeling of gravitational pull has run out here rather than within the atmosphere. 
 
    Then I begin to feel gravity act on my whole body and pull me toward the planet. Soon, the dragon armor heats up from the friction, as I - still covering Aurelia like an armored spacesuit - plummet toward the continent before us. The scales can withstand extreme heat, so it should be able to survive re-entry without a problem. Since I layered it just in case, I can shed the outer layers whenever they come close to burning up completely. 
 
    But my worries are unfounded, as the friction soon lets up and we slow down to terminal velocity. That's when I realize that Aurelia is incredibly dense. I did swallow her whole before and all, but it didn't register at the time. And while gravity somehow does exist inside my body, my tentacles are very strong, so I didn't take notice of her weight. 
 
    On the moon, I never had a reason to lift her, and gravity is lower there as well. But now, we're falling toward Mundia with a combined weight that far exceeds that of a person of our combined size. Our terminal velocity is much higher than it should be, and impacting the ground this way is sure to splatter me again. 
 
    We're still high enough in the air that a blanket of clouds hides what exactly it is I'll be splattering on, but that's little comfort for me. I should take Aurelia inside me. Since the interior of my body doesn't care about the feeble laws of physics, I can take the Golden Queen's weight out of the equation, grow wings, and land on the ground before taking her back out. 
 
    "I can feel the pull." Aurelia says, her muffled voice coming through the layers of dragon armor that I'm still surrounding her with. "So, we have returned to Mundia." 
 
    Upon those words, her weight suddenly seems to decrease drastically, until I feel myself getting carried by her instead. Undoing my transformation, I slip off her and grow a pair of Fata wings, to find that Aurelia is floating under her own power without using any gold. Did she secretly learn from Karina? I didn't learn how to fly without wings. 
 
    "Finally." She says as she comes to a complete halt in midair and looks down at her own hands as if feeling the power surge through her. She looks positively divine as she does it, her hair billowing as if still in zero-gravity. "I am in control." 
 
    So she simply learned to manipulate the gold that makes up her own body. I wondered why she couldn't do it like with her hair, and why that wasn't enough to let her fly - or move in space as she did on the funerary boat. Maybe there was simply some mental inhibition that stopped her from exerting control over her flesh and bones in fear of bending them out of shape. 
 
    Suddenly, Aurelia's form disappears in a flash of gold, and I stare at the afterimage with a blink of my eyes. What just happened? Did she get attacked by one of the false gods? 
 
    But when I look around, I spot a streak of gold moving at an incredible velocity, performing impossible aerial maneuvers. She's now able to move at such speeds, coming all the way from being unable to even float when I first met her three months ago. 
 
    She flies toward me and stops abruptly in front of me, a proud expression on her face as she looks into my eyes. That's one smug grin if I've ever seen one, but it's not at all vulgar when she's doing it. There's a distinguishable difference between a commoner and a true-born queen making such an expression. 
 
    "Do you want-" She begins, but another voice suddenly echoes in my head and drowns her out. 
 
    "Makoto! You're back!" It belongs to Senka, and it gives me a sense of déjà vu. But unlike last time, she sounds much more in distress. Wait, how is she reaching me here?  
 
    "Wait, I just got a call." Raising a hand at Aurelia to put her on hold, which her frown indicates she doesn't take kindly to, I turn away as if physically entering a phonecall. "Where are you?" 
 
    "I'm in Pontis Daemonis with Hestia and Dregana." Senka replies immediately. "The city is under siege." 
 
    "Dregana? Wait... siege?" I can't follow what's going on, but learning that Hestia is in danger is reason enough for me to go there right away. 
 
    "It's a full-blown invasion! The Alliance-" The doll girl's voice cuts out, and I feel that the connection is lost, just like that time when she infiltrated the academy and was discovered. 
 
    "What is it?" The Golden Queen has crossed her arms in impatience. She's not used to being made to wait for somebody to finish talking in her presence, as everybody would focus on her alone. 
 
    "War." I mutter as I look around, trying to discern where I have to go to reach Pontis Daemonis. But then I remember that Karina told me the gods are on the move to attack Arkaim. Could they have learned about my training on the moon, and this is a diversion to keep me away? How would they know that I can long-distance communicate with Senka? And I doubt I'm even within their sights, as Maou-mama is surely still far more powerful than I am now. 
 
    "As I was asking earlier, do you want me to carry you?" Unlike her smug expression from before, Aurelia now looks completely serious. Extending a hand toward me, she suggests that with her speed, we'll arrive in no time. "I know the way to Pontis Daemonis as well as to Arkaim. Where do you want to go?" 
 
    Leaving aside my surprise at her words, I stop to ponder. Where to go is truly the bigger question. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 95 - Gathering Storm
  
 
      
 
    It has been one moon since Rolan and the others left. In that time, Kamii's physical strength has grown to the point at which she can openly wrestle with other ajura warriors. Chandra is still just over the mountain, but she can already see the summit from where she's climbing.  
 
    With physical strength comes increased power in her cursed arm as well. It appears that the force of her first hit gets doubled each time she strikes again within a short interval. Even when she doesn't use her full strength on any subsequent swings, they still apply all of the stacked power. 
 
    These days, she doesn't even get more than five hits in on anybody before they're sent flying by the impact. It effectively resets her curse counter as she has to chase after them then. But since it's only her right arm, she's incredibly predictable. 
 
    Her training with Chandra has been to reduce that predictability by practicing with a weapon in her left hand. She's physically strong, but to catch an opponent off-guard with the explosive speed stemming from that strength, she's wielding a dagger now.  
 
    Of course, the opponents she faces in the sparring ring all know where the real threat lies. But somebody who has never met her may be misled by her right arm's appearance, thinking it's a useless weight that the little dark elf can't utilize. By drawing their focus to the dagger, she distracts from the much more dangerous weapon that is her crab pincer. 
 
    "Incomin'!" Suddenly, an ajura's voice echoes across the top of the butte, causing Kamii to look around in surprise. But Chandra doesn't let that opportunity slip by and delivers a punch right in the little dark elf's face that sends her spinning to the ground. 
 
    "Focus on the fight in front of ya!" She roars with the enthusiasm of a teacher who has found an exceptional student. In the past moon, she has dedicated most of her free time to Kamii, to the chagrin of those like Mukasura, whose favorite pastimes are to spar with the Ajura boss. But one can't blame her for being drawn toward somebody whose potential seems bottomless even now. 
 
    "Sucker punch..." The little dark elf pushes herself up from the ground and glares at Chandra in accusation. 
 
    "That's just usin' an openin'." Crossing all three pairs of her arms, the Ajura boss declares as if teaching a lesson. "So, what's incomin'?" 
 
    "Already about to land, boss." A male ajura with fiery red hair announces with a shrug. His name is Batamira, and although he calls Chandra the same way all other ajura do, he's actually her grand-nephew. 
 
    The sound of wings beating draws everybody's attention toward the sky above the longhouse, where a lone figure descends with the sun in its back. Nobody can tell who it is, and it seems to have been a deliberate way to make an entry. 
 
    "Do you ever do anything other than fight, Chandra?" A female voice emerges from the winged figure that lands on the roof, addressing the Ajura boss in a familiar tone. 
 
    "Eat, fuck, sleep." The latter replies with a grin as she counts the things she does outside of sparring matches. "Gimme a war, and I'll show ya how valuable that is." 
 
    "You never change." The woman remarks wryly and jumps off the roof. Basked in the shadow of the longhouse, her appearance becomes visible. It's a demon with bluish-gray skin, long flowing purple hair, and a pair of large curved horns grows from her forehead. Her form is clad in a skintight black leather outfit, which accentuates her curvy body and her immense chest that surpasses even that of Kamii's little sister. 
 
    "Is it that time already?" Chandra hops off the platform and walks toward the newcomer with a grin. However, the little dark elf has seen that expression a few times before - she would act friendly like that and then throw a sucker punch when close enough. 
 
    "Well, your message did make me think that it was the perfect opportunity for making my rounds again." The woman smiles, clearly clueless about what's going to happen. But the fact that Chandra is talking to her in such a friendly manner must mean that they know each other well. So this person must be pretty strong too. "So where is-" 
 
    Before she can finish her question, the Ajura boss throws her entire body weight into a punch with all three of her right fists. If it were Kamii at the receiving end of those, all her bones would most likely be pulverized. However, not only does the woman remain standing, but it doesn't look like she even budged an inch.  
 
    "Ya got even heavier." Drawing back her arms and straightening her back, Chandra looks down at the winged demon. Said wings resembled those of a bat before, but they have turned thicker and are like giant hands now. She used one of those as if it's a large shield to stop the punch.  
 
    "Do not tell a woman that she has become heavier." Chiding the Ajura boss in a pouty tone, the newcomer looks about. "So, where is Kamii?" 
 
    The little dark elf flinches at the mention of her name as she didn't expect it to come up there. Chandra steps aside and gestures for her to join them. Upon seeing her, the woman's black eyes with yellow irises blink once before her smile reaches them. Despite looking so obviously demonic, she gives off a motherly feeling. 
 
    "I am Pelomyx, mother of Chaos." She announces with no pomp or fanfare, but in a matter of fact tone. "My daughter has told me about you." 
 
    Kamii's jaw very nearly drops, but she can stop herself in time and walks toward her with unsteady steps. She didn't expect her to arrive like this, alone and without any announcement. Her mind isn't prepared yet to meet the mother of the person she loves.  
 
    "You are cute, indeed. I can see why my child insisted on going right away even though there was a great feast waiting for her." Pelomyx states with a smile while scrutinizing the little dark elf from head to toe. She's sweaty and covered in dust from having hit the floor after Chandra's sucker punch earlier, but the queen looks past all that. 
 
    "You make it sound like Mahkotoh is some kind of glutton." But despite being in front of her beloved's mother, who also happens to be royalty, Kamii still channels the attitude she has picked up from Senka. 
 
    "Oh my. She even told you her real name." Covering her mouth in mild surprise, Pelomyx regards the dark elf in a new light. 
 
    "Do you know where she is?" The latter asks after the queen's earlier statement gave her pause. 
 
    "She came back to me three moons ago but left the next morning. I have not heard from her since so I thought she may have forgotten about her promise to return for the feast right away." Pouting, Pelomyx speaks like a sulking child whose friend ditched her during playtime. 
 
    "I'm sure ya ate all of it yaself then. To not let any of it go to waste, right?" Chandra suddenly joins the conversation while drying herself with a towel. She used to not even break a sweat once it became solo sparring with Kamii rather than against the whole group, but it's a measure of success for the little dark elf to have achieved what took the combined efforts of several people before.  
 
    "You make me sound like some kind of glutton." Using the same words Kamii said about her daughter before, Pelomyx shoots a glare at the Ajura boss. "Of course, I shared it with the Maid Corps."  
 
    "Speakin' of, how's that girl doing?" Chandra asks while ignoring the grumble from her queen. 
 
    "Rewera is scary as ever." Pelomyx shudders at the thought, but Kamii can tell that it's an exaggerated act. "But she is-" 
 
    "Your Majesty." Suddenly, a muffled but somewhat noticeably male voice interrupts her. Everybody swivels their heads around to find a person in dark blue robes, face and hands covered in bandages, standing to the side with a gnarled staff in hand. He wasn't there a moment earlier. "Pontis Daemonis has come under siege this morning."  
 
    "Ohh, another invasion!" Chandra is the first to react as she pumps her fists in excitement. The ajura around her respond with a rumbling wave of cheers, except for Shugra, who covers his face and shakes his head. He's the most level-headed ajura, and most likely the only person thinking of the cost of war.  
 
    "Is it time then, Mithra?" Pelomyx asks the bandaged person who looks like a mage, her expression inscrutable. She shows neither enthusiasm nor dread but appears to be preoccupied with another train of thought entirely. "Where is it now?"  
 
    "It passed Erbilan. She is on her way as well." Apparently, understanding precisely what it is that the queen is asking, Mithra replies vaguely without revealing any details. When Pelomyx hears this, her demeanor changes to that of a capable leader. 
 
    "Take us back to Arkaim." She announces in a firm tone and with a wave of her hand that looks nothing but decisive.  
 
    "What about us?" Chandra asks, crossing her arms and looking down at the much shorter queen with a rare expression of seriousness. The still murmuring ajura grow quiet immediately and listen intently. 
 
    "Get ready for war." Pelomyx announces but then stops herself before breaking out into a smile. "I know you would tell me that you are always ready. Make for Phoshand and then Pontis Daemonis if the siege is still underway. Keep in contact with Arkaim through Celefis." 
 
    Celefis is Ajurai's chief of information, a male harpy who resembles a giant hawk. He's a member of the Avinea clan, one of the Four Great Clans of the Dominion - the only Great Clan that isn't composed of a single race of demons. Their predominantly winged members usually find work as messengers, as is the case with Celefis. 
 
    "I will have the Four Great Clans convene in Arkaim." Finally, the demon queen announces with a grave expression that catches Chandra by surprise. 
 
    "Ya weren't that worried the last time they invaded with over half a million troops." She wonders, raising an eyebrow to make her point.  
 
    "I just have a feeling that this time is different." Smiling to alleviate the suspicions of the Ajura boss, Pelomyx shrugs. "In either case, we shall return now. I will see you on the battlefield, Chandra." 
 
    With these words, she turns away and gestures at Mithra. But then she stops short and looks back at Kamii, seemingly wondering about something. 
 
    "Are you coming?" She asks, upon which the little dark elf blinks in surprise. Looking at the extended hand, Kamii realizes that by the 'take us back to Arkaim' directed at Mithra earlier, the queen had meant not only herself and the mage, but her as well. 
 
    For a moment, she hesitates when she thinks about the luggage she has stored under her bed in the longhouse. But all the clothes Mahkotoh bought her are still in the guildhall in Kongenssoevn anyway. She won't miss these things, and there are more pressing matters than packing up some clothes now. 
 
    "The dagger..." Kamii looks up at Chandra. It's barely more than a short knife by ajura standards, but for a dark elf, the blade is long enough to call it a dagger. The beautiful weapon is incredibly sharp and well-forged, capable of cutting even ajura skin - as opposed to those forged by human hands. 
 
    "Keep it." The Ajura boss states with a grin. "Remember ya trainin' with me when ya see it." 
 
    "Thank you." The little dark elf nods and touches the hilt of the dagger. 
 
    "Mithra." Queen Pelomyx speaks in a commanding tone, upon which the mage moves his staff ever so slightly. In the next moment, the three of them are surrounded by a stream of light. There's a slightly floaty feeling, but they maintain their relative positions to each other.  
 
    Moments later, their feet touch down in a circular room surrounded by naked stone walls covered with scratches and claw marks. Before Kamii has the time to look around, the demon queen makes for the door in quick steps. 
 
    "Could you not have brought us to the crisis conference room?" She speaks in annoyance, directed at Mithra. 
 
    "She is there." He replies, vaguely. 
 
    "Should I go there then?" But Pelomyx surprisingly stops short of opening the door and turns to the bandaged man with a questioning look. "Would that cause trouble?" 
 
    "It is an eventuality. However, they will arrive soon. It would be best not to waste time on emotions." Mithra replies in a neutral tone. 
 
    Kamii doesn't understand what the two are talking about, but it must have something to do with the siege of Pontis Daemonis and the full-scale invasion that will surely follow if the fortress should fall. Why else would the demon queen be hesitating to go through with something? 
 
    "Maou-sama." Suddenly, the door to the room opens, and a towering woman in a black dress and white apron enters. She appears to be completely human, but her height approaches that of Gram's, who is the tallest human Kamii knows. "Have you completed your inspection tour?" 
 
