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      Intermission: “Birthday”


      —XX/XX/2006


      “Happy birthday to you...” XX’s androgynous voice was scratching its way out of Akira’s headphones.


      XX’s singing was totally off-pitch — almost unbearable. Recently, Akira and XX had been communicating via voice chat as well as text. While voice chatting is a cornerstone of online co-op nowadays, it wasn’t a mainstream feature back then.


      “Happy birthday, dear Akira... Now you’re practically thir-ty!”


      “Shut up! Get a job, you moron. Heard of a recruitment center?”


      “Hey! That’s not chat-appropriate language!”


      “Go work like a dog. Be a corporate pawn. Grind the rest of your life away as nothing but a replaceable cog in the machine of society.”


      “Ow! Ow! My ears!” The content of their conversation was the same as usual, except that both Akira and XX were audibly intoxicated. “Meanie. Here I am, spending time with poor lonesome Akira who’s all alone on his birthday and forever.”


      “Whatever. I can’t be bothered to go outside.”


      “Wait, what about that girl? You two are over, already?”


      “Since, like, a while ago. We both just wanted something easy. ’Course it wouldn’t last.” Akira poured more whiskey into his glass. The ice cubes clinked. “I’ll find someone again. Won’t take long, anyway.”


      Akira went through glass after glass of whiskey. XX could tell how fast he was downing them just from his audio.


      2006 was the year when Akira Ono had hit rock bottom. He hit up girls online and IRL nonstop, always keeping at least a dozen women at his beck and call. Some called him a player, and others called him a manipulative man-whore. His old fearlessly confident demeanor was nowhere to be found. His days were filled with depravity, as if he were slowly drowning. The black hole had devoured everything, leaving nothing but a pile of rubble in its wake, and the internet had become a wasteland, as far as the eye could see. Akira Ono had earned some free time in exchange for being forced to shut down the Game. His debauchery was getting worse by the day, and anyone would have deemed him hopeless. Outside of work, he spent all of his time on booze and women. Time felt like a repetitious spiral, utterly devoid of productivity.


      “You’re kind of a douchebag when you don’t have anything to be creative about, Akira. Like a piece of human garbage. Worthless like cockroach dung, or space debris!”


      “Shut the hell up and get a job. Pay your taxes. You think you’re on some year-round summer break?”


      “I can’t! Really! I just found this out. I’m sick. What’s it called...? Right, ‘narcolepsy.’”


      “...The one where you can’t stay awake? Why’ve I never heard of it? When does it hit you, anyway?”


      “Every time I try to find a job, I just get so tired. I’m a total narco.”


      “...I bet a punch in the face would make you pretty narco, too.”


      The clinking of ice cubes could be heard from Akira’s end, and the opening of a beer can from XX’s. Both of them had lost count of how much they had to drink.


      “Why don’t you take that job you were talking about? Then you can make an even better world.”


      “What the hell am I supposed to do now? I lost everything.”


      “...Your old pal XXX might come back.”


      “Who gives a crap! If there’s anything I hate, it’s traitors! He just spewed a bunch of bullshit and disappeared... Good riddance!”


      “Sounds like you’re having another tough day... You’re still cute when you’re frustrated, Akira!”


      “Bleh... I’m turning off voice chat.”


      “Whoa, wait! Wait! One last thing!”


      “Huh?”


      “...I’ll be waiting. No matter how long it takes.”


      His vision blurry from the alcohol, Akira disconnected without a reply, and fell onto his bed. Having had a few too many, a particular song kept refraining in his head.


      Happy birthday to you...


      “No matter how long? I don’t even know the next time I’ll talk to... Wait...”


      (How old was XX? Was XX a dude or a chick? What was... their name?)


      “Heh. How drunk am I...? Let’s hit the sack.” Akira mumbled to himself and closed his eyes.


      It would take quite some time until this man would truly awaken...

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Six: Prelude to Turmoil


      ——The port of Euritheis.


      Many were hard at work at the docks, most loading cargo onto ships. The types of cargo varied widely: loads of fresh water, food, trade goods, and so on. Some ships even carried livestock, like pigs and sheep, in addition to fresh vegetables and meat, so they could milk and butcher them during the journey.


