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      Prologue


      “What a puuurrfect day!” I felt good enough to prowl outside today, where the silky soft breeze almost melted me like butter. A kitty cat was melting on a wooden box left in the yard—I would have loved to take a catnap with it.


      Wearing my favorite outfit Frey had gifted me, I was on my way to buy baking ingredients at the only item shop on the island. If only I could bake like my sister... My older sister was a Helper who supported her party by doing everything from setting up camp and cooking to managing their loot—she was my purride and joy!


      The street grew busier as I made my way from my house at the end of the village to its center, and we all exchanged smiles and hellos. Purrty soon, I spotted the light-blue roof that marked the item shop and opened its door.


      “Hello,” I purred.


      “Hi, Tarte. Welcome.”


      “Welcome.”


      The brown-furred shopkeeper, Jose, and his white-furred wife, Marl, greeted me. They were a wonderful couple who always gave me extra sweets.


      Marl trotted up to the counter to help me. “I’ve got a new book in...but it might be too advanced for you.”


      “I can too read it!” I hissed. Even though I was only seven, I’d read plenty of books—that was all I could do since I was too sick to play outside. My room was piled high with books grandma had collected for me.


      “Sorry,” Marl purred and handed me the book—not a storybook but a kind of handbook for adventurers. “Different from your mewsual books. It may not even be a good read.”


      “It’s fascinating,” I said, flipping through the pages while my ears twitched with curiosity. “There are pages on the basic knowledge and etiquette of adventuring.” Going on an adventure was a dream of mine that would never come true. Still, I always relished the adventure stories my sister and her party mates told, and the ones in the books on my shelves.


      When I’m cured, I’ll go on an adventure of my own, I told myself, knowing that’d never happen. My sister and her party were scouring the world for a cure, but they hadn’t found anything that kept my energy from draining, day after day...


      But I can’t stand here and sulk about it! Shaking the thought out of my head, I forced a smile. “I’ll take the book!” I trilled. “And I’m looking for ingredients to bake some sweets.”


      “You got it. What sweets did you have in mind?” Marl asked. “We have some cattail sugar—a sprinkle of that would make any sweet meowch tastier.”


      My tail shot up. “That would be purrfect!”


      Cattail sugar was a special sugar refined from the cattail plant. Its earthy sweetness and golden tint spruced up any treat. It was very rare because each cattail yielded very little sugar.


      I’ll save it for Torte and her party, I decided. The sugar was a purrfect addition to a cattail brew.


      “Thank you so much—” Just as I turned to leave after paying, my strength suddenly left me, leaving me on my knees. Marl quickly caught me so I didn’t fall any farther. “I’m sorry.”


      “It’s all right. Don’t be sorry,” Marl said. “I’ll walk you home right away.”


      “Thank you so much...” I said.


      Marl left Jose in charge of the shop and took me home.


      While she helped me into my bed, she asked, “Are Elza and Colton at work?”


      I nodded, curling up into my bed.


      “I’ll let them know on my way back,” Marl said. I didn’t want to worry my purrents, but that would be for the best. “I’ll store your food items so they won’t go bad.”


      “Thanks,” I trilled again. Marl and mom were good furiends, so she came to our house all the time. She put the ingredients away like it was her own kitchen.


      After I lay down for a few minutes, she brought over a cup of cattail tea and an apple neatly cut into bite-sized pieces. “How are you feeling? You should eat if you’ve got an appetite.”


      “I think I do,” I purred. “Thank you.” The apple was purrfectly crisp and juicy, and it put a smile on my face.


      “Purrfect!” Marl’s lips curved into a grin too. “Isn’t Torte due home purrty soon?”


      “Purrhaps.” My sister and her party regularly put their adventuring on pause to come see me—even when they didn’t have new herbs or medicine to try on my illness, which they often did. Though I felt bad for making them go out of their way, my excitement outweighed the guilt. “I wonder what adventures she’s been on this time,” I said.


      “It’ll be exciting to hear her thrilling tales, won’t it?” Marl asked.