    "Not exactly. But the Alliance Army has made its move. Pontis Daemonis is under siege." Pelomyx replies before walking toward her. The woman steps aside and holds the door open before glancing at Kamii for the first time. 
 
    "And who is this?" Not in the least startled by the revelation that the human army is invading the Dominion, she focuses on the little dark elf. 
 
    "She is Kamii, one of my child's lovers." The queen remarks with a startingly lack of interest in the matter. Kamii doesn't like the way she worded it, but under the current circumstances, there are more important things than rectifying how others refer to her love life. "In either case, sound the castle alarm and put Arkaim on full alert." 
 
    "As you command." The giant woman doesn't question the strange decision to prepare the capital for war even though Pontis Daemonis is almost a thousand leagues away from here. She lets everybody pass before following them, as the queen leads the way down the corridor. 
 
    "Less than an hour." Mithra suddenly states, but Kamii has no idea what 'hour' means. 
 
    "Enough time to prepare." Pelomyx declares with a look of determination. 
 
    The towering woman soon separates from them at the first set of stairs, where Mithra stops for a moment to turn to Kamii. With his face covered in bandages, he doesn't instill much trust in her. Still, if Mahkotoh's mother relies on him, he should be dependable. 
 
    "Your sister Daica is in the cellar. Go see her before you may lose your chance." He points down the stairs with his staff. His words are ominous at best and cause Kamii to look at him with doubt. But the fact that he knows her by her real name rather than Lady Nightwane, the one her sister gives to people she isn't close with, means that he must be telling the truth about her presence in the castle. 
 
    "Go ahead." The queen stops on the fourth step up the stairs before turning around to encourage the little dark elf. "You can come back up later." 
 
    Just then, the sound of a large bell suddenly echoes through the halls of the castle. That must be the alarm, which the giant woman went to ring. With one more smile directed at Kamii, Pelomyx takes that as her cue to hurry onward. 
 
    Watching her now wingless back, the little dark elf waits until she rounds the corner of the stairwell before descending into the cellar. 
 
      
 
    A bell has begun ringing, joined in by others throughout the castle. Asoko was enjoying her time with Anthera, who usually sleeps during the day when the sound startled them from the large conference table they had been lying on. Looking out the large window, the Crawling Chaos tries to determine what's going on. But being afforded only the view of one side of Arkaim doesn't tell her whether it's a fire or an enemy attack of some sort. 
 
    "It's the castle alarm!" Anthera usually has a relaxed and carefree attitude, even seeming airheaded at times, but she wears a serious expression when she jumps up and quickly gets dressed.  
 
    "What does that mean?" Asoko gets up as well, though she uses her own body to recreate clothes rather than put on any of those she found in the wardrobes in her room. If she can shape them the way she wants to, there's no need for actual clothes. 
 
    "An attack on the city." After the last touch of her maid uniform - the frilly headband - is in place, Anthera's giant fluffy antennae rise from the top of her head where they rest when not needed in her day to day life. That means that she's on full alert, which puts Asoko on edge as well. "I have to go to my station, Chaos-sama." 
 
    "I'm coming with you." Although the moth maid said it as if she was going to separate from her, the Crawling Chaos declares before walking to the door first and opening it for Anthera. 
 
    Outside, demon maids are running down the corridor, some carrying weapons, and others staves with catalysts in their tips. Those from the older generation wear faces of grim determination, while the younger ones are filled with worry. 
 
    "What's going on?" Asoko spots Lenoly and Lervia from across the corridor and calls out to them.  
 
    "Maou-sama has returned and declared a state of emergency. The entire city is being put on alert." Lervia quickly explains. Under the circumstances, Lenoly can keep her jealousy from showing on her face when she sees Anthera coming out of the conference room behind Asoko. 
 
    "The maid leader said that Pontis Daemonis has come under siege." The one-horned bakari adds, a complicated expression on her face. They know that Senka, Hestia, and Dregana could still be there, but they hope that the three of them can either make it out or already left long before the siege began. 
 
    "Why the alert here, though?" Asoko doesn't let her mind wander into speculation and asks about the present. After all, even if she were to fly to Pontis Daemonis at maximum speed in the form of the Chaos Jet, it would still take her a few hours at the minimum. That's enough time for people to escape - or get killed.  
 
    "I don't know. But the bell means that even the castle may come under attack." Lervia responds with a shake of her head. "The deep bell you hear means the Maid Corps members should all get to their stations."  
 
    "So, what were you doing in there, my child?" Suddenly, the voice of the demon queen asks through the corridor, upon which Asoko swivels her head around like a naughty child caught in the middle of preparing a prank. 
 
    "Mama..." She greets her approaching mother with a spooked expression; this wasn't how she envisioned meeting her again after all this time. And the state of emergency means that they won't have time to talk about everything quietly. So it's best to leave her in the belief that she's the original Chaos until this situation has passed. 
 
    "We can talk later." With a warm smile, Pelomyx waves at the maids in passing, who leave to take their positions. Anthera gives Asoko one last glance before going as well. "My, you are new." 
 
    The queen is referring to Lenoly, who wears a maid outfit because she wanted to be of use rather than live in the castle for free. Realizing that she's a new face is a testament to the fact that Pelomyx remembers everybody.  
 
    "Your Majesty." Performing a magnificent Japanese-style bow alongside Lervia, the one-horned bakari greets Asoko's mother. 
 
    "You are already a splendid maid." Gesturing for her to raise her head, Pelomyx smiles warmly. She then turns to Asoko with a more serious expression. "Please join me in the crisis conference room." 
 
    "What's going on?" The latter asks with a glance at Lenoly, who looks happy about the praise she received but also nervous about the situation. She remains outside with Lervia since she wasn't told to come in with them. 
 
    "Mithra." With a wave of her hand, she calls out the court magician's name. The space beside her distorts inward without a sound before snapping back out to reveal the bandaged man in his usual dark blue robes. 
 
    "It should become visible at the edge of the Herelier wasteland soon." He states in a neutral tone. The Herelier wasteland is the region surrounding Arkaim, where the jutting rock formations all facing one direction dominate the view all the way to the horizon. 
 
    Asoko looks out the east-facing window but doesn't see anything out of the ordinary. The only thing that would warrant an alarm like this is an invading army, which would definitely come from that direction.  
 
    "There it is." But Pelomyx appears to spot something as she looks toward the horizon with a grim expression. 
 
    "Maou-sama." Rewera enters the room and calls out to the queen in a tone that suggests she awaits an order. She's accompanied by two other maids, the frog maid Amerega and Yrushi, supposedly a goblin. The latter is a petite, pointy-eared girl with slightly green but smooth skin, wearing a blood-red cap instead of the frilly headband that is a trademark of maid outfits. From underneath that cap spills hair of the same color as the headdress, which barely reaches her shoulders. 
 
    Amerega is carrying a staff with a milky white and sapphire blue gem embedded in its tip. Yrushi has a giant meat cleaver almost as long as she's tall resting on her shoulder. They're both members of the combat maids, though it's clear what their specializations lie in. Though, unlike the frog maid, the goblin maid's weapon, coupled with her sharp teeth, makes her very presence exude an air of violence.  
 
    "Go and bring the non-combatants to the inner sanctum. Take the two bakari outside with you." Pelomyx unhesitatingly gives her order. "Keep everybody safe." 
 
    "Understood." Bowing, the towering maid leader doesn't question the caution the queen is displaying even though no threat is visible. 
 
    "When will she arrive?" Turning to Mithra, Pelomyx asks without divulging who it is she's talking about. Her expression suggests urgency, but her gaze motions toward the window. Asoko's eyes are involuntarily drawn there as well, where she notices the giant cloud coming toward them from the horizon at an impossible speed.  
 
    "On time." The court magician replies mysteriously before turning to Amerega and Yrushi. "Clear the area around the Forerunners Chamber." 
 
    "What is that?" Asoko squints as she looks at the approaching cloud. It appears to be a roiling cumulonimbus, but something tells her that this isn't a natural phenomenon. 
 
    "I picked up Kamii before returning. She is with her sister right now." Instead of answering the question, Pelomyx states with a warm expression on her face while approaching Asoko and putting a hand on her cheek. "You should go see her." 
 
    "Huh?" Baffled by those words, Asoko blinks her eyes. 
 
    "It is shedding the cover now." Mithra states while pointing his staff at the window. The approaching cloud breaks apart, and from within, a floating island comes into view. It's nearly as big as Arkaim and soon casts its shadow across the city below it, as it slows down to a menacing crawl, accompanied by deep rumbling pressure on the air.  
 
    "What is that?" Asoko stares at the roughly diamond-shaped form of the island, with a small mountain rising upward at the center and what appears to be a counterweight pointing down on the other side of the central plane. On top of that mountain sits a castle, which resembles that of Arkaim but is painted in pure white.  
 
    It's clear now that the alarm was for the approach of this flying fortress. However, Asoko can't believe that humans would have the technology or magical capability to levitate an entire mountain like that. 
 
    "Orthum's sanctum." Pelomyx replies with a grim expression. Then she turns to her daughter, a reassuring smile on her face. "Run along now, my child. Go to your beloved Kamii." 
 
    "I want to stay with you and fight." Asoko replies without hesitation. While it may blow her cover not to worry about Kamii - since only her other half is the one infatuated with the dark elf - she deems it more important to stick with her mother. Even if her ulterior motive is to show that she isn't a rebellious child and won't need to be eaten.  
 
    "Now, now, we have plenty of combat personnel. There is no need for you to fight. Make sure your beloved girls are safe, alright?" Petting Asoko's hair, Pelomyx maintains a friendly but insistent attitude. "Listen to your mother." 
 
    At the last line, the Crawling Chaos suppresses the urge to flinch. It was delivered with no change in tone or expression, but it sounded like a hidden threat. Nodding wordlessly, she finally agrees, albeit reluctantly. If not for her knowledge that her mother is something of a dictator, who also happens to cannibalize her own children if they're rebellious, she would have resisted until the end. 
 
    "Good girl." Wearing a smile that can melt glaciers, Pelomyx squeezes her daughter to her bountiful chest. 
 
    Asoko may have imagined the muttered 'stay strong' that her mother gave her on the way when she separated from her and left the room. When she's about to round the corner, she looks back once more as if hoping that there's going to be a follow-up. But the queen is already looking out the window again.  
 
    Mithra lifts a bandaged finger to where his lips would be if they weren't covered by bandages as well, signaling Asoko that her secret is safe with him. At that sight, she turns away with an almost disgusted expression and begins to make her way to Daica's workshop in the cellar. 
 
      
 
    Daica is hurriedly filling small vials and sticking them into the loops on a belt while fretting at the sound of the alarm bell. A lanky maid with white hair in a bob cut and a large white wide-brimmed, mushroom-shaped hat is hastily mixing together flasks filled with all kinds of liquids. But her hands are hidden under oversized and layered frilly sleeves that grow from her forearms, which hamper her coordination.  
 
    "It's alright, Exitial. I have enough." The dark elf remarks when she sees the maid struggling with the vials. "You should evacuate to the inner sanctum now." 
 
    "No, I am coming with you." Even though the mushroom-looking girl called Exitial looks constantly drowsy, her words sound determined. 
 
    "But you're not a combat maid." Protesting that decision, Daica brings forth a sound argument. According to Exitial, the bell signals a state of emergency with the possibility of an enemy attack inside the castle. 
 
    As a myconid, the mushroom maid is physically quite weak despite her tall frame. While her spores are toxic enough that the dark elf has to wear a breathing mask - an invention by the gremlin maid Kleihn - when working with her, they don't affect victims instantly. An enemy would be able to get close to her and cut her down if they don't just shoot at her with arrows or magic from afar. 
 
    "I can still hold a place if it's indoors." Exitial pouts and doesn't let up. She may be almost a head taller than Daica, but she's apparently only eight winters old and does act the part sometimes. 
 
    "I can't let you get hurt." Shaking her head, the dark elf puts her foot down in this matter while reaching for her bodysuit. She created an outfit from materials that the demon maids naturally produce or shed, though it's predominantly made from Gilmirin's molts. The shiny black skin is resistant to every acidic concoction Daica has come up with so far, and can withstand extreme temperatures. 
 
    Slipping into the unexpectedly stretchy but nonetheless tight-fitting outfit, the dark elf prepares herself for battle. She's neither athletic, nor does she have experience with weapons, and her only saving grace is the surprise element of her curse. But it puts her in harm's way, which is why she turned out to be only a burden to Chloe at the academy. In the short exchange with Tamariki, she couldn't help either. 
 
    But with the concoctions created in her workshop and a set of miraculous delivery apparatuses also devised by Kleihn, Daica should now be able to fight alongside the others. 
 
    "Daica!" Suddenly, a familiar voice calls out to her from the door, and the dark elf spins around on the spot in the middle of dressing up. Since the bodysuit is tight-fitting, she has to be naked underneath it, so her upper body is on full display. "... what are you doing?" 
 
    "Kamii!" Dropping what she's doing, Daica runs forward but trips over her clothes. The little dark elf rushes forward and catches her with her left hand, propping her sister up with unexpected strength. "You are safe..." 
 
    "What are you doing here?" Helping her back to her feet, Kamii then asks as she looks about the cellar room. She takes in the sight of the shelves filled with all kinds of liquids and deduces that her little sister has been busy with alchemy again.  
 
    "You should put this on." Before responding to the question, Daica quickly hands her big sister a breathing mask to cover her nose and mouth with. Exitial is usually careful not to move too much, and her spores settle rather quickly. Still, it's best to be cautious rather than risk getting poisoned.  
 
    "We need to go." The myconid maid approaches them with several belts containing alchemical vials slung over one arm, and the parts that complete Daica's suit under the other. "The alarm has stopped." 
 
    It apparently means that all combat personnel has reached their designated positions. What comes after is a period of deafening silence, as everybody waits with bated breath for something to happen. It may be more nerve-wracking than hearing the bell ringing incessantly. 
 
    Daica quickly finishes putting on her suit. It covers every inch of her body except for her head, which is instead protected by a much more sophisticated gas mask than the one she usually wears. Looking through lenses made from those of a basilisk's eyes - remnants of the head that a maid bought at the market - the big dark elf appears ready for combat.   
 
    "So, why are you here?" Kamii asks again as she was interrupted earlier. They exit the cellar room and run toward the stairs, followed by Exitial, who only needs to step once for every two of the little dark elf. 
 
    "I should ask you that." Daica frowns under the gas mask. The last time she heard from her was three moons ago. That was when she and human party had been locked in the dungeon of the castle in Kongenssoevn for breaking into the academy's basement.   
 
    "We were transported from our cells to the Dominion." The little dark elf explains to her younger sister. She then proceeds to give a quick summary of the events in the past three moons since their separation before returning the topic to her earlier question. "What about you?" 
 
    "On the morning after your disappearance, Chloe came back to us with Mithra. You know, the court magician." Daica finally begins, the mention of Chloe eliciting a surprised look from Kamii. 
 
    As they round a corner, the little dark elf nearly runs into somebody but performs a nimble sidestep while raising her cursed arm, poised to attack and defend at the same time. A towering woman with red skin and a pair of horns growing from her forehead looks down at her in curiosity. 
 
    "Oh, the cursed one." The woman is Tamariki, whom Kamii met many times in the Demon Mages Society at the Royal Academy. 
 
    "What are you doing here?" Furrowing her brow at what she was referred to as just now, the little dark elf asks with a hint of hostility in her voice. 
 