      “Hurry up and get these up there, old man!”


      “S-Sorry!”


      A middle-aged man was wobbling to and fro amidst the crowd of workers. He was Hummer, a porter from the city of Rookie. He was undoubtedly at the bottom of the social class system, and lived in the slums. Today, he had come to Euritheis for a temporary job.


      “Old man! You think you can work the docks, wobblin’ around like that?”


      “I-I’m sorry...!” Hummer shrunk his neck into his shoulders, having been scolded by the boatswain. Marlin the boatswain was a rough and rugged man in his twenties. He had been shouting at his crew left and right, and quickly resorted to violence against anyone who worked slower than his acceptable pace. Hummer, a man in his late forties, was nearly brought to tears from being berated by a man young enough to be his son.


      “Shut your mouth and move those legs!” Marlin ruthlessly kicked Hummer in his portly gut.


      “Y-Yes, sir...!” His face twisted in pain, but Hummer continued loading the ship.


      Many men of the sea were of a rugged nature, and Marlin was no exception. They lived their lives sailing in the most powerful force of nature. All of them knew from experience that no status or title would save them from a storm. They saw people in a binary of useful or not; one useless crew member could jeopardize the entire ship.


      “Eef...” Hummer carried those boxes with all of his strength, wobbling and panting.


      He could see that some of the other workers carried the same boxes with ease as they chatted with each other, while others had reddened faces like him. Experience made all the difference. It wasn’t easy for a newcomer to work on these unstable docks and ships. While Hummer would have to spend a long time allowing his muscles to learn how to walk here, it would not be an easy skill to master.


      Hummer crossed the trap and made it onto the ship to find the captain checking off the loaded cargo and giving out detailed orders. A deep scar ran over his right eye, which was covered by an eye patch. His arms were as thick as logs, his immense pectorals were pushing against his shirt, and his jaw was covered with a full beard.


      (H-He’s a true man of the sea...)


      Hummer felt dizzy looking at the captain. There were plenty of fresh adventurers back in Rookie who dressed like they were entering a fashion contest. Beneath their dressed-up outfits, none of them had the substance to prove themselves worthy. On the other hand, this captain had no need to decorate himself. His mere presence was all he needed to garner attention and respect.


      “Newbie. That box goes in storage C-3. Don’t put it anywhere else.”


      “Ay-Aye!”


      “That one goes to the stern...” The captain continued to order one worker after another, checking the branding on the box.


      Hummer was surprised to find that each box had a designated spot. He carried his box to the correct storage compartment and saw the numerous boxes already stacked up in the other compartments. Each compartment was rather small and divided by a wooden wall. They also seemed to be water- and shockproof.


      “This is what a ship is like... It carries all of this stuff, far far away...” Hummer couldn’t help but find some childish wonder in his first encounter with a ship and his first job at sea. Even his muscles seemed to refresh as he took in his surroundings.


      “O-Okay... It’s almost lunch. I can do this...!”


      His feet were unsteady on the docks, but Hummer safely made it to lunch with only the occasional scolding.


      “Herf... Huff...” Hummer panted, sprawled out on the floor.


      “...Drink this.”


      “Aye?!”


      “Didn’t think you’d last ’til lunch.” The captain, his face as intimidating as before, handed him a wooden tankard full of water.


      “Th-Thank you...!” Hummer practically embraced the tankard and started chugging from it. The water was lukewarm, but it still quenched Hummer’s scorching throat, especially with the lavish touch of a lemon slice.


      “Eat.”


      “Ay-Aye!” Hummer timidly accepted two dishes from the captain. The first plate contained sautéed pork, lettuce, and bread, while the other had two fish, grilled whole. For someone like Hummer, who lived in the slums, this was an extravagant feast, to say the least.


      “Y-You’re sure I can have all this...?”


      “Ain’t much to eat out in the sea. So we all drink and eat the best we can while we’re on land.”


      “I-I see...”