      “Very much.” I promised myself I’d finish the adventurer’s guidebook by then so I could enjoy Torte’s stories more than ever.


      Once Marl left, I decided to stay cozy in my bed while I started on the book.


      Then, a delicious smell woke me up—I’d fallen asleep with the book in my hand. When I walked out of my room, mom was cooking dinner in the kitchen. “Look whose tail’s up. How are you feeling?” She walked up to me while she wiped her paws on her apron. She put a paw on my forehead, which felt nice and cool. “Hmm... You have a little fever. Let’s have supper so you can take your medicine and get some rest.”


      “All right,” I said without a fight.


      “Good girl.” Mom patted my head. “Don’t look so worried. Torte and her Hero’s party are hunting all over the world for a medicine to fix you right up! You just have to wait for them! There’s nothing to worry about.”


      Some of my nervousness must have shown on my face. I shook my head to get rid of that feeling and gave my mom the best smile I could. Even if she didn’t have a cure for my illness, I couldn’t wait to see my sister.


      A few days later, when my sister came to see me, a meowracle would happen.

    

  

  
    
      The Cait Sith Island


      As waves rhythmically rocked our boat, I couldn’t take my eyes off the horizon shimmering with golden, sparkling sunshine. Not too long ago, sights and adventures like this had been nothing more than a daydream to me. If I had married Ignacia, my whole life would have been spent serving Farblume. It wasn’t that I had anything against my country, but now the thought of living life like that was unbearable. Even the thought of my ex-fiancé couldn’t sour my mood today, though.


      I used to be the villainess in someone else’s story. Just as the prince was about to break off his engagement with me, I’d regained the memories of my past life—the life of a Japanese woman obsessed with Reas, an MMO that took place in the world I now lived in. Happily exiled from Farblume, I was now living my adventuring life to the fullest. There was no way to overstate just how much I enjoyed my newfound freedom.


      After leaving Farblume, I’d switched jobs from Dark Mage to Healer in the neighboring Sacred Land of Erenzi. There, I’d met Frey, the Hero, and her party mates: Luna, Lina, and Torte. After I guided them through the Paradise of Erungoa, they’d invited me to tag along for one more adventure.


      My heart seemed to beat faster and faster as the boat continued to glide toward that shimmering horizon. Why? someone might have asked, and I would have shouted my answer to the open sea: We were on our way to Cattora, the island of the Cait Sith!


      I can’t wait to see the Cait Sith village! Our objective as a party was to cure Torte’s sister using the rare Paradise Dew we’d harvested from the Paradise of Erungoa.


      I didn’t even want to think about how ridiculously wide my grin must have been, but there was nothing I could do but continue to count the minutes until we reached the island—that island right there! 


      Leaning over the bow of the ship, I pointed ahead. “Look! An island! Is that your home, Torte?!”


      “Yep! The Cait Sith island is purright ahead!”


      Overcome with excitement, I nearly toppled over the railing. I flailed to regain my balance, and if not for Frey’s quick rescue, I would have gone overboard. My Hero! 


      “Calm down, Sharon... I didn’t realize you were looking forward to this so much.”


      “Looking forward to it is an understatement... Seeing the Cait Sith village is pretty much a lifelong dream of mine!” I exclaimed.


      “A-All right,” Frey said. She sounded a little taken aback, but I couldn’t contain my longing for all the wonderful sights and adventures this world had to offer.


      I sat back up and took in the island fast approaching—it wasn’t too big, and it had some distinctive curves. Is it shaped like a cat’s paw? If only I could see it from a bird’s-eye view. Alas, I had no means of flight yet. Once I raised my level, there should be a few options available to me... Maybe becoming the Holy Maiden would allow me to fly unassisted.


      “We’re about to dock,” Lina said, watching the waves. “Let me give you the rundown, Sharon, since it’s your first time. The boat’s going to dock at a field a short distance from the actual village. There are some monsters there, but none of them are threatening.”


      “Got it!” We’d have to traverse the field before entering the village. That much wasn’t surprising.