    "I don't know. Kind of lost my way. The castle is too big." Scratching the back of her head, Tamariki looks around with an exasperated expression. She either deliberately ignored Kamii's question, or really didn't understand what she was asking. 
 
    "Non-combatants should head for the inner sanctum." Exitial remarks, although her expression instantly shifts to one of doubt when she regards the towering woman's build.  
 
    "Where do combatants go?" Cracking her neck, Tamariki asks with a grin. 
 
    "W-we're heading for the entrance hall." Daica falls back into her usual stutter when in front of somebody she's not too familiar with. It means that she's feeling completely relaxed around Exitial even though the latter continuously expels toxic spores.  
 
    "No, you should not head for danger!" But the myconid maid protests the dark elf's decision to fight. 
 
    "You should go to the inner sanctum. I don't want to see you get hurt." Daica gently puts her hand on Exitial's arm and smiles at her - though the gas mask hides everything except for her amethyst eyes. Making a complicated expression, the myconid maid finally lowers her head. She said earlier that she wanted to come with her, but if they go to the large entrance hall, her only ability suitable for combat would be rendered quite ineffective. 
 
    Finally, Exitial reluctantly nods before wishing them luck. She turns around several more times while heading down the corridor away from them until she rounds a corner and disappears out of sight.  
 
    "So, are we going?" Tamariki's voice penetrates the silence, and the two dark elves look up at her. She doesn't seem too concerned about the state of emergency in the castle and only looks eager for a battle. 
 
    "You need to learn to answer the questions people ask you." Kamii remarks with a sigh as she shifts her gaze from the horned demon to her sister. 
 
    "Huh?" Blinking in surprise behind her gas mask, the big dark elf doesn't seem to understand. 
 
    "Come on, let's go already." With these words, Tamariki runs off. 
 
    "W-wrong way." Daica calls out to her and points down the corridor the red-skinned demon just came from. Turning on her heel, the latter runs past them and ahead on her own. 
 
    Being underground so far, they had yet to see the flying fortress that has arrived above Arkaim. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 96 - Demon Genocide
  
 
      
 
    Rolan stares up into the sky, his jaw opened at the sight of the floating mountain that casts its shadow over the city. An ominous pressure is weighing down on the people on the ground, manifesting as a deep rumbling sound that seems to reverberate inside everybody's ears.  
 
    He and the others made it to Arkaim around noon, entering the city unexpectedly easily despite looking clearly human. The Empire of Terminus had always used the word demon to refer to a homogenous people consisting of a few species with clearly inhuman attributes. But once inside, they found that many demons are almost indistinguishable from humans.  
 
    Then again, he should have known when he learned that Chloe Marcott is a demon. Even Sigurd was unable to tell despite having a seemingly supernatural sense for such things.  
 
    They have been walking the streets, waiting for a sign from the crone, or anything else that would tell them what they should be doing in Arkaim. But seeing the flying island, Rolan can only associate it with one thing. 
 
    "Is that Lord Creator Alkupera's sanctum?" He asks in wonder. The Stormcrow said that Runa would be here, facing the demon queen on her own, if he didn't come to help her. She's a champion under Alkupera, so the logical conclusion is that the island in the sky is his sanctum, and she's riding on it. 
 
    The massive form comes to a halt, and the demons standing in the streets look up in anxious anticipation. Nobody bears the hope that nothing will happen. The Dominion has been attacked by humans many times before, often with new inventions to give the latter an edge over the physically and magically more powerful, but numerically inferior demons. This could be just the latest human scheme. 
 
    Suddenly, countless figures spill from the edge of the flying island like water from an overflowing bowl. Hreidunn trains her eyes on them and gasps in surprise. 
 
    "They wear the armor of the gods!" The ranger exclaims with a sense of elation in her voice. The suits of armor engraved with the emblems of the gods are the trademark of the empire's Electi. This is their opportunity to get away from the Dominion and return to human lands. 
 
    "I see Alkupera's dot and orbit, Framtith's all-seeing eye... and Fatas!" Vigdis describes the emblems she sees before her eyes widen at the sight of pure white wings soaring above the Electi raining from the sky.  
 
    Everybody's eyes are glued on the several dozen Fatas, wielding spears of blinding light as they spread out from the flying island. The human soldiers float down toward the city in a controlled descent, various weapons at the ready. 
 
    "Champions!" Gram suddenly exclaims while pointing his hand. Unlike the uniform armors with only slight variations that the Electi wear, the champions of the gods have unique outfits matching their preferred fighting styles. There are several men and women who stand out among the rest. 
 
    "This is a full-scale invasion." As if only realizing now, Rolan exclaims. Even if the two nations are at war, Arkaim appears to only have a relatively small garrison despite being the capital of the Dominion. 
 
    The civilian population will be massacred with little in the way of opposition. Rolan's conviction won't allow him to stand idly by while it happens right before his eyes. In his view, demon children are as innocent as human ones, and those with no will to fight should not have to face the violence brought by indiscriminate warfare. 
 
    After they have lived among them for the past few moons, Rolan can say with confidence that demons aren't evil at their core. On their way to Arkaim, they were forced to rely on the goodwill of small villages and farming communes time and again. Their attitude toward strangers was on par with people from the Kingdom of Lares, even though they surely must have had their suspicions about them being humans. 
 
    Suddenly, a pillar of fire erupts above the city, followed by the sound of an explosion. It seems that the first champion has landed and is beginning their attack. Rolan turns to the others and exchanges a glance with them. 
 
    Gram's expression is filled with worry, and Sigurd looks troubled as well. Hreidunn averts her gaze, withholding her judgment of the situation. Her nephew and niece are torn between rooting for the human army and hoping that no innocent demons are killed - knowing that it's wishful thinking. 
 
    "We have to find Runa." The leader makes a decision. She's the reason they came all this way in the first place. 
 
      
 
    An army of humans is coming down on Arkaim. 
 
    Asoko went to the cellar to meet Kamii, only to learn that both she and Daica have left already. Thus, she ran back up the stairs just in time to see the Fatas and knights emerging from the flying fortress and descending on the lightly guarded city. 
 
    Since Arkaim is so far inland, a regular human invasion would have never been able to blindside the capital like this. The floating island camouflaged as a cloud is the reason the human army isn't facing a well-prepared city. 
 
    Fire is spreading as human knights can be seen fighting demons in the streets. Some among them seem capable of wielding powerful magic, as they throw spells left and right, devastating everything in range without discrimination. The civilian population is getting caught up in it as the soldiers are unable to respond everywhere. 
 
    A swarm of winged demons has taken to the skies to repel the Fatas, but it's clear that the white-feathered angels are incredibly powerful both in magic and close combat. Hestia is one of them, and she was the only one capable of damaging Kiamedras' scales after all. 
 
    "This is another fantasy trope ticked." Muttering to herself, Asoko makes her way back to the crisis conference room while resisting the urge to jump out of a window and fly down into the city to help. There's little she could do on her own when thousands of enemies are interspersed across the entire capital now. 
 
    Since she was reincarnated as a demon, she was bound to feel sympathy for her own kind over the humans either way. But seeing the despicable actions of the enemy soldiers, she can't help but think that they're the actual evil side. This always seems to be the case in fantasy novels where the protagonists are non-human. 
 
    And in all such cases, the evil humans make a move one would typically expect from the otherwise evil demons. This sneak attack on the defenseless civilian population is exactly one such move. 
 
    "Asoko!" Ninlil's voice suddenly calls out to her. As the former maid leader, the catgirl should know where to go when the alarm bells ring, but she seems to have been lounging around in the castle out of sight of most people. 
 
    However, gripped tightly in her right hand is a giant single-bit axe which she must have swiped from the armory in the confusion. It lacks any and all ornaments, the simple but heavy form looking like it was made purely for combat. 
 
    "O-oh, you want to go?" Taking a defensive stance, Asoko asks nervously. 
 
    "You dunce." Ninlil scolds her. "I came to find you. Rewera told me to stay by your side." 
 
    "Huh?" Blinking her eyes in bewilderment, the Crawling Chaos stares at the diminutive catgirl. "Why would you help me?" 
 
    "Stop flapping your mouth and come with me." Instead of answering the question, Ninlil gestures for her to follow. While she's wearing an outfit similar to the one in the academy, it sports a metallic sheen all over; maybe this is her equipment from when she was still the maid leader. 
 
    "Where are we going?" Not entirely convinced that the catgirl doesn't have any ulterior motives, Asoko stays on guard. 
 
    "To find Tamariki." 
 
    "Hey, I thought Rewera told you to stay with me." 
 
    "Yes, and by bringing you along, I'm fulfilling her request." Ninlil remarks sarcastically. She always seems to care about Tamariki to an almost obsessive degree. 
 
    "Do you know where she is?" Going along with her, Asoko asks with a furrowed brow.  
 
    "In the arena or the training hall." 
 
    Of course, where else could she be? 
 
    "Even when the alarm rang? Surely, the maids must have told her to evacuate." Scratching her head, the Crawling Chaos is skeptical about Tamariki being that much of a musclehead. If she's in the arena, she's most likely already fighting the invading humans, and if it's the training hall in the central section of the castle, the maids must have told her what's going on. 
 
    "Then, the entrance hall or the courtyard." 
 
    "Why there?" 
 
    "You think she'd go anywhere but in the direction of where all the fighting is likely to happen?" Ninlil doesn't even turn around when she poses this rhetorical question. 
 
    "Good point." Asoko replies with a sigh. 
 
    When they round a corner, they very nearly run into somebody. Ninlil nimbly avoids the crash, while the Crawling Chaos behind her manages to stop in time. Her eyes are instantly drawn to the voluptuous woman next to Tamariki. For some inexplicable reason, she's wearing what appears to be a latex gimp suit complete with a gas mask. 
 
    "Daica?" Tilting her head, Asoko looks through the lenses of the mask to see the familiar amethyst eyes. 
 
    "Mahkotoh!" A little dark elf suddenly pushes Tamariki aside with a crab pincer and exclaims. That must be Kamii, whom her other half has talked about many times during their journey through the Khurut Sultanate. 
 
    She was prepared to rush into Asoko's arms, but suddenly stops and tilts her head as a frown plays over her face. Then she turns to her little sister. 
 
    "Who is that?" The little dark elf asks, apparently having seen through the fact that the person before her is not the Chaos she knows. It would seem Daica didn't have time to tell her anything about Asoko's identity. 
 
    "I'll explain later. We need to find my mother." The Crawling Chaos suggests with a look out the window behind her, where the flying fortress looming over city is clearly visible. "We have to do something about this." 
 
    "Woah!" Tamariki remarks as she stares at the grim spectacle outside. It seems that she only now noticed the hard to miss floating mountain casting its shadow over the burning capital. Maybe they were in the inner parts of the castle or haven't looked out any east-facing windows until just now. "What are they doing?!" 
 
    Asoko learned since their first meeting that Tamariki has a strong sense of justice despite being a battle-maniac. Seeing the city attacked by a human army is stirring her anger even though she lived among their kind at the academy. Then again, she was mostly isolated, even from her fellow demons. 
 
    "I'm going!" With these words, the horned demon prepares to charge toward the window, definitely aiming to break through it and jump down into the city. 
 
    "Stop!" Ninlil, who barely reaches up to her waist, bars her way. 
 
    "Don't stop me!" Roaring at her, Tamariki's anger flares up. "They're killing civilians!" 
 
    "I know." Lowering her head, the catgirl grinds her teeth. Although she may have lived in the Kingdom of Lares for thirty years while predominantly surrounded by humans, she's still a demon. And since the kingdom is currently not part of the Alliance, the majority of the invading force must be from the empire. In other words, she won't hesitate to kill them to save her own people. "But we can't just go out there on our own." 
 
    Among the enemies are most likely many champions of the gods. Even Tamariki's cheat-like ability won't do her any good if she faces somebody who could potentially kill her in one hit. If the champions are powerful enough to make it into the history lessons, some of them may be capable of doing that.  
 
    "Then what?" The towering demon won't be persuaded so easily. 
 
    "Find my mother and ask her." Asoko chips in. She doesn't know what the best course of action should be in this situation, but as the demon queen who surely fought many battles, Pelomyx should know what to do here. "She said something about the Forerunners Chamber." 
 
    "I know where it is, but why would she..." Ninlil lowers her gaze in thoughtfulness. Then she looks up with determination once again. "It doesn't matter. Let's go." 
 
      
 
    Coming to a stop in the ash-laden streets of Arkaim, Rolan and the others nearly run into a melee between the human invasion force and demon soldiers.  
 
    In spite of the surprise attack, the demons have begun to consolidate their defenses. Many streets are barricaded, and others, where Chosen Knights aren't present, are deadlocked. This is the third such street embroiled in battle, and it seems that getting closer to the towering castle will become progressively harder. 
 
    "Shouldn't we... help?" Hreidunn asks while they run in the opposite direction of the battle. Due to the chaos, neither human nor demon troops seem to be paying any attention to them, so they still have the leeway to choose what to do. 
 
    "Help whom?" Gram asks in a grim tone as he nods at a group of human soldiers chasing after several non-humanoid demons. None of the latter look like soldiers, and while some may have claws and sharp teeth, they obviously have no will to fight. 
 
    "Dammit!" Rolan shouts in impotence. He would want to stop the empire soldiers if not for the fact that he has to get to the castle as quickly as possible. Ascertaining the safety of Runa comes first, even if he has to close his eyes to the massacre of civilians.  
 
    This is all wrong. 
 
    They enter an alleyway and round some crates stacked up high before very nearly running into a couple of green-skinned demons huddling together in fear. Their red eyes widen in terror as they seem to recognize the group around Rolan as humans. 
 
    "Shhh. We're only passing through." Gram quickly brings a finger to his lips to calm them down. Only now do they notice that the demons have a young boy squeezed between them as if to shield him with their bodies. How can the Empire of Terminus call these people pure evil when they can feel love and compassion, just like humans do? 
 
    Leaving behind the family, the human group quickly runs through the alleyway. They don't know the layout of the city, so all they can do is haphazardly try to find a route toward the castle. Sigurd's sense of direction aids them greatly, but it's only enough to find the way. His impeccable ears are unable to tell where battles are raging, as they're happening all around them.  
 
    They suddenly find themselves on a broad street, filled with carnage. 
 
    Rolan's feet come to a stop when he sees the Electi ahead of them slaughter every demon they come across. There are two Chosen Knights among them, who hurl destructive spells into windows without speaking any incantations. 
 
    It seems that with the help of those two, the empire has overcome the demon opposition and pushed ahead. Countless corpses are strewn across the ground where they have passed through. 
 
    Before Rolan lies a young girl with red skin and a single horn protruding from her forehead. A stuffed doll is just outside of her slack hand's reach, as she seemingly extended her hand in the last moment before the massive gash running from her shoulder to her hip claimed her life. Her empty eyes seem to be staring at Rolan, their unmoving gaze a silent reproach. His inaction allowed such a young soul to perish. 
 
    This isn't what he wanted to fight for. 
 
    Mustering all his willpower, the leader looks away from the all-too young and innocent corpse before him. But all across the street are bodies of dead demons, unarmed elderly, women and children next to the few that wielded weapons in their defense. All their gazes seem fixated on him in accusation, and he presses his eyes shut. 
 
    Suddenly, a high-pitched scream causes him to look up, upon which he sees three Electi entering a house of which they broke the door down just now. 
 
    As if that's the final push that brings Rolan's mind over the edge, something snaps inside him. Without a word to his companions, he runs toward the door with his hand on the hilt of Roshanee, dodging other soldiers turning toward him in surprise.  
 