      “Hardtacks only get tougher, and the maggots will get ’em before long. If our water turns sour, we’ll get the runs. The salted meat in those barrels will stink worse by the day until we can’t eat ’em. Won’t take us long to go through those greens, either. Towards the end, we’d peel the leather off of our boots.”


      As the captain plainly explained, color drained from Hummer’s face. It felt like a bucket of cold water to snap him out of the excitement he was feeling about setting foot on a ship for the first time.


      Unbothered by Hummer’s reaction, the captain tossed back a gulp from his bottle of rum and lit a cigar with a Spell Stone. “We could drift away to anywhere in the world, but when our Water Spell Stones run out, all we can do is pray to the Angel for a little bit of rain.”


      Just listening to the captain talk seemed to rob the food on Hummer’s plates of its taste. Was he being toyed with again? Hummer stiffened.


      “For your sake, you should stay on land for good,” the captain added.


      “U-Um... I...” Hummer’s expression darkened.


      “We only turn to the sea because we have nowhere else to go on land. It’s a dump for those who can’t live among the rest of society.”


      Hummer stared at the ground, unable to respond. Was he concerned for him? Or was he firing him since he was obviously not cut out for the work?


      “I-I... messed up in a dungeon... I became a porter, but things didn’t turn out like I...” Hummer explained how he tried all sorts of work, only to be labeled as useless and fired each time. One might think that such a confession would only worsen Hummer’s chances of keeping the job, but he was an honest man, for better or worse. “I-I’ll work as hard as I can. Please don’t let me go...!”


      In short, Hummer had lived a boring half-life riddled with failure. No ups and no downs. Just an unbearably miserable life story. He was a helpless sap who had no choice but to stick to being a porter even as he was robbed and beaten by those young enough to be his children.


      The captain patiently listened to Hummer’s uninteresting story of his life. The captain’s stoic expression never budged, his eyes always cast out to the sea.


      “Do you know what these ships...”


      “Captain?”


      “Do you know what that cargo... No, I guess it doesn’t concern you.” The captain left without saying another word.


      Relieved that he wasn’t fired, Hummer turned to the sea. The waves endlessly rolled into the docks, rocking the ships in an uncomfortable sway. A figure appeared by Hummer, who had been absentmindedly gazing out at the blue.


      “Tsk... You’re here, for real? How long does it take you to eat?” Merlin was looking down at Hummer with an irritated look on his face.


      “I-I’m sorry, sir!”


      “This ship ain’t your dinner table.”


      Hummer began scarfing down his food, but he struggled to swallow it all at once.


      Marlin slugged Hummer square on the head. “I said eat, so you better finish that in ten seconds. You screw up out in the ocean and I’ll toss you overboard.” His cold eyes glared down at Hummer.


      “Ay-Aye...!” Hummer choked down the rest of his food.


      He knew that Marlin meant every word.


      “What the hell does the captain want with this dim-witted geezer...?!” Marlin spat out and left in the same direction that the captain had gone, apparently ready to start an argument.


      Hummer could only watch with a pained expression as Marlin walked away.




      ——Honored Guest Quarters, Flagship.


      The honored guest quarters were decorated with furniture and amenities reminiscent of a five-star hotel. This special guest room contained a canopied bed, ruby-red carpeting, and a liquor cabinet complete with spirits from around the world, all illuminated by lights that used plenty of Spell Stones. Outside the door of this room, the shipmates had no place to sleep but the bare boards of the deck or a few dark corners below deck. Still, this room was occupied by the bishop alone.


      The commander was utterly shocked by the bishop’s unexpected command. “Bring the demi-human to Suneo...?”


      “Yes. Jack likes to play rough with his toys. Despite looking like a simpleton, he can be quite persistent.” The bishop gave an amused laugh as he scooped a glob of honey from a jar and licked it off.


      This was a surprise to the commander, who was under the assumption that they were headed straight to Hellion territory.


      “Ar-Aren’t we taking the demi-human to Hellion territory...?”


      “Your ignorance never ceases to amaze me. We aren’t dealing with humans.”


      “Y-Yes, that’s true...”