      “We never struggle to go through it, and your backup will make it all the easier,” said Luna.


      I tightened my fist in response. “I won’t let you down.”


      “I’m counting on it.” Luna smiled with a sparkle in her eye. Apparently, she was a fan of my style of supporting—probably because my Strengthen Skill directly helped out the back line. As a Wizard, Luna didn’t have as much stamina as the rest of the party.


      Pretty soon, our boat at last landed at the Cait Sith island. We’d sailed up to the dock—which was a generous description for the rickety string of logs tied together, many of which were clearly rotten. It’s not going to break on us, is it?


      With a fresh gust of wind, the world turned golden, the color nearly swallowing me whole. “Wow!” I blurted, almost forgetting to breathe. The field we were about to cross was a field full of cattails! Endless rows of the fluffy grass carpeted the ground, their golden ears glimmering as the breeze shook them.


      “My thoughts exactly!” Frey proudly said. “This beautiful field never loses its luster!”


      “I bet...!” I said, my voice shaking from the grandeur of the view. I almost wanted to weave a lei of cattails and wear it around my neck to commemorate this moment.


      “I’m glad you like what you see, Sharon,” Torte purred. “Now I’m going to tie up the boat—don’t move a whisker.”


      “You got it!” I called back, eyes still glued to the field of gold.


      As soon as Torte secured the ropes, I jumped off the boat and onto the ground. The soil was softer than I’d expected, but I liked to think no one else noticed that I nearly lost my balance and ate a face full of cattail. The grass grew so thickly that I couldn’t see much of the ground below. Now this was what I’d call “the great outdoors.”


      “My heart won’t stop pounding...” I said, tempted to start counting prime numbers to calm myself down.


      “It’s not that spectacular.” Torte trilled a chuckle from atop the boat.


      This was serious business to me, though. I wasn’t going to leave a single rock on this whole island unturned. A Transportation Gate in the village would let me come back here anytime—I’d have to look for that. There was so much to do!


      “Sharon, can you take another step already? You’re holding up the line,” Frey said, and the rest of the party pushed past me to disembark, cutting short my relishing of this momentous occasion.


      Right. There are monsters here, I realized. Even though I was only level 17, I’d learned enough supporting Skills to serve as an effective Healer for their party. The only downside of me tagging along with them was that they were too many levels above me—I wouldn’t get EXP from any of their kills. 




      Overview:


      Name: Sharon (Charlotte Cocoriara) 


      Level: 17


      Job: Healer (Expert in healing magic. Supports allies with buffs and barriers.) 




      Titles:


      Fiancée No More: +5% Resistance to attacks from Male enemies.


      Flaudia’s Blessing: Healing Skills are 10% more effective. / Reduce mana cost of healing Skills by 50%. 




      Skills:


      Blessed Light: Turns clean water into Holy Water. / Item Required: Potion Bottle


      Mana Rations (Level 1): Recovers mana every 30 seconds.


      Heal (Level 3): Heals the target.


      Strengthen (Level 5): Buffs physical strength (Attack, Defense, Dexterity). 


      Wide Heal (Level 1): Heals all targets within a 7-meter radius of the user. 


      Goddess’s Smite: Doubles the damage of the next attack used. 


      Regeneration (Level 2): Recovers HP every 10 seconds.


      Goddess’s Protection (Level 3): Creates a barrier around the target.




      Equipment:


      Head: Hairpin of Compassion (+5% Healing / +3% Physical Defense / +3% Resistance to all elements)


      Body: Robe of Compassion (+5% Healing / +3% Magical Defense)


      Right Hand: Staff of Bloom (+3% Healing / +10% Holy element) 


      Left Hand: —


      Accessory: Adventure Bracelet (Enables the Menu) 


      Accessory: —


      Feet: Boots of Compassion (+5% Healing / +3% Physical Defense)


      Bonus: Compassion Set 3/3 (+15% Healing / +5% Physical Defense / +5% Magical Defense / −10% Mana cost for Skills) 




      “Strengthen to start with... And Goddess’s Protection on you, Lina, since you’re scouting ahead. I’ll add on what we need as monsters show up,” I announced.