    When he reaches the broken door, he sees one of the Electi in the process of pulling his spear from the chest of an unarmed man with gray skin and silver hair. With her back against a large wardrobe, a similarly gray-skinned woman is staring up at the two soldiers, who approach her with their swords poised to strike. Tears are streaming down her face as she flaps her mouth in hopelessness. 
 
    "Stop!" Rolan rushes forward and tries to shout, but the armor of the gods enhances the soldier's speed and causes him to move faster than he anticipated. The leader's eyes widen at the crimson bloom before him, as the innocent woman's blood is spilled. The lifeless body falls to the floor, never to rise again.  
 
    "Huh?" The other soldier turns around upon realizing that somebody just called out to them. Under the helmet, Rolan can see the man with the distinct face of a person from the empire. The expression he shows doesn't contain a hint of doubt in his actions. His companion turns around as well after pulling his sword out of the woman's chest.  
 
    "Who are you?" The Electi with the spear, who killed the woman's husband earlier, asks in a markedly unfriendly tone. It seems that he recognizes Rolan as a human, but he has judged by his shabby clothes and banged-up breastplate that he's not one of them. There should be no reason for a human to be in Arkaim at this time unless they're traitors. 
 
    "Mama!" A young boy suddenly emerges from his hiding place inside the large wardrobe. His felled mother had tried to defend it to the last before being so mercilessly cut down. 
 
    The soldiers are surprised, but react incredibly quickly; both the sword and axe wielders immediately turn around to swiftly behead the boy. But this time, Rolan is faster. 
 
    Drawing Roshanee, he leaves behind a blinding streak of light that runs through the gaps between the two soldiers. In the blink of an eye, both Electi are disarmed, as their weapons are cut into pieces. Keeping the glowing sword in his hand, he stands between the two humans and the demon boy with a determined expression. 
 
    The two men look at the hilts of their weapons with dumbfounded expressions. Both the sword and the axe looked enchanted, so a regular sword shouldn't have been able to leave even a scratch on them. 
 
    "What are you doing?" The man with the axe growls as he drops the broken handle to draw his sidearm. 
 
    "No, what are you doing?!" Rolan shouts at him and covers the demon boy. "Can't you see that these are innocent civilians?" 
 
    "What?" Through the visor of the helmets, he can see both Electi stare at him in incomprehension with their eyes wide open. 
 
    "Innocent civilians? Those are demons - the enemy." The one with the spear states, showing that he feels neither remorse nor apprehension at killing a defenseless family. "If you're defending them, you're an enemy as well." 
 
    With these words, he springs into action and charges with his spear aimed at Rolan. But suddenly, Gram crashes into him from the side shield-first and sends him flying into the dining table, breaking it in the process. Since the Electi are wearing heavy armor blessed by the gods themselves, he's unhurt. 
 
    "I thought we were better than this!" The big man roars, a desperate look on his face. It causes the men from the empire to flinch. "Who are the real demons here?!" 
 
    "What do you-" The soldier nimbly stands up from the remains of the table, only to stop when he sees Vigdis entering after Gram with her staff raised. The sapphire in its tip is glowing. "Wait-" 
 
    "Galeos Submersos!" With a swing of her staff, she completes her spell and summons a sphere of water inside the man's helmet. Taking off his helmet and grabbing at his face, he tries to remove the water sticking to him. 
 
    "That's enough." Hreidunn calls out to her niece. She was reluctant before, but she can no longer avert her eyes from the truth that the actions of the humans are wrong here. Still, she can't have Vigdis harm an Electi. 
 
    At her aunt's words, she draws back the staff and cancels the magic, causing the water to flow down into the soldier's armor and drenching him completely. Gasping for air, he spits out water before glaring up at the group of newcomers. 
 
    "What's wrong with you?" One of the two near Rolan points at the water mage. "Why are you attacking us to save a demon?" 
 
    "The fact that you do not understand why is the very reason." Sigurd enters the house as well and glares at the two soldiers. It's rare to see him look this angry, but coupled with the crossbow trained on them, he makes for an intimidating appearance. After all, steel bolts were explicitly invented to pierce armor - and even those blessed by the gods may be punched through at this range.  
 
    Rolan takes his opportunity to walk past them with the demon boy in his arm. He's shivering after witnessing the death of both of his parents, and can only cling to the one person who came to save him. The leader knows that saving this one boy cannot atone for his inaction so far. But now that he has made this move, he will try to save even more.  
 
    They quickly exit the house and back out onto the street, where the advancing soldiers have moved further ahead while pushing toward the barricaded defenders down the road. Thus, nobody is nearby to notice that he's carrying a demon child in his arm. 
 
    Leif, who stayed outside all this time, stares at Rolan with round eyes. He didn't expect him to defy the Electi and champions of the gods - and in extension, the gods themselves - to save a demon. His eyes are swimming as he tries to think of the consequences that may befall them all.  
 
    "You're safe now." The leader turns to the boy and assures him in an attempt to take his mind off the horror he just lived through. He realizes that his own voice is a little shaky. Whether that is from suppressed anger at the despicable attitude of the humans or realizing the gravity of his own irrevocable actions he doesn't know. 
 
    Aside from his silver hair and gray skin, the demon child looks no different from a human one. His green eyes look up into Rolan's, then he averts them again as he looks at the corpses littering the street outside the house. 
 
    "No, don't look." Turning the boy's head away, the leader quickly spares him the view. "I'm Rolan. What's your name?" 
 
    "I-" Just when the boy opens his mouth to reveal two rows of sharp teeth, a bolt of light pierces his forehead and leaves behind a sizzling hole near the center of it. He slumps in Rolan's arm lifelessly, dead in an instant.  
 
    For a moment, he stares at the demon child with his mouth hanging open, unable to process what just happened. But then the realization washes over him in a wave of horror. He spins his head around to see where the attack came from. 
 
    "I made it in time." A woman in a layered white and beige dress with golden embellishments is floating in the air a short distance away. She has long black hair that reaches the base of her back threaded through a hole in her golden ceremonial helmet. Her pale complexion and drooping green eyes make her look sleepy. But coupled with the nonchalant smile on her thin lips, she appears insidious instead. 
 
    A staff with a headpiece in the form of a large open eye made from gold rests in her hands. It marks her as an adherent - and most likely a champion - of Framtith, the Guide of Tomorrow. 
 
    "It tried to bite you just now." She's referring to the child as if it was an animal, not a hint of remorse in her voice. 
 
    Floating down near them, the woman remains half a step above the ground to avoid getting her robes dirtied in the puddles of blood that have formed in the streets. Behind her, a trio of what appears to be Chosen Knights in unique suits of armor follows her closely. A squad of Electi is following them, waiting for orders. 
 
    It would seem that she's somebody important even among the champions, possibly even the principal follower of the goddess Framtith. 
 
    "Lady Precanta, the road to the castle is clear." One of the three Chosen Knights, a woman with white hair and translucent ice-blue eyes, who wields a staff with a ring headpiece, steps forward and addresses the woman in the robes. 
 
    "Precanta?" Sigurd suddenly mutters in shock, but the ephemeral-looking champion trains her piercing eyes on the bard. 
 
    "You are in the presence of Lady Precanta. Kneel!" She orders in a commanding voice that stands in sharp contrast with her almost sickly appearance. 
 
    "Now, now." Raising a hand, Precanta calms her down. Bowing her head, the Chosen Knight steps back in line. "It is my first time appearing before a person from the Kingdom of Lares. They do not adhere to all of us, as regrettable as that may be, so they surely have never seen a statue of me." 
 
    "Who are you?" Rolan suppresses his anger and asks, not genuinely interested in learning her identity. He just wants her to formally introduce herself so that he knows whom to direct this seething rage at.  
 
    "You may know me as Framtith." She replies with a widening smile that causes a shiver to run down the leader's back. Her sleepy eyes remain cold, not a hint of warmth in their green glint. "And you are Rolan Helt, the one destined to become the hero of this age." 
 
      
 
    Asoko and the others are in front of the Forerunners Chamber, into which her mother seems to have retreated while leaving the city to fend for itself. Mithra appears to be standing guard outside, and he's now listening to the Crawling Chaos argue at him. 
 
    "Why isn't mother coming out?" She shouts, hoping for Pelomyx to overhear it on the other side of the door. 
 
    "She is convening with the spirits of the previous kings and queens." Replying in a level tone, the court magician doesn't let Asoko's emotions get to him. 
 
    "I don't understand what there is to convene with spirits about!" Shaking her head before grabbing the mage's dark blue robes, she shouts at him. "If you won't open the door, I'll go in myself." 
 
    But before she can make good on her words, a differently-pitched bell from the previous alarm, which had stopped a while ago, suddenly begins to ring in the castle. Mithra and Ninlil are the only two who understand its meaning, and the latter's ears prick up. 
 
    "The front gate has fallen!" She explains with a deep frown. 
 
    "Please head for the entrance hall." Mithra requests of the former maid leader. "If the enemy was able to break through the defensive line composed of the kirali guards, they must be elite indeed."  
 
    "And what about you?" Asoko glares at the court magician. Judging by his title, he should be the most powerful mage present, aside from maybe her mother. Of all people, he should be there to join the battle or at least guide it.  
 
    "I will protect Her Majesty until she emerges from the Forerunners Chamber." Nodding while leaning on his staff, Mithra replies in his ever-neutral tone despite the overt hostility the princess showed him just now. 
 
    "We will split up then. Tamariki and I will go to the courtyard. You bring Miss Kamii and Lady Nightwane to the inner sanctum." Ninlil makes the decision on her own, but Kamii steps forward and raises her crab pincer. 
 
    "I will fight." She hasn't been training for nothing. 
 
    "So will I." Daica has removed her gas mask and announces with a determined expression. She even seems to have forgotten her stutter despite being in front of so many people she isn't exactly close with. Maybe that gimp suit with tubes running across its surface is the reason for her newfound confidence.  
 
    "Then stay by my side." Asoko lays down the condition. She hasn't had the time to explain who she is yet, but it seems that Daica has at least convinced Kamii that this other Chaos is trustworthy. "No running off on your own."  
 
    With these words, she leads the group away from the Forerunners Chamber. At the corner of the corridor, she glances at Mithra one last time, as he remains before the metal door unmoving like a faithful watchdog. 
 
    They wordlessly make their way down the stairs and toward the entrance hall. There are several entry points to the interior of the castle, but aside from the main gate, all others are well-hidden. Therefore, the human troops can only make a frontal assault, unless they have somebody helping them on the inside. 
 
    No demon would collaborate with an army hellbent on the eradication of every last one of them, so the defensive line in the entrance hall should keep them in a bottleneck. The possibility that the enemy could break through as quickly as they have through the kirali warriors is nil.  
 
    But that thought is why they're taken by complete surprise when they round the corner to the corridor leading toward the throne room and find combat maids fighting human soldiers. Asoko instantly recognizes Yrushi's red cap and sees Amerega among those in the back. She's casting melded spells from the water and wind elements she commands to slow down the movements of the enemies.  
 
    The maids are quality over quantity, amounting to only a dozen who barely hold the line against a numerically far superior enemy force. But the humans appear to be elites as well, their uniform equipment belying their individual skills. 
 
    So far, only two of them have fallen, blood visibly seeping out of the holes in their visors as they lie on the ground. The maids are in a desperate struggle as they threaten to be overwhelmed. Yrushi, a melee specialist, is already bleeding from many small cuts all over her body. And even her oversized weapon is unable to damage the heavy armor of the enemies. 
 
    Without needing to say a word, Asoko's group springs into action all at the same time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 97 - Rise of the Rangatira
  
 
      
 
    "I miss you so." Pelomyx sits on a bare obsidian throne and extends a hand toward the towering spirit of her late husband, Aldeath Rangatira. He returns her gaze with a smile but doesn't speak. Then he turns his head to regard the other spirits floating in the otherwise empty circular hall. 
 
    The Forerunners Chamber is a barebones room with no decorations on either the floor or the walls, with pillars holding up the ceiling steeped in darkness. The throne at the center lacks all ornaments and appears to have been cut from a single boulder of onyx. 
 
    Only the reigning monarch of the Dominion may sit in it. Upon doing so, the spirits of the previous generations will visit them. They're aware of the goings-on in the present and provide counsel or shower them with ridicule if they find one's rule lacking. 
 
    "But this is a poor representation of you." Stopping short of touching the ethereal form of her husband, Kuroe Yumiko balls her fist. Aldeath's spirit flickers out along with those of the others, leaving her alone in the dark chamber. Then, holographic screens begin to appear all around her, displaying various moving images that show the interior of the castle. 
 
    The main gate was broken down by a young female mage who cast a type of magic she has never seen before. At least not in this world. It reminded her of something she has seen in one of her daughter's beloved movies. 
 
    It was plasma, cutting through steel like a hot knife through butter. She had to watch a dozen kirali guards get cut down by it as well before the spell dissipated. It created an opening that allowed the Electi to break through the defensive line in the courtyard. 
 
    The battle in the entrance hall has already been lost. The few remaining kirali guards made sure to hold the enemy back long enough for the girls to survive. That way, the maids sustained no losses during their retreat. Still, many are injured and won't be able to continue fighting.  
 
      
 
    Even with all this, Pelomyx instead has her eyes on three intruders who entered the castle by other means around the same time as the front gate fell. Since it's still bright outside, the gargoyles of Arkaim aren't active yet, allowing the Fatas to dominate the skies. Although there are flying demon soldiers in the city, few of the maids are among them, which created a blind spot above the castle. These individuals used that blind spot to descend from the flying fortress directly into the castle grounds. 
 
    One of them is heading for where her child is helping the maids defend the main corridor of the right wing. Another is heading toward the inner sanctum. 
 
    The third has disappeared from all camera feeds and must be well aware of the surveillance capabilities of the castle. That's the one Pelomyx is especially looking out for, hoping to catch a glimpse of their towering cloaked form.  
 
    "Your Majesty." Mithra's voice echoes in the silence of the Forerunners Chamber. Looking up, she sees her court magician standing before her while leaning on his staff as usual. "They are in place." 
 
    "What about Rewera?" Waving at the holographic screens, Pelomyx flips through different cameras to find the entrance of the inner sanctum. She ordered the maid leader to stay there and defend the non-combatants in case the invaders make it into the castle. However, only a group of combat maids are guarding it, and Rewera is nowhere to be seen. 
 
    "She has left her post with a group of maids." The court magician replies, no hint of an emotion in his voice. 
 
    "Damn." Balling her fist, the demon queen grinds her teeth. "Why are these children all so eager? Maybe I should have been colder toward them." 
 
    "It is what it is. Please prepare yourself." Mithra raises his staff and points at the feed showing the entrance hall. It displays six humans who appear out of place with their dirty and cheap-looking clothes among all the shiny armors of the Electi. They run up the stairs toward the right wing, accompanied by two dozen Electi and one Chosen Knight. It seems that they are of particular importance to the human side.   
 
    The floating woman staying behind while flanked by a Chosen Knight on each side suddenly looks straight into the camera as if aware of its position. Her drowsy eyes belie the sinister glint in them, as she smiles for a moment before turning around and raising her staff to give orders. 
 
    "I wonder whether or not she is aware of her role in all of this." Pelomyx leans back on the bare throne with a scoff. She knows very well that the woman is the Guide of Tomorrow, the goddess of future and fortune. "It would be ironic if she were not." 
 
    "You may rest assured that none of them know." Replying with a rare show of emotions, Mithra employs a warm tone. He seems to glean something in the queen's gaze and tilts his head slightly. "Are you worried about her?" 
 