      This time, they had made a deal with a Hellion... One with the title of Grand Devil, no less.


      “Take everything you think you know and toss it overboard. Hand over all of our cards and we may never make it out of their territory alive.”


      “So wh-what do we do...?”


      The bishop sighed at the commander’s obliviousness. If the bishop wanted him to be of any use, he would have to show him the ropes, and from the ground up.


      “The demi-human is our insurance policy. We must hold onto their most desired chip until the very end of the game.”


      “I-I see... This will be a deal in two stages.”


      The bishop confirmed that answer as he sliced a block of crisp, white cheese. Even this block of cheese, made from milk of the Northern Grasslands mules, was a delicacy worth more than a gold coin.


      “Mm. Exquisite.” The bishop licked his lips. The cheese was exquisite indeed, with a gentle texture and a hint of sweet nuts. As the commander gulped in envy, the bishop cut one piece of cheese after another from the block and tossed it into his mouth. “When dealing with them... failure is not an option,” he concluded, with a proud grin soaked in avarice.


      In summary, the deal was for them to deliver the heretics to the devil in exchange for rare monster parts, minerals or magical items unobtainable to most humans, and some extremely dangerous drugs. That being said, if they made the mistake of handing over all of their cargo at once, there would be nothing to stop the devil from going back on the deal then and there. It was too easy to imagine that the devil would kill them all without hesitation as soon as he had what he wanted.


      “Wait for me in Suneo,” the bishop ordered.


      “Yes, bishop! Absolutely!”


      The commander was secretly relieved that he wouldn’t have to set foot in Hellion territory. If he had any say in it, he would never go near the place as long as he lived.


      The fleet of ships carrying the droves of slaves left Euritheis to deliver the demi-human to Suneo, where all sorts of characters would converge, unbeknownst to each participating party.




      ——On the deck of one of the ships.


      “W-Wow...!”


      Hummer couldn’t help but shout in amazement as he watched the fleet plow through the crashing waves with masculine magnificence. Of course, he had no idea where the fleet was headed. Most shipmates didn’t, in fact. None of that information was shared outside of the captain and a few select posts, which was nothing out of the ordinary in the seafaring world. This was partially because most of the crew was illiterate, and wouldn’t know what to do with such information anyway. Many simply did as they were told, like cattle that knew how to curse.


      Even the fresh crew member who had been excited at the fleet’s departure began to suffer seasickness as the journey continued. Their footing was always unstable, to the point where the inexperienced could barely walk. Many of the first-timers began vomiting over the rails, and the seasoned crew got a good laugh at their expense. This had become routine, a sort of rite of passage.


      “We’re barely offshore, newbies!”


      “It’s going to be a long sail for you wimps.”


      The laughing sailors had gone through the same experience on their maiden voyage, but any workplace had its share of people with inferiority complexes. Picking on newbies was their favorite pastime, especially since there wasn’t much to do out at sea.


      As the seasoned sailors mocked the newbies, Marlin was observing the deck from the crow’s nest.


      (Another ship full of duds...)


      The sea route to Hellion territory passed through rough waters, which made it ideal for training new recruits. The experienced crew sped around the deck, expertly manipulating the sail so the ship could zig-zag through the headwind. To the newbies, their technique was practically magical. As the first-time sailors desperately tried to contribute, many could do no more than trip over the rocking deck and roll down it like barrels.


      (There they go again. I guess Cap’s getting old and soft...)


      Marlin had turned away many of the candidates after watching them fail at loading the ship, but the captain had insisted on some of them making it onto the voyage, one of them being Hummer. Marlin hardly expected the visibly overweight and older-than-most newcomer to make any contribution on the deck.


      (Now, where’d that old man roll off to...?)


      Marlin spotted Hummer. He was not barreling down the deck, but standing on his feet. Amidst the chaos of the ship, he was faltering, but surely making his way around. He comforted his seasick crewmates and stowed the likes of barrels, rope, and fishing equipment that kept coming loose from the rocking of the ship.


      (Huh...)