      “Thank you.”


      “Thank you so meowch.”


      I returned the party’s thanks with a smile and held my staff tight. My knowledge of everything Cait Sith was limited to what I’d encountered during one special event when I’d played Reas. It was very much possible for me to encounter a monster I’d never seen before. The thought kind of terrified me, but Luna had said that the monsters here weren’t too much of a threat. All I’d have to do was stay calm and use the appropriate Skills. Odds were, I wouldn’t even need to improvise any clever use of my Skills.


      Just as I took a deep breath, Lina called from the head of our formation. “We’re going into combat.”


      Rustling came from the grass farther ahead, drawing my attention to it. Soon, a cat monster jumped out of the cattails.


      O! M! G! So kawaii! This monster was stupid cute. I blew out a breath, lest I get swept up in the cuteness overload. Unlike the half-human-looking Cait Sith, this monster looked just like a house cat, except it walked on two booted paws. A black cloak was slung over its shoulder, pinned by a brooch. The monster in pretty, gray fur also carried a rapier and round shield.


      I’ve never seen this monster before, I realized. Taking out a Memory of Stardust, I held it up toward the cat monster. This one-use item let me read the target’s level and job. I’d most often used it on other players in Reas, but using it on a monster would give me its name, element, and level. 




      Cat Swordsman 


      Element: Neutral 


      Level: 25


      A close-range fighter that takes advantage of its agility.




      While I was a lower level than the Cat Swordsman, Frey and her party would be the ones taking it on directly. From the way they showed no concern about the monsters of this field, I expected them to handle this with no problem.


      Just because it was our first battle off the boat, I cast Strengthen and Regeneration on Frey and Lina. Regeneration would heal them every ten seconds, so they should be able to go without my support for a while. “Now that I have the time... Strengthen!” I cast Strengthen on Luna, Torte, and myself—this would let us move around a lot more easily during the battle.


      I returned my gaze to the cat to find it clashing swords with Frey. Listening to the sound of metal on metal, I made sure to keep an eye on our surroundings. It fell to the supporter to be aware of any other potential threats.


      No sign of other monsters, so far, I noted with relief. Then, Luna launched an Icicle Arrow that froze the Cat Swordsman’s hind paws in place, giving Lina the opening to finish the monster off with her dagger. Leave it to the Hero’s party to take care of the battle without breaking a sweat...even if I felt a little sorry for the adorable cat monster that turned into a burst of light and left behind a Broken Blade—a common item dropped by monsters that wielded swords, with no particular use but to be sold off for pocket change. Torte plucked this one off the ground and stowed it in her bag.


      “That went smoothly... Expect a few more battles before we reach the village. Let’s keep our guard up,” Frey remarked, and we all showed our agreement. “Lina?”


      “You got it!” Lina ran ahead of us to scope out what lay ahead. “Three Swordsmen and two Archers!”


      “Bowmen... We should take those out first,” Frey said.


      “Yep. Luna and I can take one each. Cover us, Frey,” Lina said.


      “Of course,” Frey answered.


      Through the gaps in the cattails, I could spot three Cat Swordsmen and two Cat Archers. Like Frey had said, it was best practice to take out long-range enemies first.


      “Let me put a Skill on you,” I said. “A Goddess’s Smite for Luna...and a Goddess’s Smite for Lina.”


      “Thanks!” the twins said in unison.


      “That’s the Skill that boosts your attack through the roof!” Frey exclaimed, almost sounding jealous of Lina and Luna. “You’ll one-shot the Archers with no problem.”


      Goddess’s Smite doubled the damage of the target’s next attack and was best used before unleashing a powerful Skill or when you wanted to OHKO a monster.


      “I feel so much power!” Lina said. “Stormblade Pirouette!”


      “Let’s do this,” Luna added. “Coldest Blizzard!”


      “You don’t have to go that hard!” I shouted as I watched the twins unleash their attacks.