    Pelomyx lets her eyes wander to the screen with her daughter bursting out into her true form and charging into the Electi. Ninlil and Tamariki are both there, and only four Chosen Knights stand on the enemy side, so they should be able to handle it. Even the two dark elves are doing their part. 
 
    "I am. About all of them." Extending a hand toward the screen, she replies truthfully. 
 
    "They have nothing to worry about, Your Highness." Mithra turns his head away at these words. "The first will arrive soon." 
 
    At these words, his form distorts as if being pulled toward a point in the center of his chest. It creates a vortex that draws his entire body in. Then he disappears, and reality snaps back into place without making a sound. 
 
    With a wave of both her hands, the holographic screens filling her field of view disappear. Their absence steeps the room in a twilight created by the luminescent lines running across the floor in a radial pattern around the throne. Looking up at the distant ceiling, Yumiko heaves a long sigh. 
 
    Then Queen Pelomyx lowers her gaze, gathers her feelings, and looks at the door, focused and ready. 
 
      
 
    Rolan and the others feel out of place among the Electi, who appear to be guarding them. That sense of alienation is exacerbated by the earlier incident with the innocent demon family, so there's an air of animosity looming over the group. 
 
    The only reason the imperial soldiers haven't tried to apprehend them yet is that Framtith, the Guide of Tomorrow, marked Rolan as a hero of this age. Throughout history, there have been a few such people, each one of them performing feats worthy of song. Gulbrand, Lord of the Forge, was one such person. 
 
    According to the goddess of time, his future actions supposedly raise him into the ranks of these outstanding individuals. 
 
    But unlike what the group intended, they're now being protected like people of great importance, surrounded by two dozen Electi led by one Chosen Knight. They started with far more, but many split up from them during their advance through the castle to keep their path of retreat clear. 
 
    After all, the objective today doesn't seem to be the total subjugation of Arkaim, the capital of the Dominion, but the death of Demon Queen Pelomyx. At this point, it has become impossible for Rolan to say that he doesn't want any part in it. Killing the queen will lead to the deaths of countless innocent demons. But he will surely be attacked by the Electi or even the Chosen Knights if he were to refuse outright.  
 
    "What should we do?" Gram asks the leader in a whisper. He and the others all agree that killing demon civilians is wrong. With the demon queen gone, it will not only directly cause the deaths of those who rely on her corruption to live but also open the Dominion to an unstoppable invasion. 
 
    "I don't believe for a moment that I'm absolutely needed, but if Lady Framtith can be believed, then I'm the key to killing Queen Pelomyx." Rolan replies in a hushed tone. Just then, Sigurd suddenly strikes up a conversation with Hreidunn while gesturing at a painting on the wall they're about to pass by. He knows that the leader is about to say something the Chosen Knights and imperial soldiers around them shouldn't hear. "I will try to talk to her." 
 
    "Do you think it will be that easy? In her eyes, we're just humans who have come to kill demons. And we're with them." The big man glances at the ephemeral Chosen Knight leading the way. Her name is Numeria, Knight of Mirrors, and she appears to be Framtith's principal champion and personal aide. 
 
    Rolan has been agonizing about this matter as well. Why should the demon queen be willing to talk to humans who have slaughtered her people in the streets and then broken into her castle? Making her listen by force could work, but that's not a reasonable basis for negotiations.  
 
    As the group thinks hard, they come upon a barricaded area beyond which a dozen female servants wielding various weapons and staves are gathered. Many of them look obviously inhuman, but even Rolan can tell that they seem to have been chosen for their beauty.  
 
    "Do not underestimate them." As if having read his mind, Numeria bangs her staff on the floor and speaks in a chastising tone. But when he looks at her, he sees that she was addressing all of them. 
 
    Right then, many spells fly toward them from across the barricades. Gram prepares to jump to the front and use his shield to block those heading straight for them, but the Knight of Mirrors angles her staff and points the ring at the approaching magic. 
 
    The entire corridor before them suddenly flashes as if a glass window was moved in place. Then the enemy spells hit the transparent barrier and are flung back to their casters. The demon servants quickly gesture with their catalysts as if to dispel or redirect their magic, but the spells appear to be out of their control. Others who haven't cast a spell react by erecting barriers to defend against the reflected magic. 
 
    At that moment, everybody understands why Numeria has her title. She didn't have to chant anything and was able to throw several spells back at their casters without any effort. Her mirror was able to fill the whole corridor, so maybe she can cast it over an even bigger area when there's enough space. It would be able to single-handedly shield an entire company of soldiers from enemy magic.  
 
    Out of the two dozen Electi that are with them, half charge toward the barrier, six of them forming a wall of tower shields in the front. Not in the least slowed down by the demons throwing their magic at them, they reach the barricades and fall onto one knee. The six following closely behind them unhesitatingly jump onto their shoulders, then use the edges of their shields as another step, before leaping over the spiked barricades and straight into the ranks of the demon servants. 
 
    Among them are not only mages, though, and a fight to the death begins. It looks like an even battle, but Numeria gestures for the rest to take this opportunity to advance on the enemy. With their numerical advantage, they will soon overwhelm the defenders. 
 
    "You need not participate." The Knight of Mirrors shoots Rolan and the others a cold glare, knowing their lack of resolve. The leader stares at the servants fighting the human soldiers and agonizes over the choice he has to make. Sitting back and not helping either side will only increase the casualties.  
 
    He does think that demon civilians are equal to human ones, but those who choose to participate in war should be prepared to die. In that sense, the servants aren't civilians who have taken up arms in desperation but are clearly organized soldiers. 
 
    "I do." Rolan finally announces before walking forward and drawing Roshanee, its blinding light announcing that he has found his resolve. 
 
      
 
    Asoko is enraged. Yrushi lost her left arm from a sneaky enemy wind spell and was subsequently stabbed through the stomach by her direct opponent. Even though she was right beside her, she was unable to protect the maid.  
 
    Ninlil and Tamariki have been fighting with the other maids in mind, but even though she's the princess, she has let her physical superiority over the humans get to her head. Somebody else had to pay for her mistake. 
 
    Thus, she's making up for it by charging straight at the enemy's backline consisting of two Chosen Knights. Even though they don't speak any incantations, they still need to concentrate for a moment before unleashing their spells. It gives Asoko enough time to interrupt them by flinging one of the soldiers at them.  
 
    Tamariki is facing a towering man in a suit of armor that leaves not an inch of skin exposed. The incredibly thin visor on his dome-shaped helmet makes it nearly impossible for anything to find its way inside, either. Even the horned demon's punches are unable to dent his rune-inscribed armor that looks different from the other soldiers. He must be one of the Chosen Knights. 
 
    Ninlil is bouncing around with her heavy weapon as if it doesn't weigh a thing. Using pivots and leverage to her advantage, she spins through the air, swings the axe in overhead arches, and barely even touches down on the ground anymore. Even though her weapon is this huge, it doesn't seem enchanted. While it does dent the armor of the gods, it's unable to strike down enemies decisively. 
 
    On another front, Kamii is holding her own, weaving in and out of the battle with her dagger while acting as if her crab arm is only dragging her down. She scores several hits with it, which appear to have been accidental. It causes all the soldiers facing her to begin thinking that she's an easy target.  
 
    That's when she finally shows the power of her cursed arm. With overwhelming force, she hammers her first target into the ground with a swing that has been charged to the eighth hit. Taken by utter surprise, the next opponent is slammed into the wall with his armor and body bent at the stomach. Using the momentary horror, Kamii crushes two more soldiers before they're able to take their distance, and her combo ends.  
 
    Daica has been staying in the back and wields what appears to be a compact repeating crossbow. Her weapon is too small to utilize regular bolts that could pierce armor. Instead, it's used to deliver small vials of chemicals, which shatter on impact. With unexpectedly practiced movements, she changes the tip of her small bolts between shots depending on the enemy she's facing. 
 
    So far, she has killed the second most of the human soldiers after Asoko. Since her alchemy is based on chemistry rather than magic, the blessed armor of the gods is rendered useless before her. The vials, filled with simple explosive concoctions, sticky liquids that harden almost instantly on exposure to the air, and acid that corrodes even steel armor in an instant, make her a difficult opponent to deal with. 
 
    Her only drawback is that she will run out of ammunition eventually, but her belts are still filled with plenty of vials for the time being. Thus, they not only hold the line but are able to push the invaders back ever so slightly. 
 
    Still, the fact that so many enemies can come up here means that the city outside has completely fallen. And if enemies can make it all the way here from the entrance hall, then they may have reached the inner sanctum as well. Hopefully, the combat maids defending that place are holding out. 
 
    Suddenly, a freezing wind billows across the corridor that sends a shiver down everybody's spines. Only Asoko, in her Crawling Chaos form, doesn't notice it and continues to fight. But when the soldiers fall back and open up their lines to reveal a newcomer among them, she stops for a moment. 
 
    That person appears to be a boy in his mid-teens - somebody one would barely consider an adult in many parts of this world. Wearing a long-sleeved sweatshirt with light blue trim, and light blue long pants, he looks somewhat anachronistic in this otherwise medieval world.  
 
    He's slightly shorter than Daica, but his presence is far larger than life. After all, his snow-white skin and ice-blue translucent hair emanate billowing frozen mist. Upturned blue eyes and short furrowed eyebrows seem to make up his regular expression. Despite giving off a relaxed atmosphere, it appears that he regards the world with a skeptical outlook. 
 
    "You." He calls out to Asoko in a cold tone. She's not currently using her true face, as she knows that it has friendly fire enabled. But it also means that people can look at her without being overwhelmed by dread. But it allows stronger-minded people to disregard her fear-factor completely, of whom this individual appears to be one. "You're the spawn of Pelomyx, right?" 
 
    "How could you tell?" Asoko replies in a sarcastic tone, her otherworldly voice causing everybody in the vicinity to shrink back - including the maids behind her. 
 
    "You're not much." Staring straight into her blank face, the newcomer comments without changing his expression. The Chosen Knights and human soldiers near him all flinch at this assessment as if he just said that they're incompetent for being unable to overcome such a weak opponent.  
 
    "Let's go then!" The Crawling Chaos pumps her tentacle muscles and roars her challenge. 
 
    Right at that moment, Tamariki, who seems to have broken free from her Chosen Knight opponent, runs past her and charges straight at the icy boy. Maybe her instincts tell her that this is a powerful opponent, or she's just taking the opportune moment of inattention to attack first. Despite being the muscle type, she's not at all honorable, unlike one would expect from a person who seems to be living by running at everything straightforwardly. 
 
    The boy in white and blue doesn't seem to react at all while the soldiers around him spring into action. However, Tamariki is incredibly fast and reaches him before anybody can stop her. Her fist goes for his head, but she suddenly draws back as if she was scorched by fire.  
 
    It seems that her instincts were right, as the mist emanating from the boy has gathered into a spherical shape with him at the center. Only then does Asoko notice that Tamariki's forearm has turned an icy blue. The same has happened to parts of the human soldiers within the area of that sphere.  
 
    "L-Lord Gelidus... why?" One of the Chosen Knights asks in a strained tone, as nearly half of her body is frozen. Her sleek armor is covered in ice crystals, and the body underneath it must be even worse off. 
 
    "Who asked you to defend me?" The boy named Gelidus replies with a rhetorical question delivered in a tone as icy as his aura. He shows neither gratefulness for their attempt to help him, nor sympathy for freezing them. 
 
    But at his words, the other soldiers quickly get back in line, leaving the half-frozen female Chosen Knight to her fate, as her eyes roll back in their sockets before she faints. She falls over, and the sound of something shattering comes from inside her armor. Part of her body must have broken. 
 
    "Gelidus..." Ninlil mutters with wide-open eyes. "Winter's Frost." 
 
    It's the god of winter and ice, dwelling in the northern parts of the Kongensgrad as king of the frost giants. In the Kingdom of Lares, he's known as Rimfryst. 
 
    Tamariki's frozen arm begins to glow from the inside before color returns to her skin. Opening and closing her fist repeatedly, she checks to see that everything is back in order again. At that sight, Gelidus glares at her as if having recognized an enemy.  
 
    "You are a Rangatira." His frown grows deeper at these words. That's the family name of Demon King Aldeath. 
 
    "And you're a god." Shrugging, Tamariki covers her arms in flames. "What we are changes nothing about what I'm going to do to you." 
 
    As if to prove that she isn't afraid of his freezing field, she charges at him once again. 
 
      
 
    Lenoly follows Rewera and Lervia down the corridor leading away from the inner sanctum. The maid leader said that she heard the sound of fighting coming from the floor below them, so she wanted to go and take command of the combat maids there. She's worried that the battle may reach the Forerunners Chamber - and Queen Pelomyx. 
 
    "Is she still in there?" Lenoly asks, overtly wondering why the queen, said to be the most powerful leader in the history of the Dominion, isn't participating in the battle herself. 
 
    "Her Majesty has her reasons." Rewera replies without turning to look at the little bakari. She isn't running despite the gravity of the situation, maintaining a graceful demeanor. Still, each one of her steps is twice as long as Lenoly and Lervia's, so the two have to run to keep up with her. 
 
    "Does she even need protection?" The bakari maid asks but shrinks under the quick glance that Rewera shoots her. 
 
    "It is not up to us servants to judge whether or not the queen needs us. We are to serve her with all our being." She replies with such conviction that even Lenoly feels drawn in by those words. While she may be wearing a maid uniform she borrowed from Lervia, she's not officially employed as a member of the Maid Corps. 
 
    They descend the stairs and arrive in a straight corridor where spiked barricades forged from steel have been set up. Those are meant to funnel advancing enemies into a bottleneck behind which a dozen combat maids are waiting. On the other side, five people looking like Chosen Knights stand out among the Electi guards. 
 
    One of them is of towering stature, easily matching the maid leader's. However, his suit of armor lacks ornaments, featuring a plain breastplate and thick pauldrons, with a seemingly ragged ringmail underneath it. He emanates physical strength, but at the same time, he wears a gauntlet with a single large brown gemstone laid into its back. 
 
    "An earth mage." Rewera comments in a mutter when she sees it. Depending on his mastery - which can't be questioned considering he's a champion of the gods - he could easily bring the entire castle down on their heads. But the fact that he hasn't done so means that he doesn't want to incur any collateral damage among his fellow humans. 
 
    In other words, if he's the last one standing, he won't hesitate to let his magic run rampant. He has to be taken out first. 
 
    "Pushback into close formation." The maid leader shouts, upon which the maids in the front go on the attack. Surprised by the sudden foray, the Electi are forced back slightly. Taking that opportunity, the maids behind the spike barricades push them from their angled positions into a horizontal alignment.  
 
    The maids who forayed outside quickly fall back behind the barricades before they close entirely, barring the way for the humans. Those capable of magic among the demon maids immediately launch a barrage of spells over the wall, which are countered by shielding magic from the Chosen Knights just in time. 
 
    With Rewera taking command, the messy melee was instantly turned into a magical battle. But Lenoly wonders about the use of this stalemate. Time isn't on their side, as enemies swarming the city will converge on them once the outside has been brought under their complete control. 
 
    "Hold out until Her Majesty comes." But the maid leader announces, answering the silent question in the little bakari's mind. "Once she joins the battle, we will beat the humans back!" 
 
    The demons who don't have to concentrate on casting magic raise their weapons and cheer at this. The enemies on the other side of the barricades go silent at those words. They must have realized that Demon Queen Pelomyx hasn't made an appearance anywhere so far. 
 
    Lenoly raises her staff and joins the maid mages. She was a student at the prestigious Royal Academy, and she learned powerful fire spells that are amplified by the inborn magic of her people. While she may not be at the level of a double fire affinity holder, she's the closest one can get to it in terms of power. 
 