      Hummer was in no way efficient or graceful in his movement, but somehow persistent. Ships in this world were nowhere near as stable as modern-day seafaring vessels. For the most part, their fate was left up to the wind and tide, like the ships of the New World era on Earth. These ships had no bilge-keels or fin stabilizers to ease the rocking. In that sense, they were more like a piece of driftwood than anything else.


      (That old man...)


      Marlin saw Hummer in a different light, watching him put up a good fight on deck, much to his surprise. Marlin had seen many \outlaw’ types, who had been bragging and boasting while the ship was docked, drain their tears and toss their stomach contents overboard once they were out at sea. Every one of them had begged for the ship to turn around and drop them off on solid ground, vomit and snot trailing down their faces. Each time they did, Marlin had a good laugh and threw overboard any of them that refused to adapt. There was no way that a ship could reverse its course for them.


      (Does he just not get seasick...?)


      Some men were immune to seasickness right off the bat. Marlin was the one of them.


      “Won’t hurt to keep an eye on him for... Huh? Oh, the usual.” Marlin cracked a grin, having spotted a small fleet headed their way. With the wave of a flag, Marlin notified the other ships in their fleet. Immediately, the ships in the fleet began moving on the water like limbs of a single organism. These parts of the sea were burdened by small bands of pirates that prayed on the occasional cargo ships. “Those morons. Who do they think we are?”


      At Marlin’s call, the veteran sailors lined the edge of the ship, weapons in hand, to intimidate the pirates. Meanwhile, they brought out lances and bows from the armory and stationed them on the deck.


      Seeing that the fleet was headed their way, the small pirate fleet dispersed and began to flee. The pirates had surely realized that they were outmatched in firepower as well as guts. This particular cargo fleet would rob any pirates who attacked them, pillaging their ships, weapons, cargo, crew, anything they could sell. Just as on land, the sea was rife with lawlessness, making any voyage far from safe.


      “Onward! Show those cocky bastards who they’re dealing with!” Marlin boomed from the nest, commanding the fleet to head into the band of pirates.


      Hummer stood on the deck, blue in the face and shaking as he was suddenly plunged into battle. His long and arduous voyage had only just begun.


      Infiltration


      Four silhouettes were dashing through the pitch-black night. While there was barely enough light for them to see even a couple of yards ahead, their steps were confident and sure, perhaps owing to nocturnal vision or some sort of special skill. Upon closer inspection, they were an endlessly curious party... The Demon Lord in his long black coat, his newly-summoned advisor, Akane Fujisaki, and the internationally-renowned Star Players Mynk and Olgan. If they were all mixed in a beaker together, they might have caused some catastrophic chemical reaction.


      “Hey, Olgan... Are you sure you want to do this?”


      “Yes.”


      Olgan was as expressionless as always, but Mynk was visibly nervous. Anyone would have been as unnerved as she was if they were headed for Hellion territory with such a small party.
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      “Just between us, what are you trying to accomplish? Suicide?”


      “No. Assassination.” Olgan sharply countered Mynk, and turned to the other two of their party. Her eyes fell on the very man that gave this mission a semblance of hope — the historical rebel out of ancient song, an existence beyond human comprehension, an existence called ‘Lucifer the Fallen Angel’ by some and ‘the Demon Lord’ by others. This living embodiment of mythology carried a teenage girl in his arms.


      “Good morning, Akane. Now you can carry yourself.”


      “Wha? You’re the one that took advantage of me in my sleep, Hakuto! Now be a man and carry me aaalllll the waaaaay!”


      Dropping Akane, the Demon Lord kept running without turning back. Not a tinge of guilt could be seen in his expression, which resembled that of someone who had just wheeled a week’s worth of trash to the curb for pick-up.


      “Hey! Don’t litter me! I’m too cute for that!”


      The rest of the group had also left Akane in the dirt, but the girl caught up to the Demon Lord in no time. Considering how fast the entire party was going, her speed was incredible.


      “You got legs. Use them.”


      “Not exactly in my superstar morning routine, Hakuto... This is your problem, you know.”


      “What’s my problem?”