      Lina twirled at high speeds with her pair of daggers to create an attack devastating in both damage and area of effect, in contrast to its beautiful, dance-like form. Coldest Blizzard was a Skill you could learn once you’d leveled up Icicle Arrow to level 5—the AoE magic spell affected about a ten-meter area in the chosen direction, with a slight chance of added status effects like Frostbite.


      It was overkill in the highest degree, but they got the job done. It wasn’t like we expected stronger monsters between here and the village, which had to be pretty close by now. Lina’s and Luna’s attacks had taken out the Cat Swordsmen too—was I really surprised?


      “But you should keep an eye on your Mana reserves... Mana Rations.” I cast my Skill on the twins.


      “What?” the whole party blurted, including a “Meow?” from Torte.


      “Sharon...” Frey said, tentative. “I don’t think I’ve seen you use that Skill. Mana Rations, was it?”


      “I don’t think I’ve used it yet. It recovers your Mana every thirty seconds. Not by much, because my Skill level is still too low... It’s better than nothing, though,” I said.


      “No, this is incredible. It’s a huge help,” Frey insisted.


      “Thank you.” I smiled. Compliments like that really made being a supporter worth it. Because I had game knowledge of most combat skills from each common job, I could roughly calculate how much HP and mana everyone in the party was working with. With no HP or mana bars, I couldn’t be as exact as I’d been when I was playing the game in VR, but I could work out the gist from memory. Of course, it made it easier that we weren’t fighting monsters that demanded our entire attention. 




      After we walked for a little bit postbattle, the village came into sight.


      “Is that...?!” I asked.


      “That’s Cattora,” Torte purred. “The Cait Sith village!”


      No joke, I’d dreamed of this moment! I was so excited, I could barely keep from sprinting toward it. The village was encircled by a fence with a Cait Sith guarding the entrance. Paw print and fish designs dotted the round-roofed architecture of the village, and the buildings stood a little shorter than human houses. Even from here, it looked like a village built for cats. And what did that mean? That this village was extremely kawaii!


      “Stranger!” the guard yowled. Apparently, the Cait Sith didn’t find humans very kawaii at all.


      “We were in such a hurry that I didn’t think this through,” Torte sighed.


      What should I do? The guard was a little taller than Torte, at about ninety centimeters. He had flowy gray fur that reminded me of a Russian Blue. Now, the guard was pointing his spear at me like he was ready to attack if I gave a wrong answer.


      Before the guard could make a move, though, Torte put herself between him and me. “Wait! This is Sharon—I asked her to come with me!”


      “Torte, it’s you! I thought you went to look for an herb to cure Tarte,” the guard said.


      “Sharon helped me find it! She knows a lot about herbs—I didn’t know if we could make the herb into meowdicine without her...”


      Frey, Luna, and Lina were backing up her claim. Honestly, I could take credit for pointing out the herb they needed, but I couldn’t claim that I really knew my way around herbs.


      “She knows a lot about herbs...? That would be a great help,” the guard trilled, considering Torte’s claim.


      When I’d given them the tip about the herb, I hadn’t even thought I was sharing any special information. Even now, I couldn’t guarantee that the herb would work on Torte’s sister.


      The guard stared me up and down, as if to assess me—this would all be worth it to get into the village. He let out a troubled rumble. “But the villagers won’t like to see another human. It took them a long time to get used to Frey and the others.”


      Torte matched his concerned rumble with a trill of her own. They were both clearly racking their brains to find me a way into the village. Their kindness nearly brought tears to my eyes.


      “Then... What if I did this?” I asked, slipping on my old Cat Cape.


      Torte and the guard meowed in awe, staring at the hood of my cape like they’d found a long-lost treasure. “Those cat ears should do!” the guard said.


      “Wait, really?” It’s that easy? I had to ask—even though the Cat Cape was my idea, this was making me concerned for the security of the Cait Sith village. What was stopping someone with nefarious intentions from slipping into the village using a Cat Cape? Maybe they’d been burned by humans before, and that was why they didn’t like humans... There was no sense thinking about that now.
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