    "Explosion!" Swinging her staff forward, Lenoly unleashes the unique spell she and Chloe devised together. However, this particular one is aimed horizontally rather than vertically as she did when they fought Tamariki. The Electi jump out of the way when the ball of fire flies into their midst. 
 
    But the fiery explosion that should have swept through the corridor never happens. The flames that should have burst forward are all swallowed into the palm of a person standing where the Chosen Knights stood a moment ago. 
 
    It's a woman with fiery red hair and eyes who has barely reached her twenties. She appears to be wearing a tight-fitting bodysuit covered in a myriad of tiny rubies, their dazzling light shifting with every one of her movements. Walking forward with a measured step, she balls her hand with which she caught Lenoly's most powerful spell. 
 
    "That was weak. Bring your queen; I'm sure she can do better than this, at least." She says while gesturing at the maids with a bored expression. 
 
    "Are you a god?" Rewera asks while stepping forward. Lenoly stares up at her in utter surprise, then shifts her gaze to the woman in red. Only now does she realize that it may not even be a bodysuit but rather her skin. The high crystal-studded collar extends all the way up to her cheeks and seems to join her hairline at the temples seamlessly.  
 
    She doesn't look entirely human, and a demon wouldn't be standing on that side of the barricades. There are many more possible explanations, but Rewera's question doesn't sound far-fetched at all after the earlier display. 
 
    "Indeed. I am Fraglantia, the Bearer of the Flames!" With an unwavering smile, the goddess of fire introduces herself in an overbearing tone. Her hair bursts into red flames, and she steps forward to look at Rewera more closely. "And you are?" 
 
    "I am but a simple maid." Not at all intimidated by the revelation that one of the gods of the humans has appeared before her, the maid leader bows as if welcoming a guest. "Her Majesty is currently otherwise occupied, so you will have to make do with me." 
 
    Lenoly's jaw drops at Rewera's unwavering attitude despite facing a goddess.  
 
    "Everyone, back." Fraglantia's smile freezes before she orders the humans around her to retreat, who immediately do as they're told. "You will burn for making light of a god." 
 
    "I believe I have done no such thing." The maid leader raises her hands and takes a stance, remaining expressionless throughout her statement. Although she doesn't show it on her face, her actions suggest that she's confident in measuring up to the goddess of fire. 
 
    Fraglantia's whole body bursts out in flames, and her hair turns a bright yellow as she increases the heat. As if she's living lava, her form shines from the inside, and her eyes glow like two pieces of ember. A wave of heat rushes through the corridor like a physical wave, causing everybody to turn away. 
 
    Only Lenoly and Lervia, used to fire due to their biology, aren't affected. But Rewera doesn't flinch either and merely stands while waiting for the goddess to make the first move. The latter raises a hand and gestures at the maid leader, upon which a pillar of flames surrounds her. Roaring winds whip about everybody's hair as the heat threatens to overwhelm even the two bakari who stand the closest. 
 
    Balling her fist, Fraglantia dispels the fire, and from within emerges Rewera, her maid uniform gone, and her skin burned completely red. 
 
    No, her skin has turned red on its own, and her dark brown hair that was tied in a bun has opened and turned silver. Two horizontal horns have grown from her forehead, much like those of Tamariki. In fact, the body shape under her otherwise inconspicuous clothes is quite similar in muscle tone to the former demon student as well. 
 
    "You're a Rangatira!" Fraglantia exclaims when she sees Rewera's appearance. 
 
    "Yes. My name is Rewera Rangatira." As if having her real appearance seen compels her to reveal her identity, the maid leader calmly looks at the goddess of fire while making her statement. 
 
    Lenoly's jaw drops. The maid leader is King Aldeath's sister! But why would she become nothing more than a servant under Queen Pelomyx and even disguise her heritage under a plain human-like appearance?  
 
    Before an explanation can pop into the little bakari's mind, Rewera charges forward at blinding speed and delivers a devastating hook into Fraglantia's midsection. It takes the latter off her feet and propels her into the air, but whereas it looked like it should have sent her flying, she drops back down to the ground almost instantly. Her feet crack the stone as if she's incredibly heavy.  
 
    Not hesitating to make her next move, Rewera swings her left at the face of the goddess, but it's intercepted by the latter's palm. Looking up with a fired-up grin, Fraglantia appears to be genuinely looking forward to this battle.  
 
    "You'll be the warmup for the queen." She remarks while turning up the heat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 98 - Defenses Crumbling
  
 
      
 
    Although it seemed as if Tamariki was going in to attack Gelidus in a rush, she instead grabs him by the collar while ignoring the freezing field surrounding him. He doesn't even react, allowing her to throw him straight through a glass window before jumping after him. The red demon has realized that the maids will be caught in their battle otherwise, so she's moving to a place she knows is most likely devoid of demon presence. 
 
    Asoko looks outside to see the boy god slowing his fall before gracefully landing on the ramparts outside, across from the corpse-littered courtyard. Tamariki impacts the ground a distance away with far less grace, straightening her body and glaring at her opponent. 
 
    There are still Electi and a few Chosen Knights in the courtyard below them, and they quickly run up the stairs before coming up behind the towering demon. Without hesitation, they charge at her with their weapons raised. 
 
    "Stay out of this!" Gelidus suddenly shouts, causing the humans to freeze in their tracks. Looking past Tamariki to see their god and finding that he's serious, they stand down as they're told without daring to question his intentions. 
 
    "Stay here." Asoko turns to Kamii and Daica. Due to the god of ice's friendly fire, a few Electi and one Chosen Knight have been taken out of the battle. And the two dark elves already did their part in thinning their ranks earlier, so all that remains are a small force that won't be able to push forward anymore. 
 
    The Crawling Chaos jumps out of the window, but suddenly feels a pair of arms around her. 
 
    "Kamii?!" She looks over her shoulder in surprise to see that the little dark elf is sticking to her. It slows her momentum and causes them both to go into a three-story fall rather than the intended leap across the chasm to the battlements. Quickly turning her Crawling Chaos body on the spot, Asoko grows a pair of Fata wings and holds Kamii in a princess carry. It slows their fall enough to land in the courtyard below without harm. "That was reckless!" 
 
    "Don't leave me behind." Even though Kamii has identified Asoko as a different Chaos, she knows that her appearance being the same as her other half's can't be a coincidence. To learn what happened to the real Chaos, she has no choice but to stick with Asoko. And after having just met, she doesn't want to leave her side in fear that something will separate them for a long time. 
 
    "It's dangerous, though." Asoko folds her wings and pulls them back inside her body, revealing that a few dozen Electi in the courtyard are beginning to surround them. Pushing Kamii behind her, she faces them. 
 
    "What is this creature?" One of the men asks, visibly shaken by her appearance. She's still mostly in her true form except for the mask-like blank face, but they all saw her grow a pair of Fata-like wings. The discrepancy between her grotesque Crawling Chaos body and the pure white feathers seems to cause confusion. 
 
    "Stay behind me and don't look, Kamii." Asoko whispers to the little dark elf and gestures for her to stay put. She feels that the humans aren't giving her enough fear and respect, so she replies to their question about what she is by undoing the mask to showing her true face. "I'm your worst nightmare!" 
 
    In the next instant, several of them drop their weapons and scream in terror, others break down crying, and some turn tail to run away. A few of them charge forward in desperation, hoping to vanquish the horror before it destroys their minds. All of them will meet the same fate, regardless of their choice. 
 
    "Despair! Hahaha!" The Crawling Chaos roars before ripping through the senselessly attacking soldiers with claws at the tips of countless tendrils that find their way into the gaps between their armor pieces. 
 
    On top of the wall, Gelidus and Tamariki are staring each other down, oblivious of Asoko unleashing hell below. The Rangatira makes the first move by walking toward the god of ice, forgoing all strategizing, and simply aiming to give him a beatdown. On the other side, the boy in white and blue raises a hand and summons a spear of ice, which he shoots at the approaching demon. 
 
    Knocking it out of the way, Tamariki speeds up her steps. Gelidus then creates a whole array of ice spears around him and shoots them at her. She powers through them all, taking one in her shoulder but pulling it out and tossing it aside as if it's a minor nuisance. 
 
    "Is that all?" She asks while entering a full sprint. 
 
    "It is." He remarks quietly before closing his palm. All the ice spears that had been knocked away suddenly converge on Tamariki from all sides. However, the latter doesn't stop her charge and smacks the two coming straight from the front aside. Several pierce her back and sides, but she doesn't even flinch and reaches Gelidus. 
 
    For all his control over cold and ice, he doesn't seem to have any fighting experience. Looking up at the towering demon girl as she brings her fist down to crush him, he makes no move to dodge. But before the fist almost as big as his head can reach Gelidus, it slows down to a crawl and then stops entirely, as if the very air around him has been frozen. Tamariki tries to draw back, but her arm seems to be stuck. 
 
    For the first time, her expression changes to one of surprise. She lets flames burst out from her arms, but only the part inside the freezing sphere surrounding Gelidus doesn't create any fire. He raises a hand toward her stomach, but to his surprise, the demon suddenly chops off her own forearm and quickly takes her distance. 
 
    The bleeding stump bubbles and slowly grows out a brand new hand with slightly brighter skin color than the rest of her body. She quickly pulls out the icicles still stuck inside her back and sides one by one, upon which the wounds glow from the inside and close within moments as well. 
 
    "I should have known." Gelidus comments as he looks at the severed arm floating next to his head. Lifting his hand and plucking it out of the air, he glances it over from up close before tossing it aside in apparent indifference. "Why does he insist on making these, though?" 
 
    Tamariki draws a deep breath before spewing a burst of flames right into the god of ice's face. However, with a simple gesture, the fire turns into a cloud of frozen particles that dance in the air like dust in the sunlight. 
 
    But in the time he spent on that, the Rangatira has already clad herself in dark crimson flames that burn away her very clothes. Pumping up her body, she raises the intensity of the fire and grins at Gelidus, who responds to it with his unchanging frown. 
 
    Tamariki simply repeats her earlier punch aimed at the god of ice's face. This time, it seems to connect with him, but right at that moment, all the flames surrounding her body disappear as if erased. Then, the horned demon's movements come to a complete halt, and her body turns white as if covered in rime. 
 
    Gelidus looks at Tamariki without showing any feelings at having triumphed; it was an easy victory not worth noting for him. He then steps past her frozen statue and walks toward the soldiers, who cheer at their god's victory over a powerful demon. 
 
    That's when Asoko suddenly charges up the stairs and wreaks havoc among the unsuspecting cheering soldiers. His eyes widen when he sees her true face while she rips off a Chosen Knight's arm that was holding a staff. She then impales his chest with a spike composed of many tentacles. 
 
    Within moments, the two dozen Electi and two Chosen Knights are reduced to a bloody mess, their viscera blooming on the dark stone ramparts. Asoko's tall but slender form is unscathed, but she's covered in blood that seems to drip off of her in viscose droplets. She returns her face to a blank mask before facing the little dark elf coming up right behind her, who stares at the remains of the humans with an expression of concern. 
 
    "Creature!" Gelidus calls out to Asoko, who spins her head around in response. "Why do you not consume?" 
 
    "Rotten humans may upset my stomach." A voice that would grate even on a god's nerves replies in a nonchalant tone. In truth, she knows from her other half not to eat those who could cast magic inside her. While she very much doubts any of these are still alive, one never knows what traps humans could have placed on themselves. 
 
     The existence of explosive runes can't be ruled out when there are protective runes. 
 
    Asoko suddenly notices Tamariki's frozen form a short distance behind Gelidus. Even though she has no face, she appears visibly surprised to see that the Rangatira lost. Raising an arm to keep Kamii behind her, the Crawling Chaos lowers her stance. 
 
    "What have you done?" She asks, but it's not difficult to understand by seeing the result. 
 
    "I have cooled her head." Even though his expression doesn't change, it sounds like Gelidus is cracking a joke. There isn't much room for talk between the two anymore, so Asoko raises a tentacle hand to cast a fire magic spell at him. 
 
    "Grandor Mico Ignis Fortior!" She summons a ball of fire in front of the god of ice's face, which begins to expand. But he simply blows at it, upon which the heat dissipates without a trace. 
 
    Not at all discouraged, Asoko grows several mouths on her split tentacles, all casting the same spell at the same time. While doing so, she focuses her gaze on points in space all around Gelidus, where orbs of heat appear one after the other in quick succession. 
 
    Growing a shield of dragon armor from her arms, she covers the entire battlement to protect Kamii behind her before unleashing all the spells at the same time. 
 
    However, instead of an explosion, she only hears footsteps approaching her from the other side of her shield. Quickly undoing the transformation, she finds that the air is filled with cold mist - a result of Gelidus turning even fire into ice particles. 
 
    "If not fire, then how about this?" Asoko stomps on the ground and then raises both her arms. "In Gremium Terram!" 
 
    The stone of the rampart distorts before rising up as two slabs like a bear trap, aiming to flatten the god of ice between them. But he doesn't even stop to take note of the magic, as the slabs become frozen in space before crushing him. They're covered in rime as if even stone can be frozen by his aura. 
 
    "Pilos Aquos!" A thought comes to Asoko when she realizes that Gelidus simply freezes everything around him. A large sphere of water appears above him, upon which he looks up, raising his eyebrows in an expression of surprise for the first time. The water comes down on him all at once, the sound of instant freezing and ice cracking coming from where he stands before it all solidifies into a jagged ball. 
 
    "That's only a stopgap measure." It doesn't take much to realize this, and the Crawling Chaos thinks of how to put a definite stop to him. If he can freeze even fire and stop the movement of earth, what does she have that could hurt him? Would the dragon armor's magic resistance work against a god? No, even a Fata's magic was able to pierce Kiamedras' armor, and a god stands above angels. 
 
    A crack forms on the surface of the sphere, and Asoko stares at it wide-eyed. 
 
    "Come on, give me a bit more time..." She mutters with a wry smile. Then the ice shatters into a curtain of tiny particles, from beyond which Gelidus emerges. 
 
    How is she supposed to fight him? Maybe fire magic is simply not hot enough? There's a lower limit for coldness, but apparently no upper limit for heat. She only needs to find a way to offset his temperature by a large margin. 
 
    Then an idea forms in Asoko's mind. She has felt the plasma breath from Kiamedras first-hand. That must be way hotter than fire to be able to evaporate half her body rather than just burn it away. 
 
    But transforming into the full size of the elder dragon isn't an option on this relatively narrow wall, especially when Kamii is right behind her. Thus, Asoko turns her left arm into a miniature dragon head and neck, complete with the bony fins that ran down Kiamedras' back. 
 
    If Gelidus thinks something of that arm, he doesn't show it on his face as he continues to unerringly walk toward her. He can summon icicles to attack with from afar, but he most likely realizes that it would be useless against Asoko's malleable form. 
 
    With a thought, the Crawling Chaos gathers energy in the bony fins, which begin to glow blue from the inside just as it did for Kiamedras before firing his beam. It travels down the ridge and reaches the ones just behind the head, upon which Asoko unleashes a plasma beam at Gelidus. 
 
    But even then, he only lifts a hand as if to catch it in his palm. Upon contact, steam explodes from the area, reducing visibility to zero. Still, that doesn't discourage Asoko from continuing to fire the beam; after all, that steam could be a sign of the god of ice getting evaporated. 
 
    However, Gelidus suddenly emerges from within the steam and grabs the dragon head, which freezes over in an instant. 
 