      “You just don’t get girls...!” Akane leapt onto the Demon Lord’s back, clinging onto him. Perhaps she was just too lazy to run. “Phew. This is the life. Hi ho, Silveeeeeer!”


      The Demon Lord palmed Akane’s face without a word and tossed her aside. His expression was still devoid of any guilt, like he had just cleaned out his closet.


      Akane caught up in the blink of an eye, panting. “Litter me once, shame on you! Litter me twice, shame on... This is your problem, Hakuto!”


      “Ugh...”


      It was practically an instant replay. Watching the commotion behind her, Olgan’s preconceptions about the mythology of Lucifer came crashing down. She had always imagined the Fallen Angel to be solemn. The legendary rebel had resonated with her. The deity who, according to legend, came to rule half of the world: the night. In fact, her idea of Lucifer was an ideal she had strived for. She, too, was trying to rebel against the all-too-powerful Grand Devil.


      Mynk also seemed disillusioned by the scene. “Are you sure he’s the legendary Demon Lord?”


      “...At the very least, he’s as powerful.” Despite having witnessed the Demon Lord’s power when he halted that devastating invasion, Olgan couldn’t help but feel anxious about his demeanor. “For now, we just have to carry on.”


      Mynk sighed. “What a mess you’ve roped me into.”


      The party remained silent for the rest of their way out of Doyle and arrived at Fortress Arthur on the border of Animania. The area was utterly quiet, save for a small number of guards on patrol. Their lack of situational awareness was evident from the short-staffing even after the catastrophe in Rookie.


      “This country never changes... They still have faith in their ‘republic,’” Mynk spat out.


      Edogawa was one of the few republics on the Asian continent of Earth. While republicanism had served the nation fine during its long history without war, it was a much weaker system during emergencies. The Republic of Edogawa did not hold national elections, but chose its leader from a vast pool of aristocrats, who wouldn’t have too much power in office. During emergencies when quick decision-making could be the difference between life and death, the lack of a powerful leader would only exacerbate the casualties.


      “Weaker nations perish. It’s only natural,” Olgan countered. She wholeheartedly believed in the triumph of strength and lacked any interest in political structure.


      Meanwhile, the Demon Lord and Akane had their own observations to make about the outdated fortress.


      “What is this, a log cabin...? Any player could take this down in five minutes.”


      “I could do it in thirty seconds. Bada bing bada boom.”


      While their assessments were harsh, both of them exceeded the scope of possible threats in this world. Olgan explained the fortress to Akane and the Demon Lord, and that Animania lay beyond it. Once they passed the fortress, they would be in enemy territory. Human rules and preconceptions would mean nothing.


      Akane’s eyes glimmered with curiosity.


      “Anima...? They’re animal people, right?! I wanna see! Soft fur... Silky fur... Fluffy fur...”


      “I should have asked this before...” Olgan turned to her. “Are you kin to the Demon Lord?”


      “What’s that? Hakuto! They call you the Demon Lord here, too? Hilarious!”


      The word ‘too’ stuck with Olgan. Akane was speaking as if there was some other world outside of this one.


      “I’m Akane, the Superstar of the Sleepless Castle! Nice to meet you, fan!”


      “Super...star...?”


      “Guh, you’re making this complicated. Shut up,” the Demon Lord interrupted. He didn’t know what piece of information Akane would just toss out there. He lit a cigarette and jumped onto the fortress wall. He waved the rest of his party up. “Let’s do introductions before we go into enemy territory,” he said self-importantly, gazing out at the forest beyond the fortress.


      A guard spotted them and began sounding an alarm, but the party was unbothered. They had nothing they wanted to do at the fortress, anyway. After some soldiers had gathered at the scene, they recognized Mynk and Olgan and left the intruders alone. The Star Players regularly came to the fortress to make deals with the Anima. Let sleeping dogs lie. In truth, they were like government workers assigned to guard the fortress.


      Each member of the party introduced themselves, but Mynk wouldn’t stop there. She was an S-Rank adventurer at the top of the pyramid, so normally, she was perfectly calm and steadfast. She had detailed knowledge about the political situations around the continent, and was very skilled in distilling information. However, she was ailed by a devastating complex, and once her ailment came to light, things got out of hand.