    Cutting off her own forearm, Asoko stumbles backward in shock. Then she realizes that the freezing effect is traveling across her body. Her regrowing left arm petrifies, and she feels her unfathomable face become rigid as well. 
 
    "No!" Kamii suddenly shouts behind her, causing Asoko to change where she's seeing from to the back of her head. She does it just in time to see the little dark elf drawing her dagger and rushing forward. 
 
    The Crawling Chaos uses her still mobile right arm to grow out several tentacles that grab Kamii by the waist. Then, with the last of her strength, she flings her over the outer wall. 
 
    It's a nearly fifty-meter drop, but the walls are slightly angled, and there's shrubbery growing below. She might get injured from the fall, but that's better than being frozen to death here. 
 
    The last thing Asoko sees is Kamii's surprised expression as she disappears over the battlements. Then her mind freezes over. 
 
      
 
    Waves of heat assault Lenoly as she watches Rewera Rangatira exchange blows with the much shorter Fraglantia. Their fists connect with each other's rather than their bodies, and each impact creates an explosion of fire. 
 
    It's no longer a battle anybody else can interfere in. The humans have retreated further down the hallway, using their shields and magic to defend themselves against the heat coming from their goddess. On the other side, the maids are using similar means to not end up as collateral damage in this monumental fight. 
 
    "We need to get further back!" Lervia shouts over the sound of the colliding fists and explosions of fire. There isn't much space behind them to retreat to, as they're near the end of the corridor. They have another line of defense set up at the junction, but it would mean abandoning their current position to the enemy if the maid leader should be defeated. 
 
    No, Lenoly can't think that way. Even if the opponent is a goddess, Rewera is the sister of Aldeath, the man they said was close to a god himself. 
 
    Suddenly, the Rangatira's punch finds its way into her opponent's cheek, causing the latter to stumble backward. The hit forces her mouth open to reveal that the inside is glowing just like her eyes as if she's made of lava. It's unthinkable how hot she must be when touching her directly as the maid leader is doing. 
 
    Not letting up, Rewera chases after her and delivers a hook to Fraglantia's chin from below that causes her feet to leave the ground once again. But the goddess of fire really must be incredibly heavy, as she drops back to the floor with an audible impact. 
 
    Using the opening that Rewera's raised arm presents, Fraglantia delivers a blow to her midsection, which causes her towering body to bend sideways from the force. The place that was hit lights up brightly before the glow dies down again almost immediately. 
 
    "This ability of yours is quite unfair." The goddess comments in a voice that sounds like a raging fire as she looks up at Rewera with a wry smile. 
 
    "I was born this way." Recovering from the hit, she brings down a fist from above, which Fraglantia barely blocks with her elbow. With this, they return to exchanging blows at a speed even faster than before. 
 
    Lenoly exchanges a glance with Lervia and the other maids, who immediately understand what she wants to say. The way it looks, the battle between the two will only escalate further and further. Rewera may shrug off the attacks from the goddess of fire, but Fraglantia doesn't look like she's using her full power yet. Once she does, the whole castle could get burned down. 
 
    But what can they do against a god? They have a maid capable of water magic with them, but the immense heat would just cause any water to evaporate before even reaching Fraglantia. Both fire and wind are out as well, so only earth magic is left. 
 
    "Get Khuko!" Lervia seems to have come to the same conclusion. She gestures at Petrine, the werewolf maid, to run back to the perimeter before the inner sanctum. The gargoyle maid Khuko is stationed there. She's not the only earth mage in the Maid Corps, but the one closest to their location that they know of. 
 
    "No need!" Rewera suddenly announces, apparently having heard the bakari maid's order. It would appear that she understood what line of thinking led to them needing Khuko, as she suddenly steps back from the exchange of punches and stomps the ground. 
 
    From the ground below Fraglantia, a pillar of stone shoots up and slams into her stomach with enough force to propel her into the ceiling. For the first time, the expression on her face changes into one of surprise, as she seems to have had the air knocked out of her lungs. Of course, one has to wonder whether or not she even has any need to breathe when she's akin to living lava. 
 
    Rewera doesn't let up and performs another stomp while bringing a fist down from above. The pillar below the goddess of fire disappears, and another one grows from the ceiling that hammers her into the ground. Turning her hands as if holding an invisible ball between her palms, the maid leader once again casts a spell without needing an incantation. 
 
    The ground swirls around Fraglantia and quickly grows into a dome that covers her completely. She's buried alive in the blink of an eye, and all the heat in the air that radiated from her body disappears. 
 
    "You... you did it!" Lenoly raises her staff to celebrate, and the other maids follow her example. The human soldiers on the other side of the corridor stare at the mound into which their goddess has disappeared with wide-open eyes and slack jaws. 
 
    "It is not over." Rewera suddenly raises a hand and puts a damper on the premature celebration. As if these words were the sign, the dome of stone begins to glow from the inside. Then it starts to melt away under immense heat far beyond anything until now, which hits the maids like a physical wave. 
 
    "That's it!" Fraglantia emerges from the melting puddle of stone, her whole form glowing as hot as iron in a forge. Her voice sounds enraged, roaring like an out of control forest fire. "I'm evaporating all of you!" 
 
    Her whole body glows even brighter at these words, as she balls her fists in anger. The human soldiers behind her realize that they're going to be caught up in it if they stay here, and immediately run away with no regard for their honor. Dying to the fire of one's ally under these circumstances is definitely not honorable. 
 
    "Retreat!" Rewera shouts, but her voice is drowned out by the sound of the roaring heat that emerges from Fraglantia's glowing form, which almost resembles a miniature sun. 
 
    Lenoly's staff catches fire, and she realizes that her resistance to heat is already unable to keep up anymore before the goddess has unleashed everything. There's no way any of the other maids can survive this. They're all glued to the spot, unable to react to this overwhelming power. 
 
    Gasping in realization, Lenoly wants to shout for the maid leader to abandon them and save herself. She's the only one who was able to stand up against Fraglantia, so what even is the point in her sacrificing herself to save weak demons? 
 
    But just then, a shadow covers Lenoly and Lervia beside her, cutting off a lot of the heat that radiates toward them. The little bakari realizes that it's Rewera. A pair of mighty wings have grown from her back, which she uses to shield them. 
 
    Before anybody can find an answer to this vital question, light washes over them. 
 
    Where can they run to escape this? 
 
    However, before she can speak, the world around her vanishes in light. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 99 - To Dust
  
 
      
 
    An explosion rocks the ground under their feet, just as they reach a large circular corridor. Rolan stops and glances at Sigurd, but he shakes his head to signal that he can't tell where it came from as the sound echoes through the walls of the entire castle. 
 
    "Do not worry about anything else. Your target lies before you." Numeria points to the right path around the corridor as if she knows the layout of the castle. 
 
    She has been frowning ever since earlier when Rolan drew Roshanee to disarm the demon servants before knocking them out with the broad side of the sword. He even threatened to do the same to anybody who would kill the now defenseless demons and ordered them to bind their hands and feet instead. 
 
    His hands aren't clean of blood, but he will no longer stand by idly while letting unnecessary killing unfold. 
 
    Following Numeria's directions, they walk down the corridor until they come upon a closed steel gate covered in a relief showing numerous demons seemingly staring down whoever stands before them. The two wings seem to be seamlessly connected at the center, where a woman with long hair and a pair of twisted horns is standing with her arms raised. 
 
    "That is Demon Queen Pelomyx." Numeria points at the relief. This is the first time Rolan or any of his group sees an image of the demon queen, even though her existence has exerted so much influence on their lives. 
 
    The leader has decided to try speaking with her before letting a battle break out. To that end, he has resolved himself to draw Roshanee on the Electi and even Numeria, if he has to. He knows that after all the imperial soldiers and the champions have done to her people, she will most likely be enraged. But a part of him is even willing to offer up his own life in exchange for a peaceful solution. 
 
    The Chosen Knight raises her circle staff and points at the gate, which is blasted open by an invisible hand. Beyond it lies a circular room with dozens of mangled corpses strewn across the ground. Everything is illuminated by a ball of light floating above a staff held by a familiar person. 
 
    "Runa?!" Rolan exclaims, but his eyes widen as a black tentacle suddenly shoots out from the thick shadows surrounding her light and runs through her chest. At the same time, she loses control of her magic, causing the sphere of light to shoot upward instead of in the direction of the intended target. 
 
    The leader's mind goes blank as he draws Roshanee, practically zooming through space as he rushes to his beloved's side just as the ceiling above explodes from Runa's spell. He cuts the tentacle with a slash of his weapon and catches the half-elf as she falls. 
 
    When time seems to flows normally for Rolan again, he finds that only her left arm was pierced. Accompanied by the sound of falling debris, as part of the ceiling comes crashing down, he sighs in relief. 
 
    In the next moment, the daylight falling into the room from above reveals that the deeps shadows surrounding them are actually a mass of tentacles wriggling between the pillars. They appear to scatter in response to the light before and quickly rushing toward one point behind the elevated throne in the center of the room. 
 
    Then, the woman on the relief that he saw before entering rounds the throne with a cold expression on her face. She is the Cradle of Chaos, Demon Queen Pelomyx. 
 
    "So, it is you." She suddenly remarks in an almost motherly tone when she stops in front of the throne and looks down at Rolan, who's holding Runa in his arms while raising his glowing sword. Then she shifts her gaze to Numeria and the others, who just now run into the room. The Electi quickly surround the demon queen from all sides. 
 
    "Queen of the demons, we shall slay you here today!" Numeria announces, shattering Rolan's wish to try talking to Pelomyx first. With that announcement, the Electi draw the circle closed while raising their shields, waiting for her move. The many corpses of their comrades on the ground are indication enough that they're dealing with an incredibly powerful opponent. 
 
    "Wait, I-" The leader tries to mediate the situation, but Runa's voice pulls his attention down to her. 
 
    "Rolan... what are you doing here?" She presses out those words over the pain of the hole in her left arm. It's bleeding profusely and will require healing magic as soon as possible. 
 
    "I came to get you." He mutters, and for a moment, the world around them seems to grow quiet. Even as Gram rushes between him and the demon queen, even as Vigdis falls to her knees by Runa's side to cast healing magic on her, time seems to slow down just between the two of them. 
 
    But then, something impacts the big man's shield, blood spews everywhere, and courageous voices are silenced by slashing noises followed by dull impacts. In the next instant, silence reigns supreme. 
 
    Then, the big man suddenly collapses to his knees. His thick shield, capable of withstanding even Chandra's punches without sustaining a dent, is cut in two. Blood spurts out of his side despite the chainmail and gambeson he wears. 
 
    Hreidunn, who has remained by the pillars near the entrance, screams with a face filled with despair and motions to rush forward while dropping her bow, but Sigurd quickly grabs her arm to hold her back. Leif stands next to her, his blank eyes fixed on something beside Gram. 
 
    Rolan's gaze moves across the big man holding his side, then to the figure lying sprawled out on the ground next to him. Empty green eyes stare up at him, a trickle of blood running out of parted, breathless lips. Still clutched in her hand is a staff, a perfect cut having separated its top half from the bottom half that has rolled a short distance away. 
 
    And just like her staff, Vigdis' has been cut in two at her waist. The two parts lie next to each other as if placed that way on purpose - to show that she's irrevocably gone. 
 
    Runa's shriek brings Rolan back to reality, as he shifts his gaze to look at the one responsible for the death of his friend and comrade. Demon Queen Pelomyx stands at the top of the elevated platform in front of the throne, her hands raised slightly with the palms facing up. At around her chest level floats a ring made of countless sickle-shaped blades of darkness, signaling her readiness to attack again. 
 
    The leader is too focused on the demon queen to notice that every last Electi has been cut in half as well. Only Numeria was able to survive while sustaining a deep gash in her side by diving behind a pillar just in time. It seems Gram lived because the blade of darkness aimed at him came at an angle, so while it cut his shield without any resistance, it only hit his flank. It was the same blade that claimed Vigdis's life. 
 
    Rolan stands up with Roshanee clenched in his hand, glaring up at the demon queen. He now understands that this being is absolute evil, as the sinister grin splitting her face ear to ear seems to be filled with pure glee. Even though she looks humanlike enough, her expression is that of a monster. 
 
    In the next moment, Pelomyx looses another volley of her dark blades, and the leader spring into action at the same time. Shooting across the room with the Sword of Light, he cuts the black blades in his way before zooming up the platform and straight at the demon queen's back.  
 
    However, she suddenly turns around at the same speed that his enchanted sword gives him, and stares into his eyes with her bright yellow irises. She's beyond the level of even Chandra, who couldn't do anything against his speed when they last faced each other. 
 
    Twisting his body, he slashes at Pelomyx horizontally, only to watch as her upper half splits from her lower half along the trajectory of the sword. It reconnects right behind it, letting his weapon pass through her without causing any harm. He quickly draws back just in time to avoid getting pierced by a multitude of tentacles shooting out of her form, but they chase after him. 
 
    Drawing out all of his strength, he slashes every single appendage aiming for him at blinding speed. He may have gotten used to wielding Roshane, but not even training with Chandra has prepared him for this level of exertion. His arms are screaming at him as he continues to swing his blade without even thinking, letting only his survival instinct dictate his movements. 
 
    Suddenly, an arrow pierces Pelomyx through the temple, and she temporarily stops her assault to glance in the direction where it came from. Rolan doesn't need to see that it was Hreidunn, who has regained her composure after seeing her niece die before her eyes just enough to shoot her bow. 
 
    He takes that opportunity to charge forward while swinging Roshanee in a spiral of death, cutting a swath through the mass of tentacles before him until he gets right into the demon queen's face. Her eyes snap down to him despite his lightning-fast speed, and her face distorts into glee. 
 
    In the next moment, that face loses form and turns into a mass of wriggling tentacles. The same phenomenon spreads across her whole body like a ripple. She then draws back, causing his slash at her head to miss, and turns her entire form into their individual tendrils. 
 
    Despite the large hole in the ceiling, darkness seems to wash across the room as Demon Queen Pelomyx grows in size. Her anemone-like head remains at the center of a vortex of tentacles, an abyssal grin directed at him. 
 
    Suddenly, Rolan feels a presence behind him and spins his head around to find another shadow looming overhead. An empty skull with two red dots in its hollow eye sockets is staring ahead. The black mist-like cloak wafts to reveal skeletal hands holding a scythe made of pure darkness. 
 
    "It was you, then." Demon Queen Pelomyx speaks in a voice that causes physical pain to shoot throughout Rolan's nervous system. He barely holds onto his mind as he staggers in place, but manages to catch himself to look up and see the tentacle horror staring down the towering skeleton behind him. 
 
    Judging by the demon queen's words, this isn't a spell cast by her, and its presence gives him a strange sense of security. A thought enters his mind that could be nothing more than wishful thinking, but it does make sense under the current circumstances. 
 
    The towering skeleton is Avilok, the Liberator of Souls - the god of death. He has come to help him banish the chaos and bring peace to the human world. 
 
    Rolan shakes his head at these thoughts. Something doesn't feel right in his mind, but he can't tell what exactly is wrong. An overpowering feeling compels him to raise his sword to the heavens even though he doesn't know the point in doing so. 
 
    When the blade is at its apex, a shock runs through his entire body as well as his mind, and the world whites out. 
 
      
 
    "Are you embarrassed?" Aurelia asks while flying across the sky with her incredibly long hair trailing behind her parted like wings. 
 
    "... yes." I admit begrudgingly while holding onto her. She has me in a princess carry, and I feel completely out of place like that. It should have been the other way round, but unfortunately, she can fly faster than any template that I have. 
 
    I decided to go to Arkaim rather than Pontis Daemonis. Apparently, Aurelia has an incredible sense of direction and knows where both places are located by heart. It's almost too convenient to be true, but I remember that she lived during the age when the bridgehead fortress was first established. 
 
    According to Karina, the gods are making a move on Maou-mama, which means Arkaim is in greater danger than the seaside fortress under siege by a regular human army. If it falls, Hestia can always escape by air on her own, but the demon queen can't just run away from her own castle. 
 
    "We will reach the Herelier wasteland momentarily." Aurelia says while looking around as if having seen a landmark. The scenery below us suddenly changes to a wasteland, and I see the rock formations jutting diagonally toward the sky. 
 
    "What are those?" I should have asked Maou-mama or somebody in the castle about them back in the day, but the thought never crossed my mind until now. 
 
    "Look ahead." Instead of replying to my question, Aurelia states in a grim tone, causing me to turn my head to the front. A pillar of smoke rises high into the sky over the horizon, and the origin of it comes into view very soon. 
 
    Arkaim is on fire. Not just localized blazes, but the entire city seems to be engulfed in flames, the smoke blocking the view on the castle in its center. But in front of it all is a floating island that's definitely one of Alexander's sanctums. The attack is already well underway, and judging by the severity of it, may already be close to its conclusion. 
 
    "Hurry." I mutter, despair sneaking up on me at the thought that many innocent civilians must have been killed already. The casualties are only mounting with every passing moment. But more than the citizens, I'm worried about Maou-mama, who's undoubtedly fighting the gods right now. 
 
    Not replying, Aurelia lowers her altitude and flies closer to the ground than before as if doing so will hide our approach. Only minutes later, we cross the city walls and have the inferno below while the island overshadows everything above. 
 
    The gates seem to have been blocked by something. Civilians are gathered in front of them, pushing and screaming as they try to escape the blaze. I curse my helplessness as I have to leave them to their fate until I know whether or not the castle is safe. Whether or not my mother is safe. 
 
    Suddenly, spells fly toward us and explode in the air like anti-air guns. Aurelia performs evasive maneuvers and avoids all of them with ease while I cling to her. Shooting down a human-sized target from the ground is almost impossible, even if the projectiles are guided by the very wills of the casters. 
 
    The castle is before us, and I find that part of it is on fire as well. The gate has been burned open, and countless dead Kirali guards are strewn about the courtyard. Knights in runic armor are guarding the perimeter, and some point at us while raising their voices. 
 
    "I will circle around once." Aurelia suggests what I was about to say as if having read my mind. I need to see where the fire is coming from and how far-reaching the damage is. But even more than that, I want to know if there's still fighting happening. 
 
    Not even halfway around the castle, I spot something white standing out on the black stones of the ramparts. It has a humanoid figure but is distinctly inhuman. The right arm is extended behind it over and spreads into several tentacles that reach over the battlements. The left arm is raised, looking misshapen as if stopped mid-transformation. 
 
    "What happened here...?" I murmur to myself as Aurelia lands us right in front of the statue. It's Asoko in her true form, apparently having been petrified. I know that there's Chialdara, a medusa maid, but she wouldn't have a reason to use her ability on my other half. 
 
    Looking around, I find puddles of water all around; she or her opponent must have used water magic. With nothing else in the vicinity but human remains a distance behind her, it's safe to say that the one responsible came out unscathed and walked away. 
 
    "Let's go." I grow Fata wings and fly under my own strength, leaving behind my petrified other half for the time being. If it's a state she can't return from, it won't matter if she's shattered. And if she can come back, then being in pieces won't matter much. I have more important things to do than to guard her. 
 
    When we reach the back of the castle, I find the place on fire. A large portion of the castle's side looks like it melted under immense heat. The molten slag has flowed down into the vegetable garden in the backyard, which is still burning now. 
 
    The wooden roof of Arkaim castle has caught fire, and not a soul can be seen trying to put it out. That means either the fighting is still ongoing deeper inside the castle, or everybody has already died, and the human knights at the gates were in the process of retreating. 
 
    Suddenly, a lightning bolt comes down from the localized cloud of smoke and travels into a hole inside the central dome of the castle under which the Forerunners Chamber is located. I exchange a glance with Aurelia, who seems to understand what that was. Karina mentioned that Zeke and the others were on the move - and Zeke is Taivass, the Lord of the Sky. His domain is weather, and lightning is one aspect of that. 
 
    It means that the leader of the Old Humans has decided to make his appearance. Whether that's out of desperation or to deliver the final push, I don't know. But I have a bad feeling about all of it. 
 
    Putting wind magic under my wings, I boost myself toward the dome. 
 
     A large hole has been blasted into the ceiling from the inside. I land at the edge of the circular hole and peek in to see just in time as a mass of tentacles draws together. It takes the shape of Maou-mama in her demon queen form. She's standing on an elevated platform in front of a black stone throne, shielding her eyes from something incredibly bright in front of her.  
 
    As I change my angle, I can see further into the room and find the origin of that light; a person raising a blindingly incandescent sword. Even from here, I can recognize who the wielder of that holy-looking weapon is. 
 
    Rolan? What is he doing here? Why is he- 
 
    When the answer dawns on me, I don't hesitate to jump down into the Forerunners Chamber. Just then, the leader of the human party I worked and traveled with for several months brings down the glowing sword. 
 
    In that instant, I find that Maou-mama's eyes have reverted to those of Kuroe Yumiko, as she looks up in my direction, apparently aware that I'm there. A smile appears on her lips before she closes her eyes in peaceful resignation. 
 
    What?! 
 
    NO!!! 
 
    In the next moment, my vision is overwhelmed by light. 
 
      
 
    I drop to my knees on the ground and look down at my mother's face with a blank mind. Her eyes are closed as if she's sleeping, but her chest isn't heaving up and down. 
 
    That's right, she's a Crawling Chaos, so she doesn't need to breathe. 
 
    I slowly extend a hand to touch her but hesitate. She's not moving at all, looking like a perfect statue rather than a living being. 
 
    Gathering my resolve, I touch her shoulder. But as if that was a trigger, the surface of her body turns coarse. It expands in a ripple from where my fingers came into contact with her skin. The clothes, made from her body after she learned that convenient trick from me, turns gray before starting to flake off like dust in the wind. 
 
    Within moments, her whole body has turned to a figure of ash before crumbling away in an unnatural breeze that only seems to affect her. 
 
    "No..." I mutter while desperately catching the scattering dust, trying to gather it together as it slips through my fingers. "No... no!" 
 
    My vision blurs from an overwhelming sensation of desolation as I watch my mother's form disappear without a trace. Not even the crumbling ash remains. I look down at my hands to find them completely empty, even though I tried to catch her. 
 
    I tried so hard... 
 
    My breath catches in my throat, and my thoughts spiral into self-destruction. I stare at the clean floor, where moments ago, my mother lay as if sleeping peacefully. 
 
    There is nothing... 
 
      
 
    Distant voices are speaking, some in surprise, others sound frantic, but I don't really register them. I stare at my palms without blinking. A headache is mounting, but a stronger torrent of nothingness threatens to push even that last sensation out of my mind as I stay down on my knees. 
 
    "Chloe?" Rolan's voice asks in confusion, but I don't react. It seems to be reaching me through water as if I'm submerged in incredible depths. "What are you doing here?" 
 
    "Chaos." Aurelia's voice calls out to me from beyond a thick mist, but I can't even bring myself to turn my head to her. "Pull yourself together!" 
 
    A pair of hands grab my shoulders and shake me, but I can only keep looking down at the spot where my mother disappeared. All the strength has left my body, so when Aurelia tries to make me stand, it's like trying to prop up a puppet with its strings cut. 
 
    Part of me is watching from the outside, seeing my foolish self sitting on the ground as if my soul left me. But even that part can't make me take action anymore at this crushing sense of emptiness. I understand what happened, but admitting it would break a dam inside me wide open. Under these circumstances, I know that I shouldn't let my emotions run freely. 
 
    If I don't move, I'll be killed. 
 
    Another part of me welcomes that thought. Maybe I should let it end here and be with my mother in the next world. She sacrificed everything to see me again, so it would only be fair to do the same for her. 
 
    "Stand!" Aurelia slaps me across the face, but I barely feel it. My human transformation must be coming undone, or I subconsciously turned myself numb. 
 
    "So, you have returned." A somber male voice speaks in an ethereal tone. 
 
    "I have nothing more to lose." The Golden Queen stops trying to make me stand and faces the person speaking to her with a proud but also sad voice. "This time, I will oppose you to the last." 
 
    I raise my head to look up at Aurelia, standing tall in her full naked glory as she faces a skeleton wrapped in misty darkness towering behind Rolan. There's no mistake that this is Xing, known to the humans as Avilok, the Liberator of Souls. 
 
    That's when I get a look at the other people in the room. A short distance behind the leader kneels Gram, holding his bleeding side while looking in my direction with a confused expression. His tower shield has been cut in half, and his wound must stem from the same attack that caused it. Luna is standing behind him while pressing a hand on her uselessly dangling left arm. 
 
    Then I notice the body on the floor next to the half-elf. It's a young girl I've only seen once before. I remember her freckled face in a backdrop of the guildhall in Kongenssoevn, sitting at our table while sheepishly drinking ale with us. 
 
    It's Vigdis, the water mage who joined Rolan's party along with two others because Luna and I went to join the academy. She was soft-spoken and shy, so I only barely remember what she was like. 
 
    So she's dead, huh? 
 
    Suddenly, a group of soldiers runs into the room and surrounds us. They're followed by a woman with long black hair carrying a staff with a large golden eye as its headpiece. She's floating a few inches off the ground as if it's beneath her to walk the same earth as everybody else. 
 
    "You!" Aurelia raises her voice in anger when she sees her. 
 
    "The Golden Queen has come out of exile." The woman remarks in an amused tone. The fact that she knows who Aurelia is means that she must be one of the Old Humans. "Have you finally gotten over your loss?" 
 
    Without a word, the golden girl raises a hand and draws Vanadia's Will from within her palm. At that sight, the smile on the woman's face freezes; she knows the power of that weapon. Xing immediately shoots forward while swinging his massive scythe of darkness. 
 
    At the same time, Aurelia directs her weapon at him like a conductor's rod. The battle against the gods has started so unceremoniously. 
 
    But suddenly, our surroundings warp in a vortex and snap back a split second later to reveal a vast open prairie. Vanadia's Will gouges a huge crater out of the ground, leaving behind only desert-like dust in its wake. Aurelia turns her head in surprise, looking around at the unfamiliar scenery. 
 
    "Do not test a reaper." Mithra's muffled voice comes from above, and I look up sluggishly to see him floating in the air in his dark blue robes and bandages. He has exchanged his usual gnarled staff for what appears to be a giant key made from tentacles. "Even if your body may seem indestructible, your soul is not." 
 
    A part of me wonders why he wasn't there when my mother was fighting alone in the Forerunners Chamber, and why he didn't teleport her out of harm's way just as he did with us now. 
 
    Then again, what even is the point of thinking about alternative scenarios now? 
 
    "Who are you?" Aurelia can hold herself back from attacking him with Vanadia's Will and asks in an impatient tone. She's well aware that we have been transported somewhere else, so learning about the person so obviously responsible for it is the best course of action. 
 
    "Your Highness... no, Your Majesty." Ignoring the Golden Queen, he addresses me in his usual neutral tone. He has changed the title by which he refers to me, which only drives home the truth I've been trying to avert my eyes from. "A message from your mother." 
 
    I look up in surprise. Does that mean he teleported her away, and the body that crumbled was a fake? Did they plan this to make the false gods think that she's dead so that she can act behind the scenes? 
 
    "She says that she loves you. And that this was the only way." Even though the delivery lacks any and all emotions, I understand the real implications of those words. "In time, you will learn the reason for all this." 
 
    With these words, Mithra swings his staff across the vast expanse of land before me, as if showing me a great view. But my mind is unable to comprehend the beauty as it still wrestles with the message. 
 
    "You are in a land the false gods have no influence in." The court magician explains while turning his head back to me. "Grow. So that you may seek revenge for the death of your mother." 
 
    The truth I didn't want to confront was so lightly put into words, and my thoughts spiral into a single point. My mother is really dead. 
 
    That's when the dam of my emotions breaks, and tears begin to roll down my face uncontrollably. 
 
    Mama... 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Afterword 
 
      
 
      
 
    Here we are. 
 
      
 
    It's the halfway point of the journey of Chaos. 
 
      
 
    And what a journey it was - and will be from here. Those who read the web version on RoyalRoad will see the most significant differences here. It was the most controversial part of the series, but I hope I did it better in the book. 
 
      
 
    This is the longest volume to date, but as if inversely proportional to the book's length, I don't feel that there is much for me to say about it. The ending is definitely something you will need time to process, so I'll leave you with it. 
 
      
 
    Whisper, responsible for the previous three covers, has been unavailable for a while now. I don't want to take up space by elaborating here, but those following my social media know the details. It's unfortunate that the series couldn't have a uniform cover style throughout, but I only hope everything is well with him. 
 
      
 
    This cover was drawn by Kimoshi, also known as deru06. If you check out his art, make sure to do so when nobody else is in the room - you know what I mean. Thank you for making the release of this volume possible! 
 
      
 
    As always, a big Thank You to all the Patrons who stayed despite the long periods without updates. If not for your support, my will to write would easily hit rock bottom whenever I stop to think what I'm even doing this for. Well, aside from wanting to tell a story, that is. 
 
      
 
    Here are the heroes who made this dream come true: 
 
      
 
    C.S Sturmer, Daniel Dhamarian 
 
    Adam Shanks, blizgerg, chris, help64, Ilsig, Kara Song, 
 
    Nanu Nankoo, Roseline Bloom 
 
    Aaron DuBose, Aeryn Sun, Amber Powley, Blu Worth, 
 
    Brian Hulcher, Christopher Henry, cosmo hollen, CybranWeeb, diesonduty214, HauBassTec, Healerbob, Ichigough, James Daciuk, Jamie Barraclough, keven zukunft, littlekerr, MastaDoom, Minna_Wilcke, Passel, Ryno, Flowers, Seijax, Skyggesverd, 
 
    Steffan Paul Nilsson, TheeM, Yannick Lange, taichi1082 
 
    ^ban^, Aryn, Cel Halcyon, Dante Perez, DeathIsABishi, Demian Buckle, Elizabeth Cowan, Felipe monell, Frank Messina, Jan Henning , runs, Jeremy Hughes, Keno, Liaira, Lordmod, Mathias, Nyx Wylder, Orakuru, Pltergeist, Rafa P, SealShadow, Standing, Zach Shumar, Zyke Kyzari 
 
    Alberto Montalvo, ashadun, Brandon chatman, Brandon Wilson, Brian Adams, Cameron Badman, CoolToaster, Cryostorm, Deathbricks, DJay, Glader, Jamie wood, Jan Teriete, John Mantell, Joshua Russell, Kaede Kagami, kire, Kuroko, Lord Lucifer, 
 
    Lyndon Crockard, Malte Lemke, Mark, MonitorMan, nekohentai, Nilo, Programan, Raistlin, Ravensleeper, Rincewind, SiyZin, Vantimiglia 
 
      
 
    This list is incomplete; you can help by expanding it. 
 
      
 
    Last but not least, a dedication to all the readers that have been with me from the beginning of the web novel, as well as those that joined this journey starting with the books. Please continue to support the Chaos! 
 
      
 
    Expect two more volumes this year! And this time, I'll make it happen! 
 
      
 
    February 2020 
 
    J.J. Pavlov (Meakashi) 
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