      “Introductions, you say...” Mynk began. “What’s your end goal, Demon Lord? What are you looking to get from interrogating me?”


      “No interrogation. I just thought I’d ask your names and what you’re good at...”


      “Well, if you insist. If you must know everything about me.”


      “Just your name...”


      “My name is Mynk. The world knows me as a Star Player, but under that mask my true self is...” Mynk began solemnly describing herself with the most woeful expression she could muster.


      While she looked cute and picturesque under the moonlight, most of the phrases she spoke were quite enigmatic. ‘Dark Phoenix’ and ‘Shadow Salamander,’ for example. What’s worse, she occasionally grabbed her right hand and loudly whispered to herself, something like ‘It can’t be... not yet!’ This made her introduction drag on for some time. In fact, it was more of a prolonged autobiography, with more than a dash of edge and teen angst. Her story was a rollercoaster full of impactful twists and turns, even though the Demon Lord hadn’t a shred of interest in it.


      He finally interrupted her, exasperated. “Are you going through your own Fandom page or something?”


      “Fan... what?”


      “Never mind.” I already know too much about you, the Demon Lord seemed to say with a shake of his head.


      Coincidentally, Olgan’s head was shrinking into her shoulders at the same time. Akane was the only one who had heard Mynk out, fully intrigued.


      Akane delivered the final blow. “Is this girl emo or what! Something sealed in her right hand? That’s so textbook it’s revolutionary!”


      “E-mo...? What are you two talking about...?” Olgan muttered.


      “Hey, that bandage is a seal too, right?”


      “Oh, you can tell?” Mynk answered, exuding melancholy. “When this holy binding comes undone, the Other Me will awaken...”


      “Oh, no! That’s horrible...!” Akane couldn’t keep it up any longer. She burst out laughing, rolling onto the floor. “Stop it! I can only LMAO so much!”


      They certainly didn’t look like a fearless party about to cut through Animania into Hellion territory.


      The Demon Lord exhaled a puff of smoke and spoke up in an attempt to put an end to the ridiculous mood. “First, we’re going to split into two groups. Just in case, we’re going to fill in this forest.”


      “Fill in? What do you mean?” Olgan alone reacted to his statement.


      Beside her, Mynk was striking one bizarre pose after another as Akane cheered her on. In the end, Akane started grasping her own right hand.


      Mynk said things like “I-I must contain it... Just a little longer...!”


      And Akane chimed in, “my right hand’s getting harder to please, like a quarter-pounder with cheese!”


      (Idiot plus chuuni equals my worst nightmare, apparently...)


      The Demon Lord watched the pair for a moment with distant eyes before turning to Olgan. He had decided that she was the only one who could hold a serious conversation with him.


      “My basic tactic is to create a map and name different sections of any unknown areas.”


      “You see the Animania forest as a dungeon...?”


      While the Demon Lord was planning to do this for the sake of Quick Travel, Olgan seemed to understand his method, somehow. At the same time, she was a little impressed by how cautious the Demon Lord seemed. At their first meeting, he had sounded like he was ready to charge straight into Hellion territory without a plan.


      “Akane. You got a map and a pen, right?”


      “Hrm? Yep, I got it all.”


      Each advisor had a variety of items stowed away in their Back-up Backpack, but they all had the same set of necessities.


      “Doesn’t matter how long it takes. Fill in the southern end of this forest. I’ll take care of the north.”


      “Okie dokie!” Akane cheerfully agreed. When it came to these kinds of orders, they stuck with her.


      “And take that annoying edgy girl with you.”


      “No problemo. Can’t wait to hear more stories... Hee hee!”


      The Demon Lord felt a little uneasy about Akane’s reaction, but he was more concerned that his head would explode if he went to fill out his map with Mynk alone.


      “Make a lot of noise. Move whenever you want, day or night,” the Demon Lord instructed Akane. “Return to Rookie when you need a break. Make sure to rest in a safe location.”


      “Alright, Teach. I want to go on this field trip, already.”
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